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Foreword
In August this year we released our Issues and Options Paper: Solutions to Child Poverty in 
New Zealand, for public consultation. Since then we have had the privilege to travel around 
the country and receive advice and feedback from hundreds of people. It has been both an 
invigorating and troubling experience. The real-life stories we have heard of children living 
in hardship has strengthened our resolve to seek better outcomes for our children. After all, 
children are New Zealand’s most valuable resource and its best hope for the future. 

At one consultation seminar participants were asked: ‘what is the one thing you think 
the Prime Minister should do to address child poverty?’ A woman stood up and responded 
vigorously: ‘come and live my life for a while’. For this woman and her children and for tens  
of thousands of others across the country, child poverty is both real and debilitating. It means 
missing out on many of the things which the majority of children take for granted: adequate 
and nutritious food, good shoes and clothing, a separate bed, a warm, dry house, participation 
in school trips and occasional holidays away from home. Material deprivation of this kind 
should not be tolerated, least of all in a land of relative abundance. 

At the request of the Children’s Commissioner, Dr Russell Wills, the Expert Advisory Group 
on Solutions to Child Poverty has explored how New Zealand can reduce child poverty and 
mitigate its effects. We have reviewed the international and New Zealand literature, spoken 
with overseas and local experts, discussed the policy options with MPs, officials and civil society 
groups, and publicly tested our proposals. We are indebted to the many hundreds of people 
who have offered their advice, prepared formal submissions, attended forums or provided 
other responses to our initial proposals. We are also heartened by the recent attention paid to 
child poverty by the media. The issue has been embraced as a critical one for all 
 New Zealanders and this has been reflected in thoughtful articles, reports and campaigns.  

We wish to thank all the members of the Expert Advisory Group, together with the 
Group’s Secretariat and the staff of the Office of the Children’s Commissioner, for their hard 
work, good will, perseverance and support. We are also greatly indebted to Dr Russell Wills  
and Dr Jo Cribb for their wisdom, encouragement and assistance.

Above all, we hope that this Report will contribute to better outcomes for New Zealand’s 
most needy and deprived children. The goal is clear and within our grasp. All children, whatever 
their family background, should have the opportunity to thrive and enjoy the fullness of life  
to which they are entitled as citizens of this bounteous land.

Jonathan Boston    Tracey McIntosh

Co-Chairs, Expert Advisory Group on Solutions to Child Poverty
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Expert Advisory Group on 
Solutions to Child Poverty
The Children’s Commissioner has identified child poverty as a key priority during his five-year 
term.  In March 2012 he established the Expert Advisory Group (EAG) on Solutions to Child 
Poverty.  

The Children’s Commissioner sought advice from the EAG that would result in a systemic 
approach to defining the causes and consequences of child poverty, which drew on the best 
available local and international evidence, including actions taken in similar countries. The 
advice in this report addresses the specific needs of Mäori and Pasifika children. The advice 
includes short-term actions to reduce child poverty and its effects that are realistic, pragmatic, 
effective, and takes into consideration current and likely future fiscal constraints. A longer-term 
strategy for reducing child poverty and its negative effects is also proposed.  

The Children’s Commissioner appointed the following people to the EAG:
• Professor Jonathan Boston (co-chair), Professor of Public Policy, School of Government, 

Victoria University of Wellington
• Dr Tracey McIntosh (co-chair), Department of Sociology, University of Auckland; past 

Director Centre of Research Excellence (CoRE) Ngä Pae o te Märamatanga
• Dr Airini, Head of School, Critical Studies in Education, University of Auckland
• Dr Fiona Cram, Researcher, Consultant, Katoa Ltd, Ngati Pahauwera
• Professor Mark Henaghan, Dean and Professor of Law, University of Otago
• Professor Philippa Howden-Chapman, Professor of Public Health, University of Otago
• Phil O’Reilly, Chief Executive, Business New Zealand
• Professor Richie Poulton, Director Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development 

Research Unit; Co-Director, National Centre for Lifecourse Research, University of Otago
• Dr James Prescott, Senior Lecturer in Accounting, Auckland University of Technology; 

Families Commissioner
• Major Campbell Roberts, National Director, Social Policy and Parliamentary Unit, the 

Salvation Army
• Bob Stephens, Senior Associate, Institute of Policy Studies, Victoria University of 

Wellington
• Dr Nikki Turner, General Practitioner; Director of Conectus and the Immunisation 

Advisory Centre; Senior Lecturer in the Division of General Practice and Primary Health 
Care, University of Auckland

• Sharon Wilson-Davis, Chief Executive, Strive Community Trust.

Some of the issues covered in this Report were subject to substantial debate among 
EAG members. We sought a consensus view on all key issues. While all members might not 
subscribe to every statement printed here, they endorse the Report and recommendations  
as a whole.
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Executive Summary
We like to believe that New Zealand is a great place for children. For the majority of our 
children this is true. But it is not true for children living in poverty. As many as 25 percent of 
children – about 270,000 – currently live in poverty. 

The Expert Advisory Group (EAG) has spent the past ten months working on the task given 
to us by the Children’s Commissioner, Dr Russell Wills, to provide him with realistic, pragmatic 
and effective solutions to address child poverty in the short and longer-term.  We shared our 
initial thinking with New Zealanders in an Issues and Options Paper in August 2012, and have 
incorporated many suggestions and views from the feedback into this Report. 

Child	poverty	is	costly: Child poverty imposes costs on the children involved and on our 
society. For individual children, the short-term impacts include having insufficient nutritious 
food, going to school hungry and living in a cold, damp house. It often means missing out on 
important childhood opportunities like school outings and sports activities. The impacts also 
include lower educational achievement, worse health outcomes and social exclusion. These 
differential outcomes, as well as the neurological responses to growing up in poverty, mean 
that childhood poverty can leave life-time scars, with reduced employment prospects, lower 
earnings, poorer health, and higher rates of criminal offending in adulthood. It need not be this 
way; nor should such outcomes be tolerated. No child should experience severe and persistent 
poverty, least of all in a land of relative abundance. 

Currently, the economic costs of child poverty are in the range of $6-8 billion per year 
and considerable sums of public money are spent annually on remedial interventions.  Failure 
to alleviate child poverty now will damage the nation’s long-term prosperity. It will also 
undermine the achievement of other important policy priorities, such as reducing child abuse, 
lifting educational attainment and improving skill levels. 

Child	poverty	can	be	reduced: There is no question that child poverty can be reduced. There 
is extensive international evidence on what can be done, which policies are most effective, 
and what strategies deliver the greatest returns. But overseas experience also highlights that 
a significant and durable reduction in child poverty takes time and money. It thus requires 
political vision, courage and determination. Above all, it means giving children a high priority 
and making effective use of the best available evidence. 

A	multi-pronged	approach	is	needed: There is no simple solution to addressing the causes 
and consequences of child poverty.  Accordingly, solutions to child poverty require a range of 
mutually reinforcing actions. These need to give specific attention to overcoming inequalities 
for Mäori and Pasifika, and be sensitive to the particular issues facing children in sole-parent 
families. We have focused on solutions that reduce severe and persistent child poverty, and we 
have concentrated on young children experiencing poverty as many significant aspects of child 
development occur in the earliest years and early intervention is likely to deliver the greatest 
returns. 

This report includes 78 separate recommendations. We believe each of these is important 
for addressing some aspect of child poverty. Some of these actions can be achieved through 
careful reprioritisation of current public expenditure, but the actions that will have the 
greatest impact on reducing child poverty will require significant new investment.  

In difficult fiscal and economic circumstances, as currently prevail, the challenges 
for governments are all the greater. Accordingly, we have divided our proposals into four 
categories. 
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The	first	step:	We have recommended that governments adopt a strategic framework for 
addressing child poverty issues and ensuring accountability for outcomes. This includes the 
enactment of legislation requiring the measurement of child poverty, the setting of short-term 
and long-term poverty-reduction targets, the establishment of various child poverty-related 
indicators, and the monitoring and regular reporting of results.

Initial	priorities	for	immediate	attention	at	relatively	low-cost:  Second, we have recommended 
a series of practical, cost-effective and relatively inexpensive measures that will mitigate some 
of the worst consequences of child poverty. Most of these measures can be implemented 
quickly and will make a difference to the lives of many children. Their impact on child poverty 
rates, however, is likely to be only modest.

 pass-on child support payments to sole parents who are on a state-provided benefit 
(Recommendation 13)

 establish a Warrant of Fitness for all rental housing (both social and private sector) 
(Recommendation 20)

 support a public-private-partnership micro-financing model with the banking sector 
and community groups, with the aim of providing modest low-interest and zero-
interest loans, as a mechanism to help low-income families access affordable credit 
and effectively manage debt (Recommendation 48)

 implement a collaborative food-in-schools programme (Recommendation 60)

 support young people who are pregnant and/or parenting to remain engaged in 
education (Recommendation 63)

 support effective delivery of local services through community hubs (Recommendation 
66).

Initial	priorities	over	the	longer-term:	Third, we have recommended a more ambitious 
package of policy measures designed to reduce child poverty over time to a much lower 
rate (e.g. at least 30-40 percent below the current rate). These include significant reforms to 
social assistance programmes, including greater support for low-income families with young 
children, and major changes to policy settings in the areas of child support, education, housing, 
health care, and criminal justice. We fully recognise that these changes will be costly. They 
will require either the reprioritisation of current public expenditure or higher taxes. These are 
matters for the democratic process to resolve.

 review of all child-related benefit rates and relativities, with a primary goal to reduce 
child poverty (Recommendation 10)

 create a new, simpler income support payment for families with dependent children 
allocated to 100 percent of children aged 0 to 5 years inclusive and targeted based on 
family income from age 6 years onward (Recommendation 11)

 increase the number of social houses by a minimum of 2,000 units per year through 
to 2020 (Recommendation 22)

 fund free primary care visits for all children 24 hours/7 days a week from birth to 
age 5 years inclusive; extending over time to all children to age 17 years inclusive 
(Recommendation 52).

Executive Summary
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Priorities	identified	by	children:	Finally, we consulted with children on the solutions they 
thought were most important and they identified an action we had missed: it relates to them 
having the opportunity to play with friends, even if they are poor. For this reason, we have also 
put forward the following recommendation:

 all local governments ensure that their parks, playgrounds and public spaces are safe 
and welcoming for children, and free leisure and recreational activities are available, 
especially in disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Recommendation 72).

The EAG is confident that the initial priorities identified here will assist in reducing child 
poverty and mitigating some of its worst impacts. But it must be stressed that to reduce child 
poverty in a comprehensive way we need to move beyond the starting point that these priority 
lists provide. 

The 78 recommendations we have included in Chapter 5 cover the full range of solutions 
needed to address child poverty. The topics include: strategy and accountability; tax credits, 
benefits and income support; child support; employment, skills and training; housing; Mäori 
and Pasifika children; problem debt; health and disability; education; local communities and 
family; justice system; and research and evaluation. We have not looked at these areas in 
isolation, but have considered each recommendation as one element of a holistic approach 
to reduce and mitigate the effects of child poverty. Together, all these actions will bring us 
closer to our long-term aim to achieve and maintain low levels of child poverty, based on both 
international and domestic benchmarks.  

The Government has an important leadership role to play; consequently, the majority 
of our recommendations are directed at the Government. But there are also important roles 
for business, non-government service providers, communities and families to alleviate child 
poverty. We were heartened and inspired by the range of initiatives to reduce child poverty 
that are already underway by businesses and local community groups. We fully support these 
activities and urge all New Zealanders to consider how they can make a difference for children 
in their local communities. 



Solutions to Child Poverty in New Zealand: Evidence for Action – 1

1 Child Poverty  
in New Zealand 

New Zealanders like to believe that our country is a great place for children. For the majority of 
our children this is true. For a substantial minority, however, it is not. These children experience 
hardship or are excluded from the normal patterns of modern life, sometimes for long periods. 
We call this poverty. Using one of the available measures of poverty, based on household 
incomes after housing costs, as many as 25 percent of children currently live in poverty. This is 
about 270,000 children. Other measures generate lower numbers, but they still indicate that 
child poverty in New Zealand is a very significant problem. 

Child poverty involves material deprivation and hardship. It means, for instance, a much 
higher chance of having insufficient nutritious food, going to school hungry, wearing worn-out 
shoes or going barefoot, having inadequate clothing, living in a cold, damp house and sleeping 
in a shared bed. It often means missing out on activities that most New Zealanders take 
for granted, like playing sport and having a birthday party. It can also mean much narrower 
horizons – such as rarely travelling far from home. For instance, many children in low-income 
families in the Hutt Valley and in Porirua have never been the short distance to Wellington 
city (The Dominion Post, 27-28 October, 2012). A major reason is because their families cannot 
afford the very modest transport costs. This is not the kind of country most New Zealanders 
experience or know much about. But it is the harsh reality for many of our children.

Child poverty imposes costs. It harms the children directly affected and our wider society. 
It reduces the opportunity for children to develop their gifts and talents. It undermines their 
rights. It stifles educational achievement, reduces labour productivity and earnings ability, and 
increases the costs of health care and crime. Considerable sums of public money are spent 
dealing with these negative consequences of child poverty. Moreover, a failure to address child 
poverty now will damage the nation’s long-term prosperity.

Finding	solutions: If child poverty is to be alleviated, we must first identify the scale and 
seriousness of the problem, as well as understand its causes and consequences. These issues 
are addressed in this Chapter. The remaining Chapters present our approach and the solutions 
we have identified to reduce child poverty and mitigate its effects. We begin in Chapter 2 with 
a summary of the feedback on our Issues and Options Paper, including priorities identified 
from the community meetings, survey, submissions, and consultations with children. Chapter 
3 summarises the main principles and other considerations that have informed the policy 
framework we have adopted and that have guided our selection of recommendations. Chapter 
4 provides advice on where to start and highlights our initial priorities. Chapter 5 briefly 
outlines the rationale for each of our 78 recommendations, and Chapter 6 offers a way forward 
on the journey to reduce child poverty in New Zealand. 

Full, detailed consideration of the topics explored in this Report and the evidence 
underpinning all our recommendations is included in 24 Working Papers and related 
Background Papers. See the Appendix for a listing by title.

We begin this Chapter by specifying the definition of child poverty we have employed for 
the purposes of this Report. Following this we discuss the primary features of child poverty 
in New Zealand. This includes a brief analysis of how poverty is measured, how child poverty 
rates vary across family types and how New Zealand’s rate of child poverty compares with 
other countries. We then examine the causes and consequences of child poverty, including the 
economic costs. 
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1.1 Defining child poverty
New Zealand has no agreed definition of poverty or official poverty measures. Without an 
authoritative definition and widely accepted measures we will lack a common purpose or agreed 
goals. Likewise, we will be less able to develop focused solutions to child poverty or evaluate their 
success in achieving specified poverty-reduction targets. Accordingly, we need a clear definition 
and agreed measures. The issue of poverty measurement is addressed later in this Chapter. 

Child poverty should be defined in a manner that is consistent with recognised international 
approaches. Amongst other benefits, this will allow us to compare how New Zealand is faring 
relative to other countries. In our view, child poverty should be defined as follows:

Children living in poverty are those who experience deprivation of the material resources 
and income that is required for them to develop and thrive, leaving such children unable 
to enjoy their rights, achieve their full potential and participate as equal members of New 
Zealand society.  

The definition identifies that both material resources and income are key components of 
child poverty. Material deprivation refers to a person or family lacking essential consumption 
items because they cannot afford them. Income refers to disposable income (i.e. market income 
less direct income tax plus social assistance benefits and tax credits), adjusted for family size 
and composition. For most low-income households with dependent children, the current 
level of income is a reasonable indicator of the level of resources that they can use for current 
expenditure, because such families generally lack savings or other assets. 

Our definition of child poverty also highlights the socioeconomic rights of children as 
citizens. These rights are enunciated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCROC), to which New Zealand is a signatory. Articles 26 and 27 of UNCROC refer to 
children’s rights to social security, and to a standard of living adequate for a child’s physical, 
mental, spiritual, moral and social development. Equally, our definition affirms that children 
should be given the opportunity to achieve their full potential – both for their own future well-
being and for the economic and social well-being of society. Finally, the emphasis on children 
being able to participate as equal members of New Zealand society reflects the philosophy 
articulated four decades ago by the Royal Commission on Social Security (1972) that one of the 
central objectives of social assistance programmes should be ‘to ensure, within limitations 
which may be imposed by physical or other disabilities, that everyone is able to enjoy a 
standard of living much like the rest of the community, and thus be able to feel a sense of 
participation in and belonging to the community’ (p65).

International	approaches: While there is no single, internationally agreed definition of child 
poverty, our approach is consistent with the definitions adopted by various other developed 
nations. For example in Wales, child poverty is defined as ‘a long-term state of not having 
sufficient resources to afford food, reasonable living conditions or amenities or to participate 
in activities (such as access to attractive neighbourhoods and open spaces) that are taken for 
granted by others in their society’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2011, p6). 

International organisations, such as the United Nations, make a distinction between child 
poverty in developed countries, like New Zealand, and in developing countries. This distinction 
is generally related to the difference between abject poverty and relative poverty. Abject 
poverty involves being deprived of one or more of the absolute essentials for life, such as food, 
water, sanitation facilities, shelter and basic health-care services. We recognise that this type 
of poverty is much worse than the poverty typically experienced in New Zealand. Nevertheless, 
simply because relative poverty is less debilitating and harmful than abject poverty does not 
render the notion of relative poverty meaningless or inappropriate. On the contrary, we believe 
that the term ‘poverty’ accurately describes the circumstances and hardship experienced by 
numerous citizens, including many children, in countries like New Zealand.
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Well-being	and	child	poverty: Ensuring that all children have a good start in life involves more 
than alleviating poverty. Child well-being comprises several components including material 
well-being, safety and security, health, education, the environment, housing, care and support, 
civil and political rights, cultural identity and social connectedness (MSD, 2008; OECD, 2009). 
While we agree that enhancing child well-being is vitally important, our mandate is to find 
solutions to child poverty and ways to mitigate its harmful effects. Accordingly, this has been 
the focus of our work. Reducing child poverty will enhance child well-being. 

A related concern has been that our definition of child poverty gives insufficient weight to 
the social, cultural and religious dimensions of poverty; it does not, for example, address ‘poverty 
of spirit’. We acknowledge this. But our definition has been crafted so that it can be applied in 
practical ways by policy makers. Having said this, we recognise that child poverty exists in a 
spiritual, social and cultural context and these factors are inseparably associated with poverty 
for Mäori and Pasifika children, and contribute to its alleviation. The need for a holistic measure 
of Mäori well-being is a common theme in the literature. Henare, Puckey and Nicholson (2011) 
argue that current measurements of well-being are inadequate and there is a need to develop 
new measures and indices that reflect Mäori and Pasifika values, spirituality and capabilities.  

1.2 How many and which children are living in poverty?
Children living in poverty in New Zealand and their families are diverse. There is no one typical 
poor child. Assessments of the scope and scale of child poverty depend on how poverty is 
measured. Accordingly, having an agreed approach to measurement is critically important. 
In particular, it is vital to distinguish between poverty and its causes, consequences and 
correlates. This is essential not merely for conceptual clarity but also to ensure that policy 
makers can identify and implement appropriate solutions, and subsequently evaluate their 
success in achieving specified poverty-reduction objectives. 

Measuring	poverty: In the international literature there are two common approaches to 
poverty measurement. One relies on specific measures of disposable household income; the 
other uses measures of material deprivation. Both approaches are important and capture 
different aspects of poverty (UNICEF, 2012). 

Under the first approach, poverty is measured on the basis of whether (equivalised) 
disposable household income is below a particular threshold. In such circumstances, all 
household members, including children, are considered to be poor. The most commonly used 
thresholds are 50 percent and 60 percent of median disposable household income. These 
thresholds have been chosen partly because they broadly equate to the level of income below 
which many households experience significant hardship. Disposable income means market 
income that is adjusted for direct taxes, social welfare benefits and tax credits. Adjustments 
are also made for the size and composition of the households. Further, adjustments can be 
made to take into account major fixed costs like housing – so that poverty thresholds can be 
calculated both before and after housing costs have been deducted. Similarly, the relevant 
thresholds can be adjusted periodically to reflect changes in median incomes, thereby enabling 
changes in poverty rates to be tracked over time. Annual adjustments provide a moving-line 
measure, while a fixed-line (or constant-value) measure can be generated by establishing a 
reference year and then making annual adjustments for inflation. The latter measure shows 
how poverty rates have changed in ‘real’ terms compared to the reference year. 

Under the second approach to measuring poverty, surveys are used to determine the 
proportion of the population (or children) who cannot afford specific consumption items that 
most people regard as essential. Such items might include having a raincoat, sturdy shoes 

1  Child poverty in New Zealand
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and warm clothes, and being able to repair or replace appliances, visit the doctor and keep 
the house warm in winter. A threshold can then be set, based on the number of items that a 
family lacks (e.g. three items out of ten), in order to determine the poverty rate. Deprivation 
measures of this nature provide a more direct indication of poverty than income-based 
measures as they are an outcome measure based on the standard of living actually achieved. 
Such measures thus incorporate the ability of a family to use assets, or borrow, to maintain 
current consumption patterns. Unlike income-based measures, they vividly convey the nature 
and magnitude of the hardship facing children and their families.

The precise rate of child poverty at any given time depends on whether the measure being 
used is income-based or deprivation-based and where the poverty thresholds are set. In what 
follows, we draw on a range of measures to highlight the nature and extent of child poverty 
in New Zealand and how our rates of poverty compare with other countries (where such 
comparisons are meaningful). 

Trends	in	child	poverty: Figure 1.1 shows child poverty rates in New Zealand based on both 50 
percent and 60 percent of median disposable household income (after housing costs). Note 
that the rates in 2011 were around 16 percent and 25 percent respectively. This equates to about 
170,000 children using the lower threshold (indicating deeper levels of poverty), and 270,000 
children with the higher threshold. Using data based on disposable household incomes before 
any adjustment for housing costs generates somewhat lower child poverty rates (because 
housing costs make up a large proportion of outgoings in low-income households). On this 
basis, for instance, and using a 60 percent poverty threshold, about 19 percent of children were 
in poverty in 2011, and about 11 percent using a 50 percent threshold (Perry, 2012).

Notice that child poverty rates (after housing costs) were about half their current levels in 
the mid-1980s. They increased dramatically during the early 1990s as a result of much higher 
levels of unemployment and cuts in the real value of most welfare benefits. The fall in child 
poverty, especially between 2004 and 2007, reflects a stronger economy and the impact of the 
Working for Families package in lifting the disposable incomes of low-income families. Similar 
data on longer-term trends in material deprivation rates are not available, but data for 2007  
to 2011 are shown in Figure 1.5.

To give greater specificity to what such poverty data mean, the median disposable 
household income (after housing costs) in New Zealand for a family of two adults and two 
children in 2011 was $1,000 per week (Perry, 2012). (The median varies according to family size 
and composition.) This means that those with incomes equivalent to 50 percent of the median 
were receiving $500 per week. Hence, to lift such a family’s income to the 60 percent threshold 
would require an additional $100 per week. Of course, receiving 60 percent of the median 
disposable household income rather than a lower percentage does not automatically eliminate 
material deprivation even though technically the family is no longer experiencing ‘income 
poverty’. Moreover, low-income families often face very high housing costs. Accordingly, their 
disposable income after paying their rent or mortgage will frequently be lower than the figures 
noted above. For such reasons, it is important to use a range of poverty measures (including 
both income and deprivation-based measures) and not rely solely on one particular approach 
or threshold.

