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Abstract  

This research note summarises key aspects of housing in Aotearoa which 
has been reported under the mandate of the Chief Statistician. Housing in 
Aotearoa: 2020 was published in December 2020 and has a unique place in 
the provision of housing data and analysis. It brings together a 
comprehensive analysis of available housing information from official and 
government administrative statistics. In doing so, it addresses some of the 
key questions identified in the report Review of Housing Statistics 2009 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2009) which developed a framework of housing 
statistics, and highlighted the key information gaps in existing housing 
statistics.1  

The report addressed two key questions: 
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• How well does New Zealand’s housing stock provide suitable, 
affordable, warm, safe, and secure shelter for its citizens? 

• Where are the gaps and inequalities in housing and who is affected 
by these?  

Also included is a brief discussion on how housing interacts with the 
environment, and the relationship of housing with climate change.  

Keywords: housing policy, housing standards, health inequalities, 
community trials, tenure 

 
Whakarāpopotonga  

E whakarāpopoto ana tēnei tuhipoka rangahau i ngā āhuatanga matua o 
ngā whare noho i Aotearoa kua pūrongotia i raro i te mana o te 
kaitatauranga kāwanatanga. He mea whakaputa Ngā Whare Noho i 
Aotearoa: 2020, i te tau 2020, ā, ka whai tūnga ahurei mō te whakarato i ngā 
raraunga me te tātaritanga ā-whare noho. Ka whakahiato i te tātaritanga 
matawhānui o ngā mōhiohio whare noho e wātea ana mai i ngā tauanga 
whaimana, kāwanatanga anō hoki. Mā te pērā ka whakatutuki i ētahi o ngā 
pātai matua i tautohutia i te pūrongo Arotake i ngā tauanga whare noho o 
te tau 2009 (Tatauranga Aotearoa, 2009) i whakawhaneketia ai he anga o 
ngā tauanga whare noho, i miramira hoki i ngā āputa mōhiohio matua i roto 
i ngā tauanga whare noho tae rā anō ki taua wā.  

I tutuki i te pūrongo ētahi pātai matua e rua: 
• He pēhea te kaha o te katoa o ngā whare noho i Aotearoa ki te 

whakarato i te whakaruruhau whaiutu, mahana me te haumaru ki 
ōna kirirarau? 

• Kei whea ngā āputa me ngā rerekētanga i te whakarato whare 
noho, ā, ka pāngia a wai mā e ēnei?  

Kei roto hoki i Ngā Whare Noho i Aotearoa: 2020 he matapakinga poro mō 
te āhua e pāhekoheko ai ngā whare noho ki te taiao, me te pānga o ngā whare 
noho ki te panoni āhuarangi. 

Ngā kupu matua: ratonga whare noho, āhuatanga o ngā whare noho, 
rangahau, whai whare noho, tatauranga whānui 
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ousing in Aotearoa: 2020 has been developed and released 
under the mandate of the Chief Statistician. It is the first 
substantive overview of the state of housing in New Zealand 

since New Zealand Now: Housing (Statistics New Zealand, 1998). It 
updates information from the housing stocktake report of 2018. It is 
also the first time that the recommendations of the Review of Housing 
Statistics 2009, (Statistics New Zealand, 2009) have been reflected in 
a comprehensive analysis of the housing statistics that have been 
developed over the last decade. 

Review of Housing Statistics 2009 

This report has been shaped by the report Review of Housing 
Statistics 2009 (Statistics New Zealand, 2009), which identified the 
key areas of housing information required to better understand 
housing in Aotearoa New Zealand, after consultation with a range of 
agencies. The aim of the review was to provide a framework for 
housing statistics in order to “identify the enduring research and 
policy needs relating to housing statistics, [and] ascertain the extent 
to which housing statistics are adequate for current and prospective 
information needs” (Statistics New Zealand, 2009, p. iii). 

The review drew on the work of the United Nations, which 
identified four elements as being crucial to the measurement of 
housing adequacy: affordability, suitability, habitability and tenure 
security. In addition, two further key areas were identified that 
needed better statistical information: housing supply and housing 
demand. The review set up a research agenda, which included better 
measurement of housing affordability and housing habitability and 
development of more information around crowding and 
homelessness. 

In the decade since 2009, there has been considerable progress 
in the development of housing statistics. New streams of information 
have been created, through new and existing surveys, as well as the 
greater use of administrative data on housing. Habitability and 

H 



36 Understanding the state of our housing 

homelessness are two areas that have seen a substantial increase in 
information.  

