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Canterbury Wellbeing Index

Employment outcomes

The Canterbury Wellbeing Index tracks the progress of social recovery 
in greater Christchurch following the earthquakes using indicators to 
identify emerging social trends and issues.

Why is employment important?
Employment has a direct impact on wellbeing. It affects the economic wellbeing and the quality of life 
of an individual and their family and also has significant impacts on social and emotional wellbeing. 
Being employed is an important way for a person to get enough income to meet their material needs 
and to fully participate in their community.1 Employment is also central to an individual’s identity and 
their role in society.2

Studies show unemployed people have higher mortality rates, a higher risk of mental health issues 
and a higher rate of criminal activity.3,4,5,6 Longitudinal studies show that unemployment has a direct 
effect on health over and above the effects of socioeconomic status, poverty, and prior ill-health.7 

When people move from unemployment to employment, they gain in material wellbeing, physical and 
mental health, and socioeconomic status.8 

Levels of employment and unemployment differ across ethnic groups in New Zealand. Unemployment 
rates for Māori and Pacific peoples are more than two times higher than for Europeans9, and these 
population groups are therefore less likely to experience the employment-related benefits described 
above. 

It is also important that young people are able to find employment when they finish their education 
and training. Young people are particularly vulnerable in the job market because they generally do not 
yet have the experience and skills to compete with older workers. 

How was employment impacted by the earthquakes?
The February 2011 earthquake had immediate economic consequences across greater Christchurch 
and the whole of the South Island. Most severely affected were the tourism sector, small businesses, 
and service industries such as retail, hospitality, international education, and aged care. 

Businesses in the central business district cordon could not trade from, or even access, their 
premises. Smaller suburban centres in older parts of town such as Sydenham were disproportionately 
affected as damage from unreinforced masonry buildings closed roads and footpaths, making it 
harder for members of the public to reach them. Some of the large shopping malls could not open due 
to damage, and economic activity was disrupted completely or forced to shift to different parts of town.

On 28 February 2011 the Government set up the Earthquake Support Subsidy so that businesses 
could continue to pay their employees when they were unable to operate or were losing significant 
trade. A similar package called Job Loss Cover assisted the self-employed. Because of these 
payments, a large number of businesses were able to remain viable.10 In addition, these measures 
prevented the population flight that might have occurred if people had not been able to access weekly 
wages during this emergency response period.

Primarily as a result of these measures, fewer people moved onto the unemployment benefit than 
might have been expected in the period after the earthquakes. Since then the labour market has 
picked up as many businesses relocated to new premises and began trading again. Others started  
trading online.
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What is happening now?
The work involved in rebuilding and repairing domestic dwellings and commercial buildings is 
expected to fuel economic growth in the Canterbury region for a number of years. This growth has 
increased employment in the region.

Between the March 2015 and March 2016 quarters, the number of people employed in Canterbury 
increased by 9,100, although the employment rate decreased by 0.5 per cent compared to a  
0.3 per cent decrease across New Zealand. In March 2016 the employment rate in Canterbury was 
71.3 per cent, compared with 65.4 per cent nationally. The unemployment rate was 3.2 per cent, 
compared with 5.9 per cent nationally.

Looking ahead, an estimated 5,000 additional construction workers will be required at the peak of the 
rebuild in December 2016. The current skills shortage list for Canterbury includes construction project 
managers, surveyors, engineers, and construction tradespeople including carpenters, plumbers, 
electricians, joiners, painters, concreters and plasterers. Additional employees are also required in 
non-construction occupations that support the rebuild, such as accountants, lawyers, and hospitality 
and retail workers. 

According to the latest Census, construction has replaced manufacturing as the largest industry in 
greater Christchurch. In 2013, one in eight adults (25,764 people) in greater Christchurch worked 
in the construction industry. This is an increase of 59.3 per cent (9,594 people) since 2006.11 Other 
industries to experience growth include health care and social assistance (up 13.4 per cent in 2014), 
professional, scientific and technical services (up 14.8 per cent) and public administration and safety 
(up 29.7 per cent).12 

As before the earthquakes, most construction workers are male; however, females accounted for 
14.5 per cent (3,735 people) of workers in this industry in 2013, an increase from 13.1 per cent (2,112 
people) in 2006.13 

New Zealand-born workers (81.1 per cent) comprised the majority of construction workers in 2013, 
followed by those born in the United Kingdom and Ireland (9.4 per cent) and Asia (2.4 per cent). 
In June 2015 Canterbury employed 26 per cent of all those who entered New Zealand under the 
Essential Skills worker category, compared with 14 per cent in 2010.14

In recognition of the need for large numbers of additional workers in the rebuild, Immigration New 
Zealand streamlined some of the visa processes to improve labour market flexibility in Canterbury.15 
From July 2015 to December 2016 these changes will: 

• extend the Essential Skills visa from one year to three years for lower skilled occupations

• allow visa holders to change employers (within the same occupation) more easily

• introduce an accreditation scheme for recruiters of migrant workers for Canterbury.