Poverty	by	age: As highlighted in Figure 1.2, over recent decades children (i.e. those under 
age 18) have consistently been more likely to experience poverty than any other age group. 
Likewise, child deprivation rates are higher, sometimes much higher, than for other age groups 
(see Table 1.3). This pattern is consistent with the experience of many other OECD countries 
(see Figure 1.6), although there are some countries (especially in Scandinavia) where the child 
poverty rate is below the overall population rate. 
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Figure 1.1 Child poverty rates in New Zealand from 1982 to 2011 (based on 50% and 60% of 
median disposable household income, after housing costs)
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Figure 1.2 Poverty rates in New Zealand from 1982 to 2011 by age (moving-line poverty 
measure, 60% of median disposable household income, after housing costs)

Source: Perry, 2012, p117
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In New Zealand, younger children (i.e. those aged 0 to 11 years) are more likely to experience 
poverty than older children (i.e. those aged 12 to 17 years). For instance, whereas 27 percent of 
children aged 0 to 11 were in poverty in 2011 (based on a 60 percent poverty line, after housing 
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costs), the rate for 12 to 17 year olds was 22 percent (Perry, 2012). Such differences reflect the 
tendency for parental incomes to be lower when children are young. Current policies, which 
deliver greater financial assistance to families with older children, reinforce this pattern.

Household	type	and	employment	status: Like most other countries, New Zealand children 
living in sole-parent families are much more likely to experience poverty than children with 
two parents (see Table 1.1 and Figure 1.3). This is particularly concerning because New Zealand 
has a comparatively high rate of sole-parenthood; in 2011 around a quarter of children were in 
such circumstances. There are two main reasons why sole-parent families in New Zealand have 
a high rate of poverty: sole-parents have a comparatively low rate of paid employment by OECD 
standards, and welfare benefits are low relative to the poverty line. 

Children with two or more siblings are also more likely to be living in poverty. In part, this 
reflects current policy settings which deliver relatively greater assistance to smaller families.  

Table 1.1 Proportion of children living in poverty in 2011 by household type and adult work status  
(fixed line, reference year 2007, 60% of median disposable household income,  
after housing costs)

%
Type of household

Sole parent 56
Two parents 13
Other types of households 16

Number of children in household
1 or 2 children 18
3 or more children 28

Work status of adults in household
One or more adults in full-time work 9
Self-employed 17
No adults in full-time work 61
Workless 65

Source: Perry, 2012, p127
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Figure 1.3 Child poverty among two-parent and sole-parent households in OECD countries, 2008
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Figure 1.4 displays poverty rates for children in workless and working households (using 
a 60 percent threshold, after housing costs) relative to poverty lines set in the reference years 
1998 and 2007. It shows trends in child poverty in real terms compared to these reference years. 

As highlighted in Figure 1.4, children living in families where the adults are unemployed 
are much more likely to grow up in poverty. In 2011, 65 percent of children in families dependent 
on a benefit were living in poverty compared to 9 percent of children in families where at 
least one adult was in full-time employment. However, on average from 2007 to 2011, two 
in five children living in poverty were in families where at least one adult was in full-time 
employment or self-employed. As shown in Figure 1.4, the rate of ‘in-work’ poverty was much 
higher prior to the implementation of the Working for Families package (which incorporated 
an In-Work Tax Credit in 2006). Other policy changes have also impacted on child poverty rates 
in different types of households in recent decades. Notice, for instance, the sharp rise in poverty 
after the benefit cuts in the early 1990s, and the reduction in poverty amongst households 
without a full-time worker after Income-Related Rents were introduced in the early 2000s.
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Figure 1.4  Poverty rates for children in workless and working households (fixed-line/constant 
value poverty measure, 60% median income, after housing costs)

Source: Perry, 2012, p127

Ethnicity: Child poverty rates differ significantly by ethnicity in New Zealand. Poverty rates 
(after housing costs) for Mäori and Pasifika children are around double those of Päkehä/
European children. Further, Mäori and Pasifika children are approximately twice as likely 
as Päkehä/European children to be living in severe poverty and are also at a higher risk of 
persistent poverty (Imlach Gunasekara & Carter, 2012). (Severe and persistent poverty are 
discussed later in this Chapter.) The higher rate of poverty for Mäori children reflects, amongst 
other things, the number of such children who live with an unemployed sole-parent (Perry, 
2012). At the same time, it is important to note that about half of all children living in poverty 
are Päkehä/European (Perry, 2012). In other words, child poverty is not simply a Mäori or Pasifika 
issue. Reliable data on the rate of child poverty experienced by smaller ethnic groups are not 
available.  
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Disability: An estimated 107,000 New Zealand children have a disability. People with 
disabilities are significantly disadvantaged compared with the general population, especially 
in employment, education, access to public transport and their overall standard of living 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2006). Children with disabilities are more likely than other children to 
live in poverty. One reason for this is that having a child with a disability increases family stress. 
This includes the likelihood of a higher rate of divorce, lower rates of parental employment 
and a greater reliance on welfare benefits (Swaminathan et al., 2006; Reichman et al., 2008). 
Children with a disabled parent are also more likely to experience poverty (Pillai et al., 2007).

Housing	type: Children living in poverty are more likely to live in rented accommodation. In 2011, 
50 percent of children in poverty lived with their family in private rental accommodation and 
another 20 percent lived in a state house (Perry, 2012). We are particularly concerned about the 
number of children living in temporary and substandard accommodation, including boarding 
houses and caravan parks. Anecdotal evidence suggests that this is a growing problem. 

Geography: Poverty tends to be clustered in particular geographic areas. The New Zealand 
Index of Deprivation 2006 (White et al., 2008) allows for a regional comparison of deprivation 
within New Zealand. Areas with significant concentrations of deprivation include Northland, 
South Auckland, the East Cape and pockets of the central North Island.  

Material	deprivation: Considerable work has been undertaken on material deprivation rates  
in New Zealand (see Jensen et al., 2006; Perry 2009, 2012). Table 1.2 and Figure 1.5 highlight 
some of the available deprivation data based on the Economic Living Standards Index (ELSI). 
Perry’s analysis suggests that about 20 percent of children experienced material deprivation  
in 2011, close to 5 percent higher than in 2007 (prior to the global financial crisis). Importantly,  
Table 1.2 shows the level of deprivation experienced by children in households with the lowest  
10 percent of living standards: around 60 percent of these children were missing out on at 
least three of the 12 listed items. This compares with 24 percent of children in the second 
lowest decile of households. None of the children in the top 45 percent of households by living 
standards were deprived using this particular threshold. Such data highlight the stark contrast 
in childhood circumstances across household types in New Zealand. 
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Table 1.2 Children’s deprivations of necessities, and other restrictions or stress points in their day-to-day 
lives, by their family’s Economic Living Standards Index (ELSI) score, 2008

Significant 
deprivation In-between

Little or no 
deprivation

Living standard level (1=low, 7=high) 1  2 3 4 5-7

Distribution of children across the 7 ELSI levels (%) 10 10 14 22 45

Enforced lacks of children’s items (%) – do not have because of the cost

warm winter clothes 23 6 3 - -

two pairs of good/sturdy shoes 42 11 9 3 -

waterproof coat 44 16 9 4 -

all school uniform items required by the school 33 9 6 1 -

separate bed 27 8 5 2 -

separate bedrooms for children of opposite sex (aged 10+) 31 17 12 4 1

friends to birthday party 40 13 5 1 -

Economising ‘a lot’ on children’s items to keep down costs to enable other basic things to be paid for (%)

continued with worn-out shoes/clothes for the children 39 21 8 3 -

postponed child’s visit to doctor 13 5 4 - -

unable to pay for school trip 18 6 5 - -

went without music, dance, kapa haka, art, swimming, etc 38 23 13 4 1

involvement in sport had to be limited 34 21 11 3 -

Multiple lacks of children’s items

3+ of the 12 children’s items above 60 24 13 1 -

Enforced lacks reported by respondent in child’s family (%)

could not keep main rooms warm because of cost 41 20 11 4 -

cut back or did without fresh fruit and vegetables (‘a lot’) 65 34 15 10 -

postponed own visit to doctor (‘a lot’) 56 48 22 9 -

delayed repair or replacement of appliances (‘a lot’) 73 45 25 14 1

no home computer/internet access 33 18 10 5 -

Housing and local community conditions (%)

difficult to keep house warm in winter (major problem) 61 39 33 19 4

dampness or mould (major problem) 47 40 26 14 2

crime or vandalism in the area (major problem) 30 16 12 7 4

Financial strain (%) –  for the first 4 items below, the selected response was ‘more than once in the last 12 months’

received help (food, clothes, money) from food bank or similar 38 23 9 4 -

borrowed from family/friends for everyday living costs 62 47 33 12 2

late payment of car registration/insurance 57 35 26 8 1

late payment of electricity, water,  etc 59 36 25 15 1

unable to cope with unexpected $500 expense (i.e. cannot 
pay within a month without borrowing)

81 57 40 18 2

Children’s serious health problems reported by respondent (%)

serious health problems for any child in the last year 50 30 31 30 21

Overall dissatisfaction with living standards reported by respondent (%)

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with material standard of living 60 30 20 8 -

Summary multiple deprivation scores (based on 12 children’s items plus 8 general household items)

5+ of 20 81 38 12 2 -

8+ of 20 47 11 3 - -
Source: Adapted from Perry, 2011, p14
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Severe	poverty: International evidence suggests that the severity or depth of poverty during 
childhood matters, both for the level of hardship experienced and for the magnitude of the 
long-term impacts (Duncan et al., 2010; Gibb et al., 2012; Ziol-Guest et al., 2012). Assessing 
the depth of child poverty depends on the way severity is measured. One approach is to set a 
lower income threshold or, alternatively, a more demanding threshold of material deprivation. 
Another approach, which we recommend, is to devise a measure based on a combination of 
income and material deprivation. Imlach Gunasekera and Carter (2012) have used data from 
the New Zealand Survey of Family Income and Employment (SoFIE) to calculate the severity 
of child poverty based on this approach. Depending on the deprivation threshold and using 
an income threshold based on 60 percent of median gross household income (before taxes, 
welfare benefits and housing costs are taken into account), about 7-10 percent of children 
were in severe poverty in 2004/05. The rates of severe poverty for Mäori and Pasifika children 
were close to twice these levels. Broadly similar results have been found using the Household 
Economic Survey (Perry, 2012).

Another approach is to measure the ‘poverty gap’. This refers to the gap between a 
particular income-based measure of poverty (e.g. 60 percent of median incomes) and the 
median income of those who fall below this income measure. For instance, in New Zealand 
in 2010 the child poverty gap was about 16 percent (using a 50 percent poverty line, before 
housing costs) and about 19 percent (using a 60 percent poverty line). By OECD standards, 
these figures appear to be comparatively low. Care needs to be taken, however, in interpreting 
the results because of the relatively poor quality of the data at the bottom end of the income 
distribution. 

Persistent	poverty: Living on a low-income for an extended period is correlated with increasing 
levels of material deprivation (Imlach Gunasekara & Carter, 2012). Persistent poverty in 
childhood is also linked to worse outcomes, such as lower employment and earnings, over a 
person’s life (Ratcliffe & McKernan, 2010). Just as ‘advantages accumulate, so do disadvantages’ 
(Heckman & Masterov, 2004, p3).

Information about poverty persistence can only be gained from longitudinal survey data, 
which are limited in New Zealand. Based on SoFIE data, from 2002 to 2009, and defining 
persistent poverty to mean living for at least three out of four years below a particular 
income threshold (based on 50 percent of median gross household income), it is estimated 
that 12 percent of children were in persistent poverty during this period. About 6 percent of 
children lived in poverty for the entire seven-year period. Using a material deprivation measure 
based on a lack of three or more essential items, 13 percent of children in the SoFIE sample 
experienced at least two out of three years living in a household experiencing deprivation. The 
SoFIE data suggest that those with a higher risk of persistent poverty include younger children, 
Mäori and Pasifika children, those living in sole-parent families and those living in more 
socioeconomically deprived neighbourhoods (Imlach Gunasekara & Carter, 2012). 

Another approach is to assess the proportion of children experiencing chronic low-income. 
This refers to those living in households whose incomes, when averaged over an extended 
period, are below a particular poverty threshold. For instance, over the seven years of SoFIE data 
(2002 to 2009), 16 percent of children experienced chronic poverty (using a 50 percent poverty 
threshold), and 60 – 70 percent of children living in poverty in any one year were also in chronic 
poverty (Imlach Gunasekara & Carter, 2012; see also Perry, 2012). Importantly, too, while there is 
evidence to suggest that New Zealand has at least a moderate level of upward social mobility 
(i.e. as assessed by income mobility), a substantial proportion of families on low-incomes 
remain relatively ‘stuck’ at the lower end of the income distribution. Based on SoFIE data, a 
family with a low-income in one particular year has a 65 percent probability of having a low-
income during the following year (Imlach Gunasekara & Carter, 2012).
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1.3 How New Zealand compares with other countries
Comparing child poverty rates across countries needs considerable care. For one thing, the 
relevant data are not always available or directly comparable. For another, comparisons using 
poverty measures based on relative income thresholds are not necessarily very meaningful 
because of the different standards of living and median incomes across countries. Comparisons 
based on standardised measures of material deprivation, as shown in Table 1.3, are arguably 
more meaningful than those based on relative income poverty.

Table 1.3 highlights that child deprivation rates in New Zealand are higher than in most 
Western European countries, but lower than in the poorer countries of Eastern Europe. Such 
results are not entirely surprising. They reflect the fact that living standards in New Zealand 
are somewhat lower than in many Western European countries while income inequality is 
greater. We note that the rate of material deprivation amongst those aged 65 and over in New 
Zealand is very low by international standards. This suggests that achieving a much lower rate 
of childhood deprivation is possible if this were a policy priority.

Table 1.3 Deprivation rates* in 13 countries comparing children with older people and  
the total population in 2007 (Europe) and 2008 (New Zealand)

Country Children 
0-17

Aged 65+ Total  
population

Netherlands 6 3 6
Norway 6 1 5
Sweden 7 3 6
Spain 9 11 11
Germany 13 7 13
Slovenia 13 18 14
Ireland 14 4 11
United Kingdom 15 5 10
New Zealand 18 3 13
Italy 18 14 14
Czech Republic 20 17 20
Hungary 42 35 38
Poland 39 41 44

* The deprivation rates in this table are based on the proportion of households who  
lack at least three items from a list of nine because they cannot afford them.  
All nine items are regarded as essential by the majority of the population.

Source: Perry, 2009, pp30-33

While bearing in mind the limitations of comparing poverty rates between countries 
based on income data, Figure 1.6 provides comparative data on child poverty rates and overall 
population poverty rates in 35 countries (based on a 50 percent poverty line, before housing 
costs). Ranked on the basis of the gap between these two rates, New Zealand comes 23rd. 
This is because the gap in New Zealand between the child poverty rate and the overall rate of 
poverty is reasonably wide. Note that using the 50 percent poverty line, New Zealand’s child 
poverty rate was 11.7 percent in 2011, higher for instance than Ireland (8.4 percent) and Australia 
(10.9 percent), just lower than the United Kingdom (12.2 percent), but much lower than the USA 
(23.1 percent). Of the 35 developed countries, New Zealand ranked 20th. Using the 60 percent 
poverty line we ranked 18th.

1  Child poverty in New Zealand
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1.4 The causes of child poverty
Child poverty is dynamic and the causes are multiple and varied. While some children 
experience only a brief period of poverty during their childhood, others experience repeated 
periods, and yet others live in poverty for many years. Different pathways and ‘trigger events’ 
can lead families into and out of poverty (Ballantyne et al., 2004). Families living in poverty 
often face multiple challenges, often with cumulative effects. 

In analysing the nature and causes of child poverty, we have sought to draw on the best 
available international and New Zealand research. We have considered the antecedents of child 
poverty (the factors that existed before poverty occurs); the factors which cause child poverty; 
the factors that are correlated or associated with child poverty; and the outcomes that are 
caused by child poverty.  

Low household income is a major dimension of child poverty and is the result of a 
combination of factors. These include labour market conditions, low skill levels or limited 
expertise, social and health issues, housing costs, and government policies and spending 
priorities. 

Low household income in New Zealand is frequently caused by unemployment, low pay 
and insecure employment. Unemployment may be caused by a mismatch between skills and 
the labour market, disability, low educational attainment and limited job experience, and the 
general performance of the domestic and global economy. The labour market can exclude 
workers by discrimination (age, race, gender) and by not providing family-friendly workplaces 
or policies (e.g. leave to care for a sick child). Accessible, affordable and quality childcare, 
including care before and after-school, also needs to be available to support parents to work. 

Lower educational achievement also contributes to child poverty. Education is a major 
route out of poverty, but currently in New Zealand there is a strong pattern of poorer 
educational achievement by children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. This is shown 
in lower participation rates in early childhood education, lower levels of skills assessed at 
entry to primary school, and lower rates of achievement during both compulsory and tertiary 
education. 

Research indicates that social and health issues can lead to children living in poverty. 
Issues include: parental separation leading to sole-parenthood; being born to a teen parent; 
families with a member with a chronic physical or mental health problem or a disability; 
families with problem debt or problem gambling; drug and alcohol abuse; having a parent in 
prison; family violence; and specific issues (including language barriers) faced by refugee and 
migrant families. 

The cost of housing is relatively high in New Zealand. Most low-income families cannot 
afford to buy their own home. Market rents, especially in the major cities, can be very high 
in proportion to household income. In 2011, close to 40 percent of low-income households 
spent more than 30 percent of their income on accommodation costs (Perry, 2012). High 
accommodation costs can lead to overcrowded homes. In addition, housing in New Zealand is 
generally of lower quality than in most OECD countries. Children in poverty frequently live in 
poor quality houses. Combined with overcrowding, this causes many health issues.

Finally, government policies and spending priorities can significantly affect household 
incomes, particularly for families dependent on benefit payments. Issues include: access to, 
and the value of, benefit payments and tax incentives for working families; and unpaid child 
support and child support that is not passed-on to the custodial parent.

Mäori poverty needs to be considered against the backdrop of colonisation. Recent 
research documenting the experiences of Mäori whänau living in financial hardship notes 
that any analysis of the financial and material deprivation of whänau is incomplete without 
understanding Mäori economic development pre-colonisation, and the impact of land 
confiscation and war (Baker K., et al., 2012). The alienation of land and resources saw the loss 
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of a cultural, spiritual and economic base (Cram, 2011). It has had a long-reaching impact that 
continues to shape attitudes towards Mäori in New Zealand. The devastating effects of racism 
and discrimination in health and elsewhere have been well documented (Reid, 1999; Robson & 
Harris, 2007; Mills et al., 2012). The legacy of colonialism has been the ‘differential distribution 
of social, political, environmental and economic resources and well-being within this country 
with Mäori bearing the brunt of disparities in many areas’ (Cram, 2011, p156).

Perspectives	on	the	causes	of	child	poverty: This diversity of causes and experience complicates 
the search for solutions to child poverty. It also generates much debate, as witnessed after the 
release of our Issues and Options Paper in August 2012. An individual or organisation’s political 
orientation, personal experiences, values and worldview all influence their perspectives on the 
causes of child poverty. A leading US poverty researcher, Rebecca Blank (2003) has summarised 
this range of perspectives. Leaving aside the causes of poverty of relevance only to developing 
countries, poverty is variously attributed to: 

• people who are either unprepared or unable to participate productively in the market 
economy – due to age or disability, or a lack productive skills or resources, resulting in 
low wages

• the dynamic (and sometimes unstable, if not dysfunctional) nature of markets, 
including rapid technological change that can lead to job displacement for older 
workers and those with obsolete skills

• social norms and institutional practices, such as racism, prejudice or discrimination 
that limit inclusion in the labour market

• the behaviours and choices of individuals, including willingness to work, problem 
drinking, gambling and drug abuse, leaving school early without qualifications, and 
high rates of teen and sole-parenthood

• badly designed or poorly implemented policies to alleviate poverty, including policies 
that may lead to dependency. 

Blank highlights that the recommended solutions to poverty will depend on which of these 
causes (or combination of causes) is given weight. For example, a belief that poverty is caused by 
inadequate skills will lead to education and training programmes; a belief that various market 
processes can exacerbate poverty might lead to greater regulation, including minimum wage 
laws; a belief that discrimination inhibits employment may lead to legislation requiring equal 
employment opportunities; a belief that poverty is self-inflicted may lead to drug rehabilitation 
programmes or sanctions; and a belief that benefit payments create welfare dependency may 
lead to time-limited assistance or imposing work requirements as a condition of benefit receipt. 
In our view, all these factors can contribute to child poverty. Any effective anti-poverty strategy 
must therefore be comprehensive in nature and tackle a range of issues.  

1.5 The consequences of child poverty
Child poverty can negatively affect child development in numerous ways. As illustrated in 
Figure 1.7, one pathway impacts on the ability of parents to invest in their child's development 
via the simple provision of material resources (e.g. nutritious food and educational 
opportunities). A second pathway works via sub-optimal child-rearing practices that result 
from poverty-related stress that is experienced by parents (e.g. relationship difficulties and 
parental mental health problems). A third and newer major pathway represents the biological 
embedding of socioeconomic stress via dysregulation of stress-sensitive biological systems, 
namely, the nervous, immune and endocrine or metabolic systems (Aber et al., 2012; Danese et 
al., 2009; Ziol-Guest et al., 2012). These pathways do not exist in isolation; rather they tend to 
co-exist, reinforcing or exacerbating one another (Conger & Donnellan, 2007).
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The negative consequences of child poverty include poor child and adult health, poor 
education outcomes, and poor cognitive, psychological and social functioning.

Figure 1.7 A model of family poverty

Source: Personal communication from Greg Duncan, 2012
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The	impacts	on	children	and	their	families: New Zealand children living in poverty, especially 
Mäori and Pasifika children, have poorer health and education outcomes than those living in 
households with average and higher incomes. For instance, compared with non-poor children, 
those living in poverty are:

• at a 1.4 times higher risk of dying during childhood (Shaw et al., 2005)
• more likely to die of Sudden Unexpected Death in Infancy (CYMRC, 2010)
• three times more likely to be sick (Easton & Ballantyne, 2002)
• over two times more likely to be admitted to hospital for acute infectious diseases 

(Baker M., et al., 2012)
• at least 1.5 times more likely to be hospitalised (Craig, 2011)
• less likely to have fruit and vegetables (Walton et al., 2009)
• more likely to skip breakfast and to consume fast food regularly (MoH, 2006)
• hospitalised at a 5.6 times higher rate for injuries from assault, neglect or 

maltreatment (Craig, 2011)
• less likely to participate in early childhood education (MoE, 2012a)
• less likely to leave school with NCEA level 2 – the entry level qualification to skilled 

employment (MoE, 2012b).

The health effects of growing up in poverty persist into adulthood. Children in the 
Dunedin longitudinal study who grew up in poverty were more likely to have poor health 
outcomes in adulthood, including higher risk of heart disease, alcohol and drug addiction, and 
worse dental health at age 26. These effects were independent of the children’s initial infant 
health (Poulton et al., 2002). Similar results have been found in other countries. 

Health	correlates: The research is clear that not having enough food or adequate nutrition 
during pregnancy and childhood is linked to poor health outcomes. These include 
developmental delays and more frequent illness. In addition, lack of healthy food is associated 

1  Child poverty in New Zealand
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with higher cholesterol intake and obesity (Quigley et al., 2005). In a survey of 136 Dunedin and 
Wellington families, 47 percent of the low-income families reported that they ran out of food 
because of lack of money ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’. This group also purchased fewer vegetables per 
week (Smith et al., 2010).

