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2016

Canterbury Wellbeing Index

Child abuse and neglect

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 reducing child abuse and neglect important?
Significant international evidence emphasises that it is important to have a safe, secure and 
attached childhood.1 If a child experiences repeated abuse or neglect, this harms their development, 
progression and functioning.1 Child abuse and neglect are risk factors for substance misuse, risky 
sexual behaviour, obesity, and criminal behaviour, and are associated with poorer child and adult 
mental health, educational achievement and employment outcomes.2,3,4 

Child abuse and neglect also add significant costs to the economy. In 2008 is was estimated that in 
New Zealand, child abuse and neglect accounts for a long term cost of around $2 billion each year.5 
Based on international studies, roughly a third of this cost is from direct consequences of child abuse, 
such as health care, child welfare, and justice system costs. A further third is due to on-going health 
and education costs and the criminal consequences for some victims of child abuse in later life. The 
final third is due to the costs associated with child abuse victims not reaching their full potential.5

Administrative data reflects service use more than the nature of child abuse, because only a 
small proportion of victims or perpetrators will be identified by government agencies.6 Regarding 
substantiated cases, New Zealand’s latest periodic report for the United Nations Convention Against 
Torture notes that for children aged 0-4 years, there were 6,750 substantiated cases of child abuse 
in 2011/12, equivalent to 215 cases per 10,000 children.7 The rate for Māori children was almost 400 
cases per 10,000 children, which was 1.9 times higher than for Pacific children, and 3.1 times higher 
than for other children. For children aged 5-9 years, the rate of substantiated cases of child abuse for 
Māori was 333 per 10,000 children. This was 1.7 times higher than the rate for Pacific children and 
3.5 times higher than the rate for other children. 

Historical and contemporary structural stressors contribute to differences in rates of child abuse 
between Māori and non-Māori, such as poverty, unemployment, parenting, education, and 
colonisation’s effects on cultural and spiritual identity and it’s undermining of tikanga Māori.8,9,10,11,12 

Socioeconomic deprivation is strongly associated with increased rates of hospitalisations for child 
abuse. From 2010 to 2014 hospitalisation rates for injuries arising from the assault, neglect, or 
maltreatment for children aged 0-14 years were eight times higher for children living in the most 
deprived quintile of neighbourhoods compared to children living in the least deprived quintile of 
neighbourhoods.13 International research in high income countries has found that child abuse and 
neglect are associated with parental poverty, low educational achievement and mental illness, and 
has demonstrated an association between economic recession and a rise in child abusive head 
trauma.4,14 

There is little published research on whether child abuse increases after natural disasters. In the 
United States, child abuse ratesa were higher than expected for up to 6 months after some natural 
disasters, including the Loma Prieta Earthquake in California, Hurricane Hugo in South Carolina and 
Hurricane Floyd in North Carolina, but not after Hurricane Andrew in Louisiana.15,16

How were child abuse and neglect impacted by the earthquakes?
No studies have been published on whether or not child abuse increased after the earthquakes in 
Christchurch. The administrative data presented in this chapter gives a picture of service use relating 
to child abuse. 

a Both reported and substantiated cases of child abuse were included in the Hurricane Hugo, South Carolina, and Hurricane Floyd, North Carolina 
data. Only reported child abuse data was available for the Loma Prieta Earthquake, California. Only substantiated inflicted traumatic brain injuries were 
included for Hurricane Andrew, Louisiana.
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What is happening now?
In March 2012 the Government announced a number of targets for the public services, including 
the reduction of assaults on children. The Government aims to halt the rise in children experiencing 
physical abuse and reduce current numbers by five per cent by 2017.17 The Chief Executive of the 
Ministry of Social Development is the lead Chief Executive for achieving this result, supported by the 
Secretary of Education, the Director-General of Health, the Secretary for Justice, and the Deputy 
Chief Executive Building and Housing, Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment.