The rebuild stimulated above average Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth in Canterbury during 
2012, 2013, and 2014.16 GDP growth remained high at 5.8 per cent growth in the year to December 
2014 before easing back to 1.9 per cent growth in 2015, although economic activity remains high, 
particularly in the construction sector.

In 2011 the Government invested $42 million in trades training through Skills for Canterbury, which 
included up to 3,000 more construction-related training places in polytechnics in order to capitalise on 
rebuild opportunities. In November 2012 the Government committed an extra $28 million to maintain 
the expanded training pipeline for tradespeople with 10,000 new apprenticeships and a further 300 
places through the He Toki ki te Rika Māori trades training initiative. 

Between July 2014 and June 2016, beneficiaries living outside the Christchurch area were able to 
apply for a special, one-off $3,000 payment to help them relocate to a confirmed, full-time job offer in 
Canterbury.a By February 2016, 2,119 beneficiaries had moved to greater Christchurch.17 The majority 
moved into construction, manufacturing, transport, postal work and warehousing. The payment was 
open to all ages but particularly targeted young people aged 18–24 years, who made up a third of 
those who took up the offer. 

aAreas included in the 3K to Christchurch programme were Ashburton, Hurunui, Selwyn, and Waimakariri District Councils, and 
Christchurch City Council.
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Workplace stress (i.e. workplace relocation and workload increasing as a result of the earthquakes) is 
having a negative impact on a decreasing number of people. In 2012, 27 per cent of CERA Wellbeing 
Survey respondents identified it as a stressor and this was down to only 7 per cent by the April 2016 
Canterbury Wellbeing Survey.

Initiatives like the Public Sector Organisational Resilience Team worked across government 
departments to share information and plans to promote workforce resilience through the response 
and recovery phases. Private sector organisations have also offered their staff support and assistance 
in acknowledgement of the wider stressors on workforce wellbeing. In mid-2015 the Canterbury 
Employers’ Chamber of Commerce initiated a positive messaging campaign to facilitate the positive 
settlement of new migrant rebuild workers and their families arriving in greater Christchurch.

In 2012, 16 per cent of CERA Wellbeing Survey respondents were concerned about the safety of their 
workplace, but this had reduced to 4 per cent by April 2016. While concerns about workplace safety 
remain as the rise in construction work increases the risk of work-related injuries, innovative safety 
programmes have been put in place to reduce accidents and injury.8 

One example is the Canterbury Rebuild Safety Charter which is an agreement on health and 
safety between government and companies leading the rebuild. The Charter sets out a consistent 
approach to health and safety by raising standards across worksites and has signatories from project 
management offices, major construction firms including group builders, key insurers, recruitment 
companies and local and central government.

Another example is the collaboration between the Canterbury District Health Board, the Mental Health 
Education & Resource Centre, the Accident Compensation Corporation, and construction industry 
businesses such as Hawkins, Arrow International, Naylor Love, Fletcher Construction, and Corbel 
Constructions focusing on changing the culture of alcohol and drug use in the construction industry.

What are the indicators telling us?

Rates of employment, unemployment, and participation

The unemployment rate is the number of unemployed expressed as a percentage of the labour force. 

The employment rate is the number of those employed for more than an hour a week expressed as a 
percentage of the working-age population. 

The labour force participation rate is the total number of people classified as employed or unemployed 
expressed as a percentage of the working-age population.b

Unemploymentc

Figure 1 shows that prior to the earthquakes, the unemployment rate in greater Christchurch was 
tracking upwards but typically remained lower than the national rate. Since 2011 the rate has lowered 
substantially, peaking at 6.7 per cent in June 2012 and dropping to 3.1 per cent by the June 2014 
quarter. It has remained around this level since.