One of the main reasons why children living in poverty have poor health is low-quality 
housing. Health problems include infectious diseases, respiratory illnesses and preventable 
injuries (Baker M., et al., 2012). These problems can impede normal child development. Babies 
and pre-schoolers are particularly vulnerable to the health effects of poor housing as they 
spend around 90 percent of their time at home.  

Household overcrowding contributes significantly to the extraordinarily high rate of 
infectious diseases among children in New Zealand including pneumonia, rheumatic fever and 
meningococcal disease. Overcrowding also affects children’s mental health, social well-being 
and school performance. For instance, they lack space to study at home, do not sleep as well 
and are tired in class. 

Further, New Zealanders living in low-income communities are significantly more likely 
to be problem gamblers and current smokers (Wheeler et al., 2006; Craig et al., 2007). Parents 
on low-incomes who abuse alcohol, drugs, smoke tobacco around their children and have a 
gambling problem are adversely affecting their children’s well-being: they are less likely to 
parent well; they will have less money to spend to meet their family’s needs; and they may be 
less able to work.

Residential	mobility: Many children in poverty live in private rental accommodation where 
tenancy can be insecure. Research has found an association between high residential mobility 
and child behavioural problems (Evans, 2004). Homelessness can be another consequence 
of poverty. Mäori children are overrepresented in New Zealand’s homeless population (New 
Zealand Coalition to End Homelessness, 2009). 

Educational	achievement: There is both New Zealand and international evidence that 
childhood poverty has negative impacts on cognitive development and educational attainment 
(Biddulph et al., 2003; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1994). Poverty impacts on learning in practical 
ways. Children who lack adequate food have difficulty concentrating, have lower academic 
achievement and poorer performance, especially in numeracy and literacy, and are more 
frequently absent or late to school than their peers (Yates et al., 2010). Health problems, such 
as glue ear, can also inhibit children’s learning. Low-income families can struggle to pay school 
fees, buy school and sports uniforms, and provide space for children to study at home. Older 
children may be kept home from school to care for younger siblings while their parents work. 
Low-income families are also less likely to have a computer at home or have access to the 
internet (Smith et al., 2009). 

Parenting	and	the	family: Living in poverty is stressful and this can be reflected in parenting 
behaviour. Research indicates that parents with lower socioeconomic status (SES) are more 
likely to use ‘authoritarian’ parenting styles than those in higher SES groups (Katz et al., 2007). 
Personal and family resilience and protective factors (such as a good marital relationship or 
strong social support) can mediate the stress associated with having a low-income (Kalil, 2003). 
Social and emotional problems in children are associated with exposure to parental stress. 
Chronic stress has an adverse effect on a child’s developing brain, especially in the foetal and 
early childhood periods (Gluckman, 2011). Moreover, living in poverty can affect the way people 
process information about their circumstances, leading to poor decision making and less 
effective coping (Shah et al., 2012).
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The	wider	social	and	economic	costs: Child poverty imposes a high cost on our society and 
economy. In the short-term, the government spends a significant amount on remedial services 
to treat the effects of child poverty, including primary health care and hospitalisations, housing 
subsidies, benefit payments and tax credits to low-income and unemployed families. 

Long-term child poverty is detrimental to New Zealand’s economy. Adults who were raised 
in poverty as children have less earning capacity, so there are productivity costs and a reduction 
in government revenue through lost taxation. Children who grow up in poverty are more likely 
to participate in crime, incurring costs for our criminal justice system. There are also significant 
additional costs in treating the health issues of adults who grew up in poverty.  

International evidence suggests that child poverty rates such as those experienced in 
New Zealand pose an economic burden in the order of 3-4 percent of GDP (Holzer, et al., 2008; 
Infometrics, 2011). As noted earlier in this Chapter, the evidence also indicates that severe and/
or persistent poverty, especially in early childhood, is the most costly, both for society and the 
children concerned. There is, therefore, a good case for spending more in the short-term to 
prevent the longer-term negative impacts of poverty. 

1.6 The impact of poverty on children
In 2010 the Office of the Children’s Commissioner asked 96 children and young people about 
their views and experience of poverty in New Zealand (Egan-Bitran, 2010). The children and 
young people identified a lack of essentials including food, clothing and warmth as a common 
part of living in poverty. Participants spoke of the impact on their health:

Poor health…Sick easily…High risk of getting sick or disease…Can’t afford doctors fees… 
Can’t afford to go to the doctor or dentist…Unpaid doctors fees. 

The participants talked about not having enough clothing, lacking warm clothing, of their 
clothing being in poor condition, and not having the correct school uniform or sports uniform. 
Being picked on, rejected by their peers, bullying and social exclusion were significant issues for 
many of the children and young people.

Teachers causing shame to students in front of their peers because they have no  
stationery, uniform etc. Schools should deal with parents and not punish the kids  
for not having shoes, books. 

The children and young people spoke of having to move a lot because the rent was unpaid: 

Poverty is…moving houses, always moving – stressful. Having to move in the middle  
of the night – unable to pay rent, scary. 

They also said that moving affected their ability to make and maintain friends. Many 
participants spoke of run-down, cold, unheated, damp housing and overcrowding. A number of 
young people spoke of difficulties in accessing state housing. Some children said that they did 
not want to invite people home because they were too ashamed of their house. 

Participants spoke of having to look after siblings while their parents worked, often 
meaning they missed school. Some of the young people said that ‘financial difficulties, a lack 
of education, qualifications and work experience along with responsibilities to provide for 
their families had led them, or their mothers into [prostitution]’. Many children and young 
people associated poverty with abuse, neglect and family violence. They talked about the 
stress of growing up in poverty and how this could ‘cause them to get involved in risky and 
health-compromising behaviours such as drinking, smoking and taking drugs’. Many of the 
participants in the project who were living in poverty did not have much hope for their future 
prospects.

1  Child poverty in New Zealand
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1.7  Some common misconceptions
There are many misconceptions about the nature, dynamics, causes and consequences of child 
poverty. For instance, some people think that all poor families are persistently poor or that all 
children from poor families become poor as adults. This is not so. As highlighted in this chapter, 
only some families remain poor for long periods. Equally, substantial numbers of those who 
experience childhood poverty secure above-average incomes during adulthood – although not 
nearly to the same extent as those who are born into wealthier families.

Another misconception is that if poverty is measured on the basis of relative income it 
will be impossible to reduce poverty very much. This is because, it is argued, no matter how 
quickly incomes rise there will always be a significant proportion of people who fall below 
the relevant poverty threshold. Such a conclusion, however, is misplaced. Poverty thresholds 
are based on (equivalised) median incomes, and there is a fundamental difference between 
median and average incomes. The median is simply the mid-point in a particular distribution; 
that is, the point in the middle when a set of things has been arranged from the lowest value 
to the highest value. Accordingly, the distribution of income (and other things) can be changed 
without necessarily changing the median. In theory, it would be possible to eliminate child 
poverty completely if the incomes of those below the poverty threshold (e.g. 60 percent of 
the median income) were raised above the threshold (as this would have no effect on the 
median income). Relative poverty rates are thus responsive to government policies which alter 
the distribution of income. New Zealand demonstrated this during 2005 to 2007 when the 
Working for Families package raised the incomes of many families, especially those earning 
less than the (equivalised) median. This reduced child poverty rates.

Finally, it is often stated that the children who experience material deprivation do so 
because their parents spend too much of their income on non-essentials. In short, childhood 
deprivation is due to poor parental choices. From this perspective, every family has enough 
income, but some parents don't make good choices on how they use their income. There can be 
no doubt that many parents struggle to cope with life, make unwise decisions or get trapped 
with high debt. Some suffer poor mental health or have drug, alcohol and gambling problems. 
These issues are real and need addressing. But there is little hard evidence that poor people, 
as a group, are much worse than rich people in their capacity to manage their finances. The 
primary problem is that some parents simply don’t have enough income to provide adequately 
for their children. While many parents who fall into this category are wholly dependent on 
welfare benefits, many others are in part-time or full-time work.

1.8 Conclusion
Child poverty afflicts a significant number of young New Zealanders. This matters for many 
reasons. The costs of poverty, both to children and the wider society, are high. These costs are all 
the greater when poverty occurs in early childhood and when it is severe or persistent. Failure 
to address child poverty now will thus detrimentally affect our future prosperity as a nation. 

In New Zealand, current child poverty rates exceed those of the 1980s. Moreover, during 
recent decades child poverty rates have been substantially higher than those of most other age 
groups. It is particularly significant that the rate of child deprivation, at least on one measure, is 
six times that of people aged 65 and over (which is a very large difference by OECD standards). 
Nobody wants the elderly to be deprived. But why should such high rates of childhood 
deprivation be tolerated? 

The relevant New Zealand data show that child poverty is especially high amongst sole-
parent families and those where no adult is in full-time employment, families with young 
children or more than two children, Mäori and Pasifika families, households with disabled 
people, and families who do not own their own home. While child poverty is more heavily 
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concentrated in such families, there are also large numbers of poor children living in other 
kinds of families (e.g. those where at least one parent is in full-time employment and where 
there are two parents). This evidence is highly relevant when considering how best to reduce 
child poverty and mitigate its effects. 

Finally, child poverty can be alleviated. Prudent policy interventions can make a difference. 
We know this from our own recent history. There is also good international evidence about 
what works. For instance, the child poverty-reduction strategies employed in other countries, 
such as Australia, Ireland, Sweden and the United Kingdom, highlight which policy levers have 
the greatest impact. There are many lessons from these countries for New Zealand. We have 
drawn on their experience in formulating our recommendations. 

1  Child poverty in New Zealand
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2 What You Told Us
On 28 August 2012 we published Solutions to Child Poverty in New Zealand: Issues and Options 
Paper for Consultation. The purpose of undertaking consultation on the Issues and Options 
Paper was to find out whether the proposals we had identified to reduce and mitigate the 
effects of child poverty would work for New Zealand and in our communities, identify any 
gaps, and get a sense of the priorities for action. There was remarkable congruence between 
the feedback received and our views. The analysis confirmed a number of the proposed 
recommendations and informed our thinking on many of the final recommendations. 
Submissions were due by 12 October 2012, and people provided feedback on the following 
questions: 

• Which proposals will be effective in reducing child poverty?
• Which proposals are less likely to be effective?
• What are the most important proposals to reduce child poverty?
• What needs to be done first and why?
• What is missing from the package?

This Chapter summarises the feedback we received. Two papers (available at  
www.occ.org.nz) have been prepared to fully capture the nature of the feedback:

• Solutions to Child Poverty in New Zealand: What You Told Us 
• Our Views Matter: Children and Young People Talk About Solutions to Poverty

2.1 Feedback on initial solutions to child poverty
The EAG sought input from a broad range of stakeholders, including children and young people 
living in poverty. Feedback was received from: 

• 8 consultations involving almost 300 children and young people group across  
New Zealand

• 20 hui with community groups involving more than 1,200 individuals across  
New Zealand

• 100 responses to a web-based survey with open-ended questions
• 234 free-form emails and formal submissions from individuals and organisations.

Children	and	young	people’s	feedback: The Office of the Children’s Commissioner consulted 
with almost 300 children and young people aged between 9 to 24 years living predominately 
in low socioeconomic communities throughout New Zealand. This included ten young people 
who were also parents themselves. The process and questions used were ethics approved, and 
focused on what children and young people thought would make the most difference.  

Facilitated discussions were held with children and young people from Auckland, Lower 
Hutt, Nelson, Porirua, and Whangarei. In addition to these facilitated discussions, formal 
submissions were also received from young people. This feedback was included in the 
summary of emails and submissions.

Group	meetings	and	workshops: Facilitated meetings or workshops were held in 20 
communities across the country. They ranged in size from 15 participants to over 150 
participants and we estimate that a total of 1,200 individuals attended meetings and shared 
their views. Notes were taken at all the sessions and analysed for key themes, points of 
agreement, and points of disagreement. Participants represented a diverse mixture of New 
Zealanders, including: community and church leaders; health, education and social services 
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professionals; local government; advocates; academics and university students; and, Mäori and 
Pasifika peoples.
Surveys	and	submissions: One hundred individuals responded to the web-based survey. 
They provided detailed and articulate responses to the five open-ended questions. Personal 
identification and affiliation was voluntary, and all responses are treated anonymously in the 
summary.

A total of 234 submissions were received that included short emails on single topics or 
hand-written notes, and formal submissions with detailed analysis and thoughtful position 
pieces. The submitters were a mix of individuals and organisations from all across the country, 
as detailed in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1 Submission types, numbers and representative groups

Submission category Number Description
General public 80 individuals from a range of backgrounds, but not representing or 

affiliated with any sector or organisation
Non-government  
organisations (NGOs)

50 mix of advocacy and umbrella groups, community groups, service 
providers, disability-specific, Mäori and Pasifika organisations

Health sector 44 mix of District Health Boards, Primary Health Organisations, 
professional organisations, health researchers

Education sector 18 mix of principals, teachers, Boards of Trustees, professional 
organisations, sector-based unions

Faith-based 16 umbrella faith groups, churches and faith-based social service 
groups

Government 5 local and central government
Miscellaneous 21 unions, Judiciary, academic, business, philanthropic,  

political parties
Total 234

 

2.2 Summary of all feedback
Overall the feedback we received was very positive and generally supportive of the proposed 
solutions presented in the Issues and Options Paper. Submitters, survey respondents and 
meeting participants all added constructive ideas on how to refine the solutions, expressed 
their priority recommendations for action, and provided numerous examples of local activities 
that demonstrated how communities are currently implementing aspects of the proposed 
community-based solutions.

Mäori and Pasifika respondents emphasised that it is important to clarify that, although 
child poverty is a serious problem for some Mäori and Pasifika families, it is not experienced by 
the majority. These groups wanted the final report to ensure that the recommendations did 
not reinforce stereotypes of Mäori and Pasifika peoples.

There was a high level of agreement across the feedback on the priority actions: 
• improve accountability mechanisms for addressing child poverty, through the 

enactment of legislation (e.g. a Children’s Act) to formalise the process of setting 
targets to reduce child poverty, monitor progress, and report results 

•  strengthen the income and the tax-benefit system by introducing a child payment 
and undertaking an independent review of all child-related benefit rates 

• pass-on child support payments to custodial parents who receive a sole-parent benefit
• establish a Warrant of Fitness for all rental properties
• provide food-in-schools to help hungry children. 

We have included quotes in this Chapter from the feedback we received.
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2.3 Children’s voices
The consultation with children and young people focused on children’s everyday experience of 
poverty, and the measures they think should be taken at a local and national level to improve 
children’s lives now, and eradicate child poverty in the longer-term.

The overarching message is that children and young people want to be involved in the 
solutions to child poverty and can provide a unique perspective on how to reduce child poverty 
and support the well-being of children living in poverty. 

The main themes children and young people spoke about have implications for the policy 
and practice of tackling poverty in relation to the areas of: housing, family, social, leisure and 
cultural activities, education and health. A synopsis of their views and suggestions follows here.

Housing: Children raised housing as a primary concern. They spoke about damp and cold houses 
affecting their health, and wanted rental properties to be safer and healthier. They noted that 
more insulation of homes would make heating homes more affordable, as they reported that 
families are struggling to pay household bills, which leads to no heating, no water, and the 
inability to cook. Children spoke about overcrowded housing and the impacts, including lack of 
privacy, arguments and tensions which affect family relationships, and difficulty in doing their 
homework. The impact of insecure and unstable housing was raised, including the stress and 
upheaval associated with children leaving their friends and their schools. 

Role	of	family: Family is key in ensuring children have a good childhood. Children spoke of 
needing love, support, encouragement and guidance from their families. Children valued 
doing things together as a family and having fun. They recognised that poverty can impact 
negatively on family, and spoke of stress, possible tensions and arguments as a result of living 
conditions and the impact this has on family relationships. Some children spoke of having to 
take on more responsibility and higher roles within their families in order for their parents 
to work. This resulted in them sometimes feeling overwhelmed and unable to focus on their 
education. Some children spoke of the importance of government and communities creating 
job opportunities and supporting people into work. Others suggested ways their family could 
be supported, including life skills and budgeting courses for parents.

Just cos people are poor doesn’t mean they can’t be strong.  
Support from your family and supporting families helps.

Social,	leisure	and	cultural	activities: Leisure, social and cultural activities are particularly 
important for children growing up in poverty, allowing them the opportunity to play alongside 
other children. Local community parks and playgrounds are important for poor children, as they 
are free and do not require transportation. Children spoke of needing these spaces to be safe 
and accessible, and needing more leisure, social, and cultural activities in their neighbourhoods. 
They also stressed that young people should be included in planning the facilities and activities.

Education	and	health: Schools were seen by the children as places which have the potential 
to improve the well-being of children experiencing poverty and disadvantage – they see 
education as key to getting a good job and escaping poverty. They also recognised the 
importance of having affordable quality childcare and after-school programmes available 
so that their parents can work. The children talked about the importance of having parents, 
teachers and other adults encouraging their educational aspirations, and recognising the 
varied talents that all children have. They also spoke of the need for more support to access 
higher education through grants and scholarships and by supporting transition to work 
through offering incentives such as free transportation. Teen parents talked about the 
importance of being supported to gain qualifications while pregnant and then alongside their 
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child. Teen Parent Units that brought services in to the students were positively viewed, as they 
overcame the typical transport barriers they face in accessing services. 

The negative view of school centred on being picked on, bullying and social exclusion. 
Children spoke of barriers to education and inclusion such as costs of textbooks, stationery, 
uniforms, school trips and sporting activities. They also spoke of hunger and food insecurity.

At school there was a Computer in Homes thing and my Mum was in it and  
we got a computer with internet. It has helped me to do my school work.

Children suggested that secondary schools should have health services available, 
including medical, dental, and sexual health. They said that there should be free health care for 
children up to age 18 years. The children spoke of the importance of food-in-school initiatives so 
that children are not hungry and can focus and achieve at school. They stressed the importance 
of children being involved in the design and delivery of such programmes so that they are 
inclusive and do not cause shame. Finally, many children called for schools to act as community 
hubs. 

School is one of the most important places in your life, the schools could provide financial 
advice for the parents – or provide a space for services to work with families – or direction to 
parents on the services available.

2.4 Feedback from consultations, surveys and submissions
The respondents emphasised that a multifaceted, whole-of-government strategy will be 
required to make real progress in reducing child poverty in New Zealand. Moreover, they 
stressed that leadership over the long-term, with cross-party commitment, will ultimately 
determine the degree that child poverty is reduced and its effects mitigated. This section 
presents a summary of the main areas of feedback as well as some minority points of 
disagreement. 

Improved	accountability	mechanisms	for	addressing	child	poverty: There was very strong 
support for the enactment of legislation (e.g. a Children’s Act) to formalise the process of 
setting targets to reduce child poverty, monitor progress, and report results. Feedback indicated 
that legislation would embed accountability mechanisms to ensure the continued focus 
on addressing child poverty in New Zealand, beyond electoral cycles. Numerous submitters 
referred to this as ‘de-politicising’ the child poverty issue. 

Some respondents felt that the targets should be more ambitious, and a small number of 
submitters specifically called for a ‘Minister for Children’. Still others suggested more emphasis 
of a child rights-based approach for reducing child poverty, particularly using UNCROC. A small 
minority of feedback called for Mäori-specific child poverty targets and measures.

Children can be socially, emotionally, culturally or spiritually poor,  
as well as economically.

Income,	tax,	and	benefits: There was very strong support for: 
• establishing a Child Payment. The majority of submitters favoured a Child Payment 

for all children, with the highest payment during infancy and decreasing as children 
get older. Some respondents preferred that the payment be targeted to children living 
below a specified income threshold rather than to all children.

• undertaking an independent review of all child-related benefit rates. Of particular 
concern was the In-Work Tax Credit, as it was considered by a number of respondents 
to be inequitable and discriminatory for children whose parents are not employed.

• passing-on child support payments to the custodial parent receiving a main benefit. 

2  What you told us
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This was viewed as an efficient and pragmatic way to get more income to families that 
need it the most.

There are questions around the affordability of a Child Payment and whether or not it is 
wise to provide a universal payment. It would be affordable in the longer-term if it replaced 
other tax credit payments and childcare subsidies. 

One issue that respondents called for action on, which was not recommended in the Issues 
and Options Paper, is raising the minimum wage or having a living wage. A small number of 
respondents also suggested the EAG solutions were too employment centred and more value 
needed to be placed on the important job of parenting.

Housing: Addressing the quality and affordability of housing was seen as the most important 
action to mitigate the effects of child poverty. There was very strong support for establishing 
a Warrant of Fitness for all rental properties. The Warrant of Fitness proposal was viewed as 
the most effective means to ensure that rental properties met minimum health and safety 
standards, with many comments on how to best implement the system to avoid unintended 
consequences such as rent increases or decrease in supply of rental properties. Insulation was 
seen as the first step in upgrading for a housing Warrant of Fitness. There were a number of 
respondents concerned with the growing trend for children in poverty to be living in non-
standard accommodation, such as caravan parks, and questions about how they might be 
included in a regulatory regime.

I see dreadful houses in South Auckland every day in my job. [It is] absolutely disgusting that 
people are usually working and paying rent for such damp, worn and unsuitable houses for 
babies and mothers. 

There was substantial agreement that the affordability, supply, and quality of housing 
for low-income and beneficiary families must be urgently addressed. Respondents strongly 
supported: a review of the Accommodation Supplement; increasing the supply of affordable 
housing, especially social housing; and approaches to improve community planning and 
housing design. A small number of respondents recommended rent control as a means to 
providing affordable housing.

Many children move between houses occupied by other families, living in shared  
situations with no tenancy rights or privacy and potentially open to abuse from host  
family members. 

Ma-ori	: There was support for the continuation and expansion of the Whänau Ora approach 
to empower families and children to identify goals and progress toward them. The analysis 
indicated that the learning from this way of working could be applied across government and 
community to reduce child poverty and mitigate its effects. There was some suggestion that 
a kaupapa Mäori approach would be the most effective route to reducing child poverty, and 
others that indicated more could be done through Treaty settlements to implement solutions 
to child poverty and disadvantage. Overall, respondents were supportive of trying different and 
innovative approaches for addressing Mäori child poverty. 

[We want] development and implementation of new measures and indices that reflect 
Mäori values [regarding] spirituality, their world view and their capabilities. 

Respondents emphasised the need for workforce training to increase the capacity of 
health, education, and the social sector to deliver culturally responsive services and support. 
There were also some suggestions that marae could be more effectively utilised as hubs for 
service delivery, adult learning activities, and social and cultural support for vulnerable children 
and young people.
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Pasifika: Respondents identified the unique housing issues and needs of Pasifika peoples 
and recommended building social housing using village design concepts. Respondents 
emphasised the need for providing financial services that work for Pasifika peoples; including 
budgeting, low or no interest loans, and culturally effective approaches to helping people with 
their budgeting and financial management. Similar to feedback on addressing Mäori issues, 
respondents called for workforce training to increase the capacity of health, education, and the 
social sector to deliver culturally responsive services and support.

Health: There was support across all submissions for free primary health care 24 hours/7 
days a week for all children aged 0 to 5 years inclusive, with most respondents indicating 
funding should be expanded until all children under age 18 receive free health care. Health 
professionals emphasised that even with free office visits, many families need assistance to 
overcome barriers to taking their children to the doctor before a condition becomes serious 
(e.g. owing money to the GP, cost of transportation balanced with meeting basic needs, 
previous negative experiences with the health care system).

Respondents generally supported steps to improve maternity and early childhood health, 
including connecting pregnant women with services earlier, enrolling babies in Public Health 
Organisations, the National Immunisation Register and Well Child services before leaving 
the hospital or birthing unit, and providing customised support for pregnant teenagers 
(e.g. continuity of maternity care, monitoring of alcohol and drug use, provision of child 
development and parenting information, and retaining them in education).

