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Conclusion
This section summarises how social wellbeing is changing over time in New
Zealand and how social wellbeing is distributed across different population
subgroups.  For the first time, we also draw some tentative conclusions about how
social wellbeing varies across different parts of the country.

Changes in social wellbeing over time

We have new data for 25 of the 42 indicators used in this year’s edition of the
report.  The pattern of change shown in the report is broadly consistent with the
picture revealed by The Social Report 2004.  The key addition to the 2005 report is
new data showing what has happened to indicators of economic living standards
since 2001.  This shows an overall decline in the proportion of the population on
low incomes, an overall decline in the proportion of households spending more
than 30 percent of their income on housing costs, and a slight increase in overall
income inequality.

Figure CO1 compares the most recent figures with those of the mid-1990s to show
how wellbeing has changed over the past decade. Sixteen of the 22 indicators for
which we have comparable data have shown some improvement, three have
deteriorated slightly, and three show no significant change.
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The circle represents average performance against each
indicator between 1995 and 1997, and the spokes represent
the most recent performance, where possible averaged over
the most recent three years. Where a spoke falls outside of
the circle, this means outcomes have improved since the
mid-1990s; the further from the circle it falls, the more
significant the improvement. Where a spoke falls within the
circle, outcomes in this area have deteriorated since the mid-

1990s; the further the spoke is from the circle, the more
pronounced the deterioration. There are, however, some
important limitations on this style of presentation. In
particular, we cannot directly compare the size of changes
for different indicators. The absence of trend data for some
indicators also means we can only show 22 of the 42
indicators used in The Social Report 2005.

Interpreting “Changes in social wellbeing, 1995–1997 to 2002–2004”
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Figure CO1 Changes in social wellbeing, 1995–1997 to 2002–2004
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Time-series data going back to the mid-1980s is also available for a smaller number
of indicators.  This data, in combination with the data used in Figure CO1, shows
three main patterns of change over the past two decades.

As shown in previous editions of the social report, indicators of life expectancy,
cigarette smoking, participation in early childhood and tertiary education, the
educational attainment of the adult population and road casualties have improved
on a fairly consistent basis since the mid-1980s.

The representation of women in Parliament steadily increased between the mid-
1980s and 1999, though it declined marginally in the 2002 election.  New Zealand
has consistently demonstrated very low levels of perceived corruption since
surveys began in 1997.

Market income per person, unemployment, employment, housing affordability,
the proportion of the population on low incomes, income inequality and suicide
all deteriorated between the late-1980s and early-1990s.

Market income per person has been steadily increasing since the mid-1990s.
Employment, unemployment and low incomes began to recover in the mid-1990s,
plateaued or deteriorated slightly towards the end of the 1990s, and have been
improving steadily since then.  Housing affordability began to improve towards
the end of the 1990s.

Market income per person, unemployment and employment have all now returned
to, or are better than, levels recorded in the mid-1980s.  However, neither the
proportion of the population on low incomes nor housing affordability has returned
to the levels of the mid-1980s.

The proportion of people living in crowded housing has also decreased since the
early-1990s but we do not have trend data to show how this compares with the
mid-1980s.  Real median hourly earnings have increased since 1997 when the New
Zealand Income Survey began.

Suicide rates began to improve towards the end of the 1990s and are now lower
than they were in the mid-1980s.

Voter turnout, obesity and income inequality have all worsened since the mid-
1980s.  The growth in income inequality since the mid-1990s has occurred despite
a decline in the proportion of the population on low incomes over that same
period.  This suggests that, while incomes at the lower end of the income distribution
have grown, growth at the middle and upper ends of the distribution has been
stronger.

Child maltreatment deaths almost doubled between the mid to late-1980s and
there has been very little change since then.

There was little change in the proportion of school leavers with higher qualifications
from the early 1990s through to 2002.  2003 data shows an increase against this
indicator.

One group of indicators has
improved consistently, or
remained strong, since the
mid-1980s

Another group of indicators
– many of them in the Paid
Work and Economic
Standard of Living domains
– worsened during the late-
1980s and early-1990s, but
have improved since then

A small group of indicators
appear to be in long-term
decline or to be static
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Variation in social wellbeing across the country

In this section we draw some conclusions about the distribution of social wellbeing
across regions.  Due to space constraints, it is not possible for The Social Report 2005
to include full subnational data for each of the indicators.  However, the additional
information upon which this section is based is provided on the social report
website (www.socialreport.msd.govt.nz).

