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Over the last five years social outcomes have been improving in New Zealand.

People are living longer, while our society is more prosperous, safer, and better

educated.

Yet despite this generally positive picture, there are some points of concern. Some

indicators have not improved, and several are still showing poorer outcomes than

they did in the mid-1980s. New Zealand’s social and economic progress has not

always been as rapid as some other industrialised countries.

For some groups, average outcomes are poor relative to the population as a whole.

Young people, Mäori, and Pacific people, on average, have a higher likelihood of

poor outcomes. However, outcomes for these groups are improving, and in some

areas the relative gap is also closing.

The remainder of this section considers these points in greater detail.

Social Wellbeing in New Zealand

Across most of the domains the social report monitors, outcomes are improving

over time. New Zealanders are living longer, healthier lives. They are generally

better educated, safer, and earn more now than in 1996. Despite some concern

about New Zealand’s relative performance in some areas compared to other

countries,73  it is clear that the average quality of life in New Zealand has increased

over the last five years across a number of outcomes.

Summary

The social report provides
a high-level picture of
wellbeing and quality of
life in New Zealand.

Social outcomes have
improved over the last five
years.
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Figure SU1 shows changes in selected indicators the social

report uses to monitor wellbeing. In this graph, the

indicators are each plotted on a separate axis arranged like

the spokes of a wheel. The shading on the graph shows

which outcome domain the indicators relate to. A move

towards the edge of the wheel shows that the indicator has

improved, while a move towards the hub of the wheel

shows that the indicator has deteriorated.

All the indicators on the wheel are normalised so their value

in 1996 is treated as one.74 Subsequent movements in the

indicators will take their values above one (towards the

edge of the wheel) if things are getting better or below one

if they are getting worse.

A diagram like this provides a simple way to take in how

wellbeing has changed across a number of different areas.

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

graph shows the relative size of any change in the indicators

compared to their level in 1996. It does not tell us how

important that change is for overall wellbeing. The graph

is also limited in that it shows the change between two

years only, not movements in the intervening years.

We can only show 22 of the 38 indicators used in The Social

Report 2003 in the graph, because we do not have data

going back sufficiently far for a number of the indicators.

We also want to reduce the complexity of the picture.

Interpreting Social Wellbeing in New Zealand at a Glance

Figure SU1 Social Wellbeing at a Glance, 1996 and 2000-2002
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It is immediately evident from the graph above that the indicators for the period

2000 to 2002 are mostly further from the centre of the graph than those for 1996.75

In particular, there have been improvements in the areas of health, knowledge

and skills, safety, paid work, and economic standard of living.

In health, we have seen improvements in life expectancy, suicide, and smoking

since 1996. Some of these improvements appear quite striking on the diagram such

as the improvement in suicide rates, while others look less impressive such as the

improvement in independent life expectancy. This, however, reflects the fact that

independent life expectancy is much less volatile as an indicator than suicide.

Changes in life expectancy are gradual, but not trivial. Since 1996 independent life

expectancy has increased by a full year for women. This is part of a long-term

trend in longevity driven by better living standards and health care.

Similarly, the period from the mid-1990s to the present has seen measurable

improvements in outcomes relating to knowledge and skills. There have been

increases in participation in early childhood education and in tertiary education,

and in the level of educational attainment in the adult population.

The improvement in road safety shown on the graph is visually quite dramatic,

and represents a real improvement in average wellbeing. The road casualty rate

has been falling since the mid-1980s, partly as a result of better roads, better

vehicles, and policy changes intended to reduce driving speeds and driving while

influenced by alcohol. In 1986 the road fatality rate was 23.1 road deaths per

100,000 people in the population. This rate dropped to 13.8 in 1996 and has

continued to fall since then to 10.3 in 2002.

Improvements in paid work and economic standard of living reflect a generally

good economic environment over the period from 1995 to 2001. Unemployment

has continued to decline from a peak in 1991, and the employment rate is also

increasing. Real economic growth has seen market income per person rise from

$23,634 in 1996 to $27,095 in 2002 (expressed in constant 1995/96 dollars).

Some social outcomes have not improved. While average living standards are

rising and contributing to improvement in other areas of wellbeing, the distribution

of economic resources has deteriorated to some degree. Income inequality rose

sharply from 1987 to 1991, and has not fallen significantly since then.

The proportion of the population facing high housing costs is also rising, partly

because immigration and rising average incomes are increasing demand and

pushing up the price for housing. For those at the lower end of the income

distribution, with largely static real incomes, some of this increase is transmitted

into a rise in the proportion of income that goes on housing costs.