Education: There was very strong support for food-in-schools, with a range of suggestions for 
how to operationalise this recommendation, including discussion of the roles that each school, 
community, parents, local business and government could play in supporting its delivery. A 
number of specific suggestions were made, and examples of good practice provided on how to 
engage parents and develop strong sustainable partnership models. There was consensus that 
the government should provide the policy, leadership, and support required to make sure that 
all children who come to school hungry are provided nutritional food while at school.  

With better education many of these children might escape the poverty cycle. 

Respondents also supported improving the quality, affordability, and access to early 
childhood education (ECE). In addition, respondents emphasised the need to increase the 
number of ECE programmes, especially in low-income communities. There was strong support 
for expanding resourcing of before-school, after-school and holiday programmes that are high-
quality and free to families with low incomes. These programmes should provide children with 
enriched experiences as well as enable parental employment.

Ensure that there are accessible, high-quality and free ECE places  
available for low-income families. 

Training	and	employment: Respondents called for more family-friendly employers and 
workplaces to enable parents, especially sole-parents and families where a disability features, 
to maintain employment.

An issue raised at almost all consultation events and represented across a range of 
submissions is the importance of job creation in local communities. Respondents felt more 
needed to be done by government to provide jobs.

Children and families deserve to have a decent living wage and conditions of work.

Community	and	family: Discussions in consultations and in submissions highlighted the 
willingness of community leaders and organisations to play a bigger part in addressing child 
poverty in their communities, but often sought role clarity and noted that the government’s 

2  What you told us
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unilateral contracting approach was not good partnering practice. A common theme was that 
there needs to be flexibility in solutions to allow for tailoring to the strengths and needs of the 
local community. Many community leaders called for stocktakes of existing resources and the 
sharing of good practice among communities.

Support for community hubs was expressed across all respondent groups. Some submissions 
identified existing hubs while others stated the types of services and activities that should 
be available in the hubs. Respondents stressed that the process for developing hubs needs to 
incorporate community development principles and will take time, funding and leadership. 

We need to value and acknowledge the vital role of parenting and count it as work. Sole-
parents already do the work of two – to dismiss that contribution is insulting.

There was general agreement that the final report should more thoughtfully consider 
the role of parents. There was a wide range of comments on ways to help some parents better 
parent and support their children, from improving parenting skills to helping some parents 
learn basic life skills (e.g. budgeting, cooking, literacy). Many respondents noted that some 
parents need support to better understand child development, engage with their children’s 
schools, and provide for their children’s health and nutritional needs. A small number of 
submissions stressed the need for more focus on adolescents, highlighting the importance 
of parental relationships with their teenage children along with good supervision during 
this developmental stage. A very small number of submissions expressed the view that ‘poor 
parents need to take responsibility’ and ‘poor parents are having too many kids’.

Financial	literacy	and	debt	management: Financial literacy services were supported across 
respondent groups, and there was support for establishing social lending programmes. A small 
number of submissions called for increased regulation of loan sharks and reduced advertising 
of Lotto.

The schools could provide financial advice for the parents. 

Disability: The Issues and Options Paper did not address disability, and a number of respondents 
questioned this omission. They also provided feedback on how to reduce child poverty among 
children with disabilities and parents with disabilities, including: making persons with 
disabilities a priority for poverty-reduction targets, improving the educational experience for 
children with disabilities from ECE to tertiary, easier access to information about entitlements 
and allowances, and accessibility as an indicator when measuring housing quality (e.g. a 
Warrant of Fitness).

Other	topics: Many respondents expressed strong views on the need for social and cultural 
change in how people view those who live in poverty. In addition, these respondents agreed 
that the whole community has a role in reducing child poverty and mitigating its effects.

A small number of respondents raised issues that we agree are important. However, these 
concerns were beyond the scope of the EAG to address. They included the impact on children 
living in poverty of the recent legal aid changes and changes implemented as a result of the 
Family Court Review. 

2.5 Responding to your feedback
Analysis of all of the feedback indicated a high level of support across respondent groups for 
the recommendations, with many suggestions for refinements and how to best operationalise 
the recommendations. The EAG has incorporated many suggestions in setting priorities 
and framing final recommendations, but not all suggestions have been included. The most 
significant points are clarified below.
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Balance	between	parenting	and	employment: Many respondents felt the EAG was too focused 
on parental employment and did not adequately demonstrate a commitment to the important 
role of parenting. In response, our overarching principles have been revised to include the 
importance of balancing the role of parenting with employment, with an emphasis on making 
sure that children receive quality care and ECE regardless of parental employment status. 
Moreover, this Report places greater emphasis on the importance of family-friendly employers 
and workplaces to enable parents to maintain employment than the Issues and Options Paper. 

Disability	and	poverty: The EAG recognised that the Issues and Options Paper did not 
sufficiently acknowledge the impact of child disability and parent disability on child poverty 
and family stress. Therefore, this Report explicitly discusses the relationship between disability 
and child poverty and incorporates inclusion of children with disabilities as an underlying 
principle for all solutions. In addition, we specifically include a number of recommendations to 
support the needs of families on low-incomes or benefits where disability features. 

Role	of	community: Respondents felt the EAG had not adequately addressed the role of 
community, acknowledged the efforts already underway or identified solutions that supported 
community to undertake local initiatives. The EAG has strengthened and expanded the section 
on community and have taken on-board suggestions to consider community development 
principles. Particular focus has been given to recommendations on community hubs, including 
the suggestions that they could be based in schools, marae, churches, or health centres. 

Definition	of	poverty: A small number of respondents called for the EAG definition of poverty 
to be expanded to include social and emotional well-being. The EAG understands the desire 
to improve all aspects of child well-being, but has made a deliberate decision to confine the 
scope of this work to reducing and mitigating the impacts of income poverty and material 
deprivation. We are starting here because the evidence shows this to be the most prevalent 
and significant factor leading to poor life outcomes for children. These are areas where tangible 
steps can be taken and progress measured.

Increase	the	minimum	wage: A number of respondents challenged the EAG’s view that 
increasing the minimum wage was not an effective way to address child poverty. While the 
EAG agrees that increasing the minimum wage could provide an ancillary solution to some 
poverty problems, there is little evidence that further increases in the minimum wage are 
likely to effectively address child poverty for families. As discussed in Working Paper 12, most 
people on the minimum wage are not parents on low-incomes, and for those that are, any 
wage increase would be offset by increased tax and ACC levies and abatements to tax credits. 
In order for an increase in the minimum wage to be effective in reducing child poverty, the 
rise would have to be large. We are of the view that there are more efficient and effective 
mechanisms to get additional income into the families of children in poverty.

Poor	parenting	decisions	and	practice: A small number of respondents indicated that child 
poverty was because of poor parenting decisions and practices, and poor parents should not 
have so many children. The EAG has taken a child-centred view, that regardless of the cause, 
children in poverty need our collective support to help them achieve their potential in the 
future. Many other respondents agreed that the wider community has responsibility to help 
reduce child poverty. These respondents also suggested ways the community could support  
the parents to do a better job and fulfil their parental responsibilities. The EAG has 
strengthened the section of this Report addressing the role of the community and family, 
including recommendations on ways to better support some parents.

2  What you told us
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3 Our Approach

As highlighted in Chapter 1, there is a wealth of evidence, both from New Zealand and 
overseas, that child poverty can be reduced. There is also robust evidence that many of the 
negative impacts of child poverty can be mitigated. The fact that well-designed policies can 
make a positive difference raises two questions:

• What should be the specific goals of public policy with respect to child poverty in  
New Zealand? 

• How can child poverty in New Zealand be reduced, and its effects mitigated, in the 
most efficient, effective, fair and fiscally responsible manner?

Our Report attempts to answer these questions. It is the view of the EAG that New 
Zealand should embrace ambitious, yet realistic, goals. Every child in New Zealand has the 
right, and should have the opportunity, to grow up without experiencing severe or persistent 
material deprivation. 

The actions recommended by the EAG to achieve better outcomes for poor children 
are described in more detail in Chapter 5. They recognise that child poverty is complex and 
has many elements, so to be effective an anti-poverty strategy must incorporate a range 
of responses. There is no one ‘silver bullet’. Such a strategy will require sustained effort and 
strong, committed political leadership for the long haul. 

We must acknowledge that large reductions in child poverty rates cannot be achieved 
without a substantial investment, or at the very least, some careful reprioritisation of public 
funds. This poses undeniable challenges for policy makers, all the more so in a time of global 
economic uncertainty and fiscal restraint. However, the good news is that rather than starting 
from scratch, we can build on existing policy initiatives, programmes and service that are 
known to be effective or have shown potential. At the same time, given the magnitude of the 
challenge, we must be willing to innovate and experiment with new approaches. We must be 
open to new possibilities, without losing focus on effectiveness.

3.1 Our principles 
In developing our recommendations and priorities, we have been guided by a number of 
principles. 

Children	at	the	centre: We have deliberately embraced a child-centred focus. This has meant 
taking account of children’s developmental needs at different ages, acknowledging the vital 
importance of the early years of a child’s life, and recognising critical transition points that 
occur through the lifecourse. It has also meant that we have been committed to listening to 
children and young people and taking their views of poverty into account. Equally, we have 
been guided by the rights enunciated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UNCROC), to which New Zealand is a signatory. Article 3 states that ‘in all actions 
concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions, courts 
of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be 
a primary consideration’. Articles 26 and 27 of UNCROC respectively refer to children’s rights 
to social security and to having a standard of living adequate for a child’s physical, mental, 
spiritual, moral and social development.

With children at the centre of our approach and with their welfare and best interests 
a core guiding principle, we have taken a broad view of the individuals, social groups, 
organisations and systems that influence children – including their parents, family, whänau, 
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neighbourhoods, schools, community organisations, hapü, iwi, business and government. 
Clearly, parents, family and whänau are the most important people in children’s lives, especially 
during their early years. But many parents are confronted with difficult choices, in particular, 
balancing their parenting responsibilities with the need for paid work. As a society, we must 
value and support parenthood. Accordingly, we need to provide adequate support to help 
reduce some of the tensions that parents face, to give them realistic choices and enable them 
to balance their parental responsibilities appropriately.

The	Treaty	of	Waitangi: We have been guided by the provisions and principles of the Treaty of 
Waitangi. Ensuring that Mäori children achieve better outcomes in health, education, housing, 
employment and justice will make a huge contribution to New Zealand’s future economic, 
cultural and social prosperity. Poverty disproportionately affects Mäori and if child poverty is to 
be reduced, the solutions will need to work for Mäori. Many of New Zealand’s most promising 
initiatives take a kaupapa Mäori approach.  

An	investment	approach: Linked to both previous principles, and based on strong evidence, we 
are convinced that an investment approach will reap the greatest benefits. Such an approach 
involves giving preference to those policies which generate the largest long-term returns, 
both for children and our wider society. There is considerable evidence, for example, that 
investments in the early years of a child’s life generate the greatest marginal benefits. To quote 
the Nobel laureate James Heckman (2006, p3), ‘It is a rare public policy initiative that promotes 
fairness and social justice and at the same time promotes productivity in the economy and in 
society at large. Investing in disadvantaged young children is such a policy’. This investment 
strategy is consistent with the capability approach recommended by another Nobel laureate 
Amartya Sen – adequate financial resources enhance the capability of children and families to 
function well and lead lives that they have reason to value.  

A	‘social	contract’	approach: The EAG has been guided by the notion of a ‘social contract’ that 
recognises the mutual responsibilities of parents, the community and wider society for the care 
and well-being of children, with support available for those who need it through:

• income support for those unable to work or secure income from paid employment 
that is sufficient to meet the basic needs of children 

• support to balance the importance of parental employment in reducing child poverty 
with the developmental needs of children (e.g. through accessible, affordable, quality 
early childhood education and after-school care)

• adequate housing, high-quality education and training, and equitable access to health 
care

• respecting and valuing cultural identity. 

3.2 Using the best evidence available
In all our efforts to understand child poverty in New Zealand and propose practical and 
effective solutions, we have drawn upon the best available New Zealand and international 
research evidence. In so doing, we prepared 24 Working Papers on various child poverty-related 
issues, and commissioned a further two Background Papers. We commissioned separate 
research and consultation to obtain children’s views of poverty. We also sought advice from 
numerous local and international experts in a range of disciplinary areas in universities and 
research organisations. 

In addition, we considered the evidence-based findings of other specialist reference 
groups, such as the Early Childhood Education Taskforce; the Productivity Commission on 
Affordable Housing; various reports by the Law Commission; and child poverty-related work 
undertaken by other organisations such as the Salvation Army, the New Zealand Council of 
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Christian Social Services, Every Child Counts, and the Child Poverty Action Group. We examined 
the many current interventions, services and policy strategies (including various governmental 
initiatives and reforms) of relevance to different aspects of child poverty in New Zealand, and 
particularly those with a focus on child well-being and the income support system.

There is overwhelming evidence that the early years of a child’s life matter most for 
their future lifecourse. For example, New Zealand and overseas evidence finds that early 
childhood poverty has a persistent effect on educational and employment outcomes, even if 
family income increases in later childhood (Wylie, 2001). Advances in neuroscience shows that 
the stress of growing up in poverty affects the developing brain, and manifests in physical 
and mental health issues throughout life (Aber et al., 2012). Research also shows that early 
childhood is the time when interventions are most cost-effective in addressing child poverty. 
Some early intervention programmes have been shown to have high returns (Ziol-Guest et 
al., 2012; Duncan et al., 2010). For such reasons, we have given priority to interventions that are 
likely to benefit children during the earliest years of their life. 

There are, however, also limits to the evidence available, and in some cases the evidence 
is unclear or inconsistent. We have been explicit in our Working Papers where the limitations 
of available evidence mean we are basing recommendations on other factors. We have also 
signalled particular areas where there are opportunities for further research, as well as the 
evaluation and testing of innovative practices, so that we can build a stronger evidence-base to 
guide future policy interventions.

Applying the evidence to develop the best solutions to child poverty in New Zealand 
requires judgement. We have kept our guiding principles at the forefront as we have addressed 
these complex issues. Applying the evidence means carefully considering the policy choices, 
trade-offs and costs that different solutions imply. 

3.3 Policy choices, trade-offs and costs
Government	policy	choices	matter: Both New Zealand and overseas evidence demonstrates 
that there are policies available that can reduce and/or mitigate the effects of child poverty. But 
not all policies are equally effective. A UNICEF analysis highlights the differential effectiveness 
of various approaches by contrasting the relative child poverty rate before, and then after, 
taxes and transfers (UNICEF, 2012). The more effective policies contribute to significantly lower 
poverty rates after taxes and transfers. To illustrate, Canada and the US have similar rates of 
child poverty at market-incomes; after taxes and transfers are taken into account, the Canadian 
rate is nearly halved, but the US rate is barely changed. This indicates that Canadian policy 
settings are much more effective in reducing child poverty than their US counterparts. The 
UNICEF analysis indicates New Zealand has high market-income child poverty, and that our tax 
and transfer policies are reasonably effective in reducing the rate. We can, however, do better. 

There	are	a	range	of	policy	levers	and	trade-offs	to	consider: Resources are always scarce. 
Hence, policy choices and trade-offs are unavoidable. In considering such choices in relation 
to alleviating child poverty, we need to be clear about our objectives and select those policies 
which are most likely to achieve the desired objectives in a fair, effective and fiscally prudent 
manner. More specifically, there is the issue of whether to:

• focus on the immediate or the longer-run consequences of child poverty, i.e. the 
policies selected to ease the current burdens of material hardship may be different 
from those designed to break the intergenerational transmission of poverty (although 
some overlap is likely) 

• focus on reducing the rate of child poverty or mitigating the effects of such poverty 
(recognising different policies or combinations of policies will be relevant depending 
on the chosen priority)
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• give preference to low-income families, meaning fewer resources are available to 
low-income adults with no children (e.g. for housing assistance or employment and 
training opportunities). 

Wherever possible we have sought to recognise and highlight such trade-offs. At the same 
time, we have deliberately chosen to recommend a mix of policies that are designed to achieve 
a range of objectives, both in the short-term and over the longer-term.

In shaping our approach we have considered three critical issues concerning the 
appropriate mix and design of a poverty-reduction strategy: cash transfers versus in-kind 
assistance; welfare transfers versus an employment strategy; and universal versus targeted 
social assistance and service provision.

Cash	transfers	versus	in-kind	assistance: The cash versus in-kind provision debate addresses 
whether it is more effective to give poor children and/or families direct financial assistance 
(e.g. by increasing the value of welfare benefits or providing more generous tax credits) or in-
kind assistance (e.g. food vouchers, subsidised childcare, or free education and health services). 
A common argument against cash transfers is that low-income families may not spend the 
extra cash in ways that will benefit their children. Similarly, there is good evidence that the 
provision of in-kind assistance (e.g. subsidised early childhood education and after-school 
programmes, and free primary health services) is the most efficient way to address some 
poverty-related issues. Against this, the provision of adequate cash assistance is important 
for reducing material deprivation and giving low-income families choices, dignity and respect. 
Further, as the OECD (2009, p171) has observed:

It would be naïve to promote increasing the family income for children through the tax-
transfer system as a cure-all to problems of child well-being. Nevertheless, the balance of 
evidence suggests that there is a causal relationship especially for educational and cognitive 
outcomes and that the causal relationship is likely to be stronger early in the life cycle. 

That is, raising the income of families with young children is likely to be effective in reducing 
child poverty.

In short, an anti-poverty strategy – and especially one with multiple objectives of the type 
we are recommending – requires a mix of cash transfers and in-kind assistance. The appropriate 
mix will obviously depend on the particular context. Currently, the evidence in New Zealand 
suggests that many low-income families, including those where at least one adult is in full-
time paid work, have insufficient income to cover their necessities. This suggests the need 
for a combination of policies to lift the incomes of such families. Equally, there is evidence 
that various forms of in-kind provision (e.g. housing and primary health care) require extra 
governmental support. Our recommendations reflect these twin realities.

Welfare	transfers	versus	employment	income: The welfare versus employment strategy 
debate considers the appropriate balance between increasing the benefit rates for low-income 
families and policies to increase the level of paid employment amongst such families. Raising 
benefit rates can be an effective strategy in reducing child poverty, but it can be costly and may 
reduce incentives for paid employment. Further, for New Zealand it would involve a relatively 
high fiscal cost compared to many other countries to achieve similar drops in poverty because 
of our level of income inequality (Whiteford & Adema, 2007). This suggests that increasing 
benefits alone will not be efficient. Also, OECD (2009) simulations indicate that increasing 
the numbers of New Zealand parents in paid work would generate the largest reductions 
in child poverty. For this reason, the OECD suggests that policy reform to reduce joblessness 
among families with children should be a priority in New Zealand. Accordingly, an employment 

3  Our Approach
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strategy has merit, albeit within the context of an adequate system of supports to protect the 
best interests of the child (e.g. access to affordable, high-quality early childhood education, and 
supports for work such as transportation, training, and family-friendly workplaces).

There is strong evidence that minimising early childhood poverty is critically important. 
As the OECD (2009, p57) points out, ‘before the age of three, and more often immediately 
following birth, poverty risks for families with young children are at their highest’. Any 
strategy to reduce early childhood poverty needs to recognise the time restrictions on parents’ 
workforce availability due to their significant (and important) childcare responsibilities. This 
suggests the need to design policies to ensure that adequate income support is provided when 
children are young (e.g. especially infancy, but pre-school more generally) and opportunities for 
paid employment are diminished.

For such reasons, we believe the best approach is one that combines a welfare strategy and 
an employment strategy, with the policy mix reflecting the age of the children in the families 
concerned. Such an approach recognises the importance of welfare support during the most 
vulnerable time when children are young and when many parents are unable to sustain high 
levels of employment. Such an approach also recognises that the best chance of a child moving 
out of poverty is when they have at least one parent in paid employment. This means we need 
an overall policy package which is sufficiently sophisticated to achieve multiple objectives 
and, in particular, is responsive to the changing circumstances of low-income families as their 
children age.

Universal	versus	targeted	debate: The universal versus targeted debate considers whether it is 
best, on various grounds, for government to provide cash assistance and/or services universally 
or to a specific group (usually based on income). Universal services (e.g. education) and cash 
assistance (e.g. superannuation) are provided to everyone who qualifies, so they are generally 
more costly than targeted programmes. Universal benefits (such as superannuation) often 
have strong social support (as people know they will benefit from their tax contributions) and 
are therefore more politically durable. Targeting public assistance enables scarce resources to 
be used more intensively to address a specific problem, but often entails higher administrative 
and compliance costs, lower take-up rates, the stigmatisation of users and greater incentive 
problems (e.g. via higher effective marginal taxes). In addition, targeting mechanisms may 
require a broad delivery to reach a narrower target group. Family Start is an example of a 
targeted social service. Working for Families provides targeted cash assistance (e.g. tax credits) 
to low-to-middle income families.  

Whether a universal or targeted approach is best depends on the policy objectives, and 
there are times when a combination of universal and targeted approaches is most appropriate. 
Based on analysis of child and family benefit policies across all OECD countries, the OECD 
(2009) recommends ‘cascading’ benefits and services (e.g. beginning with a universal entry 
point and a universal support, and then adjusting the intensity of the support in response to 
social risks). This fits especially well in times of constrained budgets, where governments are 
looking for affordable options. Our recommendations include a mix of universal and targeted 
forms of assistance, depending on the policy context.

Costs,	savings	and	costings: The evidence we have investigated confirms that there are 
significant negative consequences associated with child poverty. The evidence also indicates 
that investing early in a child’s life is more cost-effective than investing later. Moreover, 
spending on young children should be regarded as an investment, not a cost. The challenge 
is whether governments are prepared to invest now in order to reap dividends (and save 
on expenditures) in the future. Equally, it is important to ensure that public expenditure is 
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effectively targeted and that policies and programmes are adopted which deliver the highest 
returns.

Whether the cost of an action to reduce poverty is relatively high or low will influence 
decisions to implement the policy. Other things being equal, the degree of certainty about 
the likely benefits needs to be higher to justify the more costly options. While it is possible 
to estimate the relative scale of costs, precise policy costings depend on which policies are 
implemented, the sequencing of change, and fundamental design choices. Further, there will 
often be a large difference between the gross fiscal costs of the programme and the net fiscal 
costs. Unfortunately, we are not in a position to provide robust costings for any of our proposals 
since we have not had access to the relevant data and modelling capability. 

We are of the view that some of the policies recommend in Chapter 5 can be achieved 
through careful reprioritisation of current public expenditure. Some of our proposals, such 
as those to address problem debt and provide food-in-schools, are likely to entail only a very 
modest fiscal cost (e.g. less than $5 million per year), especially if undertaken in partnership 
with business and voluntary organisations. The actions that will have the greatest impact 
on reducing child poverty and/or mitigating its effects will require significant new public 
investment. In EAG Working Paper 10, we indicated as a rough estimate our recommended 
changes to the benefit support and tax credits changes would be in the range of  
$1.5-2.0 billion. Finally, other options offer the potential for securing better value for money 
from existing expenditure (e.g. better targeting of the Accommodation Supplement). We 
welcome additional contributions by agencies on costing the recommendations in this Report. 
There may be alternative approaches to fund some initiatives we recommend, and we are 
particularly interested in further investigation of the social impact bond models for this reason.

3.4 Building on the work of others 
Our recommendations to addressing child poverty were not developed in a vacuum. We are 
very aware of and support the Government’s efforts to improve outcomes for children and 
young people, including actions to:

• implement Whänau Ora
• improve participation in early childhood education and educational success for Mäori 

and Pasifika children, and expand the Positive Behaviour for Learning initiative in 
schools

• provide free primary health care for children under 6 years of age
• reduce the numbers of young people not in education, employment and training
• improve the welfare system
• address child abuse through implementation of the White Paper on Vulnerable 

Children Action Plan
• reduce rheumatic fever and increase immunisation rates through the Better Public 

Services targets
• review parenting programmes for disadvantaged parents
• reform alcohol legislation and local community alcohol licensing regulations. 