In 2009, there was very little information around housing 
habitability, and it was identified as an area for greater development 
in the 2009 Review. After 2009, developments include additional 
questions added to the 2018 Census and GSS, as well conceptual 
work around a definition and framework for housing quality 
(published in 2019).2  

Likewise, before 2009, there was no real information on 
homelessness, but the development of a draft definition enabled the 
development of experimental estimates based on the census. Based 
on the 2018 Census and administrative data, it is estimated that 
nearly 0.9 per cent of the population was experiencing severe housing 
deprivation in 2018. In 2020, we have a better understanding of our 
housing and housing needs, although a number of gaps remain.  

What is the state of housing in New Zealand? 

Housing in Aotearoa: 2020 brought together information based on the 
themes identified by the Review of Housing Statistics 2009 (Statistics 
New Zealand, 2009): tenure and tenure security, affordability, 
habitability and suitability. We have also looked at population 
growth, changing household composition and other pressures upon 
housing – such as the conversion into holiday rentals – to look at 
pressures on housing. 

Population growth and housing supply  

Between the 1981 and 2018 censuses, New Zealand grew by almost 2 
million people, to reach a census usually resident population of just 
under 4.7 million people.3 Recently updated estimated resident 
population figures (where census numbers are adjusted to account for 
census undercount, natural increase and net migration) show a rapid 
increase in population between 2013 and 2018 (up by an estimated 
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458,000 people). As at 30 September 2020, New Zealand’s population 
is estimated to be over 5.1 million. 

Census data shows that between 2013 and 2018, population 
growth was higher than growth in the number of private occupied 
dwellings. The number of private occupied dwellings increased on 
average by 1.3 per cent per year between 2013 and 2018. Figure 2 
shows that, although the number of new dwellings consented has 
grown significantly in the last decade, the rate per capita is still much 
lower than in the 1970s, when New Zealand experienced a peak of 
house building.  

Figure 1: Census night and usually resident population of New Zealand, 1911–2018 

Source: Stats NZ, data from the 1911–2018 censuses. 

Variations in population growth and building is reflected in 
different alignments between population and occupied stock across 
the country. The usually resident population of Auckland increased 
by over 150,000 people between 2013 and 2018, the equivalent of a 
city around the size of Hamilton. Over that same period, there were 
an additional 26,745 private occupied dwellings in Auckland. 

 Figure 3 shows that most regions added at least three times 
as many people as private occupied dwellings, with increases 
particularly high in Gisborne, Hawke’s Bay, Auckland and 
Northland. Tauranga added an extra 21,924 people between 2013 and 
2018, but the 2018 Census only counted an additional 5,556 private 
occupied dwellings in the same period. The contrast between 
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population and dwelling growth was greatest in Queenstown-Lakes 
district where there was a 38.7 per cent increase in the census usually 
resident population (an extra 10,929 people), but only a 22.6 per cent 
increase in private occupied dwellings (2,529). Not all New 
Zealanders live in private dwellings – but most do. Just under 2 per 
cent (around 74,600 people) were enumerated as living in a non-
private dwelling at the time of the 2018 Census. Notably, unoccupied 
dwellings remain a feature in New Zealand. 
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 Figure 2: N
um

ber of new
 residential building consents, per estim

ated 1000 population, year ended June 1966–2020 
  Source: 

Stats N
Z, data from

 building consents issued statistics. 
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Figure 3: Numerical increase in usually resident population and occupied private 
dwellings, 2013-2018 censuses 

 
Note: Private occupied dwellings are dwellings identified as occupied on census night and 

so are not a measure of the whole private dwelling stock. Not all New Zealanders 
live in private dwellings, as some may be living in institutions such as residential 
care for the elderly.  

Source: Stats NZ, data from the 2013–2018 censuses.  

Housing tenure 

Homeownership rates have fallen and are now at the lowest rate 
since the 1950s 

Figure 4 shows that the decline in home ownership was sharpest in 
the 1990s. 

Figure 5 shows falls in homeownership from the 1990s were 
greater for Māori and Pacific peoples than for people with European 
ethnicity. Between 2013 and 2018, rates of home ownership remained 
largely static. There was a small increase in the proportion of people 
with Māori ethnicity living in an owner-occupied housing between 
2013 and 2018, but this finding should be treated with caution owing 
to well-documented issues around the 2018 Census, particularly for 
Māori and Pacific peoples. There were around 330,000 people who 
could not be placed in households in 2018. Almost half of these people 
who were not in households identified as Māori or Pacific. As a result, 
households with Māori or Pacific residents are under-represented in 
the census household data (Stats NZ, 2020d). 



G
oodyear et al. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

41 

 Figure 4: Proportion of households that ow
n their ow

n hom
e, 1916–2018 

N
ote: 

A census w
as not held in 1931 or 1941; the 2011 Census w

as delayed to 2013 because of the Canterbury earthquakes.  

Source: 
Stats N

Z, data from
 the 1916–2018 censuses.  
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Figure 5: Proportion of people living in an ow
ner-occupied dw

elling, by ethnicity, 1986–2018 

N
otes: 

1. People w
ith different ethnicities m

ay be living w
ithin a single household. 