There have been no substantial increases in the proportion of Mäori children

receiving Mäori medium education since the mid 1990s. Voter turnout has declined

since 1996, and although perceived discrimination in New Zealand has fallen for

some groups (including women and Mäori) it has risen for immigrants and

refugees.

Despite the generally
healthy picture of social
outcomes in New Zealand,
there are some notes of
caution.
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In several areas – largely those showing the most impressive improvements – we

are still recovering from the recession of 1987–1992. Suicide, for example, improved

from 13.8 suicides per 100,000 in the 1996 period to 11.2 per 100,000 in 2000. This,

however, only represents a return to the suicide rate of the mid-1980s. Similarly,

the unemployment rate in 2002 was 5.2 percent of the labour force, well down

from a peak of 10.3 percent in 1991, but still above the 1986 rate of four percent.

This same pattern also holds true for the proportion of the population with low

incomes.

Although New Zealand is doing well compared to other industrialised countries

in some areas such as paid work and civil and political rights, social outcomes in

many areas lag behind the OECD average. New Zealand has a lower life expectancy

and higher suicide rates than many comparable countries. Market income lags

behind other industrialised countries (although recently New Zealand’s economic

growth rate has been near the top of the OECD) and the prevalence of household

crowding is relatively high.

The Distribution of Wellbeing in New Zealand

The distribution of social outcomes matters as well as the trends in the average

level of wellbeing. In particular, we want to know how the different communities

that make up New Zealand are faring compared to each other and the New

Zealand average, and how this is changing over time.

The social report highlights that children and young people are more likely to be

at risk of poor outcomes than adults. This is in contrast to much of the twentieth

century where, for example, poverty in old age was a major social problem. Young

New Zealanders are more likely than the general population to have poor outcomes

in the areas of safety, paid work, and economic standard of living.

Criminal victimisation disproportionately affects people under 25. Similarly, the

road casualty rate peaks for people aged 15–24 years. Unemployment for people

in the 15–24 age group is more than twice the population average, while the

prevalence of low incomes for families with children is significantly higher than

for the population as a whole. New Zealand has one of the worst youth suicide

rates in the OECD. Suicide rates were highest for the age group aged 65 or older

before 1987. It is only since that time the highest suicide rates have been for people

aged under 30.

Evidence suggests that poor outcomes while young affect outcomes later in life:

for example the cumulative impact of low incomes during childhood can be linked

to poorer outcomes as an adult.76  This implies that current poor outcomes for

youth could have significant policy implications for New Zealand in the future.

Many indicators are still
worse than they were in the
mid-1980s.

New Zealand’s
performance compared to
other countries is also a
source of concern.

Children and young people
face a high risk of poor
outcomes.



122   T H E  SO C I A L  RE P O R T  2 0 0 3

The diagram below illustrates how key outcomes for Mäori have changed between

1996 and the period from 2000–2002.

Outcomes for Mäori are
improving.

The general pattern is similar to that of the New Zealand population as a whole

in one important way: most outcomes are improving over time. Across all but a

few of the indicators shown in the graph, outcomes are either getting better or

holding constant. In particular, there have been improvements in the suicide rate,

the tertiary education participation rate, and the educational attainment of the

adult population. The unemployment rate, the employment rate, and the road

casualty rate have also improved.

Offsetting these improvements to some degree, are small deteriorations in outcomes

relating to the prevalence of cigarette smoking and the proportion of the population

with low incomes.
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Figure SU2 Social Wellbeing at a Glance, Mäori 1996 and 2000-2002
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There are gaps between outcomes for Mäori and the New Zealand average in

health, knowledge and skills, safety, paid work, and economic standard of living.

None of these gaps favour Mäori. Mäori have a lower life expectancy than non-

Mäori, and have a higher rate of dependent disability despite a younger age

structure. Suicide rates for Mäori are higher than the average for the New Zealand

population. Mäori are less likely than non-Mäori to leave school with a higher

school qualification, and have lower adult literacy rates. Mäori are more likely to

suffer criminal victimisation, face a higher road casualty rate, and are more likely

to be unemployed.

There is not sufficient space here to undertake a full analysis of the factors driving

disparities between Mäori and non-Mäori, and to do so would involve looking

back further than the timeframe captured by the social report. It is worth noting

though, that Mäori outcomes over the timeframe of the social report show a

significant deterioration from 1987 to 1992, both in absolute terms and relative to

the population average.

