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Canterbury Wellbeing Index

Child abuse and neglect

The Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority (CERA) is monitoring 
and reporting on the progress of the recovery. The Canterbury 
Wellbeing Index tracks the progress of social recovery 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. Eighty per cent of a child’s brain function develops in the first three years of life. If a child 
experiences repeated abuse or neglect, this harms their development, progression and functioning.1 
Unsafe childhood experiences are also clearly linked to poor adult mental health, substance abuse, 
and poor education and employment outcomes.2

Children who do not have positive childhood experiences have poorer outcomes as adults. If young 
people have had contact with Child, Youth and Family (CYF) as a child, they are five times more likely 
to have a criminal sentence by age 19 or 20 years than a young person who has had no contact with 
CYF.3 

Child abuse and neglect add significant costs to the economy. One estimate is that the costs each 
year amount to a bill of up to $2 billion over the long term.4

The Government’s vision for children is that every child thrives, belongs and achieves. It is focused 
on early intervention and improved access to services such as early childhood education, health 
services, and care and protection services for those who need a statutory response.5

There is no clear international evidence as to whether child maltreatment increases following  
an earthquake.6

It is therefore important that we continue to monitor rates of abuse or neglect throughout the recovery 
period. Children must also continue to have easy access to early childhood education and health 
services.

How were child abuse and neglect impacted by the earthquakes?
After the February 2011 earthquake, CYF observed higher levels of stress and frustration among 
some client families, particularly those who lost employment as a result of the earthquakes. The 
wellbeing of some parents who already had mental health conditions deteriorated. Some increases in 
the use of alcohol and in substance abuse were also observed. 

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. Specifically, the Government aims to halt the 10-year rise in 
children for whom physical abuse has been substantiated by CYF and to reduce current numbers by 
5 per cent by 2017.7 Actions were developed through the White Paper for Vulnerable Children and the 
Children’s Action Plan, released by the Government on 11 October 2012.

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. This responded to the White Paper and was based on nearly 10,000 
submissions. 

The Vulnerable Children Act proposes major changes to support the Government’s priorities for 
improving the well-being of vulnerable children and to ensure that children’s agencies work together 
to improve the wellbeing of vulnerable children.
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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

•	 focus services more clearly on results.8

Actions already underway include the introduction of social workers to more low-decile primary 
schools, and changes to the Family Start programme to increase the focus on child abuse detection 
and prevention. In addition, an ‘education assist’ package is making it easier for teachers to 
communicate their concerns with CYF.9

It is recognised that raising people’s awareness could increase reporting of child assaults, which in 
the short term could increase the rate of proven physical abuse.

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.

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 that in the pre-earthquake period of 2008 to 2011 there was a steadily increasing 
trend of notifications to CYF requiring further action in both Canterbury and across New Zealand.

Recent trends since late 2013 show a decreasing pattern in the number of notifications for Canterbury 
and New Zealand, both declining 13 per cent in the 2014 year. However, numbers for Canterbury are 
still above the pre-earthquake period.

When comparing the pre-earthquake period of the two years to June 2010 to the 12 months to June 
2014 child investigations in Canterbury (notifications requiring further action which are generated by 
concerns about child abuse, or the behaviour of a child or young person) increased by 11 per cent 
compared with a 3 per cent increase across New Zealand.

Figure 1: Three-month rolling average for number of CYF notifications requiring further action 
 

 
Comparing the  
pre-earthquake  
period to the 12 
months to June 2014 
child investigations in 
Canterbury increased 
by 11 per cent 
compared with a  
3 per cent increase 
across New Zealand.

However, recent 
trends since late  
2013 show a 
decreasing pattern 
in the number of 
notifications for 
Canterbury and 
New Zealand, both 
declining 13 per cent 
in the 2014 year.



0800 RING CERA  I  0800 7464 2372  I  Fax (03) 963 6382  I  www.cera.govt.nz/cwi  |  3

Figure 2 shows a pattern of increasing substantiated findings of child abuse or neglect in Canterbury 
to 2013, following a dip in 2009. In 2014, there was a significant decline of 10 per cent, mirroring the 
national pattern. However, numbers for Canterbury still remain above pre-earthquake levels. 

Figure 2: Number of substantiated findings of child abuse or neglect yearly 
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Find out more
Find out more about the Canterbury Wellbeing Index: www.cera.govt.nz/cwi

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

Technical notes

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

Data frequency:  Monthly

Data complete until: June 2014

Notes: The Christchurch area is defined as that serviced by five CYF sites, Christchurch East, 
Christchurch West, Papanui, Sydenham and Rangiora. 

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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