2. M
ELAA – M

iddle Eastern, Latin Am
erican, African. 

Source: 
Stats N

Z, data from
 the 1986–2018 censuses. 
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Note that the Figure 5 includes data for people with Asian, 
and Middle Eastern, Latin American and African ethnicity (MELAA). 
These are high-level groupings with diverse populations. As these 
populations have seen considerable change over the last few decades 
(Goodyear, 2009), some caution must be applied when looking at 
homeownership changes for these groups. 

The decline in home ownership means that greater numbers 
of people are renting – around 1.4 million people at the time of the 
2018 Census. Renting is often associated with tenure insecurity. 
Legally, tenure security refers to the “tenant’s right to remain in their 
dwelling providing certain conditions are met” (James & Saville-
Smith, 2018). New Zealand’s residential tenancy market has been 
considered weakly regulated, with limited provision for tenure 
security. It is one of the few countries that allow termination without 
grounds (Martinet al., 2017, quoted in James & Saville-Smith, 2018), 
although recent changes in tenancy regulation, which came into 
effect in February 2021, give greater security to tenants. In 
particular, the new laws stipulate that landlords will not be able to 
end a periodic tenancy without cause by providing 90 days’ notice. 

Insecure rental accommodation contributed to greater 
residential movement (Statistics New Zealand, 2008, 2015). Figure 6 
shows that people living in non-owner-occupied housing were 
consistently less likely to be living at the same address as the 
previous year, regardless of age. 

Data from the New Zealand General Social Survey also shows 
this pattern. People who lived in non-owner-occupied homes at the 
time of the survey had moved, on average, 1.9 times in the previous 
five years, compared with an average of 0.7 home moves for owner-
occupiers. For every age group, owner-occupiers reported fewer 
moves, on average, than non-owner-occupiers. 
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Figure 6: Proportion of people not living at the sam
e usual residence as a year ago, by tenure of house and age group, 2018 

N
ote: 

Excludes people w
ho w

ere overseas 1 year ago, not born, or w
ho had no fixed abode. 

Source: 
Stats N

Z, data from
 the 2018 Census. 
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Frequent moves can be detrimental to health and well-being 
(Howden-Chapman & Wilson, 1999). Research from the Growing Up 
in New Zealand study (Morton et al., 2014) found that between birth 
and nine months, “children born into families residing in private 
rental accommodation were the most likely to have experienced early 
[residential] mobility, with nearly 1 in 2 (49 per cent) having moved 
at least once, compared to fewer than 1 in 5 experiencing mobility if 
their families were homeowners”. 

Fall in home ownership rates contributes to wealth inequality 

While researchers have noted that this disparity in home ownership 
may exacerbate cleavages between older and younger generations 
(Fuller et al., 2019), it also may act to increase inequality among 
ethnic groups. Property is important for wealth accumulation; New 
Zealand owner-occupiers (who own or partly own their home) are 
typically 14 times wealthier than non-homeowners (Stats NZ, 2018). 
In 2018, owner-occupied households had a median net worth of 
$558,000, compared with $39,000 for non-owner-occupiers. Rapidly 
rising house prices between 2015 and 2019 mean that owner-
occupiers and property investors have benefitted. Household net 
worth statistics (Stats NZ, 2018) showed that between June 2015 and 
2018, the median property assets for people’s homes rose by almost 
$100,000 (from $350,000 to $448,000). 

Housing affordability 

Using an index to control for changes in stock, Figure 7 shows that 
house prices have been rising at a faster rate than wages both 
nationally, and in Auckland and Wellington, over the past 5 years.
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Figure 7: Cum
ulative house price inflation com

pared w
ith increase in average hourly earnings, by selected regions, M

arch quarter 
2007–Septem

ber quarter 2020 

Sources: Stats N
Z, data from

 quarterly em
ploym

ent survey; M
inistry of H

ousing and U
rban D

evelopm
ent, regional property prices indexes; Corelogic, 

RBN
Z, N

ew
 Zealand house price index.
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Auckland’s property prices noticeably started to increase in 
2013, with Wellington following suit in 2016. In contrast, 
Canterbury’s house prices have broadly tracked wages since 2015, 
following the completion of most of the residential rebuild. The 
Auckland median sales price in mid-2020 was about $900,000, 
compared with a median household disposable income of $78,500 (for 
the year to June 2019). This means house prices in Auckland are 
about 11.5 times the household incomes. It would take a household 
that can save 20 per cent of their income about 11.5 years to save a 
20 per cent deposit. In contrast, the Wellington median sales price in 
mid-2020 was about $700,000, and median income about $73,800 (for 
the same time periods), meaning house prices there are about 9.5 
times the median income. In Canterbury, the median sales price was 
about $490,000, around seven times the median income at about 
$70,300. 

