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Editors’ Note 
 
 

his special issue of the New Zealand Population Review 
focuses on housing. For decades, Aotearoa New Zealand and 
its people have been burdened with an emerging housing 

crisis as well as a significant reframing of issues associated with 
housing. Until recently, housing stressors and homelessness were 
largely framed as a private problem and expressed in terms of 
housing problems that reflected personal resource deficiencies, 
inadequacies and pathologies. Recently, the shift in framing of 
housing issues has involved the recentring of housing to be a public 
issue. The housing system itself has been recognised as precarious 
and inadequate in addressing unmet housing needs which puts 
future individuals, families, households, whanau, and communities 
at risk.  

The reframing of issues to recentre housing, has contributed 
to several legislative and institutional changes including:  

• reform of the Residential Tenancies Act  
• healthy housing legislation  
• reformulating the roles and functions of Housing New 

Zealand (now Kāinga Ora)  
• new expectations expressed to the Reserve Bank of New 

Zealand around the need for sustainable housing prices for 
first homeowner occupiers  

• changes in the tax treatment of property investors, and 
• active investment in public housing stock expansion.  

The reframing of housing as a public issue rather than a 
private problem highlights two aspects of housing that make the 
issue fundamental to population studies: first, housing is positioned 
at the intersection between population and place, and second, 
impacts of housing systems and the housing stock play out over 
generations.  

T 
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None of us are ‘free’ from the structures, dynamics and 
processes of population, place and housing. Geographers and 
sociologists have traced the way in which population movement (into, 
out of and around the country) has influenced communities. However, 
when considering the population in Aotearoa New Zealand, several 
distinguished demographers, such as Ian Poole, Janet Sceats and 
Natalie Jackson, have illuminated the dynamics and diversity of this 
country’s population. Our fertility, birth rates, age structures, 
mortality and longevity have different structural characteristics 
across Māori, Pasifika, Asian and New Zealand European 
populations. The work of the Māori researcher Ted Douglas also 
highlighted the interface between demographic dynamics, world 
views, cultural practices, attachments and identities, as well as place 
attachment. While previous editions of the journal have depicted the 
interface between population and place, this special edition focuses 
on housing at the centre of the nexus between population, place and 
people’s experiences.  

Te Roopu Waihanga Iwi o Aotearoa, the Population 
Association of New Zealand, has long been committed to both formal 
demography and population studies. This special edition shows the 
richness of the research, and the range of early, mid- and late career 
researchers, embraced by population studies when applied to 
housing. Distinguished Professor Philippa Howden-Chapman, School 
of Public Health, University of Otago, Wellington and members of He 
Kainga Oranga open this edition, identifying how housing is a central 
interconnection between population health and well-being. Their 
work also highlights the contributions that New Zealand research 
has made towards the 2018 World Health Organization Housing and 
health guidelines as well as influencing improvements in New 
Zealand housing and rental standards.  

The second paper in this edition takes us from the global to 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s housing. Goodyear’s summary of the report 
released by the Chief Statistician late in 2020, Housing in Aotearoa: 
2020, provides insights into the housing outcomes for our populations 



Editors’ note  3 

as well as the New Zealand housing stock since the critical reshaping 
of New Zealand’s approach to housing during the 1990s. That sets the 
scope for an innovative exploration of the implications of the changing 
housing landscape in incentivising Māori to leave their papakainga 
and often their rohe, to resource New Zealand industry, primary 
product processing and the demand for trades associated with 
housing expansion. Those processes reinforced the colonial processes 
of appropriation and marginalisation for Māori agency in their own 
housing futures and increasing dependency on rental housing. These 
impacts are highlighted in the work of Rout, who examined the Māori 
housing–health nexus during the mid-twentieth century to show the 
improvement in Māori physical health that coincided with the 
improvements in housing quality for Māori.  

Issues of housing quality and performance are taken up in 
White’s paper which provides some preliminary insights from the 
latest Housing Condition of New Zealand Survey. BRANZ, the 
Building Research Association of New Zealand, had progressively 
extended the surveying of dwelling condition to include rental 
dwellings and dwellings in both urban and provincial areas. The 
latest survey has been aligned with Stats NZ’s General Social Survey 
and allows an enriched understanding of our nation’s housing stock 
and people’s experience of it. Among other things, it confirms that 
whether someone owns or rents their dwelling has a profound impact 
of the housing conditions and performance to which they are exposed.  

Tenants are also exposed to non-discretionary housing costs. 
Bentley outlines how market rents differ when people have to change 
rentals. Flow rents (prices for new rentals) tend to be significantly 
higher than stock rents (rents for existing tenancies). This has cost 
implications for people who need to move from one tenancy to another 
as they may face higher housing costs, as well as moving costs. In the 
context of an under-supplied market, it may also mean that tenants 
may be hesitant to move to opportunities. 

Issues of precariousness and agency experienced by the 
increasing proportion of our populations in rental housing are the 



4 

focus of the following three articles. All three explore experiences 
associated with different stages in the life cycle: children, young 
mums and seniors. Adcock et al. provides a qualitative analysis of 
young mothers housing experiences and difficulties; Choe provides 
three composite narratives of young women and their survival of 
unstable housing and the difficulties navigating support; and James 
et al. identifies the decision pathways of tenure change among older 
renters from home ownership to renting.  

The comparative experience of owner occupation and its 
marginalisation for Māori is explored through Whitehead and 
Walker. The authors identify Māori tenure pathways and identify 
five key factors shaping housing tenure. Their analysis challenges 
persistent claims that Māori cultural practices predict and determine 
patterns of owner occupation. In that context, statistical analysis 
serves to reframe narratives that become taken for granted but have 
not been tested. The final paper, by Barrett et al., also shows the 
power of statistics in the context of housing debates. Their paper 
suggests, however, that simplistic renditions of housing statistics 
frequently distort how we see housing problems in New Zealand and 
the public and policy debates around the housing crisis and solutions 
to it.  

The substantive papers in this special edition are followed by 
two important pieces. The first is Professor Richard Bedford’s 
insightful and detailed review of Distinguished Professor Paul 
Spoonley’s recent book The New New Zealand: Facing Demographic 
Disruption, which centres again the demographic processes shaping 
this country’s future. There is, perhaps, no one better placed to do so. 
Emeritus Professor Bedford is a human geographer and past 
President of the Royal Society who has made a profound contribution 
to understanding population and place in this country and, 
importantly, the movement of peoples in and around the Pacific. He 
was also the inaugural chairperson of the Better Building Homes 
Towns and Cities National Science Challenge. His review is followed 
by Harvey Perkins and Ann Dupuis’s obituary to the late Professor 
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David Thorns, one of our most esteemed sociologists and research 
practitioners in housing and urban societies.  

The guest editors 

The guest editors, Dr Kay Saville-Smith and Grace Walker, have 
been enormously assisted and supported by the New Zealand 
Population Association’s president Rosemary Goodyear and her 
colleagues and team. We have also appreciated the commitment of 
the contributors and are excited by the insights presented by their 
papers.  

The guest editors are both active housing researchers. Kay is 
director of CRESA. A sociologist, her career in housing research 
stretches from the late 1980s. She is the Chief Science Adviser for the 
Ministry of Housing and Urban Development and contributed to the 
Ministerial Advisory Group on Warm Homes, Ministry Advisory 
Group on Housing & Urban Development, the Office for Senior 
Citizens’ Independent Advisory Group for the Better Later Lives 
Strategy, and the Commission for Financial Capability’s review of 
retirement incomes. She co-leads, with Dr Fiona Cram (of Ngāti 
Pāhauwera), the Affordable Housing for Generations research. Past 
research includes Finding the Best Fit – Housing, Downsizing and 
Older People in a Changing Society; Resilient Communities – Doing 
Better in Bad Times; Good Homes – older people’s repairs and 
maintenance needs in the context of ageing in place; the Sustainable 
Neighbourhoods Stream for BEACON Consortium; the Household 
Energy End-Use Project undertaken by BRANZ; and Life When 
Renting in the Ageing Well National Science Challenge. 

Grace Walker (Ngāti Kahungunu, Ngāruahine) is bringing 
her fresh perspectives, her training in psychology, and considerable 
statistical skills to housing. She is based at the University of Otago, 
Christchurch (UOC). Grace has been working as an assistant 
research fellow with the Christchurch Health and Development 
Study (CHDS) at UOC and has recently submitted her PhD 
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dissertation at the University of Canterbury. Grace is also currently 
employed as a data analyst on the Huaki team for the National 
Science Challenge Building Better Homes Towns and Cities. The 
focus of the Huaki team is to combine quantitative and qualitative 
research methodology to identify housing needs of Māori to provide 
economic and policy recommendations to improve housing outcomes. 
Her role as a data analyst is to provide data from Stats NZ’s 
Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) to support evidence-based policy 
development regarding Māori housing and empowering Māori 
authority partners to advocate for policies that are likely to generate 
well-being outcomes for Māori. Although an emerging researcher, 
Grace aspires to utilise statistics to empower Māori to improve 
outcomes and make positives change by conducting research that 
reflects the lived realities of Māori. The guest editors are joined in 
their belief that research needs to cross barriers and generate 
transformations. This collection, which moves across scales, peoples 
and places, will hopefully contribute to improving housing outcomes 
for those living in Aotearoa New Zealand.  



Tuhipoka Kaitakatā 
 
 

a arotahi tēnei putanga motuhake o te New Zealand 
Population Review i ngā whare noho. Mō ngā tekau tau 
maha e pēhia ana a Aotearoa me ōna tāngata e tētahi 

raruraru whare noho e maea ana, me tētahi āta whakataitapa anō i 
ngā take e pā ana ki ngā whare noho. Tae noa mai ki tēnei wā, e 
kōrerotia nuitia ana ngā āhuatanga kōhukihuki ka pā ki ngā whare 
noho me te korenga e whai whare hei raruraru tūmataiti, me te aha 
ka whakapuakina hei raruraru whare noho e whakaata ana i ngā 
hapanga rawa, ngā takarepa me ngā mahinga hē o ngā tāngata anō. 
I ēnei tau tata nei, kua neke te whakataitapa i ngā take whare noho 
ki tētahi āhua e whai whakaarohia ai aua take hei take tūmatanui. 
Kua tautohua te pūnaha whare noho anō hei mea pāhekeheke, 
takarepa hoki mō te whakaea i ngā matea whare noho kāore anō kia 
tutuki, me te aha, ka noho mōrearea tonu te āpōpōtanga o ngā 
tāngata, ngā whānau, ngā kāinga me nga hapori.  

Kua puta mai i te whakataitapa anō i ngā take whare noho 
ētahi huringa ā-ture, ā-tari hoki tae atu ki:  

• te whakahou i te Residential Tenancies Act  
• ngā ture mō ngā kāinga hauora  
• te whakakaupapa anō i ngā tūnga me ngā mahi o Te 

Kaporeihana Whare o Aotearoa (ko Kāinga Ora ināianei)  
• ngā tūmanakohanga hou kua whakapuakina ki Te Pūtea 

Matua e pā ana ki te hiahia kia ukauka tonu ngā utu hoko 
whare mō ngā kainoho i roto i tō rātou kāinga tuatahi  

• ngā panoni ki te āhua e tākehia ai ngā kaihaumi whare, ā, 
• te kaha haumi ki ngā ara whakanui i te maha o ngā whare 

noho tūmatanui.  

Mā te whakataitapa anō i ngā take whare noho hei take 
tūmatanui, kaua hei raru tūmataiti, ka āta kitea ētahi āhuatanga e 
rua o ngā whare noho e noho ai taua take hei take tūāpapa ki ngā 
akoranga taupori. Tuatahi ake, e noho ana te whare noho i te 
pūtahitanga o te tangata me te wāhi. Ko te mea tuarua, e taka mai 

K 
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ana ngā pāpātanga o ngā pūnaha whare noho me te maha o ngā 
whare noho i roto i ngā whakatupuranga.  

Kāore tētahi o tātou kei ‘waho’ i ngā hanganga, ngā uekaha 
me ngā tukanga o te taupori, te wāhi me te āhei ki ngā whare noho. 
Kua whāia e ngā kaimātai matawhenua me ngā kaimātai pāpori te 
āhua e aweawe ai te nekehanga ā-taupori (ki roto, ki waho, huri noa 
rānei i te whenua) i ngā hapori. Heoi anō, ina whai whakaaro ki te 
taupori i Aotearoa kua whakamāramatia e ētahi kaitatau taupori, 
pērā i a Ian Poole rātou ko Janet Sceats ko Natalie Jackson, ngā 
uekaha me te kanorautanga o te taupori o te whenua nei. He rerekē 
ngā āhuatanga hanganga o tō tātou nei matahua, ō tātou pāpātanga 
whānautanga, ō tātou pūtake mate me tō tātou oranga roa puta noa 
i ngā taupori Māori, Moananui-a-Kiwa, Āhia me te Pākehā. I 
miramira anō hoki te mahi a te kairangahau Māori a Ted Douglas i 
te hononga i waenganui i ngā uekaha taupori, ngā tirohanga ā-ao, 
ngā ritenga ahurea, ngā piringa me ngā tuakiri, me te 
matemateāone. Ahakoa kua whakaatu ētahi hautaka o mua i te 
hononga i waenga i te taupori me te wāhi, e arotahi ana tēnei putanga 
motuhake ki te whare noho hei pūtahitanga o te raupapa hononga i 
waenga i te taupori, te wāhi me ngā wheako o te tangata.  

Kua roa Te Roopu Waihanga Iwi o Aotearoa e ū ana ki te 
mātai tatau taupori ōkawa me ngā akoranga taupori ōkawa. E 
whakaatu ana tēnei putanga motuhake i te rētōtanga o te rangahau, 
me te whānuitanga o ngā kairangahau i te tīmatanga, i waenga, i te 
tōmuritanga hoki o ā rātou mahi rangahau, e tino tautokotia ana e 
ngā akoranga taupori ina whakahāngaitia ki ngā whare noho. Ka 
huaki a Ahorangi Ahurei Philippa Howden-Chapman, Te Tari 
Hauora Tūmatanui, Te Whare Wānanga o Ōtāgo ki Pōneke, me ngā 
mema o He Kāinga Oranga i tēnei putanga, me te tautohu ka pēhea 
e noho ai te whare noho he tūhononga pū i waenga i te hauora 
tūmatanui me te toiora. E āta whakaatu ana hoki ā rātou mahi i te 
ngā takoha o te rangahau i Aotearoa ki Ngā Aratohu Whare Noho me 
te Hauora a Te Whakahaere Hauora o te Ao, me te whakaawe i ngā 
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whakapainga i ngā whare noho o Aotearoa me ngā paerewa rēti 
whare.  

Ko tā te pepa tuarua o tēnei putanga he kawe i a tātou i ngā 
take whare noho ā-ao ki ērā o Aotearoa nei. E whakarato ana te 
whakarāpopotonga o te pūrongo i tukuna e te Kaitatauranga 
Kāwanatanga i te tōmuritanga o te 2020, Housing in Aotearoa: 2020, 
i te māramatanga ki ngā putanga whare noho mō ō tātou taupori me 
te maha o ngā whare noho i Aotearoa mai i te āta waihanga anō i te 
ara e whāia ana e Aotearoa ki ngā take whare noho i roto i ngā tau 
1990. Ka whakatakoto tērā i te hōkaitanga mō tētahi tūhurahura 
auaha i ngā pāpātanga o te tūāhuatanga whare noho e panoni ana nā 
te whakakipakipa i te Māori ki te wehe i tōna papakāinga, me tōna 
rohe i te nuinga i te wā, kia whakarato kaimahi mō te ahumahi, mō 
te tukatuka hua kararehe me ngā hua kai, hei whakaea i te tono mō 
ngā ringarehe hei hanga i ngā nui piki tonu o ngā kāinga hou. I 
whakaū aua tukanga i ngā tukanga whakataiwhenua o te apo 
whenua me te tāmōmō i te mana o te Māori ki te whakahaere i tōna 
anō anamata ā-whare noho, me te aha ka piki ake te whirinakitanga 
ki ngā whare rēti. Ka āta kitea aua pāpātanga i ngā mahi a Rout, 
nāna i ārohi te raupapa hononga i waenganui i ngā whare noho o te 
Māori me tōna hauora i te pokapū o te rautau rua tekau hei whakaatu 
i te whakapikinga o te ora ā-tinana o te Māori ka orua ki ngā 
whakapikinga i te kounga o nga whare noho mō te Māori.  

E kōrerorerotia ana ngā take kounga me te tōtika o ngā whare 
noho i te pepa nā White, tērā ka whakarato i ētahi māramatanga 
tuatahi mai i te Housing Condition of New Zealand Survey Kua 
whakawhānuitia haeretia e BRANZ, the Building Research 
Association of New Zealand, te rangahau i ngā āhuatanga noho 
whare kia uru mai ai ngā whare rēti me ngā whare noho i ngā wāhi 
tāone, taiwhenua anō hoki. Kua whakahāngaitia te rangahau hou 
rawa ki te Rangahau Pāpori Whānui a Tatauranga Aotearoa, ka 
whakarato i te māramatanga hōhonu ake mō te maha o ngā whare 
noho i Aotearoa me ngā wheako o ngā kainoho e noho ana i aua 
whare. Tētahi, ka whakaū ka pāngia nuitia ngā āhuatanga me te 
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tōtika o ngā whare noho e noho ana rātou e te momo o taua whare, 
arā mēnā ka nohoia hei rangatira, mēnā ka rētihia rānei.  

E noho whakaraerae ana hoki te hunga rēti whare ki ngā utu 
whare noho tē taea te karo. E whakarāpopoto ana a Bentley ka pēhea 
ngā rēti mākete e rerekē haere ai ina huri whare rēti te tangata. Ko 
e tikanga he nui ake ngā rēti mō ngā whare hou i ngā rēti puta noa 
(arā, ngā rēti mō ngā whare noho o nāianei). Kei konei he pāpātanga 
utu mā ngā tāngata me nuku i tētahi whare rēti ki tētahi anō, nā te 
mea ka pāngia pea e ngā utu whare noho nui ake, me ngā utu hūnuku 
whare anō hoki. Ko te mutunga iho pea o tēnei i te horopaki e iti rawa 
ai te maha o ngā whare rēti i tō te hunga e hiahia ana ki te rēti whare, 
ka mānenei pea te kairēti ki te nuku ki wāhi kē. 

Ko te arotahi o ngā tuhinga e toru e whai nei ko ngā take o te 
pāhekeheke me te korenga e whai mana kōwhiri e kite wheakotia ana 
e te tokomaha piki tonu o ō tātou tāngata e noho ana i ngā whare rēti. 
Ka tūhurahura ngā mea katoa e toru i ngā wheako e pāhono ana ki 
ngā wāhanga rerekē o te huringa ora: ngā tamariki, ngā whaea 
pūhou, me te hunga mātāpuputu. E whakarato ana a Adcock mā i te 
tātaritanga ine kounga o ngā wheako me ngā uauatanga whare noho 
o ētahi whaea pūhou e toru; ka whakarato a Choe i ngā kōrero hiato 
e toru o ngā wāhine pūhou me tō rātou oranga i ngā whare noho 
pāhekeheke me ngā uauatanga o te rapu tautoko; ā, ka tautohu a 
James mā i ngā ara whakatau i te panoni whare noho i waenga i te 
hunga mātāpuputu e neke ana i ngā whare ka puritia hei rangatira 
ki tētahi e rētihia ana e rātou.  

Ka torohētia ngā wheako whakariterite o te nohoanga whare 
hei rangatira me te mahue haere o te Māori mā ngā mahi a 
Whitehead rāua ko Walker. Ka tautohu ngā kaituhi i ngā ara whai 
whare o te Māori me te tautohu i ngā āhuatanga matua e rima e 
whakahaere ana i te whai whare noho. He wero tā rātou tātaritanga 
ki ngā kōrero pakepake ka matapae me te whakatau i ngā ritenga 
ahurea a te Māori i ngā tauira o te noho whare hei rangatira. I taua 
horopaki anō, ko tā te tātari tauanga hei whakataitapa anō i ngā 
kōrero kua whakaae nuitia engari kāore anō kia āta mātaihia. E 
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whakaatu ana te pepa whakamutunga nā Barrett mā i te kaha o ngā 
tauanga i te horopaki o ngā taukumekume kōrero mō ngā whare 
noho. E whakaaranga ana tā rātou pepa i te ariā pakokitia ai e ngā 
whakaaturanga māmā o ngā tauanga whare noho te āhua e kite ai 
tātou i ngā raruraru whare noho i Aotearoa, ngā kōrerorero 
tūmatanui, kaupapahere āno hoki mō te korenga e rawaka o ngā 
whare noho me ngā rongoā hei whakatika.  

E whāia ana ngā pepa whaitake o tēnei putanga motuhake e 
ētahi tuhinga hira e rua. Ko te tuatahi he arotake mātau me te āmiki 
o te pukapuka hou nā Ahorangi Ahurei Paul Spoonley, The New New 
Zealand: Facing Demographic Disruption, tērā ka tīkohikohi atu i 
ngā tukanga taupori e ahuahu ana i te ākengokengotanga o te 
whenua anei. Tērā pea, kāore he tangata i tua atu i a ia mō tēnei. He 
kaimātai matawhenua ā-tangata a Ahorangi Whakangāriro Bedford 
o Te Apārangi. Kua tino nui ana takoha ki te māramatanga ki te 
taupori me te wāhi i tēnei whenua, ā, i tua atu ki te nekenekehanga 
o ngā tāngata i roto, huri noa hoki, i Te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa. Ko ia hoki 
te heamana tuatahi o te Better Building Homes Towns and Cities 
National Science Challenge. E whāia ana tana arotake e te 
pānuitanga mate a Harvey Perkins rāua ko Ann Dupuis ki te 
Ahorangi David Thorns kua mate, tētahi o ō tātou kaimātai pāpori 
me te kairangahau tino kauanuanu mō te taha ki ngā whare noho me 
ngā pāpori ā-tāone.  

Ngā kaitakatā manuhiri 

E āwhina nuitia ana, e tino tautokona ana ngā kaitakatā manuhiri, 
a Tākuta Saville-Smith rāua ko Grace Walker, e te tumuaki o Te 
Roopu Waihanga Iwi o Aotearoa, e Rosemary Goodyear rātou ko ōna 
hoamahi me tōna rōpū. Me mihi maioha atu hoki ki te ngākau ū o te 
hunga takoha mai, me tō mātou hiamo ki te māramatanga e 
whakaaturia ana mā ā rātou pepa.  

He kairangahau take whare noho hohe ngā kaitakatā 
manuhiri tokorua. Ko Kay te whakataka o CRESA. He kaimātai 
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pāpori, me te ahu mai o tana aramahi rangahau take whare noho i 
ngā tau tōmuri o ngā tau 1980, ā moroki noa nei. Ko ia te Kaitohutohu 
Pūtaiao Matua mō Te Tūāpapa Kura Kāinga, ā, ka whai wāhi ki te 
Rōpū Tohutohu Minita mō Ngā Whare Mahana, te Rōpū Tohutohu 
Minita mō Ngā Whare Noho me te Whakawhanaketanga ā-Tāone, te 
Rōpū Tohutohu Motuhake mō te Office for Senior Citizens, me tā Te 
Ara Ahunga Ora arotake i ngā moni whiwhi whakangāriro. Mā rāua 
ko Tākuta Fiona Cram (nō Ngāti Pāhauwera), e hautū te rangahau 
Ngā Whare Noho Whaiutu mō ngā Whakatupuranga. Ka whai wāhi 
ki ngā rangahau o mua ko te Finding the Best Fit – Housing, 
Downsizing and Older People in a Changing Society; Resilient 
Communities – Doing Better in Bad Times; Good Homes – ngā mahi 
tapitapi, tautiaki hoki a te hunga mātāpuputu i te horopaki o te 
kaumātua haerenga i te wāhi ōrite; te Sustainable Neighbourhoods 
Stream mō te BEACON Consortium; te Kaupapa Household Energy 
End-Use nā BRANZ; me te Ora Ina Rēti Whare i roto i Kia Eke 
Kairangi ki te Taikaumātuatanga. 

E whakarato ana a Grace Walker (Ngāti Kahungunu, 
Ngāruahine) i ōna tirohanga hou, ōna whakangungu i te mātai 
hinengaro, me ōna pūkenga tauanga nunui ki ngā take whare noho. 
Ko te Whare Wānanga o Ōtāgo ki Ōtautahi (UOC) tōna pae mahi E 
mahi ana a Grace hei pūkenga rangahau āwhina i te Christchurch 
Health and Development Study (CHDS) i UOC, ā, i nā tata nei kua 
tāpae i tana pukapuka PhD i Te Whare Wānanga o Waitaha. E mahi 
ana hoki a Grace i tēnei wā hei kaitātari raraunga i te rōpū Huaki 
mō te National Science Challenge Building Better Homes Towns and 
Cities Ko te arotahi a te rōpū Huaki he whakakotahi i ngā tikanga 
rangahau ine rahi me te ine kounga ki te tautohu i ngā matea whare 
noho a te Māori hei whakarato i ngā tūtohutanga ōhanga me te 
kaupapahere hei whakapai ake i ngā putanga whare noho. Hei 
kaitātari raraunga e whakarato raraunga ana ia mai i te Hanganga 
Raraunga Kōmitimiti (Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI)) a 
Tatauranga Aotearoa hei tautoko i te whanaketanga kaupapahere ā-
papa taunakitanga mō ngā whare noho o te Māori me te whakamana 
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i ngā hoa Māori ki te taunaki kaupapahere tērā tonu pea ka 
whakaputa pāpātanga toiora ki te Māori. Ahakoa he māhuri tonu i 
te ao rangahau, ka tameme a Grace ki te whakamahi tauanga ki te 
whakamana i ngāi Māori me te whakatinana i ngā panoni takatika 
mā te whakahaere i te rangahau ka whakaata i te ao tūturu e nohoia 
ana e te Māori. Kotahi anō te whakapono o ngā kaitakatā manuhiri, 
me whakawhiti maioro te rangahau, ka mutu, me hanga 
panonitanga. Ko te tūmanako, ka whai wāhi tēnei kohinga e rarawhi 
nei ngā tauine, ngā tāngata me ngā wāhi, ki te whakapai ake i ngā 
putanga whare noho mō ērā e noho ana i Aotearoa. 



PANZ’s commitment to Te Tiriti o Waitangi  
 
 

eginning with this issue, the New Zealand Population Review 
will have the Editors’ Notes and abstracts and keywords of 
each paper translated into te reo Māori. We have made this 

change as part of the Population Association of New Zealand’s / Te 
Roopu Waihanga Iwi o Aotearoa commitment to the Treaty of 
Waitangi / Te Tiriti o Waitangi and to support the more widespread 
use of te reo. We are very grateful for the wonderful translations from 
Ian Cormack.  

About the translator 

Ian is of Ngāti Māmoe, Ngāi Tahu and Scottish heritage. He is an 
author of a number of Māori language textbooks, a licensed Māori 
language translator and a fellow of the New Zealand Society of 
Translators and Intepreters. He and his partner are co-directors of 
Taumatua Māori Language Services Ltd. 
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Te Paiherenga o PANZ ki Te Tiriti o Waitangi  
  
  

tīmata ana i tēnei putanga, ka kitea i roto i te New Zealand 
Population Review ngā Tuhipoka Kaitakatā me ngā 
whakarāpopotonga me ngā kupu matua o ia pepa kua 

whakamāoritia. Nā mātou tēnei panoni i mahi hei wāhanga o tā Te 
Roopu Waihanga Iwi o Aotearoa paiherenga ki Te Tiriti o Waitangi, 
ki te tautoko anō hoki i te horapa whānui ake o te reo Māori. Tēnei 
te mihi nui ki a Ian Cormack mō āna whakamāoritanga rawe. 

  

Mō te kaiwhakamāori 

Nō Ngāti Māmoe, nō Ngāi Tahu, nō Kotirani a Ian. Ko ia te kaituhi o 
ētahi pukapuka akoranga reo Māori, he kaiwhakamāori whai 
raihana, he pūkenga anō hoki o Te Rōpū Kaiwhakamāori ā-Waha, ā-
Tuhi o Aotearoa. He whakataka takirua rāua ko tōna hoa o 
Taumatua Māori Language Services Ltd.

E 
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Abstract 
Housing is part of our key physical and social infrastructure and an 
important determinant of health. This paper outlines the results of two 
decades of research in Aotearoa New Zealand, which has measured the 
effects of housing on health and well-being. The research encompasses 
social, cultural, economic and environmental determinants of health, to 
measure and analyse the co-benefits of improving housing standards, as well 
as the costs of inadequate housing. The quality of housing is strongly 
associated with tenure, as rental housing is generally older, colder, damper 
and mouldier than owner-occupied housing. Māori, Pacific, disabled and low-
income people with lower rates of homeownership are more likely to be 
exposed to these poorer rental housing conditions and consequently have 
higher levels of potentially avoidable housing-related hospitalisations.  

This New Zealand research helped to provide the evidence base for the 2018 
World Health Organization’s Housing and Health Guidelines, which in turn 
underpinned recent regulatory changes and programmes in New Zealand to 
prevent housing-related hospitalisations. The Government has introduced 
higher standards for all rental housing and signalled the introduction of 
more comprehensive energy efficiency standards; both new and remediated 
public housing are now being built to standards above the building code.  

Keywords: housing, health, well-being, health inequalities, homelessness, 
severe housing deprivation, tenure, housing quality, Aotearoa New Zealand 

Whakarāpopotonga 
Ko tēnei mea te whare noho tētahi wāhanga matua o tō tātou hanganga pāpori, he 
āhuatanga hira mō te whakatau i te hauora. E whakarāpopoto ana tēnei pepa i ngā 
haumāuiui o ngā rangahau e rua tekau tau te roa tērā kua ine i ngā pāpānga o te ngā 
whare noho ki te hauora me te toiora. Kua kapi i te rangahau ngā āhuatanga pāpori, 
ahurea, ōhanga, taiao anō hoki ka whakatau i te hauora, hei ine me te tātari i ngā 
painga ngātahi o te whakapiki paearu mō ngā whare noho me ngā utu e ahu mai ana 
i ngā whare noho takarepa. He tino kaha te pāhono o te kounga o te whare noho ki 
tōna momo, inā hoki ko te tikanga he tawhito ake, he makariri ake, he haumākū ake, 
me te nui ake hoki o te pūhekaheka i roto, te whare rēti i tō te whare e nohoia ana e te 
rangatira o taua whare. Ka nui ake te tūponotanga ka pāngia ngā tāngata Māori, 
Moananui-a-Kiwa, hauā, pōhara hoki he iti ake nei tō rātou pupuri whare hei 
rangatira, e ngā āhuatanga rēti whare kino ake, me te aha ka nui ake te tūponotanga 
ka whakaurua rātou ki te hōhipera nā ngā āhuatanga whare noho ka taea pea te karo.  

I āwhina tēnei rangahau nō Aotearoa ki te whakarato i te papa taunakitanga mō Ngā 
Aratohu Whare Noho me te Hauora a Te Whakahaere Hauora o te Ao, tērā ka noho 
hei pou here mō ngā panoni waeture, hōtaka hōu nei hoki i Aotearoa hei ārai i ngā 
whakaurunga ki te hōhipera ko ngā āhuatanga whare noho te pūtake. Kua 
whakamanatia e te kāwanatanga ngā paearu teitei ake mō ngā whare rēti katoa, ā, 
kua tohu i te whakaurunga o ētahi anō paearu whāomotanga pūngao; ka hangaia 

 
He ahorangi tuarua a Nevil Pierse o te hauora tūmatanui i Te Whare Wānanga o 
Ōtāgo, Te Whanganui-a-Tara. He whakataka tuarua hoki ia o He Kāinga 
Oranga/Te Hōtaka Whare Noho me te Rangahau Hauora. Email/Īmēra: 
nevil.pierse@otago.ac.nz 
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ināianei he whare noho hou me ērā kua whakahoutia kia tautuku ki ngā paearu i tua 
atu i ērā kei roto i ngā tikanga hanga whare.  

Ngā kupu matua: whare noho, toiora, ngā ōritenga kore ā-hauora, korenga e whai 
whare, kore āhei ki te whare noho, whai whare, kounga ā-whare, Aotearoa 

 

hildren and older people in New Zealand households spend 
more than 90 per cent of their time inside, so the home is the 
main environment to which people are exposed (Baker et al., 

2007). In the 2018 Census, 34 per cent of people reported that their 
homes were sometimes or always damp and 36 per cent reported their 
homes were mouldy (Stats NZ, 2018). Data from the General Social 
Survey showed that the average daytime temperature inside homes 
in winter is 19°C, with 33 per cent of homes below 18°C (Stats NZ, 
2020). In houses with recorded temperatures lower than 16˚C, 45 per 
cent said they could see their breath inside during winter, and 36 per 
cent rated their house as always or often cold. These results align 
with evidence that more than one-quarter of households are 
struggling with energy poverty; that is, paying more than 10 per cent 
of their income on household (non-travel) energy costs (Howden-
Chapman et al., 2012). 

Home is where we spend most of our time. Structural 
differences in health inequalities can be partly attributed to housing 
quality (Howden-Chapman et al., 2013). Māori, Pacific, disabled and 
low-income people have lower rates of home ownership. Owner-
occupied houses are generally less crowded, newer, higher quality 
and better maintained, so Māori, Pacific, disabled and low-income 
people are more likely to be exposed to poorer quality rental housing 
and suffer potentially avoidable housing-related hospitalisations. 
BRANZ research has shown that private rental properties are three 
times more likely to be cold and damp than owner-occupied homes 
and, in the 2018 Census, rental properties were more likely to have 
visible mould (Buckett et al., 2012; White et al., 2017). The large 
quality differences between rental properties and owner-occupied 
houses are partly because most rental properties are older dwellings, 
built before the introduction of the 1978 Building Code.  

C 
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In the latter part of this paper, we review the Government’s 
regulatory responses to these challenges, but first we discuss what 
we have learnt from intervention programmes such as the Energy 
Efficiency and Conservation Authority (EECA) funding and auditing 
of retrofitted insulation into over 300,000 homes through Warmer 
Kiwi Homes and its predecessor programmes. These programmes 
have provided opportunities for experiments, where the interventions 
can be ‘staggered’, with the initial intervention stage being randomly 
assigned, but latterly provided to the control group. In other cases, 
roll-outs to the whole population at once provide opportunities for 
‘natural’ experiments (Howden-Chapman et al., 2020). 

New Zealand research evidence on improving house performance to 
improve health outcomes 

A small number of organisations have led housing and health 
research in New Zealand in recent years. The He Kāinga Oranga 
(HKO)/Housing and Health Research Programme has been funded 
for over two decades by the New Zealand Health Research Council to 
evaluate which housing interventions improve health and well-being. 
The HKO programme’s multidisciplinary researchers have conducted 
six randomised community trials in partnership with iwi and 
communities. To evaluate a broad range of outcomes, the community 
trials have undertaken detailed monitoring of indoor temperature 
and relative humidity, electricity consumption, occupants’ daily 
respiratory measurements and contact with health services, school 
and work absences, no-fault accident compensation claims, and 
mortality data. The results of these intervention studies have been 
monetised and the economic benefits are significant (Chapman et al., 
2017). A further major research contribution has been made by Motu 
Economic and Public Policy Research. A feature of much of this 
research work has been collaboration among researchers from a 
range of academic organisations. 

In the first community trial led by HKO, the Housing, 
Insulation and Health Study, insulation was retrofitted into 
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participants’ houses in six communities, involving 1400 households 
with occupants who had a range of respiratory symptoms (Howden-
Chapman et al., 2005). People in the intervention group houses, 
where insulation had been retrofitted, had significantly better 
physical and mental health than people in the control group 
(Howden-Chapman et al., 2007). The benefit-to-cost ratio was close to 
2:1 (Chapman et al., 2009) and demonstrated that there were many 
social co-benefits, such as improved school attendance, and 
environmental co-benefits, such as reduced energy use, leading to 
carbon emission reductions (Howden-Chapman & Preval, 2014). 

This trial was followed by the Housing, Heating and Health 
Study, in which the intervention was carried out in 409 households 
where there was a child with doctor-diagnosed asthma. The 
intervention, which involved installing effective, non-polluting 
heating in houses with retrofitted insulation, resulted in a significant 
reduction in wheezing and days absent from school (Free et al., 2010; 
Howden-Chapman et al., 2008). The Warmer Houses for Elderly New 
Zealanders (WHEEZ) study retrofitted insulation where it was 
missing and provided $500 electricity vouchers to older people with 
chronic obstruction pulmonary disease (COPD). Participants were 
instructed to heat their houses when it was cold: “Heat is your 
medicine” (Viggers et al., 2013), and the homes of occupants with the 
vouchers were found to be heated more than the control homes 
(Viggers et al., 2019). This research underpinned the current 
Government’s Winter Fuel Payment for beneficiaries and people who 
are 65 years and over. Meanwhile, the NEST study focused on 
ensuring that the houses of newborn babies were insulated and 
heated; in addition, babies were provided with warm ‘grow suits’. The 
effects on the infants’ health at two years are currently being 
finalised for publication.  

In the Home Injury Prevention Intervention (HIPI), a local 
builder was employed to identify and then remediate house trip and 
fall hazards (Keall et al., 2015). Unintentional injuries in homes are 
responsible for most payments from the New Zealand Accident 
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Compensation Corporation (ACC). Even modest remediations 
reduced the rate of injuries caused by falls at home per year by 26 per 
cent. Injuries specific to the home-modification intervention were cut 
by 39 per cent (Keall et al., 2017). Injury costs to ACC in the 
remediated homes, compared with the unmodified homes, showed a 
33 per cent reduction in the costs of home fall injuries. The social 
benefits of injuries prevented were estimated to be at least six times 
the costs of the intervention. The benefit-to-cost ratio can be at least 
doubled for older people and increased by 60 per cent for those with 
a prior history of fall injuries (Keall et al., 2017). The Māori Home 
Injury Prevention Intervention (MHIPI) used a similar methodology 
and found even more positive results: injuries specific to the home-
modification intervention were cut by 45 per cent per year (Keall et 
al., 2021). Studies such as the HIPI and MHIPI have shown that even 
if the same intervention is applied to all dwellings, health benefits (in 
this case, injuries prevented) are higher for groups such as Māori. 
These two studies showed that ACC costs, as well as the resulting 
pain and suffering from injuries, can be significantly reduced by 
remediating existing homes. 

The 2018 WHO Housing and health guidelines and subsequent 
research 

The important foci of our community trials on the effects of housing 
on health and well-being have recently been validated by the World 
Health Organization (WHO). The 2018 WHO Housing and health 
guidelines address household crowding, cold and damp, excessive 
heat (a growing but under-researched problem in New Zealand), 
hazards in the house leading to falls, and accessibility (World Health 
Organization, 2018). Professor Howden-Chapman chaired the 
International Guidelines Committee and the New Zealand research 
on housing and health was an important contribution to the evidence 
base that ensured these WHO guidelines were eventually approved 
(Howden-Chapman et al., 2017). 
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The strongest international health effect reflected in the 
guidelines – the impact of severe household crowding on health – is 
mirrored in New Zealand (Baker, Goodyear, et al., 2012; Stats NZ 
2018). Largely due to household crowding, infectious diseases are still 
the main reason for hospitalisations (Baker, Barnard, et al., 2012), 
including rheumatic fever (Oliver et al., 2017). Largely for socio-
economic reasons, household crowding is particularly prevalent in 
households of Māori and Pacific peoples (Howden-Chapman et al., 
2000; Stats NZ, 2019; Tiatia et al., 2017). Data from the 2018 Census, 
the General Social Survey and the Household Economic Survey show 
that household crowding has largely remained unchanged since the 
early 2000s, and that people in these households experience lower 
well-being on measures, such as life satisfaction and material well-
being (Stats NZ, 2019).  

As the community trials on retrofitting insulation and heating 
in existing housing described above have shown, lack of insulation 
and heating and poor ventilation lead to increased risk of respiratory 
infection. A prospective, unmatched case-control study of children 
under two years of age in two paediatric wards and five general 
practice clinics found that independently measured respiratory 
hazards, including mould, had a significant, adjusted dose-response 
relationship with hospital admissions for acute respiratory infections 
(ARI) (aOR 1.15/unit increase (95 per cent CI 1.02 to 1.30)). 
Interventions to reduce these harmful exposures could reduce the 
ARI rate of admission by 19 per cent, equivalent to 1700 fewer 
admissions annually (Ingham et al., 2019). 

Each year 28,000 children and 54,000 adults are admitted to 
hospital for potentially avoidable hospitalisations linked to poor 
housing (Oliver et al., 2018). To reduce these hospitalisations, the 
Healthy Homes Initiative (HHI) was set up to remediate the homes 
of children who had housing-related admissions to hospital (Pierse et 
al., 2020). The HHI interventions included retrofitted insulation, 
heating and draft stopping, providing energy efficiency advice, and 
new bedding where existing bedding was damp and mouldy. This 
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programme was initially instituted in partnership with nine district 
health boards and communities with cases of rheumatic fever in 
children and is currently being extended to all 19 district health 
boards. The HHI programme is being evaluated, not through 
community trials, but by using Stats NZ’s Integrated Data 
Infrastructure (IDI), the linked administrative data base of all 
individuals in contact with government services. Evaluation of the 
HHI showed that in its first year, the programme prevented an 
estimated 1533 hospitalisations, 9443 GP visits and 8784 filled 
prescriptions. The savings to the health care system due to these 
reductions are estimated to be approximately $10.4 million. In total, 
the HHI programme is expected to avert approximately $30 million 
in health care costs over a 3-year period. The return on investment is 
expected to be realised in less than two years (Pierse et al., 2019).  

A follow-up programme evaluating all houses in New Zealand 
in the Warmer Kiwi Homes programme had greater power to consider 
both hospitalisation and mortality and found an increased benefit-to-
cost ratio of retrofitting insulation of 4.7:1 (Grimes & Preval, 2020). 
Another recent study found greater reductions in hospitalisation 
rates amongst Māori and Pacific peoples following insulation 
retrofits, particularly among those who remained in the same house 
throughout the six years covered by the study (Fyfe et al., 2020). 
These findings are particularly important as Māori and Pacific 
peoples have poorer health outcomes than European and other 
ethnicities in New Zealand. For example, in 2012, Māori 
hospitalisation rates for all infectious diseases were twice those for 
the European/Other population (rate ratio 2.1), with rates for Pacific 
peoples more than two times higher (rate ratio 2.3) (Baker et al., 
2012). 

Environmental burden of disease from unsafe and substandard 
housing 

As part of the process of becoming a WHO Housing and Health 
Coordinating Centre, He Kāinga Oranga conducted a study on the 
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public sector costs of the environmental burden of disease from 
unsafe and substandard housing conditions in New Zealand. Our 
estimates indicate that damp or mouldy housing conditions are 
associated with the most hospitalisations, with close to 6300 
hospitalisations annually resulting in approximately 37,000 nights in 
hospital and $36 million in direct costs to the health care system. 
Most of these nights in hospital and the resulting costs are from 
pneumonia and lower respiratory tract infections (approximately 
28,000 nights in hospital and $24 million annually). Overall, we 
estimate that direct public sector costs attributable to these unsafe 
and substandard housing conditions are approximately $141 million 
but could range from $127 to $160 million. These numbers include an 
average of 6300 hospitalisations due to damp or mould, 1500 
hospitalisations attributable to injuries, 625 hospitalisations due to 
cold housing, and 500 hospitalisations annually attributable to 
household crowding. In addition, we estimate 230 deaths are 
attributable to these housing conditions, of which more than half are 
attributable to damp/mouldy homes. When this mortality burden is 
monetised using estimates of the Value of Statistical Life to capture 
indirect and intangible costs (e.g. pain and suffering, productivity 
losses), the annual costs to society solely from these deaths are 
estimated to be approximately $1 billion (June 2017, New Zealand 
dollars) (Riggs et al., 2021).  

As well as the physical effects of housing, there are also 
important social and political effects. There is considerable 
international evidence that security of tenure is a significant 
indicator of the quality of people’s environment. There is robust 
evidence that young children in low socio-economic areas and rental 
tenure are particularly vulnerable to frequent moves (Robertson et 
al., 2019). A recent study of residential mobility and socio-emotional 
and behavioural difficulties found a positive linear association 
between the number of moves children experienced by the age of four 
and difficulties evident in their Before School Check (Nathan et al., 
2019). 
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Housing quality can affect mental health, although the 
evidence is mixed. An analysis of the 11,500 New Zealand households 
in the longitudinal Survey of Families, Income and Employment, 
conducted from 2002 to 2010, suggested that reductions in 
psychological distress were more likely to be seen through 
interventions that target individual socio-economic deprivation and 
severe household crowding (Pierse et al., 2016). In the UK, among 
retired people in the Whitehall study, anxiety about deferred 
maintenance on their house was more important than the effect of 
tenure on mental health (Howden-Chapman et al., 2011). More 
surprisingly, in the great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami, 
people whose houses were seriously damaged or destroyed showed 
more cognitive decline than those who had friends or a family 
member who had died in the disaster (Hikichi et al., 2017).  

In the Canterbury earthquakes, broader societal and political 
factors provided an example of the Inverse Care Law; that is, those 
on low income who had not insured their houses were thereby 
ineligible for Earthquake Commission compensation. 
Disproportionate numbers of renters and people living in boarding 
houses lived in inner Christchurch and were consequently displaced, 
which led to a rise in homelessness in Christchurch and a decline in 
well-being (Howden-Chapman et al., 2014). People with disabilities 
and other vulnerabilities also assessed themselves as having 
negative well-being scores after the earthquakes (Morgan et al., 
2014). 

Less dramatically, but more perniciously, the interminable 
consequences of dealing with so-called ‘leaky buildings’, caused by a 
combination of unintended consequences of regulatory changes, have 
had huge health (Chapman, 2010) and financial (Howden-Chapman 
et al., 2010) consequences for homeowners, among others.  



26 The effects of housing on health and well-being 

Homelessness and severe housing deprivation 

In this paper we have largely concentrated on research on the health 
effects of the quality and affordability of housing. However, we have 
also been monitoring the prevalence and impacts of homelessness and 
severe housing deprivation (Amore et al., 2013; Amore et al., 2021) 
and the combined efforts of government and community agencies to 
address it through Housing First and other policies (Pierse et al., 
2019).  

In line with other social democratic countries, the Government 
introduced protective housing policies during the 2020 COVID-19 
lockdowns. While eviction was illegal during this time, New Zealand 
residents returning from overseas were able to evict tenants from 
houses they owned, at a time when rents in private rentals are again 
rising higher than the rate of inflation. The increase in 
unemployment during the pandemic and the end of the wage subsidy 
programme have left many households unable to pay these market 
rents. Consequently, despite an ambitious, well-funded public 
housing programme by Kāinga Ora – Homes and Communities, there 
has been a substantial increase in the public housing waiting list to 
over 23,6880 applicants (Howden-Chapman, 2020). 

Discussion 

Health inequalities across social and ethnic groups are an important 
health and social issue but can be reduced by improving poor housing 
conditions. Although measures are targeted at disadvantaged groups, 
New Zealand has a mobile population, so individuals rarely stay in 
one dwelling for long periods. The housing stock therefore needs 
general improvement to benefit vulnerable groups, particularly those 
in private rental housing (Bierre et al., 2015). This implies that the 
recently introduced minimum standards for rental housing, the 
Residential Tenancies (Healthy Homes Standards) Regulations 2019, 
which build on the prototype Rental Warrant of Fitness (Telfar 
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Barnard et al., 2018) and incorporates the WHO Housing and health 
guidelines, are an important step forward. 

As well as addressing inequalities in tenure, the Government 
has an important role in facilitating the supply of housing and 
regulating the demand for it. The Government influences 
immigration and financial factors affecting housing demand. The 
Government is working with councils, property developers, 
community housing organisations, iwi, hapu and Māori urban 
authorities to increase the supply of affordable, quality dwellings, 
including papakāinga housing. In the medium term, by addressing 
critical developing issues such as urban form and climate change, the 
Government can also have an important influence on the 
environmental factors bearing on housing quality and community 
formation.  

In conclusion, housing and health research in New Zealand 
can be construed as collective action that has led to what Elinor 
Ostrom (2000) called the “evolution of social norms”. Extensive, 
multidisciplinary research on housing, health and well-being has led 
to a wide, public and political sense that warm, dry, safe and 
affordable housing is the minimum that we should accept in a 
functioning social democracy. Moreover, the 2020 election suggested 
that a majority of the population considers that a key function of 
central government is to partner with councils, business, iwi and 
community organisations to achieve these progressive aims. 
Nonetheless, demand for housing has increasingly outstripped 
supply. Housing is an asset, and in the absence of taxation of asset 
value gains, prices are being rapidly inflated by the monetary easing 
associated with the COVID-19 recovery strategy. Ensuring a supply 
of quality, secure housing, particularly for the growing proportion of 
children and older people who are not living in owner-occupied or 
public housing, remains a major policy challenge. 
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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 
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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: Number of new residential building consents, per estimated 1000 population, year ended June 1966–2020 
 

 

Source: Stats NZ, 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). 
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Figure 4: Proportion of households that own their own home, 1916–2018 

Note: A census was not held in 1931 or 1941; the 2011 Census was delayed to 2013 because of the Canterbury earthquakes.  

Source: Stats NZ, data from the 1916–2018 censuses.  
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Figure 5: Proportion of people living in an owner-occupied dwelling, by ethnicity, 1986–2018 

Notes: 1. People with different ethnicities may be living within a single household. 
2. MELAA – Middle Eastern, Latin American, African. 

Source: Stats NZ, 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 same usual residence as a year ago, by tenure of house and age group, 2018 

Note: Excludes people who were overseas 1 year ago, not born, or who had no fixed abode. 
Source: Stats NZ, 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 home owners”. 

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: Cumulative house price inflation compared with increase in average hourly earnings, by selected regions, March quarter 
2007–September quarter 2020 

Sources: Stats NZ, data from quarterly employment survey; Ministry of Housing and Urban Development, regional property prices indexes; Corelogic, 
RBNZ, New 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.  



Goodyear et al. 57 

 

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).  
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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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Figure 18: Highest and lowest lifetime C02 contributors, by material, for a simulated case study house in Auckland 

 

Source: Stats NZ, data from BRANZ. 
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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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Abstract 

Māori died at seven times the national rate during the 1918–1919 influenza 
pandemic. Government officials noted what they described as the shocking 
housing conditions experienced by Māori. Despite the connections between 
Māori health and housing being apparent, the interwar years saw little 
government response. After World War Two, Māori housing outcomes 
improved dramatically. Similarly, Māori physical health indicators 
positively trended. This paper will explore these two trends by examining 
the entwining of Māori housing conditions, government housing policies, and 
the physical health indicators associated with poor housing. 
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te kāwanatanga ngā āhuatanga whare noho tino kino rawa atu o te Māori. 
Ahakoa e mārama ana ngā hononga i waenga i te hauora Māori me ngā 
āhuatanga whare noho, he iti te urupare a te kāwanatanga i ngā tau i 
waenga i ngā pakanga e rua o te ao. Muri mai i te Pakanga Tuarua o te Ao i 
tino nui te pikinga ake o ngā otinga whare noho ki te Māori. I takatika hoki 
ngā ia e pā ana ki te hauora ā-tinana o te Māori. Ka tūhurahura tēnei pepa 
i aua ia e rua mā te ārohi i te kōtuituinga o ngā āhuatanga o ngā whare noho 
Māori, ngā kaupapahere whare noho a te kāwanatanga, me ngā tohu hauora 
ā-tinana e pātahi ana ki ngā whare noho kāore i te pai. 

Ngā Kupumatua: Aotearoa, whare noho Māori, hauora Māori, kaupapahere 
whare noho a te kāwanatanga, kaupapahere whare noho i te pokapū o te 
rautau 20 

 
 

he Māori death rate during the 1918–1919 influenza 
pandemic was seven times that of the general populace. This 
brought a wave of officials into the mostly rural Māori kāinga 

(villages), who noted what they saw as ‘shocking’ living conditions 
(Wanhalla 2006). “Houses,” Wanhalla (2006) explains, “were 
repeatedly described as ‘hovels’ and communities as ‘slums’  ” (p. 102). 
The influenza pandemic made the connection between Māori housing 
and health apparent to the Department of Health, yet in the interwar 
years little was done to improve Māori housing. However, in the 
decades following World War Two (WW2), Māori housing outcomes 
improved significantly. Similarly, in the same time frame, many 
Māori physical health indicators trended positively. Bierre et al. 
(2007) state that “the period during and immediately after WW2 was 
a critical juncture in housing history” (p. 44) in New Zealand. For 
Māori, it was a critical juncture in both housing and physical health 
which mitigated the housing and health declines driven by 
colonisation.  