We acknowledge the ongoing contribution of New Zealand researchers, particularly 
the Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development Study, the Christchurch Health 
and Development Study, the Competent Children Project, and the Growing Up in New 
Zealand study. Such robust, longitudinal New Zealand data is essential for informed policy-
making. Likewise, other university-based research has and will continue to contribute to our 
understanding of child poverty, including the He Kainga Oranga/Housing and Health Research 
Programme.

3  Our Approach
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3.5 Conclusion 
There are many competing values, priorities and practical issues to consider when evaluating 
the best solutions to child poverty. We have sought at all times to take a principled, evidence-
informed approach. As highlighted above, our recommendations are designed to achieve 
multiple goals. These include simultaneously alleviating childhood poverty, reducing the 
negative impacts of poverty during childhood and breaking the intergenerational transmission 
of family poverty. For the reasons discussed, reducing poverty during early childhood is an 
absolute imperative. A strong focus on alleviating severe and persistent poverty is also critical.

Achieving these objectives will require a comprehensive strategy – one that is 
implemented in a concerted manner over an extended period of time. Accordingly, strong and 
committed political leadership will be essential. To be effective such a strategy will require a 
combination of mutually reinforcing initiatives across a range of policy domains. This includes 
extra cash transfers and improved in-kind provision, a mix of universal and targeted forms of 
assistance, and a balanced approach to welfare support and employment incentives, based on 
the age and best interests of the child.

We fully acknowledge that the implementation of our recommendations will entail 
fiscal costs, and in some cases significant costs. These need to be set against both the moral 
imperative to relieve suffering and hardship and the realisation of significant long-term 
economic and social benefits. For such reasons, the costs represent a sound investment and will 
contribute to a better future for all our citizens. 
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4 Priority Recommendations
We can reduce the current level of child poverty in New Zealand, and we can take actions to 
ensure those children growing up in poverty have brighter futures. In this Report, we have 
identified an approach that will reduce child poverty and mitigate its impacts on future 
generations.

This Report makes 78 separate recommendations. We believe each of these is important 
for addressing some aspect of child poverty. Some of these actions can be achieved through 
careful reprioritisation of current public expenditure, but the actions that will have the 
greatest impact on reducing child poverty will require significant new investment. 

Our recommendations are intended to: address the causes and consequences of child 
poverty, which requires giving specific attention to overcoming inequalities for Mäori and 
Pasifika; be sensitive to the particular issues of children in sole-parent families; and be 
informed by the best available evidence. We have focused on solutions that address severe and 
persistent forms of poverty and we have concentrated on young children experiencing poverty 
as significant aspects of child development occur in the earliest years. 

We know that tough choices and trade-offs will need to be made if all these recommenda-
tions are to be implemented. After testing our initial ideas through our Issues and Options 
Paper, and hearing the response from a range of New Zealanders, including children who are 
experiencing poverty right now, we offer direction here on how best to begin to tackle child 
poverty.

The	first	step: In our view, the first step must be to establish an overall framework for 
reducing child poverty. We have provided four recommendations aimed at the Government 
implementing a strategy and improving accountability for addressing child poverty. These 
include recommendations for establishing a suite of poverty measures, specific poverty-
reduction targets, a separate set of child poverty-related indicators, and a comprehensive 
monitoring and reporting framework. In the interests of credibility and durability, these 
arrangements should be embedded in legislation. This strategy should adopt specific targets 
and actions to ensure Mäori and Pasifika children achieve parity with poverty rates for other 
children. 

In addition to a statutory-based poverty-reduction strategy, the EAG have identified two 
sets of initial priorities for Government action. The first are short-term initiatives that will 
help mitigate the consequences of child poverty, using relatively inexpensive policies that can 
be introduced quickly. The second set of initial priorities are longer-term initiatives of a more 
ambitious and expensive nature that are designed to reduce child poverty rates substantially 
over time. 

Our	initial	priorities	for	immediate	attention	at	relatively	low-cost:
 pass-on	child	support	payments from non-custodial parents to eligible sole-parents who 

are on state-provided benefits: costs can be kept relatively low by beginning with a pass-on 
of $10 per week per eligible child (Recommendation 13)

 ensure that all rental	housing (both social and private sector) meet minimum health and 
safety standards, according to an agreed Warrant	of	Fitness: this can be implemented in a 
staged and cost effective way by beginning with piloting innovative approaches at a local 
community level (Recommendation 20)
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 investigate and implement	a	public-private-partnership	micro-financing	model with the 
banking sector and community groups, with the aim of providing modest low-interest and 
zero-interest loans, as a mechanism to help low-income families access affordable credit 
and effectively manage debt: for a very modest government investment, the private banking 
and voluntary sector can make this a success (Recommendation 48)

 design and implement a collaborative	food-in-schools	programme, commencing with 
decile 1 to 4 primary and intermediate schools: this will support schools, community 
organisations and businesses to implement successful local initiatives (Recommendation 60)

 ensure that young	people	who	are	pregnant	and/or	parenting receive effective support to 
remain	engaged	in	education: a small investment now will go a long way to breaking the 
intergenerational cycle of poverty (Recommendation 63)

 support effective delivery of local services through community	hubs by providing 
information and advice on developing hubs and partnering with local groups to fund 
start-up of feasible initiatives: supporting local initiatives is an effective way to build on the 
strengths of a local community to address child poverty (Recommendation 66).

Our	initial	priorities	over	the	longer-term:
 commission an independent and comprehensive review	of	all	child-related	benefit rates 

and relativities, with a primary goal to reduce child poverty (Recommendation 10)

 create	a	new	income	support	payment for families with dependent children to replace 
a number of the existing benefits and tax credits, called the Child Payment. The Child 
Payment would be allocated to 100 percent of children aged 0 to 5 years inclusive; have 
the highest value during the first year of a child’s life and reduce as the child ages; and be 
targeted based on family income from age 6 years onward (Recommendation 11)

 address the serious undersupply of social housing for families with children living in 
poverty by taking immediate actions to increase	the	number	of	social	houses by a 
minimum of 2,000 units per year until 2020 (Recommendation 22)

 signal the critical importance of children’s health by continuing to implement	free	primary	
care	visits for all children 24 hours/7 days a week from birth to age 5 years inclusive; 
extending free visits over time to all children to age 17 years inclusive; setting specific 
targets to make timely progress towards 100 percent free coverage of primary health care 
(Recommendation 52).

When we consulted with children on their experience living in poverty and actions they 
thought were most important, they identified an action we had missed: it relates to them 
having the opportunity to play with friends, even if they are poor. For this reason, we also put 
forward the following recommendation:

 all local governments ensure that their parks, playgrounds and public spaces are safe 
and welcoming for children and that free leisure and recreational activities are available, 
especially in disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Recommendation 72).

The rationale for these and all other recommendations is provided in Chapter 5.
We are confident that the priorities identified here will assist in reducing child poverty and 

mitigating some of its worst impacts. But it must be stressed that to alleviate child poverty 
in a comprehensive way we need to move beyond the starting point that these priority lists 
provide. The 78 recommendations included in the next Chapter address the full range of 
solutions needed to address child poverty. 
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5 Our Recommendations
Alleviating child poverty requires a range of mutually reinforcing actions that address its 
various causes and consequences. The 78 separate recommendations we make here are 
intended to reduce child poverty and mitigate its impacts both now and in the future.  
Some are focused on easing the immediate burdens of material hardship, while others are 
aimed at breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty. Some are aimed at reducing the 
level of child poverty, while others are focused on mitigating its effects. 

We have included context and rationales for the recommendations, based on our 
EAG approach outlined in Chapter 3. However, we have not presented here the full range 
of evidence we have considered. This is contained in our series of 24 Working Papers, two 
Background Papers and two consultation reports (see Appendix).

There were a number of issues considered by the EAG in the course of this project or 
raised by respondents in our consultation process that stretch beyond our scope of addressing 
child poverty. We have summarised these issues in the final section of this Chapter.

5.1 Strategy and accountability
New Zealand does not have an official definition or measure of child poverty. We have never 
had a national strategy to combat child poverty. We believe that a robust policy framework 
is required to drive a reduction in child poverty in New Zealand. We believe legislation 
should be enacted to institutionalise such a strategy. Our approach was strongly endorsed 
by the majority of those who made submissions during the public consultation process.

1  We recommend the enactment of child poverty legislation to ensure the proper and 
regular measurement of child poverty, the periodic setting of government targets to 
reduce child poverty, the setting of child poverty-related indicators and targets for 
selected indicators, and the annual reporting to Parliament of progress towards the 
achievement of the designated targets by the responsible Minister. 

We need to measure child poverty to assess our progress. The Prime Minister, Rt Hon 
John Key, said in relation to educational standards: ‘If you don’t measure, monitor, and report 
on things, I don’t think you can make progress.’ (The Dominion Post, 3 July, 2012). Likewise, 
UNICEF (2012, p5) notes: ‘It is monitoring that makes possible evidence-based policy, political 
accountability, informed advocacy and the cost-effective use of limited public resources. The 
availability of timely data is therefore in itself an indicator of whether the commitment to 
protecting children is being taken seriously or not’. Child poverty is a complicated concept to 
measure and there is much literature debating the technical methods of measurement. In 
our view, a suite of measures is needed to capture all the different aspects of child poverty.

2  We recommend that the government institute at least five official poverty measures 
to capture the different aspects of child poverty including: a fixed-line income 
measure; a moving-line income measure; a material deprivation measure; a severe 
poverty measure; and a measure of poverty persistence.

We need to measure both income and material deprivation. Day-to-day living 
standards are determined by more than just income. Also of relevance are a household’s 
previous income, savings, assets, the amount of support being received from people living 
outside the household (e.g. money, food, childcare or paying for school fees), the amount of 
debt and so forth. Hence, if we are to capture the impact of such factors we need reliable 
measures of material deprivation, as well as good income-based measures of poverty 
(including measures of severe and persistent poverty).

Legislation can protect 

the plan and mission 

to reduce child poverty 

from the vagaries of 

political ideology… 

the approach must 

be multi-faceted and 

structured to take 

place over time with 

the full co-operation 

of all political parties.*

* This and all subsequent quotes 
appearing in margins are from 
the feedback on our Issues and 
Options Paper.



38 – Solutions to Child Poverty in New Zealand: Evidence for Action 

A comprehensive measurement framework requires not only a suite of poverty 
measures but also a separate series of child poverty-related indicators covering education, 
health, social inclusion, disability and the quality of life. These indicators should be designed 
to measure the impact of child poverty (and the effectiveness of poverty-reduction efforts) 
and should be incorporated into the proposed monitoring and reporting framework for 
child poverty.

We strongly recommend the setting of targets for reducing child poverty and 
mitigating its effects. In our view, this is essential if effective governmental action is to be 
sustained over the long-term. Setting poverty-reduction targets would also be consistent 
with recent government policy initiatives in New Zealand, such as the Better Public 
Services targets. Under the approach we propose, the periodic setting of targets would be 
mandatory. However, the targets themselves would not be legally binding.  

All targets should balance ambition with realism. Setting unrealistic or overly ambitious 
targets is likely to undermine the credibility of the whole process. Setting soft or easy 
targets could have the same affect. With this in mind, we believe that New Zealand’s long-
term aim should be to reduce child poverty progressively over time, with the objective of 
achieving, and then maintaining, low levels of poverty. The meaning of ‘low’ should be 
based on both international and domestic benchmarks. Given New Zealand’s current rates 
of child poverty, achieving such a goal will require reductions of at least 30-40 percent 
depending on the particular measure of child poverty, with even more ambitious targets for 
reducing severe and persistent child poverty.

3  We recommend that the government set targets to reduce child poverty. Such targets 
should cover both the short-term (three years ahead) and the longer-term (ten years 
ahead) and should be reviewed at least every three years. 

4  We recommend that the targets set for reducing child poverty achieve parity for 
Mäori and Pasifika with other children. This requires an accelerated rate of poverty 
reduction for these groups.

Our Working Papers 1, 5, 6 and 24 provide further detail on legislative mechanisms, 
the recommended suite of child poverty measures and indicators, as well as proposals for 
setting initial targets.

5.2 Tax credits, benefits and income support
The immediate cause of child material deprivation is low family income. Family income is 
usually low due to low employment income. Family income, and therefore child poverty, 
can be directly influenced by government policy on tax and income support. Getting that 
system performing well is critical if child poverty is to be reduced. Relevant parts of the tax 
and benefit systems include parents’ employment earnings, Working for Families tax credits 
(Family Tax Credit, In-Work Tax Credit, Minimum Family Tax Credit and Parental Tax Credit) 
and benefit support (mainly sole-parent benefits and the unemployment benefit).

Around 60 percent of children in poverty (on an income measure) are in beneficiary 
households, and most of these are sole-parent households. Sole-parents face considerable 
challenges in supporting their children through paid employment and meeting their 
childcare needs. Any system changes need to be sensitive to these challenges.  

An investment approach is required, where opportunities are created for parents to 
find sustainable employment. Research indicates that a parent obtaining full-time paid 
employment with sufficient earnings is the most important event to lift children out of 
poverty. An adequate safety net is also required for those who are unable to work and to 
acknowledge the impact of economic conditions where jobs are scarce.  
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The system needs to take account of the fact that children have different care needs 
at different ages and the best interests of the child must be at the heart of any new policy 
package. The EAG is of the view that actions to increase the incomes of children in poor 
families need to be part of an integrated framework with a focus on:

• income generated by direct income support in the early years of a child’s life
• income generated via parental employment, appropriate to the age and needs 

of the child, through measures that are designed: to support parental re-entry 
into the labour market starting in early childhood; to facilitate the availability of 
sustainable, secure and sufficiently flexible employment for parents entering the 
labour market; to assist parents in employment to increase their hours of work by 
the time the child enters the compulsory schooling system

• a base level of income support, targeted on the basis of family income, is provided 
across a child’s lifecourse

• a mix of targeted and universal support for high-quality childcare, ECE and after-
school care to ensure that child development goals and parental employment goals 
(appropriate to the age and needs of the child) can be met.

The recommendations we are proposing will have a mix of goals, including alleviating 
the worst material hardship now as well as reducing the extent of poverty over the longer 
term.

5  We recommend that, in the short-term, the government increase the Family Tax Credit 
by:
• initially raising the maximum rates for all children aged below 16 years to equality 

with the rate for the first child aged 16 years and over
• eliminating the different rates that are based on the number of children in a 

family
• subsequently and incrementally, raising the rates further for children aged 0 to 5 

years inclusive.

The Family Tax Credit (FTC) is a payment for each dependent child aged 18 or younger. The 
payment depends on total annual family income, the number of dependent children, and 
the age of those children (more is paid for older children). We recommend eliminating the 
different rates based on the number of children in the family, and having one single per 
child rate (based on the maximum rate for the ‘first or only child 16 years or older’ which 
is currently $102 per week). This would provide a reduction in child poverty rates where it 
matters most and where child poverty is higher – for younger children and larger families. 
This would raise the maximum weekly rate on average by $17 per child.

Further, we recommend incrementally raising the FTC payment for children aged 0 to 5 
years inclusive. Providing a higher rate for younger children reflects the significant research 
literature on the importance of giving children the best possible start in their first few years 
of life. Investing earlier is a more efficient use of public money.

We recognise that these changes involve fiscal costs. While additional investment is 
preferred, there are options that could be implemented immediately to better target the 
existing expenditure to be more effective, e.g. keeping the same rate as children ages 15 to 
16, and using the savings to raise the rate for younger children.

6  We recommend that the Social Security Act 1964 be amended to require that 
consideration be given to the well-being and best interests of any child or children 
who may be directly or indirectly affected by the functions under the Act. 

The Social Security Act 1964 is clear that benefits are not just for the individual 
recipients – benefit payments are ‘to help people to support themselves and their 
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dependents while not in paid employment’ (Section 1A(a)(i)). This means they are part of the 
total family income that, in many cases, is required to support the children in the household. 
In our view, all decisions made through the social security system that impact on children 
should consider their welfare and best interests as a primary consideration, consistent with 
the government’s obligations under Article 3.1 of UNCROC.

7  We recommend that the government undertake an annual calculation and publication 
of information on the take-up of all major benefits and in-work payments by eligible 
families with children (broken down by family size, structure and ethnicity), including 
the take-up of second-tier benefits like the Accommodation Supplement and the 
Child Disability Allowance. There should also be an annual analysis of the benefit 
take-up rates by those eligible for receipt of each benefit. 

No regular information is collected on rates of take-up of child-related benefits in  
New Zealand. Providing a breakdown by family income would allow consideration of 
whether take-up is worse amongst poorer families with children. There is particular 
concern about the potential low take-up and the level and operation of the Child Disability 
Allowance amongst poorer families. We are of the view that the take-up of all major 
benefits and in-work payments for families with children should be monitored and 
published annually. This information could be used to create performance incentives for 
Work and Income and Inland Revenue, to ensure families living in poverty are receiving all 
their income support and tax entitlements.  

This recommendation was supported by a number of submissions in our public 
consultation. In addition, respondents emphasised that, because accessing information 
about benefits and income support is not straightforward and, once accessed, difficult to 
interpret, many families need assistance to determine what their child and family may be 
entitled to receive.  

8
 We recommend that the government add a member to the Work and Income Board 

who has expertise in child well-being and development issues in relation to family 
labour supply.

In May 2012 the Minister for Social Development announced a new Board to monitor 
Work and Income’s performance and its implementation of the Government’s welfare 
reforms. One of the main benefits targeted for reform is the sole-parent benefit which has 
a direct effect on child outcomes. However, no current Board member has expertise in child 
well-being or development. Possible positive and negative impacts on children of welfare 
reform were identified by the Welfare Working Group as important, and as a consequence 
it would seem entirely sensible to have an expert voice in the child development area 
represented on the Board. This will also provide oversight to check that the implementation 
of the legislation and policy does not have unintended consequences on the children 
involved.

9
 We recommend that the government index all child-related income support, benefits 

and tax credits to ensure support keeps pace with productivity growth in the broader 
economy.

Longer	term	actions: All the above actions could be implemented relatively quickly. However, 
there are a number of actions we believe should be started now, but will take more time 
and resources to progress. These actions follow.

10  We recommend that the government commission an independent and 
comprehensive review of all child-related benefit rates and relativities, with  
a primary goal to reduce child poverty. 
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There has been no assessment of the value of welfare benefits in real terms for several 
decades, nor of their relationship to tax credits such as in-work payments. These ought to 
be reviewed both from an income support perspective, and in terms of encouraging gainful 
parental employment that is effective in reducing child poverty and meeting children’s 
developmental needs. 

11  We recommend that, in the longer-term, the government create a new income 
support payment for families with dependent children to replace a number of the 
existing benefits and tax credits, called the Child Payment. The Child Payment would:
• be allocated to 100 percent of children aged 0 to 5 years inclusive
• have the highest value during the first year of a child’s life and reduce as the child 

ages
• be targeted based on family income from age 6 years onward.

We are of the view that real gains could be achieved for children by pooling the current 
family-focused benefits and tax credits and designing a new, simpler and more generous 
payment. We propose the creation of a Child Payment, paid for all children from birth to 
age 5 inclusive, and from age 6 would be targeted on the basis of family income. The Child 
Payment would:

• support a parent to stay at home during infancy
• give proportionally more to children in poorer families, while recognising that all 

parents with young children face significant costs
• be simple and transparent, with relatively low transaction and compliance costs 
• have virtually 100 percent take-up from birth
• be effective in reducing child poverty – a review of OECD practice shows that 

countries with universal child support programmes achieved lower poverty rates 
(OECD, 2011).   

The Child Payment would need to be co-ordinated with out-of-school care services. The 
Child Payment could replace a number of existing child and family supports, including the 
Family Tax Credit, the Minimum Family Tax Credit, the Parental Tax Credit and the Childcare 
Subsidy. 

The feedback from the public consultation showed strong support for this 
recommendation. Some respondents questioned whether a universal component was 
desirable, but the clear majority of feedback supported giving the Child Payment to all 
babies, with a targeted payment for older children. 

12  We recommend that the government reform the In-Work Tax Credit (IWTC) to better 
assist families in poverty.

There has been considerable debate in New Zealand about the IWTC. The Income Tax 
(Universalisation of In-Work Tax Credit) Amendment Bill has recently been added to the 
Parliamentary Order Paper. This Amendment Bill aims to extend the support to all low-
income families, not just those in paid employment. While such a change would increase 
the incomes of many families in greatest need, it would no longer provide an incentive and 
support for families moving from welfare benefits to low-paid work to help ‘make work pay’. 

The solution does not need to be an either/or choice, and reform of the IWTC could 
look at a better balance of both these objectives. Moreover, there are a variety of problems 
with current policy settings (as outlined in EAG Working Paper No 10 and relevant scholarly 
papers) that it would be desirable to address. Among the policy options that could be 
considered are: amalgamating the IWTC with other in-work credits and redistributing 
the available funding to low-income families with children; making the payment larger, 
but abating the assistance more quickly to ensure those with the lowest in-work family 
incomes benefit most; altering the work-hours test and thresholds; making the value of 
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assistance more closely related to the number of children; and having a time-limited IWTC 
to assist the initial transition to work (e.g. for six to 12 months). 

Our Working Paper 10 provides further detail and evidence for these recommendations.

5.3 Child support
Children in sole-parent families are much more likely to live in poverty than children 
in two-parent families (53 percent versus 16 percent) (Perry, 2012). Child support is the 
financial contribution made by parents who do not live with their children to help ensure 
the children do not suffer financial hardship from family break-up. Child support payments 
should be an important source of family income to help many children move out of poverty. 
However, child support payments made to children in sole-parent beneficiary households 
are currently withheld by the government to offset the cost of the benefit.

In 2011, Inland Revenue withheld $159 million in child support payments intended for 
some 133,500 children in sole-parent beneficiary households. We estimate that at least 
89,000 of these children were living in poverty. US research indicates that pass-on can 
encourage child support contributions from non-custodial parents because they know 
their payment is going to their child rather than the government (Cancian et al., 2008). 
International studies show that child support payments can reduce child poverty on 
average over five percent (Skinner et al., 2008). Reductions in child poverty can be achieved 
if payments are made to those who need them most.  

13  We recommend that the government pass-on child support payments  
from non-custodial parents to eligible sole-parents who are on state- 
provided benefits. 

The Child Support Amendment Bill is currently before Parliament, but does not include 
the pass-on of payments as an amendment, even after this was strongly recommended to 
the Select Committee considering the Bill. The Bill represents a rare opportunity to make 
this important policy change, and we urge the Government to include it. 

The feedback we received strongly supported this recommendation. A pragmatic way 
of implementing this policy change is to begin with a capped per child pass-on of $10 per 
week. This will get some much needed income to many children living in poverty, and will 
encourage higher compliance for the non-custodial parent to make payments (which will 
also reduce Inland Revenue collections costs). The net fiscal cost of this level of pass-on 
would likely be about a third of the total amount currently being withheld.

14  We recommend that the government reduce income instability due to delays  
in child support payments by advancing the child support payment to eligible 
parents.

This recommendation requires government to underwrite child support payments for 
children whose custodial parent has a low-income. On average, one-third of non-custodial 
parents do not pay their child support on time. Advancing child support payments would 
give custodial parents more certainty about their income, and make the transition from 
benefit to paid employment less risky for them.