Actions were developed through the White Paper for Vulnerable Children and the Children’s Action 
Plan, released by the Government on 11 October 2012.18 July 2014 saw the passing of the Vulnerable 
Children Act which forms a significant part of comprehensive measures to protect and improve the 
wellbeing of vulnerable children and strengthen our child protection system.19 This Act responded to 
the White Paper and was based on nearly 10,000 submissions. 

The White Paper for Vulnerable Children and the Children’s Action Plan proposed changes to:

• screen children for vulnerability more effectively

• fully assess the needs of vulnerable children

• help front-line workers and communities to communicate concerns about children, and

• focus services more clearly on results.20

The Ministry of Social Development states that actions already underway include the introduction of 
social workers to more low-decile primary schools, establishment of the Canterbury Children’s Team, 
which covers the Christchurch metropolitan area, and changes to the Family Start programme to 
increase the focus on child abuse detection and prevention. In addition, the Ministry notes that an 
‘education assist’ package is making it easier for teachers to communicate their concerns with Child, 
Youth and Family (CYF).20

The Expert Advisory Panel, established by the Minister for Social Development and tasked to review 
the operating model of CYF, released an Interim Report in July 2015,21 which found “that the current 
system is failing to provide the safe, stable and loving care that children need, and is not supporting 
them to fulfil their potential as adults” (p. 5).22 The final report of the Expert Advisory Panel was 
released in April, 2016 and listed six objectives for a child-centred system: 

1. Ensuring that children have the earliest opportunity for a loving and stable family 

2. Addressing the full range of needs for each child 

3. Preventing victimisation of children 

4. Helping children to heal and recover 

5. Supporting children to become flourishing adults

6. Helping children and young people to take responsibility for their actions and live crime-free lives.

The report acknowledged that the over-representation of Māori children in the CYF system needs 
to be addressed. Māori children are twice as likely to be notified to CYF compared to the total 
population. The report notes “potential causes of this over-representation include higher levels of 
deprivation in Māori families, conscious and unconscious bias in the system, and a lack of strong, 
culturally appropriate models for strengthening families and child development” (p. 7).22 Several of the 
81 recommendations made by the Expert Advisory Panel specifically address improving outcomes for 
Māori children. 
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The then Children’s Commissioner, Dr Russell Wills agreed with the Expert Advisory Panel’s findings, 
and was pleased with the direction of the reforms.7 The findings of the ‘State of Care 2016’ report 
were that “CYF is not sufficiently child centred”, that CYF residences are moving “towards more 
child-centred and trauma-informed models of care”, and that “children and young people want to 
belong, be listened to, and be supported by social workers” (p. 6-7).23 The report made the following 
recommendations: 

•  Plan to reduce the risk to children and young people of a dip in performance during the transition 
period

•  Clarify what child-centred practice means in the New Zealand care and protection and youth 
justice systems

• Empower and support staff now to strengthen their child-centred practice.

The Children, Young Persons and Their Families (Advocacy, Workforce, and Age Settings) 
Amendment Bill passed its first reading in June 2016. According to the Hon Anne Tolley, Minister for 
Social Development, the Bill: 

• Extends the age of state care and protection to a young person’s 18th birthday

•  Ensures the views of children and young people are taken into account as part of decision 
making at an individual level and in the development of services and policy

• Supports the establishment of an independent youth advocacy service, and

•  Enables the broader range of professionals with specialist skills who will widen the expertise 
within the new model to perform some functions under the Act. Social workers would still be the 
main professionals responsible for carrying out these functions.24

What are the indicators telling us?
Child abuse and neglect are measured in two ways in this report: 

• the number of notifications to CYF where further action is required (child investigations)

•  the number of these notifications that lead to substantiated (proven) findings of abuse  
and/or neglect.

It is important to note that the data displayed in Figures 1 and 2 are more affected by service 
access and use than by actual prevalence of child abuse in the community. The Ministry of Social 
Development note that changes in the data are a result of complex factors interacting together, and 
without specific research, it is not possible to give a definitive interpretation of the changes seen.25

Child investigations are counted through notifications requiring further action which may be generated 
by concerns about child abuse, or the behaviour or mental wellbeing of a child or young person. 