This paper will explore the potential connection between the 
improving trends in housing outcomes and physical health indicators 
from the 1930s to the 1960s – a period hereafter referred to as the 
‘mid-century’. Because of the complicated potential interconnections 
at the nexus of housing and physical health, it is difficult to ascribe 
any direct association or relationship. The Māori population 
experienced numerous changes that would help to explain improving 

T 
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physical health, including increased access to health care, targeted 
health policies and medical advances, alongside improved housing. 
While this paper will not attempt to make causational attributions, 
it aims to examine these connections between housing and health by 
building up a number of threads of circumstantial evidence. To do 
this, it will describe Māori housing conditions across the mid-century, 
outline the state housing policies that improved Māori housing 
outcomes during this period, analyse the connection between housing 
and physical health associated with poor housing over the course of 
the mid-century, and provide the available relevant physical health 
statistics. 

It needs to be emphasised that this paper is exploratory. It is 
based on scoping research conducted during the first year of the 
research project Huaki undertaken within the Building Better 
Homes, Towns and Cities National Science Challenge. Huaki aims to 
harness data to improve Māori housing outcomes. The scoping 
research has highlighted that housing and physical health data 
available around Māori is frequently inconsistent, with many of the 
collected statistics changing over time in terms of how they are 
labelled, categorised, measured and presented. Notwithstanding, 
that data are the only option to probe the housing–health nexus 
during the mid-century from a quantitative perspective. The paper 
focuses on the 1930s onwards. Much of the available data begins in 
1936, so the 1930s was a natural starting point, and the way Māori 
were categorised by Statistics New Zealand was relatively consistent 
until the 1970s (Statistics New Zealand, 2001). Changes after this 
date make already difficult cross-time comparisons even more 
difficult, so this time span provides a comparatively cohesive era in 
terms of data, even though issues, which will be outlined where 
relevant, remain. The analysis is focused on the national scale. Data 
for regional levels do exist, though it is not comprehensive or 
consistent. A more granular analysis was excluded from the paper 
due to the preliminary nature of the project, considerations of space 
for the paper, and because it would have added even more data 
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complexities, particularly around changing jurisdictional boundaries. 
The paper also focuses more on the history of Māori housing and 
relevant policy, largely because this is the key focus of Huaki.  

It is also important to note that even as Māori physical health 
indicators improved during the mid-century, many Māori mental and 
social health indicators trended negatively. In their pioneering study, 
the Beagleholes (cited in Gassin, 2019) posit that the lower rates of 
mental illness among Māori in the 1940s was at least in part due to 
“the tremendous value to the Maori of possessing a psychological 
security that comes from tribal and family membership” (p. 6). While 
the data used by the Beagleholes have been questioned, the general 
trend in mental and social health is less controversial. Gassin’s (2019) 
Waitangi Tribunal report notes that during mass urbanisation, Māori 
mental health went from being better to worse than non-Māori, with 
rates rising significantly in the 1960s. Likewise, across what might 
be called ‘social health’, a variety of negative indicators relating to 
crime, drug use, youth issues and family cohesion all increased 
during the mid-century (Department of Corrections, 2007; Hill, 2010; 
Williams, 2019). Urbanisation improved material living conditions 
and increased access to health care, but it also saw Māori leave the 
protective buffer of their kāinga, where they were still able to exist in 
relative continuity with traditional ways and close proximity to 
whānau (family). After moving into settler towns and cities, Māori 
were exposed to the full brunt of institutional and individual racism 
in the settler state without the support of their culture or whānau 
(Reid et al., 2017). The isolation and alienation of life in settler cities 
and towns, along with the assimilation pressures and stresses of 
urban life, saw Māori mental and social health thrown into increasing 
conflict (Reid et al., 2017). 
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Māori housing conditions 

At the start of the mid-century, Māori housing conditions typically 
provided neither a healthy living environment nor matched the 
condition and amenities of housing accessed by the non-Māori 
populace. Many Māori dwellings lacked basic amenities, such as 
running water, insulation, raised floors and sealed windows, and 
were overcrowded and unsanitary (Krivan, 1990; Orange, 1977). 
Before examining the surveys that provide these insights, a brief 
discussion of both the driving forces for this substandard housing and 
the rural-urban divide is needed.  

Māori housing at the time could be considered rudimentary 
and reflected processes of land loss and poverty caused by 
colonisation (Krivan, 1990; Reid et al., 2017). Māori were left with 
small sections of some of the worst land, and where settlements had 
once been on elevated sites with ample space, they were now 
squashed into often damp, low-lying areas (Krivan, 1990). Māori 
housing access was shaped by low incomes associated with working 
in low-paid, tenuous jobs in the settler economy (Reid et al., 2017). 
Māori poverty was exacerbated by the Great Depression, which, as 
Durie (cited in Reid et al., 2017) explains: “impacted heavily on 
Māori, adding immeasurably to the existing poverty. As overseas 
markets collapsed and small-scale farming became unsustainable, 
the Māori economy was unable to support the now growing 
population; Māori unemployment soared” (p. 37). While the 
Depression pushed Māori from the provinces, the need for a 
manufacturing workforce during World War Two pulled Māori into 
the cities (Reid et al., 2017). In 1936, 17 per cent of Māori lived in 
urban areas; by 1945, this had increased to 26 per cent; and by 1966, 
62 per cent of Māori were living in cities (Pool, 1991). This 
demographic shift is further contextualised by the significant 
increase in the Māori population, which went from 94,053 in 1936 to 
249,237 in 1966 (Statistics New Zealand, 2007). 
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In her Waitangi Tribunal report on Māori health, Robinson 
(2011) concludes that “it is clear that in the 1920s and 1930s, and 
probably before, Māori housing was generally unhealthy. It was 
inadequate not only compared to the housing of non-Māori… but also 
in objective terms” (p. 101). Largely driven by concerns over the 
physical health issues created or exacerbated by poor housing, in the 
1930s and 1940s several surveys of Māori housing conditions were 
conducted.  

One of the first surveys of Māori housing conditions was 
conducted in 1933 by Doctor Harold Turbott, then Medical Officer of 
Health (Krivan, 1990). He surveyed Waiapu county, a district on the 
North Island’s East Coast where Māori housing conditions were 
better than the norm (Krivan, 1990). He found that 60 per cent of the 
houses were overcrowded, “  ‘a large proportion’ were dark, damp and 
not well ventilated, 50% had an unsafe water supply, 50% had such 
bad toilets that they were no better than a house without a toilet and 
33% had no toilet” (Krivan 1990, p. 22). It should be noted that 
Turbott found that less than 9 per cent of the houses “were dirty, and 
some, including some of those with earth floors were ‘scrupulously 
clean’  ”, concluding that a “lack of facilities did not necessarily equate 
to lack of hygiene” (Robinson, 2011, p. 97). These substandard 
conditions were not exclusive to Māori, with poor non-Māori also 
living in similar housing (Ferguson, 1995; Orange, 1977; Robinson, 
2011). While many poor non-Māori had equally substandard housing, 
because Māori were disproportionately poor, they were 
disproportionately affected. Māori were particularly disadvantaged 
as land loss had reduced their subsistence capacity while 
urbanisation had cast Māori into an “industrial economy, largely as 
labourers and often at the unskilled end” (Durie, quoted in Reid et 
al., 2017, p. 40), and the state provided less housing assistance for 
Māori than the general populace (Krivan, 1990; Orange, 1977).  

In 1937, the Department of Native Affairs (DNA) conducted a 
national housing survey (Ferguson, 1995).1 Of the thousands of 
mainly rural Māori dwellings surveyed, 59 per cent were 



76 Rout and Walker 

overcrowded, 36 per cent were unfit – dark or damp, 45 per cent had 
unsafe water, and 44 per cent had widely spread rubbish (Ferguson 
1995, p. 35). Furthermore, while the Department’s survey found that 
rural housing conditions were poor, urban Māori “tended to exist in 
slum conditions” (Krivan 1990, p. 23). An Auckland City Council 
housing survey in 1937 reinforced this, finding that “a strikingly 
large number of the inhabitants of Auckland’s slums” were Māori 
(Krivan 1990, p. 23). By 1944, the DNA commissioned the newly 
appointed Chief Welfare Officer, Rangi Royal, to survey Māori 
housing in Panmure (a suburb of Auckland, New Zealand’s largest 
city) (Orange, 1977). His report notes:  

They comprised tents, galvanised iron shacks, portions of stables and 
manure sheds, and dwellings of packing cases, rough timber and rubberoid. 
Overcrowding is prevalent and the sanitary arrangements most primitive… 
Cooking is done… mostly on open fires and in the majority of cases, they 
sleep, cook, store and eat food in the one room. (Orange, 1977, p. 183)  

 

Royal estimated that 1200 homes were needed to house the 
Māori families living in Auckland, with 500 required immediately 
(Orange, 1977). Māori living conditions were so dire in the immediate 
post-World War Two era, and of such variance to wider society, that 
“it was initially intended that the Housing Improvement Regulations 
(1947) would not apply to Māori housing” (Bierre et al. 2007, p. 56). 
The reason for this was that “local authorities felt that the 
regulations would be too difficult to enforce” as so few Māori houses 
would comply (Bierre et al. 2007, p. 56). This is symbolic of the state’s 
lack of engagement with the Māori housing crisis during the early 
and mid-twentieth century. Rather than improve Māori dwellings, it 
was considered easier to simply excluded Māori from mainstream 
housing legislation.  

The 1936 and 1945 censuses enable comparisons in housing 
types between Māori and non-Māori to be made (Tables 1 and 2).  



An exploration of the Māori housing-health nexus 77 

 

Table 1: Māori and non-Māori housing types from the 1936 and 1945 censuses  

 1936 1945 

Housing Type Māori % Non-Māori % Māori % Non-Māori 
% 

House  52.8 86.5 69.4 85.5 

Flat — 3.6 — 6.8 

Bach/Hut 33.9 4.2 26.3 3.2 

Temporary 11.0 2.9 2.7 2.4 

Other 2.3 2.3 1.6 2.1 

Source: Krivan (1990, p. 56). 

Table 2: Percentage of permanent private dwellings with amenities for Māori and 
non-Māori from the 1945 Census  

Amenity Māori % dwellings with Non-Māori % dwellings 
with 

Water Supply 33.5 79 

Hot Water 20 75.2 

Bathroom Facilities 35.9 91.6 

Flush Toilet 13.5 69.8 

Source: Krivan (1990, p. 56). 

There were improvements in permanent Māori dwellings 
matched by a decline in temporary or insubstantial housing between 
1936 and 1945. Nevertheless, Māori housing conditions were still 
considerably worse than non-Māori, with almost a third living in 
dwellings other than houses in 1945. The 1936 and 1945 censuses 
also show that Māori experienced greater overcrowding, with the 
average number of occupants per dwelling at 5.8 and 5.7, 
respectively, while for non-Māori it was 3.9 and 3.6, respectively 
(Krivan, 1990). The 1945 Census recorded data on a range of 
amenities in permanent private dwellings that are critical to physical 
health (Cram et al., 2019), and showed that most Māori houses had 
fewer amenities than most non-Māori houses. 
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By the 1960s, Māori housing type had improved significantly, 
with near parity with non-Māori by 1966, as shown by data from the 
two censuses presented in Table 3.  

Māori permanent private dwellings were also approaching 
parity regarding amenities by 1966, as presented in Table 4.  

Table 3: Māori and non-Māori housing types from the 1961 and 1966 censuses  

 1961 1966 

Housing Type Māori % Non-Māori % Māori % Non-Māori 
% 

House  84.8 87.9 87.2 87.5 

Flat 7.5 8.4 8.4 10.5 

Bach/Hut 7.1 1.1 0.8 0.8 

Temporary 2.5 1.5 1.1 1.1 

Other 0.3 1.1 0.1 0.1 

Source: Krivan (1990, p. 119). 

Table 4: Percentage of permanent private dwellings with amenities for Māori and 
non-Māori from 1966 Census  

Amenity Māori % dwellings with Non-Māori % dwellings 
with 

Water Supply 99.4 99.9 

Hot Water 92 98.9 

Bathroom Facilities 91.9 98.6 

Flush Toilet 78.5 93 

Source: Krivan (1990, p. 121). 
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Māori housing conditions – Summary 

The quality of Māori housing improved dramatically during the mid-
century, both in terms of the type of dwelling and the amenities in 
permanent private dwellings. From 1936 to 1966, the percentage of 
Māori in permanent dwellings went from 52.8 per cent to 87.2 per 
cent . Proportions of Māori living in baches, huts, temporary or other 
dropped from a combined 47.2 per cent to 2 per cent (Table 5). 
Similarly, access to amenities in Māori dwellings improved 
significantly during the mid-century across all four metrics. This data 
only includes permanent dwellings – and these went from 52.8 per 
cent to 87.2 per cent, so the increase is very significant (Table 6). 

Table 5: Percentage of different types of Māori dwelling from 1936, 1945, 1961 and 
1966 censuses  

Housing Type 1936 1945 1961 1966 

House  52.8 69.4 84.8 87.2 

Flat – – 7.5 8.4 

Bach/Hut 33.9 26.3 7.1 0.8 

Temporary 11.0 2.7 2.5 1.1 

Other 2.3 1.6 0.3 0.1 

Source: Krivan (1990, p. 119). 

Table 6: Percentage of permanent private dwellings with amenities for Māori from 
1945 and 1966 censuses  

Amenity 1945 1966 

Water supply 33.5 99.4 

Hot water 20 92 

Bathroom facilities 35.9 91.9 

Flush toilet 13.5 78.5 

Source: Krivan (1990, p. 121). 
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Compared with the housing conditions of Māori at the outset 
of the mid-century, dwelling type and access to amenities had 
improved substantially by 1966. Many Māori experienced internal 
plumbing, electricity, carpeted floors and other trappings of 
‘modernity’ for the first time during the mid-century (Ferguson, 1994; 
Labrum, 2013). The state housing stock from 1940–1960 was “very 
progressive compared to the bungalows and villas that preceded 
them” (Leardini & Manfredini, 2015, p. 235). As Leardini and 
Manfredini (2015) explain:  

The new types [of houses] were usually orientated to the north to 
allow maximum sun penetration into the main interior living areas in 
winter, and fitted with eaves for protection from the summer heat. Windows 
were larger to increase sunlight and fresh air, which were deemed very 
important to avoid the recent outbreak of tuberculosis and diphtheria. (p. 
235) 

While there had been significant improvements, there were 
still major issues. Overcrowding was still a problem for Māori, with 
5.3 people per dwelling on average in 1966 compared with 3.3 for non-
Māori (Krivan 1990, p. 120). Also, in 1966 a large survey of 5111 
Māori houses found 1231 houses were ‘unsound’, 2492 houses were 
‘overcrowded’ and 1388 houses were both ‘unsound’ and 
‘overcrowded’, the latter making up 27 per cent of households 
surveyed (Krivan 1990, p. 122). Despite these persistent issues, there 
were tangible advancements in Māori housing type and amenities 
over the period.  

Government housing policies  

During the mid-century, there were many Māori-specific as well as 
mainstream state housing policies. Mapping these out is a critical if 
complex endeavour. This section details specific and targeted 
government policies relating to both state rental housing and private 
home ownership. Before examining these, it needs to be stated that 
while there were successes in state housing policies and Māori 
housing outcomes, there were also failures. While the mid-century 
saw policy driving positive trends in Māori housing, it was still 
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characterised by a relative failure to meet demand and need. 
Ultimately, even at the end of the mid-century, Māori never achieved 
equality of outcome with the non-Māori populace. Nevertheless, 
while the overarching history of the government’s support for Māori 
housing is one of insufficiency, including recent history, the end of the 
mid-century can be considered a relative high point (Krivan, 1990; 
Rout et al., 2019). The 1970s, a high point for Māori housing, is not 
covered in the paper for two reasons: the way Statistics New Zealand 
categorised Māori changed during this decade, which makes it 
difficult to directly compare outcomes and, as will also be shown, most 
of the physical health indicators had already improved by the 1970s.  

Soon after the election in 1935, the first Labour Government 
implemented New Zealand’s largest state housing programme. 
Between 1936 and 1949, around 32,000 state rental houses were built 
under this programme (Ferguson, 1995). The Labour Government 
also passed the Native Housing Act in 1935, which provided house 
construction loans to Māori, as long as they had land held under 
single title (Wanhalla, 2006). The conditions of the finance, including 
an 8–10 per cent deposit, 4.5 per cent interest, proof of long-term 
employment, and an expectation the loan would be paid off in 20 
years (Ferguson, 1995), were so strict that Orange (1977) believes it 
“was obvious from these regulations, that Government had decided 
that Maori housing should be a business venture” (p. 85). The Labour 
Government, and most of the non-Māori populace, imagined Māori 
remaining in rural areas and the Act was designed with this in mind 
– though as outlined above, this would change when the need for 
factory workers grew during World War Two (Ferguson, 1995). The 
Native Housing Act was amended in 1938 to provide funding for 
landless Māori who had no security for their loan (Ferguson, 1995). 
Within months the allocated funding was exhausted, with hundreds 
of applicants missing out, and yet still the criteria were too strict for 
many, indicating the scope of the problem (Orange, 1977).  

The funding and political motivation directed at Māori 
housing were insufficient to meet demand or need during the 1930s 
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and 1940s (Wanhalla, 2006). In 1939, the Department of Native 
Affairs (DNA) noted that it had about 3 per cent of the necessary stock 
to house Māori (Bierre et al., 2007). The minister in charge of the 
DNA stated in 1943 that “Māori housing is the worst blot on the 
administrative system of New Zealand” (cited in Bierre et al., 2007, 
p. 56). During the war, the already limited Māori housing loan 
scheme had been curtailed and the poor housing situation declined 
further (Krivan, 1990). By 1940, only 368 houses had been built with 
funds from the Native Housing Act compared with almost 12,000 
under the mainstream housing programme (Wanhalla, 2006). Even 
more telling was the percentage of total government housing 
expenditure (TGHE) dedicated to Māori housing, who at the time 
made up about 6.3 per cent of the total population (Krivan, 1990). 
Table 7 shows the percentages of TGHE accounted for by the DNA 
between 1938 and 1950.  

Table 7: Percentage of TGHE dedicated to Māori housing between 1938 and 1950 

Year Percentage of 
TGHE 

1938 0.2 
1939 1.0 
1940 1.0 
1941 2.8 
1942 0.5 
1943 1.8 
1944 0.7 
1945 1.4 
1946 0.9 
1947 1.4 
1948 1.7 
1949 2.6 
1950 3.2 

Source: Krivan (1990, pp. 38, 53). 
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The Māori-specific housing policies were not equivalently 
funded and failed to meet demand or need. Between 1935 and 1949, 
a total of 2324 houses were built under the Māori Housing Act, or just 
under a 155 a year on average, compared with the 32,000 state rental 
houses, or 2133 per year on average, constructed in the same time 
period (Statistics New Zealand, 1950). It is evident that government 
housing support for Māori during the 1930s and 1940s was 
underfunded and insufficient (Krivan, 1990; Orange, 1977).  

Compounding this problem, the “provision of housing for 
Maori in the 1930s existed outside of the mainstream state housing 
programme” (Wanhalla, 2006, p. 103). “Although Maori theoretically 
had access,” Ferguson (1995) explains, “in reality they were 
effectively excluded in any numbers from mainstream housing 
assistance until the 1950s” (p. 1). In a similar fashion, Bierre et al. 
(2007) note that it “was evident that Māori were effectively excluded 
from state housing and State Advances loans through a policy of 
referring all Māori to the Department of Native Affairs” (p. 55). This 
exclusion can be partly explained because the Māori populace was 
largely rural and government housing was largely urban, but there 
were also other factors. Orange (1977) has argued that the Labour 
Government had a segregationist agenda, with housing as one of its 
most significant manifestations. Furthermore, few Māori met the 
required mainstream housing criteria, which included both financial 
and Euro-centric ‘suitability’ measures, such as that Māori live a 
“respectable life… in the European manner” (Ferguson 1995, p. 4). 
Exclusion was also driven by the systemic and individual racism, 
particularly within the DNA and the State Advances Corporation 
(SAC), the organisation charged with housing allocation (Ferguson, 
1995; Krivan, 1990; McAllister et al., 2019). In 1943, the DNA Under-
Secretary (cited in Bierre et al., 2007) noted with regard to housing, 
“There are still many Māoris who appear content to remain as they 
are” (p. 55). As Bierre et al. (2007) explain, “These statements are in 
direct contrast to the stories told in numerous letters to the Minister 
of Health or to the Minister of Native Affairs” (p. 55).  
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Māori were slowly and unevenly integrated into the 
mainstream housing programme from the 1940s (Krivan, 1990; 
Orange, 1977). The government created a separate pool of state 
rentals specifically for Māori in 1944; however, only 97 houses were 
placed in the pool between 1948 and 1954 nationwide and allocation 
of these houses was slow (Schrader, 2013). In 1949, after negotiations 
between the now Department of Māori Affairs (DMA) and SAC, the 
allocation of all state rental houses was extended to include Māori 
(Krivan, 1990). As well as being able to apply for state rental housing, 
Māori could still access loans from the DMA, meaning that by the 
1950s they were catered to by both general and Māori-specific state 
housing policies (Krivan, 1990; Orange, 1977). There was one 
exception to this integration into mainstream housing: with the 
election of the first National Government of 1949, state rental houses 
became available for tenants to purchase; Māori, however, had to 
wait until 1961 to be able to buy state houses (Woods, 2002). The 
shortage in Māori housing remained an issue at the start of the 
1950s, with the DMA estimating in 1950 that in excess of 2000 houses 
per year would be required over the next three decades to meet 
demand (Krivan, 1990). The DMA aimed to provide 800–1000 houses 
per year over the next decade but never met this target, with 5662 
new houses built between 1951 and 1961 and an additional 1650 
purchased, repaired or renovated (Krivan 1990, p. 92). The DMA did 
not deliver the numbers needed, though at 7312 over the decade, it 
was not too far from its lower target.  

There were two key mainstream policies in the late 1950s that 
can be seen together as providing a stimulus to Māori housing 
outcomes: 3 per cent government loans to households to support 
owner occupation and Family Benefit Capitalisation (FBC). They 
were both introduced by the second Labour Government – a brief red 
blip between 1957 and 1960 in two decades of National rule. The 3 
per cent loans and FBC were introduced to solve two specific issues: 
a lack of affordable finance and people struggling to provide the 
deposit, respectively. In the mid-1950s, there were few sources of 
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finance. The five trustee savings banks were not permitted to finance 
housing, and main sources of private housing finance were life 
insurance providers and building societies, who only loaned around 
two-thirds of the cost at a rate of 5.5 per cent (Keating, 2002). The 3 
per cent concessionary loans for families earning less than a £1000 
per annum were introduced in February 1958. The loans were state-
subsidised, with interest rates less than the SAC rates (Ferguson, 
1994). During the mid-1950s there were signs of “a vast body of home 
seekers who are unable to find the difference between the amount 
State Advances can reasonably lend and the cost of a house and 
section” (Keating, 2002, p. 49).  

Labour’s solution was to allow the capitalisation of the Family 
Benefit, which had been introduced in 1946 and provided a weekly 
stipend to all families while their children were under sixteen years 
(Baker & Du Plessis, 2011). The policy enabled families to access 15 
years of each child’s benefit to obtain a deposit after a child turned 
one (Keating, 2002). For most of its history, the FBC could only be 
used to purchase a new home and applicants needed a specific 
housing proposition when they applied (Keating, 2002). The majority 
of FBC applicants applied for both the FBC and the 3 per cent loan, 
the two working in tandem to enable owner occupation and stimulate 
housing construction (Keating, 2002). Māori who still did not meet 
SAC requirements for a loan could apply to the DMA for other forms 
of finance (Keating 2002). The DMA “was administering a parallel 
process to that provided by the State Advances Corporation” 
(Ferguson, 1994, p. 53).  

In 1961, government lending peaked “when 52% of all 
residential buildings were funded by the state” (Ferguson 1994, p. 
49). The 3 per cent loans and FBC helped to drive Māori home 
ownership over the next decade (Ferguson, 1995; Krivan, 1990). As 
Ferguson (1995) notes, “it was during this period (following the 3% 
loans and FBC) that urban Māori families were to make the greatest 
gains in terms of home ownership” (p. 50). There were just over 
90,000 applications for FBC loans approved during the 1960s 
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(Statistics New Zealand, 1965, 1969, 1975). Although data for Māori 
uptake of the FBC is difficult to find, two references in the Hansard 
record provide some information. Māori Labour MP Eru Tirikitene 
noted in 1964 (p. 232) that 6149 whānau had purchase a new home 
and specifically attributed this to the FBC. While there is certainly 
some political interest involved, as Labour introduced the 
capitalisation scheme, the number was not challenged in the record. 
Then in 1967, the Māori Labour MP Whetu Tirikitene-Sullivan, and 
daughter of Eru, “recalled from her work [for the DMA] on Maori 
housing in the Wellington and Hutt areas that over 90 percent of 
Maori loan applications were facilitated by capitalisation of the 
family benefit, so undoubtedly capitalisation had accelerated the 
provision of houses for Maoris” (p. 2400).  

In 1961, the Hunn Report, a wide-ranging review on Māori 
population, housing, education, employment, health, crime and land 
titles by the temporary head of the Department of Maori Affairs 
(DMA), Jack Hunn, concluded that the DMA’s house construction 
programme was not keeping up with the demand, and that a major 
backlog of unsatisfied applicants existed (Huddleston, 2008). The 
report estimated the need for 13,000 extra dwellings between 1961 
and 1971 (Moteane, 1984). Based on the findings of the report and 
driven by National’s Minister of Māori Affairs concerns of ‘racial 
conflict’, Hunn was able to “wrest from the government a greater 
share of the available housing resource” (Krivan, 1990, p. 103). As 
well as fears of racial conflict, there was an explicit assimilationist 
agenda behind this drive to increase Māori housing outcomes 
(Krivan, 1990).  

Based on the findings of the report, Hunn developed a 
programme that spanned 12 years, which was to “reach a peak of 
2000 houses per year in 1966” (Krivan, 1990, p. 107). Though well-
intentioned, these targets were not adopted and even the lower 
targets that were set were not met (Krivan, 1990). As Krivan (1990) 
remarks, “The Maori housing programme did not reach the levels it 
had anticipated following the publication of the Hunn report” (p. 113).  
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However, between 1961 and 1971, a total of 12,903 dwellings 
were provided to Māori, nearly the exact number that Hunn had 
identified were needed (Krivan, 1990; Moteane, 1984). To be clear, 
Krivan’s (1990) criticism was based both on his own projections of 
demand and because the DMA only delivered 5483 of the 12,903 
houses built during the decade. The 12,903 houses include both state 
rentals and houses constructed by loans through the DMA and SAC, 
with 940 from a pool of underutilised state houses, 1622 from SAC 
loans, 3044 rented from the SAC, and DMA/SAC housing 
construction programmes providing the remainder (Krivan, 1990; 
Moteane, 1984). DMA spending as a percentage of TGHE in the 1960s 
was far higher than the TGHE dedicated to Māori housing in the 
1950s (see Table 8), which is even more significant as the Māori 
populace accounted for 9.3 per cent of the population in 1966 as 
opposed to 6.3 per cent the decade before (Krivan, 1990, p. 114).  

There were a number of important components to the DMA 
housing programme during the late 1950s and 1960s. In 1958, the 
DMA introduced no minimum deposit on home construction loans 
and increased their mortgage duration from 25 to 30 years, both of 
which made accessing finance much easier for Māori (Ferguson, 1995; 
Krivan, 1990). These two changes brought the Māori-specific finance 
criteria into line with mainstream state finance, where previously 
Māori loans had been made under much stricter criteria (Ferguson, 
1995). For the first half of the 1960s, Ministry of Works houses were 
diverted to the DMA housing programme, though these were more 
expensive, which is why this was stopped in 1965 (Krivan, 1990). 
Vacant state houses were also sold to Māori through the DMA, 
though due to location and size issues, only 138 of the projected 400 
were acquired (Krivan, 1990). Another policy introduced in 1963 
allowed young couples who did not qualify for the FBC to obtain a 
second mortgage through a Māori Trustee (Krivan, 1990). While the 
overall trend for Māori housing numbers was positive during the 
1960s, even if it never met the demand, there was shift from 
ownership to renting as the number of rentals the DMA and SAC 
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provided increased while the number of housing loans provided 
dropped (Krivan, 1990). At a critical point during this period, Māori 
had access to both mainstream and Māori-specific housing schemes, 
and it is this dual track provision that is seen as particularly 
significant for outcomes. As the report by the Māori Women’s Housing 
Research Project (1991) critically notes of more recent history, “the 
belief has been that if everyone is treated the same then equality of 
access will achieve equality of outcome” (p. 62). 

Table 8: Percentage of TGHE dedicated to Māori housing between 1962 and 1967 

Year 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 

Percentage 4.7 5.8 6.8 7.9 8.0 3.1 

 
With respect to state rental tenancies, the early mid-century 

was relatively flat. Allocations to the Māori pool of rentals peaked at 
102 in 1961, before the pool was abolished in 1965, when only 37 
houses were allocated (Krivan, 1990, p. 145). While the Māori-specific 
provision of state rentals was weak throughout the 1950s and into 
the 1960s, the allocation of SAC state rentals reveals a different trend 
during the 1960s, with numbers increasing each year throughout the 
decade. Krivan (1990, p. 146) provides data on the number of SAC 
rental allocations to Māori between 1961 and 1969, as shown in 
Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: State rental tenancies allocated to Māori per annum through the SAC 
between 1961 and 1969 

 

Government housing policies – summary 

There are several data sets that help to illustrate the impact of 
government housing policy over the mid-century. First is the number 
of new houses constructed by the DMA per annum, shown as per 
100,000 to account for population change (Krivan, 1990) (Figure 2).  

Reviewing the DMA construction against population, the 
results are somewhat varied. While 1939 and 1940 are the highest, 
with construction peaking at 454 houses per 100,000 in 1940, the 
1950s and 1960s can be seen as considerably more consistent in 
delivery. Also the data for 1939–1945 are not as clearly categorised, 
leaving these figures in question. Still, it seems that while the DMA 
was partly responsible for the improvement in Māori housing 
outcomes, it is likely that the 3 per cent loans from the SAC and the 
FBC were significant drivers of improved housing conditions, though 
more data is required to examine this in full.  
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Figure 2: New DMA houses constructed per annum between 1936 and 1970 

 
Note: The data between 1939 and 1945 does not differentiate between new and additions, 
repairs, and renovations to existing houses so the total figure is provided. This may contribute 
to the large spike. All other years are for new builds only as constructed with housing finance 
from the Māori Housing Act 1935, its 1938 Amendment, the Māori Land Scheme, the Māori 
Trustee or Māori Land Boards and World War Two Rehabilitation Loans administered by the 
DMA.  

The percentage change of Māori dwellings owned by occupants 
over time ostensibly shows less improvement, as Figure 3 shows 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2016).  

While not trying to romanticise government housing policy 
outcomes for Māori during the mid-century, as shown in the previous 
section Māori housing conditions over the three decades improved 
and state housing policy contributed some part in this considering its 
significant involvement in housing in both mainstream and Māori-
specific initiatives. That said, it appears that while the DMA 
programme did contribute somewhat, it seems likely that Māori were 
accessing a wider range of housing options, such as the FBC and 3 
per cent loans via SAC. Certainly, there are many ways to negatively 
describe Māori housing policy in the 1960s, as a tool of assimilation, 
as insufficient for demand, and as culturally inept (Ferguson, 1995; 
Krivan, 1990). However, this section aims to show how state policy 

0
50

100
150
200
250
300
350
400
450
500

19
36

19
38

19
40

19
42

19
44

19
46

19
48

19
50

19
52

19
54

19
56

19
58

19
60

19
62

19
64

19
66

19
68

H
ou

se
 b

ui
lt 

pe
r 1

00
,0

00

Year



An exploration of the Māori housing-health nexus 91 

 

Figure 3: Percentage of Māori dwellings owned by occupants from 1936 to 1966 

 

helped to increase the number of higher quality state rentals and 
houses built through state loans for Māori. One final point is 
thatwhile the material quality of Māori housing improved during the 
mid-century, the houses and wider urban planning schemes were 
intrinsically Western, with no consideration for Māori ways of living 
or respect for Māori values (Ferguson, 1995; Labrum, 2013). This 
contrast between material improvement and cultural decline echoes 
and probably amplifies the converse trends of physical versus mental 
and social health during the mid-century. 

Housing and physical health 

Linkages between housing and health are manifold. As well as 
physical health benefits, a positive housing situation can have non-
physical benefits, including providing ontological security and a sense 
of belonging (Saville-Smith, 2019). These are particularly critical for 
Māori because of the ontological insecurity caused by colonisation 
and the enduring importance of connection and identity with whenua 
(land) (Saville-Smith, 2019). However, of primary interest here is the 
connections between housing quality and physical health. The 
importance of housing quality to physical health outcomes is 
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frequently identified, though less easily proven. Lamenting the issues 
of making causal connections, Rolfe et al. (2020) explain:  

Housing is often cited as an important social determinant of health, 
recognising the range of ways in which a lack of housing, or poor quality 
housing, can negatively affect health and wellbeing. However, the causal 
pathways from housing to health are inherently complex, as with all the 
social determinants of health, so many of these pathways are neither fully 
conceptualised, nor empirically understood. 

Likewise, Rauh et al. (2008) state that the “importance of 
adequate housing for the maintenance of health and well-being has 
long been a topic of scientific and public health policy discussion, but 
the links remain elusive” (p. 276). Gibson et al. (2011) identify three 
main pathways through which the connection between housing and 
physical health is made in their systematic overview of the literature: 
(1) internal housing conditions, (2) area characteristics, and (3) 
housing tenure. They conclude that while there is relatively strong 
evidence for interventions for the first two, the same evidence is not 
available for housing tenure (Gibson et al., 2011). Matte and Jacobs 
(2000) outline how demonstrating a causal relationship in developed 
Western countries has been difficult for several reasons: 

One is the strong relationship between social disadvantage and living 
in poor quality housing, making it difficult to disentangle the contribution of 
social factors and housing conditions… Still another methodologic challenge 
is that minimally adequate housing is available to the majority of households 
in Western societies. (p. 9) 

It is their second point that is of interest here. They note that 
there is “limited variation in access to basic housing amenities” 
(Matte & Jacobs, 2000, p. 9) within Western states, yet the variation 
in Māori housing outcomes compared with non-Māori provides a 
stark difference. 

Wanhalla (2006) points out that the “history of official 
intervention into Maori housing in New Zealand prior to World War 
II is intimately tied to the question of health” (p. 101). New Zealand’s 
Ministry of Health has a Healthy Homes Initiative, which states:  

Cold, damp, crowded homes can increase the risk of respiratory issues and 
other preventable health conditions, such as rheumatic fever and skin 
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infections. There is strong evidence, nationally and internationally, of 
improved health outcomes resulting from warmer and drier homes.2  

In a Ministry of Health publication, Howden-Chapman and 
Wilson (1999) note that “infectious diseases such as meningococcal 
disease, rheumatic fever, tuberculosis, respiratory infections, 
Haemophilus influenzae and Helicobacter pylori infection have been 
identified as more prevalent and difficult to contain in overcrowded 
households” (p. 133). In her literature review for the Ministry of 
Social Development on overcrowding and health, Gray (2001, p. 19) 
lists many of the same diseases and conditions: dysentery, asthma, 
bronchitis, influenza, diarrhoea, meningococcal disease, tuberculosis, 
Helicobacter pylori and hepatitis. The Ministry of Health monitors 
environmental health through a set of Environmental Health 
Indicators (EHI), which includes indoor environment indicators. Of 
interest here are those focused on household crowding and cold and 
damp housing. The EHI note that household crowding can increase 
the risk of “lower respiratory tract infections (including pneumonia, 
bronchiolitis and bronchitis), meningococcal disease, gastroenteritis, 
Haemophilus influenzae (Hib) disease, Hepatitis A, Helicobacter 
pylori infection, and tuberculosis”. Cold and damp housing increases 
the risk of respiratory infections, including pneumonia, bronchitis 
and bronchiolitis, stresses the cardiovascular system, and 
exacerbates asthma.3 Along with Howden-Chapman and Wilson’s 
and Gray’s lists, these provide a relatively comprehensive set of 
physical health indicators that can serve to illustrate the relationship 
between changing housing and physical health outcomes including 
meningococcal disease, rheumatic fever, tuberculosis, pneumonia, 
bronchiolitis, bronchitis, Haemophilus influenzae, Helicobacter 
pylori, gastroenteritis, dysentery, asthma and Hepatitis A. 

Influenza, one of the first diseases to bring considerable state 
attention to Māori housing, is not referenced in any of the above 
literature. This suggests that contemporary concerns regarding the 
health–housing connection are not adequate for exploring the mid-
century. Schrader (2013) lists typhoid and influenza alongside 
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tuberculosis, noting their “spread was aided by poor nutrition, and 
insanitary and overcrowded living conditions”. Krivan (1990) 
likewise notes that “poor housing also contributed to higher rates of 
tuberculosis, chronic rheumatic heart disease, and infant mortality 
amongst Maori” (p. 88). Thus, influenza, typhoid and infant mortality 
have been added to the list of indicators to provide a more relevant 
set for examining the housing–health nexus in the mid-century. 

Māori physical health statistics  

There is a relative paucity of reliable statistical data available, with 
official sources often changing how the statistics are labelled, 
categorised, measured and presented, making the job of collecting 
reliable data difficult. The following data have been taken from 
Statistics New Zealand Yearbooks, but some clarity and caveats need 
to be given:  
• The crude death rates (CDR) of Māori have been calculated from 

the raw death rates rather than using the CDR provided in the 
yearbooks. This was done for several reasons. First, during the 
1950s, the reporting changed from CDR per 10,000 to per million. 
Secondly, in the mid-1960s, Māori were reported as an adjusted 
rate rather than CDR as the population was too dissimilar to non-
Māori. The population data for Māori was sourced from Statistics 
New Zealand (2007), which also provided the physical health 
data, meaning the categorisation of ‘Māori’ was the same for both 
during the mid-century. The 1978 Yearbook notes that “for 
statistical purposes, all persons of half or more Maori ancestry 
have, in the past, been defined as Maoris. This differs from the 
wider definition introduced in the Maori Affairs Amendment Act 
1974” (Statistics New Zealand, 1978). The data are taken to be 
relatively consistent in terms of the categorisation of Māori, up 
until the 1976 Census (Statistics New Zealand, 2001). 

• The labelling and categorisation of data changed over time. For 
example, up until 1953, yearbook rates are given for “pulmonary 
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tuberculosis” while from the 1954 Yearbook onwards, it is labelled 
“tuberculosis of the respiratory system”. These changes will be 
noted as each indicator is presented. Third, throughout the 
period, there were several Revisions to the International 
Classification of Causes of Death which prevent accurate 
comparisons. For example, the 1955 Yearbook notes that the 
introduction of the Sixth Revision in 1950 prevents accurate 
comparisons “being made between the 1950 and subsequent 
mortality tabulations and those for earlier years” (Statistics New 
Zealand, 1955). While no accurate comparisons can be made, 
there is no other available data across this period of time, leaving 
these raw figures – and the changing Māori population data 
provided with them – as the only way of gaining insight into 
physical health trends.  

• Historical data on Māori health needs to be seen as less reliable. 
There are several reasons for this, the first being that as a rural 
and marginalised group, health care was simply not as accessible 
for Māori. Secondly, “Māori were reluctant to attend hospitals”, 
with Cram et al. (2019) explaining how during the typhoid 
epidemic in the 1910s, “Māori afflicted with typhoid concealed 
their illness in order to avoid hospitals” (p. 63). These two reasons 
indicate that the data cannot reliably indicate the extent of Māori 
health or illness due to inaccessible care and avoidance of 
hospitals. In contrast, recent data should be considered to be more 
reliable due to greater accessibility and better collection of data. 
This also suggests that historical data prior to urbanisation, at a 
minimum, should be viewed circumspectly.  

• There was no data for five of the indicators: bronchiolitis, 
Haemophilus influenzae, Helicobacter pylori, Hepatitis A and 
asthma. As such, these are excluded from the following 
discussion. 
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Over the mid-century, Māori physical health generally 
showed a marked improvement. In their review of Māori health for 
the Waitangi Tribunal, Cram et al. (2019) quote Pool, who describes 
the Māori population between 1945 and 1966 as undergoing “a 
transition in every demographic variable” (p. 86). Cram et al. (2019) 
expand on this, explaining:  

This included a decline in mortality due to an ‘epidemiological 
transition’ from diseases affecting the young: infectious, tubercular, 
respiratory, and diarrhoeal diseases, to diseases affecting older people: long-
term conditions… cardio-vascular, cerebro-vascular (strokes), and cancer. (p. 
86) 

It should be noted that while Cram et al. (2019) conclude that 
“good gains in Māori health and its indicators were made during this 
period”, they also note that “health equity and the broader aim of 
‘universal welfare’ in New Zealand… failed to transpire” (p. 86). Still, 
in general terms and with regard to some of the above outlined 
physical health indicators, Māori physical health did improve over 
the mid-century.  

The following indicators will be presented without comparison 
to non-Māori mainly to simplify the process, though it should be noted 
that for almost every indicator, Māori outcomes were worse at the 
start of the mid-century and remained worse than non-Māori at the 
end of the mid-century in question (Department of Health, 1962; 
Pomare, 1980). The following statistics, with one exception that will 
be explained below, have been taken from Statistics New Zealand 
yearbooks (1942, 1946, 1950, 1954, 1955, 1958, 1961, 1962, 1963, 
1964, 1965, 1966, 1967, 1968, 1969, 1971). If the indicator label or the 
way in which diseases and conditions have been grouped together has 
changed during the period, it will be highlighted below. All data are 
for deaths per year from the specific disease or condition and are 
presented as a CDR of 100,000.  
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Meningococcal disease  

Figure 4: Māori death rates per annum from meningococcal disease 
from 1936–1969 

 
Note: Data for meningococcal disease was not collected until 1951, and in 1968 the label 
changed from meningococcal disease to meningitis.  

Rheumatic fever  

Figure 5: Māori death rates per annum from rheumatic fever  
from 1936–1969 

 
Note: Data for rheumatic fever were only collected in the yearbooks from 1950, and death rate 
numbers before then were taken from the Department of Health (1962). 
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Tuberculosis  

Figure 6: Māori death rates per annum from tuberculosis from 1936–1969 

 

Pneumonia 

Figure 7: Māori death rates per annum from pneumonia from 1936–1969 
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Bronchitis 

Figure 8: Māori death rates per annum from bronchitis from 1936–1969 

 
Note: In 1968, the category for bronchitis was expanded to included emphysema and asthma, 
so these two final years have not been included. 

Gastroenteritis  

Figure 9: Māori death rates per annum from gastritis and enteritis from 1936–1969 

 
Note: From 1936 to 1949, this category included both “diarrhœa and enteritis”, then from 
1950 to 1967 it covered “gastritis, duodenitis, enteritis, and colitis, except diarrhoea of the 
newborn”, and from 1968 it was “enteritis and other diarrhoeal diseases”.  
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Dysentery 

Figure 10: Māori death rates per annum from dysentery from 1936–1969 

 

Influenza 

Figure 11: Māori death rates per annum from influenza from 1936–1969 
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Typhoid  

Figure 12: Māori death rates per annum from typhoid from 1936–1969 

 

Infant mortality 

Figure 13: Māori death rates per annum from infant mortality up to one year old 
from 1936–1969 
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Physical health – summary  

There were no data for five of the 15 indicators, while eight of the 
remaining 10 showed a decline in incidence over the mid-century. 
While these results are not unambiguous, there are several factors 
that suggest an improvement in physical health with regard to 
housing. Firstly, not only did four-fifths of indicators with available 
data show a clear improvement over the mid-century, but also those 
specifically noted as being connected to housing and physical health 
for Māori in the early twentieth century – tuberculosis, typhoid, 
influenza and infant mortality – all saw a decline. That said, other 
than the interlinkages noted by international academics and 
generations of state experts and officials between housing and these 
physical health indicators and the matching trends in the data 
between Māori housing outcomes and those physical health 
indicators, there remains no ‘smoking gun’ to prove a causal 
connection.  

Conclusion 

Even with conclusive evidence regarding the substandard state of 
Māori housing, the state did not act in an appropriate manner until 
the late 1950s – though it could justifiably be argued the state has 
never fully met its housing obligations toward Māori during the mid-
century or at any other period. From the late 1950s and through the 
1960s, Māori were able to access both mainstream and Māori-specific 
housing programmes which enabled them to acquire a state rental or 
purchase a new home in increasing numbers. These houses, while far 
from perfect, were of a far higher quality than those Māori had lived 
in previously. During this same period, Māori physical health also 
improved across a number of indicators, including those specifically 
identified as being connected to the low quality of Māori housing in 
the first half of the twentieth century. Finally, while material housing 
conditions and physical health improved during the mid-century, 
mental and social health declined, and Māori increasingly lived in 
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Western-centric housing and suburbs that did not facilitate 
traditional patterns of life and were not built with consideration for 
Māori values. This tempers the apparent success of some of these 
policies, and also provides a path forward where both material and 
cultural housing outcomes and physical as well as mental and social 
health are considered in a holistic fashion.  

While it is undoubtable that the improvements in Māori 
physical health were caused by a range of factors (e.g. increased 
access to medical care with urbanisation, targeted health policies, 
and medical advances), it seems probable that the improvements in 
housing outcomes played a role in the positive trending of at least 
some of the physical health indicators. That said, due to the 
inconsistency and inaccessibility of historical data as well as the 
complexity of mapping the social determinants of health, no definitive 
causational connections can be made between housing and physical 
health from the above analysis. To some, this may be viewed as a 
limitation; however, in the absence of better data or enhanced 
statistical methods, it is the only means of quantitatively examining 
the nexus between housing and health for Māori during the mid-
century. Rather than discard the data, this quantitative analysis 
should be viewed as one of many tools that provide information and 
insight which will inform the larger project.  

The Huaki Project will continue this work, examining more 
recent housing and health data as well as obtaining more historic 
data, including data from both the DMA and SAC. It will seek ways 
to compare and contrast the data collected over different periods, 
such as meta-analytic techniques, as well as drilling down into 
different statistical boundaries and meshblocks to enable 
comparative analysis. In particular, it will attempt to gauge how the 
various Māori-specific and mainstream policies from previous 
decades might be adopted and adapted in the contemporary context 
to deliver holistic outcomes across housing as well as physical, mental 
and social health. While not all issues regarding reliability, 
compatibility and comparability of data from across Aotearoa New 
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Zealand’s history are surmountable, this should not stop these data 
from being used to inform insights into trends, so long as it is done 
with care and caveats.  

Notes 
1 The Department of Native Affairs, sometimes referred to as the Native 

Department, changed its name to the Department of Māori Affairs in 1947. 
The macron was not added until later; however, unless in a direct quote, 
the macron will be used here. References to this entity will use the 
contemporaneous name. For example, any event or policy before 1947 will 
use Department of Native Affairs, while any event or policy after 1947 will 
use the Department of Māori Affairs. 

2 https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-
wellness/healthy-homes-initiative  

3 https://www.ehinz.ac.nz/indicators/indoor-environment/lower-respiratory-
tract-infections/  
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Abstract 

National housing assessment surveys have played a key role in 
understanding the condition of the New Zealand housing stock for a quarter 
of a century. Housing should provide a safe, healthy living environment for 
its occupants. The design and integrity of construction, insulation levels, 
ventilation and heating systems, and general state of repair will affect the 
efficacy with which a dwelling fulfils that role. 

Using a national housing assessment survey and information on 
housing tenure, this paper explores the distribution of a range of indicators 
of housing condition, comparing between owned and rented stock. The 
results provide evidence of a divide between owner-occupied and rental 
housing, the latter being more likely to be in a poorer state of repair. The 
paper also looks at the participation rate of different population subgroups 
in the survey and considers the implications for our understanding of the 
distribution of housing conditions across New Zealand households. 
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Whakarāpopotonga 
He tūnga tino nui tō ngā rangahau aromatawai ā-motu i ngā whare noho mō 
te mārama haere ki te āhuatanga o te katoa o ngā whare noho o Aotearoa 
puta noa i tētahi hauwhā rautau Ko te tikanga, me whakarato te whare noho 
i te taiao haumaru me te hauora mo ngā kainoho katoa. Ka aweawetia e te 
hoahoa me te tōtika o te hanga, e te rahi o te āraimātao, e te kaha o te 
pūnaha hauhau me te whakamahana me te āhuatanga whānui o te whare 
noho te kaha e tutuki ai i taua whare noho taua tūnga. 

Mā te whakamahi i tētahi rangahau aromatawai whare noho ā-motu 
me ngā mōhiohio mō ngā āhuatanga whai whare noho, ka torotoro tēnei pepa 
i te horahora o ngā tohu whānui mō ngā āhuatanga o ngā whare noho, me te 
hanga whakatairitenga i waenga i ngā whare noho e noho ai te rangatira me 
ērā ka rētihia atu. Ka kitea i ngā kitenga he taunakitanga o tētahi 
whakawehenga i waenga i ngā whare e noho ai te rangatira me ērā ka 
rētihia, ā, tērā tonu pea ka kino atu te tūnga o ngā mea e rētihia ana. E aro 
ana anō hoki tēnei pepa ki te pāpātanga whai whāi mai o ngā rōpū iti ā-
taupori rerekē ki te rangahau me te whai whakaaro ki ngā pāpātanga ki tō 
tātou mōhiotanga ki te horahanga o ngā āhuatanga whare noho puta noa i 
ngā kāinga o Aotearoa. 

Ngā kupumatua: āhuatanga whare noho, rangahau, whai whare noho 

 
 

omes lie at the nexus between people, place and dwellings. 
The impact of housing performance on a sense of home and 
well-being is increasingly recognised in research. The 

association between health and house performance has prompted a 
raft of policy and regulatory responses, both in New Zealand and 
elsewhere. Our understanding, however, of the exposure of New 
Zealand’s population to different dwelling performances has been 
relatively limited. A newly available resource, which combines data 
from an independent national housing assessment survey (the Pilot 
Housing Survey (PHS)) with data from the Stats NZ’s 2018 General 
Social Survey (GSS) provides an opportunity to advance our 
understanding of the interface between population, dwelling 
performance and well-being. Analysis and reporting of that data is in 
progress. This paper provides background to this new window of 
insight into our population and the housing stock in which it resides. 
It also considers the way in which participation in a national housing 
assessment survey is variable across population groups and reflects 

H 
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on the implications of that variability for our understanding of the 
interaction between people and dwelling performance. 

Background 

The need for robust data on housing condition 

As far back as 1935 the New Zealand government acknowledged the 
need to collect information on the state of housing in New Zealand, 
noting the implications of poor housing for occupant health and well-
being. The Housing Survey Act 1935 set out provisions and 
obligations for local authorities to undertake housing surveys: 

For the purpose of ascertaining the extent to which the existing 
housing accommodation in the Dominion falls short of reasonable 
requirements and in particular for the purpose of ascertaining 
particulars as to: 

(a) The extent of overcrowding of dwelling houses throughout 
the Dominion 

(b) The extent to which the physical condition of existing 
dwelling houses fails to ensure for the people of the Dominion 
the maintenance of a reasonable standard of health and 
comfort 

(c) The number of people who are detrimentally affected by 
existing housing conditions 

it shall be the duty of every local authority to which this Act 
applies…to proceed to make a housing survey of the whole of its 
district... 

(Housing Survey Act 1935) 

In 1937, following the passing of the Housing Survey Act, the 
first national housing assessment surveys began, undertaken by local 
authorities on behalf of central government. By March 1939, surveys 
had been carried out in 115 of the 119 local areas. The results covered 
225,363 dwellings, where 901,353 people lived (Taylor, 1986). Of 
buildings used as dwellings, 31,663 were classed as unsatisfactory 
but repairable and 6827 as totally unsatisfactory.  

While significant in scale and findings, these surveys were not 
repeated. Some basic property information and details on the 
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condition of roof and wall cladding became available through rating 
valuation data held by Valuation New Zealand (now Quotable Value) 
but this was not updated regularly as a matter of course. A study by 
the National Housing Commission in the 1980s concluded that the 
information was insufficient for providing an in-depth picture of the 
condition of our housing stock and detailed inspections of properties 
were required (Page et al., 1995). 