5.4 Employment, skills and training 
One of the major causes of child poverty is the fact that many of these parents have limited 
educational qualifications, skills or work experience, leaving them to seek relatively low-skilled 
jobs. Compounding this is the fact that most low-skilled jobs are relatively poorly paid and 
their supply is limited. A crucial part of the solution to child poverty lies in building a vibrant, 
high-skill, high-wage economy. At the same time, the evidence suggests there are some 
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approaches that can be effective to get people into jobs even when the labour market is weak.
The Government’s initiatives to ensure that young people are successfully prepared 

for further learning and work are welcome moves to increase the level of skills within the 
workforce. Better education and employment transitions can help young people from poor 
families to break the poverty cycle. But we also need to enhance the employment prospects 
for parents with more limited qualifications and skills. Policies that remove the barriers that 
keep many parents out of the workforce need to address the following:

• work needs to pay enough to encourage parents to move into paid employment
• high-quality, affordable and accessible childcare must be available, including ECE 

and out-of-school programmes 
• some parents on a benefit will need support to enable them to work
• work tests for parents receiving a benefit need to be clear about the government’s 

work expectations and serve the best interests of their children
• workplaces need to be family-friendly
• unemployed parents need to be matched with available jobs. 

The EAG recommendations therefore recognise that having a parent in paid 
employment is the most important way to move a child out of poverty now, and having 
clear pathways for young people who have grown up in poverty to move into training and 
employment is important to breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty.

15  We recommend that government agencies work with businesses, the industry 
training sector and communities to establish support for parents in the workforce 
who have low or no skills to provide them with pathways into education and training 
that will enable better job progression opportunities.

In our view working parents with no or low educational qualifications need greater 
access to up-skilling opportunities. Up-skilling would help them build their employment 
capabilities, stay employed, find better paying jobs, and progress their careers, thus 
minimising the risk of child poverty. Without support to up-skill, many parents will be 
stuck in jobs with low pay, poor conditions, and few career prospects, making them highly 
vulnerable to short-term downturns in the economy.

Respondents to our public consultation voiced an urgent need to implement a training 
and employment strategy that would result in a significant increase in higher wage jobs in 
family-friendly work places for beneficiary and low-income parents. Christchurch residents 
emphasised that the revitalisation of their city offers an immediate opportunity to up-skill 
and employ parents with low or no skills, thus raising many children out of poverty.

Relevant and easily accessible opportunities need to be provided for up-skilling parents 
already working. We need alternative approaches to the education system to engage 
these parents, ensure their continued participation, and fit with their work and family 
responsibilities. Suggestions include:

• ensure programmes have relevant content and flexible delivery 
• ensure that small modules of skills and knowledge can be credentialed separately 

(bite size chunks rather than long qualifications)
• expand partnerships between government agencies, tertiary providers and 

employers to enable literacy, language and numeracy skills to be delivered in 
workplaces.

16  We recommend that the government continue to partner with the industry training 
sector, secondary and tertiary education representatives and businesses to ensure the 
effective implementation of the Vocational Pathways and other initiatives to improve 
the transition of secondary students into training and work.  
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Children growing up in poverty have a high risk of dropping out of school, not 
achieving qualifications, and have high unemployment rates throughout their lives.  
The education system cannot address poverty issues directly but it does have the potential 
to mitigate the impacts of child poverty by helping children in poverty to achieve at school.

The focus over the past several years on reducing the number of young people not 
in employment, education or training (NEET) and to improve their transition from school 
to work, or to further study, is a positive step to mitigate the impacts of child poverty. The 
recently announced Government target to reduce the number of 15 to 19 year olds not in 
employment, education or training will continue to drive policy to ensure that all 18 year 
olds are successfully prepared for further learning and work. This is a welcome move to 
increase the level of skills within the workforce. 

The Vocational Pathways initiative aims to ensure there are clear pathways to 
qualifications and careers in five sectors: Manufacturing and Technology; Construction 
and Infrastructure; Primary Industries; Services Industries; and Social and Community 
Services. These pathways represent new ways to structure and achieve NCEA Level 2 and 
provide a more coherent framework for foundational vocational education and training. 
This initiative is the result of a partnership with government agencies, the industry training 
sector, secondary and tertiary education representatives, and industry and employer 
representatives. 

Building on the Vocational Pathways initiative, pathways could be further enhanced by:
• framing the NCEA key competencies clearly for students
• working with business to develop competency standards/assessment tools so that 

competencies reflect workplace needs and expectations
• training teachers/tutors/industry training organisations to use the standards and 

tools
• adding a section to each school student’s Record of Learning which clearly spells 

out the individual’s key competencies and core skill levels.

17  We recommend that the government and industry bodies raise awareness as to the 
value that family-friendly workplaces can have and encourage employers to consider 
how they can make their workplaces more family-friendly by examining the design of 
jobs and workplace arrangements to support better work-life balance.

There is a role for the business community in helping to address child poverty issues. 
Family-friendly workplaces must work for both employees and businesses. Family-friendly 
workplaces can include flexibility in case of unexpected childcare emergencies, job-sharing 
schemes, subsidies for childcare, entitlement to work from home or switch to part-time 
hours. Research indicates that for employers, family-friendly practices result in increased 
employee retention, citizenship behaviour, and improved work attitudes (Bloom et al., 2010). 
Benefits from implementing such programs can offset costs. For employees, family-friendly 
practices can make the difference between being able to be employed or not. There are 
practical ways employers could play a greater role in supporting their employees, such as:

• working with industry bodies, regional associations, and or government agencies to 
identify local childcare, after-school care, and holiday programmes that employees 
can afford and access

• working with other employers in their locality to pool total employee demand 
for flexible childcare services and supporting service viability, so that childcare 
providers have enough customers to provide flexible services on an economically 
sustainable basis.

There are further steps that employers could take in providing advice to their 
employees on how to find community or social services their families might need from time 
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to time. But to do this, employers need to know what information and services are available 
and how best to access them.

18  We recommend that the government evaluate welfare-to-work programmes for the 
effectiveness and efficiency with which they achieve earnings and employment for 
participants who are parents, and establish an evidence base of what works and what 
does not.

The Government currently spends $700 million or more each year on directly 
promoting employment outcomes for those on a benefit, including active employment 
programmes and Work and Income staffing. We need more research on what works to be 
informing this expenditure, including specific consideration of how best to address the 
employment and poverty needs of parents and children.

19  We recommend that the government establish a pool of funding to be utilised by 
highly trusted community providers to allocate as low or zero-interest loans to 
beneficiary parents or caregivers who are re-entering the workforce and who need 
initial financial support, to achieve and sustain employment. 

There must be clear pathways for parents of young children to get back into paid 
employment, conditional on the needs of their children being properly catered for. Some 
parents will need additional support to make this transition. For example, a lack of reliable 
and affordable transport can be a barrier to sustained employment; unemployed parents 
could be assisted to get their driver’s licence, or support could be given to purchase and 
maintain a car. 

Training and social service providers who already have a relationship with parents are 
usually best placed to address the barriers to employment that parents face. If the family 
car breaks down, parents might not be able to get to training or employment, children may 
not get to ECE, and basic tasks like grocery shopping may be a struggle. Having funding 
at hand to help families overcome these problems, and having it repayable at low or no 
interest would be responsive to actual needs. Financing options available to low-income 
families are often at extremely high interest rates and risk pushing the family further in 
debt. See section 5.8 for other options to address problem debt.

5.5 Housing
Housing is critically related to child poverty. Overall, addressing the housing situation for 
children living in poverty was the top priority expressed by New Zealanders who provided 
feedback on our Issues and Options Paper. The recommendations we are proposing will have 
a mix of goals, including improving some housing conditions immediately so the short-
term and long-term health of children is protected and improving housing affordability over 
the long-term.  

Children in poverty frequently live in poor quality houses. Poor quality housing is a 
cause of many health issues for children, including infectious diseases, respiratory illnesses 
and preventable injuries. Overcrowding is linked to the spread of infectious diseases 
including respiratory infections, such as childhood pneumonia, rheumatic fever and 
meningococcal virus. Overcrowding also impacts on children’s mental health, social well-
being and school performance (e.g. because they don’t have space to study, do not sleep 
well and are tired in class). 

New Zealand housing is of a lower quality than most OECD countries. We do not tend 
to heat our homes adequately, leading to cold, damp houses. Housing quality is particularly 
important for babies and pre-schoolers as they spend much of their time at home. 

Housing is a particular issue for many Pasifika families as they are far more likely 
than other ethnic groups to be living in overcrowded households. On average, Pasifika 
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households are significantly larger than other New Zealand households, with multiple 
generations living in the same home. Having larger households makes finding private rental 
housing difficult and is compounded by the discriminatory attitudes of some landlords. 
These factors, combined with low-incomes, help explain why a quarter of Pacific peoples in 
New Zealand live in social housing.

Many Mäori children also face housing issues. Following Pacific peoples, Mäori are the 
next ethnic group most likely to be living in overcrowded households. Mäori are the largest 
tenant group in social housing. 

Our consultation with young people highlighted the need to address the quality and cost 
of housing and overcrowding. Children spoke about the effects of damp, cold houses on their 
health. They told us that families are struggling or are unable to pay household bills because 
rents are too high. This often meant no heating, no hot water, and the inability to cook. They 
asked for better insulated homes which are more affordable to heat. The children told us that 
there is a need for stricter rules for rental properties. The children and young people spoke 
of a lack of privacy in overcrowded homes, and arguments and tensions which affect family 
relationships. They also said that overcrowding affects their ability to do homework.  

There are a variety of well-recognised problems in the housing sector. Those most 
closely linked to child poverty issues include:

• a lack of supply of housing, leading to excess demand (especially in Auckland) 
overcrowding, temporary housing (including caravan parks) and homelessness. 
This is closely linked to affordability issues, both in terms of the cost of renting and 
purchasing a home

• a shortage of good quality, well-insulated, low-cost and secure rental 
accommodation

• insufficient investment in social housing
• historical issues over the quantity, quality, composition and location of social 

housing 
• limited stock of community housing and lack of policy support of its expansion
• equity issues resulting from having two separate subsidy regimes for low-income 

families, the Accommodation Supplement and Income-Related Rents. 

There are a number of factors contributing to these problems that also need to be 
considered in any proposed solutions. These include: the misalignment between the 
interests of rental property owners (seeking short-term investment gains) and their tenants 
(seeking long-term tenancy stability); the rapid and continued population growth in 
Auckland and the loss of an estimated 11,000 houses in Christchurch, resulting in an urgent 
need to substantially increase the housing stock, particularly for low-income families.

Addressing housing issues will require seeing housing as a key part of the national 
infrastructure and comprehensive measurement over many decades. While there have been 
significant reviews of the issues, there is often difficulty implementing solutions because of 
the many diverse interests and trade-offs that need to be made. Placing a child poverty lens 
over housing issues can provide a clear starting point for government agencies to improve 
the quantity, quality and affordability of housing in New Zealand. The short and long-
term cost of poor housing on health issues alone warrants an investment approach. An 
investment approach shifts resources into prevention of poor outcomes, as this will result in 
reduced expenditure over the longer-term. 

We need to begin now to take the actions that will increase the supply of affordable 
housing over the longer term. We also need to act now to ensure that New Zealand children 
are not living in conditions that are putting their current and future health at risk.
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20  We recommend that the government ensure all rental housing (both social and 
private sector) meets minimum health and safety standards, according to an agreed 
Warrant of Fitness, such as the Healthy Housing Index. These standards should be 
monitored periodically and effectively enforced, and gradually increased over time. 

Living in poor quality housing is seriously damaging the health of many children in 
low-income families. Over 70 percent of all children in poverty live in rental accommodation 
(20 percent in HNZC state housing and 50 percent in private rental accommodation) (Perry, 
2012). Research suggests that a significant proportion of private rentals are of poor quality. 
Many houses are cold and damp, and poorly maintained; insulation is inadequate or non-
existent; heating is not efficient or effective. Some rental properties do not meet even basic 
standards for sanitation or safety. 

The current regulatory arrangements are inadequate and have not been amended 
since 1947. The Government should ensure that all rental accommodation (both social 
housing and private rentals) meets minimum health and safety standards, according 
to a Warrant of Fitness. Costs associated with the Warrant of Fitness would be borne 
by landlords, but this could be partially offset through favourable tax treatment of any 
required improvements. Implementation planning should carefully consider how to 
mitigate the risk of costs associated with improving the quality of rental housing, which is 
required by a Warrant of Fitness, being shifted on to tenants.  

There was almost unanimous support for having a rental housing Warrant of Fitness 
from the feedback we received, including the children’s perspectives, community meetings, 
survey responses and formal submissions. One approach to implement a rental housing 
Warrant of Fitness is to undertake a pilot and evaluation at a local community level, as 
included in Recommendation 30. 

21  We recommend that the government include housing as a lead priority in the 
National Infrastructure Plan.

Finding solutions to housing issues is seriously hampered by a lack of leadership. 
Including housing as a priority in the National Infrastructure Plan (NIP) would provide a 
platform for housing policy to be properly integrated with other NIP priorities (e.g. transport 
infrastructure, the Christchurch re-build, the Auckland Spatial Plan) and for housing to 
be properly integrated with urban development, energy, transport and environmental 
protection policy settings. It would also mean access to a portion of the $17 billion which the 
Government has allocated to the NIP projects over the next four years. Including housing as 
a NIP priority would likely lead to the development of a comprehensive housing strategy. 

22  We recommend that the government address the serious undersupply of affordable 
housing for families with children living in poverty by taking immediate actions to 
increase the number of social houses by a minimum of 2000 units per year until 2020.

Social housing refers to housing that is provided based on assessed financial and social 
need, at subsidised rates, and with active tenancy management. Social housing can include 
rental housing or home ownership support to individuals or families. In New Zealand, 
social housing is provided by the Government (69,000 properties managed by HNZC), local 
government (around 14,000 units) and community housing providers (around 5,000 units). 

Social housing can directly mitigate the effects of child poverty and is of critical 
importance for many low-income families. Demand for social housing significantly exceeds 
supply. Increasing the number of social housing units should be a high priority for the 
Government. This is a long-term commitment and would require a considerable capital 
investment over an extended period of time. 
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23  We recommend that the government extend the current Social Housing Fund beyond 
2015 and substantially increase the annual commitment with a particular focus 
on families with children. The Fund should be allocated through a competitive and 
transparent system.

The Social Housing Fund supports third-party providers of social housing. 

24  We recommend that the government register or license all social housing providers 
(state, local government and community organisations) and have their properties 
monitored for quality, accessibility, and environmental and financial sustainability in 
order to be eligible for Income-Related Rent subsidies.

The Government should have clear expectations of the quality of the products and 
services it is receiving from social housing providers and its rental subsidies. In our view, all 
social housing providers (state, local government and community organisations) should: 
be registered or licensed; have their properties monitored for quality, accessibility, and 
environmental and financial sustainability; and be eligible for Income-Related Rent (IRR) 
subsidies. Feedback from our consultation strongly supported this view. 

25  We recommend that the government refocus and redesign central government-
funded housing subsidies (i.e. the Accommodation Supplement and Income-Related 
Rents) as part of a wider package of income and housing support. These changes 
should target a greater level of housing support to a smaller number of low-income 
families in greatest need, including large families, families living in areas with high 
rents and families experiencing multiple disadvantages.

The current provision of housing subsidies through the Accommodation Supplement 
(AS) and IRR is a substantial expense of almost $2 billion annually. This investment could be 
re-focused to generate better value. In 2011 $1.2 billion was spent on the demand-driven AS. 
There is wide agreement that the AS, as currently designed, is not the best way to improve 
outcomes for low-income families. The AS may also distort the private rental market. 
Households with children account for just 42 percent of AS recipients. 

IRR subsidies should be reviewed in conjunction with any changes to the AS. The level 
of the IRR subsidy is the difference between 25 percent of the tenant’s gross income and the 
unit’s market rent (set by HNZC). In 2011 $626 million was spent on IRR. 

We believe the AS and IRR should be refocused as part of a wider package of income 
and housing support. We outlined some options in our Working Paper 18. If changes lead to 
savings, there should be a commitment to channelling spending into areas that will make a 
real long-term difference, including increasing the stock of social housing, and initiatives to 
increase affordable housing. 

26  We recommend that the government consider establishing a single point of contact 
for housing needs assessment, which is independent of housing providers, so as to 
provide a comprehensive assessment service for people in housing need. 

Assessment of housing need is currently run through separate processes – through 
HNZC for social housing, through community housing providers, and through Work and 
Income for the AS. Because there is no one point of assessment the true state of housing 
need is difficult to determine. We believe a single point of housing needs assessment 
should be established, independent of housing providers. An independent assessment 
would reduce transaction costs for the government and for clients, and provide better data 
about housing needs. 
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27  We recommend that the government provide ongoing direction and guidance to 
Housing New Zealand Corporation to balance its focus between asset management 
and outcomes for tenants to ensure improvements across both these priorities.

The EAG supports the work that HNZC has undertaken to upgrade the quality of 
its housing stock, improve insulation and heating, and rebalance the composition and 
location of its stock to meet demand. However, we are concerned about the new policy for 
assessing housing needs, the policy of evacuating tenants on short notice, and the move 
away from supported tenancy. We are of the view that the government should provide 
ongoing direction and guidance to HNZC to re-balance its focus to ensure that both asset 
management and tenancy management are improved.

28  We recommend that the government further extend and target the current subsidy 
programme for insulating homes known as Warm Up New Zealand: Heat Smart, with 
the longer-term aim of ensuring that all remaining uninsulated or poorly insulated 
homes (estimated at approximately 700,000) are properly insulated and effectively 
heated. Specific targeting is needed to incentivise landlords to insulate their rental 
properties.

The Government’s Warm Up New Zealand: Heat Smart programme provides a 
subsidy for home insulation. The Government has a goal of 230,000 homes benefiting 
from the subsidy. Rigorous cost-benefit analyses of insulation programmes show them to 
be an effective way of improving health outcomes, including reducing deaths, improving 
school attendance and reducing heating costs. We are of the view that the Government 
should further extend and target the Heat Smart subsidy with the longer-term aim of 
ensuring that all remaining poorly insulated homes (estimated at 700,000 homes) are 
properly insulated. It is important that targeting enables the poorest of our households 
to participate in these programmes, so children in poverty can be amongst those who 
benefit most. Landlord uptake of the subsidy could be incentivised through favourable tax 
treatment of the cost of the required improvements, and be included as a requirement of 
the proposed rental housing Warrant of Fitness.

29  We recommend that the government develops a range of measures to increase the 
ability of low-income households to purchase their own home. 

Home ownership provides stable tenure of housing and an asset base to support low-
income families out of poverty. Many low-income families have been pushed out of home 
ownership by small-scale investors. Incentives are aligned so that home-owners are more 
likely than landlords to maintain homes in a healthy state. 

There are a range of additional practical measures that could enable low-income 
households, particularly Mäori and Pacific peoples, to purchase their own homes, including: 
greater uptake of Welcome Home Loans and the KiwiSaver first-home deposit subsidy 
programme; subsidising 5 to 10 year low mortgage interest rates for first time home 
owners; shared equity models; deposit assistance schemes; incentivising property investors 
to sell properties through changes to capital gains and land tax on rental properties. 

The challenges of building homes on Mäori land also need to be addressed. For many 
Mäori communities, housing is valued for keeping whänau connected to land, tradition, 
tüpuna, and whänaunga, as much as a financial investment. Housing solutions for 
Mäori will sometimes need to be different, particularly in areas of traditional settlement. 
Recommendation 32 presents an additional Mäori-specific housing solution.

New Zealand lacks data and research on a number of important housing issues. We are 
of the view that the government needs to invest in housing data and research. 
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30  We recommend that the government commission independent research and ongoing 
monitoring of housing issues affecting children, including:
• piloting and evaluating innovative approaches to implementing a rental housing 

Warrant of Fitness at a local community level
• analysis of the supply and demand for housing including social housing
• broad cost-benefit analysis of housing improvement policy options
• assessment of the quality of rental housing
• ongoing monitoring of housing quality and health outcomes amongst children 

linked to poor housing
• clarification of the legislation and regulation underpinning the quality of existing 

housing.

There is no current housing strategy in New Zealand. While HNZC has indicated they 
are undertaking a forecasting project, independent analysis would be useful. This analysis 
would provide data on the need for social housing and the shortfall in affordable housing 
by region. There is a need to consider the broad cost/benefit analysis of various policy 
options. For example, where dual or multiple systems of social housing provision prevail, 
there are issues about the appropriate balance, comparative efficiency and cost relativity 
of the various housing subsidy systems. HNZC tenants are a very economically and socially 
disadvantaged population, so the health and equity impacts of rationalising to a single 
system of assistance on existing state house tenants needs to be carefully assessed before 
policy changes are made. Undertaking an assessment of the quality of rental property (both 
social and private) would provide information needed to develop a regulatory framework 
for the proposed housing Warrant of Fitness. 

Several of the research and monitoring gaps identified here could be met by a national 
housing survey, such as are conducted in most OECD countries. A survey could provide data 
on the condition of New Zealand housing. 

Finally, there is a need to clarify the relationship between the Building Act 2004, Health 
Act 1956, and Housing Improvement Regulations 1947, in order to set out the minimum 
legal standard required of rental housing. 

See Recommendations 32, 40 and 41 for additional housing solutions for Mäori and 
Pasifika families.

5.6 Mäori children 
While Mäori are found in all socioeconomic sectors of New Zealand society, Mäori children 
are over-represented in child poverty statistics. There are particular issues about Mäori child 
poverty that pose distinctive policy challenges and require distinctive responses, including 
being mindful of whänau dynamics.

It is important to recognise the impact of the experience of colonisation on Mäori. The 
alienation of land and resources has seen the loss of a cultural and spiritual base and the 
loss of an economic base (Cram, 2011). Any analysis of the financial and material deprivation 
of whänau today is incomplete without understanding this context (Baker K., et. al., 
2012). While mindful of the past, Mäori whänau recognise the importance of investing 
in outcomes that will serve future generations and support strong, healthy and vibrant 
communities.

31  We recommend that the government take additional action to reduce poverty and 
mitigate its effects for Mäori children and young people so that they are on a par with 
other children in New Zealand, and report annually on progress.

We have proposed a range of targets for reducing child poverty in New Zealand. We 
expect that Mäori children’s progress against these targets should be at least on par with 
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other children. If child poverty is to be reduced in New Zealand, the solutions will need to 
work for Mäori.  

32  We recommend that the government take immediate actions to ensure that Mäori 
families with children have secure housing tenure in quality housing stock and 
ameliorate homelessness by:
• addressing the serious undersupply of social and iwi housing 
• increasing the number of affordable houses to meet the needs of  

whänau with children
• increasing Mäori home ownership. 

Many Mäori whänau with children are not able to access a standard of housing that 
will ensure their children grow up healthy. Social housing is an important part of the 
solution to this. Mäori aspirations to own their home align strongly with the aspirations of 
other New Zealanders yet Mäori home ownership rates are much lower than for the general 
population and have been falling since the 1950s. In our view, the government should 
develop a range of additional practical measures to increase the ability for Mäori low-
income households with children to purchase their own home.

The extent of homelessness in New Zealand and the impact it has on many lives is 
insufficiently acknowledged. Research suggests that Mäori who are homeless are most 
likely to have had their first experience of homelessness as young teenagers, though many 
would have experienced unstable housing well before that (Groot et. al., 2010). 

33  We recommend that the government increase the number of Mäori young people 
successfully transitioning to meaningful employment by extending training 
allowances and providing employer incentives (e.g. to expand the number of 
apprenticeships for Mäori youth).