The more a household spends on housing through mortgage 
payments or rents, the less is available for other expenditure. It also 
makes it more difficult to save for a deposit. Those spending above 
the chosen threshold may be described as having a housing cost 
‘overburden’ (Barker, 2019). Moreover, households with low residual 
income after housing costs are at risk of experiencing relative 
poverty. Housing costs can therefore have a big impact on poverty 
rates. Those who are classified as below a given poverty threshold 
only after housing costs are taken into account are considered to 
experience ‘housing-costs-induced poverty’ (Tunstall et al., 2013). 

Figure 8 shows the proportion of households with housing-
costs-to-income ratios greater than 25 per cent, 30 per cent, and 40 
per cent, for the period 1988–2019, by household tenure. At each of 
the thresholds considered, the proportion of renters is higher than 
owner-occupiers. The proportion of renters spending more than 30 
per cent of income on housing costs increased from less than 20 per 
cent of renters in 1988 to about 45 per cent a decade later, before 
partially falling again in the early 2000s. Taking the sampling error  
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Figure 8: Proportion of households by housing costs to income ratio, by tenure, year 
ended June 1988–2019 

Source: Stats NZ, data from Household Economic Survey, 1988–2019. 

into account, trends are broadly flat over the period from 2007 to 
2019.  

When people were asked to self-rate the affordability of their 
housing in the 2018 GSS, sole parents reported the highest rate of 
unaffordable housing (defined as an affordability rating of 0–3 out of 
10). Recent migrants, Māori, Pacific peoples, low-income earners, 
non-owner-occupiers, Aucklanders, the unemployed, disabled 
people,and those with no qualifications also reported high rates of 
unaffordable housing.  

Most comprehensive picture of housing habitability  

Poor housing conditions are one of the mechanisms through which social and 
environmental inequality translates into health inequality, which further 
affects quality of life and well-being. (World Health Organization, 2018) 

Both national and international research has shown strong 
relationships between poor-quality housing and physical and mental 
health. Poor health leads to increased hospital admissions and more 
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absences from school and work, with implications for the economy. 
An evaluation of the Warm Up New Zealand: Heat Smart programme 
(Grimes et al., 2012) showed a 5:1 cost-benefit ratio for insulation. A 
study of 58,000 children in various countries showed “indoor mould 
exposure was consistently associated with adverse respiratory health 
outcomes in children” (Antova et al., 2008). Antova et al. (2008) also 
demonstrated a relationship between crowded living conditions and 
asthma. In New Zealand, Keall et al. (2012) estimated, using their 
Respiratory Hazard Index, that for each increase in the hazard index, 
there was a corresponding rise in the experience of wheezing or 
asthma. Cold, damp housing can result in higher seasonal mortality 
rates and higher incidence of both cardiovascular and respiratory 
disease (Barnard, quoted in Canterbury District Health Board, 2012; 
Healy, 2004; Howden-Chapman et al., 2009). Clark (2009) notes that 
damp housing affects physical health because it has the potential to 
increase dust mites and moulds, both of which are allergenic. 
Randomised control trials have found that improvements to home 
heating can result in benefits to child health (Howden-Chapman et 
al., 2008).  

As a result of concern around the effects of poor housing on 
health, additional questions were added to both the census and the 
General Social Survey (GSS) in 2018. The 2018 Census included 
questions on dampness and mould, access to basic amenities, and 
home heating appliances for the first time; previously people had 
been asked what fuels were used in the dwelling. The 2018 GSS 
included a supplement that focused on housing and the physical 
environment. This included additional information around housing 
quality (damp, mould and cold), information on home heating, 
ventilation, repairs and maintenance, as well as some additional 
health indicators, including the number of times the person had had 
a flu-like illness or a cold in the last 12 months, or whether they had 
asthma or other chronic respiratory illnesses. A temperature 
measurement was also included, where agreed to by participants, 
providing an objective snapshot of temperatures in the homes of New 
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Zealanders. Additionally, Stats NZ and the Ministry of Business 
Innovation and Employment (MBIE) partnered with the Building 
Research Association of New Zealand (BRANZ) to carry out around 
800 housing inspections, to provide robust objective data in addition 
to the subjective housing quality questions in the GSS. The results of 
the Pilot Housing Survey are discussed by White et al. (pages 
107–144 in this issue of the NZPR). 

The evidence from a range of sources, the Census, the GSS, 
and the Pilot Housing Survey, creates a consistent picture of 
disparities in housing between rented and owned dwellings, and 
between ethnic groups. Figure 9 shows self-reported housing 
problems in the GSS by tenure, which indicates that housing that 
was not owner-occupied was more likely to be often or always cold, 
always damp, to have mould, and to need major repairs.  