BRANZ began reporting on the condition of New Zealand 
housing from 1994, building on a model developed in England to 
deliver a national House Condition Survey (HCS). The HCS adopted 
a set of objective criteria to rate the condition of dwelling components. 
The condition rating provided an indication of the state of repair and 
maintenance requirements, from which repair cost estimates could 
be derived. As well as being the first survey of its kind in New 
Zealand, providing a new source of information for policymaking, it 
also proved useful for building researchers to understand the 
performance of different building materials and to target further 
research. The HCS was repeated every five years, and 2015/16 
marked the fifth HCS. While the key aims have remained consistent 
throughout the life of the survey, the content and sample have 
evolved in line with changing construction practices and data needs. 
The first three surveys included owner-occupied dwellings in the 
three main centres (Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch); from 
2010, the HCS expanded to nationwide coverage, to include rural 
houses and rented dwellings.  

Linking housing condition and health 

There has been considerable effort within building science to 
establish the relationship between house condition and performance 
in relation to energy, comfort, humidity and resilience. Similarly, 
there is an important body of research in New Zealand and elsewhere 
that connects parameters of dwelling performance to health 
outcomes. While the HCS played an important role contributing to 
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this understanding, its focus is on the dwelling rather than the 
occupants. The extent to which the HCS could be used in 
distributional analysis of house condition across the population, and 
people’s experience and perceptions of house condition, has therefore 
been limited. This gap was addressed in 2018/19, when BRANZ 
entered a partnership with Stats NZ to trial a new approach to 
collecting robust data on the condition of our housing stock and the 
use of that stock.  

This partnership responded to a series of reviews and papers 
including the 2009 Review of Housing Statistics which identified 
what they referred to as ‘housing quality’ as a key information gap in 
New Zealand’s data system (Statistics New Zealand, 2009), the 2012 
Review of Tier 1 Statistics (Statistics New Zealand, 2012), and the 
2015 scoping paper by Statistics New Zealand that presented options 
for addressing the need for more robust data on housing quality and 
contributing to the development of a Tier 1 Statistic (Statistics NZ, 
2015).  

In 2018/19, BRANZ undertook to review its HCS and trial a 
new approach to collecting objective data on the condition of New 
Zealand housing. This trial included developing new data collection 
and survey management tools (a mobile and web-based application) 
and partnering with Stats NZ to utilise its 2018 GSS as a means to 
recruit participants for a housing assessment survey.  

Initially intended to be a small pilot survey of 50 to 100 
houses, the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment 
(MBIE), who was at the time leading a project with Stats NZ to 
progress measures of housing quality, saw this pilot as a unique 
opportunity to source data to support that work. With co-funding 
from MBIE, the pilot, which became known as the Pilot Housing 
Survey (PHS), therefore extended in scale to a national survey with 
a target of 800 houses. This was achieved, with 832 surveys 
completed, enabling nationally representative estimates to be 
generated from the data.  
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The PHS instrument 

The BRANZ 2015 HCS was the starting point for developing content 
for the PHS. The HCS is a very detailed building assessment, 
collecting information on materials, defects and condition for all 
components of a dwelling, inside and out. It typically takes around 
two to three hours for a trained assessor to complete the survey. To 
reduce participant burden and test the extent of information that 
could be robustly recorded within a limited time frame, the PHS was 
designed to take around one hour on average to complete. This 
required significantly reducing the previous HCS. Content for the 
PHS was prioritised based on data needs identified in partnership 
with MBIE, and the development of the concept of ‘housing 
habitability’ within the new Conceptual Framework on Housing 
Quality (Figure 1). 

Originally identified as a dimension of ‘housing adequacy’ in 
the 2009 Review of Housing Statistics, housing habitability was later 
adopted as one of the four dimensions of the conceptual framework 
for housing quality. It is this dimension that the PHS sought to 
provide some data on: “the primary function of housing as providing 
shelter, focusing on the condition of the house’s physical structure 
and the facilities within it” (Stats NZ, 2019). Table 1 provides an 
overview of the data collected in the PHS. Further details are 
available in White (2020). 

Method: Sample and surveying 

Household recruitment and sample selection 

The PHS involved a new approach to recruiting households, utilising 
a national household survey administered by Stats NZ: the General 
Social Survey (GSS). The GSS is a national survey conducted every 
two years by Stats NZ. Interviewing around 8000 people, it focuses 
on well-being across a range of social and economic outcomes. In 
2018, the GSS included a supplement collecting data on occupant  



114  White et al. 

Figure 1: The conceptual framework for housing quality 

 
Source: Stats NZ (2019). 

perceptions of housing suitability, healthy housing behaviours, home  
maintenance, housing tenure security and mobility, access to public 
facilities, sustainable living behaviours and understanding of 
environmental sustainability issues. Households were recruited to 
the PHS through the 2018 GSS, with all GSS households asked if 
they would be willing to be approached to participate in the BRANZ 
housing survey. Participation was voluntary (‘opt-in’). Households 
that went on to take part in the PHS were offered a supermarket 
voucher in recognition of their time and contribution. Forty-six per 
cent of GSS households agreed to be contacted by BRANZ about 
taking part in the survey. 
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Table 1. Overview of pilot housing survey content  

Topic Information recorded 

Basic amenities Hygiene and sanitation 

Food preparation and cooking 

Potable and hot water 

Health and safety Slips, trips, fall hazards (access and decks, internal stairs) 

Security (lockable doors, lighting) 

Damp and mould 

Keeping moisture 
out 

Condition of exterior envelope (roof, cladding windows and 
doors 

Drainage (guttering and downpipes) 

Subfloor moisture (ground moisture barrier, subfloor 
ventilation) 

Managing 
moisture 

Mechanical extract ventilation 

Openable windows 

Keeping the heat 
in 

Insulation (roof space and subfloor) 

Glazing 

Curtains 

Draughts 

Heating Type and locations 

State of repair Materials, defects and condition of exterior  
Condition of interior linings 

To achieve the overall PHS target of 800 housing assessments, 
Stats NZ drew a sample each month from consenting GSS households 
for transferring to BRANZ. The monthly sample size was guided by a 
monthly quota, set by BRANZ, designed to ensure the overall target 
of 800 housing assessments was achieved, while also allowing for 
attrition. The target and quota varied from one month to the next for 
logistical reasons. For example, an initial trial was run in June 2018 
with just a handful of houses from two regions. Once the PHS was 
fully up and running nationally (from August 2018), the monthly 
quota was gradually increased, allowing surveyors to become 
accustomed to using the tool. The quota was then decreased over 
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December and January to allow for the holiday period, before 
ramping up again in the final months towards completion (Table 2).  

As households were recruited from the GSS, and this was 
completed in the field in March 2019, the PHS was similarly time 
stamped. The final sample of consenting households was provided by 
Stats NZ in April 2019, and housing surveys were completed by the 
end of May 2019.  

A stratified random sampling approach was used by Stats NZ 
to select the sample from all consenting households each month. 
Selection weights were applied based on the New Zealand Index of 
Deprivation 2013 (NZDep2013) (tertiles) and tenure (owner-occupied/ 
not owner-occupied), aiming to achieve a balance of each group.1 
Geographical distribution was mainly proportional to the number of 
consents in each region (assuming no strong region-NZDep or region-
tenure correlation). However, due to the unpredictable nature of 
consents, some regions experienced higher uptake rates than others.  

Table 2 presents the final unweighted sample count for the 
PHS, by region, sampling month and tenure. Weights relating to 
tenure, NZDep and region were developed by Stats NZ and applied to 
the final PHS dataset to adjust for differing household participation 
levels.2  

Survey delivery and data collection tools 

A bespoke web-based survey management application and mobile app 
were developed to deliver the PHS, utilising an existing prototype 
application developed by Land Information New Zealand (LINZ). The 
LINZ application was modified and adapted to provide the 
functionality and content required for the PHS. Dwelling assessors 
were trained to undertake the survey, with training covering health 
and safety, ethics and code of conduct, and cultural awareness and 
sensitivity, as well as using the data collection tools and how to 
complete the survey.  
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Table 2. Unweighted sample counts by region, month and tenure 

Region Survey  
count 

Month  
(2018–19) 

Survey  
count 

Cumu-
lative 

Auckland 122 June (2018)* 6 6 

Bay of Plenty 65 July* 3 9 

Canterbury 145 August 65 74 

Gisborne 32 September 114 188 

Hawkes Bay 25 October 136 324 

Manawatu-Wanganui 92 November 139 463 

Marlborough 9 December 56 519 

Nelson 9 January (2019) 22 541 

Northland 31 February 84 625 

Otago 53 March 106 731 

Southland 27 April 81 812** 

Taranaki 22 May 20 832 

Tasman 14 Total 832  

Waikato 85 *initial trial months. **target achieved. 

Wellington 98 Owner-occupied 505 (60.7%) 

West Coast 3 Not owner-occupied 327 (39.3%) 

Total 832 Total 832 

A key component of the PHS, consistent with methods applied 
in the BRANZ House Condition Survey over the last two decades, is 
the assessment of the state of repair of different dwelling 
components. This condition assessment is made based on the extent 
and severity of defects and is a comprehensive assessment of the 
overall state of repair and need for maintenance of specific dwelling 
features, taking account of all defects and issues affecting that 
component. Table 3 sets out the specification for the condition 
ratings.  
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Table 3: Condition rating assessment guide 

Condition Description and Assessment Criteria 
Excellent  
ÌÌÌÌÌ 

“As new condition” 
Visually: no signs of damage/wear and tear 
Function: item is performing its main function 
Maintenance demand/timeline: none/none 

Good 
ÌÌÌÌ 

“Good, clean condition” 
Visually: minor signs of wear and tear 
Function: item is performing its main function 
Maintenance demand/timeline: none/none 

Average 
ÌÌÌ 

“Sound and clean” 
Visually: minor marks, chips and slight deterioration/signs of 
wear and tear 
Function: item is currently performing its main function 
Maintenance demand/timeline: normal work/minor repairs; 
e.g. repaint, clean/within a year 

Poor 
ÌÌ 

“Needs work” 
Visually: badly marked, damaged or chipped 
Function: evident this is not working as required or it is 
nearing the end of its expected life 
Maintenance demand/timeline: significant repair or 
maintenance work within 3 months 

Serious 
(Ì) 

“Urgent attention” 
Visually: item is either broken or needs to be 
repaired/replaced or item is missing and needs to be installed; 
check for major and obvious faults, cracks, holes, serious 
damage, hazards 
Function: evident this item is not working, doesn’t meet 
legislation/regulation requirements, is not installed, is a 
health and safety, security or fire risk, directly impacts on 
weathertightness, has major damage where replacing may be 
less expensive than repair, has reached end of expected life, is 
obsolete and cannot be repaired. 
Maintenance demand/timeline: major repair/urgently needed. 

Source: BRANZ 

The dwelling characteristics 

Almost everyone in New Zealand lives in a private dwelling and all 
private dwelling types (houses, joined units, flats/apartments) were 
eligible to take part in the PHS. This was the first time joined 
dwellings and multi-storey, purpose-built apartments had been 
included, as the HCS had previously been largely limited to 
stand-alone dwellings.  



The condition of owned and rented housing  119 

 

The PHS recorded information on built form (whether the 
dwelling was joined or stand-alone, and number of storeys), typology, 
size (approximate total floor area) and number of bedrooms. While all 
dwelling types were eligible, stand-alone houses made up the vast 
majority, accounting for 84.0 per cent of the sample, compared with 
16.0 per cent for joined dwellings. These figures are consistent with 
the dwelling types recorded in the 2018 Census, in which 84 per cent 
were classified as separate house and 15 per cent joined dwellings. 

While dwellings in multi-storey buildings (e.g. apartments) 
were eligible for the PHS, the results show these made up a very 
small proportion of the sample. This reflects the nature of New 
Zealand housing, which still predominantly consists of low-rise 
dwellings. In 2018, the Census recorded that 70 per cent of occupied 
private dwellings had one storey, while 28 per cent had two or three 
storeys. Less than 1 per cent of dwellings consisted of 10 or more 
storeys. The PHS shows similar proportions, with 69.3 per cent of the 
sample being single storey, 29.1 per cent two or three storeys, and 1.6 
per cent more than three storeys. Just under 2 per cent of the sample 
was classed as a purpose-built flat or apartment block. 

There is a strong variation between dwelling type and tenure 
evident in the analysis of house characteristics from the PHS. Owner-
occupied dwellings were more likely to be stand-alone houses while 
rentals were more likely to be multi-unit/joined dwellings.3 Rented 
dwellings also tended to be smaller, with both smaller footprints and 
fewer bedrooms. This is again consistent with findings from the latest 
census, which showed a higher percentage of one- and two-bedroom 
houses among rentals. Differences in dwelling capacity of owner-
occupied and rented households have also been evidenced for 
subgroups of the population. Analysis of 2018 Household Economic 
Survey data explored the living situations for low-income essential 
workers in the context of the COVID-19 lockdown. This showed 
higher rates of crowding and proportionally fewer dwellings with a 
spare room among essential workers in rented households (Saville-
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Smith & Mitchell, 2020). Research into the housing choices by 20- to 
40-year-olds in the Auckland region showed that dwelling size was a 
key driver for moving house (Saville-Smith et al., 2010). 

As well as tending to be larger, the PHS showed owner-
occupied dwellings were more likely to be newer. Around a quarter of 
owner-occupied houses surveyed were built post-1996, compared with 
less than a tenth of rented dwellings. Conversely, a higher proportion 
of rentals was housing from the 1960s–1980s era (17.3 per cent 
compared with 2.9 per cent of owned dwellings).  

Dwelling condition and implications for performance 

A comprehensive overview of findings from the PHS is provided in a 
BRANZ report (White, 2020) and in the publication Housing in 
Aotearoa (Stats NZ, 2020). In this paper we provide a summary of the 
key condition parameters and comment on the variation in condition 
across the owner-occupied and rented housing stock. First, we 
consider the implications of housing condition in terms of dwelling 
performance and impact on populations exposed to poorly performing 
housing.  

The condition of houses matters for the people living in them 
for four key reasons. First, the resilience of dwellings is affected by 
dwelling condition. The immediate issue for occupants relates to their 
vulnerability in the context of adverse natural events, such as storms 
and earthquakes.  

The second reason is that house condition affects the safety, 
thermal performance and health of the dwelling. The extent to which 
occupants are exposed to overheating or cold, damp and mould, or 
injury is strongly associated with dwelling design, condition and 
amenity. The 2018 GSS showed that half of people considered their 
home sometimes or always colder than they would like in winter. 
Tenants were much more likely to report feeling cold, with one-third 
(33.0 per cent) saying their house or flat was always or often colder 
than they would like, compared with 15.0 per cent of owner-occupiers. 
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The GSS also showed that people experiencing housing quality 
problems tended to experience poorer mental well-being and have 
lower self-rated overall life satisfaction (Stats NZ, 2020). 

The third reason house condition matters to occupants is that 
house condition is associated with operating costs, particularly 
energy costs and fuel poverty. The 2018 GSS showed that cost was a 
key factor for occupants not heating their living area in winter. This 
was higher among rentals (40.5 per cent compared with 23.5 per cent 
for owner-occupiers).  

The final reason house condition matters is because 
maintenance and repairs represent a financial liability for residents 
or occupants. Maintenance requirements and costs will vary widely 
by property; for example, depending on age, design, size, materials 
and location. BRANZ estimates that the average cost of annual 
maintenance required to keep a stand-alone house in good condition 
overtime is around 0.5–2.0% of the value of the house (excluding the 
land) (Page, 2017). The 2018/19 Household Economic Survey 
recorded an average weekly expenditure of $28.60 for all households 
on property maintenance materials and services (equivalent to just 
under $1500 a year). The 2018 GSS found that people living in an 
owner-occupied dwelling were more likely to report that their house 
or flat needed major repairs or maintenance when they did not have 
enough money for everyday needs (13.5 per cent said this compared 
with 1.6 per cent of people who said they had more than enough 
money).  

The PHS assessment of the condition of different dwelling 
components found the following. 
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Figure 2: Owner-occupier perceptions of maintenance and repairs needed by 
income adequacy 

 

Roofs 

In nearly half (47.2 per cent) of houses the roof was in excellent or 
good condition, while for 10.7 per cent of dwellings the roof was in 
serious or poor condition. The roof was more likely to be in better 
condition for owner-occupied dwellings than for non-owner-occupied 
houses (Figure 3).  

Wall cladding 

Nearly half of houses (46.9 per cent) had wall cladding in excellent or 
good condition, while around a fifth (18.9 per cent) had cladding in 
poor or serious condition (Figure 4). Owner-occupied dwellings were 
again significantly more likely to have cladding in better condition 
(excellent or good) than non-owner-occupied houses.  
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Figure 3: Condition of roofs by tenure and overall 

 

Note: Excludes dwellings with another dwelling above and where the roof condition could not 
be assessed. 

Figure 4: Condition of wall cladding by tenure and overall 

 

Windows and exterior doors 

Rented stock also showed more signs of defects with windows and 
window frames, with 58.1 per cent of rentals having at least one listed 
defect compared with 42.1 per cent of owner-occupied properties. 
Around one in five rental dwellings (19.4 per cent) had windows and 
exterior doors in poor or serious condition. Owner-occupied dwellings 
were significantly more likely to have windows and doors in excellent 
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or good good condition (58.2 per cent compared with 37.9 per cent of 
rented). 

Drainage 

Drainage, including effective guttering and downpipes, is important 
for removing sources of moisture away from the dwelling. The PHS 
showed around a fifth (20.7 per cent, ± 3.1 percentage point (pp)) of 
houses assessed had guttering and downpipes with holes or broken 
or missing parts.4 Blocked guttering was more prevalent in rented 
houses (17.5 per cent) than owner-occupied houses (9.3 per cent).  

Subfloor moisture control 

The ground under a house can release 40 litres per day on average 
for a 100m2 dwelling (McNeil et al., 2016). Effective management of 
moisture from the subfloor, to prevent it entering the dwelling or 
decaying subfloor components, is therefore critical for maintaining a 
healthy, dry home. Houses with suspended floors are usually older 
dwellings. Installing a ground cover under the house can be an 
effective means of managing subfloor moisture. The PHS results 
showed the majority (72.5 per cent, ± 4.0 pp) of houses with a 
suspended floor lacked any ground moisture barrier. While around 
half (47.1 per cent, ± 5.0 pp) of the houses with a subfloor were dry at 
the time of the survey, over a third (34.9 per cent, ± 5.0 pp) were damp 
or showed signs of ponding. Damp and ponding under a house is 
indicative of poor or insufficient drainage, or leaks from the plumbing 
system. 

Interior conditions 

The interior of houses was consistently in poorer condition in rented 
dwellings compared with the owner-occupied survey sample (Figure 
5).  
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Figure 5: Condition of interior by room and tenure 
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Comfort and energy efficiency 

One of the primary functions of houses is to protect people from 
extremes of temperature and wet. The dwelling design and integrity 
of construction, as well as factors related to thermal performance 
such as insulation levels, glazing, draughts, window coverings and 
state of repair, will have a significant bearing on a dwelling’s 
effectiveness. The ‘leaky building’ crisis that emerged in the mid-
1990s is an example of where poor regulation and monitoring of 
construction methods resulted in widespread and significant failure 
of building integrity (Howden-Chapman et al., 2012). The 
introduction of standards for insulation, heating, draught-proofing, 
moisture ingress and drainage in rental dwellings through the 2019 
Healthy Homes Guarantee Act shows recognition by government of 
the implications of poorly performing dwellings for occupant comfort 
and well-being. 

An uninsulated house can lose 30–35% of its heat through the 
roof, with walls and windows being the next most important areas of 
heat loss (Figure 6). Insulation became mandatory in all new houses 
in New Zealand in 1978. Retrofitting houses built before this date is 
necessary to bring older stock up to current standards. The 
effectiveness of roof insulation retrofits depends on both the depth, 
material and quality of installation.  

The PHS suggests around half (49.2 per cent, ± 4.3 pp) of 
dwellings had less than 120 mm insulation in the roof space, while 
45.4 per cent (± 4.5 pp) had at least 120 mm (the minimum depth 
recommended by the Energy Efficiency and Conservation Authority). 
However, around half of insulated roofs had defects with the 
insulation that could compromise its effectiveness. There was no 
significant difference between owned and rental properties in roof 
insulation levels. 
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Figure 6: Heat loss in an uninsulated dwelling 

 
 

Over a third of the PHS houses had an entirely concrete slab 
foundation (35.8 per cent of the sample, ± 3.9 pp). This was more 
common among owner-occupied houses (39.7 per cent, ± 5.1 pp) than 
non-owner-occupied dwellings (28.1 per cent, ± 7.5 pp). The finding 
reflects the comparatively older age of the rented stock relative to the 
owner-occupied stock. Of those with suspended floors, three in five 
houses had at least 80% coverage of underfloor insulation. However, 
almost a quarter (23.1 per cent ± 4.2 pp) had less than 80% coverage, 
with most of those having no insulation. There was no significant 
difference between the proportion of owned and rented houses lacking 
insulation in the subfloor. 

Although double glazing conveys significantly better thermal 
performance, which can help reduce the risk of condensation, mould 
and damp, over three-quarters (75.7 per cent) of the PHS houses were 
entirely single glazed. Newer dwellings are more likely to be double 
glazed, which aligns with changes to the New Zealand Building Code 
(NZBC) in 2008. Twice the proportion of owner-occupied dwellings 
were fully double glazed compared with rented houses. Around one-

 
Image source: BRANZ 
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fifth of owner-occupied dwellings were fully double-glazed – twice the 
proportion of rented houses. 

Gaps around windows and doors, between floorboards or 
unblocked (unused) chimneys can be a source of draughts and affect 
comfort in the home, even if the roof and subfloor are well insulated. 
It is for that reason that the Healthy Homes Standards require 
landlords to ensure “any unreasonable gaps or holes in walls, ceilings, 
windows, floors and doors that are not necessary and cause noticeable 
draughts” are blocked (HUD, 2020).  

Gaps around windows and doors were more commonly 
observed in non-owner-occupied properties. Around one third of 
rental properties (30.6 percent, ± 6.0 pp) had “moderate” or “large” 
gaps (or “some” or “many”) around windows and doors, while 54.9 per 
cent of owned and 35.6 per cent of rentals had “no visible gaps”. 

The presence of good insulation in the roof space and subfloor 
will, in most cases, not in itself result in a consistently and 
sufficiently warm home. Most dwellings in New Zealand will at some 
time of the year require some heating to ensure indoor temperatures 
are maintained at a healthy level (at least 18 °C in occupied rooms 
(WHO, 2018)). 

The type of heating appliance, and its fuel supply, have 
implications for efficiency and effectiveness, and therefore how much 
it costs to run to achieve adequate indoor temperatures. 

Heat pumps and enclosed wood burners – which are among 
the most effective heating appliances commonplace to New Zealand 
– were found in 43.6 per cent and 30.9 per cent of living areas, 
respectively. Non-owner-occupied houses were more likely to have no 
permanent heating in living areas compared with owner-occupied 
houses (Figure 7). The data suggests that owner-occupiers have 
greater access to heat sources; i.e. there were more fixed and portable 
heating devices in owner-occupied dwellings compared with rented 
dwellings, even when allowing for dwelling size (owner-occupied 
dwellings having more living areas and bedrooms on average).  



The condition of owned and rented housing  129 

 

Figure 7: Presence of different heating types in living areas of owned and rented 
houses 

 

While these figures indicate the proportion of dwellings in 
which the assessor recorded a heating appliance in each room at the 
time of the survey, it possible portable heating appliances were 
located elsewhere (e.g. stored in cupboards), particularly when 
surveying in warmer months. These figures could therefore 
underestimate the availability of heating in some dwellings. Portable 
devices may also get moved around the home depending on occupants’ 
needs (e.g. from the living area in the evening to the bedroom at 
night).  

While most houses surveyed had a source of heating in the 
living area, this did not apply to bedrooms. Over half of houses (54.3 
per cent) had no heating in any bedrooms. Where heating was present 
in bedrooms, portable electric was the most common type. 

Managing moisture generated within the home 

Daily activities within the home generate moisture. It is important to 
be able to ventilate and effectively move this internally generated 
moisture to the outside to minimise the risk of damp and mould. This 
is particularly important in high-moisture areas of the home, such as 
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the kitchen and bathrooms. This has been recognised within the 
Healthy Homes legislation for rental properties in New Zealand, 
which requires landlords to have mechanical extraction in kitchens 
and bathrooms.  

Half of bathrooms and just over half (55 per cent) of kitchens 
had mechanical extract ventilation that worked and vented outside. 
Owner-occupied dwellings were significantly more likely to have 
functional kitchen extraction: 64.5 per cent compared with only 36.7 
per cent of rented houses. 

Safe Homes 

The condition of the dwelling and presence of certain features (such 
as smoke alarms, water heating and storage, handrails and 
balustrades) also have implications for the health and safety of 
occupants. 

Smoke alarms 

Smoke alarms are a requirement under NZBC clause F7 Warning 
systems. This applies to new homes and all existing homes 
undergoing building work. Consistent with the NZBC, the 
Residential Tenancies (Smoke Alarms and Insulation) Regulations 
2016 also require all rental homes to have smoke alarms: 

• On floors with bedrooms, the smoke alarms must be located either 
in every sleeping space or within 3.0 m of every sleeping space 
door. 

• In multi-storey homes, there must be at least one smoke alarm on 
each level. 

The location and working status of smoke alarms was 
recorded as part of the survey (this included testing the alarm where 
possible). One in ten houses surveyed had no smoke alarms at all, 
and in a further 6.9 per cent of dwellings, no alarms were working at 
the time of the survey. In around three-quarters of houses (71.7 per 
cent, ± 3.5 pp,) all smoke alarms present were working at the time of 
the survey, with no significant difference between owned and rental 
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dwellings. In around a quarter of those houses (24.6 per cent, ± 3.1 
pp), the smoke alarms were located further than 3 metres from all 
bedrooms. 

Hot water temperatures 

The temperature of hot water at the tap should be in a safe range to 
avoid scalding, but where a cylinder is present, water should also be 
stored at a sufficient temperature (to a recommended 60 °C) to 
prevent Legionella bacteria growth.  

The New Zealand Building Code states that in the home, the 
maximum water temperature at the tap for showers, baths and 
handbasins is 55°C, and recommends no higher than 45°C in some 
instances (e.g. if young children are present).  

The PHS recorded the temperature at the hot water tap in all 
bathrooms. The results suggest around one-third of houses had hot 
water exceeding 55oC in a bathroom. Hot-water tap temperatures 
exceeding this threshold were more commonly observed in non-
owner-occupied dwellings than in owner-occupied houses (28.3 per 
cent). 

Stairs 

The NZBC specifies requirements for internal stairs to safeguard 
against the risk of injury from trips and falls. These include 
specifications for handrails and balustrades, and tread and riser 
depth and height. Internal stairs were assessed against some of these 
requirements and other potential defects that could present a trip or 
fall hazard. As a large proportion of the housing stock is single storey, 
this assessment applied to a subset of the survey sample. Just over 
one-quarter (26.3 per cent, ± 4.0 pp) of the houses surveyed had 
internal stairs. Stairs were more common in owner-occupied 
dwellings (31.3 per cent) than in non-owner-occupied dwellings (16.3 
per cent), which aligns with the dwelling type as owner-occupied 
dwellings are more likely to be more than one storey.  
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Around one in ten houses (8.6 per cent, ± 5.0 pp) that had an 
internal stair had at least one defect with the stair that could pose a 
trip or fall hazard; for example, structural issues, loose handrails, 
unsafe surface, inadequate lighting. If non-Code compliant handrails 
and balustrades are included, this increases to 38.1 per cent (± 8.5 
pp). However, given the smaller sample of houses that had stairs – 
and hence larger sample errors – these results need to be treated with 
some caution.  

Access paths, steps and decks 

 The PHS recorded the presence of potential hazards with access 
paths and steps, including: 

• slippery, uneven, cracked surfaces or obstructions 
• risers or treads not to Code requirements (too high or insufficient 

depth) or varying heights/depths  
• unsafe structure (structural cracks, loose fixings) 
• inadequate or missing handrails  

Over half of the properties had none of these listed hazards 
(Figure 8). The most common hazard identified was a slippery or 
uneven surface, affecting around one-fifth of the properties surveyed. 

Around one-third (30.5 per cent, ± 4.3 pp) of PHS houses had 
decks above one metre in height. Over half (55.9 per cent, ± 8.8 pp) of 
these houses with a deck showed signs of one or more potential 
hazard.  
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Figure 8: Presence of different defects and potential hazards with access paths and 
steps 

 

Mould 

Mould is a key indicator of poor indoor environmental quality and can 
compromise occupant health, with links to asthma, respiratory 
infections and rheumatic fever (see, for example, Mendell et al., 
2009).  

The PHS assessed the extent of visible mould in all rooms of 
the house. It used an assessment scale from “none” through to “large 
or extensive” (see Figure 9). The assessment applied to all surfaces 
including wall, floor and ceiling linings, windows and curtains.  

Mould was observed most in bathrooms, followed by 
bedrooms. Fifty-seven per cent of bathrooms showed some signs of 
mould, with 28.4 per cent (± 3.4 pp) having moderate or worse mould. 
Mould in bathrooms was more commonly observed in rentals, with 
41.2 per cent (± 7.1 pp) having moderate or worse mould compared 
with 22.0 per cent (± 4.3 pp) of owner-occupied dwellings. Mould was 
also more evident in kitchens in rented houses, with 24.4 per cent (± 
8.0 pp) having moderate or worse visible mould compared with 8.4 
per cent (± 3.2 pp) of owner-occupied dwellings. 
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Figure 9: Mould assessment scale used in the PHS 

 

Source: Based on Shorter et al. (2018). 

Visible mould 
categories 

Size Commentary 

 

NONE 

 

You cannot see ANY mould on any surface, 
taking care to inspect walls, windows, 
ceilings, floor coverings and backs of 
curtains. 

 

SMALL 

~door knob  

“manageable for most residents” 
Size: specks or see image for single patch 
Location: specks on one or two features or 
see image for single patch 
Maintenance demand/timing: surface 
cleanable (vinegar & water) or wash 
curtains/linings.  
Action needed: within a week 

 

MODERATE 

~A4 paper  

“requires concerted resident effort” 
Size: see image for single patch 
Location: one patch in a room, i.e. only on 
one feature (including curtains).  
Maintenance demand/timing: surface 
cleanable (vinegar & water) or wash curtains  
Action needed: within a week 

 

LARGE 

 

 

 

OR: 

 

“needs specialist attention” 
Size: see image for single patch 
Location: one patch in a room, i.e. only on 
one feature including curtains.  
Maintenance demand/timing: beyond 
householder DIY action, i.e. embedded in 
material e.g. lining material or whole 
curtains need replacement 
Action needed: urgent, consider not using 
room. 

 

EXTENSIVE 

 

“infestation, needs specialist attention” 
Size: varying sizes beyond specks 
Location: across multiple features in a room  
Maintenance demand/timing: extent puts 
this beyond householder DIY action, i.e. 
embedded in multiple materials, some 
needing replacement 
Action needed: urgent, consider not using 
room. 
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Moderate or worse mould was observed in the living area(s) in 
13.4 per cent (± 4.1 pp) of owner-occupied houses compared with 29.0 
per cent (± 7.8 pp) of rentals. Moderate or worse mould was observed 
in at least one bedroom in 48.3 per cent (± 7.6 pp) of rentals compared 
with 28.5 per cent (± 5.3 pp) of owner-occupied dwellings. Overall, 
54.0 per cent of houses showed some signs of visible mould in 
bedroom(s), with 35.1 per cent (± 4.3 pp) being moderate or worse. 

Who participated? The people 

As discussed earlier, weights were developed for the final PHS data 
set to adjust for the sample, which intentionally over-sampled on non-
owner-occupied households and aimed for an even spread across the 
three area-based deprivation levels. The weighting also adjusted for 
regional spread. Figure 10 shows some socio-demographic 
characteristics of the weighted PHS data set. Owner-occupied 
households made up two-thirds (66.9 per cent, ± 1.3 pp) of the 
weighted sample, and three-quarters (74.5 per cent, ± 3.0 pp) were in 
a family nucleus (a couple and/or with children). In four-fifths (80.0 
per cent, ± 3.7 pp) of households, the consenting participant was of 
European ethnicity, and in three-quarters (74.3 per cent, ± 5.0 pp) 
was New Zealand-born. 

Consent rates 

As outlined earlier in the section on recruitment, all households in 
the 2018 GSS were asked if they were willing to be contacted by 
BRANZ about participating in the PHS. This information was 
recorded and is included as part of the final GSS data set, enabling 
analysis of consent rates by population subgroups. Such analysis has 
not been possible before with the BRANZ HCS, which has typically 
relied on outbound calling to recruit participants (with no 
information recorded on those who declined). This therefore presents 
an opportunity to help to develop an understanding of the likelihood 
of different household types/individuals agreeing to take part in a 
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Figure 10: Household and occupant characteristics of the weighted PHS data set 

 

survey of this nature which, in turn, could help to inform future 
survey work, providing insight into household types who may be 
harder to reach and require different approaches to recruitment. It is 
also important for understanding any potential bias in the PHS 
which could influence the representativeness of the housing data. 

Overall rate of consent 

Overall, 46.1 per cent (± 1.7 pp) of households in the GSS agreed to 
be contacted by BRANZ about participating in the PHS. As this 
represented far more households than required to achieve the survey 
target of 800, only a proportion were selected (as per the sampling 
method described earlier) and passed on to BRANZ. 

Consent rates amongst different household types 

Analysis was undertaken to explore consent rates by a range of GSS 
household variables, including tenure, the NZ Deprivation index, 
family type, household income, length of time at address, occupant 
perception of house condition, crowding and self-reported damp, 
mould and cold. 

The results showed owner-occupied households were 
significantly more likely to agree to participate in the survey than 
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were non-owner-occupier households and the general population: 
50.5 per cent (± 2.0 pp) of households who owned their home agreed 
compared with 37.3 per cent (± 2.3 pp) of those who did not own their 
home (Figure 11). This is consistent with the experience of previous 
HCS, in which recruiting rental households proved a challenge 
(White et al., 2017).  

Households not in a family nucleus were less likely to agree, 
both compared with those in a family nucleus (anyone in a couple, 
and/or with children at home) and the general population. This effect 
remained even when examined by tenure, showing it is not just an 
attribute of renters being more likely to live in non-family groups. 

Households who considered their home did not need repair or 
maintenance were less likely to agree compared with the general 
population and all other repair/maintenance subgroups.  

There were also significant differences by crowding (although 
this appears mostly explained by ethnicity). There was no significant 
difference in the consent rates by self-reported damp, mould and cold, 
household income, and years at address. 

Consent rates by respondent characteristics 

The GSS includes a household questionnaire and personal 
questionnaire. One randomly selected individual in the household 
completes the person questionnaire. Analysis was undertaken to 
explore consent rates for subgroups of households where the 
respondent who consented to participate in the PHS (which was 
asked in the household questionnaire) was also the main (personal 
questionnaire) GSS respondent. This applied to approximately 60 per 
cent of households in the GSS. Analysis looked at consent rates by 
ethnicity, migrant status, generalised trust, sex, material hardship, 
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Figure 11: Rates of consent to passing contact details to BRANZ by household characteristics 

 

Key: — Overall level of agreement (all households); –  –  – lower and upper 95% confidence interval
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highest qualification, labour force status, income sufficiency and age 
band. 

Table 4 summarises the results for variables where there was 
a significant difference between subgroups. This shows females, 
European and Māori, non-migrants, those with high general trust 
and those with severe material hardship were significantly more 
likely to agree to be contacted by BRANZ than were the other 
subcategories. While these all showed within-group differences, not 
all were significant compared with the general population, as 
illustrated by Figure 12.  

There were no significant differences in consent rates by 
highest qualification, labour force status, age band or income 
sufficiency of the main respondent. 

Understanding potential bias 

Further analysis was undertaken to compare some key socio-
demographic characteristics of the GSS with the final (weighted) PHS 
dataset. 

Table 4: Characteristics of main respondent and likelihood to agree to take part in 
the PHS 

Subgroup (main 
respondent) 

More likely to agree to 
participate in the PHS 

Less likely to agree to 
participate 

Sex Female Male 

Ethnicity European or Māori Pacific, Asian, or MELAA 

Migrant status Born in New Zealand Migrant 

Generalised trust High (8–10) general 
trust 

Moderate or low general 
trust 

Material hardship Severe material 
hardship 

Not experiencing material 
hardship 

Note: Results are shown where there was a significant difference at the subgroup 
level.
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Figure 12: Rates of consent for households where the respondent who consented to participate in the PHS was also the main GGS 
respondent, by subgroup 

 
Key: — Overall level of agreement (all households); –  –  – lower and upper 95% confidence interval 
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The results show that where differences in consent rates did 
exist (i.e. those described above), many have largely been corrected 
for by the post-sampling weights applied. 

For example, even though weights were only applied to correct 
for tenure, NZ-Dep and region, the weighted PHS data shows the 
impact of this benchmarking in correcting for not only uptake by 
tenure but also for ethnicity and migrant status. 

Whilst part of the ‘correction’ is down to the larger sample 
errors on the PHS compared with the GSS, due to the reduced sample 
size in the former, the effects observed also highlight the benefits and 
importance of applying appropriate weights and explicit 
benchmarking. 

Conclusion 

The Pilot Housing Survey was an opportunity to provide a new data 
resource that could be used to help to inform measures of housing 
quality for Aotearoa New Zealand. 

The method employed in recruiting households through a 
Stats NZ national survey was novel and offered significant 
advantages over recruitment methods used in previous national 
housing assessment surveys. In addition to helping to overcome 
recruitment challenges, the link with a nationally representative 
survey also presents opportunity to gain insight into the likelihood of 
different population groups taking part in a survey of this nature. 
The analysis of consent rates highlights the way in which 
participation in the PHS is variable across population groups. It 
verified experience from the BRANZ House Condition Survey that 
rental households are harder to recruit than owner-occupied 
households. It also showed lower uptake among households not in a 
family nucleus (whether owner-occupiers or tenants). At the 
individual level, Pacific, Asian and MEELA (Middle Eastern/Latin 
American/African) peoples and migrants were less likely to take part. 
This has important implications for our understanding of the 
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interactions between people and dwelling performance. Future 
national housing assessment surveys could look to alternative 
recruitment approaches, such as working with local community 
groups or frontline workers, to ensure harder-to-reach or 
marginalised groups are represented.  

The analysis presented in this paper provides insight into the 
different housing conditions experienced by owner-occupiers and 
renters. It shows that on average across the New Zealand housing 
stock, rental dwellings are more likely to be in a poorer state of repair 
and experience higher rates of visible mould than owner-occupied 
dwellings. 

This trend is consistent with previous BRANZ House 
Condition surveys. While condition and mould showed significant 
differences by tenure, insulation levels did not differ significantly. 
This finding could be indicative of the requirements for insulation in 
rentals taking effect. 

BRANZ has worked with Stats NZ to ensure the data set could 
be made available to researchers in a secure, safe environment 
through its Data Lab and the Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI). 
The PHS-GSS linked data provides an important new resource for 
researchers and policy analysts to gain further insight into the 
different housing conditions experienced by different populations. 
Further analysis will be undertaken to explore housing condition 
parameters by socio-demographics and self-reported measures of 
well-being. This in turn can help to inform interventions and 
targeting of measures to support those affected by poorly performing 
housing.  
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Notes 

1 NZDep2013 is an index of socioeconomic deprivation. It combines census 
data relating to income, home ownership, employment, qualifications, 
family structure, housing and access to transport and communications 
(Atkinson et al., 2014). 

2 All analyses used the complete weighted PHS data set, unless otherwise 
stated. 

3 Where properties are referred to as ‘rentals’ or ’rented dwellings’, this 
means all housing that is not owner-occupied. 

4 Sample errors are reported at 95% confidence intervals. 
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Abstract 

People’s capacity to pay housing costs while sustaining other living costs is 
a significant issue of public concern. This paper takes a closer look at the 
affordability of rentals for housing in Aotearoa New Zealand, a country 
where an increasing proportion of the population pays rent to access 
housing. Where there is a significant difference between existing rents and 
rents for new tenancies, renters may be confronted with limited choice and 
be constrained in their residential mobility. We quantify these impacts with 
a new statistic of rental affordability rigidity risk. We review available 
aggregate statistics and use these to explore the extent and impact of ‘sticky 
rents’; that is, where currently existing rents are below rents for newly let 
properties. 

Keywords: housing affordability; stock and flow rental prices; price rigidity 

Whakarāpopotonga 
Ko tō te tangata raukaha ki te utu i ngā utu whare noho i a ia e utu ana i 
ētahi atu utu noho he tino take āwangawanga tūmatanui. E āta ārohi ana 
tēnei pepa i te whaiutu o ngā whare rēti hei whare noho i Aotearoa, he 
whenua e piki here nei te ōwehenga o ngā tāngata e utu rēti ana kia whai 
whare noho ai. Ina kitea te rerekētanga nui i waenga i ngā rēti o nāianei me 
ngā rēti mō ngā whare rēti hou, ka kite wheako te hunga rēti whare i te iti 
o ngā kōwhiringa, me te aha ka whakatikia tō rātou āhei ki te hūnuku i 
waenga whare rēti. Ka ine mātou i aua pāpānga mā tētahi tauanga hou o te 
tūraru whaiutu rēti whakaioio. Ka arotake mātou i ngā tauanga hīatoato me 
te whakamahi i ērā ki te tūhurahura i te korahi me te pāpānga o ngā 'rēti 
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hāpiapia'; arā, ina noho ngā rēti o nāianei i raro i ngā rēti mō ngā whare 
kātahi anō ka rētihia atu. 

Ngā kupu matua: whaiutu whare noho, utu rēti puta noa me ō ngā whare 
rēti hou, whakaioio utu 

 

 
ousing is a fundamental human need, recognised by the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (New Zealand 
Human Rights Commission, 2017). Beyond the basic need 

for shelter, it provides a foundation for social and economic well-being 
(Coates et al., 2015). People’s capacity to pay for their housing costs 
and the impacts of housing costs on people’s ability to meet their 
other needs has attracted considerable public concern. House prices 
and access to owner occupation has been one element of public debate, 
but so too has been the affordability of rents for those dependent on 
the rental market. 

This paper is a preliminary attempt to understand rents and 
rental affordability in a more nuanced manner. In particular, it 
explores the concept of sticky rents and how New Zealand’s 
population of tenants may be experiencing different patterns of 
affordability and housing stress. It looks at changing home ownership 
rates and the increasing proportion of the population exposed to the 
rental market. The main focus, however, is on the way in which 
different data sources and affordability measures help us to 
understand tenants within dynamic rental markets. 

The paper overviews the New Zealand rental stock, rent data 
and ways rental affordability is measured. It considers the conceptual 
differences between actual or existing rental amounts paid by 
households compared with the potential rents they would face if they 
sought a new tenancy. Where there is difference between actual rents 
and the potential rents, actual rents can be referred to as ‘sticky 
rents’. We consider how using different data sets that record rents 
using different data-capturing methodologies illuminates the 
phenomenon of sticky rents on affordability. We suggest that looking 
at the difference between sticky rents and potential rents give us new 

H 
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insights into the way different regional populations are exposed to 
rental affordability problems. 

Why worry about renters and rents? 

New Zealand’s housing crisis and the increased dependency of low-
income and more vulnerable households on rented housing raises 
issues around rental affordability. Renters of all ages typically have 
lower incomes than owner-occupiers (Figure 1A), spend a greater 
share of their income on housing (Figure 1B), and have lower 
material wealth (Figure 1C). In New Zealand, the proportion of 
people and households who pay rent has been increasing since the 
early 1990s as homeownership rates have fallen (Figure 1D). 

The decline has been acute for young adults. Bentley (2019), 
using data from the Household Economic Survey, found the 
proportion of New Zealanders aged 25 to 34 who are owner-occupiers 
declined from about 65 per cent in 1988 to 35 per cent in 2018. 
Jackson and James (2016), using Censuses of Population and 
Dwellings 1986–2013, reported a similar picture of diminishing levels 
of home ownership with sharper declines for younger age cohorts. The 
number of households in rented dwellings increased from about 
290,000 in 1996 to 530,000 in 2018 (Figure 2). 

The proportion of households renting dwellings in the private 
sector has increased from 72 per cent of renting households in 1996 
to 85 per cent in 2018. There was a decrease in the number of state 
houses during the 1990s.  
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Figure 1: Comparisons of key metrics related to housing between renters and owner-occupiers 

 
Sources: Panels A, B and C – Household Economic Surveys 1998–2019; Panel D – Censuses of Population and Dwellings 1916–2018.1 
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Figure 2: Number of rental households, by sector of landlord 

 
Source: Censuses of Population and Dwellings 1996–2018 (http://nzdotstat.stats.govt.nz/). 

Tenants may seek a home on the rental market, but rental 
housing is primarily income-stream generators and investment 
vehicles for landlords and property investors. According to Rehm and 
Yang (2020), the private rental market is characterised by 
speculation. The increased share of the rental market owned by 
property investors, the periodic decline of the state housing stock, and 
the decline of state housing stock provision compared with population 
all reflect a wider paradigm shift in housing policy (Figenshow & 
Saville-Smith, 2021). 

In this context, sticky rents matter because contractual rental 
amounts, paid by some sitting tenants, represent a risk of financial 
hardship if their circumstances change, such as a landlord 
terminating the tenancy, a forced change in living arrangements, or 
a sudden income shock, say caused by job loss. Lack of mobility choice 
may also have macroeconomic consequences, since a lack of economic 
agency over choice of location may constrain the efficient allocation 
of labour across regions (Andrews et al., 2011, p. 26). 

Rental stock, rents data, and current rent affordability reporting in 
New Zealand 

The New Zealand rental stock is dynamic. Over time, properties are 
built and demolished. Some properties switch between owner-occupied 

http://nzdotstat.stats.govt.nz/
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occupation and ownership by property investors and back again. 
Even within the rental stock, some dwellings are temporarily 
unavailable for a variety of reasons including refurbishment. Over 1 
million unique rental properties can be identified in the 27 years 
between 1993 and 2020, compared with a maximum active property 
count of about 400,000 at any one time. 

The financial implications for tenants dependent on this 
rental stock have been given some attention in New Zealand over the 
last decade. This is in part because, as Stone (2006) argues, low-
income renter households have little discretion over their level of 
housing expenditure since “housing costs generally make the first 
claim on disposable income”, or as Matt Desmond put it, “the rent 
eats first” (Desmond, 2016, as cited in Herbert et. al., 2018). It is also 
because analysis of house price increases in New Zealand have 
focused on the concentration of property purchasing among property 
investors and the implications for heated house prices on rents and 
rental affordability. 

Although the definition of housing affordability is contested 
(UK Affordable Housing Commission, 2019), almost universally it 
includes some idea of balancing income, the ability to pay housing 
expenses, and the adequacy of residual incomes in relation to non-
housing costs (Gabriel et al., 2005; Stone, 2006). In practice, however, 
housing affordability statistics typically compare housing costs with 
household income. Metrics around residual incomes may be included 
but the issue of absolute adequacy is largely set aside. More refined 
ratio measures that deal with housing costs to incomes can be 
elaborate. For instance, some measures compare housing costs and 
income distributions using statistics of central tendency (such as 
median housing costs to median household income), and others report 
the proportion of households with a ratio above a given threshold, 
where those spending above the chosen threshold may be described 
as having a housing cost ‘overburden’ (Barker, 2019). 

The most commonly applied threshold is 30 per cent, which is 
said to date back to 19th-century studies of household budgets, and 
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the resulting expression “one week’s pay for one month’s rent” 
(Hulchanski, 1995). Over time, the commonly used ‘rule-of-thumb’ 
threshold has crept up from 25 per cent to 30 per cent. In the United 
States, 25 per cent of income was used as the ratio standard until the 
early 1980s; 30 per cent has been used since then (Stone, 2006). In 
New Zealand, Stats NZ use a 30 per cent threshold as their key 
housing affordability metric (Stats NZ, 2020b), but also publish series 
for 25 per cent and 40 per cent thresholds (see Figure 1B). Since the 
new millennium, over 40 per cent of renters spend more than 30 per 
cent of their disposable (post-tax) household income on rent. The New 
Zealand Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC) also 
use a 30 per cent standard but in addition report statistics showing 
the proportion of children living in households spending more than 
50 per cent of their income on housing costs (DPMC, 2020). 

Inevitably, the measures and analysis of rental affordability 
depends on the availability of relevant data. There are three major 
sources of rental costs in New Zealand: (1) tenancy bonds 
administrative data, (2) data from the 5-yearly Census of Population 
and Dwellings, and (3) the Household Economic Survey. Even the 
most cursory analysis of weekly rents show that these data sets give 
somewhat different pictures. Figure 3 shows a comparison of weekly 
rental amounts. The median and mean rental amounts from surveys 
are lower than the rents reported in the corresponding period for 
tenancy bond data. 

Understanding rents from these sources becomes complicated 
by the way in which their statistics are reported. Published summary 
statistics are reported for arithmetic mean weekly rental amounts 
from the Household Economic Survey compared with median weekly 
rent from the census. Statistics from the tenancy bond data are 
available continuously (plotted quarterly). 
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Figure 3: Weekly rental amounts – comparison of available data 

 
Key: — Tenancy bond data ● Census of Population and Dwellings; ▲ Household Economic 
Survey.  

Sources: Tenancy bonds, Censuses of Populations and Dwellings 1996–2018, and Household 
Economic Surveys 2003–2004.  

Thinking more clearly about rent and rent affordability 

There are conceptual issues that need to be resolved if we are to think 
more clearly about rents and rent affordability. Perhaps one of the 
most important is the issue of whether affordability analysis should 
focus on actual rental amounts currently paid by households, or the 
potential rental costs tenants would face if they were seeking a 
tenancy on the market. The latter are often referred to as market 
rents. Comparing market rents, measured as the rents of recently let 
properties, with actual rents provides an insight into tenants’ 
mobility opportunities. Such a comparison also illuminates whether 
tenants have financial risks if precarious tenancies come to an end 
and the tenants must find a new tenancy. 

Understanding actual rents and market rents, respectively, is 
largely a matter of approach to rent-related data. As Bentley and 
Krsinich (2017) have noted in the past, there are two distinct 
approaches to recording the timing of rental price changes: when new 
tenancies commence (market rent), and currently paid rent for all 
rental properties (actual or existing rents). Lewis and Restieaux 
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(2015) called these flow and stock measures of rents, for the new and 
ongoing tenancies, respectively.2 

Ozimek (2014) describes how stock measures lag flow 
measures. This is because existing tenancy agreements are contracts 
which buffer sitting tenants from changes in the price of newly let 
properties, until the contracts expire and are renegotiated. This 
phenomenon, which has been labelled a “tenancy discount” or 
“residency discount”, can occur in both regulated and unregulated 
rental markets (Hoffmann & Kurz, 2002). Within long-term 
tenancies, rental amounts may reflect a discount for reducing 
landlords’ search and replacement costs (Miceli & Sirmans, 1999), 
and the emotional stress of renegotiation for landlord and tenant 
(Genesove, 2003). These factors create nominal price rigidity, or 
sticky rents. Since rental amounts are often set months or even years 
in the past, a sizeable divergence can exist between the two 
measurement concepts. In New Zealand, the Residential Tenancies 
Act 1989 limited within-tenancy rent increases to every 6 months, 
and since the 2020 amendment, rents can only be increased once per 
year (Tenancy Services, 2020). 

The housing affordability literature is light on the conceptual 
choice between actual rent (for the stock of all tenancies) or potential 
rent (based on the contemporary market price, revealed by the flow 
of new tenancies). In practice, the choice is usually based on the 
availability of data. However, we can turn to the literature on 
consumer price statistics which has some research on this choice, 
albeit in the context of rental equivalence (‘imputed rent’) where 
actual rental for housing prices is used to estimate comparable utility 
for owner-occupiers. Use of stock measures is common international 
practice in Consumer Price Indices and is recommended 
international best practice for estimating owners’ equivalent rent for 
countries that use a rental equivalence approach to measuring 
owner-occupied housing costs. The ILO et al. (2020), for instance, 
argue that “A stock-based rental index is generally more stable and, 
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as such, is more representative of the owner-occupied sector which, 
by definition, enjoys security of tenure” (p. 405). 