In 1986, for example, the proportion of families with at least one Mäori adult who

had low incomes was 14 percent – just above the population average of 12.7

percent. This rose to 42 percent in 1992, compared to a population average of 26

percent. In 2001 32 percent of Mäori families had low incomes compared to 22.6

percent of the population as a whole. This shows a substantial increase in the

relative gap between 1986 and 1992 followed by a subsequent decrease. However,

the gap has yet to return to its 1986 levels.

Although a lack of data limits the level of comparison that is possible, we see

significant disparities between Pacific people and the New Zealand average. There

are large gaps between outcomes for Pacific people and the population average,

particularly in terms of health, knowledge and skills, paid work, and economic

standard of living. However, outcomes are improving over time. Like the Mäori

population, the recession of 1987 to 1992 seems to have hit Pacific people

disproportionately hard.

Despite improvements
in many areas, sizeable
gaps remain between
Mäori outcomes and the
average for New Zealand
as a whole.

The recession of
1987–1992 had a
disproportionate effect
on Mäori.

The situation for Pacific
people in New Zealand is
similar in its general
outline to that for Mäori.



124   T H E  SO C I A L  RE P O R T  2 0 0 3

The diagram below shows outcomes for men and women across a number of social

report indicators.

Women have poorer
average outcomes than
men in some areas, but
better average outcomes
in other areas.

On average, women have poorer economic outcomes than men. For example, they

are more likely to experience low incomes. Although not included in the diagram,

the economic living standards index (ELSI) supports the picture presented above.

It shows 21 percent of women have a restricted living standard as opposed to 18

percent of men.

However, women generally have better outcomes than men in terms of health,

and knowledge and skills. Female independent life expectancy exceeds male

independent life expectancy by 3.8 years. Although more women attempt suicide

than men, the male death rate from suicide is more than four times the female rate.

In the area of knowledge and skills, a higher proportion of men than women have

tertiary qualifications of bachelor’s degree or better. However, this is the

consequence of the educational experiences of older generations, and is rapidly

changing as younger generations of women are getting both school and tertiary

qualifications at a higher rate than men.
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In other areas, such as safety, the picture is more ambiguous. Men face a significantly

higher risk of injury or death from road accidents, but female children face a higher

risk of child abuse. Criminal victimisation rates are similar for both men and

women, although women are more likely to be the victim of violence by someone

they know while men are more at risk from strangers. The representation of

women in government is still well below half, although it is rising slowly over

time.

While economic disadvantage goes hand in hand with poorer outcomes in terms

of health, knowledge and skills, and safety for Mäori and Pacific people, this is

not the case when we look at how outcomes vary by sex. Instead, we see a pattern

where outcomes vary across the different aspects of wellbeing.

Conclusion

The main role of the social report is to describe social wellbeing and monitor trends

over time, both for the population as a whole and for different sub-groups. An

analysis of the social report indicators shows the majority of them are improving.

Some New Zealanders, particularly Mäori, Pacific people, and the young, have

poorer average outcomes. Even within these groups, however, the picture is one

of more improvements than deteriorations.

The role of the social report is not just to monitor trends but also to help identify

key issues that warrant further investigation or that may have significant policy

implications. The social report should identify not only what is happening, but

also what is important. We use two examples of significant cross-sectoral issues,

apparent from the social report outcomes, to conclude this report.

It is common knowledge the New Zealand population is ageing. As the post World

War II ‘baby boom’ generation gets older it is followed by much smaller generations

of younger people. This will mean a smaller ratio of working age people to the

number of people at retirement age over the next 30 to 40 years. What the social

report makes clear is that outcomes for those currently young, who will be the

workforce when the ‘baby-boomers’ retire, are not good. Youth suicide, youth

unemployment, and children living in families with low incomes do not bode well

for the skills and resilience of New Zealand’s future workforce. Counter-intuitively,

one of the best ways to prepare for an ageing population may be to invest in the

young.

A second key issue is that those groups hit hardest by the recession of 1987 to 1992

have still not recovered fully in either absolute or relative terms. This is clearly

evident in outcomes for Mäori and Pacific people, although it is probable other

vulnerable groups were similarly affected. If we are to improve outcomes for those

groups worst off, it will be important to understand how poor outcomes in one

area at one point in time can contribute to a persistent pattern of poor outcomes

across a range of different areas.

By its very nature as a high-level outcomes monitoring report, the social report

cannot provide a definitive analysis of either of these issues. Rather, the report can

identify areas where further research is needed. Future social reports will continue

to monitor wellbeing in New Zealand. As experience in social monitoring increases

and as more data becomes available, we will gradually fill in the gaps that currently

exist in our picture of social outcomes.
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