The 2018 Census showed that Māori and Pacific peoples were 
more likely to live in homes affected by dampness or mould than other 
ethnic groups. More than two in five Māori and Pacific peoples lived 
in damp housing (40.3 per cent and 45.9 per cent, respectively), 
compared with 21.3 per cent of people of European ethnicity, and 
22.5 per cent of people of Asian ethnicity. Pacific peoples were also 
the most likely to live in homes with visible mould over A4 size at 
least some of the time, at 41.8 per cent, compared with 33.0 per cent 

Figure 9: Proportion of dwellings, by selected housing problems and tenure, 2018 

Note: Error bars represent variability in estimates. 
Source: Stats NZ, data from the General Social Survey 2018. 
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of Māori and 16.7 per cent of Europeans (see Stats NZ (2020c) for 
more information). 

Around one in five people in the GSS said that their house was 
always or often cold, and around that number could see their breath 
inside in winter. This rose to around one in three for renters. 
Alongside subjective measures of cold, 2018 GSS respondents were 
also asked for permission to take an on-the-spot temperature reading. 
This took place in approximately 6700 homes (see Stats NZ (2020c) 
for more information). In winter, 33 per cent of the temperature 
readings were under the minimum 18 °C recommended by the World 
Health Organization’s (2018) Housing and health guidelines. Figure 
10 shows that dwellings that were not owner-occupied were much 
more likely to record winter temperatures below 18 °C. Over a third 
of houses in summer (36.2 per cent) were over 25 °C (Stats NZ, 
2020b). BRANZ’s Household Energy End User Project (HEEP) study 
rated 20–25 °C as a comfortable indoor temperature (Isaacs et al., 
2006). 

Figure 10: Proportion of dwellings, by temperature inside in winter and summer, 
and household tenure, 2018 

Note: Error bars represent variability in estimates. 
Source: Stats NZ, data from the General Social Survey 2018. 
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Most New Zealand households have good access to basic amenities 

In the 2018 Census, respondents were asked about access to seven 
basic amenities inside their dwelling: cooking facilities, tap water 
that is safe to drink, kitchen sink, refrigerator, bath or shower, toilet, 
and electricity supply. These amenities had to be in working order to 
be counted. Ninety-three per cent of all households (1,414,590) said 
they had access to the seven basic amenities, and fewer than 6000 
households (5844 households) had no access to any basic amenities. 
However, there was considerable difference by tenure, with only 87.2 
per cent of households that did not own their dwelling having access 
to all seven basic amenities, compared with 95.9 per cent of owner-
occupied households.  

For those households that were not owner-occupied, having 
access to all seven basic amenities was least likely in Hawke’s Bay, 
West Coast, Manawatū -Whanganui and Gisborne regions.  

Nationally, the two amenities most likely to be missing were 
tap water that was safe to drink and a refrigerator – on average, around 
97 per cent of households had access to these amenities. Households 
that did not own their dwelling were less likely to have access – just 
92.3 per cent had a refrigerator and 95.0 per cent had tap water that 
was safe to drink. Access to tap water that was safe to drink was 
lowest for non-owner-occupied households in Buller, Ruapehu and 
Hastings districts (at 83.8, 87.1, and 88.3 per cent, respectively). 

However, less than 90 per cent of non-owner-occupied 
households had access to all seven basic amenities in every region. 
Figure 11 maps the proportion of non-owner-occupied households 
that that access to all seven basic amenities. Access was lowest in 
South Auckland local board areas and some of New Zealand’s more 
rural districts, such as Far North and Westland Districts.  
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Figure 11: Proportion of non-owner-occupied households with access to all seven 
basic amenities, 2018 

 
Note: Basic amenities measured are cooking facilities, tap water that is safe to drink, 

kitchen sink, refrigerator, bath or shower, toilet and electricity supply. 
Source: Stats NZ, data from the 2018 Census.  
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Housing problems associated with poorer health and well-being 

Four key housing problems were measured in the 2018 GSS – living 
in a home that: (1) was always damp, (2) was always or often too cold, 
(3) had mould that was always larger than an A4 sheet of paper, and 
(4) required major repairs or maintenance. The four measures appear 
to have a strong relationship with overall life satisfaction.  

Figure 12 shows that self-rated overall life satisfaction was 
lower for those with multiple housing problems, and higher for those 
with fewer housing problems. For people who reported four key 
housing quality problems, just over half (54.3 per cent) rated their 
overall life satisfaction as 6 or below (on a 0–10 scale). For those with 
no key housing quality problems, 84.4 per cent rated their overall life 
satisfaction as 7 or more out of 10. 