Others have argued somewhat differently, though. For 
instance, Johnson (2015) notes that arguments could be made for 
using the marginal (flow) of rent depending on “the question that 
rental equivalence seeks to answer”. Shimizu et al. (2013) make the 
case more strongly stating that, conceptually, imputed rent should 
reflect the amount a house owner could get in the rental market 
today; i.e. a flow measure would be most appropriate. Bentley and 
Krsinich (2017) note that flow measures show housing market 
turning points sooner, and Ozimek (2014) demonstrated how flow 
measures better align with residential property price indexes. In 
reflection of the value of both concepts, Stats NZ publish rental price 
indexes using both stock and flow concepts (Stats NZ, 2019a). This 
reflects the value recognised in both measures, following consultation 
with key users. 

Rental price stickiness varies across countries. This may 
reflect differences in regulations and the use, or absence, of rent 
controls (Deng et al., 2002). Shimizu et al. (2010) and Ozimek (2014) 
reported estimates of the probability of no rent change over a 1-year 
period for several countries: 29–54 per cent for the United States 
(depending on the study used); 78 per cent for Germany; and 89 per 
cent for Japan (corresponding to an average price duration of more 
than nine years). Shimizu et al. (2010) found rent prices so sticky in 
Japan that they suggested the existence of an “implicit long-term 
contract between a landlord and an existing tenant” which led them 
to conclude that the probability of a rent adjustment depends little on 
the divergence of a tenant’s actual rent from the contemporary 
market value. In New Zealand, Bentley (2018) reported the 
persistence of prices in a panel survey of landlords, finding an 
average duration of 1.8 years and a median duration of 2.1 years. 

The idea of assessing housing affordability against potential 
rather than actual housing costs is not new. Lerman and Reeder 
(1987) developed a measure that replaced actual housing costs with 
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what it would cost to obtain housing of a minimum physical standard. 
What is of importance at this point is that conceptual differences and 
associated operationalisation can generate profoundly different 
outcomes. For instance, in the first quarter of 2018, the median rental 
cost in Auckland was $450 for actual rents compared with $520 
potential rent for new lets. This implies a typical sitting tenant could 
face a $70 per week rent increase if their circumstances changed and 
they needed to pay contemporary market rent. Alternatively, this can 
be thought of as a typical $70 per week mobility premium that a 
tenant may face to change landlord or location. 

Exploring alternative approaches to measuring rental affordability 

The paper will now examine the potential of different data sets and 
conceptualisations to enrich our understanding of rental 
affordability. It starts with a more detailed review of the different 
data sets available to us and their comparative coverage. It then goes 
on to generating a set of derivative rent affordability measures to 
illustrate the potential of these measures. Using geographic area 
median incomes and rents to compute aggregate indicators, both as 
ratios and residuals, a preliminary analysis is undertaken comparing 
actual costs and potential rent costs. 

Three data sets can be used to explore rental affordability in 
New Zealand: data from tenancy bonds, from the Census of 
Population and Dwellings, and from the Household Economic 
Surveys.  

Tenancy bonds, Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment 

Landlords in New Zealand can ask tenants to pay a monetary bond 
as security when they move into a property. Landlords who charge a 
bond must legally lodge it with the Ministry of Business, Innovation 
and Employment’s Tenancy Services within 23 working days. The 
bond lodgement form (which can be completed online or by post) 
includes a requirement to state the weekly rent payment. Other data 
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captured includes the dwelling address, dwelling type (such as room, 
flat, house), the number of bedrooms, and sector of the landlord.3 A 
unique property ID is created as part of the administrative process. 
The data set used for this analysis covers bonds lodged from 1 
January 1993 to 30 September 2020. It contains 4.5 million price 
observations, for 1 million unique properties. Statistics New Zealand 
(2015) explains the data set further. 

Census of Population and Dwellings, Stats NZ 

The New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings (‘the census’) 
provides an official count of the people and dwellings in New Zealand. 
Personal and dwelling questionnaires allow estimation of statistics 
about tenure, income and rental costs. Data are usually available 
every 5 years (although there is a 7-year gap between the 2006 and 
2013 censuses due to a delay to the planned 2011 Census, following 
the Canterbury earthquakes). A key strength of the census data is 
the ability to analyse the data for small geographies, such as 
territorial local authorities, Auckland local boards and statistical 
area geographies. Available income data is annual self-reported gross 
(before-tax) income. It should be noted that the 2018 Census is 
considered less robust than previous census due to low response rates 
(Jack & Graziadei, 2019). Rental amounts are self-reported currently 
paid rent. Income data is collected in bands (for the 2018 Census: 
$5,000–$10,000 bands for income below $70,000, then $30,000–
$50,000 bands until “$150,001 or more”), and rental amounts are 
reported to the nearest dollar (Stats NZ, 2018). For rental amounts, 
about 20 per cent of responses were imputed: 4 per cent using 
Housing New Zealand Corporation data on state housing, 7 per cent 
from tenancy bonds, and 8 per cent using statistical imputation 
techniques. Imputation using tenancy bond data used the rental 
amount when the bond was lodged, which may not be representative 
of the currently paid rent (Stats NZ, 2019b), on a stock concept. This 
extraordinary imputation is a potential source of added uncertainty 
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in the derived statistics and means that Census 2018 is not a wholly 
independent data source, from tenancy bond data, for 2018. 

Household Economic Surveys, Stats NZ 

The Household Economic Surveys, a regular collection of data on 
household income and expenditure, is one of the premier sources for 
statistics on housing affordability. The design is a scientifically 
random sample of households weighted to be representative of all 
New Zealand households. Estimation weights are calibrated to 
census-based population benchmarks. There are no specific 
benchmarks for household tenure (as there are for the number of 
homeowners and renters) so statistics by tenure can noticeably 
fluctuate over time. 

The survey has run nearly every year since 1974, with an 
achieved sample size of about 3000–5000 households (20,000 
households since 2019). Households are interviewed over the course 
of a year. Statistics are reported annually for the year to June. 
Expenditure on rent is representative of currently paid rental costs. 

Bentley and Krsinich (2017) assessed the coverage of the 
tenancy bond data and concluded that the data appears reasonable 
compared with the New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings. 
Their study found better coverage in the main urban centres, perhaps 
suggesting more informal rental agreements in smaller settlements. 
Miller et al. (2018) found similar distributions for weekly rent 
amount, number of bedrooms and sector of landlord using the New 
Zealand census and tenancy bond data. They conclude, “ We see good 
consistency between the tenancy bond variables and the census … 
The concepts used in the tenancy bonds are consistent with the 
statistical standard used by the census for each of the housing 
variables. Levels of missing data for tenancy bond variables are low, 
and comparable with the census levels of missing data.” The research 
included assessment of microdata linked by property address. The 
analysis found 79 per cent of linked properties had a rental amount 
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in the same census rent band (66 per cent), or one rent band higher 
(13 per cent).4 Successful linking was possible for only a subset of the 
data (after data cleaning, less than half of all rental properties). 

While the data sets can be statistically linked to each other for 
research purposes, the different sources are generally reported 
independently of each other, using a variety of different metrics 
(Table 1). The tenancy bond data shows the flow of new tenancies; i.e. 
tenancies that have been delivered into the market and accepted by 
a tenant. This is, of course, not necessarily a new dwelling or 
property. A property may be rented sequentially a number of times 
to different tenants. The rent associated with each new tenancy may 
be different from the rent paid by the previous tenant. When a new 
tenancy agreement is established, a bond will be set and that bond 
reflects the rents available at that time. It can be referred to as a 
contemporary market price. It, in comparison to stock rent data, 
indicates the potential rents an individual seeking a rental dwelling 
might have to pay at that moment. This flow of new tenancies may 
be priced higher than previous flows. For tenants who may be looking 
to move, there may be a difference between their rental costs in their 
current tenancy and the range of prices available to them if they 
sought a new tenancy. 

The rents that tenants are actually paying, compared with the 
rent that they agree to pay for a new tenancy, are referred to as stock. 
Data on these are drawn from two different sources: the New Zealand 
Census and the Household Economic Survey (HES). There can be 
significant differences between stock and flow. This is evident in 
Figure 4 which effectively shows the differences between actual rents 
and potential rent according to recently lodged tenancy bonds. 
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Table 1: Summary of major rental sources 

Data Collection 
method 

Concept Statistics Frequency 

Tenancy 
bonds 

Bond 
administration 

Flow of new 
tenancies, 
reflecting 
contemporary 
market price 

Arithmetic 
and 
geometric 
mean, 
median 
weekly rental 
amounts 

Live 
database 

Tenancy 
bonds 

Bond 
administration 

Flow and 
modelled 
stock 
concepts 

Rental Price 
Index 

Monthly 

Census of 
Population 
and 
Dwellings 

Census survey Stock of 
tenancies, 
reflecting 
currently 
paid actual 
rental costs 

Median 
weekly rental 
amounts 

5–7 yearly 

Household 
Economic 
Survey 

Sample survey Stock of 
tenancies, 
reflecting 
currently 
paid actual 
rental costs 

Arithmetic 
mean weekly 
rental 
amounts 

Annually 

 
Figure 4, which compares weekly rental amounts from the 

census compared with tenancy bonds by regional council for the same 
period, shows some substantial differences between stock rents and 
flow rents. For instance, at the time of the 2018 Census (2018Q1), 
Wellington region had the greatest difference between median actual 
and potential rent, of $110 (median actual rent $350; potential rent 
$460). Thirteen of the sixteen regional councils had a difference of 
$50 or more between actual rents and the rents that were newly being 
taken up. The smallest difference between actual and potential rent 
was found in the West Coast region, which had both the lowest rental 
costs and decreasing rents for newly let properties in the years 
preceding the 2018 Census. 
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Figure 4: Mean weekly rental amount, data source and concept 

 
Key :— Actual costs (stock concept); — tenancy bonds, potential costs (flow concept).  
Source: Censuses of Population and Dwellings 1996–2018, and tenancy bonds. 

The ratio of median rental costs to median household income 
can be used to explore aspects of rent affordability. Higher ratios 
indicate less rental affordability. These are set out by regional council 
in Figure 5. In all regions, stock rental costs are a greater burden 
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using the potential rental costs if a tenant sought and acquired a new 
property and tenancy. 

Figure 5: Rental affordability – ratio of median rent to median household income 

 
Key: — Actual rental costs (stock concept); — potential rental costs (flow concept).  
Note: Shaded area shows rental affordability ratio rigidity risk. 
Source: Author’s own calculations from Censuses of Populations and Dwellings and tenancy 
bond data. 
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The shaded area in each of the graphs in Figure 5 represent 
the rental affordability ratio rigidity risk. This has increased in most 
regions between 2013 and 2018. Several regions showed an 
improvement in rental affordability over this period using actual 
rental costs, but a deterioration using potential rental costs. The 
exceptions to this trend are Canterbury and West Coast regions, 
where median weekly rental amounts decreased in the years prior to 
2018. 

The differences between actual (or stock) rents and flow rents 
(indicating new tenancies) are set out in Figure 6 at the time of the 
2018 Census (2018 Q1) by territorial authorities and for New Zealand 
as whole. Residual median income is a lower amount using the 
potential rental costs of new tenancies. There is no clear relationship 
between the level of residual income and the rental affordability 
residual rigidity risk. 

Discussion and future research 

To undertake the analysis presented above, we had access to unit 
record tenancy bond data to calculate regional aggregate statistics 
(on a quarterly basis). Census statistics (such as median rental 
amounts) are publicly available to fine geographic detail. We use 
small area census (‘meshblock’) files (which also include statistics at 
regional council and territorial authority levels). New Zealand-level 
statistics for 1996 are not included in the small area files, so these 
were supplemented with median household income supplied by 
correspondence with Stats NZ and median weekly rent estimated 
from a published report (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). Each 
meshblock file contains data for the current and past two censuses. 
There are sometimes differing values for the same statistic by region 
and year depending on the file used (likely a reflection of small 
boundary changes and rounding). In these cases, we took the 
arithmetic mean of the available estimates. 
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Figure 6: Rental affordability – median annual household income less median 
annual household rent, 2018Q1 

 

Key: ● potential rental costs (flow concept); ● actual rental costs (stock concept); — rental 
affordability residual rigidity risk 
Source: Author’s own calculations from Censuses of Populations and Dwellings and tenancy 
bond data. 
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Rental costs are observed in the bond data when tenancies 
begin or a new bond lodgement form is submitted. Average rental 
amounts (such as arithmetic or geometric mean, median) for newly 
lodged bonds, over a given short reference period (quarter, month, 
week), are representative of the price of newly let properties; in this 
paper, we use a quarterly frequency. In contrast, the census (and 
Household Economic Survey) is designed to be nationally 
representative of the actual rental amounts paid for all rental 
properties, regardless of whether these are new or existing tenancies. 

If we assume that both census and tenancy bond data are 
representative of New Zealand and regional rentals (see “Exploring 
alternative approaches to measuring rental affordability” for a review 
of data quality), we can use the difference in concepts for each data 
set to estimate two metrics of rental affordability: 

• affordability of currently paid rental costs – a stock concept 
of affordability – from census data 

• affordability of potential rental costs for newly let properties 
– a flow concept of affordability – from tenancy bond data. 

For each of these concepts, we can calculate rental 
affordability indicators using both the ratio of median rental costs to 
median income and residual income after rental costs. In each case, 
estimates of median gross household income from the census is used. 
The difference between the same metric (ratio or residual) but 
varying the concept (actual or potential) is a new statistic reflecting 
rental affordability rigidity risk. 

This paper highlights an important consideration when 
comparing rental amounts with income to understand rental 
affordability. We have shown that, on average, currently paid or 
actual rents tend to be below new tenancy or so-called market rents. 
Overseas it is well established that some rents can persist within 
unchanged tenancies (Ozimek, 2014). Even when landlords legally 
could increase prices, many do not raise the rents for sitting tenants 
to the same extent as they would for new tenants (Genesove, 2003; 
Hoffmann & Kurz, 2002; Miceli & Sirmans, 1999). Our 
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understanding of these dynamics in New Zealand is limited but is 
clear that median rental amounts reported in New Zealand censuses 
compared with administrative tenancy bond data show differences. 
These are effectively differences between actual rental amounts paid 
across the entire stock of rental properties (reported in the census) 
and potential rent based on the flow of newly let properties (reported 
in the tenancy bond data). The difference between actual (a stock 
concept) rents and market or potential rents (a flow concept) allows 
us to think about a new statistic reflecting rental affordability rigidity 
risk. These measures are not intended to replace any existing 
affordability statistics; rather, they provide supplementary insight 
into how rental affordability is experienced, highlighting financial 
constraints on renters’ choices to move location and sometimes 
limited options to reduce costs if their circumstances change. 

Previous research (Bentley, 2018; Bentley & Krsinich, 2017; 
Miller et al., 2018) suggests the rental data sources used are of good 
quality. However, we cannot discount the possibility that some of the 
differences between data sources will be due to data quality. There 
are likely to be errors and omissions in both census and tenancy bond 
data. Additional analysis of disaggregated data coverage – for 
example, for smaller geographic areas – will aid understanding of the 
robustness of our results. Furthermore, in this paper, household 
income data was gross (before-tax) household income from the 
census, whereas conceptually, net (after-tax) income is preferable for 
affordability analysis (Gabriel et al., 2005). Census income is self-
reported in discrete banded amounts. Reliability of census income 
estimates, which are usefully available for small geographies, may be 
enhanced by calibrating the estimates to other data sources, such as 
the Household Economic Survey and tax data, which have finer 
breakdowns of income amounts by source of income. 

The tenancy bond data are continuously available. In 
addition, as administrative data, they facilitate the production of 
statistics at no additional cost. In comparison, the rich census data is 
only available five-yearly. It would therefore be desirable to be able 
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to estimate rental amounts on a stock concept for the tenancy bond 
data. There is currently no requirement to update the bond 
lodgement form when within-tenancy rents are increased. So simply 
using the rental amount at the start of tenancies will give an 
underestimate of currently paid rent for some properties. Bentley 
(2018) applied a simple model that carries forward rental amounts 
from the lodgement date for a maximum of two years.4 This produced 
comparable results with a longitudinal survey of rental properties for 
rental price changes, but a more sophisticated lagging model would 
need to be developed to properly reflect the distribution of levels of 
rental amounts. Analysis of the distribution of tenancy lengths may 
reveal sufficient information to enable a predictive model to be 
developed. 

Future research could also explore linked census-tenancy 
bonds microdata, which is available with strict security protocols in 
Stats NZ’s Integrated Data Infrastructure. There is opportunity to 
consider whether households with greater rental rigidity risk are 
more likely to live in a house of poorer physical quality or that is 
deemed overcrowded. It would be useful to understand whether 
individual renters paying well below market rent have different 
relationships with landlords or whether there is something about the 
imperatives of the property investors that generates those situations. 
There are questions, too, around the extent to which gaps between 
actual rents and market rents inhibit labour markets and tenants 
from taking up employment opportunities elsewhere. 
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Notes 
1 Panel A: Household Economic Surveys 2007–2018, customised data 

request supplied by Stats NZ. LOESS (locally estimated scatterplot 
smoothing) trend line calculated using R stats package (R Core Team, 
2020): span parameter set to 0.75 
Panel B: Household Economic Surveys 1998–2019, (Stats NZ, 2020a, p. 
46) 
Panel C: Household Economic Survey 2017–18 
Panel D: Censuses of Population and Dwellings, 1916–2018, (Stats NZ, 
2020a, p. 28). 

2 Lewis and Restieaux (2015) make an analogy between measuring the heat 
of the rental market and the temperature of bath water (which they credit 
to Simon Hayter): “A useful analogy is comparing the stock of rental 
properties to a bath of water, and the flow of rental properties to the 
temperature of the water coming into the bath. If the hot tap is on, it will 
still take time for the temperature of the water in the bath to warm up, 
and vice versa.” 

3 Since 7 April 2019, a policy change means that bonds are no longer lodged 
in the tenancy bond database for Kāinga Ora state rentals. 

4 Rent amount bands used were under $50, $50–$79, $80–$99, $100–$124, 
$125–$149, $150–$174, $175–$199, $200–$249, $250–$299, $300–$349, 
$350–$399, $400–$449, $450–$499, $500+ 

5 Data for censuses 2006–2018: https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/ 
Uploads/2018-Census-place-summaries/Download-data/2018-Census-
place-summaries-CSV.zip  
Data for 2001: http://archive.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/data-
tables/meshblock-dataset.aspx#gsc.tab=0  
Data for 1996 estimated from Statistics New Zealand (2013) and the 
Consumers Price Index. 
Data for 2007–2019: https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/ 
household-income-and-housing-cost-statistics-year-ended-june-2019-
csv.zip  
Data for 2003/04: http://infoshare.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people 
_and_communities/Households/HouseholdEconomicSurvey_HOTPYeJun
04/Commentary.aspx#gsc.tab=0 
Tenancy bond statistics created on a quarterly frequency from 
microdata. 

6 This model has been implemented in the CPI Rental Price Index, since 
2019 (Stats NZ, 2019a). 

  

https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/2018-Census-place-summaries/Download-data/2018-Census-place-summaries-CSV.zip
https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/2018-Census-place-summaries/Download-data/2018-Census-place-summaries-CSV.zip
https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/2018-Census-place-summaries/Download-data/2018-Census-place-summaries-CSV.zip
http://archive.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/data-tables/meshblock-dataset.aspx#gsc.tab=0
http://archive.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/data-tables/meshblock-dataset.aspx#gsc.tab=0
https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/household-income-and-housing-cost-statistics-year-ended-june-2019-csv.zip
https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/household-income-and-housing-cost-statistics-year-ended-june-2019-csv.zip
https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/household-income-and-housing-cost-statistics-year-ended-june-2019-csv.zip
http://infoshare.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/Households/HouseholdEconomicSurvey_HOTPYeJun04/Commentary.aspx#gsc.tab=0
http://infoshare.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/Households/HouseholdEconomicSurvey_HOTPYeJun04/Commentary.aspx#gsc.tab=0
http://infoshare.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/Households/HouseholdEconomicSurvey_HOTPYeJun04/Commentary.aspx#gsc.tab=0
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“It feels real good having my own space” – 
Young Māori Mothers in the E Hine Study Talk 
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Abstract 

The provision of good quality housing for young families is a key way of 
supporting health and well-being, and this is especially important for young 
Māori (Indigenous) mothers and their children, who experience a greater 
burden of social and health inequities. Low-quality housing can negatively 
affect health, safety, employment, education, social connectedness and 
identity. Seeking the views of young Māori mothers is essential for informing 
initiatives to support access to housing that is responsive to their needs and 
aspirations for ‘home’. The analysis reported here focuses on the housing 
journeys of the young women during the last year of participation in E Hine, 
a longitudinal, qualitative, Kaupapa Māori (by Māori, for Māori) study that 
followed young Māori women (initially aged 13–19 years) from pregnancy or 
the early antenatal period (n = 44). The last interviews with the participants 
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were when the young mothers’ babies were 2–3 years old (n = 37). Data were 
analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, with a focus on housing 
experiences.  

With the exception of one young woman and her partner, most of 
the participants (n = 32) were living with their child(ren) and other adults. 
Three intersecting themes were developed: (1) ‘Seeking spatial autonomy: 
The importance of finding one’s own space to parent’ relates to the 
importance placed, by the young women, on having their own space; (2) 
‘Relational beings: The tensions of relational autonomy for young parents’ 
attends to the desire of the young women for spatial autonomy while still 
being embedded within support networks; and (3) ‘Material dilemmas: 
Aspiring to make a “home” during a housing crisis’ explores the material 
challenges faced by the young women. 

Keywords: Kaupapa Māori research, young Māori mothers, well-being, 
housing, home, tenure, relational autonomy, spatial autonomy, qualitative 
longitudinal research 

 

Whakarāpopotonga 
He ara matua te whakarato whare noho he pai te kounga ki ngā whānau 
pūhou mō te hāpai i te hauora me te toiora. He mea tino hira tēnei ki ngā 
whaea Māori pūhou me ā rātou tamariki tērā ka tāmia e te taumahatanga 
nui ake o ngā kore ōritenga pāpori me te hauora. Ka kino ake pea te hauora, 
te haumaru, te whai mahi, te mātauranga, te tūhonohono ā-pāpori me te 
tuakiri i ngā whare noho kounga iti. He waiwai te rapu i ngā tirohanga o 
ngā whaea Māori pūhou mō te whiwhi mōhiotanga mō ngā kōkiri tautoko 
āheitanga atu ki ngā whare noho e urupare ana ki ō rātou hiahia me ō rātou 
tūmanako mō tētahi ‘kāinga’. E arotahi ana ngā tātaritanga kua pūrongotia 
i konei ki ngā haerenga ā-whare noho o ngā wāhine pūhou i te tau 
whakamutunga o te whai wāhi ki E Hine, he rangahau Kaupapa Māori (nā 
te Māori, mā te Māori) wā roa, ine kounga, tērā i whai i ngā wāhine Māori 
pūhou (i te tīmatanga 13–19 ō rātou tau) mai i te hapūtanga ki te wā i muri 
tata mai i te whakawhānautanga (n = 44). I tutuki ngā uiuitanga 
whakamutunga ki ngā kaiwhaiwāhi i te wā e 2–3 ngā tau o ngā pēpi a ngā 
whaea (n = 37). He mea tātari ngā raraunga mā te whakamahi i te 
tātaritanga huritao ā-tāhuhu, me te arotahi ki ngā wheako whare noho.  

I tua atu i tētahi wahine pūhou me tōna hoa rangatira, e noho ana 
te nuinga o ngā kaiwhaiwāhi (n = 32) i te taha o ā rātou tamariki me ētahi 
atu pakeke. I whakawhanakehia ētahi tāhuhu haukoti e toru: (1) Ka whai 
pānga ‘Te kimi mana motuhake i te whaitua noho: te hira o te kimi whaitua 
anō hei mahi i ngā mahi a te matua’ ki te hira ki te wahine pūhou o te whai 
whaitua anō māna; (2) ‘Te tangata whai hononga: ngā kumenga ka puea ake 
i te hiahia o te wahine pūhou ki te mana motuhake i te whaitua noho i a ia 
e noho tāmau tonu ana i ngā kōtuitui tautoko; ā, (3) Ka torotoro ‘Ngā 
matawaenga ā-ao tuturu: te wawata ki te hanga “kāinga” i te wā e tino iti 
nei ngā whare noho' i ngā wero tūturu kei te aroaro o ngā wāhine pūhou.  

Ngā Kupumatua: rangahau Kaupapa Māori, whaea Māori pūhou, toiora, 
whare noho, kāinga, whai whare noho, mana motuhake ā-pānga, mana 
motuhake whaitua noho, rangahau wā roa, ine kounga.  
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ousing stability and access to homes of high quality are 
important for the health and well-being of young mothers 
and their babies (Cutts, et al., 2011; Harker, 2006). The link 

between housing and children’s social and emotional well-being, for 
example, is moderated by the quality of relationships children 
experience (Dockery et al., 2013). Relationship quality is, in turn, 
negatively affected when families move frequently or are in financial 
stress. Likewise, the well-being of young mothers is at increased risk 
when they live alone with their child(ren) in poor-quality housing, 
isolated from their family and other supports (Department for 
Children, Schools and Families, 2008). When this occurs, their 
child(ren) are more likely to suffer from childhood injuries, 
respiratory conditions, infectious diseases and developmental delays 
(Cutts et al., 2011). As Taylor and Edwards (2012) write, “Having a 
‘home’ is a fundamental need of all children” (p. 58). 

For Māori (Indigenous) children, this fundamental need has 
not been catered for as housing policies have failed to address 
inequities for Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand (Johnson et al., 2018). 
By 2018, the proportion of Māori who owned their own home or held 
it in a family trust had declined to 31 per cent, compared with 57.9 
per cent of European New Zealanders (Stats NZ, 2020a). A ‘housing 
career’ of family formation and moving from rental to owner-occupied 
housing is fast slipping away from Māori families and has become an 
unrealisable dream for many young Māori (Morrison, 2008). Given 
the youthfulness of the Māori population, where the average age is 
25.1 years for Māori males and 27.1 years for Māori females (Stats 
NZ, 2020b), this inaccessibility of home ownership will contribute 
heavily to the risk of future Māori wealth disparities (Kiro et al., 
2019). 

With home ownership not an option, Māori rely heavily on 
private rental accommodation where they are beholden to landlords 
and property management agents, who may harbour negative (racist) 
stereotypes of Māori (Houkamau & Sibley, 2015; Saville-Smith & 
Saville-Smith, 2018). As the quality of private rental dwellings tends 

H 
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to be worse than owner-occupied dwellings and state housing, Māori 
renters may also be exposed to poor housing stock that lacks 
insulation and/or adequate heating (Kiro, et al., 2019). In addition to 
increased health and safety risks (Johnson et al., 2018), such poor 
housing conditions can also contribute to the “intergenerational 
transmission of social inequality” (Solari & Mare, 2012, p. 464). 

Tenure insecurity within rental accommodation can have 
devastating consequences for whānau (family) health and well-being 
(Johnson et al., 2018), including whānau being severely housing 
deprived (that is, without shelter, in temporary accommodation, or 
sharing accommodation that is often overcrowded) (Amore et al., 
2020). Although there were issues with the New Zealand 2018 Census 
data (with only 71 per cent of Māori having completed it), Māori are 
estimated to make up nearly a third (32.3 per cent) of those who are 
severely housing deprived (at a rate of 165.2 per 10,000 people, a rate 
four times the European rate). The majority (85.3 per cent) of Māori 
experiencing housing deprivation were reported to be sharing 
accommodation (Amore et al., 2020). From the 2013 Census, one in 
five Māori lived in crowded housing (compared with one in twenty-
five New Zealand Europeans), and overcrowding is a known risk 
factor for infectious diseases and increased hospitalisation (Johnson 
et al., 2018). Even so, during times of housing precarity, shared 
accommodation can provide some constancy in an otherwise changing 
environment (Metge, 1995). 

Young Māori are estimated to be disproportionately affected 
by severe housing deprivation, with nearly two-thirds (of severely 
housing-deprived Māori) under the age of 24 (Amore et al., 2020). 
Young Māori parents are some of the least likely to be able to afford 
housing. This is at odds with care and protection responsibilities 
towards young whānau, part of which is ensuring that they are 
adequately housed (Howden-Chapman, 2005). 

Housing is a significant need and sourcing emergency housing in times of 
trouble is one of the top issues for teen parents. Many teen parents are 
homeless, living in temporary and precarious situations, couch surfing or in 
overcrowded homes. They need to figure out what the next best option is for 
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themselves and their baby. (E Tipu E Rea Whānau Services, 2019, p. 1) 

Poor access to safe housing, food, financial resources and other 
necessities, alongside social exclusion, including the stigmatisation of 
teen parenthood, have been reported as significant challenges for 
young Māori mothers (Douglas & Viles, 2015; Pihema, 2017). 
However, young Māori mothers are creative and resilient in the ways 
they resist stigmatisation, “self-articulating themselves as strong, 
loving, and ambitious” (Adcock et al., 2019, p. 267). Relationships 
that recognise and affirm their self-articulations are important 
supports for them (Cram & Cram, 2017). 

Ellis-Sloan and Tamplin (2019) argue that social or relational 
elements, particularly friendships, deserve as much attention as 
material exclusions. Relational inclusion through being part of a 
community can help young mothers to develop friendships and be 
supported by others. For example, the provision of social support 
services, such as social workers and other supports provided at teen 
parent units, can mitigate some of the negative outcomes associated 
with teen parenting through advocacy and trusted support (Dale, 
2013; Williamson-Garner, 2019). Young mothers also find great 
comfort in their friendships with other young mothers (Williamson-
Garner, 2019). 

Just as this relational inclusion can facilitate access to support 
and resources, material exclusion and its consequent negative 
impacts on health and well-being can drive relational exclusion (that 
is, the absence of relationships or social support) (Ellis-Sloan & 
Tamplin, 2019). Housing churn, for example, can create disruptions 
in the lives of families, with high mobility defined as more than three 
moves in the child’s lifetime (Taylor & Edwards, 2012). For a young 
family, moving may mean children shifting schools and all family 
members having to re-establish community ties. The resulting 
relational exclusion can undermine young Māori mothers’ aspirations 
for education, employment and the achievement of other goals where 
the support of formal and informal networks is critical. An Australian 
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study on young mothers and housing mobility found that high 
mobility can also affect the emotional development of children as it 
disrupts the social, health care and education relationships of 
children and young people. This can leave them open to financial 
vulnerability, and potentially result in a cycle of erratic schooling, 
high mobility and poor housing conditions (Taylor & Edwards, 2012). 

While having a place to call home is recognised as a 
fundamental need for young children (Taylor & Edwards, 2012), this 
country fails to fulfil this need for Māori children, especially when 
Māori mothers are themselves young. A lack of access to secure and 
affordable housing can then result in both material and relational 
exclusion and disrupt opportunities for young whānau to live good 
lives. We do not, however, know much about the housing 
circumstances of young whānau, nor how their access (or lack of 
access) to good housing affects their lives and the lives of their 
children. 

The E Hine Study 

The E Hine study – longitudinal, qualitative, Kaupapa Māori 
research on the experiences of young Māori women through their 
pregnancy, birth and motherhood journeys – shines a light on the 
lived realities of these young whānau (families). Kaupapa Māori 
means to do things in a Māori way (Henry & Pene, 2001). Kaupapa 
Māori Research (KMR) is ‘by Māori, for Māori’, and KMR health 
investigations aim to reduce unjust barriers to care, reject deficit 
constructions of Māori or victim-blaming, and promote structural 
analyses of inequities (Cram, 2017; Smith, 2012). A KMR 
methodology privileges a Māori world view (ontology) that is 
relationships, and, therefore, intellectual traditions and knowledge 
construction processes (epistemologies), ethical codes (axiologies), 
and research processes (methodologies and methods) that are 
relational (Henry & Pene, 2001). E Hine was supported by a Kahui 
Kaumātua (elders advisory group), a Rōpū Māmā (young mothers 
advisory group), and a Scientific Advisory Group of Māori and non-
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Māori researchers. These advisory groups ensured that the research 
was carried out in an appropriate way and kept researchers and 
participants culturally safe. The development of this KMR 
methodology has been reported previously (Lawton et al., 2013). 

E Hine was carried out in two case study sites: Wellington 
(major urban and smaller urban areas) and Hawke’s Bay (smaller 
urban and rural areas), chosen because of their social, geographical 
and tribal relevance. Young Māori women were recruited through 
local health and education providers, including teen parent units, 
midwives, Well Child/Tamariki Ora services, and primary care 
practices. The participants were aged between 13 and 20 years (mean 
age = 17.5 years) when they were recruited, and 14 and 19 years when 
their baby was born. Purposive sampling resulted in a pre-birth 
cohort (n = 22) who were followed through their pregnancies, and a 
post-birth cohort (n = 22) who provided retrospective information 
about their pregnancy. Participants were followed until their babies 
were 2 years old. Each participant was invited to nominate two 
whānau/support people who were also interviewed. Ethics approval 
for the two-year interviews was obtained from the Central Health and 
Disability Ethics Committee (CEN/10/09/036/AM02 November 2013). 

The interviewers were female Māori researchers, who 
interviewed participants face to face at locations chosen by the 
participants. The aim of the E Hine interviews was to identify 
barriers and facilitators to health and wellness for young Māori 
women and their babies, from the perspectives of women and 
whānau, in order to inform service delivery. The current analysis of 
the E Hine data explored participants’ housing circumstances and 
experiences when their babies were two years old. The method that 
follows therefore focuses on this interviewing phase. 
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Method 

Thirty-seven young women in the E Hine study were interviewed 
when their baby was two years old. At this final two-year interview 
in 2014, the young women were asked about their experiences since 
the last interview when their baby was one year old, their current 
situation, and their aspirations for the future. The young women 
talked about their living situations and their joys and struggles. 

Analysis 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and (for this paper) 
discussions about accommodation and housing were analysed using 
reflexive thematic analysis, which is a relational process – a dialogue 
between data, theory and interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2020). 
This was informed by a KMR methodology that privileges Māori ways 
of being, knowing and doing (Cram, 2017; Smith, 2012) – “a platform 
from which Māori are striving to articulate their own reality and 
experience” (Mahuika, 2008, p. 4). Reflexive thematic analysis is 
compatible with KMR as it acknowledges the subjective, contextual 
and interpretive work of qualitative data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 
2019). Participant talk was coded inductively, and then the codes 
were organised and re-organised until final themes were created 
(Braun & Clarke, 2019). The analysis enabled the authors (three 
Māori researchers) to highlight the central housing concerns, and 
tensions within them, of the young women from a strengths-based 
position that sees being Māori as normal. 

Findings 

When their babies were two years old, most of the young women (n = 
25) were living with their child(ren) and partner (either as a nuclear 
unit (n = 14) or with whānau/friends as well (n = 11)). A few (n = 11) 
were living with their child(ren) but no partner (either alone (n = 4) 
or with whānau/friends as well (n = 7)). One mother was living with 
whānau and her child was living with other whānau. In other words, 
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most of the participants (n = 32) were living with their child(ren) and 
other adults (partner and/or whānau/friends) who were able to 
provide them varying degrees of social and material support. With 
the exception of one young woman and her partner who had just 
bought a house, all of the participants were renting (n = 24) or 
boarding/staying for free with whānau/friends (n = 12). Of those 
renting (n = 24), they were either renting privately (n = 15), through 
Housing New Zealand (HNZ, a public housing service now called 
Kāinga Ora – Homes and Communities) (n = 6), or either (that is, 
unclear from the data) (n = 3). Finding a house that could be a home 
was often a top priority for the young women, even if that meant 
frequent moves.  

Three intersecting themes were developed. The first, ‘Seeking 
spatial autonomy: The importance of finding one’s own space to 
parent’, relates to the importance placed by the young women on 
having their own space and being able to choose what kind of space 
it should be. The second theme, ‘Relational beings: The tensions of 
relational autonomy for young parents’, attends to the desire of the 
young women for spatial autonomy while still being embedded within 
support networks. Finally, the ability to be spatially autonomous and 
relationally autonomous in their current and future choices about 
housing was continuously being affected by material issues – a lack 
of housing availability and affordability, and poor housing quality –
as well as relationship tensions exacerbated by these issues. These 
issues are covered in the third theme, ‘Material dilemmas: Aspiring 
to make a “home” during a housing crisis’. 

These themes are described below and illustrated by quotes 
from the young women. All names are pseudonyms, with the first 
letter indicating the young woman’s age at the time of the birth of 
their baby (A = 14–15 years; K = 16–18 years; M = 19–20 years). 
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Figure 1: The three intersecting themes relating to young Māori mothers and 
housing identified in the E Hine study 

 

 
 

Theme 1: Seeking spatial autonomy: The importance of finding one’s 
own space to parent 

The young women emphasised the importance of themselves and 
their child(ren) having their own space. For those who were able to 
find a home where they could create this space, whether they were 
living with a partner and/or whānau/friends or not, spatial autonomy 
was a point of happiness and pride. They were able to make decisions 
about the kind of home they wanted to raise their child(ren) in. This 
included being able to make decisions about household organisation, 
such as housekeeping and cooking. 

It feels real good having my own space. 

(Kuini, private rental through whānau, living with partner and 
child(ren)) 
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The young women were also able to make decisions about the 
health and well-being of themselves and their child(ren), such as 
being a violence-free and/or drug-free home and creating warm(er) 
healthy spaces designated for their child(ren) to sleep and play. As 
well as providing safe spaces for their child(ren), having enough space 
for themselves or other adults to have time out when feeling stressed 
or fed up gave the young women a sense of relief that relationship 
pressures could be mitigated. Importantly, having their own space 
meant that the young women were able to exert autonomy in their 
overall parenting decisions, without being told what to do or criticised 
by older adults, such as their own parents. 

I’ve been here going on a year now, I like it. I like having my own house, 
makes me feel more independent in myself ’cause over there I felt like 
everything was getting done for me and like my cooking and cleaning… Oh, 
it’s great, I feel much… better to have my own house ’cause I’ve got my own 
space then. 

(Kere, HNZ rental, living with partner and child(ren)) 

For the young women who did not feel like they had their own 
space to make decisions and parent as they aspired to, there was a 
sense of longing for moving on and finding a more suitable 
environment. Those living in crowded and/or insecure circumstances, 
or spaces that were inhospitable (for example, cold or ill-equipped) 
out of necessity, described feeling frustrated with their living 
conditions, which in turn affected their sense of autonomy. For 
instance, sometimes when living with their own parents, the young 
women felt that their ability to parent their child(ren) was 
compromised as their parents took over care and dominated the 
space, making and enforcing the home rules. While adults collectively 
sharing childrearing responsibilities is a part of Māori culture, the 
young women wanted to place some boundaries on this so that their 
own perceived roles as mothers could be expressed. 

Yeah, it’s been pretty hard to be honest but it’s getting better. Just because 
we’re living together, and I just want to have my own space and she 
[Marika’s mother] tries to take over sometimes. She needs to understand 
that he’s not her baby; he’s my baby. 
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(Marika, boarding with whānau, living with child(ren) and whānau) 

The young women in this study either expressed satisfaction 
with the level of autonomy they had achieved in their home or sought 
an environment where they would be able to find it. In seeking or 
appreciating a space to call their own, the young women highlighted 
the importance of spatial autonomy for young Māori mothers. 

Theme 2: Relational beings: The tensions of relational autonomy for 
young parents 

Relationships with whānau, partners and friends, and connectivity 
with community and services, were generally given significance by 
the young women in this study. The location of housing – in proximity 
to their chosen people, transport links, childcare, sites of work and 
education – was seen as very important. They did not want to be 
isolated from their support networks and opportunities for 
educational/employment advancement. When asked what it was that 
was making her happy, one young woman replied: 

Just my partner, my babies, having my own place and my mum and that still 
supporting us, helping us heaps, his family helping us. Just everything’s 
going good for us. 

(Kiri, private rental, living with partner and child(ren)) 

Being able to maintain a sense of community was important. 
The young women talked about wanting to raise their child(ren) in 
good and safe communities, and in communities where they felt 
accepted and normal as opposed to stared at or judged (for being 
young and Māori and mothering). They worried about moving too far 
from their whānau/friends, who were often their main sources of 
social and material support. Even though they did not want to be told 
how to parent their child(ren) by their parents or whānau, they often 
relied on them for advice, advocacy, financial support and social 
contact. Living together in multi-generational households or in close 
proximity had benefits for the young women, but there were also 
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tensions caused by different parenting styles and ideas about 
household organisation or priorities (as discussed in the previous 
theme). 

So [baby’s] got great-grandparents; yeah, he’s very lucky. We get to spend a 
lot of time with them because they’re all down here… My mum has sort of 
been a little bit overbearing in my life and I felt that I probably stop myself 
from doing a few things just because of my mum’s little voice in my head… I 
love my mum. She’s a very big influence in my life and she has a lot of 
wisdom to share. Yeah, I’m very lucky to have her. I suppose we’re a little 
bit too similar sometimes. 

(Makere, private rental through whānau,living with partner and 
child(ren)) 

These kinds of social networks were particularly important for 
the young women who were mothering alone or who had partners who 
were not always living in the same area (working away or in prison) 
or were not always reliable. Even when the young women were living 
with a partner, this did not always mean that their partner was 
supporting them financially or actively participating in household or 
childcare duties. This put added pressure on those mothers, who 
found themselves parenting alone. 

I’m the one who pretty much brings up our kids and does our kids and gets 
the house clean and all that. I try my best. I feel like telling him to fuck off 
and leave me alone… He could be a better dad. 

(Mere, HNZ rental, living with partner and child(ren)) 

Whānau and/or friends were incredibly important for 
social/emotional and material support but living together was not 
always viable. The main reason the young women gave for having 
moved in the past year was because they needed to get out of crowded 
accommodation where there were tensions. There were some young 
women who described feeling this way at the time of their interview 
and wanting to get out and find their own space. 

Being able to achieve spatial autonomy sometimes meant that 
relationships that had previously been tense were improved. It 
helped the young women to heal relations with their whānau because 
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they were no longer living in cramped or crowded accommodation. 
The young women were then well-placed to draw on the support and 
love of their whānau, while at the same time being autonomous in 
their lifestyle choices for themselves and their child(ren). 

[Relationships in whānau are] way better than before when I used to live 
with them... now they’re like heaps, heaps better… I reckon just having our 
space and not seeing each other as often as we usually did before. Like before 
we were always in each other’s faces but now they always come around and 
see me. 

(Kahurangi, private rental, living with partner and child(ren)) 

However, after living separately for a while, some young 
women had ended up moving back in with their whānau (by choice 
rather than necessity) because they missed them or wanted to save 
up money to move into better accommodation. 

Me and [partner] were living together in our own place but I missed my 
mum, so I was like, no, I have to go home and then he just ended up moving 
back to where he was living. 

(Awhina, boarding with whānau, living with child(ren) and whānau) 

The young women, and often their partners as well (if they 
had them), did not want to move far from their whānau/friends, but 
preferred some space so they could feel like they were able to be an 
adult and parent on their own terms. This desire for space can be seen 
as the desire for (spatial) autonomy, while still being embedded 
within support networks; that is, interdependence, or relational 
autonomy. 

Theme 3: Material dilemmas: Aspiring to make a ‘home’ during a 
housing crisis 

In order to find space for themselves, the young women often had to 
look for their own housing. Few talked about this being easy, 
although it helped if they received support from whānau/friends or 
service providers. More often than not, trying to find housing for 
themselves and their child(ren) was described as frustrating. This 
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included the lack of options or availability of lower-cost HNZ houses. 
A few young women described not being able to access HNZ until they 
were absolutely desperate and were put on a priority list due to 
unacceptable living conditions or giving birth to another child. Some 
talked about giving up on HNZ and going private, even though that 
meant the costs would be much higher, because they just could not 
wait any longer to be housed. Within the private rental market, the 
young women described instances of encountering stigma, where 
their youthfulness, brownness and femaleness intersected in various 
ways that were frowned upon and discriminated against. 

We were only applying for [HNZ] because the house we were living in with 
his parents was fully overcrowded… They were saying we were only eligible 
for a one-bedroom house [but] I wanted a two- to three-bedroom house… It 
was hard as finding a house. We were just lucky that we got this. I was 
excited to move out ’cause then it’s like I’m growing up and moving out of my 
parents and everything like that… When we were trying to get a house, I 
think we got a bit unfairly treated just because she saw me and then… cause 
my partner is a bit of a darkie, she just looked at him and looked the other 
way… didn’t put our application through because of him… It’s sad. It’s 
unfair… that’s why it was cool when we got to view this house. We had the 
property manager lady and we got to put our impression of us on her. She 
liked us from the start and everything, which was cool. 

(Kora, private rental, living with partner and child(ren), and has 
whānau staying temporarily) 

The lack of affordable housing available in the areas where 
they were living was an issue for the young women. Renting through 
HNZ was generally the cheapest rental option, but as discussed 
above, these houses were hard to get hold of. A few young women 
described being currently desperate to find better accommodation for 
themselves and their child(ren), but that they were waiting for help 
from HNZ or to be able to afford to move. The other cheap housing 
option was to board or stay with whānau/friends, and when resorting 
to the private rental market, the higher costs were often offset by 
sharing costs with partners and/or whānau/friends. 

I guess ’cause [my aunt is] paying me that monthly thing… and I kind of buy 
all my nappies and wipes and stuff then, and like we do our shopping 
monthly and we just get bread and milk during the week, so that’s easier... 
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I just put a whole lot of clothes on layby each month, and kind of only have 
to pay them bits in between, so it works out for me, but before that, no, I just 
wasn’t getting paid anything … I wouldn’t be able to afford to live there on 
my own because I couldn’t pay for power and all that sort of stuff. 

(Adriane, private rental, living with child(ren) and whānau) 

Few of the young women described their financial situation as 
good. These participants were often working and/or their partner was 
working in more secure employment, so they enjoyed some financial 
stability. 

I do think it’s enough, just because I’ve got my partner here to help as well. 
I mean, like if we weren’t together and things like that, I would probably be 
just getting by. But because he gets groceries and I pay for the rent and the 
power and stuff; it makes it a bit easier. 

(Kaia, private rental, living with partner and child(ren)) 

More of the young women talked about just getting by 
financially, and then often only because of support they received from 
whānau/friends – sharing costs or getting loans/financial assistance 
– or service providers, such as getting their bond money from Work 
and Income New Zealand (WINZ). However, obtaining assistance 
from WINZ was sometimes posed as difficult, with the system 
challenging to navigate and embarrassing to have to rely on. These 
challenges were made easier for young women who had the support 
of whānau or other knowledgeable adults to advocate for them or to 
help them to find out what they were entitled to. 

It is kind of shameful being into WINZ. 

(Kiti, unclear whether private or HNZ rental, living with partner 
and child(ren)) 

Financial strain was common and was often exacerbated by 
WINZ welfare benefits that would be cut off or changed (without 
notice or reason), job insecurity and the unequal division of financial 
responsibility between the young women and their partners. Some 
young women assessed their financial situation as dire. Their costs 
were too high, and they subsequently talked about having to make 
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trade-offs and sacrifices to provide the best care possible for their 
child(ren). Examples include the young women going without food 
while ensuring their child(ren) were fed and warm because heating 
costs were too high, having to apply for food grants, and gas (for 
cooking and/or hot water) or power being cut off because bills could 
not be paid after other costs. 

I went in to [WINZ to] go get a food grant... They declined me… and said 
they can’t give me a food grant, but they could book me in for a hardship 
appointment next week. I was like, “Next week I get paid, so what am I 
supposed to do from now till then?” They were like, “I don’t know, figure it 
out yourself.” That’s straight up what the lady at the counter told me. 

(Marewa, unclear whether private or HNZ rental, living with 
child(ren)) 

The poor general quality of housing available was also 
frequently discussed, especially in relation to the impact of this on 
the health and well-being of their child(ren). When in desperate 
situations, some of the young women had moved into substandard 
housing (either HNZ or private), and then begrudgingly accepted it 
or wanted to move on quickly. For example, one young woman said 
that she and her whānau thought that her private rental was in such 
bad condition that it was making her child sick because it was so cold, 
damp, mouldy and draughty. She was depressed and desperate to 
find new accommodation. 

I hate it… I’ve gone around with my camera and taken photos of the house, 
because it’s disgustingly mouldy. The roof, the walls, the carpets, it’s a 
mouldy house. All our clothes, the girls’ clothes, our sheets, blankets, my 
shelves. All of my furniture, I’ll pretty much have to throw away… it’s just 
that bad… 

(Katarina, private rental, lived with partner and child(ren)) 

Some of the young women were very happy that they had 
moved away from a housing situation that was negative or unhealthy. 
They shared success stories of getting out of overcrowded/cramped, 
cold, ill-equipped (for example, broken walls, floors, or doors; no 
oven), mouldy or mice-infested housing. Getting out of these 
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environments was seen as such a positive step for the young women 
that they were often still grateful even if they had moved to a new 
space that was still cold and/or draughty. When in their own spaces, 
the young women were creative with how they problem solved ways 
to make poor living conditions better given their material constraints; 
for example, by closing up parts of the house to keep heat in, sleeping 
all together in one bedroom or in the living room (in close proximity 
to the only heat source), and/or accepting large power bills for the 
sake of their child(ren)’s health. 

Interviewer: So, if you turn it [the heater] off, it’s cold?   

Interviewee: It’s cold, very, very cold. 

Interviewer: So, you keep it going.     

Interviewee: Yeah. 

(Kahukura, HNZ rental, living with partner and child(ren) and whānau) 

These trade-offs were seen as worth it as they had their own 
spaces and were happy with other aspects of their homes that they 
felt proud of; for example, having a fenced-off lawn or good-sized 
section for their child(ren) to play safely, being in a good/safe child-
friendly neighbourhood, the house or unit being stand-alone and/or a 
decent size, it being freshly painted or modernised, having a garage, 
and/or not having dangerous stairs for toddlers. Despite these 
positive aspects, the majority of the homes that were described were 
still cold, especially in winter months. 

The young women in this study wanted to exert both spatial 
autonomy and relational autonomy, but material constraints often 
affected their ability to do so. They faced a lack of housing 
availability, affordability and poor-quality housing stock. This often 
meant making do or making trade-offs in order to survive. 



Young Māori mothers talk about housing 189 

 

Discussion 

A new baby is the embodiment of whakapapa (genealogy), and 
highlights Māori women’s role as te whare tangata (houses of 
humanity) (Rimene et al., 1998). Young Māori women should 
therefore be proud to be mothers and be provided with every 
opportunity to enjoy motherhood and create a good life for their young 
whānau (Wilson & Huntington, 2005). However, this is made difficult 
when they are unable to secure housing that fulfils their needs and 
enables them to have a home. When they were interviewed, the young 
Māori women in the E Hine study – the oldest of whom were 23 years 
of age – had a roof over their heads but not necessarily a home. 

When they had found their own space within which to express 
their autonomy, this bolstered their confidence. Having a home is 
therefore aligned with concept of spatial autonomy – the positive 
sense of individuality or autonomy that is achieved by exerting 
agency within spaces (Proshansky & Fabian, 1987). Spatial 
autonomy enables a greater understanding of the environment and 
one’s role within it and is thus seen as important for the development 
of a healthy sense of self (Green et al., 2016). Here, it is useful for 
framing how these young Māori mothers sought space where they felt 
at home and autonomous in their decision-making, particularly 
concerning their parenting. Some found this space in the company of 
others, while for others this space only became available when they 
had their own accommodation. This desire for spatial autonomy must 
also be seen within the context of the young women wanting to 
maintain strong support networks within friendships, partnerships, 
whānau and communities. This caveat requires acknowledgment of 
the relational. Hence, relational autonomy – the recognition that 
people are socially situated within complex social networks, and that 
these networks, along with wider societal and historical contexts, 
shape one’s ability to exercise autonomy – fits better in this regard 
than individualistic understandings of autonomy (Bell, 2020; 
Mackenzie, 2019; Sherwin, 1998). For the young women in this study, 
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being relational was not without tensions, though, as they needed to 
navigate relationships and expectations with their friends, partners 
and whānau, and with wider community and support services. 

For those who needed their own place, staying close to their 
relational support network often meant other, often material, things 
had to be traded off in their rental accommodation so they could 
retain their autonomy within their own space. Being able to make 
trade-offs in order to feel that otherwise unacceptable accommodation 
might be alright as an interim home can be considered an example of 
‘constructive coping’. According to Hulse et al. (2019), constructive 
coping strategies are the “positive ways in which people respond to 
exogenous factors and are shaped by a combination of individual 
attributes and resources such as education, economic position and 
social support” (p. 171). Discussion of constructive coping strategies 
and coping resources highlights the agency renters have within the 
context of the external factors operating in the rental market, even 
when these external factors constrain their housing options. Young 
Māori mothers’ constructive coping strategies provided them with a 
sense that they had rental options, including whether or not they 
stayed with their parents or other older relations. 