Variations in social wellbeing will, to some extent, be driven by the different
demographic profiles of communities, and in particular their age distributions.
For example, regions with disproportionately youthful populations will be more
likely to perform poorly for those indicators against which children and young
people tend to do poorly.

Reporting on the average level of wellbeing in a region will also obscure variation
in outcomes within that region. Therefore, while the 16 regions we report on
contain a diverse range of communities with a diverse range of outcomes, this will
not be apparent from the data on average regional outcomes.

We have some regional data for 19 of the report’s 42 indicators.92  It is important
to emphasise that the picture of social wellbeing presented here is only a partial
one because of the limited size of the indicator set for which we have comparable
data. However, the indicator set does include a number of key indicators, including
life expectancy, cigarette smoking, participation in early childhood education,
school leavers with higher qualifications, adult educational attainment,
unemployment, median hourly earnings, low incomes, household crowding,
participation in sport and active leisure, and telephone and internet access.

Canterbury, Wellington and Nelson are in the top quartile for at least half of the
18 indicators93, and are in the lower quartile for no more than two indicators.
Northland, Gisborne and the West Coast are in the lower quartile for more than
half of the 18 indicators.

We can draw tentative conclusions about how indicators of social wellbeing vary
across the regions in only some of the social report outcome domains.
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In the Health domain, Auckland, Canterbury and Wellington perform well for life
expectancy.  Conversely, life expectancy is lowest in Gisborne, Northland and
Southland.  Wellington, Auckland and Canterbury have smoking rates below the
national average of 25 percent.  Northland, the West Coast, Gisborne and the Bay
of Plenty have higher than average rates.

In the Knowledge and Skills domain, early childhood participation is consistently
high across all of the seven South Island regions.  For both the proportion of school
leavers with higher qualifications and the educational attainment of their adult
populations, Auckland, Wellington, Canterbury and Otago perform well.  All of
these regions have large universities within their boundaries.  The levels of these
indicators are not as high for the West Coast and Northland.  There is a wide
variation in outcomes for the proportion of school leavers with higher qualifications,
ranging from 75 percent in Otago through to 51 percent in the West Coast.

In the Paid Work domain there was relatively little variation in regional
unemployment rates in 2004, and they are low by both historical and international
standards across all of the 16 regions.  There is a larger degree of variation in
regional employment rates, ranging from a high of 78 percent in Southland, to 69
percent in Northland.  The South Island regions (with the exception of Otago) do
particularly strongly for indicators of both employment and unemployment.

Median hourly earnings are the highest in Wellington and Auckland and the
lowest in Otago, and the combined area of Tasman, Nelson, Marlborough and the
West Coast.  There is a considerable degree of variation in workplace injury rates
across the regions.  This reflects the higher concentration of workers in higher-risk
industries (such as agriculture and forestry) in regions such as Gisborne, Northland,
the Hawke’s Bay and the Bay of Plenty.  Workplace injuries are lowest in urban
areas where workers are more concentrated in lower-risk white-collar jobs.

In the Economic Standard of Living domain, the proportion of the population with
low incomes ranges from a low of 20 percent in Wellington to 29 percent in
Gisborne.  Other regions with relatively high proportions of people with low
incomes are Northland, Otago and the West Coast.  There are relatively low rates
of household crowding across all seven South Island regions.  Household crowding
is most prevalent in Auckland, Northland and Gisborne.
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The distribution of social wellbeing in New Zealand

Outcomes for Mäori and Pacific peoples have improved since the mid-1990s
against most of the indicators for which we have time-series data.  This includes
longer life expectancy, reduced rates of suicide (data for Mäori population only),
and higher rates of participation in early childhood and tertiary education.
Unemployment and employment rates have also improved.

The proportion of families with a Mäori adult with low income dropped from 32
percent in 2001 to 24 percent in 2004, and the proportion spending more than 30
percent of their income on housing costs declined from 32 percent to 21 percent
over the same period.  While the proportion of families with a Pacific adult with
low income has changed little since 2001, the proportion spending more than 30
percent of their income on housing costs has dropped sharply from 41 percent to
23 percent.