Housing suitability also has an impact on people’s well-being. 
GSS data show that people who thought their housing was unsuitable 
or very unsuitable rated their life satisfaction worse, on average, than 
those with suitable or very suitable housing (see Figure 13). When we 
looked at different population groups, people in crowded households 
 

Figure 12: Proportion of people reporting high (7–10) and low (0–6) life satisfaction, 
by number of housing problems reported, 2018 

Note: Four key aspects of housing quality were measured – the dwelling: (1) is always 
damp, (2) is always or often too cold, (3) had mould that was always larger than an 
A4 sheet of paper, and (4) required major repairs or maintenance. 

Source: Stats NZ, data from the General Social Survey 2018.  
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Figure 13: Proportion of people, by mean (average) overall life satisfaction rating 
and suitability of dwelling, 2018  

 
Note: Error bars represent variability in estimates. 
Source: Stats NZ, data from the General Social Survey 2018.  

were the least likely to rate their house as suitable, with just under 
a quarter rating it as very suitable compared with 44 per cent of the 
total population aged 15 and over. 

Precarious housing and crowding  

The World Health Organization (2018) notes that “Crowding is 
considered to be stressful to health and well-being across different 
cultures and aspects of life in low-, middle- and high-income 
countries”. According to the 2018 Census, household size in New 
Zealand ranges from 1 (for one-person households) to an average of 
9.0 people for three-or-more-family households. Housing of different 
sizes is needed to cater for the variety of households. Crowding may 
reflect young people living at home longer. 

Nearly 6 per cent of New Zealand households are crowded 

Crowding has been measured using the Canadian National 
Occupancy Standard (CNOS) since the 1986 Census, the first time all 
the necessary variables for calculating the index were available. In 
the 2018 Census, 5.7 per cent of households were crowded. Of these, 
65,540 required one additional bedroom, and 24,620 were severely 
crowded, requiring two or more additional bedrooms. While this 
represents an increase from 2013, a change in methodology for the 
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2018 Census means that these proportions are only broadly 
comparable, and care should be taken when interpreting change over 
time.4 

Almost 1 in 9 people (10.8 per cent) lived in a crowded 
household at the time of the 2018 Census. Figure 14 shows that the 
percentage of people living in crowded households fell through the 
1980s and 1990s but has remained largely static since the turn of the 
century. While rates have fallen since 1986, Pacific peoples and Māori 
have consistently been more likely to experience crowding than the 
total population. In the 2018 Census, almost 2 in 5 Pacific peoples 
and around 1 in 5 Māori were living in a crowded home. 

Constraints around housing, as well as affordability issues, 
may result in younger people 
taking longer to leave their 
parental home and set up home by 
themselves. To investigate this 
question, we looked at the role 
individuals in their family, and 
whether they were counted as a 

‘child in a family nucleus’.  
 

Figure 14: Proportion of people living in crowded households, for total population, 
Māori, and Pacific peoples, 1986–2018 

 
Source: Stats NZ, data from the 2001–2018 censuses.  

To be a ‘child in a family 
nucleus’, a person must be 
usually resident with at 
least one parent and have no 
partner or child(ren) of their 
own living in the same 
household.  
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Figure 15: Proportion of people aged 15–29 years in a ‘child’ role in a family 
nucleus, by age, 2001–2008 

Note: To be a ‘child in a family nucleus’, a person must be usually resident with at least 
one parent, and have no partner or child(ren) of their own living in the same 
household 

Source: Stats NZ, data from the 2001–2018 censuses.  

Figure 15 shows that while there has been little change in the 
proportion of 15-year-olds and 16-year-olds living with their parent(s), 
the proportion of young people aged 17 years and over who still live at 
home has increased. For example, the proportion of people aged 18 
years living with their parent(s) rose from 64.6 per cent in 2001 to 
77.7 per cent in 2018. 

When you don’t have a place to call home 

When trying to understand the extent of homelessness in America 
(Cowan et al., 1988), researchers found “counting the homeless 
population is extremely difficult because of the lack of a clear 
definition of homelessness, the mobility of the population, and the 
cyclical nature of homelessness for many individuals”. New Zealand 
has made significant strides in measuring homelessness. 

In 2009, Stats NZ, in conjunction with Housing New Zealand 
and the Ministry of Social Development, developed a definition of 
homelessness that was updated and formalised as the official 
definition of homelessness in New Zealand in 2015 (Stats NZ, 2015c).  



58 Understanding the state of our housing 

 
The definition is a New Zealand adaptation of the European 

Observatory on Homelessness (ETHOS) framework (Stats NZ, 
2015c). It recognises living situations that may not be immediately 
identifiable as homelessness (compared with rough sleeping), such as 
people who have no other option but to share someone else’s 
accommodation temporarily, or who are living in uninhabitable 
housing. 
Homelessness is defined by Stats NZ as: 
• a living situation where people with no other options to acquire 

safe and secure housing are: without shelter; in temporary 
accommodation; sharing accommodation with a household; or 
living in uninhabitable housing. 