Between the pre-earthquake period (two years to March 2010) and the year to March 2016 the 
unemployment rate dropped by 26 per cent overall in greater Christchurch (to 3.2 per cent) compared 
with a 5 per cent increase across New Zealand (to 5.9 per cent). 

Over the same period, the unemployment rate for young people aged 15-24 in greater Christchurch 
dropped by 42 per cent, compared with a 2 per cent increase across New Zealand. In March 2016, 
the unemployment rate for young people aged 15–19 years in greater Christchurch was 11.2 per 
cent, compared with a pre-earthquake (March 2010) rate of 27.1 per cent and a national rate of 23.4 
per cent. In the same month, the unemployment rate for young people aged 20–24 years in greater 
Christchurch was 5.8 per cent, compared with a pre-earthquake rate of 6.2 per cent (March 2010) 
and a national rate of 10.5 per cent. This data indicates that young people have gained employment 
opportunities from the rebuild and recovery. 

While unemployment in greater Christchurch remains well below the New Zealand level, the decline 
in unemployment rates appears to have levelled off since 2014 and it will be important to monitor this 
indicator in coming years.

bSee technical notes relating to the Household Labour Force Survey (Statistics New Zealand).
cThis rate is not seasonally adjusted.
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Figure 1: Unemployment rate 

 

Employment rated

After a sharp decline following the earthquakes, the employment rate for greater Christchurch has 
since trended upwards, overtaking the national rate and moving well above pre-earthquake levels. 
Figure 2 shows that the employment rate in greater Christchurch fell from 66.8 per cent in September 
2010 to 63 per cent in September 2011 before recovering to 67.6 per cent in September 2013 and 
continuing to climb. The March 2016 employment rate of 71.3 per cent is 5.9 percentage points higher 
than the national rate (65.4 per cent) but may ease as the peak of the rebuild is approached. 

Figure 2: Employment rate  

 

bThis rate is not seasonally adjusted.
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Labour force participation ratee

Figure 3 shows that the proportion of the greater Christchurch population participating in the labour 
force decreased significantly in the period after the February 2011 earthquake but subsequently 
tracked upwards and is now above pre-quake levels. The proportion dropped to 67 per cent in 
September 2011 but returned to pre-quake levels of 70.2 per cent in the September 2012 quarter and 
reached 73.6 per cent in March 2016 (compared with 69.5 per cent across New Zealand).

Figure 3: Labour force participation rate 
 

Beneficiaries obtaining work

This report uses two measures of beneficiaries obtaining employment, both of which use data from 
the Ministry of Social Development.

•  The proportion of the total population of beneficiaries who cancel their benefit because they have 
obtained work. 

• The number of cancellations of a benefit due to obtaining work.

Note that not all unemployed people seek or are eligible for a benefit.

Prior to the February earthquakes the proportion of beneficiaries leaving a benefit for work monthly 
was consistently higher nationally than in Canterbury. 

Figure 4 shows that the proportion in Canterbury decreased to 1.2 per cent of beneficiaries leaving a 
benefit for work for the quarter in which the February 2011 earthquake occurred. This was the lowest 
proportion since June 2009. 

Since then, there have been marked increases. Just under four (3.7) per cent left a benefit for work  
in the June quarter of 2011, compared with 2.3 per cent across New Zealand. The Canterburyf rate 
has generally remained above pre-earthquake levels. In the December quarter of 2015, however,  
1.2 per cent of beneficiaries left a benefit for work in Canterbury, compared to 1.6 per cent nationally. 

e This rate is not seasonally adjusted.
f Canterbury excluding Ashburton
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Figure 4: Proportion of beneficiaries leaving a benefit for employment 

 

Figure 5 shows that the number of people leaving a benefit for work in Canterbury peaked at 2,909 
during the June quarter 2011 and has gradually decreased to just less than 1,000 for the December 
quarter 2015. 

Figure 5: Number of beneficiaries leaving a benefit for employment 
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Figure 6 shows that since the earthquakes, more male beneficiaries have entered into employment. 
Numbers leaving benefits for employment in Canterbury peaked at 2,909 in the June quarter of 2011. 
Of these, 1,788 (61 per cent) were male and 1,121 (39 per cent) were female. This compares with  
59 per cent male and 41 per cent female nationally during the same quarter. 