They also had the option of rejecting housing that put the 
health of themselves and their children at risk, as making a trade-off 
with this accommodation was not seen by many as being worth it. 
Their concerns about housing causing illness were also well founded 
given the link between poor-quality housing (especially dampness 
and mould) and hospitalisation for illnesses such as acute respiratory 
infection among young children (Ingham et al., 2019). These impacts 
are harsher on younger and older people as they spend the bulk of 
their time indoors (Howden-Chapman et al., 2013). Having said this, 
more inquiry is warranted into whether the housing aspirations of 
young Māori mothers are deferred or fundamentally reshaped by 
their context of restricted rental choice. For example, had they 
lowered their expectations of health and wellness for themselves and 
their child(ren) by settling on a house in poor but ‘acceptable’ 
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condition in order to maintain their relational inclusion (Preece et al., 
2020). 

Apart from extremely unhealthy housing, the young women in 
the E Hine study considered the need to make spatial, relational or 
material trade-offs preferable to the social isolation of going it alone, 
especially when this was compounded by social exclusion brought on 
by the societal stigma of being Māori, female and a young mother. 
While these young women had most likely endured the stigma of 
being Māori and female their entire lives, the responsibilities of 
young motherhood (or any-age motherhood for that matter) were 
especially difficult to cope with while socially isolated through 
physical distance or, in some cases, emotional trauma (Ellis-Sloan & 
Tamplin, 2019). Just as kinship can be an important reason why older 
Māori move out of home ownership and into rental accommodation 
(James et al., 2021), young Māori mothers prioritised 
interdependence and kinship in their aspirational housing choices. 
They wanted to live close to, but not necessarily with, their own older 
relations. Being close enough to provide relational inclusion, but far 
enough away to shore up their own autonomy and independence was 
an ideal for many. 

The trade-offs they made in their consumption of housing may 
or may not have allowed the young women in the E Hine study to 
fulfil their own and others’ expectations of them as a 
daughter/granddaughter/niece, a mother and/or a partner. The 
perfect mix of spatial autonomy, relational autonomy and material 
security was hard to find, and so the young Māori mothers in this 
study experienced a housing aspiration gap between the 
accommodation they were able to get and what they ideally wanted 
to have. Aspirations affect the way people negotiate the gap between 
what they can get and what they hope for, especially as the latter 
moves further and further beyond their reach. In this way, housing 
‘choice’ is decoupled from housing ‘aspiration’ in recognition that 
those with little housing choice still have housing aspirations (Preece 
et al., 2020). When they were able to obtain accommodation that 
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reduced their housing aspiration gap, the young Māori mothers in the 
E Hine study looked back at where they came from and felt some 
comfort that circumstances had improved for their whānau; that they 
had been able to find a better housing choice. This included young 
women who had found that time away from their whānau had 
improved their relationships when they moved back in with them. 

When their babies were two years old, the young women in the 
E Hine study expected to be treated as mature women and good 
mothers and they sought an autonomous space and relationships that 
upheld this identity. They were prepared to make trade-offs to gain 
this space, but probably not trade-offs that impacted too negatively 
on the health and well-being of their young whānau. Some 
encountered racism in the rental market, and some encountered 
ageism. While most had to trade off material aspects of their housing, 
they retained their housing aspirations. In an ideal world, their 
status as renters would grant them the freedom to pursue their 
aspirations (Rankine, 2005). However, in a housing crisis, these 
aspirations may simply remain moemoea (dreams). The experiences 
of these young women can inform both policy and practice of state 
and private housing sectors about the importance and responsibility 
they have to provide high-quality, affordable housing with secure 
tenure in appropriate locations to promote the well-being and safety 
of these whānau. 

Conclusion 

We can learn from the lived experiences of these 37 young Māori 
mothers – who were living in major urban, smaller urban and rural 
areas of Te Ika a Māui (the North Island of Aotearoa) – that young 
Māori whānau need space where they feel autonomous yet still 
embedded in relational inclusion; that is, surrounded by the love and 
support of their social and familial networks, and with good access to 
support services. While their choices of accommodation were often 
constrained by material restraints, and sometimes by experiences of 
discrimination within systems that failed them, the young women 
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employed trade-offs as constructive coping strategies in order to 
negotiate agency within the spaces they occupied. Being able to 
secure housing where they felt spatially and relationally 
autonomous, and where they were at least somewhat satisfied, 
enabled them to get closer to their aspirations of home. 

In the six years since these E Hine interviews, the housing 
crisis in this country has deepened, with Māori bearing the brunt of 
poor and limited housing stock, while house prices and rents soar 
(Johnson et al., 2018). This has a debilitating impact on the ability of 
young Māori mothers to find their own place and space while 
retaining their relational autonomy. Too many are now ‘stuck’ in 
transitional housing or whānau homes as rents continue to move out 
of reach and landlords query young Māori mothers’ suitability as 
tenants. The current circumstances of many young whānau are a 
contravention of Article 21 of the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations, 2007), that they have 
a right to housing as part of their right “without discrimination, to 
the improvement of their economic and social conditions”. Most of all, 
Tiriti o Waitangi-compliant housing policy is needed for these young 
whanau – policy that respects their need for autonomy, protects their 
uncompromised sense of agency, and allows them to raise their 
children in a place they can call home. 
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Abstract 

This article situates Desmond’s (2016) ‘Evicted’ claim that the poor pay more 
in Aotearoa New Zealand. Among the many issues intertwined with poverty, 
unstable housing cause ripples of disruption in the lives of many youths. 
Observation and interactions with young women (15–18 years old) from 
youth groups in two New Zealand cities allowed me a glimpse into how 
housing instability translates into the many ways where the poor pay more, 
not only in financial terms but also in forms of opportunity costs, emotional 
burden, social security and well-being. This article focuses on young women’s 
stories by presenting three composite narratives: Marie’s, Ana’s and Talita’s. 
Their stories demonstrate the many facets of young people’s experiences of 
unstable housing. Marie’s story highlights the poor paying more through 
housing quality and tenure security; Ana’s is a perennial story, where 
moving often means that young people have to go without vital resources 
such as heating; and Talita’s story highlights the difficulty of navigating 
support when a young person does not have access to housing. These young 
women traded their childhood for survival in a marginalised world where 
housing instability is a constant battle. 
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Whakarāpopotonga 
Ka whakatinana tēnei tuhinga i te kerēme ‘Kua panaia’ a Desmond (2016) 
ka nui ake te rahi ka utua e te hunga rawakore i Aotearoa. Ko tētahi o ngā 
tini take e whakakapiti ana i te rawa kore, ko te whare noho pāhekeheke te 
pūtake o ngā whakararutanga e whakapōkarekare ana i ngā ao o ngā taiohi 
tokotini. Nā te mātakitaki me ngā tauwhitiwhiti ki ngā taitamāhine (15–18 
tau te pakeke) nō ngā rōpū taiohi i ētahi tāonenui e rua o Aotearoa i āhei au 
te whāiro ki te āhua e whakarite ai te pāhekeheke o te whare noho kia nui 
ake te rahi ka utua e te hunga pōhara, kāore mō te taha moni anake, engari 
i tua atu mō ngā hua ka ngaro, mō te taumahatanga mahamaha, mō te 
haumarutanga pāpori me te toiora. Ka aro whāiti tēnei tuhinga ki ngā 
kōrero a ngā taitamāhine mā te whakaatu i ngā kōrero hiato e toru; Marie 
rātou ko Ana ko Talita. E whakaatu ana ā rātou kōrero i ngā huānga maha 
o tā te taiohi kite wheako i ngā whare noho pāhekeheke. Ka miramira te 
kōrero a Marie i tā te hunga pōhara utu kia nui ake nā te kounga o te whare 
noho me te motika kia whai whare noho tonu; ko tā Ana kōrero he mea 
moroki tonu, e hapa ai i te taiohi ngā rawa waiwai pērā i te whakamahana 
nā te mea me putuputu te hūnuku whare; ā, ka miramira tā Talita kōrero i 
te uaua o te rapu tautoko i te korenga o tō te taiohi whai whare noho. I 
hokohoko ēnei taitamāhine i tō rātou ohinga kia ora ai i tētahi ao i mahue ai 
rātou, tētahi ao e okea tonutia ai tēnei mea te pāhekeheke ā-whare noho. 

Ngā kupumatua: taiohi, pāhekeheke ā-whare 

 
 

ina’s ravenous lunchtime” was how I titled my field note 
recording an event at a three-day youth camp where I 
volunteered as part of my PhD research on the effects of 

unstable housing on young women. Tina,1 a 15-year-old, was a bubbly 
teenager like most other young women in the group. Tina’s behaviour 
caught my eye during a group lunch when I gave out the pre-packed 
sandwiches to the group. Even before I could take the sandwiches out 
of the supermarket bags, Tina had fixated her gaze on the bags. She 
grabbed a sandwich in one hand and reached out for the shared bag 
of crackers with the other. With both hands full, Tina quickly escaped 
50 metres down the beach before sitting down. With her back turned 
against us, she quickly ate her food. Unlike the other young women, 
Tina had no interest in socialising during mealtime. It was as though 
lunch was a mission; the goal was to fill herself up as soon as possible. 
As everyone chatted away, Tina returned to the circle. She grabbed 
another handful of crackers and stuffed them down her side pockets 
and away again. 

“T 
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Tina was one of the 12 young women who were collaborator-
participants in my PhD study, learning about young people’s 
experiences of housing instability in two New Zealand cities. For 
young women like Tina, food insecurity was a core part of their 
housing struggle when most of their household budgets were 
consumed by housing costs. While the broader research was a mixed-
methods study, this article focuses on the qualitative findings 
stemming from the ethnographic field notes I compiled. The PhD 
study’s motivation was prompted by the stories shared by Matthew 
Desmond (2016) in his book Evicted: Poverty and profit in the 
American city. Desmond’s (2016) ground-level ethnographic study 
into the turbulent lives of eight families who struggled to find a 
permanent place to live elucidated that fact that the poor paid more 
for housing:  

If the poor pay more for their housing, food, durable goods, credit, and 
if they get smaller returns on their educations and mortgages (if they get 
returns at all), then their incomes are even smaller than they appear. This 
is fundamentally unfair. (p. 306) 

Desmond (2016) argued that the poor pay more in all forms, 
not only in financial costs but also in opportunity costs and security. 
They put more effort when justifying themselves, explaining their 
decisions, and almost always receiving a lesser return on their 
investment. In other words, the poorer you are, the more things cost. 
Desmond’s (2016) observation was not recent – almost five decades 
earlier, Caplovitz (1963) found that the poor usually pay more than 
the non-poor for goods and services, a phenomenon he termed the 
“poverty penalty”. The poverty penalty could be defined as the 
relatively higher cost shouldered by the poor, when compared with 
the non-poor, in their participation in society (see Caplovitz, 1963; 
Goodman, 1968; Kunreuther, 1973; Mendoza, 2011; Prahalad, 2005).  

The conceptualisation of the poverty penalty can either take 
on a more nuanced interpretation of the subtle or a more direct form 
of exclusion and marginalisation faced by the poor within the market 
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system (Mendoza, 2011). Mendoza (2011) identified five ways in 
which the poor pay more: 

1) Poorer quality. The poor are faced with poorer quality goods 
and services when compared to the non-poor at similar 
prices. 

2) Higher prices. The poor also face product prices that are 
priced relatively higher than non-poor consumers. 

3) Non-access. If prices offered are high enough, it could result 
in a non-access where the good or service is completely 
unaffordable for the poor. In this scenario, they are priced out 
of the market. 

4) Non-usage. As a result of high prices or more inferior quality, 
the poor could choose not to consume the good or service. 
Effectively, they exit the market.  

5) Catastrophic spending burden occurs when the consumption 
of the good or service is a necessity. However, the poor could 
face the challenge of either going into debt to finance the 
“catastrophic spend” or face a more dire consequence. In the 
context of healthcare, for example, that could be the decision 
for non-treatment. (p. 2)  

While the phenomenon of the poverty penalty is often 
discussed in the context of the consumption of essential goods or 
services (Dalsace et al., 2012; Mendoza, 2011), and credit facilities 
(Gutierrez-Nieto et al., 2017), its discussion is rarely applied to the 
context of housing. The concept of poverty penalty, along with 
Desmond’s (2016) question: “If poor families are spending so much on 
housing, what are they going without?” (p. 328), catalysed me to ask 
a similar question but about young people’s experiences of housing 
instability in New Zealand. How are young people experiencing 
housing instability in New Zealand? And what are some of the 
challenges caused by housing instability that young people face? 
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Youth housing instability in New Zealand 

Any single definition of poverty and inequality is likely to be 
misleading, which applies to the conceptualisation of housing 
instability. Amore’s (2019a) thesis spearheaded a broad definition of 
severe housing deprivation in New Zealand. Amore outlined three 
core dimensions of housing adequacy: habitability (structural 
features), privacy and control, and tenure security. She proposed that 
“severe housing deprivation exists in the intersections of the 
habitability (structural features), privacy and control, and security of 
tenure” (Amore, 2016, p. 4).  

Building on Amore’s (2019a) definition of housing deprivation, 
this paper refers to the broad term housing instability as an attempt 
to capture the many facets of the housing crisis in New Zealand. The 
logic follows that there are other housing experiences before someone 
is severely deprived of housing. While it is essential to identify the 
vulnerable groups who are severely marginalised, it is equally vital 
to identify those on the trajectory towards this state of a housing 
crisis. This paper, therefore, operationalises housing instability as a 
term to encapsulate the many facets of precarious living, such as 
unaffordable housing (Murphy, 2014), substandard housing 
(Chisholm & O’Sullivan, 2017), frequent housing movements (James 
et al., 2020), overcrowding (Howden-Chapman et al., 2013), and 
homelessness in New Zealand (Amore, 2019b). 

Rising housing costs and increased housing demand 

Households renting have a lack of control over housing costs and 
dislocation. Current rental laws do not preclude long-term rentals in 
New Zealand, but it is common in the private market to have a one-
year fixed tenancy with the average ranging a relatively short term 
of about two years (Johnson et al., 2018). At the time of this study, if 
households do not have a fixed-term tenancy in place, a landlord must 
give 90 days’ notice when ending a lease (Johnson et al., 2018). As a 
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result, there is a decline in tenure security among renters within the 
private housing market.2 

Johnson et al. (2018) have highlighted that government-
owned housing stock has decreased over the years, with 2017 being 
the year when Crown ownership of state housing was at its lowest 
since 2000. Currently, there is no concrete measure of the demand for 
social housing in New Zealand. Hence, the impact of the decrease in 
state-owned housing has been left unmonitored. A commonly 
accepted indicator of unmet demand for social housing need is the 
social housing waiting list. As of September 2017, there were 5844 
families on this register who were seeking social housing and had a 
severe housing need (Johnson et al., 2018). This figure is 27 per cent 
higher than the previous year and 72 per cent more than that figure 
in September 2015 (Johnson et al., 2018).  

The decline in state-owned housing stock in New Zealand 
fuelled the increase in households renting privately. Johnson et al. 
(2018) found that the proportion of renting households who did not 
own their home and were renting from the private market rose from 
60 to 83 per cent. Furthermore, for Māori households, this rose from 
41 to 77 per cent, and for Pasifika people, this increased from 27 to 
56 per cent. In the same period, the proportion of people who were 
successful in their application for social housing fell by 16 per cent for 
the total renting population (Statistics New Zealand, 2013, cited in 
Johnson et al., 2018). The issue of unaffordable housing meant that 
some families were forced into substandard housing as a means of 
compromise. 

Substandard housing  

In New Zealand, there has not been an extensive random sampling 
of housing quality. However, consistent evidence demonstrates that, 
on average, private rental dwellings – generally older housing stock 
– are in the worst condition, followed by those within the social 
housing sector (Statistics New Zealand, 2013, 2015). The New 
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Zealand General Social Survey (NZGSS) found that low-income 
households were more likely to be living in substandard housing that 
was cold, damp, mouldy and required immediate or extensive repair 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2015). A previous study found that low-
income families facing severe or significant material hardship were 
three to four times more likely to report a significant housing problem 
than households who enjoyed a good standard of living (Statistics 
New Zealand, 2013).  

Pasifika and Māori families were over-represented in reports 
of substandard housing. While Māori families had higher exposure to 
damp housing, Pasifika families faced the challenge of cold housing 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2013). At the time of the 2011 Census, Māori 
accounted for approximately 13 per cent of the New Zealand 
population. However, Māori households represented 22 per cent of 
those who reported damp housing (Statistics New Zealand, 2013).  

In general, mould was observed less frequently in owner-
occupied houses (Keall et al., 2012). The apparent difference in 
tenants’ housing quality meant that low-income families and their 
children were more vulnerable to health and safety risks associated 
with substandard housing (Keall et al., 2012). Low-income families 
were also susceptible to frequent housing movements. 

Frequent housing movements 

As a consequence of rising residential property values, houses are 
being bought and sold as investment commodities. New Zealand’s 
favourable lending conditions for housing investors have exacerbated 
the crisis of unaffordable housing (McArthur, 2020). Current tenancy 
law requires landlords to give tenants 45 days’ notice to relocate when 
a property is sold. The burden of paying a bond and the costs of 
relocation lie with the tenant. At the same time, average rents have 
risen faster than average income, with Christchurch being the only 
exception (Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, 2015). 
One in three Auckland tenants (36%) who moved over a two-year 
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period did so because their rental house was sold (Witten et al., 2017). 
Although this is just a subsample of private renters, the average 
length of time households stay in the same rental property is 
reflective of the current housing shortage, unaffordability and 
difficulty of homeownership.  

Findings from the Growing Up in New Zealand (2014) study 
demonstrated that between birth and nine months, children born into 
families who resided in private rental housing were the most likely 
to have experienced early mobility (Morton et al., 2014). This rise in 
tenure insecurity and the resulting frequent housing movements 
meant that some families are forced to live in overcrowded condition 
to meet rental costs. 

Overcrowding 

Overcrowding can be categorised into two types: structural 
overcrowding and functional overcrowding (Gray, 2001). Structural 
crowding occurs when there is a deficit of one or more bedrooms, while 
functional crowding exists when a household chooses and behaves in 
a manner that leads to crowding (Scott et al., 2016). One such 
common instance is due to the residents’ inability to afford heating 
costs for the dwelling, and so they crowd together into a single room. 
Whether it is structural or functional, overcrowding also occurs when 
families share a dwelling as a strategy to reduce the per-person rents.  

According to the information provided in the 2013 Census, 
around 10 per cent of the population lived in crowded households 
(Ministry of Health, 2014). Over half of the crowded households had 
two or more children living in them (Ministry of Health, 2014). 
Pasifika people were also more likely to experience crowding, with 
every two in five Pasifika people living in crowded housing (38 per 
cent). This compares with one in five Māori (20 per cent) people live 
in crowded households. However, both Māori and Pasifika people 
were over-represented when compared with their Pākehā 
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counterparts – only four per cent of Pākehā experienced overcrowding 
(Ministry of Health, 2014).  

Converging literature on the different types of housing 
instability has highlighted that some groups are more vulnerable to 
housing instability than others, including low-income households, 
single-parent families, Māori and Pasifika people, and children. Due 
to the nation’s colonial past, Māori were excluded from many New 
Zealand’s earlier housing initiatives (Howden-Chapman et al., 2013). 
Studies of discrimination in the private rental market have suggested 
that Māori are more likely than their Pākehā counterparts to 
experience racial discrimination when renting a house (Bierre et al., 
2010; Houkamau & Sibley, 2015; MacDonald, 1986). Such 
discrimination, particularly within the private rental market, 
constricts the availability and choices of housing among low-income 
Māori and Pasifika families (Harris et al., 2012). The different types 
of housing instability, like symptoms of poverty, intersect and 
compound in impact. When vulnerable groups exhaust their 
resources, homelessness becomes an eventual outcome for many who 
experience housing instability.  

Homelessness  

Homelessness is a focal point in the discussion of New Zealand’s 
housing crisis, and this is because homelessness is an indication of 
whether current housing policies are practical and efficient. However, 
there is no available data on New Zealand’s “floating population” 
(Johnson et al., 2018, p. 35). Furthermore, the Ministry of Social 
Development has acknowledged that many homeless families are 
currently not on the social housing waiting list (cited in Johnson et 
al., 2018). The lack of data surrounding this group means that 
policymakers cannot ascertain the scale of the problem.  

A report by the Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment (2017) estimated that 4197 people were without 
habitable accommodation, and 37,010 were living in temporary 
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accommodation or a shared or crowded household. Amore (2016), 
using the 2013 Census data, found that young people between the 
ages of 15 and 24 years old were the largest group among the 
homeless population. She noted that young people typically share 
accommodation with friends or family in severely overcrowded 
housing. However, they may have periods staying with friends and 
family but move out when they are no longer welcome (Amore, 2016). 
International literature suggests a range of reasons as to why young 
people end up homeless, and this includes factors such as running 
away from a violent home, having a traumatic event involving family, 
or other reasons such as anxiety, depression and other mental health 
issues (Rosenthal et al., 2006). Although current literature is 
expanding, there is limited information around young people’s 
housing instability experiences, particularly around experiences of 
‘invisible homelessness’. 

Methodology 

With a focus on the social issues of housing instability, and equally 
importantly, a need to have a research methodology sensitive to 
vulnerable groups within communities, a transformative-
emancipatory research paradigm was adopted for the broader mixed-
methods PhD study. The transformative paradigm provides a 
framework that allows researchers to consciously situate their work 
to respond to the inequities in society to enhance social justice 
(Mertens, 2003). The researcher who works within this paradigm 
consciously analyses asymmetric power relationships.  

House and Howe (1999) raised the question: “Practical for 
whom and to what end?” (cited in Mertens, 2003, p. 159). Their 
argument prompted me to pay attention to the power inequality, 
inequities and voice of rangatahi Māori and young people within my 
research design. Rangatahi Māori are often over-represented in the 
experiences of poverty and housing instability, and it is vital to listen 
to and include their stories. 
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This paper’s empirical material came from qualitative 
interviews with 12 young women and ethnographic field notes 
collected in two different New Zealand cities, conducted between 2017 
and 2020. The project was advertised through youth groups, where I 
had volunteered as a mentor. The study made a conscious decision to 
invite participants to participate at the earliest stage possible to 
practise transparency about the researcher’s multiple roles as 
mentor, friend, researcher and learner. An invitation was made when 
at a youth group session where the youth group coordinators were 
present during the initial information session. The youth group 
coordinators would reiterate that participation was voluntary, and 
the young women had the right to decline to participate. 

As part of the recruitment process, I placed posters on the 
bulletin board on the premises where the youth groups carried out 
their activities. Participants informed their youth group coordinators 
if they wished to participate in the process, and the coordinator then 
passed on their expression of interest. Before the interview, I 
provided prospective participants with a copy of the information 
sheet. Prospective participants were encouraged to speak to their 
support network before their participation. I then followed up with 
prospective participants a week after their receipt of the information 
sheet. An interview with the participant was scheduled either on the 
premises of the youth group’s activity hall, a private room at the 
university, or at a quiet space that the young person preferred. All 
the participants identified as female, were between 15 and 18 years 
old and had recently moved (in the previous year). Five of the 12 
participants identified as Māori, and two as of Pasifika origins.  

Two rounds of interviews were conducted. Twelve young 
women participated in the first round of interviews. In the follow-up 
round, five participants were interviewed. Due to the nature of the 
research topic, some of the initial participants had moved out of the 
city, and at the same time, some were no longer contactable (due to a 
loss of mobile phone connection, change of address, or no longer 
attending the youth group). The five young women who took part in 
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the second round of interviews were also members of the informal 
youth advisory group I consulted with when interpreting the 
qualitative findings. All interviews were conducted individually and 
were audio-recorded and transcribed. 

Ethics permission was granted to interview participants aged 
between 15 and 18 years old without parental consent since young 
people who experience housing instability are, at times, estranged 
from their parents and live aspects of their lives independently 
(Farrugia, 2011). The interviews were relatively open in format. The 
free-flowing interview discussions aimed to listen to the participants’ 
stories describing experiences and events of housing instability. The 
semi-structured nature of the interviews facilitated the narrative 
analytic approach, which focused on the participants’ 
autobiographical narration of their lived housing instability. In 
general, the participants who chose to be involved in the research 
were eager to share their stories, discuss and be heard in a research 
context. The interviews lasted between 30 minutes and an hour. 

The interview data were analysed through a narrative 
analytic approach to identify how housing instability unfolded for the 
young person and how they experienced reciprocal causation between 
the various forms of housing instability. The narrative analysis 
employed here demonstrates the challenges young people are facing 
when they experience housing instability. The participants narrated 
their stories differently depending on their respective social positions. 
The narratives described the social structures and forces the young 
person was constantly negotiating and the consequences of these 
various structural forces for how the young person accesses support 
or resources. While I do not claim to identify what experiencing 
housing instability is ‘really like” for young women in New Zealand, 
I aim to carry out theoretically driven qualitative analysis to suggest 
how the experiences of housing instability for contemporary young 
women may be understood in more sociologically meaningful ways.  
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To uphold internal confidentiality, the 12 young women’s 
narratives are presented as three composite stories in this paper: 
Marie’s, Ana’s and Talita’s. Each story centres around a different 
theme of the poverty penalty, and the names are pseudonyms. 
Marie’s story is about how she paid for housing both in monetary 
terms and through compromised housing quality. Ana’s story 
discloses the reality of non-usage of housing facility due to fuel 
poverty. And Talita’s story brings to our attention the brutal truth 
about non-access to housing. 

Young women’s narratives  

Marie’s moving story 

When I first met Marie, she was an outgoing and active youth group 
member. In the year that I had met her, she had moved several times. 
Her most recent move was into a suburb far from the communal hall 
where we carried out our activities. Each time Marie moved, her 
family and she moved into a smaller and colder house.  

Her first move followed a house fire that destroyed the family’s 
rental property. Many of their belongings were destroyed by the fire, 
and more were lost during the move. Marie and her siblings moved 
into their aunt’s house, living apart from her mother in a severely 
overcrowded house. Living apart was not what Marie wanted. 

After six months of hard work and savings, Marie and her 
family eventually saved up enough for their rental property, but the 
dwelling they could afford was cold and damp. Having their own 
rental accommodation was short-lived, though, as a rent increase 
forced Marie and her family to move once more, this time into a 
suburb even further away and an even smaller house than before.  

The move to the new city occurred so quickly for Marie’s family 
that Marie’s favourite blanket was left behind. Desmond’s (2016) 
story of eviction also captured the rushed nature of eviction: a half-
eaten birthday cake and children’s toys remained in the apartment 
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when the movers arrived. My field notes captured Marie’s emotions 
when she described her loss: 

Marie choked up in tears when she talked about the yellow felt-like blanket 
that was gifted to her when she was a child. She reminisced: “My Nana gave 
that to me. It’s the Nana on Dad’s side, and she’s no longer with us. It’s like 
having that blankie was being close to her; you can’t replace that.”  

I felt sad as I listened to Marie’s recollection of her loss, not only in 
terms of her belongings but her sense of belonging. The day of the move, 
Marie’s blanket was left hanging on the washing line. When Marie realised 
that no one had packed her blanket, she and her family were already on the 
motorway. Since they relied on their relative’s help for the car ride, Marie 
explained that she understood why her mother did not ask for them to drive 
back to the property: “You see, we were in no place to ask for help! They 
already did us a huge favour. I just bit my tongue and cried silently.” No one 
seemed to understand why Marie was making a fuss, but in Marie’s words, 
“that blanket really meant a lot” to her.  

[Field notes] 

Although Marie and her siblings were grateful that their aunt 
had offered to take them in, there were many people and few rooms 
in her aunt’s house. Marie and her parents were living separately. 
The following is my field notes reflecting a conversation with Marie 
about her housing situation: 

Against their will, Marie and her parents lived apart. This was due to a lack 
of space at her aunt’s house, a situation which Marie described as “horrible”. 
Her aunt was already living in a relatively crowded situation. Two families 
were living in her three-bedroom rental house, and along with Marie and 
siblings, 11 people were living in the house. As such, Marie’s mother and 
stepfather had to live elsewhere. At some point, Marie’s mother and 
stepfather slept in their car outside of Marie’s aunt’s house.  

Asking for favours was always uneasy. In Marie’s words, “if it weren’t 
necessary”, they would never ask. Despite feeling cold at her aunt’s house, 
Marie did not turn on the heater.  

Marie vividly described what the cold felt like when they did not have 
enough clothes during the winter months: “I could feel the chill in my bones, 
and I felt sick all the time.”  

Marie explained what it was like being unwell in a cold and damp 
house: 

I had to stay at the hospital for like a week after I was born, on IVs and 
things to make me fine. I just had [the] flu for like over a month. I think 
it costs like 12 dollars for me to go see a doctor, but Mum has an 
automatic payment to the doctors because I go to the doctors regularly. 
So, my mum like pays [for] it when she can. It has always been like that 
since I was a kid. 
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When I asked Marie to describe her living situation, her description 
caught my attention: she said her “stay” with her aunt was “chaotic”. Marie 
commented that their living situation was “tight”, not only in terms of the 
physical space but also in terms of finances and personal space. While Marie 
slept in the cot room with her sister and four other cousins, her aunt slept in 
the lounge with two of Marie’s brothers. In the garage beneath the house 
slept another aunt and her partner, and they resided beside a stack of 
unpacked cardboard boxes. The garage ground was exposed and not 
cemented with concrete or tar. When it rained, water puddles would soak 
the soil-like ground, leaving the area damper than before. 

[Field notes] 

Ana’s web of uncertainty  

Ana was sixteen years old and in high school when I met her. Like 
Marie’s, Ana’s story captured a time of financial turbulence, but the 
consequences were very different. Ana, too, moved several times that 
year to a different suburb and further away from her high school. At 
the third rental accommodation, Ana’s family had trouble meeting 
their weekly rent payments. After being late with rent for more than 
a month, Ana’s family was eventually served an eviction notice after 
failing to reach a mutual agreement with the landlord on a payment 
plan and paying off their arrears.  

The eviction was a stressful event for Ana and her mother. Not 
only did they lose their rental bond to make up for the arrears, but 
they were also required to pay for the tribunal filing fee and other 
fees related to the cleaning of the property. With no savings for the 
bond payment on the next rental accommodation and the constraints 
of a short time frame for the move, Ana described the moving 
experience as a “nightmare” that was “unbearable”. Being evicted 
meant that Ana and her mother could not provide a satisfactory 
reference for their next tenancy application. In the week following 
their eviction notice, Ana and her mother were turned down by five 
rental agents. Two of the housing agents did not explain why Ana’s 
mother’s application for housing was declined, while the others cited 
reasons such as unsatisfactory references. 

Through word of mouth and informal searching using social 
media platforms, Ana and her mother eventually found a two-
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bedroom rental unit in a cold and damp area. When asked what her 
new place was like, Ana answered: 

I just don’t like that house; it’s not nice … it was freezing, and I got sick. I 
am pretty sure it was a drug house. When we [moved in], we all got sick …; 
every time we turned on the heat pump, it felt like we couldn’t breathe. It 
was disgusting; there was a smell. 

For Ana, being unwell meant that she was often away from 
school. When Ana took time off over a long period, her schoolwork 
was affected, and she became excluded from social groups. Ana said 
that she felt “lonely because I don’t know anyone anymore. I was like 
the newbie, the noob … and everyone else already had their cliques.”  

Despite the stress of settling in at a new school, Ana came 
home to the reality of helping her mother to juggle the cost of rent 
and power, and Ana explained how she forsook her personal space for 
warmth: 

[The house is] really cold because it’s only got a heat pump. The heat pump 
only heats the lounge and some part of the kitchen. But if we want the lounge 
to heat up really good then we have to close up all the doors. LIKE ALL THE 
DOORS for the lounge and the kitchen area … [We] would like sleep on the 
floor and without blankets and pillows and mattresses … it can be quite 
stressful because I like my room … this means I don’t get my own space. 
Space is real[ly] important [when you’re a teenager]. 

In the two-bedroom rental unit where Ana and her mother 
resided, there was adequate space for both. Yet, Ana and her mother 
experienced a different type of overcrowding – functional 
overcrowding (Gray, 2001). To cope with the cold, Ana talked about 
sleeping “marae style”,3 where she and her mother gathered in the 
living room to conserve heating. Despite being frugal on their power 
usage, Ana and her mother ended up building arrears of $460 on their 
power bill during the winter months: 

When the bill arrived, there was an “Urgent” stamp or print on the top corner 
of the bill. It was like in red [colour]. They said they were like gonna cut the 
power in a week’s time or something … I remember freaking out and crying 
… I know mum finds it stressful especially when she does not have the 
money to pay for everything. 
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I recalled Ana tearing up during our conversation on how her 
mother coped during times of financial challenge. Ana told me: 

… I could listen to her [Ana’s mother] even though she was in the room [with 
the door shut]. She begged the person over the phone to pay it off slowly, you 
know? But they were like straight-up ‘Nah,’ maybe [be]cause of like past histories 
and stuff. 

Despite pleading with the power company, Ana’s family was 
left with a house with no power. 

Talita: On and off the streets 

Talita was what the other young women at the youth group labelled 
a “Bundy”, a term describing either someone or something in a 
dilapidated condition. Talita’s history of housing displacement and 
her reliance on others, including couch surfing at her friends’ houses 
and staying overnight at local fast-food outlets, earned her a 
reputation as a Bundy. With no permanent residence, Talita lacked 
access to toiletries and sanitary products. She confessed that the few 
clothes she had packed in her backpack were given to her by her 
friends. When asked about what it was like bouncing between places, 
Talita explained: 

Most days, it’s alright. But it can get bad when I have my [menstrual] period. 
But [be]cause I have this implant.4 Before that, it was really bad. You know, 
no shampoo, no underwear. It can be a real pain. … I bring my [deodorant] 
spray with me wherever I stay … When you’re with someone else, you don’t 
wanna make a mess. It was good that [my friend] told me about the implant.  

When Talita was not couch surfing or staying up through the 
night in parks or fast-food outlets, she bounced between night 
shelters and emergency housing or slept in cars. Talita’s housing 
history was one of constant challenge and disruption, and she shared 
with me that: 

Sometimes I feel like I can’t quite remember parts of my memory … when I 
move to a new house, things get thrown out or left behind. Then life goes on, 
and you forget that part of you.  
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Talita’s story of housing instability was one of poignant 
familiarity, a tale of rooflessness and deprivation, one told too many 
times in the papers and easily categorised as ‘homeless’. Despite 
being ‘visible’ on media coverage, in social agency reports and (quite 
literally) on the streets, a national stance on reducing youth housing 
instability has yet to be adopted. For Talita, her housing instability 
became a reality of rejection, frustration and despair.  

Growing up, Talita moved between living with relatives, 
friends and foster care. Talita’s parents were homeless, which was 
why Talita grew up under the supervision of a relative before 
eventually being placed in the care of the old Child, Youth and Family 
Services.5 Talita had never met her parents before, and her relatives 
provided little information.  

Talita’s attendance at the youth group was irregular; 
sometimes she did not attend for months, but we continued to catch 
up in person via text messages or social media messengers. During 
this period, Talita fell out with one of her relatives with whom she 
lived and ended up on the street. I recall acutely the day she informed 
me of her situation and have detailed the event in my field notes: 

Talita: Hey, what are you doing? … I’m in desperate need of a place to crash 
for the night … if I wasn’t desperate, or if it wasn’t the last resort, I wouldn’t 
have contacted you.  

Me: Hey, what’s up, you alright? Sorry for the delayed text as I was 
not on messenger. What happened?! 

[No response] 
[Calls through to Talita, the call was diverted to voice mail] 
I read Talita’s message as severe: 
Talita planned to sleep at a twenty-four-hour fast-food outlet that 

night. Not only was it cold, but she had not eaten that day. I went straight 
into ‘solution mode’, trying to brainstorm other options. While rushing to 
meet Talita at the fast-food outlet, I called Women’s Refuge to seek help. 
Talita had with her a black canvas backpack, a recycling bag filled with 
snacks and a guitar. When I arrived, she was already waiting at the outlet 
door, as an employee ushered her out after she did not make a purchase.  

After a few phone calls going back and forth between the support 
worker on duty, Talita and myself, we were told that Talita did not meet 
their eligibility criteria. We felt disappointed. We then rushed to the city’s 
Night Shelter in the hope of beating their cut-off time. 

When we arrived at the door, a tall, middle-aged Pākehā man came 
to the door. His expression was stern. He took a step back and sussed Talita 
out; he then shifted his gaze to her bag and asked her, “Any drugs or 
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alcohol?” I quickly shook my head, almost in shock as to why he would ask 
such a question.  

“No,” Talita replied, her voice clear and firm. 
The man then stared straight into her eyes, almost looking through 

her soul for the truth. After three to five seconds of silence, he nodded his 
head and said, “Alright, come on in.”  

[Field notes] 

The admission policy for the Night Shelter was relatively 
straightforward. However, it had a maximum five-night policy for any 
individual, followed by a three-month stand-down period. Feeling lost 
as to what her next step or next accommodation would be, Talita told 
me: “I guess this would do for now? Yeah, Nah … I don’t know, seems 
kinda pointless that I’d be on the streets again in a few days.”  

Under the pressure of a deadline, Talita and I met the next 
day to secure an appointment with Work and Income. However, 
scheduling an appointment with the Work and Income office was not 
always straightforward; the wait time over the phone was 
emotionally draining for Talita: 

Talita picked up her phone, dialled the number to Work and Income, but 
then hung up.  

She then took a deep breath, then picked up the phone and called 
them again. This time she stayed on the phone a little longer. Talita was 
greeted with an automated response, where she told “[them] the purpose of 
the call” in “a few words.”  

“Make an appointment,” she enunciated.  
The automated response had trouble picking up on what Talita said. 

She had to repeat herself at least two more times, during which a young 
toddler nearby whined loudly. By the third time, I could sense a mixed 
feeling of frustration and urgency in Talita’s tone. She rolled her eyes, almost 
signalling to me that she had “had enough”.  

Talita was “put through to the right person” and informed that there 
was a “wait” over the line. Talita sighed. “Not this song again,” she 
complained.  

We waited for a minute or so, and there was still no sign that someone 
had picked up Talita’s phone call on the other end. Then we heard a loud 
“beep”. It was Talita’s phone alert: her phone battery was running out.  

“Shit! Are you serious?!” Talita cried out.  
The phone beeped again, and within a second or two, the screen went 

blank.  
“Urghh … my phone sucks. This whole thing SUCKS,” Talita yelled 

out in frustration as she kicked her belongings against the wall.  
[Field notes] 
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Talita’s response reflected her prior experience with Work and 
Income and possibly other social agencies. It was apparent that when 
faced with someone who held a place of (symbolic) authority or 
represented an institution, a deep sense of fear of judgement was 
evoked within Talita. 

Helping Talita seek support and assistance taught me that 
there were not enough hours in a day to navigate the system, seek 
help, acquire the required documents, and re-submit the request to 
seek assistance. On the phone, Talita had to explain the assistance 
she was seeking, and she was at the Work and Income office when 
she had to explain once more, then by the time she introduced herself 
to her social worker, she had to go through the same explanation 
again. My field notes recorded the tedious process of Talita accessing 
support: 

After a couple more visits to the Work and Income office, Talita secured a 
meeting with a social worker from a local social agency who worked with 
young people. While her social worker had arranged for her to stay at a local 
motel, Talita’s stay at the motel did not last long but was longer than 
initially planned. What was supposed to be a three-night stay became 
slightly over a week before Talita moved into a friend’s house.  

During her stay at the motel, Talita’s cousin visited and brought 
Talita’s cat, Whiskers. Talita, struggling to speak as she choked on her tears, 
explained:  

“How am I supposed to choose … I know the lady [motel manager] 
was not happy ’cause Whiskers was being really noisy … I don’t know maybe 
she was hungry or maybe it was cold … but I begged for a box so that I could 
have Whiskers in a box and like have her at the car park … I thought 
Whiskers would be fine, but when I went there in the night, she was gone … 
I tried to look for her around, but she wasn’t around no more.  

[Field notes] 

Talita was filled with despair when describing her dilemma – 
she held herself somewhat accountable for her pet cat’s fate. Perhaps 
in that instance, she could empathise with the vulnerability of 
Whiskers. Or maybe Whiskers was a symbolic representation of 
herself.  
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Discussion  

A critical feature that distinguishes this study from comparable 
previous studies is that it analyses young people’s lived experiences 
of housing instability with an acknowledgement of how the poverty 
penalty operates and diminishes their well-being. The paper 
contributes by clarifying some of the subtle and more direct ways 
young people are marginalised within our current housing system. In 
Marie’s, Ana’s and Talita’s stories, we learned how they paid more in 
terms of lower housing quality and higher relative prices, and how 
housing costs can take the form of a catastrophic spending burden. 
While Talita’s story highlighted how non-access to housing could play 
for young people, Ana’s story demonstrated how non-usage could 
occur when it became unaffordable to heat a house, thereby leading 
to functional overcrowding. 

Various forms of the poverty penalty within the context of 
housing instability reflect notions of cost and burden for the poor and 
vulnerable. These costs, be they monetary, emotional, opportunity or 
time, are higher than the costs incurred by the non-poor. How the 
poverty penalty played out for the young women in this study within 
the context of housing instability reflects inequality vis-à-vis 
participating in New Zealand’s housing market.  

Many would argue that ‘home’ is the centre of life where an 
individual can retreat from the grind of reality (Desmond, 2016). It is 
a place where young people should be able to ‘be themselves’, freely. 
However, when one’s ‘home’ becomes a source of uncertainty, then 
where can these young individuals seek refuge? Desmond (2016) 
captures the essence of Marie’s story: 

The distances between grinding poverty and even stable poverty could be so 
vast that those at the bottom had little hope of climbing out even if they 
pinched every penny. So, they chose not to. Instead, they tried to survive in 
colour, to season the suffering with pleasure. 

Marie’s description of her housing condition as “chaotic” 
echoed the sentiment that many of the study’s participants felt when 
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faced with housing instability. Taking such a condition into account 
and the challenge of constant uncertainty around their housing 
security, I, too, like Desmond (2016), ponder what “amount of good 
behaviour or self-control [it would take for marginalised youths] to 
lift themselves out of poverty”, especially in a world where their 
limitations are “compounded”. Many of this study’s participants left 
school at or before the age of 16, which signifies the importance of 
living conditions in educational achievement, an observation that 
other scholars have previously articulated (Kennedy, 2017; Mabhala, 
et al., 2017). 

Housing instability and symptoms of poverty intersect to 
discount young people’s emotional health. The young women in this 
study expressed mixed feelings of loneliness, frustration, 
helplessness and exhaustion when coping with housing instability. 
Ana’s and Marie’s stories explained how their frequent housing 
movements uprooted them from their support network and 
community. Not knowing anyone in their new neighbourhood and 
sometimes new schools meant that they felt foreign and 
uncomfortable. Extant research supports this supposition. Offer et al. 
(1981), for example, observed the stress imposed on young people’s 
health when they experienced concurrent housing and school 
movements. Moving house and school for young people can be 
confusing and distressing (Offer et al., 1981), and in some 
circumstances, the moves are demanding (Sandler & Block, 1979). 
The participants in this study interpreted their excessive housing 
movements as a taxing event. 

Although most of the participants were Māori and Pasifika 
young people, I am limited in my capacity to examine Māori and 
Pasifika experiences of housing instability and their additional costs 
due to my migrant background. The stories presented in this paper 
do not reflect any culturally specific views. Instead, it focuses on the 
housing instability of young women in New Zealand.  
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Tracking the specific forms of the poverty penalty in the 
context of housing instability provided insights into the challenges 
faced by young people and how we could best respond. Thus, the 
poverty penalty could be a useful concept to understand some of the 
actual reciprocal causations between the various forms of housing 
instability and poverty. This paper calls on a need for policies 
specifically targeting young people’s housing needs. Current housing 
strategies and plans are often implemented to address family housing 
needs. Housing support needs to account for circumstances where 
young people have left home. Aside from offering young people 
shelter, there is a need for an outreach programme that will support 
young people in their transition into adulthood’s responsibilities and 
where attention is paid to their emotional and mental well-being. A 
national youth housing strategy is required. 

There is a need for housing support customised for the needs 
of rangatahi Māori. Rangatahi Māori are vulnerable to spiritual 
disconnection from whānau, hapū and iwi when they experience 
housing instability (Lawson-Te Aho et al., 2019). Policymakers and 
social agencies will need to partner with iwi, hapū and marae to 
reduce housing barriers. More importantly, meaningful consultations 
with rangatahi Māori are essential to develop housing strategies that 
fulfil their housing needs. A similar collaboration process should be 
carried out with Pasifika young people and communities.  

Conclusion 

Young people’s experiences of housing instability need to be 
recognised. What is often missing in the discussion of housing 
instability is the absence of an in-depth examination of how the 
poverty penalty operates and its impact on young people. This paper 
looked at young people’s experiences, including eviction, unhealthy 
homes, overcrowding, frequent housing movements and living in 
liminal spaces. 
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For young people, the impacts of all dimensions of housing 
instability are severe and work in intersecting ways to produce 
adverse outcomes. Housing instability has a detrimental effect on 
their life chances and well-being, including disruption to education, 
fractured support networks and poor health outcomes. To borrow 
from Matthew Desmond, housing instability evicted these young 
people from their childhoods.  

The paper concludes by making housing policy 
recommendations to support young people transitioning into 
adulthood with its ensuing responsibilities. Policies aimed at 
alleviating the poverty penalty could be a channel through which 
both the market and society could be made more inclusive for low-
income households and their children.  

Notes 
1 The 12 young women’s narratives are presented as three composite 

stories in this paper: Marie’s, Ana’s and Talita’s. These names are 
pseudonyms. 

2 The New Zealand Government has since attempted to improve housing 
security by introducing the Residential Tenancies Amendment Bill 
(2020). This new legislation will reintroduce several changes, such as 
requiring fixed-term tenancies to become periodic unless both the tenant 
and landlord agree otherwise. A landlord must not remove their tenant 
without providing a reason if a 90-day notice is issued (Residential 
Tenancies Amendment Act 2020). 

3 Commonly known as a ‘meeting house’ where gatherings are held; during 
multi-day gatherings, one large room is typically used for sleeping. 

4 Talita was referring to a contraceptive implant, which for many people 
leads to having no menstrual period. 

5 In April 2017, Child, Youth and Family was replaced by Oranga 
Tamariki—the Ministry for Children. 
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Abstract 

In the context of New Zealand’s tenure change and ageing population, we 
explore the experiences of older renters who were former homeowners. These 
renters’ trajectories reflect a societal shift to complex and risky housing 
pathways. We identify typical pathways out of homeownership: sudden 
shock, tenure churn and planned choice. We also extend the pathways 
typology by introducing the kinship ties pathway, which highlights 
participants’ decision-making dominated by affective ties to birthplace, 
family base or whakapapa (genealogical connection). We argue that 
intersectoral policy responses and services are needed to assist older people 
negotiating housing change.  
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Whakarāpopotonga 
I runga anō i te horopaki o ngā panoni whai whare noho i Aotearoa me te 
taupori taipakeke haere, ka torohē mātou i ngā wheako o te hunga 
mātāpuputu e rēti whare ana kua pupuri i ō rātou anō whare i mua. E 
whakaata ana ngā ara i whāia e aua kairēti i tētahi panoni ā-pāpori ki ngā 
ara whai whare noho matatini atu, mōrearea atu anō hoki. Ka tautohu 
mātou i ngā ara noa mō te wehe i te tūnga o te whai whare hei rangatira: te 
whitinga tumeke, te pāpātanga o te ngaromanga kairēti, me te kōwhiringa 
whakamahere. E whakawhānui ana anō hoki i tēnei kōmakatanga o ngā ara 
mā te kōkuhu i te ara taura here, tērā ka miramira i te āhua e hautūtia ai 
ngā mahi whakatau a ngā kaiwhaiwāhi e ngā hononga ā-ngākau ki te 
ūkaipō, te hau kāinga, te whakapapa rānei. Ko tā mātou e tohe nei, ka 
hiahiatia ngā urupare kaupapahere me ngā ratonga whakawhiti rāngai hei 
āwhina i te hunga mātāpuputu ki te whakariterite i ngā panoni ā-whare 
noho.  

Ngā kupumatua: hunga mātāpuputu hei kairēti, pānekeneketanga ā-
whare rēti, pānekeneketanga ā-whare noho, panoni whai whare noho 

 
 

ousing in Aotearoa New Zealand has been undergoing a 
steep structural decline in owner-occupation (Morrison, 
2008). From 1986 to 2013, New Zealand saw a 44 per cent 

growth in renting among those aged 65 and older, and by 2013, 
almost 19 per cent of this age group lived in rented accommodation 
(James et al., 2020). Nevertheless, homeownership remains a strong 
cultural ideal among both younger and older householders (Witten et 
al., 2017) and underpins an asset-based welfare system. Similar to 
Australia and other homeownership-dominated societies, in New 
Zealand older people commonly rely on their housing asset for their 
well-being (Colic-Peisker et al., 2015; Kӧppe, 2015; Ong et al., 2015). 
Retirement incomes and aged care policies assume that older people 
are mortgage-free homeowners who can liquidate their asset to 
underwrite future housing and residential care needs, as well as to 
maintain living standards (Saville-Smith, 2019).  

This paper focuses on older renters who previously owned a 
home; a group with no housing asset to fund their needs in later life. 
We explore two questions: (1) How did these former homeowners 
become renters? and (2) Can they regain homeownership? In 
addressing these questions, we highlight an under-researched group 

H 
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in New Zealand’s rental market, albeit one that has received 
attention overseas. Australian research found that half of renters 
aged 50 years and older had been homeowners at some point (Wood 
et al., 2010), and around two-thirds of tenants aged 55 and older had 
moved from ownership to renting (James et al., 2019). Analysis of the 
2008–09 wave of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement 
revealed that 16 per cent of homeowners in Denmark, Sweden and 
the Netherlands moved out of homeownership in their middle years 
(45–65), and of those who were still homeowners by age 65 years, 9.1 
per cent left homeownership before they turned 80 (Herbers et al., 
2014). We can derive some insights into the extent of tenure change 
from a random sample of tenants in four cities, which found that 70 
per cent of respondents aged 55 and over (172 of 246) were former 
homeowners (Witten et al., 2017). 

The move from homeownership to renting has been called a 
‘counter’ shift (Dieleman et al., 1995), signalling the demise of a 
linear progression to outright homeownership by retirement (Ong et 
al., 2015). The move is described in terms that denote marginality, 
vulnerability and uncertainty, including “falling out” (Beer et al., 
2006), “dropping out” (Kӧppe, 2017), “backsliding” (Burke et al., 
2008), or on the “edges of homeownership” (Wood et al., 2013). This 
counter shift is not a trivial one, since tenure exerts a strong influence 
on housing and life choices in later life (James et al., 2019; Power, 
2017). Discussing the Australian context, Wood et al. (2013) assert 
that older former homeowners experience a little-researched terrain 
that reveals “a stark financial, social and cultural divide between 
owners and renters” (p. 3). This borderland warrants further 
exploration since the experience of homeownership loss is likely to 
become increasingly common as mortgage debt among older owner-
occupiers rises (Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2019; Ong et al., 
2019; Perry, 2019).  

Research has demonstrated the constrained housing choices 
of older former homeowners, especially for those forced to exit, since 
they no longer enjoy the financial security, assets, discretion over 
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housing costs and control over property associated with 
homeownership (Bates et al., 2019; Ong et al., 2019). Homeownership 
exit involves the loss of a housing asset that can be drawn upon to 
underpin consumption or to fund health costs, care or housing needed 
in later life (Morrison, 2008; Ong et al., 2019). All those aspects confer 
important lifestyle and well-being benefits in retirement. In contrast, 
poverty and reduced life satisfaction and subjective well-being are 
associated with renting in later life (Koopman-Boyden & Waldegrave, 
2009; Perry, 2019).  

We focus here on 66 older tenants who were former 
homeowners, building on ideas from the housing pathways literature 
developed by Clapham (2002, 2003) and explored in associated 
research (Bates et al., 2020; Cram & Munro, 2020; James et al., 2020). 
We add to this group eight older renter-owners who own a residence 
in which they do not live (Hulse & Mcpherson, 2014). In exploring 
similarities and differences between older renter-owners and their 
renting peers, we offer another perspective on renting and ownership, 
informed by experiences in later life.  