New Zealand definition of homelessness: 2015 update 
(Stats NZ, 2015c) 

University of Otago researchers Amore et al. (2013) have 
developed a methodology to estimate the homeless population using 
census and administrative data. They first published homelessness 
estimates for 2001 and 2006 (Amore et al., 2013) and later updated 
this to include figures from the 2013 Census (Amore, 2016). In 2020, 
the methodology was further refined, and figures based on the 2018 
Census were published, and the figures for 2013 were revised (Amore 
et al., 2020).  

The researchers adapted the New Zealand definition of 
homelessness in order to operationalise it. They define severe housing 
deprivation, or homelessness as: 

…people living in severely inadequate housing due to a lack of access to 
minimally adequate housing (Amore et al., 2013). This means not being able 
to access a private dwelling to rent or own that has all basic amenities. 
Housing that lacks at least two of the three core dimensions of housing 
adequacy – habitability, security of tenure, and privacy and control – is 
deemed severely inadequate.  

Using the New Zealand definition of homelessness (Stats NZ, 
2015c), this population is organised into three groups: ‘Without 
shelter’, ‘Temporary accommodation’, and ‘Sharing accommodation’. 
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Further work is planned to use information on access to basic 
amenities to develop estimates of the number of people living in 
uninhabitable housing.  

Just under one per cent of the population were severely housing-
deprived in 2018 (first three categories) 

On Census night 2018, some 41,724 people were identified as being 
severely housing-deprived, which was nearly 0.9 per cent of the 
population (Amore et al., 2021).5 However, this should be regarded as 
a lower limit, due to the challenges around the 2018 Census, and the 
inherent difficulty in counting this population. In particular, there is 
likely an undercount of Māori and Pacific peoples experiencing severe 
housing deprivation. Severe housing deprivation was more prevalent 
amongst the young, with almost a half of severely housing-deprived 
people being under 25 years old. Overall, Māori and Pacific peoples 
saw severe housing deprivation rates close to four and six times the 
European rate, respectively. The prevalence rate for Māori was 166.0 
per 10,000 people and 245.5 for Pacific peoples, compared with 41.2 
for people with European ethnicity.  

Figure 16 shows the prevalence rate by for cities and districts 
within New Zealand. Kawerau, Ōpōtiki and Far North districts had 
high rates of severe housing deprivation at 230.9, 207.0, and 202.1 
per 10,000 people, respectively. Within Auckland, Māngere-Ōtāhuhu, 
Ōtara-Papatoetoe, Manurewa, and Waitematā all had severe housing 
deprivation rates of above 200 per 10,000 people.  
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Figure 16: Severe housing deprivation – first three categories, rates per 10,000 
people, 2018 

 
Source: Severe housing deprivation in Aotearoa New Zealand, 2018: June 2021 update 

(Amore et al., 2021).  
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Housing and climate change 

Buildings, especially housing, have an important role to play in 
addressing the impacts of climate change (MacGregor et al., 2018). 
This is because buildings are accountable for more than 40 per cent 
of global energy consumption and approximately 30 per cent of global 
greenhouse gas emissions worldwide (IPCC, 2007). The New Zealand 
construction sector is a dominant contributor to New Zealand’s 
consumption-based greenhouse gas emissions (which takes into account 
greenhouse gas emissions from products and services imported into 
New Zealand), representing 16 per cent of total emissions 
(Chandrakumar, McLaren, Dowdell, et al., 2019). 

Challenges caused by inadequate housing and larger house sizes 

Despite opportunities to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from our 
housing due to the high use of timber and large proportion of 
renewable energy, there are a number of challenges. BRANZ has 
conducted studies of New Zealand’s building stock since the 1990s 
and has found that it is largely inadequate, especially in relation to 
insulation, ventilation and cost-effective heating options (White & 
Jones, 2017). The Pilot Housing Survey reinforced these findings. 
This means that New Zealand households require more energy to 
heat (or cool) their housing to the 18 °C minimum temperature 
advised by the World Health Organization’s Housing and health 
guidelines (2018). 

A major factor influencing a building’s contribution to 
greenhouse gas emissions is size. House size and occupancy rates are, 
therefore, important issues when addressing a building’s 
environmental impact.  

Within New Zealand, house sizes have progressively 
increased. The average house size of in the 1960s was 128 m2, 
compared with 205 m2 in 2010 (MacGregor et al., 2019). Research by 
Dowdell et al. (2021) highlights that larger houses have larger carbon  
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Figure 17: House size in relation to carbon footprint 
. 