As with the rest of the population, rates of obesity have grown since 1997, and
there has been no improvement in the number of child maltreatment deaths (data
for Mäori population only).

Against many of these indicators, improvements for Mäori have been greater than
for Europeans/Päkehä. This includes indicators of life expectancy, suicide,
participation in early childhood and tertiary education, school leavers with higher
qualifications, employment, unemployment, low incomes and housing
affordability.  While the effect of this has been to reduce the disparity in outcomes
between the Mäori and Päkehä/European populations, indicators of wellbeing
for Mäori are still relatively poor in a number of areas, and in particular Health,
Paid Work and Economic Standard of Living.  This is illustrated in Figure CO2 on
the next page.

Most of the indicators for
which we have time-series
data show that outcomes
have improved for Mäori
and Pacific peoples since
the mid-1990s
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The circle represents average outcomes for
Europeans/Päkehä against each indicator and the spokes
represent outcomes for Mäori. Where a spoke falls outside
of the circle this means outcomes for Mäori are better than
for Europeans/Päkehä; the further the spoke is from the
circle the more pronounced the difference.

Where a spoke falls within the circle, outcomes for Mäori are
worse than for Europeans/Päkehä; the further the spoke is
from the circle the more pronounced this effect. There are,
however, some important limitations on this style of
presentation. In particular, we cannot directly compare the
size of changes for different indicators.

Interpreting “Social wellbeing for Mäori, relative to Europeans/Päkehä”

Figure CO2 Social wellbeing for Mäori, relative to Europeans/Päkehä

average Mäori outcomes

average European/
Päkehä outcomes

CONNECTEDNESS

HEALTH

KN
O

W
LED

G
E

A
N

D
SK

ILLS

PAID
W

ORK

ECONOMIC STANDARD OF LIVING

SOCIAL

LEISURE

AND

RECREATION

Trust in
others

Household
crowding

Life
expectancy

(male)
Suicide Prevalence

of cigarette
smoking

Obesity
(female)

School leavers
with higher

qualifications

Educational
attainment adult

population
(tertiary)

Participation
in tertiary
education

Unemployment

Employment

Median
hourly

earnings

Housing
affordability

Low
incomesLow living

standards

Criminal
victimisation

Perceptions
of safety

Adult
participation in
sport and active

leisure

Participation
in cultural and
arts activities

Road
casualties
(deaths)

Adult
literacy
(prose)

Satisfaction
with work-life

balance

Workplace
injury claims

Participation in
early childhood

education

Participation in
family/whänau

activities

Internet
access

Satisfaction with
leisure time

Contact with
parents

S
AFE TY

Intentional
injury child
mortality

rate

Loneliness



T H E  SO C I A L  RE P O R T  2 0 0 5   133

Improvements for Pacific peoples have been greater than for Europeans/Päkehä
for a smaller number of indicators, including housing affordability, median hourly
earnings, and participation in early childhood education.  However, as shown in
Figure CO3, outcomes for Pacific peoples are still relatively poor against the large
majority of indicators.

The circle represents average outcomes for
Europeans/Päkehä against each indicator and the spokes
represent outcomes for Pacific peoples. Where a spoke falls
outside of the circle this means outcomes for Pacific peoples
are better than for Europeans/Päkehä; the further the spoke
is from the circle the more pronounced the difference.

Where a spoke falls within the circle, outcomes for Pacific
peoples are worse than for Europeans/Päkehä; the further
the spoke is from the circle the more pronounced this effect.
There are, however, some important limitations on this style
of presentation. In particular, we cannot directly compare
the size of changes for different indicators.