This gender imbalance has now narrowed in Canterbury where in the December quarter 2015,  
51 per cent of those leaving a benefit for employment were male and 49 per cent were female. 
Nationally 56 per cent were male and 44 per cent were female in the same time period.

The gender imbalance is changing as the rebuild generates wider economic growth and employment 
opportunities. However, one reason for this disparity, regardless of labour market opportunities, is 
access to childcare and the need for part-time employment options for the primary caregiver.

Figure 6: Number of beneficiaries leaving a benefit for employment, by gender  
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Figure 7 shows that immediately after the earthquakes, employment opportunities were strong 
for young people. At the peak during the June quarter 2011 when 2,909 people left a benefit for 
employment in Canterbury, 1,009 were aged 18–24 and 701 were aged 25–34 years. Together these 
age groups made up 59 per cent of all people leaving a benefit for employment, which was slightly 
higher than the national proportion (57 per cent). 

By the end of the December quarter 2015 the number of people aged 18–34 years leaving a benefit 
for employment had eased back in Canterbury (48 per cent of all people leaving a benefit for 
employment in Canterbury) and across New Zealand (54 per cent). 

Figure 7: Number of beneficiaries leaving a benefit for employment, by age 
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Work-related injury claims 

Figure 8 shows that nationally the incidence of work-related injury claims steadily decreased 
between 2008 and 2014. Since 2013 the incidence has remained stable at approximately 111 
accidents per 1,000 full-time equivalent employees (FTEs) per annum. In comparison, the pattern in 
greater Christchurch has been more variable, partly due to smaller numbers, increasing from a pre-
earthquake rate of approximately 107 accidents per 1,000 FTEs in 2009 to a peak of 123 per 1,000 
FTEs in 2011, then dropping to 113 per 1,000 FTEs in 2012 and then remaining above the national 
level through to 2014 at a rate of 116 per 1000 FTEs in 2014. This indicator will need to be carefully 
monitored during the rebuild as the construction industry typically has a high incidence rate of injury.19 
Employers and recruitment agencies in Christchurch have a strong focus on training in workplace 
safety. 

Figure 8: Number of work-related injury claims per 1,000 full-time equivalent employees 
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Find out more
Find out more about the Canterbury Wellbeing Index:  
www.cph.co.nz/your-health/canterbury-wellbeing-index/

Find out more about the Canterbury Skills and Employment Hub: www.opportunitycanterbury.org.nz

Find out more about jobs for young people: www.facebook.com/BBCanty

Find out more about economic development in Christchurch city: www.cdc.org.nz 

Find out more about economic development in the Waimakariri District: 
www.northcanterbury.co.nz/business/ENCInfo

Find out more about economic development in the Selwyn District:  
www.selwyn.govt.nz/services/economic-development

Technical notes

Canterbury Wellbeing Survey (formerly the CERA Wellbeing Survey) 

Data source:  Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority,  
    Canterbury District Health Board  

Data frequency:   Six-monthly September 2012, April 2013, September 2013, April 2014, 
September 2014, April 2015, September 2015 (all CERA) and April 2016 
(CDHB)

Data complete until: April 2016

Notes: The April 2016 Canterbury Wellbeing Survey (formerly the CERA Wellbeing Survey) is 
the eighth survey in the series providing information about the residents of greater Christchurch. 
Respondents were randomly selected from the electoral roll. The survey was delivered online and by 
hard copy from 30 March to 18 May 2016.The response rate was 41 per cent. Weighting was used 
to correct imbalances in sample representation. The survey was originally developed in partnership 
with Christchurch City Council, Waimakariri District Council, Selwyn District Council, the Canterbury 
District Health Board, Ngāi Tahu and the Natural Hazards Research Platform. For results from the 
surveys, see: www.cph.co.nz/your-health/wellbeing-survey/

Employment, unemployment and labour force participation rate

Data source:   Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS), Statistics New Zealand

Data frequency:  Quarterly

Data complete until: March 2016

Notes: The HLFS interviews approximately 32,000 people or 16,000 private households in New 
Zealand. Each person is interviewed for eight quarters (two years) so that changes in the labour 
market can be measured. Interviews are carried out each week of the quarter so that the data are an 
average for that quarter.

Data has been revised and reweighted to reflect Census 2013 estimates.

The greater Christchurch area includes Christchurch city, Waimakariri District and Selwyn District 
Councils and is below survey design level. Data are indicative only and should be interpreted 
cautiously. 