Our analysis is enriched by participants who identify as 
Māori, who comprise 16.5 per cent of the total population.1 Older 
Māori are distinguished from older NZ Europeans by lower 
homeownership rates, lower personal incomes, and higher rates of 
debilitating health conditions and disability (Edwards et al., 2018; 
Pledger et al., 2019). These participants bring a Māori lens to the 
drivers and lived experience of homeownership exit, as well as a 
nuanced understanding of older renter-owners, since all except one of 
the renter-owners in our study are Māori. The Māori experience has 
led us to widen the concept of housing pathways beyond that outlined 
in the literature – emphasising sudden shock, tenure churn and 
planned choice – by introducing the kinship ties pathway, where 
family- and whānau-related imperatives extending beyond one 
household inform the decision to rent.  

We first show New Zealand’s structural change in tenure to 
provide the backdrop to this study. We then present key concepts 
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about pathways from homeownership to renting. Following 
discussion of the study method, we identify and analyse four 
pathways from ownership to renting and how they interact with 
events that trigger exit from homeownership. We conclude with 
observations about the implications of homeownership loss among 
older people for policies aiming to support well-being in later life.  

Tenure change 

Aotearoa New Zealand has undergone a shift from a predominantly 
homeowning society to increasing reliance on renting among all age 
groups, including those in later life (Morrison, 2008; Perry, 2019). 
Drawing on an inter-cohort analysis (comparison of successive birth 
cohorts in five-year age groups starting 1912–16 and ending 2007–13) 
using customised data from the 1986 to 2013 New Zealand censuses,2 
we note several trends.3 Firstly, levels of living in an owner-occupied 
home have been highest among the oldest cohorts, irrespective of 
ethnicity. However, there are lower proportions of Māori and Pacific 
older people living in owner-occupied dwellings and higher 
proportions renting compared with Europeans and those of Asian 
ethnicity. Figure 1 shows the changes in housing tenure among the 
four broad ethnic groups between 1986 and 2013 for those aged 65 
and older. Europeans saw a negligible rise in renting over that time, 
from 14.5 per cent renting in 1986 to 16.1 per cent in 2013. In 
contrast, Asians went from 15.5 per cent to 30.9 per cent renting, 
Māori went from 29.9 per cent to 37.4 per cent renting, and Pacific 
peoples rose from 45 per cent to 50.4 per cent renting. 

Secondly, living in an owner-occupied home has declined 
among those born before 1946 (Figure 2). This fall is due to various 
factors including moving to live with family, living in a family trust 
dwelling (data available since 2006), and moving into rental housing.  
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Figure 1: Tenure change, 1986–2013, age 65+, by ethnic group 
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Figure 2: Living in an owner-occupied home, selected birth cohorts, total New 
Zealand 

 

Note: First data point is the 1986 Census. Final observation for each cohort is +2 
years, due to a 7-year gap between the 2006 and 2013 censuses. 

Figure 2 shows the cohort born 1927–31 reached the highest 
point of owner-occupation, at 87.7 per cent, when aged 60–64; by 
2013, only 62.6 per cent of that cohort lived in an owner-occupied 
home. The oldest Baby Boomers, born 1942–46, did not reach owner-
occupation levels as high as the earlier cohort, and by 2013, 59.9 per 
cent lived in an owner-occupied home. 

Thirdly, fewer people born since 1946 lived in owner-occupied 
homes than their predecessors (Figure 2). This trend suggests that 
younger age groups will continue to rely on the rental sector as they 
age and more older people will rent in the future. For example, 79.0 
per cent of the cohort born 1952–56 lived in an owner-occupied home 
when aged 40–44, but by 2013, only 59.3 per cent lived in an owned-
occupied home. The youngest Baby Boomers, born 1962–66, dropped 
from 68.0 per cent living in an owner-occupied home when aged 35–
39, to 55.8 per cent in 2013. The cohort born 1967–71 also saw a 

 

 

*First data point is 1986 census. Final observation for each cohort is +2 years, due to 7-year gap between 2006 
and 2013 censuses 
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decline, from a peak of 59.1 per cent living in an owner-occupied home 
when aged 30–34, to 52.9 per cent in 2013. 

Growth in renting in later life has occurred in all but three of 
the 67 territorial authorities (TAs) in Aotearoa New Zealand (James 
et al., 2020; Saville-Smith, 2019), indicating a need for rental stock 
suitable for older people across all areas of the country. The highest 
proportions of older people renting are not in large cities, but in TAs 
covering rural and minor urban areas: Wairoa, Opotiki, Ruapehu, 
Westland and Buller (Table 1).4 

Pathways to renting 

The literature identifies three pathways from homeownership to 
renting: sudden shock, tenure churn and renting as a planned choice. 
We have enhanced this typology by adding the kinship ties pathway.  

 The sudden shock pathway is the most common, 
characterised by rapid exit from homeownership due to 
circumstances beyond individual control. Most exits are forced, not a  

Table 1: Highest renting levels at older ages by territorial authority (2013) 

Highest percentage 
renting ranked  
1–10 

65+ years 75+ years  

1 Wairoa 26% Ruapehu 29% 

2 Opotiki 25% Westland 28% 

3 Ruapehu 24% Buller 28% 

4 Gisborne 24% Grey 27% 

5 Porirua 22% South Taranaki 26% 

6 Auckland 22% Opotiki 25% 

7 South Taranaki 22% Wanganui 25% 

8 Westland 22% Wairoa 24% 

9 Hamilton 22% Porirua 24% 

10 Buller 22% Gisborne 24% 
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choice (James et al., 2019), triggered by a sharp external shock or 
personal crisis. External triggers include housing market changes, 
changes in policy settings, financial market collapse and labour market 
factors. Personal crises include marital breakdown, widowhood, 
financial misadventure, debt, job loss or sudden illness (Burke et al., 
2008; Dieleman et al., 1995; Helderman, 2007; James et al., 2019; 
Ong et al., 2015). The most common reasons for loss of 
homeownership are relationship breakdown followed by financial 
hardship (Burke et al., 2008; Helderman 2007; James et al., 2019). 
Increasing mortgage debt in later years, combined with interactions 
between non-housing debt and inability to meet mortgage payments, 
highlight the financial precarity of homeownership (Joint Center for 
Housing Studies 2019; Ong et al., 2019). Declining health is also a 
factor (Helderman, 2007; Ong et al., 2015). Employment and labour 
market factors are likely to have been important influences pre-
retirement that set up pre-conditions for homeownership loss (Wood 
et al., 2013). 

The tenure churn pathway involves multiple moves into and 
out of homeownership, culminating in renting. Overall, 13 per cent of 
Australian householders and 4 per cent of households in the United 
Kingdom have been identified as tenure churners (Wood et al., 2013). 
This group is characterised by high employment rates, are more 
likely to be divorced or separated and to have fewer household 
resources compared with long-term owner-occupiers. 
Homeownership exit is often associated with debt or loss of earnings, 
which drive a move to cheaper housing (Colic-Peisker et al., 2015; 
Wood et al., 2013). The ability to re-enter homeownership depends on 
housing market factors (rental and house prices and prudential 
requirements), labour market position and personal biographies. In 
later life, the ability to re-enter homeownership declines, 
demonstrating the combined effects of declining financial resources 
and personal shocks such as bereavement or poor health (Dieleman 
et al., 1995; Wood et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2020) 
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While all pathways involve an element of (invariably 
constrained) choice, the planned choice pathway is about a proactive 
choice to rent. It is not a decision forced by external shocks or 
personal crisis. The extensive literature on tenure choice emphasises 
that homeownership is an assumed, desired and normative choice; 
less is understood about proactively choosing to rent (Dieleman et al., 
1995; Power, 2017). The literature that does consider renting as a 
choice identifies lifestyle aspirations, trading off owner-occupation for 
a preferred location, decumulation and a desire to relinquish 
homeownership responsibilities as drivers (Helderman, 2007; Hulse 
et al., 2019; James et al., 2019). 

Some of our participants’ experiences did not accord with 
typical pathways to renting. This is because the housing pathways 
concept lacks an understanding and incorporation of kinship 
networks into housing decisions (Mostowska, 2019). It has an 
atomistic focus on a single household and dwelling rather than 
relationships across households and dwellings (Hulse & Mcpherson, 
2014) and resource sharing across households, including housing 
assets (Mulder & Smits, 2013). We introduce the concept of a kinship 
ties pathway to illustrate the dominance of family and whānau 
(extended family) drivers involving reciprocal rights and obligations 
as well as affective ties to place whether through birth, association or 
genealogical connection. The participants experiencing this pathway 
privileged family- and whānau-related reasons for renting above all 
others. This pathway combines elements of compulsion and volition, 
since the pull towards supporting, and being supported by, family is 
strong.  

To expand our understanding of the critical role of kinship in 
housing pathways, we draw on extensive research showing the 
importance of kin networks in providing resources and support, 
including a home base to manage positive and negative events such 
as taking up work or education, relationship breakdown, 
unemployment and caregiving to both old and young (Brannen, 2003; 
Litwak, 1960). Seniors’ homes (whether owned or rented) are pivotal 
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to the ability of kin networks to not only provide immediate 
residential stability, but also enable longer-term security through 
intergenerational transmission of housing assets (Köppe, 2018). Our 
kinship ties pathway also draws on the literature about seniors’ 
residential movement, which identifies return to place of origin and 
moving closer to kin as important drivers (Allport et al., 2018; 
Edwards, 2010; Walters, 2002). Central to our example of the kinship 
ties pathway is the concept of home that is of fundamental 
importance to Māori, encompassing not only physical shelter, but also 
whānau, attachment to whenua (land), whakapapa (genealogical 
connections), kotahitanga (togetherness) and the ability to provide 
manaaki (support, protection) to whānau and friends (Cram, 2020).  

Methods 

One hundred and eight in-depth semi-structured interviews with 
older tenants in four case study areas were conducted in 2017/2018 
(James et al., 2020). Case study areas were selected to include high 
proportions of older people and high proportions of Māori residents. 
The age range was intended to capture changing housing experiences 
and needs in pre-retirement and across later life. The participants’ 
ages ranged from the mid-fifties to late-eighties, with almost one-fifth 
aged 75 years or more. Sixty-three per cent were women and 37 per 
cent were men. One-half identified as Māori, while 44 per cent 
identified as New Zealand European, 5 per cent identified with other 
ethnicities, and 1 per cent identified with more than one ethnic group. 
In the findings discussed below, Māori participants are identified by 
reference to wahine (woman) or tāne (man). All participants have 
been given pseudonyms, and their ages noted. 

Participants were selected through purposive sampling to 
ensure that most lived in private rental housing, where almost two-
thirds of Aotearoa New Zealand’s older renters reside. Seventy-two 
per cent of the participants lived in private rentals, while the 
remainder lived in public housing (central or local government), or in 
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rentals provided by not-for-profit housing providers. Sixty-one per 
cent of the 108 participants were former homeowners. In addition, 
eight participants were renter-owners. In the sections below, we focus 
on the pathways to renting of former homeowners and renter-owners. 

Findings 

Former homeowners  

Of the 66 former homeowning tenants, 65.1 per cent were women and 
34.9 per cent were men (Table 2). Approximately half (51.5 per cent) 
were aged between 65 and 74 years. The majority (59.0 per cent) were 
New Zealand European and one-third identified as Māori. Two-thirds 
lived alone while most of the remaining participants lived with a 
partner or family. The participants’ household incomes were low, 
reflecting reliance on government superannuation and predominance 
of single-person households. Only two households were over the 2018 
median gross annual household income of $99,000 (Perry, 2019). 
Higher-income households included more household members and 
employed people. 

Two-thirds of participants rented from private landlords 
(Table 3). The rest lived in council, not-for-profit providers or central 
government housing and therefore were more likely to live in 
affordable, secure accommodation. 
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Table 2: Characteristics of former homeowners (n = 66) 

Characteristics  Men Women Number Percentage 
Age  
55–59 4  6 10 15.2 
60–64 3  3  6 9.1 
65–69 4  14 18 27.3 
70–74 8 8  16 24.2 
75–79 3  6  9 13.6 
80–84 1  3 4 6.1 
85–89 0 3  3 4.6 
Total 23 43 66 100 
Ethnicity 
New Zealand European 13 26 39 59.0 
Māori 7  15  22  33.4 
Other ethnicity 3 2  5 7.6 
Widowed, separated or divorced 
Yes 14 30 44 66.7 
No 6 9 15 22.7 
Not known 3 4 7 10.6 
Household composition 
Living alone 13  30  43 65.1 
Couple only 6  5  11 16.7 
Living with family  4  7  11 16.7 
Living with non-related 
adult(s) 

0 1  1 1.5 

Employment status 
Full-time employed 4 5 9 13.6 
Part-time employed 2 6 8 12.1 
Retired  13 33 46 69.8 
Unemployed 2 0 2 3.0 
Beneficiary 1 0 1 1.5 
Household income 
$10,001 to $20,000 2  5  7  10.6 
$20,001 to $30,000 9  20  29 44.0 
$30,001 to $40,000 5  5  10 15.1 
$40,001 to $50,000 2  1  3 4.5 
$50,001 to $70,000 3  2  5  7.6 
$70,001 to $100,000 2  5  7  10.6 
Over $100,000 2  0 2  3.0 
Missing 0 3  3 4.5 
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Table 3: Type of landlord (n = 66) 

Landlord Number  Percentage 
Private person or trust 44  66.7 
Council 10  15.1 
Central government 3  4.5 
Not-for-profit 9  13.6 
Total 66 100 

 

Renting duration 

Participants were asked for total time renting since leaving 
homeownership. Only periods of paying rent were counted. A few 
noted that they spent time in non-renting arrangements, such as 
living with relatives. Fourteen had experienced some form of 
homelessness within the previous five years, an issue we addressed 
elsewhere (James et al., 2020). Almost two-thirds had rented for at 
least 10 years; in effect they were long-term renters (Morris et al., 
2017). In contrast, 18.3 per cent had been renting for less than five 
years (Table 4). 

Starting renting in later life is evident, although not the 
majority experience (Table 5). Over half (56.1 per cent) started 
renting before age 55. Almost one-fifth started renting between 55 
and 64 years, and one-fifth when aged 65 or older.  
 

Table 4: Length of time renting since moving out of homeownership  
(n = 66) 

Duration Number Percentage 
0–4 years 12 18.3 
5–9 years 9 13.6 
10 years and over 42 63.6 
Missing 3 4.5 
Total 66 100 
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Table 5: Age when former homeowner started renting (n = 66) 

Age Number Percentage 
75 years and over 3 4.5 
65–74 years 10 15.2 
55–64 years 12 18.2 
Before 55 years  37 56.1 
Missing 4 6.0 
Total 66 100 

Renter-owners 

Five women and three men were renter-owners (Table 6). They were 
younger than the former homeowners, mainly Māori and more likely 
to live with others. Six, all Māori, lived in two- or three-generation 
households. The household incomes of renter-owners reflected that 
most were employed and/or living with others in employment. 
Consequently, their household income was considerably higher than 
that of former homeowners. Five renter-owners lived in households 
with an income of $100,000 or more. The two with a household income 
under $30,000 were aged 65–69 and lived alone.  

Pathways to renting 

We found four distinct pathways from homeownership to renting: 
sudden shock, tenure churn, planned choice and kinship ties. Table 7 
presents the numbers associated with each pathway for former 
homeowners and renter-owners. 

One factor, or multiple factors occurring together or in 
sequence, triggered the move to renting. Participants identified a 
wide range of factors, although the dominant ones were 
divorce/separation, financial crisis, unable to re-buy a home, 
illness/accident and mortgage debt (Table 8). 

Some triggers were more closely associated with some 
pathways than others, as discussed below.  
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Table 6: Characteristics of renter-owners (n = 8) 

Characteristics  Men Women Number 
Age  
55–59 3 3 6 
65–69 0 2 2 
Ethnicity 
New Zealand European 0 1 1 
Māori 3 4 7 
Widowed, separated or divorced 
Yes 2 1 3 
No 1 3 4 
Missing 0 1 1 
Household composition 
Living alone 0 2 2 
Living with family  3 3 6 
Employment status 
Full-time employed 3 2 5 
Retired 0 1 1 
Missing 0 2 2 
Household income 
$20,001 to $30,000 0 2 2 
Over $100,000 3 2 5 
Missing 0 1 1 

 

Table 7: Pathways to renting for former homeowners and renter-owners 

Pathway Former 
homeowners (n = 

66) 

Renter-owners  
(n = 8) 

Total 

Sudden shock 38  1 39 

Kinship ties 10  4 14 

Planned choice 11  2 13 

Tenure churn 3 0 3 

Unknown 4  1 5 

Total 66 8 74 
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Table 8: Triggers for homeownership exit: former homeowners 

Trigger Participants’ main 
trigger (n = 66) 

Number of participants 
mentioning trigger 

Financial crisis 18 29 
Divorce/separation 17 30 
Unable to re-buy  6 14  
Lifestyle 5 7  
Live close to family 3 7  
Return home 
/tūrangawaewae5 

3 5  

Illness/accident 2 10  
Give support to family 2 6  
Relocation for work 2 3  
Mortgage debt 1 11  
Widowed 1 5  
Job loss 1 3  
Business investment 1 2  
Prison 1 1  
Intergenerational 
housing transmission 

1 1  

Decumulation 1 1  
Divest homeowning 
responsibilities 

0 6  

Natural disaster 0 2  
Receive support from 
family 

0 2  

Family violence 0 1  
Unknown 1 1  

 
Like the former homeowners, most renter-owners (7) rented 

from private landlords, while one rented from a not-for-profit 
landlord. 

Sudden shock  

The sudden shock pathway, the most common identified in the 
literature, was the most common pathway to renting among former 
homeowners (38 participants). The most frequently mentioned triggers 
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for homeownership loss were divorce/separation and financial crisis. 
Divorce/separation was the primary trigger for 17 former 
homeowners, and 30 participants mentioned this as one of several 
factors contributing to their transition to renting. Only one renter-
owner experienced this pathway, due to domestic violence leading to 
separation. Participants noted a close association between marital 
breakdown and financial stress. Following divorce/separation, some 
had not been able to liquidate their housing equity, while for others, 
their share of sale proceeds was insufficient to buy another dwelling, 
as Hoani found:  

My marriage ended and I moved back here [ancestral home where he grew 
up]. I was unemployed and there was nowhere I could really afford …This 
one had been empty for a while and the landlord knew me. I like that it’s got 
a big garden. 

(Hoani, tāne, 56). 

Financial shock was the primary trigger for 18 former 
homeowners and mentioned by 29 participants in all. They 
experienced crises ranging from bankruptcy and financial abuse 
perpetrated by friends or family to job loss. Two lost their homes due 
to the global financial crises, while others used their housing assets 
to pay business debts. Comments included: 

I’ve been renting about seven years, owned a home before that. I put money 
into Bluechip investments [a finance company], lost the home in the collapse 
… we were persuaded to invest by friends. 

(Keith, man, 81) 

We owned a house before 1998; my husband ran an electrical business… 
when the market crashed in the late 1980s, people couldn’t afford to pay for 
the work my husband did. We fell into debt, lost the business and eventually 
our home.  

(Ariana, wahine, 64) 

We sold it [the house] to put money into the shop, then we went bankrupt. 
The worst thing I ever did was to sell the house. 

(Dougal, man, 68) 

Three women experienced financial abuse resulting in home 
loss. Avery (woman, 69), a homeowner with several rentals, had to 
sell all her houses to cover debts after she lent most of her savings to 
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a friend who did not repay the loan. Consequently, Avery made seven 
moves in five years, shifting between homelessness and dilapidated 
rentals. Marigold (woman, 86) experienced financial abuse after 
issuing a loan to her son, which was never repaid. She and her 
husband sold their home to manage the debt and moved in with 
another family member. This was followed by several moves and 
eventually marital breakdown. 

Job loss forced Rita to leave homeownership. Trading down to 
lower-cost homes through two relationship breakups, she retained 
homeownership until becoming unemployed in her fifties, ultimately 
resulting in renting: 

I sold the Auckland house and went to Dunedin. I bought a property there 
looking to be mortgage free … felt very isolated. So I decided I would reunify 
with the family but I lost money on the [house] sale and was already out of 
pocket … I couldn’t get a loan because I couldn’t get a job to service it, so I 
was locked out of homeownership and was using savings for my day-to-day 
costs … I was caught between a rock and a hard place really. 

(Rita, woman, 65) 

Hana also talked about job loss which, alongside financial 
commitments to whānau, made retaining homeownership unviable: 

My husband lost his job; we have grandchildren at university and on a 
mission so made the decision to sell our house and rent. We moved to what 
we could afford. I wanted to stay in our last place, but we couldn’t afford the 
rent. 

(Hana, wahine, 71) 

Three participants mentioned sudden illness or accident as 
the chief trigger for leaving homeownership, and 11 participants 
mentioned it as one of several factors. A health crisis was often 
combined with financial stress. For example, Areta experienced ill-
health and business failure at the same time and this meant she was 
forced to sell and become a renter:  

Basically, I got sick. Then it was just impossible once I lost [the business] … 
My health was shot and my finances were shot, and I just couldn’t afford to 
own a place. 

(Areta, wahine, 76) 
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Sometimes sudden shocks led to new beginnings with whānau 
and a return to a previous home base, as Kahurangi explained: 

My wife and I used to have our own home but then our business went 
bankrupt and my wife sadly passed away. I sold up everything to pay back 
the debts … no option but to rent … [I] really wanted to come home. This 
place was big, close to the sea, and had a huge vegetable garden… [I] made 
the decision to move into it with my daughter and moko [grandchild] who 
live with me. 

(Kahurangi, tāne, 61) 

For Kahurangi, as for other participants, renewed 
relationships and the perception of ‘coming home’ helped people to 
cope with financial and other stressors. 

Tenure churn  

Tenure churn involves switching between ownership and non-
ownership multiple times (Wood et al., 2013). Only three participants 
experienced this pathway. Two women’s experiences showed 
declining ability to retain homeownership due to combined personal 
and market factors, including relationship breakdown and job loss. 
Rising house prices and illness compounded difficulties. Julia, for 
example, had experienced divorce and illness, as well as personal and 
financial challenges, which led to her switching between 
homeownership and renting: 

Me and my husband bought a place in Taita. Then after we got divorced, we 
sold the house and I went to Australia… blew all my money and then came 
back, worked on the ferries and bought a house in Lower Hutt. Then I sold 
that house and went back to Australia. I was a fool with my money, I just 
wanted to be happy … When I wanted to come home, I didn’t have enough 
money to buy and then I got sick. 

(Julia, woman, 69) 

Fergus experienced multiple shocks over many years during 
which he owned four houses between stints of renting: 

We bought our first house in Invercargill. Then to Alexandra, renting there, 
then renting in Twizel, then Christchurch – we bought a house there. Then 
we went to New Plymouth and bought a house there at the top of the cycle, 
we paid a lot. Then I got made redundant, so we bought a dairy, then that 
went under… Then we returned to Invercargill, because my wife’s mother 
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was ill … [bought there] then the market went bust … Then we sold the 
house, and were looking at a unit to buy here but they were too expensive … 
My wife had an illness, she was on an invalid’s benefit. I got made redundant 
again in my fifties and then I was on a benefit. I got a part-time job cleaning 
but couldn’t afford to buy. 

(Fergus, man, 73)  

These narratives show the cumulative effects of business 
failure, moving for work, redundancy, house price increases, family 
caring responsibilities and illness. 

Planned choice  

The planned choice pathway involves a proactive, rather than 
reactive, decision to rent. Eleven former homeowners and two renter-
owners deliberately planned to rent. For most, a desire to live in a 
preferred location was paramount. This was associated with lifestyle 
as well as movement for work, health or a return home. Leaving 
homeownership to pursue a lifestyle choice embodied a sense of 
freedom, including the flexibility to respond to opportunities and life 
changes. For Nikau (tāne, 58), the life change was his wife dying and 
him meeting someone new. They moved away from where they were 
living to a place that was more supportive of their lifestyle together. 
Ari (tāne, 56) said he had simply moved for a job. Meanwhile, health 
reasons had dictated the move made by Aroha and her whānau: 

Our baby was born with a congenital disorder which means we needed to be 
close to the hospital and so we moved … to a rental in town. 

(Aroha, wahine, 58) 

Choosing to rent in a preferred location was also important for 
renter-owners, who found renting convenient for lifestyle reasons or 
for accessing services. Ana moved from her owned home to a rental to 
improve her health, with her choice strengthened by the safety net 
she had as a homeowner:  

I was sick of living in the urban area and this house is far enough out of town 
to be called rural. I needed to move out of town for my health. We didn’t want 
to sell our home, so we decided to rent out here. I feel we had a choice about 
this place; we always have choices.  

(Ana, wahine, 56) 
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Henrietta (69) liked the flexibility of renting and as she got 
older, renting became a deliberate strategy to reduce home 
management. She saw no disadvantages and if her life changed 
because of illness and she needed full-time care: “It’s much easier for 
my daughter to deal with, no hassles, pack up my stuff, cut and 
dried.” Gwenda deliberately chose to decumulate, investing house 
sale proceeds to increase her income and maintain her living 
standards. This worked especially well when she became eligible for 
superannuation at 65: 

I took voluntary redundancy in my early 60s, had a small mortgage – sold 
the house, paid off the mortgage and invested the rest … I did the pros and 
cons for renting. There are more pros – no maintenance worry, no 
unexpected expenses – you know where you stand. 

(Gwenda, woman, 65) 

For some participants, renting enabled the achievement of 
multiple life goals. Donna’s goals included staying in a place where 
she had lived for 35 years, although relocating to a dwelling suitable 
for later life. She enjoyed travel, which she funded from house sale 
proceeds, and prioritised her well-being by reducing the stress she 
associated with homeownership: 

I chose to rent now to lift the burden of maintenance and insurance and 
rates. It was a lifestyle change; I started renting before my operation. I’ve 
found renting to be as I had planned. ... I’m settled, life ticks along fine here, 
it fits my lifestyle.  

(Donna, woman, 68) 

In summary, the participants’ reasons for planning to rent 
echoed those identified in the literature: a lifestyle change, moving to 
a preferred location, decumulation or a desire to relinquish the costs 
and responsibility of homeownership (Helderman, 2007; Hulse et al., 
2019; James et al., 2019). 

Kinship ties 

Whānau and family decision-making, relationships and reciprocities 
across households, as well as place-based connections, were the crux 
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of the move to renting for ten former homeowners and four renter-
owners. The main factors triggering the kinship ties pathway are 
giving or receiving care and support, desire to live close to family, 
returning to home or tūrangawaewae, and intergenerational housing 
transmission. While the majority travelling the kinship ties pathway 
were Māori, three were non-Māori, indicating the resonance across 
cultures of kin-related reasons for moving.  

The theme of caring was articulated by Wikitoria (wahine, 80) 
who left homeownership in Australia when she and her husband 
divorced. Subsequently, Wikitoria chose to rent a unit with her 
mother, so she could care for her and eventually bring her back home. 
Kinship ties were a major driver of Wikitoria’s decision-making, 
including her obligation to ensure her mother returned to her home 
place. 

Four renter-owners had chosen to move location and rent so 
they could be closer to and support family members. Tai (tāne, 56) 
had moved in with his daughter and her children and taken over the 
rent payments as his daughter was struggling financially. Kara 
(wahine, 57) had moved with her husband and two adult children to 
their present location so she could support her sister who was in an 
abusive relationship. 

Wanting to live on whānau land or close to marae were key 
drivers to renting for two Māori former homeowners.6 Tiana (wahine, 
80) wanted to leave homeownership when her husband died. So far, 
she has lived in two rental flats constructed for kaumātua (elders) 
near her marae. Awhina’s (wahine, 89) motivation for leaving 
homeownership was a combination of returning to her 
tūrangawaewae and vesting the family home in her children through 
a trust structure. After selling her home to the trust, she considered 
living with her daughter; however, an opportunity arose to rent a unit 
on papakāinga land near the marae where she grew up.7  

The strong influence of kinship on the decision to rent is found 
not only in the kinship ties pathway but is also a contributing factor 
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in other pathways, although not as the key driver of homeownership 
exit. Participants talked about giving and receiving kin support, 
including financial support. For example, Selina’s (woman, 87) 
divorce triggered her loss of homeownership. Subsequently, she 
moved into her parents’ home to care for them until they died. 
Afterwards she became a renter because she could not afford to own 
again. Kinship ties can call someone home to receive support when 
times are tough. Rawiri’s brother, for example, took care of him and 
offered a sense of home: 

As I said I came home and needed somewhere to rent. My brother made all 
the decisions as he knew I was in trouble. If I hadn’t of come home, I’d be 
dead by now as I had no job and no family when I came out of prison and I 
thought about committing suicide. I moved to this house as its next door to 
my brother’s place. 

(Rawiri, tāne, 55) 

The nature of choice 

We found that the participants’ experiences of choice were more 
nuanced than choosing to rent or being forced to rent through loss of 
homeownership. Participants who chose renting as a life strategy 
were not alone in expressing a strong sense of agency in their decision 
to rent; those who had experienced sudden shocks also talked about 
their rental choices. Unlike those for whom renting was a planned 
project, their framing of choice was not so much about renting as a 
preferred tenure but around selecting between different rental 
properties or locations. For example, Ingrid, whose homeownership 
loss was due to a failed business venture, expressed a sense of choice 
when describing how she selected a private rental, although her 
choice was constrained by circumstances: 

It was hard to find [a rental property]. Thrilled this was available, and a 
good price! We had good references, everything worked out. Having to fit into 
a two bedroom, we had to get rid of a lot of stuff... Maybe in other 
circumstances we wouldn’t have chosen to do that.  

(Ingrid, woman, 69) 
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Even if renting was a planned choice, changes in personal 
circumstances and/or housing markets resulted in future housing 
options being reduced in ways some participants neither anticipated 
nor planned for (James et al., 2019; Preece et al., 2020; Wood et al., 
2020). Hugh (man, 60) moved for work and chose to rent until he and 
his partner could find an affordable home in the right location. Five 
years on, house prices had risen steeply, leading Hugh to see 
continued renting as inevitable, although with advantages: “… at this 
age and stage it would be scary to have a big mortgage, so in a way 
it’s reassuring not to owe the bank.” Likewise, Katrina (woman, 77) 
and her husband made a work-related move in their fifties and chose 
to rent rather than commit to buying in an unfamiliar place. Later, 
Katrina’s circumstances changed so that homeownership became 
unaffordable. Rather than interpret her situation as one in which her 
only option was to rent, Katrina viewed her continued renting as a 
choice not to own and embraced the opportunity renting allowed for 
her to return to her home place where she wanted to be buried. 

Zara (woman, 70) had reconstructed her sense of choice. She 
initially saw the decision that she and her husband made in their 
fifties to sell their home and rent as a planned and sound decision, 
enabling them to invest in a business. Looking back, she felt this 
decision was the “wrong choice” as it had led to significant financial 
loss in the Global Financial Crisis, and constrained future housing 
options. Zara stated that she would now “advise people never to sell 
their home”.  

A return to homeownership? 

Most of the participants would have liked to re-enter homeownership 
but recognised that it was unfeasible given their financial 
circumstances and life stage. Older renters are less likely than their 
younger counterparts to be able to return to homeownership because 
they are generally retired and often live alone, and therefore have 
less household income to devote to housing costs (Colic-Peisker et al., 
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2015; Wood et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2020). Even if employed, their 
age usually prevents them meeting prudential lending criteria. As 
those on the tenure churn pathway explained, the chances of 
regaining homeownership reduced as they aged and their earning 
capacity declined. Anita talked about her slim chances of owning 
again, due to her bank’s lending criteria:  

I have been to the bank but it’s unaffordable at my age – out of reach with 
a single income. I was told now that I am 60, [bank] said they would only 
lend up to a certain level, not enough to buy a house. 

 (Anita, woman, 60) 

It was not only lack of a housing asset and limited household 
incomes that precluded saving towards homeownership – high rents 
also reduced ability to save: 28.7 per cent of participants said they 
found it hard to pay their rent, while 40.9 per cent received the 
Accommodation Supplement, indicating that their rent was 
unaffordable. 

Discussion 

We identified four pathways to renting: sudden shock, tenure churn, 
planned choice and kinship ties. Either alone or in conjunction with 
other factors, divorce/separation was the most common trigger and is 
associated with all pathways, reinforcing that this event significantly 
constrains housing choices. This is because remaining in 
homeownership is predicated on sufficient income, savings and 
housing equity, all of which are eroded when former partners split 
their assets and establish separate households.  

While the dominance of divorce/separation as a driver of 
homeownership loss is confirmed by several studies (Helderman, 
2007; Köppe, 2017; Ong et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2020), the bi-
directional rather than one-way link between relationship instability 
and housing precarity should be acknowledged. As Coulter and 
Thomas (2019) argue, rather than homeownership loss simply being 
an outcome of separation, housing stress (particularly mortgage 



Pathways to renting 251 

 

arrears) can be an antecedent and predictor of separation. The 
entanglement of relationship stress and financial pressures that we 
found in this study made it difficult to distinguish the relative 
influences of divorce/separation and mortgage arrears on exit from 
homeownership, although 11 participants identified mortgage debt 
as a contributing factor (Table 8).  

The sudden shock pathway was associated with the most 
homeownership exit triggers (13), and those were mainly negative 
factors (Table 9). The tenure churn pathway was also associated with 
negative factors, reinforcing that housing market barriers, as well as 
job loss, debt and illness, are not only drivers to renting but also 
reduce the ability to regain homeownership. Participants 
experiencing this pathway showed how chances of returning to 
homeownership reduce over time, with retirement a critical point at 
which renting becomes permanent. Movement for work, lifestyle and 
to provide care for family are also apparent in this pathway. 
Underlying all pathways is the influence of changing housing market 
conditions across time and place. The participants’ earning power and 
ability to buy a home were affected by moves between different 
housing and labour markets, including to and from Australia and 
New Zealand. The combined effects of rising house prices, reduced 
equity, mortgage lending criteria and declining job opportunities 
were implicated in participants’ exit from homeownership. This was 
especially apparent not only among those experiencing sudden 
shocks but also evident among those who chose to rent in a certain 
location for work-related reasons then found their ability to return to 
homeownership disappeared over time. 

Participants experiencing the sudden shock and tenure churn 
pathways were more likely than others to have experienced multiple 
shocks and to be in a worse financial situation. They had lower household 
incomes and were more likely to receive the Accommodation 
Supplement. They were more likely to live in lower-priced rentals 
provided by councils or not-for-profit housing providers. They also 
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appeared to experience past housing insecurity. Of the 14 former 
homeowners who reported some type of homelessness within the five 
years before their interview (James et al., 2020), all bar two had 
experienced the sudden shock or tenure churn pathway.  

Table 9: Interaction of pathways and triggers 

 Pathway 

Trigger Sudden 
Shock 

Tenure 
Churn 

Kinship 
Ties 

Planned 
Choice 

Divorce/separation √ √ √ √ 
Financial crisis √ √   
Unable to re-buy  √ √  √ 
Illness/accident √ √  √ 
Mortgage debt √    
Widowed √  √ √ 
Job loss √ √   
Prison √    
Natural disaster √    
Give support to 
family 

√ √ √  

Receive support 
from family 

√  √  

Live close to family √  √  
Return home 
/tūrangawaewae 

√  √ √ 

Intergenerational 
housing 
transmission 

  √  

Lifestyle  √  √ 
Decumulation    √ 
Divest homeowning 
responsibilities 

   √ 

Business 
investment 

   √ 

Relocation for work  √  √ 
Relocation for 
education 

   √ 
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We found differences between the participants’ experiences 
were not only related to the pathway they travelled but also whether 
they were renter-owners, suggesting different triggers, motivations 
and resources. The most common pathway among the eight renter-
owners was the kinship ties pathway, followed by the planned choice 
pathway. In contrast, the most common pathway for former 
homeowners was the sudden shock pathway. It was not automatic 
that the ownership interests of renter-owners provided them with 
more security, resources and housing choice compared with former 
homeowners. Furthermore, the extent to which renting was perceived 
as a choice among renter-owners depended on the conditions under 
which they left their owned home, the level of control they maintained 
over the use of that property, and the potential resources it conferred 
(such as a rental income or sale proceeds). One renter-owner had very 
little control of the home in which she retained an ownership interest. 
She received no income from the house and could not return to live in 
it. Consequently, her financial situation and housing options were 
like those of former homeowners who have no housing asset. In 
comparison, other renter-owners talked about their owned home as a 
“safety net” (Hulse & Mcpherson, 2014), a place to which they could 
return to live or an investment they could sell. They had more 
resources and options than former homeowners. 

 We found differences between Māori and non-Māori journeys 
to renting. Māori were represented across all pathways except tenure 
churn, indicating that Māori movement from homeownership to 
rental accommodation is unlikely to be reversed by a shift back to 
homeownership even when this remains an aspiration. Māori former 
homeowners were mostly involved in the kinship ties pathway, with 
responsiveness to kinship obligations also guiding the pathway into 
rental accommodation for the renter-owners. Rankine (2005) 
contends that the mobility of being tenants is preferable for some 
older Māori as it allows them to respond to both employment 
opportunities and whānau, hapū and iwi (i.e. kinship) commitments. 
Retaining their own home, however, was not a barrier to similar 



254 James et al. 

responsiveness from the Māori renter-owners in our study. They did 
not question the need to be with kin in their rental accommodation, 
and simply rented their own house to others. In a very real sense, 
their home was where their heart was – supporting and being with 
kin. 

Conclusion and policy implications 

The participants’ experiences of the transition from homeownership 
to renting provide rich insights into the impacts of tenure change on 
older people. Our study illustrates profound structural changes, 
where there is no longer a typical, orderly housing career in which 
life cycle stages and housing trajectories are intertwined through a 
progression to eventual outright ownership (Burke et al., 2008; 
Kӧppe, 2017; Ong et al., 2015). Instead, complex and risky housing 
pathways have emerged in which retaining homeownership is 
difficult and there is increased reliance on the rental market in later 
life. Renting is not often the preferred choice but instead the only 
viable option, given labour market, housing market and policy 
settings beyond one’s control that impose financial pressures that 
consequently limit housing choices and opportunities. Compounding 
the impacts of structural changes are personal events, such as 
divorce, financial misadventure and ill health.  

In the fewer instances in which renting is a preferred option, 
we note that some derive benefits from renting in later life, including 
freeing up housing equity, freedom from homeowner responsibilities 
and living in a preferred location. Our findings about the significance 
of kinship ties in housing choices suggest that the value of kin 
resources, kin dwellings and intergenerational provision of care can 
be realised, or enhanced, through renting in later life. Our findings 
suggest that older tenants and their housing are pivotal to providing 
shelter and support to younger kin.  

As mortgage-free homeownership declines and more people 
reach retirement as tenants, it is essential that collaborative and 
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intersectoral policy responses are developed to support older people 
across all areas of their lives and that enable seniors to continue to 
support kin. Currently older former homeowners who rent are an 
under-recognised group, but their experiences bring into stark relief 
the implications of homeownership loss in a society where owner-
occupation in later life, and the accompanying housing asset, 
underpin policy critical to ensuring the well-being and independence 
of our ageing population. This study reveals important policy 
implications arising from homeownership exit, spanning retirement 
income policy, aged care, income support and housing provision. 
Without a housing asset, older people are exposed to unpredictable 
housing costs and tenure insecurity as well as potential retirement 
income inadequacy (Saville-Smith, 2019). Very few of the 
participants in our study followed a deliberate plan to rent in order 
to decumulate their housing asset; instead, most had to sell and rent 
due to financial necessity. They retained no nest egg to enhance their 
living standard or to help with health costs as they aged, and 
restricted financial circumstances were evident. Their experiences 
suggest that, as the numbers of older renters grow, upward pressure 
on public housing, the Accommodation Supplement and income 
support payments is inevitable. 

Our participants are part of a growing demand for rental 
accommodation responsive to older people’s needs. There is a dearth 
of small dwellings (Saville-Smith, 2019), much of the rental stock is 
in worse repair than owner-occupied properties (White et al., 2017), 
and there is no requirement for basic accessibility in the Building 
Code for residential housing (James et al., 2018). Compared with 
older owner-occupiers, older tenants in Aotearoa New Zealand are in 
poorer health, use health services more and have unmet health needs 
(Pledger et al., 2020). Policy responses should address features of 
rental housing that enhance health, including condition and 
accessibility, warmth and tenants’ access to modifications and 
equipment to increase their safety and independence.  
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Poor-condition housing has implications not only for public 
expenditure on older people’s health but also on residential care. If 
rental housing cannot provide a safe living environment in which 
home-based care can be delivered, then, as shown elsewhere, older 
tenants will be more likely to enter residential care (Rouwendal & 
Thomese, 2013). Since, in general, older tenants lack assets with 
which to fund their own care, increased pressure will be exerted on 
public funding of residential care.  

One solution is to build age-friendly social housing to address 
significant shortcomings in the suitability of Aotearoa New Zealand’s 
rental stock, which for older renters is generally unaffordable 
(Johnson et al., 2018). Other solutions are offered by Australian 
research recommending policies to prevent homeownership loss, such 
as limiting exposure to mortgage debt (Ong et al., 2019). Our 
participants’ experiences show that, regardless of the timing and 
primary trigger for transition to renting, re-entering homeownership 
is challenging in mid- to later life due to a convergence of financial 
and personal changes. Alongside our study’s evidence of tenure churn 
and the current lack of housing options for older people, difficulties 
in re-entering homeownership suggest consideration of intermediate 
tenures such as shared ownership for seniors with modest assets. 

Notes 
1 Accessed 3 July 2020 https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/new-zealands-

population-reflects-growing-diversity  

2 The last birth cohort covers seven years due to the gap between the 2006 
and 2013 censuses caused by the Canterbury earthquakes. 

3 Based on Dr Natalie Jackson’s analysis for the Life When Renting research 
programme, Ageing Well National Science Challenge. This is a customised 
data set based on the usual residence of individuals in households of 
private dwellings at each census. Non-private dwellings such as aged 
residential care are excluded. 

  

https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/new-zealands-population-reflects-growing-diversity
https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/new-zealands-population-reflects-growing-diversity
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4 A minor urban area is a town with a population up to 9999 people.  
http://infoshare.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/info-about-2013-
census-data/2013-census-definitions-
forms/definitions/geographic.aspx#gsc.tab=0  

5 A person’s tūrangawaewae is their ancestral place. 

6 A marae is a Māori community complex, including a meeting house. 

7 Papakāinga is ancestral Māori land. 
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Abstract  

Considering there are significant positive associations between home 
ownership and well-being, the significant declines in Māori home ownership 
are a topic of concern. This paper seeks to shed light on the pathways for 
transitioning Māori from a nation of renters to homeowners. Using 
longitudinal data of the Māori cohort from the Christchurch Health and 
Development Study (CHDS), the research revealed that a small number of 
variables increase the likelihood of home ownership by age 35. These related 
to future aspirations, economic stability, partner relationship and mental 
health. In response to suggestions that there is a relationship between a 
close connection to the Māori world and housing tenure, we investigated 
associations between a range of cultural variables and Māori home 
ownership. However, no association was found.  
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Whakarāpopotonga  
I runga i te whakaaro ka kitea he pāhonotanga takatika nunui i waenga i te 
pupuri whare hei rangatira me te toiora, he take āwangawanga te hekenga 
nui o te tokomaha o ngāi Māori e pupuri whare ana hei rangatira. Ko tā te 
tuhinga nei he whakamārama i ngā ara me whai hei nuku i a ngāi Māori hei 
iwi rēti whare ki tētahi iwi e noho ana hei rangatira i ō rātou anō whare. Mā 
te whakamahi i ngā rauranga wā roa o te aropā Māori nō te Christchurch 
Health and Development Study (CHDS), i whakaatu mai te rangahau mā 
ētahi taurangi ruarua nei e whakanui te tūponotanga ka whai whare te 
tangata hei rangatira i tōna taenga ki te 35 tau te pakeke. E pā ana ēnei ki 
ngā whakangākau mō anamata, te pūmautanga taha ōhanga, te āhua o te 
hono ki te hoa rangatira, me te hauora hinengaro. Hei uruparenga ki ngā 
huatau o tētahi pānga i waenga i te hononga kaha ki te ao Māori me te whai 
whare noho, ka mātai mātou i ngā pāhonotanga i waenga i te whānuitanga 
o ngā taurangi ahurea me te whai whare hei rangatira. Heoi, kīhai i kitea 
tētahi pāhonotanga.  

Ngā Kupumatua: whare noho mō te Māori, whai whare hei rangatira, 
toiora, rangahau aropā, ōhanga Māori 

 
 

he 1936 Census recorded that 70.5 per cent of Māori dwellings 
were owned by occupants, mainly in rural areas. While it is 
difficult to compare these home ownership rates as concepts 

have changed,1 census data show a decline in Māori home ownership 
rates from the 1990s (Statistics New Zealand, 2016). In 1991, 57.4 
per cent of people with Māori ethnicity lived in an owner-occupied 
dwelling (Goodyear, 2017) and by 2018, this was 47.2 per cent. The 
positive associations between home ownership and socio-economic 
and health outcomes are well established (Saville-Smith, 2018; 
Waldegrave & Urbanová, 2016). However, there is only limited 
research on the impacts of housing tenure on Māori, much of it being 
over a decade old. Despite these limitations, research in New Zealand 
has demonstrated clear associations between housing tenure and 
mental health (Carter et al., 2005) and sudden infant death syndrome 
(Schluter et al., 1997). 

Home ownership may also protect against unemployment, 
decrease crime rates, reduce welfare dependency and offer a greater 
chance for low-income families to create asset wealth (Waldegrave & 
Urbanová, 2016). The relationship between housing tenure and many 

T 
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independent variables like health, crime and education is becoming 
more accepted as being significantly associated. Labour market 
outcomes are less clear, and more caution is required when describing 
the relationship between tenure and employment because the studies 
are less consistent. Nevertheless, it is fair to note that most studies 
continue to show lower unemployment rates among homeowners. 
This trend should be expected, considering employment provides an 
income to buy a home and service a mortgage.  

In general, Māori measure more poorly against socio-economic 
measures than the general population (Ministry of Health, 2018). 
This trend is reflected in Māori well-being related to housing 
conditions. Māori are more likely to report experiences with 
inadequate and unhealthy housing conditions. While there are well-
documented associations between home ownership and socio-
economic and health outcomes, and a significant coinciding decrease 
in Māori home ownership, there has been little research investigating 
the associations between Māori home ownership and socio-economic 
variables (Saville-Smith, 2018; Stats NZ, 2020a; Su & Wu, 2020). 

These associations are explored in this paper, along with 
another critical variable. It has been suggested in the literature (e.g. 
Waldegrave et al., 2006) and across the wider New Zealand society,2 
that Māori culture or involvement in te ao Māori may adversely affect 
home ownership. The mechanisms underlying Māori housing tenure 
are complex and unclear, and we are unaware of any studies that 
explain these mechanisms. Few quantitative investigations have 
attempted to ascertain how differences in socio-economic status and 
cultural identity account for the ethnic differences in housing tenure. 
This paper provides a step towards clarifying potential mechanisms. 

In attempting to explain the primary associations affecting 
Māori home ownership, three key groups of variables have been 
identified: health variables, socio-economic variables and cultural 
variables. Māori have expressed a strong desire to own houses but 
are not realising this goal (Forster, 2008). The pathways to home 
ownership are complex and require detailed data to explore. Large 
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national data sets are useful for describing outcomes. Still, they are 
less capable of exploring the multiple inter-connected associations 
across health, socio-economic and cultural domains affecting home 
ownership. Longitudinal data sets provide a more nuanced 
understanding of an individual’s home ownership pathway; however, 
they tend to be focused on a small group of individuals. For this study, 
national-level aggregated data sets such as the New Zealand General 
Social Survey (NZGSS) were used to describe outcomes for Māori; 
however, the primary analysis was based on a longitudinal cohort 
study to provide more detailed insights into the complex associations 
between multiple variables and home ownership.  

The Christchurch Health and Development Study is a 
longitudinal study of a birth cohort of 1265 children born in 
Ōtautahi/Christchurch over a 4-month period during 1977. The 
cohort has been studied from birth to adulthood over 23 occasions to 
the age of 35 (Fergusson & Horwood, 2001, 2013). The CHDS provides 
the basis for statistical analysis to explain the relationship between 
Māori home tenure and the three primary sets of variables: adult 
economic functioning, childhood economic functioning and individual 
characteristics/psychosocial pathways. While the data are limited 
both geographically and in size, they allow for a deep exploration of 
Māori home ownership variables in a way that has not previously 
been undertaken. And although not generalisable across New 
Zealand, the results from this analysis provide a robust starting point 
for discussions on pathways to home ownership for Māori, which has 
not previously been available. 

The present study had three primary objectives: 
1. to document the associations between Māori cultural identity 

and overall levels of home ownership  
2. to examine the extent to which ethnic disparities in home 

ownership could be explained by socio-economic factors, 
including maternal and paternal education, family socio-
economic status and family living standards, and 
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3. to investigate the association between housing tenure and 
hauora outcomes in Māori. 

The paper beings with a literature review describing 
downward trends in Māori home ownership and the adverse 
consequences of these trends for Māori. Next, there is a description 
of the methods employed in this study, including use of the CHDS’s 
data. This is followed by the results section, which addresses the role 
of socio-economic characteristics and cultural connectedness in Māori 
home ownership. Finally, the discussion outlines the implications of 
the findings for research on pathways to improving Māori home 
ownership, and the limitations of the study. 

Literature review 

Multiple studies have documented a clear association between house 
ownership and socio-economic well-being (Arcus & Nana, 2005; Fund, 
2004; Milligan et al., 2006; Roskruge et al., 2011). This association is 
driven by multiple factors, including long-term security and the 
potential for intergenerational wealth transfer, and an increased 
potential for future home ownership (James, 2007). A large-scale 
literature review on housing tenure suggests significant associations 
between home ownership and health, employment, crime, welfare, 
wealth, and education (Waldegrave & Urbanová, 2016). Improved 
mental and physical health, protection against unemployment, lower 
crime rates, less welfare dependency, greater wealth generation 
potential, and higher educational attainment for children are all 
positively associated with home ownership. 

While studies show that owning a home is associated with 
positive outcomes, rental tenure does not inevitably cause negative 
outcomes. Public rental accommodation and other forms of social 
housing are capable of generating positive outcomes (Baker et al., 
2006; Phibbs & Young, 2005). Outcomes are contingent of a variety 
of factors including: 
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• the physical condition of the rental property 
• protection and security afforded to the tenants, and 
• the degree to which renting is viewed as the norm within a 

society. 

Concerning the last point, the prevailing norm in New 
Zealand society is towards owner occupation. This is true of all sectors 
of the population, including Māori and Pacific peoples, and low-
income earners (James, 2007; Koloto & Associates, 2007; Waldegrave 
& Urbanová, 2016) 

Māori home ownership 

In 1926, 74 per cent of Māori owned a home compared with 61 per 
cent of Pākehā (Flynn et al., 2010). By 1945, ownership rates had 
equalised at approximately 55 per cent for both groups (Flynn et al., 
2010). However, since this time, Māori home ownership rates have 
declined faster than European/Pākehā’s (Flynn et al., 2010). The 
rapid shift of Māori from rural areas to urban areas in the 1950s and 
1960s contributed to a significant decrease in Māori home ownership; 
however, several other factors have also been cited as possible 
explanations (Flynn et al., 2010): 

• urbanisation  
• exposure to high-cost urban areas region 
• the younger age structure of the Māori population 
• larger households 
• lower levels of employment and income 
• intergenerational experience of owning a home 
• educational achievement 
• the wish to reside near whānau. (p. 53) 

Changes in measurement criteria mean that direct 
comparisons cannot be drawn between 1926 data and the more recent 
2013 census data (Table 1). We present the data here to demonstrate 
general patterns in ownership rather than to illustrate trends 
accurately. However, home ownership data from 2013, and between 
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Table 1: Difference in individual home ownership rates and percentage change 200 
–2013  

Ethnic Group 2001 2013 % change 2001–2013 
European 59.7 56.8 –4.9 
Māori 31.7 28.2 –11.2 
Total people who stated an 
ethnicity 54.9 50.2 –8.4 

Source: Goodyear (2017). 