Interpreting “Social wellbeing for Pacific peoples, relative to Europeans/Päkehä”
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Figure CO3 Social wellbeing for Pacific peoples, relative to Europeans/Päkehä

CONNECTEDNESS

HEALTH

KNOW

LEDGE
AND

SKILLS

PA
ID

W
O

R
K

ECONOMIC STANDARD OF LIVING

SOCIAL

LEISURE AND

RECREATION

S
A

FETY

Household
crowding

Obesity
(female)

Prevalence of
cigarette
smoking Participation in

early childhood
education

School leavers
with higher

qualifications

Educational
attainment adult

population
(tertiary)

Unemployment

Employment

Median
hourly

earnings

Workplace
injury claims

Satisfaction
with work-life

balance
Low

incomes

Housing
affordability

Perceptions
of safety

Adult
participation
in sport and

active leisure

Participation in
family/whänau

activities

Criminal
victimisation

Road
casualties
(deaths)

Adult literacy
(prose)

Low living
standards

Participation in
cultural & arts

activities

Internet
access

Trust in
others

Loneliness

Contact with
parents

Satisfaction with
leisure time

average Pacific outcomes

average European/Päkehä
outcomes



134   T H E  SO C I A L  RE P O R T  2 0 0 5

There is a mixed pattern of
performance for people
who identify with
ethnicities other than
European/Päkeha, Mäori,
or Pacific peoples

While differences by sex
remain across a number of
areas, the disparity in
outcomes has narrowed for
some key indicators

The limited set of indicators that enables us to look at the outcomes for people
who identify with ethnicities other than European/Päkehä, Mäori or Pacific
peoples show a mixed picture.

People who identify with an ethnic group other than European/Päkehä, Mäori or
Pacific peoples tend to perform well on average in the area of Knowledge and
Skills, and have relatively low rates of smoking.  While employment, unemployment
and median hourly earnings outcomes for people in this group are better than for
the Mäori and Pacific populations, they are not as good as for Päkehä/Europeans.

Families with an adult of “Other” ethnicity were the only group to experience an
increase in the proportion of people on low incomes and in the proportion of
people spending more than 30 percent of their income on housing between 2001
and 2004.  Outcomes for this group are now worse for these two indicators than
for any other ethnic group.

Women have significantly lower representation in Parliament than men and are
less likely than men to feel safe in their communities. Unemployment rates are
slightly higher among women than men, and women are more likely to have low
living standards and lower median hourly earnings. However, growth in real
median hourly earnings since 1997 for women has been double the growth rate
experienced by men.  Since the mid-1990s, the employment rate gap between
males and females has narrowed.  While between the mid-1990s and 2001 women
were slightly more likely than men to be on low incomes and to be spending more
than 30 percent of their income on housing costs, by 2004 these differences in
outcomes had virtually disappeared. Rates of obesity are higher among the female
population, but this gap has narrowed due to a growth in male obesity rates since
1997.

Men have higher rates of suicide and lower life expectancy and health expectancy
than women.  The sex gap in outcomes for life expectancy and suicide has narrowed
since the mid-1990s, but has increased for health expectancy. Men are more likely
than women to experience a workplace or road traffic injury, and are less likely
than women to leave school with higher qualifications or to participate in tertiary
study.  The gap in outcomes for these last two indicators has widened over the
past decade.
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The circle represents average outcomes for men against each
indicator and the spokes represent outcomes for women. Where
a spoke falls outside of the circle this means outcomes for
women are better than for men; the further the spoke from the
circle the more pronounced the difference.

Where a spoke falls within the circle outcomes for women are
worse than for men; the further the spoke is from the circle the
more pronounced this effect. There are, however, some important
limitations on this style of presentation. In particular, we cannot
directly compare the size of changes for different indicators.

Interpreting “Social wellbeing for women, relative to men”

Outcomes for children and
young people have
improved against some key
indicators but remain
relatively poor in a number
of areas
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Figure CO4 Social wellbeing for women, relative to men
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The proportion of children living in low-income families declined from 27 percent
in 2001 to 21 percent in 2004.  Child poverty rates are still higher, however, than for
the rest of the population (19 percent) and other indicators show children are more
likely than adults to live in families with low living standards, families that are
spending more than 30 percent of their incomes on housing, and families living in
crowded housing.

Younger people are considerably more likely to experience criminal victimisation and
road casualties, and are more than twice as likely as older age groups to be unemployed.

People aged 65 and over have relatively good outcomes in the Economic Standard
of Living domain.  They also have lower rates of obesity, smoking and suicide than
young people.  However, older people are less likely to have higher qualifications,
to participate in family activities, or to participate in cultural activities.

average female outcomes

average male outcomes
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