Data for greater Christchurch during 2011 are subject to slightly higher sampling error than normal 
owing to interruption of surveying.

The HLFS is a sample survey and therefore subject to sampling error. Estimates based on 
populations fewer than 1,000 are suppressed as they are subject to sampling errors too high for most 
practical purposes. Estimates of numbers have been rounded to the nearest hundred. 
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‘Unemployed’ refers to all people in the working-age population who during their reference week were 
without a paid job and were available for work and had either actively sought work in the past four 
weeks, or had a new job to start within four weeks. A person whose only job search method in the 
previous four weeks has been to look at job advertisements in newspapers is not considered to be 
actively seeking work. 

The ‘unemployment rate’ is the number of unemployed people expressed as a percentage of the 
labour force.

‘Employed’ refers to HLFS respondents who, during the survey reference week, had: 1) worked 
for one hour or more, for pay or profit, in the context of an employee–employer relationship or self-
employment; 2) worked without pay for one hour or more in work that contributed directly to the 
operation of a farm, business or professional practice owned or operated by a relative; or 3) had 
a job but were not at work due to a) own illness or injury, b) personal or family responsibilities, c) 
bad weather or mechanical breakdown, d) direct involvement in an industrial dispute, or e) leave or 
holiday. 

The ‘employment rate’ refers to the employed, as a percentage of the working-age population.

The ‘labour force’ refers to members of the working-aged population who, during the survey reference 
week, were classified as ‘employed’ or ‘unemployed’.

The ‘labour force participation rate’ refers to the total labour force expressed as a percentage of the 
working-age population. 

Beneficiaries obtaining work

Data source:   Ministry of Social Development’s (MSD) database

Data frequency:  Monthly

Data complete until: December 2015 

Notes: Until 15 July 2013, cancellations and clients are calculated from the total number of working-
age benefits of the following types: 1) Domestic Purposes Benefit (DPB) and DPB-related benefits, 
which include DPB-Caring for Sick or Infirm, DPB-Sole Parent, DPB-Woman Alone and Emergency 
Maintenance Allowance; 2) Invalid Benefit; 3) Sickness Benefit and Sickness Benefit Hardship; and 
4) Unemployment Benefit and Unemployment Benefit Hardship. Cancellations in these benefit types 
were counted if they were cancelled for the reason ‘Obtained work’. 

From 15 July 2013, benefit categories have changed. For more information on benefits currently 
available, see: www.workandincome.govt.nz/products/a-z-benefits/index.html. 

The Canterbury Work and Income region presented here excludes the Ashburton service area.

Note that the eligibility requirements for the Unemployment Benefit are different from the definition 
of unemployed in the Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS). See MSD for information about 
Unemployment Benefit (now known as Jobseeker Support) eligibility requirements:  
www.workandincome.govt.nz/products/a-z-benefits/jobseeker-support.html. Note that these benefit 
data may be affected by earthquakes as some service centres had interrupted services following the 
February 2011 earthquakes. These data are not adjusted for external factors affecting employment 
(e.g., government policy or recession).

Data for the month of July 2013 have been excluded from figures 1, 2, 3 and 4. This is due to benefit 
changes in mid-July, which would mean that benefit categories would be understated if they were 
included during that month.

All data used relates to the ‘working age’ – being those aged 18 to 64 years. 
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Work-related injury claims

Data source:   Injury statistics - Work-related claims, Statistics New Zealand

Data frequency:  Yearly

Data complete until: 2014 (provisional) 

Notes: Injury Statistics – Work-related Claims measures claims accepted by the Accident 
Compensation Corporation (ACC) for work-related injuries. The statistics are based on one claim for 
each person for each injury event. Only accepted claims are included.

Full-time equivalent employee information from the Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) is used 
to calculate the number of work-related injury claims per 1,000 FTEs. Full-time equivalent employees 
(FTEs) is a standard measure used in labour force statistics, for example, to calculate average weekly 
earnings. FTEs are calculated as the number of full-time employees plus half the number of part-time 
employees.

On 31 March 2015, the HLFS underwent a population rebase that revised the statistical series 
back to the beginning of the series. A population rebase is done to update the weights used in the 
survey, based on the population counts from the most recent census. This rebase also included the 
introduction of regional benchmarks, to improve the quality of regional estimates used in the HLFS.

Incidence rates in the work-related claims release were back-dated to 2002 to include the new FTE 
estimates from the HLFS. 
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