2001 and 2013, indicate a potentially significant decline in Māori 
home ownership rates.3 Results from the 2013 Census showed that 
Māori renters (Table 2) were more likely than the total population to 
be renting from Housing New Zealand Corporation (HNZC; now 
Kāinga Ora) and were slightly less likely to be renting from a private 
landlord, business or trust. As discussed above, the ownership 
structure of a rental property does not directly cause adverse 
outcomes; however, it reflects more negative socio-economic 
circumstances for the occupants, including discrimination and 
stigmatisation in the private rental market. 

The large decrease in Māori home ownership rates is not 
reflective of Māori aspirations. The majority of Māori 15 years and 
over aspire to own a home; however, they face significant barriers in 
doing so (Te Puni Kōkiri, 2016). The Te Hoe Nuku Roa (THNR) study  

Table 2: Sector of landlord – Māori and New Zealand population in households in 
rented occupied private dwellings 2013 Census 

Type of landlord Māori New Zealand 
Population 

Private person, trust or business 76.6% 83.1% 

Local authority or city council 1.0% 1.4% 

Housing New Zealand Corporation 20.7% 14.2% 

Other state-owned corporation or state-
owned enterprise or government 
department or ministry 

1.7% 1.3% 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (2016). 
of Māori housing experiences and emerging trends included a 
longitudinal study of Māori households (Waldegrave et al., 2006). 
The study was based on a small sample of 70 households in six 
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locations throughout Aotearoa (Waldegrave et al., 2006). Some key 
findings around Māori home tenure from the Te Hoe Nuku Roa study 
include: 

• Of the 55 per cent of the THNR sample who were renting, 51 
per cent aspired to own a home of their own. 

• Where affordability is higher, aspirations to own a home are 
greater than in more expensive places such Manukau and 
Lower Hutt. 

• In most areas, the mode for importance of owning a home is 
“Extremely important”. 

• Where house prices are relatively low, the importance 
attached to owning a home is greater.  

• Conversely, the importance of owning a home is rated lower in 
the urban/metropolitan sites than in the rural or regional 
sites. 

• When assessing satisfaction, 50 per cent were satisfied and 36 
per cent were very satisfied with their accommodation.  
Considering the findings from THNR, there is evidence to 

suggest that the declines in Māori home ownership are not a 
reflection of Māori aspirations. Instead, significant barriers exist 
which are impeding the ability of Māori to purchase homes. 

Impacts of housing tenure on Māori 

Multiple studies have been conducted globally on associations 
between housing tenure and socio-economic and health outcomes. 
Each country has a unique housing situation, particularly around the 
role home ownership plays in society. It may, therefore, not be 
appropriate to generalise international findings to the New Zealand 
situation. A small body of literature has been produced exploring the 
impacts of housing tenure on Māori. This literature provides an in-
depth look at the New Zealand situation; however, much of it is over 
a decade old and may not apply to the current situation. 
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Research on housing tenure and the relationship between 
tenure and health among mothers of a birth cohort of Pacific children 
provides some insights into the New Zealand situation. Significant 
associations have been found between home ownership and mental 
health, with homeowners having better mental health than their 
renting counterparts (Carter et al., 2005). It has also been shown that 
adjusting for likely social, economic and environmental confounding 
factors, residing in a state house rented from the government 
increased the risk of sudden infant death by a factor of 1.73 compared 
with infants with parents owning their house (Schluter et al., 1997). 
It should be noted that although both these studies show an 
association between housing and health, we cannot infer causation 
from them.  

While little research has been done specifically addressing the 
relationship between housing tenure and Māori socio-economic 
outcomes, it has been established that owning a house has positive 
socio-economic and health outcomes (Waldegrave & Urbanová, 2016). 
Additionally, drawing on New Zealand census data, Māori are 
relatively less likely to own their own home. The New Zealand 
General Social Survey (NZGSS) provides a large set of data 
containing various measures relating to inequality, the distribution 
of resources and standard of living (SOL).4 Studies on housing tenure 
and the NZGSS provide an imperative for a deeper investigation into 
the impact of housing tenure on Māori. 

Statistics New Zealand (2015) showed that certain population 
subgroups reported higher proportions of housing issues: those in 
one-parent families with children, people of prime work age, and 
Māori and Pacific peoples. Also, these groups were more likely to be 
renting. Renters are more likely than owner-occupiers to report that 
their home is cold (Joynt et al., 2016). It has also been shown that 
rental housing is typically in worse condition than owner-occupied 
housing and has a greater incidence of components in poor or serious 
condition (Buckett et al., 2010; Saville-Smith, 2018; Whiteet al., 
2017). 
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The NZGSS is a multidimensional, biennial survey on New 
Zealand’s social and economic outcomes of people aged 15 years and 
over who are usual residents in private dwellings (excluding offshore 
islands). A central measure of socio-economic well-being is income. In 
2001, the ratio of the median Māori income to the median income of 
the total population was 80 per cent; in 2006, it increased to 86 per 
cent, before reverting to 79 per cent in 2013 (Stats NZ, 2020b). Census 
data show unemployment following a similar trend. Figure 1 
illustrates Māori unemployment being consistently and significantly 
higher than the general population’s from 2001 to 2013, even when 
dividing by age groups (Stats NZ, 2020b). 

These general themes of Māori measuring more poorly against 
socio-economic measures continue when looking at well-being measures 
related to housing. Table 3 synthesises some of the key measures of 
well-being relating to housing and comparing Māori with the total 
population. 

Figure 1: Māori unemployment compared with that of the general population 

 
Source: Data extracted 5 October 2018 from Stats NZ. 
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These general themes of Māori measuring more poorly against 
socio-economic measures continue when looking at well-being measures 
related to housing. Table 3 synthesises some of the key measures of 
well-being relating to housing and comparing Māori with the total 
population. 

Table 3 focuses on those people who provided the most 
negative response against each measure. On all measures, Māori 
provide more negative responses. Some of these housing-related 
measures of well-being have significant health implications. For 
example, in 2013, Māori were 2.2 times more likely to report a major 
problem with dampness or mould, and 32 per cent stated that their 
house is always or often colder than they would like. Self-rated 
perceptions of health have also continued to decline, from 15.4 per 
cent of Māori respondents reporting fair/poor levels of health in 2001 
to 19 per cent reporting these levels in 2013. 

Combining relevant literature and statistics, it has been 
argued that: 

1. Owning a house is associated with significantly poorer socio-
economic and health outcomes. 

2. Māori home ownership has declined significantly over the past 
century. 

3. The majority of Māori aspire to own their own homes; 
however, they face several barriers including high housing 
cost, difficulty obtaining finance and accessing services and 
information, as well as discrimination. 

4. Māori measure worse than the total population of New 
Zealand against multiple measures of well-being related to 
housing. 
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Table 3 NZGSS measures of poor well-being, Māori compared with total population 

Note: *Scale of measurement changed in 2014.

 2008–2009 2010–2011 2012–2013 2014–2015 

Well-being measures Total 
Population Māori Total 

Population Māori Total 
Population Māori Total 

Population Māori 

Overall life satisfaction  
(lowest rating, 0–6) 

  6.1 7.8 5.9 9.6 17.4* 22.2* 

Adequacy of income to meet everyday needs  
(not enough money) 

14.5 25.3 15.6 23.3 15.3 24.7 12.2 20.6 

Self-rated general health status (fair/poor) 12.5 15.4 12 16.4 13.3 17 13.6 19 

Major problem with house 51.2 62.4 35.6 46.1 35.5 49   

Condition of house or flat  
(Immediate/extensive repairs and maintenance 
needed) 

     7.1 13 

House or flat colder than would like  
(Yes – always or often) 

      21.2 32.8 

Problem with dampness or mould (major 
problem) 

      6.2 13.9 
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However, there has been little research that seeks to 
document specific associations between Māori housing tenure and 
socio-economic and health outcomes. Quantitative research on these 
associations would help to establish a pathway for targeted and 
effective policy interventions. We have drawn together information 
that suggests that the current situation is of concern, and more 
nuanced research is needed to explore Māori housing tenure. 

The role of Māori culture in housing tenure is also of 
significant interest. Of concern is the suggestion expressed most 
explicitly by Waldegrave et al. (2006):  

The inverse relationship that is found to exist between Māori cultural 
identity scores and housing outcomes within the THNR study invites 
discussion about the implications surrounding involvement in Te Ao Māori 
– the Māori world. (p. 61). 

Waldegrave et al. (2006) did not control for any socio-economic 
factors in the analysis; instead, they simply created a Māori cultural 
identity score and compared this with home ownership rates for 
Māori. The suggestion that involvement in Te Ao Māori may have a 
significant impact on home ownership is controversial, and as 
suggested by Waldegrave et al. (2006), requires further investigation. 
Home ownership rates for Māori in Tāmaki Makaurau/Auckland are 
significantly lower than those of other ethnicities (Joynt et al., 2016). 
It has been argued by Flynn et al., (2010) that the difference in home 
ownership rates between Māori and other ethnicities can be 
explained by high living costs in areas such as Tāmaki Makaurau. 
However, Flynn et al. (2010) also suggest that when age, income and 
location are controlled for, there are still fewer Māori than other 
ethnicities owning houses. The mechanisms underlying Māori house 
tenure remain unclear, yet probably involve a combination of 
historical, socio-economic and cultural factors that are not adequately 
catered for under current policy and finance structures. 

Despite extensive debate about the origins of Māori home 
ownership disadvantage, there has been little attempt to ascertain 
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the extent to which differences in socio-economic status and cultural 
identity account for the ethnic differences in housing tenure. 

Methods 

The data for this study were gathered from the Christchurch Health 
and Development Study (CHDS). The CHDS is a longitudinal study 
of a birth cohort of 1265 children (635 males, 630 females) born in 
Ōtautahi/Christchurch, New Zealand over 4 months during 1977. 
The cohort has been studied from birth to adulthood over 23 occasions 
to the age of 35 (Fergusson & Horwood, 2013). At ages 21 and 25, the 
cohort members self-reported their ethnic identity and whether they 
were of Māori descent based on questions used in the 1996 New 
Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings.5 For this report, cohort 
members who identified their ethnicity as Māori or who reported 
being of Māori descent at either age were classified as Māori (16.3 per 
cent of the cohort). All other cohort members were classified as non-
Māori (83.7 per cent of the cohort). The present analysis explores 
patterns of home ownership at age 35 within the Māori cohort and is 
based on the sample of n =157 Māori participants assessed at this 
age.  

Participants – Māori cohort 

A range of measures were selected from the database of the study to 
explore the factors associated with home ownership within the Māori 
cohort. These factors spanned the following domains. 

Outcome measure – Homeowner status 

At age 35, the participants were questioned about their home 
ownership. Of the Māori cohort, 35.7 per cent identified as owning 
their own house or flat/apartment. These Māori cohort members were 
classified as homeowners (n = 56), whereas the remaining Māori 
cohort were classified as renters (n = 101).6 
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Independent measures 

The potential explanatory variables have been divided into the 
following domains: childhood socio-economic functioning, individual 
characteristics, intervening mental health and well-being pathways, 
adult economic functioning, current household composition, and 
Māori cultural affiliation.  

Childhood socio-economic functioning 
Parental formal education qualification: The education of both 
parents was assessed at the time of the child’s birth using a 3-point 
scale that reflects the parents’ highest level of formal education 
qualification. (See Table 4.) 

Family socio-economic status: Family socio-economic status at the 
time of the cohort member’s birth was classified using the Elley and 
Irving (1976) Scale of Socioeconomic Status (SES) for New Zealand. 
For the purposes of the present analysis, this scale was reversed such 
that a higher score indicates a higher socio-economic status. The SES 
scores were classified into six levels ranging from 1 = unskilled to 6 = 
professional based on paternal occupation. (See Table 5.)  

Table 4: Measure of highest formal education qualification of parents 

Highest formal education qualification Mother Father 

1 = no formal education qualification 65.5% 62.1% 

2 = secondary (high school) qualification 28.7% 32.4% 

3 = tertiary (college) qualification 62.1% 5.5% 
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Table 5: Skill level of paternal occupation at the time of the cohort member’s birth 

Skill level of paternal occupation Percentage 
1 = unskilled 20.4% 
2 = semi-skilled 16.6% 
3 = technical/skilled 35.0% 
4 = clerical 18.5% 
5 = managerial 5.7% 
6 = professional 3.8% 

 

Averaged standard of living (1 to 10 years): The family standard of 
living was assessed based on interviewer ratings of family living 
standards obtained every year from age 1 to 10 years. Interviewer 
ratings were made on a five-point scale which ranged from obviously 
affluent to obviously poor. For this analysis, the ratings were 
averaged over the 10-year study period to obtain an overall 
assessment of family living standards during childhood. The mean 
averaged standard of living was 3.06, with a standard deviation (SD) 
of 4.1.  

Averaged family income (1 to 10 years): At each year, estimates of the 
families’ gross income were obtained from parental reports. Each 
year’s income estimates were recorded into decile categories, and the 
resulting measures were then averaged over the 10-year period to 
produce a measure of the families’ averaged income into decile rank. 
The averaged family income for this was 45.4K (SD = 20.9).  

Parents are homeowners: At the time of the cohort members 
interview at age 15 years, parents were asked if their accommodation 
was owned (including with a mortgage) or not owned (e.g. rental). 
Seventy-one per cent of parents owned their accommodation and 29 
per cent did not. 

Individual characteristics  
Gender: At the time of the cohort member birth, parents reported the 
child’s gender.  
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Sixth Form Certificate: At age 18, the cohort members reported 
whether they had attained a Sixth Form Certificate. School 
Certificate was a national series of examinations available to all 
students that was usually undertaken in the third year of high school 
(age 15–16 years).  

Parents educational aspirations (16 years): When cohort members 
were aged 16 years, their parents were questioned about their 
expectations of their child’s future educational attainment, in terms 
of attainment of high school qualifications and enrolment in various 
types of tertiary education. This information was used to construct a 
parent-report measure of the young person’s highest anticipated level 
of educational achievement in which higher scores indicated higher 
aspirations. (See Table 6.) 

Intervening mental health and well-being pathways (ages 21–35) 
Major depression: At ages 25, 30 and 35 years, cohort members were 
assessed using relevant components derived from the Comprehensive 
International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI) (World Health 
Organization, 1993) to assess DSM-IV symptom criteria for major 
depression since the previous assessment. Participants who met the 
criteria for major depression at any time during each assessment 
period (ages 21–25 years, 25–30 years, and 30–35 years) were 
classified as having major depression during that period. 

Table 6: Parents’ educational aspirations for their child, aged 15 

Educational aspiration Percentage 

0 = no expectations 34.5% 

1 = low expectations 28.3% 

2 = some expectations 13.8% 

3 = high expectations 23.4% 

Anxiety disorder: At ages 25, 30 and 35 years, cohort members were 
assessed using relevant components derived from the CIDI (World 
Health Organization, 1993) to assess DSM-IV symptom criteria 
anxiety disorders (including generalised anxiety disorder, panic 
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disorder, panic disorder with agoraphobia, agoraphobia without 
panic disorder, social phobia and specific phobia) since the previous 
assessment. Participants who met the criteria for any anxiety 
disorder at any time during each assessment period (ages 21–25 
years, 25–30 years, and 30–35 years) were classified as having an 
anxiety disorder during that period. 

Substance dependence (alcohol and illicit drugs): At ages 25, 30 and 
35 years, cohort members were interviewed concerning their use of 
alcohol, cannabis and other illicit drugs and problems related to 
alcohol use and illicit drug use since the previous assessment using 
components of the CIDI (World Health Organization, 1993) to assess 
DSM-IV (APA, 1994) symptom criteria for an alcohol use disorder 
(alcohol abuse or dependence) and cannabis or other illicit drug use 
disorder (substance abuse and dependence). For the present study, 
this information was used to classify participants as to whether they 
met DSM criteria for alcohol dependence or cannabis or other illicit 
drug dependence during any assessment period. 

Welfare dependency: Cohort members were questioned about any 
times when they had received a government income-tested benefit of 
Job Seeker Support, Sole-Parent Support or a Supported Living 
Allowance (formally known as the Unemployment, Domestic 
Purposes and Sickness/Invalid benefits, respectively) for the 
interview periods of 21–25 years, 25–30 years and 30–35 years. 
Responses were dichotomised into those who had and those who had 
not received a welfare benefit during the interview periods.  

Unemployment: Cohort members were questioned about any times 
when they were unemployed and seeking work for the interview 
periods from 21–25 years, 25–30 years and 30–35 years. Responses 
were dichotomised into those who had been unemployed for 12 
months or longer and seeking employment, and those who had not 
during those time periods.  
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Adult economic functioning 
Equivalised net household annual income: At age 35, cohort members 
were questioned about their net (after tax) weekly income from all 
sources and (if applicable) that of their partner. From this 
information, estimates of total net weekly household income were 
obtained. Incomes reported in currencies other than New Zealand 
dollars were converted into New Zealand dollars using Purchasing 
Power Parities (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2007, 2012). Incomes were annualised by multiplying 
the weekly income by 52 weeks. Incomes were also truncated to a 
maximum of $150,000 to avoid the influence of outliers. These 
estimated incomes were then equivalised for household size and 
composition using the method described by Jensen (1988). The 
Jensen method provides a set of weights which are used to adjust for 
the effects of family size and composition. The mean equivalised net 
household annual income for the Māori cohort was $140.0K (SD 
$27.3K). 

Income poverty: The annual equivalised net household incomes, 
described above, were classified to produce a dichotomous measure of 
income poverty. Income poverty was defined as income below the low-
income threshold of 60 per cent of the median household income 
before housing costs. This threshold is widely used to define income 
poverty (Perry, 2014). At age 35 (2012), the threshold was $19.9K 
(Perry, 2014). The cohort members were then classified into those 
whose household income was at or below the income poverty 
threshold and those whose income was not. Of the Māori cohort, 15.6 
per cent were classified as having experienced income poverty. 

Savings and investments: At age 35, cohort members were questioned 
about whether they had any savings or investments. 
Savings/investments included money in: savings or trading banks; 
superannuation schemes; stocks, shares or debentures; rental 
properties or other real estate; secured loans; investment or finance 
companies; building societies or friendly societies; accounts held by 
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lawyers or accountants; or any other investments. Those who had 
investments were asked for the total realisable value of their 
investments. Investments reported in currencies other than New 
Zealand dollars were converted into New Zealand dollars using 
Purchasing Power Parities (OECD, 2007, 2012). The Māori cohort’s 
mean savings and investments were $64.2K (SD $136.1). 

Working in full-time employment: At age 35, cohort members were 
questioned about whether they worked in full-time employment, 
which was defined as working in paid employment for 30+ hours per 
week. The cohort members were classified into those who worked in 
full-time employment and those who were not working in full-time 
employment at age 35. Of the Māori cohort, 63.7 per cent were 
employed full-time.  

Occupational status: The socio-economic status of cohort members 
was assessed at age 35 using the New Zealand Socioeconomic Index 
(NZSEI) 2006 classification of occupations (Milne et al., 2013). This 
index classifies occupations on a scale ranging from 10 to 90, with 
higher scores implying higher occupational status. The classification 
of occupational status was derived from the participant report of their 
current or most recent occupation. The Māori cohort’s mean 
occupational status was 42.3 (SD 16.1) 
Highest level of educational attainment by age 35: At the 35-year 
assessment, cohort members were classified into a 5-point scale 
reflecting their highest level of academic attainment by age 35. 
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Table 7: Highest level of educational attainment of Māori cohort by age 35 

Academic qualification Percentage 

0 = no formal qualification 8.9% 

1 = attained high school or basic level tertiary qualification  
(NZQF Level 4 or below) 

63.7% 

2 = attained tertiary qualification) below degree level 
(NZQF Level 5 or 6) 

11.5% 

3 = attained bachelor’s degree 13.4% 

4 = attained higher degree (Masters, PhD or medical degree) 2.5% 

 

Current household composition (age 35) 

Long-term relationship: At the 35-year assessment, cohort members 
were asked to indicate whether they were currently involved in a 
relationship with an intimate partner and were questioned about the 
duration they had been with their partner. A long-term relationship 
was defined as being in a relationship for three years or more. The 
cohort members were classified into those who were and those who 
were not in a long-term relationship. Of the Māori cohort, 66.9 per 
cent were classified as being in a long-term relationship.  

Number of dependent children: At the 35-year assessment, cohort 
members were asked to report the number of dependent children they 
had in their care. The number of dependent children ranged from 0 
to 8, with a mean of 1.3 children (SD 1.4). 

Crowding index: At the 35-year assessment, cohort members were 
asked to report the number of occupants who lived in their residence 
and were questioned about the total number of rooms in their 
residence. The crowding index was calculated as the total number of 
occupants divided by the total number of rooms. Rooms were defined 
as kitchen, dining and living rooms, and bedrooms but excluded 
bathrooms and toilets. The scores ranged from 0.2 to 2, with a mean 
of 0.6 (SD 0.3). 
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Māori cultural affiliation 
Any participant who identified their ethnicity as Māori or being of 
Māori descent during the 21-year and 25-year interviews was asked 
a range of questions relating to Māori culture. These questions 
broadly reflected the domains of knowledge, perception and 
engagement and connection.  
Knowledge: The participants were asked six questions relating to: a) 
their knowledge about their iwi, b) their knowledge about their 
marae, c) their ability to speak te reo Māori, d) their knowledge about 
kawa/protocol around a tangi or unveiling, e) how well they 
understand what is said in Māori language or TV programmes, and 
f) overall, how satisfied they are with their Māori knowledge. (See 
Appendix B for the full questions and scoring options.)  

The scores for the questions were summed together to create 
an overall Māori knowledge score. For Māori participants, the mean 
was 4.01 with a range from one to six (SD 1.47).  

Perceptions. The Māori participants were asked 11 questions relating 
to their perceptions about: a) their cultural affiliation or 
identification, b) how comfortable they feel in Māori social 
surroundings, c) how comfortable they feel in Pākehā/European 
social surroundings, d) whether they felt they had been treated 
unfairly on the basis of their ethnicity (in six different settings), e) 
whether they had felt emotionally upset as a result of how they were 
treated on the basis of your ethnicity in the last 12 months, and f) 
how important is it to them to be recognised as Māori. (See Appendix 
C for the full questions and scoring options.)  
 The scores for the questions were summed together to create 
an overall Māori perception score, with higher scores indicating more 
positive perceptions towards Māori affiliation and treatment based 
on their ethnicity. For the Māori participants, the mean was 9.04 
with a range from 2–11 (SD = 2.72). 

Engagement and connection. The Māori participants were asked 28 
questions relating to engagement and connection with Māori culture 
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and whānau. The questions asked: a) and b) how often they had 
attended a marae/local marae in the past 12 months, c) whether they 
had received any education in Māori culture, including language, 
songs, cultural practices or genealogy, from any of 10 different 
sources, d) whether they were currently a member of any Māori 
group, Māori organisation or Māori sports team, e) and f) whether 
they had belonged to a kapa haka group in the past three years, or 
had ever belonged to a kapa haka group, g) whether they had ever 
attended a tangi or unveiling, h)–j) how many times per week they 
listened to Māori language radio or TV programmes or English 
language Māori radio or TV programmes, and how many times they 
read English language Māori magazines or articles on Māori issues, 
k) how many times they had met with members of their extended 
whānau over the last 12 month, and l) had they met with extended 
whānau at eight named places or events. (See Appendix D for the full 
questions and scoring options.)  

The scores for these questions were summed together to create 
an overall Māori engagement and connection score. For the Māori 
participants, the mean was 10.23 with a range from 0–26 (SD = 6.39). 

Results 

Factors associated with homeowner status 

Table 8 presents the Māori cohort classified into homeowners (n = 56) 
and renters (n = 101). For each group, the table shows the profile on 
measures of adult economic functioning (at age 35), childhood family 
background (ranging from birth to age 15) and individual 
characteristics/psychosocial pathways (ranging from 16 to age 35). 
Each comparison has been tested for statistical significance using 
either the t-test for comparison of means or the chi-squared test of 
independence to compare percentages. Examination of Table 8 shows 
the following 

Home ownership status was strongly associated with 
measures of adult economic functioning. Māori homeowners had 
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significantly (p < 0.05) higher family income and savings, were less 
likely to be classified as being in income poverty, and were more likely 
to be working in full-time paid employment and have higher status 
occupations. They were also more likely to be living in a stable long-
term relationship. There was a weaker and non-significant 
association with higher educational attainment and no association 
with family size.  

Homeownership status was also related to a range of 
measures of childhood family economic functioning, with marginally 
significant tendencies for homeowners to be less likely to have been 
raised in families of low occupational status (p = 0.09), with below-
average income (p = 0.05) or living standards (p = 0.06). Homeowners 
were also more likely to have had parents who owned their own home 
(p = 0.08).  

For all measures, except gender and history of depression, 
there were significant (p < 0.05) associations between measures of 
individual characteristics/psychosocial pathways and homeowner 
status. Homeowners were more likely to have attained high school 
qualifications, to come from families with higher educational 
aspirations, to have better mental health and lower rates of 
substance dependence as young adults, and to experience more stable 
employment and have less need of government assistance in 
adulthood.  

Logistic regression predicting homeowner status  

The overall impression from Table 8 is that the pathway to home 
ownership by age 35 reflected a combination of processes relating to 
economic advantage over the life course, higher educational 
attainment and expectations, and lower exposure to disadvantageous 
psychosocial features in adulthood. This section develops a 
multivariable model to identify the factors in Table 8 that most 
strongly discriminated homeowners from renters. 
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A series of logistic regression models were fitted to the data to 
predict home ownership in the Māori cohort from the measures in 
Table 8. Due to the relatively small sample size and the large number 
of potential predictors, modelling was conducted using a staged 
hierarchical approach in which the measures of childhood family 
economic circumstances were entered first into the model, followed 
by the measures of individual characteristics and psychosocial 
pathways, with the measures of adult economic functioning entered 
last. At each stage, the model was progressively refined to retain only 
those factors having a statistically significant or marginally 
significant impact in the model. The final fitted model is shown in 
Table 9. The fitted models at various stages are reported in Appendix 
A.  

Five variables were included in the final model. The findings 
show that the factors most strongly discriminating Māori 
homeowners from renters were having parents with high educational 
aspirations for their children, avoidance of welfare dependence, 
avoidance of substance dependence, formation of a stable long-term 
relationship, and having a higher adult household income.  

To illustrate the discriminating power of the model, the fitted 
model coefficients in Table 9 were used to construct a prediction score 
for each individual. The resulting score ranks participants from those 
with the most disadvantageous set of characteristics to those with the 
most advantageous characteristics in terms of home ownership. 
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Table 8: Profile of adult economic functioning (age 35), childhood economic functioning (birth to 15 years) and individual characteristics 
/ psychosocial pathways (ages 16 to 35 years) by homeowner status 

 Measure Renters 
n = 101 

Homeowners 
n = 56 P 1 

Adult Economic Functioning     
Current economic circumstances (Age 35)    
 Mean (SD) equivalised net household annual income (NZ$000) 33.0 (20.6) 52.6 (33.1) < 0.001 
 Mean (SD) savings and investments (NZ$000) 36.2 (101.1) 112.6 (172.0) < 0.001 
 % Living in income poverty 21.2 5.5 0.01 
 % Working in full-time employment (30+ hours per week) 57.4 75.0 0.03 
 Mean (SD) occupational status (NZSEI) 39.3 (15.6) 47.0 (16.0) <0.005 
 % Attained tertiary educational qualification (level 5 or higher) 24.8 32.1 0.32 
     
Current household composition (Age 35)    
 % Long-term relationship (3+ years) 43.6 82.1 < 0.001 
 Mean (SD) number of dependent children  1.3 (1.6) 1.4 (1.1) 0.63 
 Mean (SD) crowding (index people/room)  0.7 (0.3) 0.6 (0.2) 0.20 
     
Childhood Economic Functioning    
Childhood family socio-demographic background    
 % Mother lacked formal education qualifications 66.3 64.3 0.85 
 % Father lacked formal educational qualifications 65.6 55.8 0.49 
 % Family of semi-skilled or unskilled socio-economic status 41.6 28.6 0.09 
     
Childhood family economic functioning     
 % Family had below-average living standards (0–10 years) 48.0 32.1 0.06 
 % Family had below-average income (0–10 years) 44.6 26.2 0.05 
 % Parents were homeowners (age 15) 65.9 79.6 0.08 
     

Continued on next page 
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 Measure Renters 
n = 101 

Homeowners 
n = 56 P 1 

Individual Characteristics / Psychosocial Pathways     
Individual factors/educational aspirations    
 % Male  49.5 44.6 0.56 
 % Attained Sixth Form Certificate 48.5 67.9 0.02 
 % Parents educational aspirations of cohort member at age 16 17.6 33.3 0.03 
     
Intervening mental health and well-being pathways (Ages 21–35)   
 % Major depression 51.5 42.9 0.30 
 % Anxiety disorder 48.5 26.8 0.01 
 % Substance dependence between the ages 21–35 (alcohol or illicit drugs) 35.6 14.3 < 0.005 
 % Welfare dependent between the ages of 21–35 73.3 33.9 < 0.001 
 % Unemployed (12 months or longer) 32.6 10.9 0.003 

Note: 1. χ2 test for percentages (independence); t-test for means  

 

Table 9: Final fitted model predicting home ownership status at age 35  

Measure Β (SE) p 

Parents educational aspirations of cohort member at age 16 0.32 (0.18) 0.083 

Substance dependence between the ages 21–35 (alcohol or illicit drugs) –1.50 (0.56) 0.007 

Welfare dependent between the ages of 21–35 –0.99 (0.43) 0.023 

Long-term relationship (3+ years) 1.59 (0.48) 0.001 

Equivalised net household annual income 0.03 (0.01) 0.006 
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Figure 2 below shows the sample classified into quintiles 
based on the prediction score from the most disadvantaged (quintile 
1) to the most advantaged (quintile 5); the figure reports the 
proportion of homeowners in each group. The figure shows high 
variability in the observed rate of home ownership across the five 
groups, with those in the most advantaged group having rates of 
home ownership more than eight times higher than those in the least 
advantaged group.  

The role of cultural knowledge and participation 

The above analysis suggests a strong discrimination in the likelihood 
of home ownership by age 35 based on a relatively small number of 
measures reflecting family expectations, individual mental health 
and socio-economic well-being. However, this analysis does not take 
into account the possible role of cultural factors in home ownership.  

Figure 2: Rates (%) of home ownership in the Māori cohort by quintiles of 
prediction score 

 
Note: Based on prediction scores ranging from most disadvantaged (quintile 1) to most 
advantaged (quintile 5).  
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This issue is explored in Table 10, which compares 
homeowners and renters on a range of cultural affiliation measures 
derived from the questions administered at age 21 and 25. The 
questions have been dichotomised and grouped under headings 
reflecting participants’ knowledge of te reo Māori and whakapapa, 
engagement with aspects of Māori culture, and their perceptions 
regarding their identity, cultural settings and discrimination. Each 
comparison has been tested for statistical significance using the chi-
squared test of independence. (For detailed information about how 
each item was scored, please contact the lead author.) 

Examination of Table 10 suggests few differences between 
renters and homeowners. However, there are some indications that 
renters had stronger links to their cultural heritage as a group. In 
particular, renters were more likely to know their iwi than 
homeowners (88.8 percent versus 71.4 per cent), reported higher 
exposure to education in Māori culture at preschool (35.7 per cent 
versus 19.6 per cent) and secondary school (81.7 per cent vs 67.9 per 
cent), and were more likely to feel positive about their Māori cultural 
affiliation (91.8 per cent versus 80.4 per cent). 
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Table 10: Comparison of renters and homeowners on measures of Māori cultural 
knowledge, engagement and perceptions 

Measure  Renters 
(%)  
n = 101  

Home-
owners 
(%)  
n = 56  

p 

Knowledge     
Iwi known 88.8 71.4 <0.01 
Marae known 41.8 37.5 0.6 
Can speak a form of te reo Māori 94.9 94.6 0.9 
Understand kawa/protocol of tangi/unveiling  65.3 57.1 0.3 
Understand what is said in Māori language TV 
or radio  

50.0 44.6 0.5 

Satisfied with their knowledge of things Māori  74.5 78.6 0.5 

Engagement     
Attended a marae in the past year  49.0 44.6 0.6 
Attended their marae or local urban marae 
(past year) 

36.7 26.8 0.2 

Received education in Māori culture from the 
following  

   

•  their parents 36.7 30.4 0.4 

•  their relatives 51.0 42.9 0.3 

•  a marae  54.1 48.2 0.5 

•  at preschool 35.7 19.6 0.04 

•  at primary school 72.5 66.1 0.4 

•  at secondary school 81.6 67.9 0.05 
• at a polytech, university, teachers’ college 

(or similar) 
28.6 26.8 0.8 

•  at work 16.3 19.6 0.6 
•  as part of a community or sports group  28.6 30.4 0.8 

•  from other sources  32.7 21.4 0.1 
Are members of a Māori group, organisation or 
sports team 

14.3 21.4 0.2 

Belonged to a kapa haka group in the past 3 
years 

15.3 14.3 0.9 

Ever belonged to a kapa hake group  43.9 41.1 0.7 
Have attended a tangi or unveiling  71.4 60.1 0.2 
Listen to Māori language radio or TV 
programmes 

34.7 35.7 0.9 
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Measure  Renters 
(%)  
n = 101  

Home-
owners 
(%)  
n = 56  

p 

Listen to English language Māori radio or TV 
programmes  

58.2 51.8 0.4 

Read English language Māori magazines or 
articles on Māori issues  

44.9 41.1 0.6 

Met with extended family in the past year  75.5 78.6 0.7 
Met with extended family members at the 
following events  

   

•  annual hui  18.4 25.0 0.3 

•  kohunga/kura 5.1 12.5 0.1 

•  wedding  16.3 25.0 0.2 
•  tangi/unveiling 36.7 35.7 0.9 

•  sports  17.4 25.0 0.3 

•  kapa haka  6.1 14.3 0.09 

•  wānanga 6.1 12.5 0.2 

•  other  62.3 67.9 0.5 

Perception     
Positive cultural affiliation  91.8 80.4 0.04 
Comfortable in Māori social surroundings  99.9 100 0.4 
Comfortable in Pākehā /European social 
surroundings 

100 89.2 0.8 

Believed to be treated unfairly based on their 
ethnicity:  

   

• in an educational establishment  1.2 0.0 0.5 
• when getting a job 4.7 4.3 0.9 

• when getting medical care 2.4 2.1 0.9 

• by the Police or in the Courts  8.2 2.1 0.2 

• on the street or in a public setting  9.4 6.4 0.5 

• other settings  4.7 4.3 0.9 
Felt emotionally upset as a result of how they 
were treated on the basis of their ethnicity  

7.1 8.5 0.8 

Felt it was important to be recognised as Māori  55.1 44.6 0.2 
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Discussion 

Over the past century, there have been dramatic changes in Māori 
home ownership, with recent trends towards rapid declines. Access 
to safe, secure and good quality housing is an important determinant 
of good health (Howden-Chapman & Tobias, 2000). Additionally, 
other socio-economic indicators such as education and access to local 
services can be adversely affected by household crowding and poor 
dwelling conditions (James, 2007). Despite multiple studies 
describing how Māori are disadvantaged when measured against 
socio-economic and health outcomes (e.g. Carter et al., 2005; Forster, 
2008; Joynt et al., 2016; Schluter et al., 1997; Waldegrave et al., 
2006), research explaining the associations between socio-economic 
functioning, health and Māori home ownership is limited. 
Additionally, the relationship between involvement with te ao Māori 
and home tenure has been raised but not adequality addressed; for 
example, Waldegrave et al. (2006) stated that: 

The notion that participation in Te Ao Māori comes at a cost and may 
influence factors related to housing outcomes requires further investigation 
and study. (p. 61) 

The present study used data gathered throughout a 35-year 
longitudinal study to examine cultural connectedness, socio-economic 
functioning, health status and home tenure. The study has several 
advantages including collection of longitudinal data on home tenure, 
assessment of variations in ethnic identification, and prospective 
measurement of exposure to family socio-economic disadvantage in 
childhood. The study leads to the following findings and conclusions. 

Consistent with previous findings (Joynt et al., 2016), home 
ownership was significantly associated with aspects of adult 
economic functioning. These include advantageous types of 
employment, higher income and savings, stable relationship, and 
lack of income poverty. Further analyses also indicated that home 
ownership was associated with some aspects of childhood economic 
functioning, including being raised in families with more prosperous 
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living standards and higher incomes and by parents who owned their 
own home. Final analyses of individual characteristics and 
psychosocial pathways also showed significant associations with 
home ownership. Homeowners were more likely to have attained high 
school qualifications, to come from families with higher educational 
aspirations, to have better mental health and lower rates of 
substance dependence as young adults, and to experience more stable 
employment and have less need of government assistance in 
adulthood. The findings reveal that there are clear links between 
socio-economic and health circumstances with home ownership.  

Based on these findings, a multivariable model was developed 
to identify which of these factors most strongly discriminate Māori 
homeowners from renters. Based on these analyses, five factors were 
identified as being able to best predict an individual’s pathway to 
home ownership, although only one directly related to their income. 
Parental aspirations for their child’s education and stable long-term 
relationships were both shown to be important determinants in home 
ownership, as were lower rates of substance dependence and less 
need for government assistance in adulthood.  

This model’s coefficients were then used to rank participants 
into quintiles ranging from those with the most disadvantageous set 
of characteristics to those with the most advantageous set of 
characteristics in terms of home ownership. Although there were 
rates of home ownership in each quintile, there was high variability 
in the observed rates of home ownership in each group, with those in 
the most advantaged group having rates of home ownership eight 
times higher than those in the least advantaged group. Based on 
these findings, it could be suggested there is an advantageous 
cumulative effect of the factors in the model that increases the 
likelihood of home ownership amongst Māori.  

The next stage of the analysis considered the effect that 
cultural identification has on home ownership. This further analysis 
sought to investigate the suggestion that stronger Māori cultural 
identification may affect home tenure (Waldegrave et al., 2006). As 
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revealed in previous studies (Marie et al., 2008a), those reporting 
Māori ethnic identity were exposed to far greater socio-economic 
disadvantage in childhood than those of non-Māori identity. Marie et 
al. (2008a) showed that concerning Māori educational achievement, 
when differences between cultural identity groups and family socio-
economic status in childhood were statistically adjusted for, these 
adjustments were insufficient to explain the links between 
educational achievement and cultural identity. Similarly, the study 
reported here found little association between stronger Māori 
cultural connectedness and home ownership.  

However, a few instances were found where, as a group, 
renters had stronger links to their cultural heritage. Renters were 
more likely to know their iwi than homeowners, reported higher 
exposure to education in Māori culture at preschool and high school, 
and were more likely to feel positive about their Māori cultural 
identification. However, it should be noted that despite identifying an 
association between housing tenure and cultural heritage, no 
causation or direction of causality can be inferred with the CHDS 
data. The current study’s findings were unable to demonstrate any 
clear relationships between stronger cultural identification and home 
ownership. This is possibly due to the limitations of the sample size 
and the collection of data relating to culture. The findings collectively 
suggest that the origins of home ownership for Māori enrolled in the 
CHDS birth cohort were primarily explained by their exposure to 
family expectations, individual mental health and socio-economic 
well-being rather than by factors relating to cultural identity. These 
findings challenge the view that the origins of declining home 
ownership rates for Māori can be explained by cultural processes 
specific to Māori. Rather, they suggest that socio-economic conditions 
in childhood and later in adult life are the most significant predictors 
of home ownership. 

While this research has produced novel findings and filled an 
important gap in the research on Māori home ownership, it is 
important that the caveats and limitations that apply to this research 
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are clearly stated. The research’s primary limitation is that the 
findings apply to a particular birth cohort of a particular region of 
New Zealand in 1977. It would be premature and misleading to 
suggest that the findings presented here would correspond to birth 
cohorts from different years or different regions, considering there 
are large socio-economic and cultural differences across regions in 
New Zealand. Market reforms in the 1980s that deregulated the 
labour market had significant impacts on different regions’ 
prosperity and economic viability (Kelsey, 1995). Additionally, iwi 
across New Zealand differ greatly in cultural practices, educational 
initiatives and their overall role in the lives of Māori in their rohe. 
Regional and age difference could, therefore, influence the results 
presented here, particularly regarding economic and cultural 
associations. 

Despite these limitations, the present study’s findings provide 
unique insights into a highly salient and important issue that has not 
been extensively researched. Of particular concern was addressing 
the suggestion that Māori cultural connectedness could adversely 
affect home ownership (Waldegrave et al., 2006). The research has 
shown that the significant factors associated with home ownership 
transcend cultural boundaries. Addressing the challenge of declining 
Māori home ownership rates will require addressing wider socio-
economic issues among Māori. 

A final limitation of the study relates to the measurement of 
cultural identity. Few data sets provide enough nuance to assess 
relationships between cultural connectedness and other variables. A 
common approach is to use the ability to speak te reo Māori as the 
primary defining component of cultural connectedness. While the 
CHDS measures of culture may not be as advanced as other measures 
proposed in the literature, they go far beyond defining culture along 
the boundaries of language alone. Additionally, other research 
utilising the CHDS cohort has confirmed the potential to use the 
cultural measures for research into significant associations between 
Māori cultural connectedness and other factors (Marie et al., 2008a, 
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2008b, 2009). The CHDS allows for unique insights into relationships 
between culture and a wide range of socio-economic variables. 
Despite the limitations of using this data to explain Māori home 
ownership, the research insights provide a new foundation from 
which broader research into factors influencing Māori home 
ownership can be undertaken. 

Conclusion 

The study presented here suggests that cultural factors in the CHDS 
cohort have little association with home ownership. Rather, we show 
that a small number of socio-economic variables can predict home 
ownership for Māori. While it is stressed that the findings reported 
here are not representative of Māori across New Zealand, the results 
fill a gap in understanding pathways to Māori home ownership and 
demonstrate the value of undertaking more research in this area. 
Home ownership comes with a range of socio-economic benefits, 
including lower crime rates, better education, less welfare 
dependency, improved health and a greater chance for low-income 
families to create asset wealth. Māori home ownership continues to 
decline along with a wide range of socio-economic variables. 

This study showed that a small number of socio-economic 
variables are of significant importance for home ownership. While 
income was found to be a key variable, as would be expected, non-
economic variables such as parents’ aspirations for the children’s 
education, and relationship status also demonstrated significance in 
predicting home ownership. The research was unable to demonstrate 
any clear relationships between stronger cultural identification and 
home ownership. The findings collectively suggest that the origins of 
home ownership for Māori enrolled in this birth cohort were primarily 
explained by their exposure to family expectations, individual mental 
health and socio-economic well-being rather than by factors relating 
to cultural identity. Therefore, the reported research challenges the 
view that deeper involvement in te ao Māori may have a significant 
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adverse effect on home ownership. At the same time, we cannot state 
that it has a positive effect on home ownership. Reversing trends in 
declining Māori home ownership will likely require addressing socio-
economic factors across education, finance and health. Our research 
suggests that by improving performance on a relatively small number 
of variables, significant improvements in Māori home ownership 
could be possible. 

Notes 

1 From the 1960s to the 1980s, the Statistics Department defined a 
dwelling as Māori if the head of the household was ‘half or more Māori 
ancestry’ or was ‘less than half Māori ancestry’ but the majority of the 
inhabitants were of ‘half or more Māori ancestry. 

2 https://www.kiwiblog.co.nz/2016/06/maori_home_ownership_rates.html  

3 For individual home ownership rates and percentage change, with age 
standardisation, refer to Goodyear (2017). 

4 http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communitie
s/well-being/nzgss-info-releases.aspx 

5 The cohort members were asked to identify their ethnicity and whether they 
were of Māori descent. 

6 This included living in a private landlord or state/council owned property, 
single rooms or bedsits, staying with family members, or other; e.g. living in a 
boat or caravan. 

 

 

http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/well-being/nzgss-info-releases.aspx
http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/well-being/nzgss-info-releases.aspx
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Appendix   Hierarchical logistic regression models predicting home ownership status from measures of (a) childhood family 
background and economic functioning factors, (b) individual characteristics/ psychosocial pathways and (c) adult economic 
functioning  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Measure Β(SE) p Β(SE) p  Β(SE) p  

Childhood Economic Functioning       
Childhood family socio-demographic background    
Mother lacked formal education qualifications –0.23 (0.33) 0.49 — — — — 
Father lacked formal educational qualifications 0.09 (0.36) 0.81 — — — — 
Family of semi-skilled or unskilled socio-economic 

status –0.03 (0.19) 0.88 — — — — 
       
Childhood family economic functioning        
Family had below-average living standards (0–10 

years) 0.10 (0.07) 0.13 — — — — 
Family had below-average income (0–10 years) 0.04 (0.01) 0.01 0.01 (0.01) 0.62 — — 
Parents were homeowners (age 15) 0.53 (0.47) 0.26 — — — — 

       
   Continued on next page 
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 Model 1 Model 2  Model 3 

Measure Β(SE) p Β(SE) p Β(SE) p 

Individual Characteristics / Psychosocial Pathways      
Individual factors/educational aspirations       

Gender    0.34 (0.45) 0.46 — — 
Attained Sixth Form Certificate   –0.23 (0.50) 0.64 — — 
Parents had ‘high’ educational aspirations  

(tertiary or higher)   0.41 (0.20) 0.04 0.44 (0.24) 0.06 
     
Intervening mental health and well-being pathways (Ages 21–35)     

Major depression   0.32 (0.46) 0.48 — — 
Anxiety disorder   –0.91 (0.48) 0.06 –0.85 (0.52) 0.10 
Substance dependence (alcohol or illicit drugs)   –1.05 (0.52) 0.05 –1.15 (0.63) 0.07 
Welfare dependent (ever)   –1.41 (0.47) < 0.01 –0.84 (0.48) 0.08 
Unemployed (12 months or longer)   –0.23 (0.62) 0.72 — — 

       
Adult Economic Functioning        
Current economic circumstances (Age 35)       

Equivalised net household annual income (NZ$000)     0.02 (0.01) 0.12 
savings and investments (NZ$000)     0.00 (0.00) 0.14 
income poverty     1.16 (0.96) 0.23 
Full-time employment (30+ hours per week)     0.17 (0.62) 0.78 
Occupational status (NZSEI)     0.00 (0.02) 0.81 
Attained tertiary educational qualification  

(level 5 or higher)     –0.19 (0.33) 0.57 
       
Current household composition (Age 35)       

Long-term relationship (3+ years)     2.05 (0.61) < 0.01 
Number of dependent children      0.28 (0.25) 0.27 
Crowding (index people/room)      –2.68 (1.30) 0.04 
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normative narratives, and the consequential implications for housing policy 
and governance. This paper analyses such representations as they are 
evident in policy briefings to incoming Ministers of Housing between 2008 
and 2020 by Housing New Zealand (HNZ) and its successor Kāinga Ora, and 
the way these reflect and reinforce a neoliberal political rationality and an 
agenda to residualise and marketise state housing support. The briefings 
represent authoritative accounts by a key bureaucratic advisory agency of 
the significant issues and priorities in the housing portfolio. The period prior 
to 2017 saw the emergence of new articulations of housing problems relating 
to affordability, declining rates of home ownership, an increasing rental 
population, and increasing homelessness. In the briefings to ministers, these 
problems were routinely framed as issues of supply and demand and market 
adjustment, and this has continued following the change of government in 
2017. The focus of the paper is on identifying statistical representations 
within the discursive context that give weight to particular policy choices. 
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The analysis traces developments in problem framing and the links with 
varying policy responses, including the 2013 Housing Accord Special 
Housing Areas Act and the 2017 KiwiBuild proposal. The overarching aim 
is to encourage critical scrutiny of what are seemingly objective quantitative 
portrayals of housing facts and the socially consequential implications in 
terms of housing policy decisions and the management of HNZ tenants. 

Keywords: statistical representations, housing, problem narratives, policy  
 

Whakarāpopotonga 
Kei tētahi tirohanga rangahau kaupapahere e whakamāori ana i ērā mea e 
mōhio whānuitia ana ko ngā 'meka' mō te tūnga o ngā whare noho i Aotearoa 
te āhei ki te hura i te āhua e tāmautia ai ngā whakaaturanga taunga o ngā 
raruraru i roto i ngā kōrero whakahāngai paearu whānui ake, me ngā 
pāpātanga ka whai ake mō ngā kaupapahere whare noho me te mana 
whakahaere. E tātari ana tēnei pepa i aua whakaaturanga i kitea i ngā kupu 
whakamārama ā-kaupapahere ki ngā Minita Take Whare hōu i waenga i te 
2008 ki te 2020 nā te Kaporeihana Whare o Aotearoa, me tōna tari 
whakakapi a Kāinga Ora, me te āhua e whakaata ai, e whakakaha ai ēnei i 
ngā whakaaro tōrangapū tango here hou, me tētahi rārangi take ki te 
whakatenatena i ērā ka taea ki te wehe i ngā whare kāwanatanga me te 
whakarite kia noho tuwhera aua whare ki ngā tōpana mākete. E whakaatu 
ana ngā kupu whakamārama i ngā kōrero whaimana a tētahi umanga 
tohutohu matua mō ngā take hira me ngā whakaarotau i te kōpaki take 
whare. I ngā tau i mua i te 2017 i puea ake ētahi kōrero hou mō ngā raruraru 
whare noho e pā ana ki te whaiutu, ngā pāpānga heke o te pupuri whare hei 
rangatira, me te taupori rēti whare e piki ana, me te nui ake o te kāinga 
koretanga. I ngā kupu whakamārama ki ngā minita, he mea whakapūaho 
aua raruraru hei take putunga me te hiahia me te whakatikatanga o te 
mākete, ā, e pērā tonu aua whakamārama i te huringa o te kāwanatanga i 
te 2017. E arotahi ana tēnei pepa ki te tautohu whakaaturanga tauanga i 
roto i te horopaki o aua kōrero tērā ka hoatu mana ki ētahi kōwhiringa 
kaupapahere. Ka whai haere te tātaritanga i ngā whanaketanga i te 
whakataitapa i ngā raruraru, me ngā hononga ki ngā urupare rerekē, tae 
atu ki te Housing Accord Special Housing Areas Act o te tau 2013, me te 
marohi Kiwibuild o 2017. Ko te tino whāinga ko te whakatītina i te kaha 
whakatātaretanga o ngā whakaaturanga o ngā meka whare noho he tōkeke 
te āhua me ngā whakahīrautanga ka whai ake mō ngā whakatau whare 
noho me te whakahaere i ngā kairēti Kāinga Ora. 

Ngā kupumatua: whakaaturanga tauanga, whare noho, kōrero rauraru, 
kaupapahere  
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riting about New Zealand housing politics and policy in 
1984, Elizabeth McLeay (1984) observed that, “The way in 
which housing has been politicized … and treated by the 

administrative and political process has created … an emphasis upon 
solving housing problems through numbers” (p. 96). Housing politics, 
she observed, was a numbers game, one in which the choices about 
what counts, and the way counts are deployed in housing policy 
governance, powerfully influenced decisions and outcomes. 
Statistical representations of the housing problem are routinely 
expressed as counts about market indicators, house price trends, 
affordability and housing need (Johnson, Howden Chapman, & 
Eaqub, 2018; Ministry of Housing and Urban Development 2020).  

This paper reflects on the housing numbers game and the way 
statistical representations are embedded in larger narratives that 
drive the governance of housing by examining the briefings to 
incoming ministers by Housing New Zealand (HNZ) and its successor 
Kāinga Ora over the period 2008 to 2020. The paper asks what are 
the counts in the housing portfolio that have predominated in these 
briefings, how these are embedded in policy narratives that reflect 
institutionalised public values, and how these might be challenged 
through critical reflection (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016).  

Recent critical housing policy scholarship has begun to draw 
attention to the use of statistical artefacts and practices of calculation 
that contribute to framing the understanding of housing problems 
and shaping of government responses (Jacobs & Manzi, 2013, 2020a). 
Murphy (2014, 2016, 2020b), for example, has drawn attention to 
statistical representations in the identification of the housing crisis, 
the evidentiary case for the establishment of the Housing Accord 
Special Housing Areas Act (HASHA Act), and the role of calculative 
practices in the construction of housing markets.  