Source: Stats NZ, data from BRANZ.  
Note: C02.e = carbon dioxide equivalent 

footprints. Figure 17 shows that this is true of code minimum as well 
as high-performance houses. However, this is based on an assessment 
by BRANZ of only 10 stand-alone houses, so care must be taken in 
extrapolating to all New Zealand homes. 

Contribution of household materials to CO2 emissions 

Figure 18 shows the materials in the house that contribute the most 
and least to greenhouse gas emissions over the life cycle of a house. 
For the purposes of this figure, timber products are assumed to be carbon 
neutral (that is they will not add to greenhouse gas emissions). The 
level of greenhouse gas emissions depends on the amount of material 
in the house, the emissions arising from manufacture, and how often 
the material is maintained or replaced during the 90-year service life. 

New Zealand housing set to exceed carbon budget 

There is a finite amount of greenhouse gases that humans can emit 
to have a reasonable chance of holding global temperature rise to no 
more than 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels. Research undertaken by 
BRANZ and Massey University outlines that the carbon budget of a   
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198 m2 stand-alone house is 35 tonnes equivalent carbon dioxide 
emissions (Chandrakumar, McLaren, Malik, et al., 2019; 
Chandrakumar et al., 2020).  

BRANZ research has also found that newly contracted houses 
contributed 66 per cent, and newly built detached houses contributed 
34 per cent of the projected climate impact for New Zealand’s 
detached housing sector for the period 2018–2050 (Chandrakumar, 
McLaren, Malik et al., 2019; Chandrakumar et al., 2020). It has been 
estimated that, based on the current building code, and also on high 
performance housing (examined in the study), New Zealand housing 
often exceeds the building carbon budget of 35 tonnes equivalent of 
carbon dioxide emissions by 7 to 10 times (Dowdell et al., in press).  

New Zealand’s allowable carbon budget to 2050 is 
concentrated on existing detached houses, as they contribute 66 per 
cent, while newly built detached houses contributed 34 per cent of the 
projected climate impact for New Zealand’s detached housing sector 
for the period 2018–2050 (Chandrakumar, McLaren, Malik et al., 
2019; Chandrakumar et al., 2020).  

BRANZ research suggests future house design needs to limit 
our carbon footprint by reducing house size, selecting lower-carbon 
materials, and allowing for low-carbon water and space heating. 
However, occupant behaviour also influences greenhouse gas 
emissions. For example, energy behaviours, such as the way 
appliances are used, can have an important impact on a building’s 
carbon footprint. In Auckland and Wellington, almost half of the 
energy demand is from the use of appliances such as refrigerators. 
New Zealanders need to think about the way we interact and live 
within our houses to enable zero carbon living.  

Population and diversity: Implications for housing 

The growing diversity of New Zealand households suggests that there 
may be an increasing demand for both larger properties that 
accommodate extended family living, as well as smaller one-and two-
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bedroom properties and dwellings more suitable for the ageing 
population. Smaller household size, however, does not necessarily 
mean that demand for smaller houses has increased markedly. 
Indeed, house size increased from an average of 135 m2 in 1991, 
before peaking at 200 m2 in 2010.  

Although population growth will increase housing demand, a 
complex interplay of forces also shapes the interaction between 
demand and supply. Growing diversity (of people and households), an 
ageing population, changing needs and preferences, and the impact 
of climate change will affect the housing of the future. When housing 
is scarce or expensive, young people may stay at home longer or 
people will crowd in together. As building regulations improve, 
building materials change and dwelling intensification increases, 
there will be a difference in the types of homes that Kiwis live in.  

Throughout this report, tenure remains one of the most 
significant markers of inequality in housing. People who do not own 
their house have less tenure security, poorer affordability and worse 
housing conditions. Problems with housing have an impact on 
well-being – both mental and physical. And a significant number of 
people experience very poor housing conditions, such as severe 
crowding, or lack a place that they can call home. 

Notes 
1 The purpose of the 2009 review was to identify the enduring research and 

policy needs relating to housing statistics and ascertain the extent to 
which housing statistics are adequate for current and prospective 
information needs. 

2 These questions were developed by Stats NZ, in conjunction with the 
Ministry for Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE), and the 
Building Research Association of New Zealand (BRANZ).  

3 New Zealand residents counted at each census, excluding overseas 
visitors. 

4 There were around 357,000 people who could not be placed into 
households in the 2018 data. As a result, the number of people, including 
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Māori and Pacific peoples, who lived in a crowded house may be 
undercounted. 

5. Analysis by Viggers, Amore and Howden-Chapman of housing lacking 
basic amenities (2021), and minor method improvements have resulted 
in a revised version (June 2021 update) of the 2018 Severe Housing 
Deprivation Estimate (Amore et al., 2021). This identified a further 
60,399 people as living in severe housing deprivation through 
uninhabitable housing, bringing the total to 102,123, or just under 2.2 per 
cent (217.3 per 10,000 people). 
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