Early labour market participation of young people is critical to alleviating poverty. 
However, even during times of considerable economic growth Mäori unemployment figures 
remained high. Mäori youth have experienced significant increases in unemployment 
with the unemployment rate for young Mäori doubling since 2008 to over 30 percent 
(Department of Labour, 2012). In some rural areas and small towns the Mäori youth 
unemployment rate is likely to be even higher. 

Young Mäori need support to transition from school to further education, training 
or work. Training allowances, incentives for employees to take on young people and trade 
training through apprenticeships are important strategies. Given the constraints in the 
labour market there is also a need for innovation to ensure early labour market engagement. 

34  We recommend that the government provide sustainable funding for effective 
Whänau Ora initiatives and prioritise the alleviation of Mäori child poverty within this 
service framework.

Mäori children and whänau are likely to benefit from integrated health services like 
those funded through the Whänau Ora programme. We note that Whänau Ora providers 
are well-placed to co-ordinate initiatives designed to reduce child poverty, particularly in 
Mäori communities that have traditionally faced barriers to accessing services. 

35  We recommend that health providers prioritise integrated service delivery in the 
design of health services for Mäori children. 

Mäori children growing up in poverty have two to three times poorer health than other 
children. We support the Ministry of Health’s continued implementation of free primary 
health care for all children from ages 0 to 5 inclusive, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 
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36  We recommend that the government scale up successful Mäori education  
initiatives.

New Zealand has a high-quality, low-equity education system (McKinley & Hoskins, 
2011). Mäori children are less likely than non-Mäori children to learn basic literacy and 
numeracy skills, and less likely to attend university. Mäori make up the lowest proportion of 
students (51.3 percent) who leave school attaining at least NCEA Level 2 (MoE, 2012b).

We note that the achievement of Mäori students is a priority for the current 
Government. Educational achievement for Mäori students features in three of the Better 
Public Service targets. Government agencies have been tasked with significantly increasing 
Mäori participation in ECE, increasing the numbers of Mäori learners with NCEA Level 2 or 
an equivalent qualification, and increasing the proportion of Mäori in the 25 to 34 year old 
bracket who have NCEA qualification of Level 4 or above. We endorse these targets.

Mäori communities have made a significant contribution to education in New Zealand. 
The development of köhanga reo, kura kaupapa, wharekura and wänanga has led to 
improvement in educational outcomes for Mäori children and increased Mäori participation 
at all educational levels. Schooling must enable Mäori to live as Mäori and to fully 
participate in and contribute to Mäori communities and the broader society (Durie, 2001; 
McKinley & Hoskins, 2011). 

37  We recommend that the government ensure continued investment in: the 
development of Mäori-centric data that acknowledge and capture Mäori concepts 
of poverty and wealth; and research that supports evidence-based practice that 
increases levels of achievement for Mäori children.

The need for a holistic measure of Mäori well-being is a persistent theme in the 
literature. We propose that the government work with iwi and Mäori organisations to 
develop measures and indicators of Mäori well-being that include Mäori concepts of 
poverty and wealth. Developing holistic measures of Mäori well-being will enable a better 
understanding of how Mäori children and their whänau experience poverty.

5.7 Pasifika children
‘Pasifika’ is a collective term used by the EAG to refer to children and adults of Pacific 
heritage or ancestry who have been born in or migrated to New Zealand. There are more 
than 20 different Pasifika communities in New Zealand, each with a distinctive culture, 
language, history and health status. Most children of Pacific heritage in New Zealand have 
been born here, which means that Pasifika children are no longer considered an immigrant 
population. Growing up with Pacific heritage for New Zealand-born and/or raised children 
is not a homogeneous experience. The contemporary Pasifika social milieu is cross-cultural 
and culturally changing. 

Pasifika New Zealanders are a young and growing population. In less than 20 years, one 
in five New Zealand children will be Pasifika. However, up to 40 percent of Pasifika children 
live in poverty on some measures. The rates of severe and persistent poverty amongst 
Pasifika children are at least double those of Päkehä children (Imlach Gunasekara & Carter, 
2012). Unemployment figures show that 40 percent of Pasifika 15-19 year olds are without 
work (MPIA, 2011). For New Zealand to do well, Pasifika children must do well. 

Our vision is of Pasifika children living as successful Pasifika people where there 
is family and community strength, and higher income and living standards through 
advancements in education and skills, health, employment and business.
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38  We recommend that the government take additional action to reduce poverty and 
mitigate its effects for Pasifika children and young people (including children in 
families who have recently arrived in New Zealand) so that they are on a par with 
other children in New Zealand, and report annually on progress.

We have proposed a range of targets for reducing child poverty in New Zealand. We 
expect that Pasifika children’s progress against these targets should be at least on par 
with other children (non-Pasifika, non- Mäori). Given the high number of Pasifika children 
currently living in poverty, we expect this parity could be achieved within ten years. To 
achieve parity for Pasifika children, government services will need to work harder for 
Pasifika children. We believe there may be opportunities for progressing this goal within 
existing whole-of-government initiatives such as Whänau Ora.

39  We recommend that the government ensure that Pasifika community and church 
groups are enabled to take a more central role in the design, implementation and 
delivery of social services specifically targeted at addressing Pasifika child poverty as 
a means of engaging some of the more difficult to reach Pasifika communities and 
families.

Community groups and churches play an important role in many Pasifika families. 
There is a need to explore and forge linkages between the government and churches. We 
are of the view that the government should work to ensure that Pasifika community and 
church groups take a more active role in the design, implementation and delivery of social 
services specifically targeted at addressing Pasifika child poverty. 

40  We recommend that the government take immediate actions to address the serious 
undersupply of housing and the related overcrowding issues for Pasifika families by 
increasing the number of affordable, quality housing (for rent and ownership) that 
meet the needs of Pasifika families with children.

41  We recommend that the government support a strategy to improve Housing 
New Zealand Corporation’s ability to deliver services to Pasifika peoples (e.g. by 
implementing the Orama Nui Housing Strategy for Pacific Peoples).

Having secure and affordable housing improves the ability of Pasifika households to 
provide a stable environment for their children, with consequent improvements in health, 
employment and educational outcomes. Overcrowded housing is most acute in South 
Auckland, where half of Pasifika people live. 

Feedback from Pasifika groups through our consultation recommended that to meet 
the unique housing needs and preferences of Pasifika communities, social housing plans 
should use village design concepts. This type of planning would result in neighbourhoods 
that are able to comfortably house extended families and dwellings that would surround a 
community gathering place. This approach would not only reduce overcrowding, but would 
also maintain cultural and community ties. We support the current Government strategy 
focusing on improving HNZC’s ability to deliver services to Pacific peoples and innovative 
ways to improve housing conditions for Pasifika while strengthening cultural connections.  

42  We recommend that the government promote Pacific languages and cultures in the 
interests of enhancing Pasifika children’s education success and improvement in 
academic performance, supporting their cultural identity, and promoting their social 
skills and economic prospects.

Educational success is a precondition for reducing Pasifika child poverty and building 
a healthy, productive society. Pasifika children are currently not well served by the New 
Zealand education system. Pasifika young people are under-achieving at all levels, from ECE, 
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compulsory and tertiary education to apprenticeships and employment (MPIA, 2011). 
As with Mäori students, increasing educational achievement for Pasifika students 

is a priority for the current Government. Government agencies have been tasked with 
significantly increasing Pasifika participation in ECE, increasing the numbers of Pasifika 
learners with NCEA Level 2 or an equivalent qualification, and increasing the proportion of 
Pasifika in the 25 to 34 year old bracket who have NCEA qualification of Level 4 or above.  
We endorse these targets.

Improving educational achievement for all Pasifika young people must be a priority. 
Bilingualism has been shown to be effective in improving academic performance, 
supporting identity, and promoting social skills and economic prospects. In our view, Pasifika 
languages should be promoted as a way of lifting the success of Pasifika children.  

43  We recommend that the government increase the number of Pasifika young 
people successfully transitioning to meaningful employment by extending training 
allowances and providing employer incentives (e.g. to expand the number of 
apprenticeships for Pasifika youth). 

Pasifika peoples’ income levels are amongst the lowest of all New Zealanders. Pasifika 
unemployment rates have increased in the current recession. While most Pasifika peoples 
work, 30 percent are on some form of benefit. Pasifika peoples are over-represented in 
lower-skilled occupations and in jobs that are projected to have low future growth (e.g. 
clerical office positions), and are under-represented in occupations with high growth 
(e.g. business professionals) (MPIA, 2010). Pasifika young people are over-represented in 
unemployment statistics and in low-paid occupations. Some young Pasifika people need 
additional support when they leave school. 

44  We recommend that the government continue and enhance current health initiatives 
that aim to increase access by Pasifika children to health care services, including the 
Ministry of Health’s Pacific health work programmes and Whänau Ora.

A Pasifika child growing up in poverty in New Zealand has two to three times poorer 
health than the non-Mäori, non-Pasifika child. For example, Pasifika children’s risk of being 
admitted to hospital with bronchiectasis is 11 times greater than for Päkeha children (Craig 
et al., 2007). Pasifika parents also under-utilise health services.

It is critical that all children have easy access to quality primary health care. We endorse 
current Government initiatives that aim to increase Pasifika children’s access to health 
services.  

45  We recommend that government ensure continued investment in research that 
supports evidence-based practice that reduces Pasifika child poverty, and foster a 
collective approach to knowledge generation and policy development for Pasifika 
children’s accelerated progress against measures of child poverty.  

To ensure Pasifika children’s progress against measures of child poverty will be at 
least on par with other children, decision-making needs to be informed by high-quality 
evidence. Current measurements of Pasifika well-being take limited account of Pasifika 
world views. New measurements and indices need to be developed that reflect Pasifika 
values, spirituality and capabilities, shifting the focus of economics to incorporate a child-
orientated lens. Pasifika-specific evidence is needed. Building on Teu Le Va (Airini & Mila-
Schaaf, 2010), a collective approach should be developed to knowledge generation and 
policy development for Pasifika children’s progress against measures of child poverty. The 
aim would be to facilitate greater dialogue between researchers and public services that 
could result in higher uptake of evidence-based policy in public services and promote 
critical, innovative thinking about how to reduce child poverty among Pasifika peoples. 
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5.8 Problem debt
Many New Zealand families have some form of debt, such as a mortgage or credit card debit. 
Fewer families experience problem debt, where debt repayment becomes unmanageable 
and leads to financial strain. Children living in families with problem debt have less money 
to meet their essential needs, including food, clothing, heating, transport and school-related 
expenses. Problem debt also increases stress and can strain family relationships. Problem 
debt can cause and is associated with child poverty.  Feedback from organisations working 
with Pasifika families supports our focus on the issue of problem debt. 

The government has a significant role as a collector of debts through Inland Revenue 
(e.g. child support payments), Work and Income (e.g. benefit related payments/advances), 
Ministry of Justice (e.g. Court-imposed fines), Housing New Zealand Corporation arrears, 
and infringement fines through local councils, the Police, and other prosecuting authorities 
(e.g. parking tickets, dog registration fees).

46  We recommend that the government review the impact of debt to government 
agencies on low-income families, including:
• reviewing its debt accumulation and recovery processes for low-income families to 

ensure that agencies take the well-being of children into account 
• exploring whether a whole-of-government approach could be applied to assist 

households with debt to more than one government agency.

Debt to government agencies is one factor that can lead to financial crises for former 
beneficiaries. Judges consider fines to be a useful sanction for minor offences, but are also 
concerned at the number of people who are brought before the Courts who cannot afford 
to pay them. While fines are fairly easy to administer, they do not discriminate on the basis 
of a person's ability to pay and a series of minor fines can easily mount up quickly from one 
initial offence (Valins, 2004). We urge government to consider options to address the levels 
of debt low-income families have to government agencies, particularly to Work and Income, 
the Ministry of Justice and Inland Revenue. 

47  We recommend that the government increase support for improving financial literacy 
and budgeting capability of low-income families by:
• increasing funding for budget advice services for parents, to keep pace with 

demand by low-income families for these services
• accelerating the implementation of a nation-wide education campaign on 

financial literacy, with a specific focus on low-income and beneficiary families in 
the community and at schools.

Research indicates that financial literacy programmes can prevent problem debt, and 
budget advice services help people work through their problem debt (Families Commission 
& Retirement Commission, 2009). We believe that targeting groups with low financial 
literacy should be a priority. We also urge the government to continue to support budget 
advice services in line with demand. The Government provides $8 million annually to budget 
advice services. However, a major provider of budgeting advice in New Zealand, the Salvation 
Army, reports that it is struggling to cope with the increasing demand for its services.

48  We recommend that the government investigate and implement a public-private-
-partnership micro-financing model with the banking sector and community 
groups, with the aim of providing modest low-interest and zero-interest loans, as 
a mechanism to help low-income families access affordable credit and effectively 
manage debt. 
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The government has a role in supporting philanthropic social lending.  Social lending 
organisations fit between banks (who will not lend to those with a bad credit rating or little 
ability to meet loan conditions), and predatory loan sharks who charge high interest rates. 
The government could support social lending through leadership, co-ordination, modest 
funding and technical assistance.  

As well as the government, we encourage the financial sector to step up to this 
challenge.

5.9 Health and disability
The research literature confirms that there is a strong relationship between poverty and 
poor health. This is detailed in our Working Paper 17. Children growing up in low-income 
households in New Zealand face multiple risks.

Poor health outcomes of this nature not only harm the individual child, they also 
impose substantial costs on the rest of society. If we are to address such problems, we must 
reduce child poverty.  Health care interventions cannot solve the root causes of poverty, 
but they can certainly mitigate some of its worst effects. They can also help to reduce the 
likelihood of the intergenerational transfer of poverty.

Both neuroscience and longitudinal research highlights the importance of focusing 
particular attention on the early years of life. Investing in antenatal services and services 
early in a child’s life will prevent a whole range of negative child and adult outcomes and 
their associated costs.  

49  We recommend that the government work with all relevant organisations to develop, 
implement and evaluate a common assessment plan, pathway, delivery approach and 
service response for all children starting in the antenatal period and continuing to age 
5 inclusive. 

A key component of an effective and efficient universal health system is a common 
assessment pathway – that means that one assessment tool is applied and shared by all 
practitioners in the system, for every New Zealand child. A common assessment approach 
is used to identify a child’s needs and vulnerabilities, develop a service plan and monitor 
progress. Starting in the antenatal period, a common assessment plan would engage 
women early with maternity services. Having one plan would provide more consistency for 
parents (reducing the need to repeat their story to numerous professionals), require better 
co-ordination among health professionals, and ensure a better transition from pregnancy 
through to child health services. 

50  We recommend that the government develop a maternity and child health funding 
strategy that will provide an adequate basic level of services for all children and 
targeted extra services based on an assessment of need.

This mix of universal and targeted services is called ‘proportionate universalism’ 
(Marmot Review, 2010). This means that, initially, every child receives some basic level of 
services and that those who need more receive more. We recommend that a universal and 
targeted policy of proportionate universalism underpin child health funding. This should 
be combined with a re-configuration of government expenditure for children to increase 
spending during the early years, starting with antenatal and early postnatal services. This 
would improve outcomes for children living in poverty and result in longer term success in 
school and adult life by preventing and ameliorating health and developmental issues early 
in the lifecourse. 
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51  We recommend that the government direct health services, using District Health 
Boards as one mechanism, to increase the uptake and early engagement with 
maternity services (by 10 weeks of pregnancy) of women from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds, especially teenagers, Mäori and Pasifika.

A significant number of vulnerable pregnant women access maternity services late or 
not at all. In 2010, more than one third of all Pasifika women, just over one sixth of Asian, 
and nearly one sixth of Mäori pregnant women were not seen by a community-based Lead 
Maternity Caregiver (MoH, 2012). Early engagement can enable health providers to inform 
and support pregnant women to eat well, stop smoking and drinking alcohol, and offer 
other services, such as housing, mental health and addiction services and income support. 
Maternity Quality Teams, established in all District Health Boards (DHBs), are responsible for 
monitoring and improving maternity services. In our view, the government should require 
these teams to prioritise early engagement with women living in poverty. 

52  We recommend that the government signal the critical importance of children’s 
health by:
• continuing to implement free primary care visits for all children 24 hours/7 days a 

week from birth to age 5 years inclusive 
• extending free visits over time to all children up to age 17 years inclusive 
• setting specific targets to make timely progress towards 100 percent free coverage 

of primary health care for all children from birth to age 17 years inclusive.

A lack of preventive health care can lead to increased use of costlier interventions.  
Emergency department visits and hospitalisations of young children could be reduced and 
serious health problems (e.g. skin infections and respiratory problems) avoided if children 
were able to receive free primary health care services and after-hours services at any time, 
day or night. The Government should continue to focus on establishing free primary health 
care for all children from birth to age 5 inclusive. We are of the view that in the longer-term, 
this policy should be extended to include young people up to age 17 years inclusive. Setting 
targets to meet a goal of 100 percent free health care for children and young people would 
accelerate progress toward this goal.

53  We recommend that the government direct District Health Boards to enrol all 
children at birth with a primary care provider, the National Immunisation Register, 
oral health services, and with a Well Child/Tamariki Ora provider.

The short-term goal is to ensure all children are identified, and linkages made between 
a general practitioner (i.e. primary care provider) and the family and enable monitoring 
of child immunisation and receipt of antenatal services, Well Child/Tamariki Ora services, 
including the Before School Check, through to the transition to compulsory school.

The enrolment at birth with a primary care provider will mean that each infant will be 
added to that primary care provider’s database and be assigned a National Health Index (NHI) 
unique identifier before leaving the hospital. The primary care provider will be the child’s 
health care co-ordinator. This recommendation could be implemented at minimal additional 
cost to the government. Some DHBs already enrol infants before they leave the hospital. 

54  We recommend that the government improve the co-ordination and delivery of 
maternity and early years services by having a shared child health record, initially to 
age 5 years, and over time to all children to age 17 years inclusive, based on the shared 
Maternity Record of Care project.

The goal of the Shared Maternity Record of Care project is to have an electronic 
maternal and infant health record that is up to date and easily accessible to the patient, 
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Lead Maternity Carer, general practitioner, and Well Child/Tamariki Ora provider so that 
pregnant women and infants receive co-ordinated and appropriate care. The completion of 
this shared record can provide the starting point for developing a shared child record that 
extends to older children and across service systems.

Our current information systems across health and social services are disconnected, 
inefficient and administratively costly. This has the biggest impact on children and families 
who are least able to access services and need multiple services and supports. This lack 
of efficient information-sharing also means that parents have to repeat their story each 
time they see a different provider and that professionals from different sectors (e.g. health, 
education, welfare) often do not have a shared understanding of the child and family 
circumstances. We recommend the development of a single enrolment information system, 
combining information collected by the NHI, National Immunisation Register (NIR), Well 
Child/Tamariki Ora and the Shared Maternity Record of Care, through to age 17 years inclusive. 

55  We recommend that the government develop, implement and evaluate a national 
child nutrition strategy.

Poor nutrition is a significant problem in New Zealand. During pregnancy it can lead 
to premature birth, low birth weight and childhood cognitive and developmental issues. 
Poor nutrition in childhood can also lead to obesity and, in severe cases, impair brain 
development. Going to school hungry affects a child’s ability to learn. New Zealand has 
never fully implemented a child nutrition strategy and it is our view that to do so would 
provide a planned approach to improving maternal and child nutrition, resulting in better 
outcomes for children and reduced health costs. 

56  We recommend that the government review the Housing Modification requirements 
with an aim to better meeting the particular needs of children in poverty when they 
and/or their parents have disabilities.

People with disabilities who are also living on low-incomes all too often live in housing 
that is not sufficiently accessible. New Zealand research indicates that government funding 
for house modifications is primarily for basic needs and does not consider the overall welfare 
and functioning of the family, including when there are children involved. The study found 
that:

• some people with disabilities are unable to care for their children because certain 
modifications, such as widening the doors to their children’s rooms, were not seen 
as necessary

• people with disabilities often forego or do not fully take on educational or work 
opportunities because they cannot access adequate housing  

• people with disabilities fear for their safety if there is a fire because only one 
accessible exit is seen as necessary.

Consultation feedback from the disability sector supported the need for accessible 
housing based on the specific needs of the child or adult with a disability. One group 
recommended that housing accessibility be included as a quality indicator in the proposed 
housing Warrant of Fitness.

57  We recommend that the government commission research to clarify: how many 
children are living with a disability or are being cared for by a parent with a disability; 
how many of those children are living in poverty; and what the effects of poverty are 
on these children.

The New Zealand Disability Survey (NZDS) (Statistics NZ, 2006) does not include data 
on children with disabilities who live in poverty or on children who live in low-income 
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households where a parent has a disability. In recent years, government has commissioned 
studies to enable better-informed decision-making regarding monitoring of the NZDS, 
policy development, service planning, and allocation of resources to support people with 
disabilities. While welcomed, these studies focused on individuals with disabilities, rather 
than children and family units.

5.10 Education
The education system cannot solve the problem of child poverty, but it can have a powerful 
impact on the lives of children living in financially disadvantaged circumstances.  When 
students achieve educationally, they bring more skills to the labour market, strengthening 
their earning potential over their working lives. Education can thus help reduce the 
likelihood of the intergenerational transfer of poverty. 

Children born into poor families are more likely to have lower educational achievement.  
They are more likely to:

• have fewer resources and sources of stimulation, affecting early cognitive 
development

• go to school hungry
• move house and schools multiple times
• have parents and family who are not engaged with their school and learning
• live in an overcrowded home with inadequate space to do homework.

The Government’s commitment to improving student educational achievement and, 
as such, their life chances, is demonstrated in the Better Public Services targets. We endorse 
the following targets which aim to increase student achievement: 

• increase participation in early childhood education from 94.7 percent currently to 
98 percent by 2016

• increase the percentage of 18 year olds with NCEA Level 2 or equivalent 
qualification from around 68 percent currently to 85 percent by 2017

• increase the percentage of 25 to 34 year olds with NCEA Level 4 or above 
qualification from 52 percent to 55 percent by 2017. 

Given the Government’s primary focus is on student achievement, our 
recommendations focus on what the education sector can do to mitigate the effects of 
poverty on children. We believe this is a gap in current policy thinking and feedback from 
public consultation on the Issues and Options Paper reinforces our view. Respondents 
strongly supported improving the quality of ECE and increasing the availability of affordable 
ECE in poor neighbourhoods.

Respondents from the disability sector emphasised the need for improving teacher 
education and in-service training regarding child disability, how to include children with 
disabilities, and how to engage with their families across all education levels.

58  We recommend that the government progress the current Ministry of Education work 
programme to raise the quality of existing ECE services and increase the supply of ECE 
services to low-income families. 

59  We recommend that the government incentivise inclusive quality ECE and prioritise 
the provision of compulsory education, and tertiary education/training for children 
and young people with disabilities who are living in poverty.

The benefits of good quality ECE are well documented in the international and New 
Zealand literature. ECE can mitigate the effects of poverty and risk for children (Barnett, 
1995; Smith et al., 2000). Good quality ECE, combined with parenting support and education 
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for low-income families, has positive impacts on children’s cognitive and socio-emotional 
skills and later educational achievement.  Long-term outcomes include higher qualifications 
and income, better health, increased maternal employment, reduced special education 
services, less justice system involvement, and reduced use of social services (Karoly et al., 
2005).  

Currently, over 95 percent of New Zealand children are enrolled and participate to 
some extent in ECE. Those living in poor neighbourhoods are less likely to participate: only 
82.6 percent of children entering decile 1 schools reported participating, while 98.9 of those 
entering decile 10 schools did. Participation rates for Mäori (89.4 percent) and Pasifika 
(85.3 percent) are lower than for Päkehä/European children (94.5 percent). A Ministry of 
Education survey of parents who were not engaged with ECE found barriers to participation 
included: cost, lack of transport, family transience and lack of knowledge of available 
services. Pasifika parents may feel young children should be at home and that they may 
struggle at ECE because of language and cultural barriers.  