Figure 1 shows a three month rolling average for the number of CYF notifications requiring further 
action. The most prominent feature of Figure 1 is that the general pattern of notifications requiring 
further action in greater Christchurchb is very similar to that of New Zealand.c For both, the numbers of 
notifications increased from 2008 to 2011, decreased from 2013 to the start of 2015, and were higher 
at the end of 2015 than at the start of that year. 

For the period from late 2011 to early 2012, Figure 1 shows a substantial decrease, then increase in 
notifications in greater Christchurch, compared to a proportionately smaller decrease then increase 
in New Zealand. This period corresponds with the February 2011 earthquake. Proportionately, there 
has been a similar sized decrease in notifications in 2015 compared with before the earthquakes in 
greater Christchurch compared to New Zealand. For greater Christchurch, the number of notifications 
for the year to December 2015 is 15 per cent lower than for the 24 months prior to the September 
2010 earthquake, and for New Zealand, it is 16 per cent lower.

b For Figures 1 and 2, the greater Christchurch area includes that serviced by four CYF sites, Christchurch, Papanui, Sydenham and Rangiora. This 
area captures all greater Christchurch data, including Waimakariri, and Selwyn districts. In addition to greater Christchurch, the CYF data also includes 
Hurunui District.
c Note the different scales on the y axis for New Zealand and greater Christchurch.  
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New Zealand, it is  
16 per cent lower.
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Figure 1: Three-month rolling average for number of CYF notifications requiring further action 
 

Figure 2 shows that from 2008 to 2009, greater Christchurch experienced a decrease in substantiated 
findings of child abuse or neglect, compared to an increase overall for New Zealand. From 2009 to 
2013, greater Christchurch and New Zealand both showed increasing numbers of substantiated 
findings of child abuse or neglect. From 2013 to 2015, there has been a decline of 19 per cent in 
greater Christchurch compared with a decline of 27 per cent in New Zealand. Numbers for greater 
Christchurch in 2015 are 5 per cent above the average for 2009 and 2010,d the two years prior to the 
September 2010 earthquake. Numbers for New Zealand are 18 per cent lower in 2015 compared to 
the average for 2009 and 2010.  

Figure 2: Number of substantiated findings of child abuse or neglect yearly 
 

d Figure 2 uses July to June yearly data, so 2010 data is from July 2009 to June 2010, prior to the September 2010 earthquake.
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in New Zealand.
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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 how to report child abuse and neglect: www.cyf.govt.nz/about-us/contact-us

Find out more about Better Public Services targets:  
www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/work-programmes/better-public-services/index.html

Find out more about the Government’s White Paper on Vulnerable Children and Children’s Action 
Plan: www.childrensactionplan.govt.nz

Find out more about the Canterbury Children’s Team:  
www.childrensactionplan.govt.nz/childrens-teams/canterbury-childrens-team/

Technical notes

Data source:   Child, Youth and Family (CYF) administrative data

Data frequency:  Monthly

Data complete until: December 2015

Notes: The greater Christchurch area includes that serviced by four CYF sites, Christchurch, 
Papanui, Sydenham and Rangiora. This area captures all greater Christchurch data, including 
Waimakariri, and Selwyn districts. In addition to greater Christchurch, the CYF data also includes 
Hurunui District.

Numbers represent notifications requiring further action and substantiated findings, not clients. Some 
clients may have more than one notification requiring further action or substantiated findings in the 
period.

When further action is required following a notification, there are two types of response: a formal 
investigation and/or a child and family assessment. 

The data presented for notifications requiring further action are three-month rolling averages, with 
data presented as the final of three months. That means that data for August 2010 are the average of 
June, July and August 2010. The effect is to smooth some of the month-to-month variability. Because 
a data point represents the end of the three-month period, the data points for three months after each 
dashed line representing an earthquake partially reflect an earthquake-affected collection period.

Data presented for substantiated findings of abuse are aggregated yearly, due to low numbers in the 
Canterbury region. The year is July to June.
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