The New Zealand ECE sector is currently receiving significant attention as a result of 
the recommendations of the Early Childhood Education Taskforce (2011). The EAG supports 
these recommendations, and in particular, the Ministry of Education’s Participation 
Programme which aims to engage parents better and their young children living in low 
participation and low-socioeconomic communities in ECE. We look forward to the results of 
the evaluation of this Programme.

60  We recommend that the government design and implement a collaborative food-in-
schools programme, commencing with decile 1 to 4 primary and intermediate schools. 

Living in poverty can be a barrier to learning at school.  Poor children often come to 
school hungry, which affects their ability to learn. A Ministry of Health survey found that 
20.1 percent of New Zealand households with school-age children did not have enough food 
for active and healthy living. This percentage significantly increased for Pasifika and Mäori 
families, large families, and those from the lowest socioeconomic groups (Parnell et al., 
2003 in Yates et al., 2010).  Children in low-income households are also more likely to have 
higher cholesterol intake and eat fewer healthy foods than their peers in higher income 
households (Smith & Brown, 2010). Organisations like KidsCan, Fonterra and Sanitarium 
currently provide food in some New Zealand schools.  However, we believe that central 
government has a responsibility to provide leadership and resources to assist schools 
through a national strategy for food in ECEs and schools in low-decile neighbourhoods.  

61  We recommend that the government continue and expand the Positive Behaviour for 
Learning School-Wide intervention and other evidence-based targeted behavioural 
support interventions for parents and teachers.

School culture influences educational achievement. Children from low-income families 
report that bullying and being rejected by more advantaged peer groups makes it difficult 
for them to go to school and focus on learning. In-school initiatives such as the school-
wide component of the Positive Behaviour for Learning programme seek to make positive 
and sustainable changes in school culture and school achievement. This evidence-based 
intervention and others like it should continue to receive government support.  

62  We recommend that the government establish sustained funding for youth-friendly 
health and social services (including mental health, sexual health and contraceptive 
support) in all secondary schools, commencing with low-decile schools.

Young people living in poverty are vulnerable to health and mental health problems, 
including sexual health issues, teen pregnancy, drug and alcohol abuse and depression 
(Anderson & Lowen, 2010; Winnard et al., 2005). Findings from New Zealand research and 
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programme evaluation support the provision of school-based health and social services for 
young people. The Government is investing additional funding until June 2016 to provide 
school-based health services in all decile 1 to 3 secondary schools. We support  
this investment and recommend that a plan for sustained funding, and evaluation of  
the service, be established. 

63  We recommend that the government ensure that young people who are pregnant 
and/or parenting receive effective support to remain engaged in education by: 
• expanding the number of Teen Parent Units 
• encouraging young parents to remain in their local school by ensuring they receive 

the support needed to do so
• monitoring and reporting on their school achievement and post-secondary school 

transition. 

Being born to a teenage mother is an indicator for child poverty. In 2009, just 12 percent 
of all teenagers who had babies had been enrolled in a Teen Parent Unit (TPU). Services for 
young parents provided through TPUs should be expanded to enable more young parents 
to continue their education.  

While the Education Review Office (2011) found that the quality of teaching and 
learning in almost all TPUs was satisfactory, it noted that TPUs do not follow-up young 
people once they leave a unit. Funding should be provided to enable TPUs to evaluate 
student outcomes, including for those young people who leave a TPU before gaining a 
qualification.

64  We recommend that the government ensure all schools provide appropriate after-
school opportunities for all children living in poverty by:
• amending the National Administrative Guideline (NAG) section one to require 

schools to develop and implement after-school educational experiences (e.g. 
mentoring and holiday programmes) to address the needs of children and young 
people from low-income families

• providing an inventory of activities currently underway to assist school principals 
and Boards when deciding on additional programmes that would work in their 
schools.

Childhood poverty can seriously affect a child’s educational achievement. Through the 
National Administration Guidelines, Boards of Trustees are required to identify students 
who are not achieving. We suggest that a new guideline be introduced to require that 
Boards of Trustees develop after-school educational experiences to address the needs of 
children living in poverty. Examples include mentoring programmes, Computer Clubhouse, 
homework centres and kapa haka and other culture groups.  

65  We recommend that the government support expansion of before-school, after-
school and school holiday programmes for children (aged 5 to 13 inclusive) living in 
poverty by:
• providing sustainable funding for initiatives
• encouraging more schools and community organisations in low-socioeconomic 

communities to apply for programme start-up grants 
• offering incentives for programmes that include children with disabilities and 

providing flexible hours to accommodate the needs of parents who work evenings 
and weekends.

In 2010 the Ministry of Social Development supported 12 low-decile urban schools 
to provide out-of-school care and recreation (OSCAR) ‘extended services’. In our view, 
this initiative should be expanded to more low-decile schools. A key function of OSCAR 
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programmes is that they enable parents to participate in the workforce or pre-employment 
training. Low-income families are eligible for a subsidy for OSCAR fees.  

5.11 Local communities and family
The widening disparity in income levels over the last three decades has resulted in an 
increasing contrast in the wealth of communities, cities and regions across New Zealand. 

Communities and community-based services provide a significant amount of support 
to children and families in New Zealand. They know the people they are supporting and the 
strengths and the challenges of their communities, allowing them to respond to specific 
community needs more quickly and effectively than central government. Local groups can 
work informally in ways that government services cannot. Community strategies that are 
sustained and supported by local and central government can lead to innovative solutions, 
greater community resilience and improved social conditions for children. Local, community-
based strategies are a vital element in any policy framework designed to reduce child poverty.

For families experiencing multiple disadvantages, including poverty, research indicates 
that addressing all these factors is too complex for a traditional public sector approach. 
Improving outcomes requires a co-ordinated and innovative effort across government 
agencies and within communities to ensure individuals, families and communities get the 
services and supports they need.

Families experiencing multiple disadvantages are more likely to engage with services:
• that are built on face-to-face relationships of trust, mutual respect and continuity
• that start with universal, non-stigmatising services
• where all the family’s needs can be addressed
• which are culturally appropriate
• that are based inside the community, using existing links and relationships to 

access services.

66  We recommend that the government support the effective delivery of local services 
through community hubs by:
• providing a clearinghouse on information and advice on developing hubs, 

including integrated and co-located models of service delivery, community school 
hubs, and marae as hubs

• partnering with community leaders, such as iwi, Boards of Trustees and school 
principals, churches and local government, to assess local needs and opportunities 
for establishing hubs

• fund the start-up of feasible hub initiatives.

Flexibility about where services are delivered is crucial. Service providers must be able 
to deliver through a variety of sites and deliver services where their communities gather. 
Providers should be encouraged to cluster service delivery to best meet the needs of their 
communities, and form community service hubs. Marae provide important infrastructure 
for service delivery, as do kohanga reo, schools and other ECE providers, churches, 
community halls, and sports clubs. Recognising that there are hard to reach groups in some 
communities means that other strategies to engage families may be needed, such as direct 
door-to-door delivery or working at the neighbourhood level – taking services to where 
families and whänau, live, shop and play.

67  We recommend that the government increase the number of community-based 
‘system navigator’ positions, whose role is to guide families in accessing appropriate 
and timely support and service. Initial priority should be given to supporting families 
with a disabled child or parent, and Mäori and Pasifika families who face multiple 
barriers to accessing services.
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Relationship building with families facing multiple disadvantages is critical to engage 
and retain them in services, but it takes time and is difficult to measure or quantify. 
Whänau Ora potentially provides an example of government funded community and 
whänau driven service assessment, planning and delivery, based on high-trust relationships 
(the ‘navigator’ model), embedded within Mäori cultural practices. The evaluation results 
from Whänau Ora will be of much interest. We recommend that funding continue to be 
invested in trusted community-based navigators or brokers who link families experiencing 
multiple disadvantages with services. 

68  We recommend that the government evaluate existing community-based services 
that incorporate health and social services in high-deprivation communities (such 
as integrated and co-located models of service delivery), and, based on the results, 
implement the most effective approaches in other high-deprivation communities.

There are a number of examples of integrated service delivery already operating in 
New Zealand. These initiatives have potential. The need for evaluation is ongoing. We 
need to ensure we invest adequately in models that work or show promise. Spreading 
our investment across too many different approaches is likely to reduce the capacity for 
effective evaluation and result in duplication.

69  We recommend that the government support and resource local communities to 
strengthen their ability to address child poverty, such as providing funding to local 
groups to undertake asset-based mapping of community organisations, groups, 
resources and initiatives.

A scoping exercise aimed at identifying the networks of community organisations, 
groups and individuals that work, directly or indirectly, towards the reduction of child 
poverty, would provide the initial information required to develop community-level child 
poverty strategies and mechanisms for their implementation and monitoring. Such a 
project could initially target those areas with the highest deprivation levels as indicated 
by the New Zealand Deprivation Index. It could be undertaken by a lead community-based 
agency, with funding support from central government and the local government authority 
operating in the target area.

70  We recommend that the government establish cross-sector partnerships between 
central government agencies, local government, service providers and community 
sector representatives to develop local-area child poverty-reduction strategies in high-
deprivation areas.

Central government policy should support the development of local strategies that 
seek to reduce or mitigate the effects of child poverty and improve child well-being. This 
could include expanding the Social Sector Trial model to include an additional focus on child 
poverty-reduction.

71  We recommend that the government support and resource local community 
development strategies that aim to increase child well-being in deprived 
communities. This includes the Auckland Council’s Southern Initiative and its multi-
sector Children and Young People’s Strategic Action Plan, and initiatives to address 
poverty experienced by Mäori and Pasifika children in Auckland.

There are a number of examples where robust local analysis of issues has resulted in 
a plan to reduce or mitigate some aspects of child poverty. Resources are then needed to 
implement the plan.  
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72  We recommend that all local governments ensure that their parks, playgrounds 
and public spaces are safe and welcoming for children and that free leisure and 
recreational activities are available, especially in disadvantaged neighbourhoods.

This recommendation comes directly from children. During the consultation children 
and young people living in poverty spoke of the importance of having a safe space to 
play with friends. Research (Wager et al., 2007) indicates that community space has great 
significance for poor children. Public space compensates children for a lack of space at 
home. The quality of space and security within their home neighbourhood is important for 
children who experience poverty (Sutton et al., 2007). 

Participants referred to areas where they live, or nearby areas, as unsafe. They described 
them as ‘scary places’ and many had experienced or witnessed aggression, drunkenness or 
harassment by adults or gangs of older youths. Children would like their local councils to do 
more for children, including providing more free activities and facilities.

73  We recommend that the government support and resource the establishment of 
community-based life-skills and parenting programmes that strengthen low-income 
parents’ ability to be responsible and positive influences in their children’s lives. 

Many responses to our consultations suggested strength-based approaches to 
help parents in poverty gain the skills they may need to better parent their children. 
They identified many life-skills ranging from shopping and cooking, family-planning and 
budgeting to parenting programmes to deal with child behavioural problems. We know 
that life-skills are sometimes included in wrap-around support by service providers working 
with the families. These may be viewed by the funding agency as the least essential 
components, and when funding is tight, are the first to be dropped. A number of these 
programmes are already offered by local community groups, but availability is patchy across 
communities. We note the new Families Commission research and evaluation unit has been 
tasked with reviewing and reporting on effective parenting programmes for disadvantaged 
families by the end of 2013, and this research will help inform future investment decisions.   

5.12 Justice system
The extent to which child poverty is a causative factor in crime and, in particular, youth 
crime is unclear. However, there is a large body of international evidence which indicates 
that children living in poverty are at greater risk of being a victim of crime, engaging in 
risk-taking or problematic behaviours, and being excluded or disengaged from school. The 
youth justice system acts as a weathervane of sorts for identifying the potential impact 
of family breakdown, poverty and social dysfunction upon children and young people. The 
youth justice sector has recognised that poverty and family dysfunction are key factors in 
youth offending outcomes (Becroft, 2006). We refer to Working Paper No 23 for a detailed 
discussion on child poverty and the justice sector.

74  We recommend that the government evaluate the effectiveness of current justice 
sector programmes, policies, orders and sentencing options in addressing the 
underlying issues of household poverty. This could include a specific study of the links 
between child poverty and youth justice outcomes in order to inform the Youth Crime 
Action Plan currently in development.

While there is recognition that poverty is a factor in youth offending, government 
agencies are yet to undertake a direct analysis to determine the extent of its influence on 
outcomes. It would be timely for the government to undertake such a study.

75  We recommend that the government develop policies that significantly increase the 
level of support available for children of incarcerated parents. 

Not having much 

money means that 

children can’t go to 

the pools to learn to 

swim.

A significant minority 

of New Zealand 

children are suffering 

also from other forms 

of deprivation…  

of parental time, 

attention, affection, 

nurturing, guidance, 

supervision.
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These supports could be included within the package of policy initiatives that 
derive from the White Paper on Vulnerable Children. It is estimated that up to 20,000 
children have parents who are in prison. These children experience much higher rates of 
emotional, behavioural and mental health problems, attachment disorders, educational 
disengagement, drug and alcohol abuse, and a much higher likelihood of future offending 
and imprisonment. 

76  We recommend that the government commence youth justice initiatives that 
better prepare Mäori and Pasifika young people for living and working in the wider 
community. This could include:
• further expansion of the Rangatahi and Pasifika Youth Court models 
• implementation of the Pilot Education Service trialled in the Manukau and Porirua 

Youth Courts into all main urban areas.

The development of specialist courts within the youth justice system has enabled a 
greater range of tailored responses to address the needs of young people. There is growing 
evidence that specialist courts are effective in reducing re-offending and addressing 
underlying issues. For example, an interim evaluation of the Intensive Monitoring Group 
Court, based in the Auckland Youth Court, indicated a reduction in the risk of re-offending 
by 38 percent, compared to the rate of 14 percent of the comparative control group (MoJ, 
2008). Another innovation is the pilot education service in the Manukau and Porirua Youth 
Courts, which resulted in a re-offending level of 13 percent compared to 46 percent in the 
comparison group (MoE, 2011). These courts bring in a wider range of support services than 
is usually available through the mainstream courts. 

The establishment of Rangatahi Courts in 10 Youth Court jurisdictions and Pasifika 
Youth Courts in Auckland has coincided with more frequent appointment of lay advocates 
and specialist cultural advocates. We consider this approach has considerable potential to 
improve outcomes for Mäori and Pasifika young people.

77  We recommend that the government invest in the maintenance and development 
of services which enable access to justice for children and low-income families. This 
includes legal aid, community legal services, specialist child-focused services and 
alternative dispute resolution services.

It is important that low-income families and their children are not disadvantaged by 
the cost of legal and dispute resolution services. Consultation participants raised concerns 
that current reforms to legal aid and the family court system could have a detrimental 
impact on the ability of low-income families to obtain access to the justice system, 
including legal assistance. 

5.13  Research and evaluation

78  We recommend that the government ensure that all policies with major impacts on 
child poverty be subject to periodic and robust evaluation so that a strong evidence 
base can be built for guiding future policy-making.

In our effort to understand child poverty in New Zealand and propose solutions, we have 
drawn upon the best available New Zealand and international research evidence. There 
are limits to the evidence available, and in some cases there are contradictory findings. 
In particular, there is a dearth of New Zealand evaluations of policies, programmes and 
initiatives. It is not always clear what works under what conditions to reduce child poverty 
and mitigate its impacts. A strong commitment to rigorous evaluation is urgently needed as 
part of the routine policy process.

5  Our Recommendations

Parents raising 
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‘good poor’ and the 

‘bad poor’.  Not all 

poor parents make 

bad choices for their 

children.
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As part of a strategy to increase our evidence base so we can make sound investment 
decisions, we must be willing to experiment and evaluate innovative policy approaches, 
including pilots and small-scale initiatives from which we can learn more about what 
works.

5.14  Areas for further consideration
Our mandate was to provide advice on pragmatic, realistic and effective solutions to child 
poverty. There were a number of concerns identified during our work, including through 
the public consultation process, that fall outside the scope of our mandate. In some cases 
it is likely that astute policy initiatives to address these concerns could generate a range of 
benefits, including positive impacts on child poverty. We identify several matters here which 
may warrant further exploration. 

Job	creation	strategies: Getting more parents into paid employment is an important way 
to reduce child poverty. The importance of government’s role in job creation to combat 
child poverty was clearly articulated by participants and submitters during the public 
consultation phase. We agree that the government has a central role to play in creating the 
right environment for high employment levels for New Zealanders. Effective interventions 
in this area will certainly be welcomed. 

Alcohol,	drugs	and	gambling: Problem drinking, problem gambling, drug taking and  
tobacco smoking all cause significant social and health problems, irrespective of 
socioeconomic status. The adverse impacts on family members, including children,  
are also well established. We note that there is significant work underway both at the 
government and community level to address these problems, including social marketing 
campaigns, population and public health-based efforts, and legislative reform. We endorse 
these actions and initiatives.  

Social	impact	bonds: Social impact bonds are an investment-based form of social service 
funding. They are designed to encourage public investment and interest in the social sector, 
and are a means of generating funding for innovative interventions that may otherwise 
be deferred or overlooked due to a lack of available resources. In the United Kingdom, 
feasibility studies are underway to assess the application of the social impact bond model 
as a source of funding for local authorities which are under pressure to make significant 
savings in the delivery of services to children. This is an innovative concept that is worth 
further exploration as an alternative funding source for some child poverty-reduction 
initiatives. 

Taxation: During the consultation phase, participants raised issues around taxation policy. 
The most frequent comment involved the implementation of a capital gains tax on rental 
investment properties. It was considered that tax reforms of this nature could trigger 
significant changes in the housing market, including improvements in the quality and 
affordability of housing. Effective tax changes also have the potential to generate  
additional revenue which could be reinvested to reduce child poverty. 
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6 Conclusion
 

New Zealand can be a great place for children – where all children can enjoy their rights, 
achieve their full potential and participate as equal members of our society. But to achieve 
this goal we must address the problem of child poverty. Moreover, unless a concerted effort is 
made now to reduce child poverty, the costs that it imposes today, both social and economic, 
are likely to be magnified in generations to come. Alleviating child poverty will also contribute 
to the success of other policy priorities, including reducing child abuse, increasing educational 
achievement, improving skills and raising productivity. 

We have examined the available evidence to identify the most effective and efficient 
policies to reduce child poverty and mitigate its effects. From this it is clear that there is no 
magic answer or single solution to achieve our desired outcomes. But it is equally clear that 
child poverty can be substantially reduced. 

Various promising government programmes and community-based initiatives are already 
in place to assist children living in poverty. However, there is no overarching strategy to co-
ordinate these activities or monitor their effectiveness. And there are glaring gaps: for example, 
we urgently need a comprehensive housing strategy. Our first recommendation is that we need 
legislation to ensure that child poverty is properly measured and that ambitious, yet realistic, 
targets are set to reduce child poverty. A robust policy framework specified in legislation will 
help ensure sustained governmental action and leadership. 

Child poverty is a complex social problem with multiple causes and consequences. For 
this reason, we need multiple solutions. We have, therefore, recommended a broad package 
of proposals that we believe will have the greatest effect. These include both practical 
recommendations that, in the short-term will assist children who are living in poverty today, 
and more ambitious long-term recommendations that will substantially reduce child poverty 
rates in the future.  

It is clear that money matters. If material deprivation is to be minimised, families require 
a stable and adequate income. Children should not have to go to school hungry or live in cold, 
damp homes. Government policy choices also matter. The safety net provided by our system 
of income support (including tax credits) significantly affects the quality of family life. In our 
view, the income support system needs reform so that it has a greater focus on children. The 
changes we have proposed will not only reduce the level of material deprivation experienced 
by children in low-income families, but are also likely to enhance their educational attainment, 
thereby helping to break the intergenerational transmission of poverty.

The available evidence overwhelmingly supports greater investment in the early years of 
a child’s life. Supporting children living in poverty, for example through maternity and child 
health services and early childhood education, is investing in our future prosperity. We readily 
acknowledge that some of our proposals will entail significant fiscal costs, but we firmly 
believe that evidence-informed investments now can save money in the longer term. Moreover, 
the costs of doing nothing are high. 

Children deserve the best possible start in life. The government has an important 
leadership role and must ensure that its policy levers are working in the best interests of our 
children and our most vulnerable families. But there are also important roles for business, 
non-government service providers, local communities and families. We fully support the many 
activities already underway in helping to alleviate child poverty, and urge everyone to consider 
how they can make a difference for children in their neighbourhoods and communities.
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Finally, to improve the circumstances of our most deprived children we must be willing 
to experiment and implement innovative policy approaches, including pilots and small-scale 
initiatives from which we can learn more about what works – especially for the families who 
face the most difficult challenges. This requires boldness, imagination and a commitment to 
investing in proper, robust evaluation. Only in this way can we build a sound evidence base  
that is relevant to solving child poverty in New Zealand’s distinctive social, cultural and 
economic context.

Children do not choose to be poor. They do not select their parents. Even though they 
are citizens, they lack a democratic voice and the choices available to adults. Society has 
a responsibility to protect the powerless and vulnerable. Children, above all, deserve our 
collective protection and best endeavours.

This Report is not the end of process. To quote a contributor to one of our public 
consultation meetings:

The report is just an icebreaker for hard conversation … addressing child poverty  
will be a long haul journey and doesn’t end in December.
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Appendix

The following documents can be found at www.occ.org.nz

EAG Working Papers 
Working Paper 1:  Defining and Measuring Child Poverty
Working Paper 2:  Lifecourse Effects on Childhood Poverty
Working Paper 3:  What Causes Child Poverty? What are the Consequences?  

An Economic Perspective
Working Paper 4:  Child Poverty – International Approaches and Comparisons
Working Paper 5:  Child Poverty Reduction Targets
Working Paper 6:  Legislative Mechanisms to Reduce Child Poverty
Working Paper 7:  Children’s Voices on Poverty
Working Paper 8:  The Case for an Investment Approach for Reducing Child Poverty
Working Paper 9:  The Realities of Child Poverty: Case Studies
Working Paper 10:  Reforms to the Tax, Benefit and Active Employment System to  

Reduce Child Poverty
Working Paper 11:  How the Child Support System Could Work to Reduce Child Poverty
Working Paper 12:  Employment, Skills, and Training Options to Reduce Child Poverty
Working Paper 13:  Problem Debt and Poverty
Working Paper 14:  Reducing Child Poverty in Mäori Whänau
Working Paper 15:  Better Public Service Performance on Poverty Amongst Pasifika Children
Working Paper 16:  Education Solutions to Mitigate Child Poverty
Working Paper 17:  Health Policy and Effective Service Delivery to Mitigate the Effects of Child 

and Youth Poverty
Working Paper 18:  Housing Policy Recommendations to Address Child Poverty
Working Paper 19:  The Role of Local Strategies in Reducing Child Poverty
Working Paper 20:  How Substance Abuse, Problem Gambling and Family Functioning  

Impact on Child Poverty
Working Paper 21:  Child Poverty and Disability
Working Paper 22:  Integrated Service Delivery Solutions for Child Poverty
Working Paper 23:  Justice Solutions to Mitigate Child Poverty
Working Paper 24:  Child Poverty-Related Indicators

Background Papers 
Dynamics of Income in Children in New Zealand, 2002-2009 – Fiona Imlach Gunasekara  
and Kristie Carter, Department of Public Health, University of Otago
Measuring Child Poverty in New Zealand: Issues and Practicalities – Statistics New Zealand

Consultation Reports 
Solutions to Child Poverty in New Zealand: What You Told Us 
Our Views Matter: Children and Young People Talk About Solutions to Poverty
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