The analysis of statistical representations in the briefings to 
ministers has potential to reveal the rationalities that inform public 
sector diagnoses of the significant issues and priorities in the housing 

W 
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portfolio. As a crown agent, HNZ and its successor Kāinga Ora are 
required to give effect to the priorities of elected governments and 
comply with the directives of ministers. Given that, the purpose of 
briefings to ministers is to provide with “an account of major 
outstanding policy issues and the implementation of current 
programmes; and set out details of pending decisions or action that 
will be required of the Minister” (DPMC, 2020). An analysis of 
briefings over time enables the history of problem framing to be 
traced along with the links to policy responses, ranging from the 
Housing Accord Special Housing Areas Act 2013, the purpose of 
which was to “to enhance housing affordability by facilitating an 
increase in land and housing supply in certain regions or districts” 
(HASHAA, 2013, s. 4), to the 2017 KiwiBuild proposal and its 
aftermath.  

While HNZ is just one of several government agencies with a 
bearing on housing policy (others include the Treasury, Ministry of 
Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) and the Productivity 
Commission), HNZ’s briefings provide a snapshot of the way 
statistical representations of the housing problem, and the narratives 
within which they are embedded, powerfully frame the production of 
the facts in New Zealand housing policy discourse. The focus of the 
paper is on identifying the statistical representations that have 
carried discursive weight at different times, and the way these are 
implicated in specific policy agendas. The overarching aim is to 
encourage critical scrutiny of what are seemingly objective 
quantitative portrayals of housing facts and the socially 
consequential implications in terms of housing policy decisions and 
outcomes. 

We begin the paper with a brief introduction to interpretive 
policy studies approaches which emphasise the role of narrative in 
giving meaning to statistics, the role that statistics play within the 
larger narrative of government and governmentality, and the 
implications for policy. This is followed by a description of the 
research approach before we present an analysis of the Briefing to 
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Incoming Ministers over the years 2008 to 2020. The article makes a 
contribution to understanding housing policy issues by drawing 
attention to the way claims about the facts in the housing portfolio 
through statistical argumentation are deeply embedded in 
institutionalised market discourses, with the attendant problems of 
reinforcing financialised approaches to housing, the residualisation 
of government in housing provision, the portrayal of systemic failures 
as the problems of individuals, and of driving ever-greater inequality 
in housing.  

Analytical approach 

The paper adopts an interpretive policy studies approach which 
focuses on the meanings that shape policies and institutions and the 
role of narrative within that process (see also Bacchi, 2012; Bacchi & 
Goodwin, 2016; Bevir & Rhodes, 2015; Stone, 2012; Wagenaar, 2011). 
From this perspective, supposedly objective statistical facts and the 
conclusions of numerical analysis, “only make sense when embedded 
in a larger and frequently normative narrative” (Bevir & Rhodes, 
2015, p. 24). Stone (2015) argues that words and statistics appear to 
be two different languages – two entirely distinctive approaches to 
interpreting and giving meaning to the world. She collapses the 
distinction, however, and argues that statistical analysis “gets its 
meaning – and all of its meaning – from narrative” (Stone, 2015 p. 
169). For example, the numeric representation of housing problems 
in terms of prices, and measures of supply and demand involves 
choosing to count specific aspects of the housing sector, narrating that 
count, and through that process imposing a moral logic that implies 
what is the good and right course of action to address problems.  

When we count something, Bacchi and Goodwin (2016) assert, 
we give it status “as a kind of entity” (p. 92). The argument by Stone 
(201, p. 169) is that, first, the elemental act of counting and 
categorising that comes before quantitative analysis is an act of 
“metaphor making”, making a connection between entities that, 
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although different, share something in common. When we count, we 
are selecting one shared feature between items and ignoring all 
others in the same way as when we analogise in metaphors. Counting 
involves categorising things and making judgements that some 
things are in some ways like others, just as we do when we use a 
metaphor.  

Second, given that statistics do not speak for themselves, if 
quantitative analysis is to have any impact beyond the page, it needs 
to be narrated by analysts, and that process of narration involves the 
use of language and other literary devices. Numbers and statistics, 
for example, are a central part of storylines in policy debates when 
they are invoked to indicate a problem is getting worse, or vice versa, 
and justifying a response. These types of portrayals are pre-eminent 
in evidence-based approaches to decision making even though they 
are presented as hard evidence that speaks for itself.  

Third, quantitative analysis, the act of counting and giving 
meaning to counts, is an act of power, “an act that imposes a certain 
order on the world and implies correct ways of categorising people 
and things and treating them differently according to different 
categories” (Stone, 2015, p. 169).  

The argument echoes that of Porter (1993, 2020), the historian 
of public statistics who has traced how the collection of statistics from 
the nineteenth century has been an essential tool of governing power, 
both in creating entities that can then be examined through their 
measurement and quantification and in controlling subjects through 
the creation of subjectivities. He traced the historical development 
and maintenance of statistical entities and the collection and 
processing of statistical data through standardised tools and showed 
how these replicable processes of quantification contributed to both 
claims to impartiality and justifications for policy actions. 
Importantly, in tracing the evolution, standardisation and use of 
statistical methods by governments, Porter (1993) revealed the 
disciplinary effects of representing the social world in this way, 
indicating how such measurements: 
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…provide legitimacy for administrative actions, which rarely depend on 
brute force, but instead on their ability to create standards against which 
people judge themselves. (p. 96) 

Stone (2015 explains this more clearly, observing that 
numbers and statistical artefacts are “embedded in moral narratives 
about good and bad and right and wrong” (p. 163), and these moral 
narratives, including the statistics upon which they based, drive the 
governance of public problems and populations. In Bacchi and 
Goodwin’s (2016) terms, such apparent neutral “technologies tend to 
reflect specific political rationalities” (p. 44). 

Statistical representations and the moral narratives that 
support them, then, are a tool of government that contributes to the 
shaping of conduct, encouraging certain desired behaviours and 
averting others –“governing takes place through numbers and 
comparison” (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, p. 91). The statistician, 
sociologist and historian of science Alain Desrosières (2008, 2014) put 
it in the following terms: “Statistics has imposed itself as both an 
evidentiary tool in the empirical sciences and a tool of government, in 
accordance with the intuition [of] Foucault … under the name of 
‘governmentality’.” Foucault’s (1975, 2004) insight was that the 
collection of statistics contributed to the governing process by 
imposing frames of reference and the setting of standards, resulting 
social norms and social comparisons, and this describes the 
disciplinary power by which populations are controlled. By 
representing problems through statistical norms, measuring and 
making comparisons against those norms, and then rewarding or 
punishing populations in terms of adherence to the norms, political 
elites were said to exercise control over populations and, moreover, 
populations would actually control or discipline themselves. The 
bases of that disciplinary power are the implicit narratives and 
associated normative structures inherent in the statistical measures. 
The implication is that the act of governing is less evident in the form 
of direct administration or intervention, but more diffuse, being 
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exercised in Dodson’s (2006) terms through “distanced calibration” (p. 
235). 

We distinguish, therefore, two roles of calculative practices 
and the statistics they produce in these processes. The first is the way 
in which they are embedded in political rationalities, or assemblages 
of causal ideas and narratives, which act as carriers of problem 
definitions and implied solutions. This role is evident in the work of 
Murphy (2014, 2016) who, reflecting Stone’s insights, identifies the 
way statistical components are embedded in wider narratives about 
the cause of housing supply problems, with implications for how the 
government should respond. In his analysis of the formation of the 
Housing Accords and Special Housing Areas Act 2013, for example, 
Murphy identified the way the Ministry for Business, Innovation and 
Employment (MBIE) referred to measures of affordability in terms of 
income to house price ratios to establish the basis for the change. 
These were the Demographia International Housing Affordability 
Survey metric which deemed housing to be “severely unaffordable” 
when the price to income ratio exceeded 5:1, and the Roost Home 
Loan Affordability series which measured the capacity of households 
to service mortgages. Murphy (2014) writes that in the development 
of the Housing Accords and Special Housing Areas Act, MBIE’s 
advice restated the Demographia explanation about the seriousness 
of the affordability problems within New Zealand and, importantly, 
it repeated Demographia’s narration of the causes of the problem as 
being in local government land-use restrictions. MBIE (2013) argued, 
using data from the Demographia reports, that: 

The results of the 2013 Demographia International Housing Survey … show 
a strong correlation between restrictive land supply regulation and housing 
affordability, with housing affordability being lowest in countries and 
regions characterised by restrictive regulation. (p. 8) 

The Demographia affordability metrics can be seen as 
curating and representing this housing data in a way that conveyed 
the constructed problem definition as land availability and barriers 
to supply, as well as pointing to the solutions of deregulation and the 
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reform of land supply. The strong correlation between housing 
unaffordability and local government land use regulations was also 
identified by Murphy (2016) when he referred to how through “certain 
readings of mainstream economics, central government policy-
makers are increasingly positioning land supply at the centre of 
housing affordability debates” (p. 2533)  

The second role of calculative practices and the statistics they 
produce is evident in housing policy scholarship concerned with the 
emergence of neoliberal governmentality and the creation of market 
identities of the rational consumer exercising housing choice within 
the context of commercial disciplines (Dodson, 2006; Marsh, 2004). 
The notion of governmentality here refers to the way neoliberal 
modes of governing involve less direct governmental intervention in 
favour of markets, or at least commercially informed market-like 
disciplines, and the creation of liberal identities and subjectivities 
which lead to individuals taking responsibility to regulate their 
conduct and meet their own housing needs, preferably through 
markets (Dodson, 2006). The key insight here is that particular 
statistical artefacts are deeply implicated in the governing process 
that has involved the imposition of the market imaginary and the 
production of neoliberal subjectivities (Dufty-Jones, 2016). 

Calculative practices, then – the way we choose to count, the 
way we narrate the count, and through that, the way we impose a 
moral logic on the situation – are, from this perspective, an important 
means by which the housing sector is governed. These practices, in 
Bacchi and Goodwin’s (2016, p. 103) terms, “firm up” a particular 
reality, emphasising some aspects and silencing or rendering 
invisible others, and they impose a moral logic that directs the 
appropriate way to act. These insights have led us to ask the following 
three questions: (1) How has statistical argumentation contributed to 
the establishment of the ‘facts’ about the significant issues and policy 
priorities in the housing portfolio? (2) What are the narratives that 
give these statistical representations meaning? and (3) How are they 
implicated in legitimising housing policy settings? In asking these 
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questions, our purpose is to promote critical reflection on the objects 
of analysis and the realities they construct and insist that these are 
contingent and very much open to challenge. 

An analysis of Briefings to Incoming Ministers (BIMs), 2008–2020 

We examine these questions through an analysis of Briefings to 
Incoming Ministers of Housing over the past 12 years. Briefings are 
provided following elections or the appointment of a new minister and 
represent the policy advice of the core public service to the 
government of the day. The briefings from 2008 to 2020 were accessed 
through the Beehive website and identify HNZ’s and, later, Kāinga 
Ora’s positions on the major issues in the housing portfolio. They 
comment on current programmes and policy proposals and provide 
advice on imminent decisions. Briefings are typically drafted before 
the outcome of elections are known, and draft briefings are typically 
reviewed and adjusted to take account of stated priorities of the 
incoming government. They are drafted in ways that are tailored to 
the agendas of the government of the day, in line with the principle 
of political neutrality. Briefings are confidential to ministers and 
redactions can be made consistent with provisions of the Official 
Information Act 1982 (State Services Commission, 2020).  

We analysed briefings prepared by Housing New Zealand 
(HNZ) in 2008, 2014 and 2017, and by Kāinga Ora in 2020. We also 
analysed the 2016 briefing to the new Minister of Housing, and the 
2017 briefing by MBIE. Housing policy over this period can be seen 
as a continuation of the neoliberal restructuring that began in the 
early 1990s when the state began to divest itself from the housing 
sector, although the period between 1999 and 2008 involved a 
recommitment to state rental accommodation and income-related 
rents (Murphy, 2004). Housing affordability emerged as a growing 
concern in the early 2000s with a housing price bubble between 2003 
and 2008 (Greenaway-McGrevy & Phillips, 2016). The Global 
Financial Crisis of 2007/2008 contributed to a brief decline in prices, 
but following further price increases in 2010, the National-led 
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Government requested an inquiry by the Productivity Commission. 
The Commission reported in 2012, and its recommendations 
informed the Housing Accords and Special Housing Areas Act 2013, 
with its focus on reducing regulatory impediments to land supply for 
housing developments (Murphy, 2016). Despite this initiative, 
housing affordability problems continued to grow, and Labour went 
into the 2017 election campaign with a policy to be more directly 
involved in the delivery of affordable housing. Its policy to deliver 
100,000 affordable houses over a 10-year period was to be overseen 
by HNZ, which would partner with local government, the private 
sector and iwi to create major projects of urban redevelopment. The 
ambitious targets in the first two years of the programme were not 
realised and the policy was widely deemed a failure. In mid-2019, 
there was a KiwiBuild reset, with less focus on the flagship 100,000 
affordable houses target and more on increasing the mix of home 
ownership products in terms of rent-to-buy and shared equity, with 
the aim of increasing access to home ownership (Kāinga Ora, 2020).  

Our analysis proceeded in the following steps. We carried out 
a systematic review of the scholarship addressing the politics of 
housing policy, identifying key questions relating to political 
argumentation and the role of allegedly objective statistical 
references. Having identified the questions that emerged, we 
proceeded to consider the briefings from 2008 onwards, subjecting the 
briefings to a systematic content analysis that focused on identifying 
statistical representations relating to: 1) housing supply and demand, 
prices and affordability, 2) HNZ/Kāinga Ora and its activities 
relating to state houses and social housing, and 3) HNZ/Kāinga Ora’s 
performance in administering the housing portfolio. We 
independently analysed the documents manually in order to obtain a 
high degree of sensitivity to identify the main statistical artefacts and 
the meaning they were given within the context of the briefings.  

The briefings for 2008, 2011 and 2014 were provided to 
National-led governments, and over these briefings there was an 
emergent norm that government housing support be a temporary 
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rather than permanent form of assistance. There was also emphasis 
on ‘right-sizing’ the houses provided with the specific needs of 
tenants, managing tenant transitions through housing support into 
non-state forms of housing, and, in this regard, there was a new focus 
on developing a social housing market. The 2017 briefing for the 
incoming Labour-led government was provided within the context of 
the KiwiBuild policy, and while a focus on asset and tenant 
management remained, there was a new emphasis on the delivery of 
affordable homes. The 2020 briefing was provided by the new agency 
Kāinga Ora, which was established in late 2019 and combined HNZ 
and the KiwiBuild Unit from the Ministry of Housing and Urban 
Development. The expanded remit of Kāinga Ora included 
affordability and homelessness issues and working with the private 
sector on large-scale urban development projects. This briefing was 
also provided in the context of the KiwiBuild reset. The following 
accounts are summaries, and the focus is on key statistical 
representations and the narratives within which they were 
embedded. 

In the 2008 briefing, HNZ addressed concerns regarding the 
wider housing market. It noted that while house prices had almost 
doubled between 2001 and 2007, a reduced volume of house sales as 
part of a market downturn associated with the Global Financial 
Crisis was understood as having eased affordability problems. The 
fall in prices was not seen, however, as altering the downward 
trajectory of home-ownership rates due to an under-supply of 
affordable homes and greenfield land for developing. Increasing 
demand in the rental market was described as a concern given the 
implications for demand for the accommodation supplement and 
income-related rental subsidies.  

Increased expectations of government spending were 
positioned alongside references to the third sector and not-for-profit 
organisations, and their potential to play a greater role and reduce 
the burden on government. The small size of the third sector in social 
housing was described as reducing options for those experiencing 
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housing difficulties, and that there was benefit in an expanded role 
for community group housing. HNZ described its programme of work 
as ramping up its modernisation and maintenance programmes, 
increasing investment in the supply of not-for-profit housing and, in 
the longer-term, ramping up developments where there was 
demonstrable need such as in the Auckland developments of 
Hobsonville and Tāmaki. 

Table 1: Overarching themes in briefings to incoming Ministers (BIM), 2008 – 2020 

 Supply and 
demand, prices 

and affordability 
 

HNZ/Kāinga Ora 
activities in 

providing housing 
(incl supporting the 

emergent social 
housing sector) 

HNZ/Kāinga Ora 
costs and 

performance 

2008 BIM: 
HNZ 

References to 
trends in house 
prices, price to 
income ratios, 
and declining 
rates of 
ownership. 

 

Focus on 
mismatches in 
available state and 
social housing, and 
housing need. 
Reference to the 
small proportion of 
not-for-profit 
housing agencies in 
social housing 
sector, and the 
relative sizes of the 
HNZ, local 
government and 
private rental 
sectors.  

Focus on HNZ costs 
and need for 
enhanced 
performance 
measures to improve 
tenancy 
management and 
asset management. 
 

2011 BIM: 
HNZ 

Little reference to 
housing market 
‘fundamentals’, 
except for the 
number of people 
receiving support 
via the 
accommodation 
supplement. 

Focus on asset 
management and 
configuration of 
state house assets to 
ensure returns to 
government. 
Counts of HNZ 
occupants with high 
and complex needs 
and managing 
priority applicants 
on waiting list.  
Focus on social 
housing by local 
government and 

Report on supply and 
demand forecasting 
to ensure the 
provision of 
information to plan 
the reconfiguration 
of the HNZ portfolio 
and meet changing 
housing needs of 
‘customers’. 
Focus on value for 
money, operating 
efficiency, cost 
control, and 
increasing rates of 
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 Supply and 
demand, prices 

and affordability 
 

HNZ/Kāinga Ora 
activities in 

providing housing 
(incl supporting the 

emergent social 
housing sector) 

HNZ/Kāinga Ora 
costs and 

performance 

third sector 
organisations, and 
government spend 
on the third sector. 

return on HNZ’s 
asset base, with 
forecast operating 
surpluses and 
distributions to 
Crown. 

2014 BIM: 
HNZ 

Reference to high 
demand in 
Auckland and 
potential of the 
proposed 
Auckland 
Unitary Plan to 
reduce regulatory 
constraints and 
increase supply. 
Analysis of 
factors leading to 
under-provision 
of affordable 
houses. 
 

Focus on asset 
management and 
configuration of 
state house assets to 
ensure return to 
government.  
Counts of complex 
needs of HNZ 
occupants (drug and 
alcohol abuse, anti-
social behaviour, 
mental health 
issues). 
Focus on social 
housing by local 
government and 
third sector 
organisations, and 
government spend 
on third sector. 

Report on increases 
in asset portfolio 
utilisation rate (from 
95% to 96%) and 
related generation of 
additional rental 
income. 
Report on HNZ 
income and 
expenditure and 
dividend to the 
Crown.  
Report on the 
increase in the 
number of families 
housed and 
reduction in 
turnaround times 
between tenancies. 

2017 BIM: 
HNZ 
 
2017 BIM: 
MBIE 

Reference to 
market 
fundamentals – 
increasing 
demand, low 
interest rates, 
constrained land 
supply, and rapid 
growth in 
housing prices. 
Affordability 
pressures 
increasing 
demand for state 
and emergency 
housing. 

References to 
improvements to 
HNZ stock and 
estimates for 
renovation/rebuild 
costs as part of the 
asset management 
strategy. 
Measurements of 
the number of 
vulnerable, at-risk 
HNZ occupants and 
applicants in serious 
housing need. 
Measurements of 
HNZ’s role in 
providing emergency 

Report on growth in 
the number of homes 
available through 
HNZ, and asset 
portfolio utilisation 
rate of over 98%.  
Report on reduction 
in average 
turnaround time for 
vacated homes. 
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 Supply and 
demand, prices 

and affordability 
 

HNZ/Kāinga Ora 
activities in 

providing housing 
(incl supporting the 

emergent social 
housing sector) 

HNZ/Kāinga Ora 
costs and 

performance 

Reference to fall 
in nationwide 
share of new 
dwellings in the 
lower price 
quartile. 

and transitional 
housing. 

2020 BIM: 
Kāinga Ora 
 

Reference to 
supply 
constraints in 
housing market 
and growth in 
demand for 
public housing. 
Reporting of 
house price and 
rent increases 
over previous 5 
years and 12 
months. 
Reporting of 
housing cost and 
deprivation 
figures. 
Reporting of 
families provided 
with home 
ownership 
assistance, 
including first 
home grants. 

Focus on numbers of 
public, 
affordable/KiwiBuild 
and market houses 
built as part of 
Government build 
programme. 
References to 
community housing 
portfolio and 
additional 
transitional houses. 
Report on state 
house tenant 
demographics, 
noting lack of 
reliable count of 
tenants with 
disabilities. 
Report on asset 
renewal programme, 
including right-
sizing portfolio and 
ensuring warm, dry 
housing. 

Report response to 
COVID-19 and 
contribution to 
economic recovery. 
Reporting of changes 
to borrowing 
programme to 
support renewal 
programme. 
Reporting of 
maintenance figures, 
including costs.  

 

There was substantially less focus on the wider housing 
market and a much greater focus on responding “to the changing 
needs of New Zealanders” in the 2011 briefing. As a result, many 
statistical references describe the shortcomings of HNZ’s stock (e.g. a 
third being in the wrong place or of the wrong size). This briefing 
framed HNZ and its role as “moving away from the perception that a 
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state home is for life to one based on housing for the duration of need” 
(HNZ 2011, p. 3), in line with new approaches such as reviewable 
tenancies and the Social Allocation System which ensured that those 
most in need are at the top of the waiting list. The briefing 
emphasised managing demand through new allocation systems and 
new advisory services to “provide customers with information about 
their housing options” (HNZ, 2011, p. 18) – which in many cases, 
meant the private rental sector. Tenancy services included an 
“assistance to housing independence” (HNZ, 2011, p. 22) programme, 
and references to stronger responses to the abuse of the state housing 
system. The briefing also introduced a much clearer statement about 
HNZ as a provider of social housing alongside local government and 
the third sector, defining the relative contribution of each. Related to 
this was a greater focus on defining the characteristics and needs of 
HNZ tenants, in line with reconfiguring the portfolio to promote “the 
right homes in the right places” (HNZ, 2011, p. 9). This briefing also 
introduced the focus on “operating in a business-like manner” (HNZ, 
2011, p. 23) by improving value for money, operational efficiency, cost 
control and providing a higher rate of return. There was, therefore, a 
strong focus on the asset size of HNZ and its financial performance. 

In 2014, in line with the 2011 focus, the core business of HNZ 
was portrayed as asset and tenancy management. The briefing pays 
significant attention to measuring the performance of HNZ in terms 
of tenancy turnarounds and utilisation rates, and again there was 
limited attention given to the wider question of the supply of 
affordable housing. Instead, HNZ is positioned as a competing 
housing supplier in the social housing sector and aiming to be the 
social housing provider of choice by offering most value in a wider 
social housing market (HNZ, 2014, p. 17). HNZ makes a strong 
statement, in line with the policy of the National Government, that it 
would be pursuing a “shift in emphasis from government ownership 
of provision to purchasing services, a larger percentage of social 
housing delivered by non-government providers, and a less dominant 
role for Housing New Zealand” (HNZ, 2014, p. 17). Tenancy 
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management activities, again, emphasised placing eligible applicants 
in available properties, greater assessment of need, and management 
of anti-social behaviour. References to affordability were made in the 
context of housing pressures in Auckland and these were in terms of 
HNZ development projects in partnership with the private and 
community housing sector. There was reference to the proposed 
Auckland Unitary Plan which, if accepted, would reduce the 
constraints and allow for additional land to be developed by HNZ. 
These arguments again echoed the Productivity Commission’s (2012) 
argument that there were strong links between planning, land supply 
and housing affordability. The Productivity Commission had made a 
host of recommendations regarding freeing up land for housing in 
order to address affordability options, and these were reflected in the 
recommendations by the National-led Government as evidence 
supporting the Special Housing Areas policy.  

The two briefings to the incoming minister in 2017 by HNZ 
and MBIE are read here together. While the HNZ briefing 
maintained the strong focus in the preceding years’ briefings on 
reviewing HNZ’s stock and performance, there is greater emphasis 
on quantity in terms of gross and net builds rather than the focus on 
the number of unsuitable HNZ houses in the stock, and this can be 
seen as a response to statements by the incoming government to 
adopt a more active approach to addressing wider issues of housing 
supply. The treatment of affordability in the 2017 HNZ briefing is 
also broader than in the previous briefings, although there is still a 
focus on the fundamentals of the market and the focus is on how to 
contribute to the provision of affordable houses through the market. 
The MBIE briefing addresses the wider housing market in some 
detail, representing the problem in terms of demand outstripping 
supply and the resulting shortfall driving up house prices, and the 
wider effects this has had. The MBIE briefing emphasised the need 
to understand the market if responses aiming to increase supply are 
to be successful, and that falling house prices (at the time) may in 
fact reduce housing supply through reduced commercial confidence 
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in development, suggesting some ambivalence as to the appropriate 
response.  

While generally similar to the 2017 HNZ briefing, the 2020 
Kāinga Ora briefing reflects the expanded remit of the new agency. 
Gross and net build figures remain a major focus but here these 
include affordable/KiwiBuild and market builds as well as state 
houses. The briefing emphasises the ongoing scaling up of the state 
housing supply in line with Government targets, as well as the right-
sizing of the state housing portfolio necessary due to too many being 
three-bedroom houses and/or houses approaching the end of their 
economic and/or functional life which do not meet the ‘customer’ 
base’s needs. However, in a section that discussed housing 
affordability, the briefing notes the build programme goes beyond 
increasing the supply of public housing, with another key element 
being “to deliver more affordable housing and to make affordable 
housing more widely available through additional support to 
households”, observing the importance of supporting people and 
whānau to “transition to greater housing independence” (Kāinga Ora, 
2020, p. 5). There was a renewed commitment to building state 
houses in places of need. This echoes a Cabinet paper (Office of the 
Minister of Housing, 2019) from the previous year, in which the new 
minister sought to reset KiwiBuild, disestablishing the 100,000 
target and instead favouring a dashboard to track progress across the 
Government Build Programme, in line with the observation that 
simply building homes is not enough and focus needs to be placed on 
where homes are built and what they look like (e.g. number of 
bedrooms). The significance of the new measures represented in the 
dashboard approach are not analysed here, but they have potential 
to provide more nuanced information about housing problems and the 
government’s response.  
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Discussion  

What can be said, then, about the ‘facts’ in the housing portfolio as 
they have been portrayed through statistical representations in the 
briefings to incoming governments? In the following discussion, we 
reflect on the counts that have predominated in this advice to 
governments, the narratives within which they were embedded and 
that reflect specific political rationalities, and the implications for the 
governance of housing over the period 2008 to 2020, both in terms of 
problem framing and in the way they have contributed to the 
imposition of a market imaginary and the promotion by HNZ of 
market subjectivities.  

Changes in the focus of counts reflect changes in the role of 
HNZ/Kāinga Ora in successive briefings, which in turn reflect the 
political agendas of the government of the day. In 2008, it was to 
provide “housing and related services and … advice that contributes 
to improved housing outcomes” (HNZ, 2008, p. 5); in 2011, HNZ’s role 
had a somewhat narrower focus on providing “safe, warm and dry 
homes for people in greatest need … [and] more tightly managing 
state homes and tenancies in a financially constrained environment” 
(HNZ, 2011, p. 3); and in 2014, again, it was to provide “warm, dry 
homes to New Zealanders most in need … [as] the social housing 
provider of choice as other providers start to play a greater part” 
(HNZ, 2014, p. 4). In 2017, there is a less explicit reference to the role 
of HNZ, but the briefing refers to a broader responsibility for the 
performance of the housing system as a whole, and its ability to 
ensure access to housing for all New Zealanders (HNZ, 2017), while 
the 2020 briefing explicitly refers to an expanded role of the new 
entity, Kāinga Ora (2020, p. 3), to transform “housing choices and 
outcomes and the entire housing sector”. Over the 2008 to 2014 
briefings, HNZ’s advice aligned with governmental priorities that it 
play, increasingly, a residual role in housing provision with a 
narrower focus on the management of state house tenants, while 
supporting growth in civil society organisations and the third sector 
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in a social housing market. The advice in the 2017 and 2020 briefings 
addressed housing policy more broadly, reflecting HNZ/Kāinga Ora’s 
expanded role as a social housing landlord, as providing transitional 
and emergency housing, and also in contributing to affordability and 
accessibility through the wider housing market (HNZ, 2017, p. 7).  

The analysis of the briefings revealed the naturalisation of 
markets as the key instrument to fulfil housing need for the majority 
of the population. Each of the briefings we considered was informed 
by a neoliberal ideational frame which defined housing problems in 
terms of market concepts of supply and demand, and which advanced 
sustainable and cost-effective solutions as possible only through the 
private market. HNZ was to play a supporting role, particularly 
between 2008 and 2017, in meeting the needs of those who were 
unable to have their needs met through the market. Rising house 
prices and associated affordability and other problems were 
explained primarily as a result of a poorly performing market, 
particularly in terms of the responsiveness (or lack of it) of supply to 
demand (MBIE, 2017, p. 8). For example, statistical references to 
affordability problems in the 2008 briefing were narrated as 
stemming from supply issues relating to the “costs of developing and 
building a new dwelling” (HNZ, 2008, p. 16), particularly costs of 
regulatory compliance. The 2017 briefing explained problems as a 
result of “complex interactions between supply and demand factors 
(particularly unresponsive supply)” (MBIE, 2017, p. 8). The focus on 
local government planning regulations and development costs, 
particularly in relation to land, reflected and reinforced the narrative 
that housing unaffordability was primarily grounded in planning 
constraints and consenting processes. Addressing affordability and 
related issues was described by MBIE (2017) as likely to take some 
time, and the long-run solution was asserted to only be achievable 
through the market.  

The 2011 and 2014 briefings reveal the National-led 
government’s political agenda to ‘marketise’ the provision of state 
housing by developing a hybrid system of housing support across the 
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public and private sector, one in which civil society groups and local 
government providers played a greater role. The specific legislation 
for this was the 2013 Social Housing Reform (Housing Restructuring 
and Tenancy Matters Amendment) Act which provided a basis for 
community providers to apply for government funding or income-
related rents for eligible tenants. The briefings reveal an intent to 
increase both the size and share of the social housing sector, and by 
implication a more residual and marginal role for the state in 
providing housing support. There were specific counts of the relative 
contribution of each sector, and these were narrated in a way that 
positioned HNZ as just one of a number of providers of housing 
support. It was, in Murphy’s (2020a, p. 231) terms, an exercise by the 
state in ‘market making’ in social housing that involved promoting a 
greater role for new social housing providers in a way that would 
replace state provision with supposedly more innovative and 
responsive services. While HNZ was by far the largest provider of 
non-market or market-subsidised housing, be that through HNZ 
houses or through the accommodation supplement or income-related 
rent subsidies, it embraced its positioning as just another market 
participant, stating that it aimed to “be the social housing provider of 
choice” (HNZ, 2014, p. 4). The statement, thus, reveals the political 
agenda to introduce commercial disciplines and a semblance of 
competition among social housing providers, although given the 
dominant position of HNZ this was more theoretical than real.  

Taken together, the briefings also reveal the changing role of 
HNZ over the 2008 to 2020 period from a general concern with the 
provision of affordable housing, even if it was unable to effect this, to 
one focused on the efficient management of the government’s housing 
asset base. In these statements, HNZ positioned itself as a 
responsible asset manager, and steward of the state’s investment in 
its housing stock. As a property manager, it described itself as 
“investing on rental return, rather than a property investor investing 
for capital return, or a developer looking to realise cash from their 
developments” (HNZ, 2017, p. 22). Priority was given to economic 
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efficiency in the use of resources and a cost-benefit analytical 
approach for making decisions was evident in a variety of ways, not 
least the focus on right-sizing houses to tenants’ needs. The focus was 
on generating value from the asset, with the definition of value being 
understood in economic efficiency terms. The briefings, therefore, 
reveal an increasingly economic understanding of the housing 
landscape, and within this logic, there is little room for considering 
what were previously the non-commercial and social purposes of state 
housing. These developments in HNZ reflect wider processes of 
‘financialisation’ in housing, and the way decisions about housing in 
both the private and public sectors are increasingly driven by what 
Marsh (2018, in Jacobs and Manzi, 2020b) refers to as “the 
‘remorseless and transactional logic of finance’ ” (p. 16).  

The activities of HNZ and their contribution to the governing 
of housing in a governmentality sense, through tenancy 
management, were also evident in the briefings, particularly in 2011 
and 2014. In these briefings, HNZ emphasised its role as an active 
manager of state housing tenants, and an overt policy of moving them 
into the private market, be it rental or ownership. State or social 
housing support was to be provided on the assumption that it was 
only temporary and a tenure of last resort, and there was a much 
stronger agenda to no longer provide state housing support in a way 
that implied security of tenure. The briefings in 2011 and 2014 are 
marked by the way they focus on statistically representing 
characteristics of the tenant population, the effect being a much 
clearer representation of the housing problem as a problem of 
individuals. There was a greater focus on problematic characteristics 
of tenants in references to mental health, alcoholism and anti-social 
behaviours, and these reinforced a narrative that HNZ tenants were 
in some way deficient and in need of rehabilitation. The references to 
HNZ’s active tenancy management role, providing “support for 
tenants with multiple and complex needs”, “exiting tenants when 
required”, “undertaking debt collection activities”, and “intensive 
tenancy management to avoid tenants falling into debt and 
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minimising anti-social behaviour” illustrate this (HNZ, 2014, p. 19). 
The briefings also refer to greater use of sanctions and penalties, with 
the aim of addressing the alleged perverse incentives of state 
housing. New measures of HNZ’s performance in managing tenancy 
transitions into and out of HNZ properties reinforced a moral 
narrative that a state house was not to be a house for life but a 
temporary form of support that was to be delivered in a way that 
would assist people back into the private sector, or into a 
complementary and growing social housing sector. From a 
governmentality perspective, this type of tenancy management, and 
the use of penalties and sanctions to nudge tenants towards financial 
independence in the marketplace, imposed a particular morality in 
housing and can be seen as a tool to produce neoliberal subjectivities 
(Dufty-Jones, 2016).  

Conclusion 

Argument based on statistical artefact, then, is a crucial tool of 
government, but one in which a wider and more complex, multi-
faceted social experience, as in the case of housing, is obscured. The 
complex interaction of multiple variables that influence gaining 
access to a home, which include a mix of life stage, family 
circumstances, employment, location and ethnicity, is systematically 
concealed through the application of such calculations that are 
neither designed nor able to capture the totality of the human 
experiences.  

Instead, the quantification of features of the housing sector in 
New Zealand have been shown to be profoundly informed and 
narrated by neoliberal assumptions that underpin the operation of 
the state today with the central focus on a business approach to public 
sector management and accountability. That is, the use of statistics 
in housing policy advice can be seen as a technique of government, a 
political practice embedded in neoliberal rationality. The analysis of 
the briefings reveals bureaucratic housing policy advice as a domain 
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of statistics and calculations through which problems and priorities 
are constructed (see Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016, p. 99). A key insight 
is that statistical representations transform how we engage in 
housing, reducing what is a complex social and cultural practice into 
a list of general statistics and introducing a fundamental economic 
code. Housing problem definitions are made up of a complex mix of 
empirical information, interpretations of that information, and 
ideological opinions that influence the way problems are identified 
and defined, and the way information about problems is interpreted 
and given meaning. The goal of the paper has not been to suggest 
intentions to reinforce particular policy agendas in the selective use 
of numeric data, although this is certainly an effect. Rather it has 
been to show that statistical representations are both carriers of 
problem definitions and implied solutions, and tend to be embedded 
in political rationalities that contribute to governmentality processes 
in the governing of the housing sector. With regard to the former 
point, the analysis shows how metrics in housing problem definitions 
curate and represent data in ways that construct specific problem 
definitions that point towards their ‘natural’ solutions. With regard 
to the latter point, the briefings indicate how references to numeric 
data and comparison, as part of the justification for the active 
management of HNZ tenants, are a key tool of government in shaping 
conduct and encouraging certain forms of housing citizenship. The 
analysis, therefore, contributes to outlining how such representations 
are a part of the story of the neoliberalisation of housing policy in 
New Zealand, the evidence in this case coming from the analysis of 
HNZ briefings, and the way these are profoundly linked to the 
exacerbation of housing inequality. 
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istinguished Professor Paul Spoonley FRSNZ is New 
Zealand’s most prolific book-publishing sociologist. The 287-
page volume under review is his 28th book, many of them co-

authored or co-edited with other sociologists. In the public arena, he 
is the most visible and well-known sociologist, and has become the 
go-to academic when the media want comments on population issues. 
He is a regular contributor to Kathryn Ryan’s radio programme, Nine 
to Noon, and is often approached by Duncan Garner, presenter of 
Newshub’s The AM Show, to clarify or explain population-related 
issues.  

The media frequently refer to Spoonley as a demographer. In 
an article titled “New Zealand birthrate sinks to its lowest ever” (The 
Guardian, 19 February 2021), Eleanor de Jong states, “Demographer 
Professor Paul Spoonley from Massey University said New Zealand 
society is undergoing unprecedented disruption, exacerbated by the 
global pandemic.”1 There is a link in de Jong’s article to Massey 
University’s website that features The new New Zealand. In this 
promotion, Spoonley is referred to as a “leading demographer” who 
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“hopes his new book will foster wider discussion about the need for a 
population policy”.2  

In his acknowledgements in The new New Zealand, Spoonley 
states “I’m not really a demographer but rather a sociologist who 
dabbles in demography” (p. 274). This clarification is very important 
for me as a reviewer, and I hope he will make this point when 
interacting with the media. The new New Zealand is not a 
demography of the transitions in fertility, mortality and migration 
that underpin the “unprecedented disruption” in New Zealand society 
that his book addresses. Rather, it is a thought-provoking set of 
reflections by one of the country’s leading social scientists on many of 
the topics that demographers write about. To some readers, this 
distinction might read as unnecessary disciplinary nit-picking, but a 
demographer would have written a different text on the same topics 
and the reviewer would have been assessing the argument from a 
different perspective. 

Professor Spoonley notes in the Preface that his first 
encounter with demography was as an undergraduate and graduate 
student at the University of Otago where one of his favourite 
lecturers was the late Brian Heenan, an eminent population 
geographer (see obituary in NZPR, Vol. 46). The political economy of 
migration appealed to Spoonley and his master’s and PhD theses both 
featured this approach, which was very popular in the social sciences 
at the time. Migration and its impact on the labour force, as well as 
the impact of racism on social relations and social cohesion, have been 
two of his most prominent enduring research interests. The four 
chapters (5–8) in The new New Zealand addressing aspects of 
international and internal population movement and the 
development of cities and regions are the ones that reflect his long-
standing original research into international migration, playing to 
his early training in geography and drawing on the work of 
geographers and economists. The chapters on the family (3), fertility 
(4), the older population (9) and intergenerational tensions and 
conflict (10), on the other hand, are somewhat newer areas of 
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research for Spoonley, and it is contributions to the literature by 
fellow sociologists as well as demographers that are acknowledged 
occasionally in these chapters. 

Professor Spoonley has written a book that has the potential 
to attract a wide general readership. It is deliberately non-technical, 
lacks disciplinary jargon, draws extensively on serious journalism as 
sources, and keeps a common feature of demographic texts – tables 
and diagrams – to a minimum. He states in the Preface: “In this book 
I have tried to limit statistical content, with varying success, and I 
have not engaged in some of the necessarily complex technical 
discussions about the generation or analysis of statistical issues” (p. 
9). This is another important caveat for a reviewer to keep in mind – 
few demographers could have written a 12-chapter book that spans 
so many dimensions of demography and societal change using only 
three tables and 24 diagrams.  

Endnotes are used to indicate sources; there is no consolidated 
references list or bibliography. The media rather than the academic 
literature features most prominently in the reference citations for 
each chapter. This is another clear signal that the book has been 
specifically designed to inform a general readership – Spoonley has 
deliberately gone to some lengths to acknowledge the contribution the 
media has been making to engaging with the trends and issues that 
are the focus of his analysis. His primary concern is to raise 
awareness of issues and to assist the public, policymakers and 
politicians to understand the evidence and be open to what 
demographers and other population specialists are pointing out. As 
he notes at the end of his Preface: “The new New Zealand is here, and 
we need to talk about it” (p. 9). 

The book commences with a chapter titled “A reshaped 
society”. Spoonley introduces here the global transition in the three 
demographic processes – fertility, mortality and migration – that has 
transformed populations everywhere, and outlines how New 
Zealand’s population composition has been radically reshaped by 
these processes. I was surprised to see no acknowledgement in this 
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chapter of the substantive research New Zealand’s most eminent 
demographer, Emeritus Professor Ian Pool CNZM FRSNZ, has done 
on both demographic processes and the age-structural transitions 
these have generated at both global and national scales. The primary 
academic reference to understanding age-structural transitions given 
in the endnotes is a presentation by Professor Natalie Jackson to the 
Southland Region and Invercargill City Council in 2015. Jackson, a 
demographer, is a frequent commentator on the impact of population 
change at the regional and community levels but it is unlikely that 
her presentation will be accessible to a wider readership. The concept 
of age-structural transitions is fundamental to understanding the 
issues that Spoonley addresses in this book. Pool’s two co-authored 
books (Population, resources and development: Riding the age-waves 
(Springer, 2005), and Age-structural transitions: Challenges for 
development (CICRED, 2006)) are definitive references in this 
regard, and both can be accessed in university libraries. 

After outlining the main components of the demographic 
transition in a series of short sections addressing population 
stagnation or decline, fertility, ageing, death, ongoing urbanisation 
and geographic concentrations, mobility and migration, Spoonley 
concludes Chapter 1 with some comments on an argument put 
forward by economists in the 1930s about how a decline in population 
growth would constrain economic growth, or what has been termed 
“secular stagnation”. Population growth rates are slowing at all 
scales – global, national and regional – and population stagnation or 
decline rather than growth will become a reality at some stage during 
the 21st century in many parts of the world. This is at the heart of 
the “unprecedented change” that has encouraged Spoonley to refer to 
a “new demography” and to write this book.  

The concept of secular stagnation is a contested one that 
continues to be debated by economists, but Spoonley notes that it “is 
especially relevant to New Zealand given the population stagnation 
of regions (Chapter 7) and the constraints – economic and social – 
that then apply” (p. 26). He feels that insufficient attention is being 
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given to the possibility that population stagnation will significantly 
restrict communities and regions as numbers and proportions 
engaged in the labour force fall, the tax base declines, and viable 
communities become financially less sustainable at reasonable levels 
of social and economic well-being. This is not a new concern in New 
Zealand and a collection of essays edited by Spoonley titled Rebooting 
the regions: Why low or zero growth needn’t mean the end of 
prosperity (Massey University Press, 2016) addresses many of the 
key issues. Rather than viewing population stagnation as “a 
demographic timebomb”, Spoonley prefers to explore some of the 
options that are available. This is what The new New Zealand seeks 
out to do. 

Chapter 2, “Understanding demography”, is not really a 
chapter about demography as such. As Spoonley states in the opening 
sentence: “This chapter is as much about how we know about 
ourselves – essentially via the census – as it is about the key elements 
in our past demography” (p. 30). The first section focuses on the New 
Zealand census as a source of information about the population and 
some issues surrounding history, acquisition and use of census data. 
This is followed by a section on “Counting ethnicity” which includes 
a short comment on the history of the Māori population. Reference is 
made to the way Māori have been defined and counted in the official 
statistics and to the contributions Ian Pool and Tahu Kukutai, New 
Zealand’s first Māori Professor of Demography, have made to the 
question of how to record Māori identity. This is an interesting 
section but again I was surprised at the lack of any specific reference 
to Pool’s Te Iwi Maori. A New Zealand population past, present and 
projected (Auckland University Press (1977, 1991) which remains the 
only substantive demography of the Māori population.  

The latter part of Chapter 2 highlights some of the major 
themes of the book in four sections: 1) natural growth and declining 
fertility; 2) immigration, emigration and ethnic diversity; 3) an 
ageing population; and 4) regional and spatial differences. Each 
section is around a page long and inevitably a lot of questions arise 



Book review: The new New Zealand 337 

 

when reading this compressed summary for a reader with a 
reasonable familiarity with New Zealand’s demography. Many of 
these questions are addressed in later chapters but there are 
occasions when misleading statements are made that suggest that 
there is some confusion at times between absolute and relative 
population change, and between specific migration flows and net 
migration.  

For example, on page 45 it is stated: “Throughout the 
twentieth century the South Island experienced a steady population 
decline.” This is obviously not the case. In the 1901 Census of the 
Colony of New Zealand, the population of the South Island was 
382,140,3 but in 2001, the South Island’s usually resident population 
was 906,759,4 and by the 2018 Census of Population and Dwellings, 
it had grown to 1,104,531.5 The South Island’s population has not 
grown as fast as the North Island’s population has, and some regions 
(territorial local authorities) have experienced decline at times, but 
the South Island definitely did not experience overall population 
decline throughout the twentieth century. It is also stated later on 
page 45 that there is “an out-migration from Auckland in the twenty-
first century”. There has always been an out-migration from 
Auckland as well as an in-migrant flow. Out-migration from this 
urban area is not a recent phenomenon. What is new is net out-
migration from Auckland in its population exchanges with other 
parts of the country. Some slippage in references to in- and out-
migration per se on the one hand and net in- or -out migration on the 
other occur at times in the discussions of internal and international 
migration, which can cause confusion for the reader familiar with 
demographic concepts. 

Chapter 2 concludes with some observations about future 
population growth. Considerable emphasis is placed on two well-
established demographic trends: declining fertility, and large spikes 
in net migration gains from flows of people into and out of the 
country. The latest manifestations of these long-run trends are a 
recent drop to sub-replacement fertility (featured in The Guardian 
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article mentioned earlier) and a very large spike in net migration 
gains between 2013 and the closing of New Zealand’s international 
borders in March 2020 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Neither the shift to sub-replacement fertility nor a large spike in net 
migration gains should be considered major aberrations in the 
context of New Zealand’s demography over the past 50 years. 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s population reached 5 million in 
March 2020 – 30 years earlier than was projected in 2004 when 2050 
was the year when the country was projected to pass this milestone. 
This has led Spoonley to be concerned that “New Zealand’s long 
population boom has caught the government unawares” (p. 46). In 
this context, it is perhaps worth recalling that in the early 1970s, the 
‘high’ variant of Stats NZ’s projections had the country’s population 
at 5 million by 2001; that is, 20 years before it eventually reached this 
level. The magnitude of net migration gains between 2013 and 2020 
did catch a number of government agencies, as well as migration 
researchers like me, by surprise, just as the very large net migration 
losses in the late 1970s and early 1980s did.  

The drivers of the “unprecedented” demographic change 
Spoonley emphasises – declining fertility, increasing longevity and 
substantial fluctuations in net migration – have been with us for 
some time now. They are not new, and they have attracted 
considerable attention from researchers as well as policymakers and, 
at times, politicians. During the final months of Sir Jim Bolger’s 
National Government in the late 1990s, the interests of these three 
groups in demographic change coalesced and provided the platform 
for New Zealand’s first national population conference.6 While the 
media panned the conference for being a “talkfest” that delivered few 
positive outcomes, it did result in significant developments in the 
development of population databases and a number of innovations in 
immigration policy. 

Finally with regard to comments in Chapter 2 about forecasts 
of population change over the medium term (20–30 years) at regional 
and national levels, there is considerable certainty about population 



Book review: The new New Zealand 339 

 

outcomes barring sudden changes in patterns of fertility, mortality 
and migration. This is because the great majority of people who will 
be in the population in 20 to 30 years are already present and can be 
located in what demographers term the population pyramid. 
Spoonley doesn’t discuss the dynamics of population pyramids in 
Chapter 2, although he does refer to them later in the book. But if 
Chapter 2 is about understanding demography, then this is where the 
dynamics of population pyramids need to be introduced. These are at 
the heart of the age-structure transformations that Pool and Jackson 
have researched at length for New Zealand’s regions, major ethnic 
groups and the national population. They are also at the heart of 
population projections and assessments of future fertility and 
mortality levels and rates. In many ways, Chapter 2 demonstrates 
that Spoonley is, as he said in the Preface, “not really a demographer 
but rather a sociologist who dabbles in demography” (p. 9). 

Chapters 3 to 10 are titled Modern families (3), Where have 
all the babies gone? (4), “Here we come” (5), The New Zealand 
diaspora (6), The rise – or fall – of regions (7), Supercity (8), When I’m 
64 (9) and “OK boomer”’ (10). They are all interesting to read and all 
make useful contributions to our understanding of the way 
demographic processes are impacting on New Zealand’s 
contemporary society and economy. In this regard, I was encouraged 
by a friend’s unsolicited comment early in the new year when we were 
talking about books we had been reading, and he said that he had 
just finished Spoonley’s book on New Zealand’s population. He is a 
distinguished scholar in the humanities and said he found the book 
helped him to understand better the relationships between 
population dynamics and societal change. Chapter 10, “OK boomer”, 
was particularly helpful in assisting him to appreciate the causes and 
contexts of contemporary intergenerational tensions. It is the 
sociology lens that Spoonley brings to his analysis of population 
change that provides the new insights in this book, not what Spoonley 
says about demographic processes.  
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Spoonley raises questions in all the chapters, challenging the 
reader to reflect on the implications of recent demographic trends for 
the future population. My extensive notes taken while reading these 
chapters indicate that there are a lot of points that Spoonley has 
made that I would debate and that is precisely what he wants readers 
to do. There are also a number of statements about demographic 
processes that are misleading and some that are incorrect. But this 
is not the place for a point-by-point assessment of Spoonley’s analysis 
and interpretation. I am impressed he wrote this book quickly with a 
view to stimulating as well as informing a debate about population 
issues of relevance for the medium-term future. I would suggest that 
if the book goes into a second edition, which it could well do depending 
on public demand, that Spoonley gets a couple of demographers to 
review the text before it is republished. There are a lot of places where 
minor amendments to the text will remove misunderstandings and 
errors (including referring to me on p. 90 as a demographer – like his 
early mentor, Heenan, I am a population geographer, not a 
demographer). 

The final two chapters are very short, at just six and eleven 
pages, respectively. Chapter 11 asks the question “What next?” and 
Chapter 12 contains some concluding comments on a “new New 
Zealand”. Spoonley raises a lot of interesting questions in Chapter 11 
relating to population policy, regional New Zealand, ageing, Māori 
and Pasifika, workforce planning and demographic policy innovation. 
He does not have specific answers to these questions, but it is clear 
from his concluding remarks in Chapter 12 that he is convinced that 
“our political systems and players are simply not up to the task of 
developing a new vision based on innovative policy” (p. 241) to 
address the unprecedent demographic changes that are challenging 
the normative views about key social and cultural institutions in New 
Zealand.  

Among the questions he raises in Chapter 11 are several that 
were prompted by other population specialists, especially Len Cook 
(former Government Statistician) and Robert Didham (a specialist in 
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demographic analysis at Stats NZ). I was surprised to see so little 
reference to the Māori, Pacific and Asian students and scholars with 
whom Spoonley has been interacting and assisting to get published 
in several of his co-edited collections of essays on population-related 
themes. Their voices and questions do not surface either in the 
substantive chapters of the book or the final two thought-provoking 
chapters addressing “What next?”.  

As New Zealand’s leading sociologist addressing diversity 
issues, and one of the architects of a settlement policy to assist new 
migrants to come to grips with their new country and society, it was 
surprising to see no reference in the concluding chapters to questions 
frequently raised by members of these communities. Some of them 
overlap with the action points Spoonley documents in Chapter 11, 
especially with reference to ageing and workforce planning, but the 
book is completely silent on a major demographic issue for all migrant 
families – the policy-driven requirement for most of them to maintain 
a dual base for their families in New Zealand and in their source 
countries.  

Temporary migration of parents and grandparents to visit 
families in New Zealand, or a reverse flow overseas of children 
visiting their parents and grandparents in their source countries, is 
an issue that has profound implications for the well-being of migrant 
families in New Zealand and for social cohesion in the wider society. 
This is an area of immigration policy that Spoonley’s colleague Dr 
Liangni Liu has been addressing with support from the Marsden 
Fund in recent years, and it is one that his long-standing Chinese 
research colleagues at the University of Auckland, Emeritus 
Professor Manying Ip and Associate Professor Elsie Ho, have been 
addressing for many years. It is an issue that has bedevilled family 
dynamics within the Pasifika community for several decades – 
something his friend and research collaborator Professor Cluny 
Macpherson has a deep personal experience of. None of the innovative 
research on Chinese migrants that Liu, Ip and Ho have been doing 
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and that Macpherson and his Samoan wife have done on Pacific 
migrants is mentioned in this book. 

In concluding, I want to make a constructive suggestion. 
Spoonley raises the issue of population policy in Chapter 11, 
something he says there has not been a conversation about since the 
1970s. There have been serious conversations about population policy 
in more recent years and the 1997 National Population Conference 
was one of the occasions for such a conversation. But Spoonley is 
correct when he suggests that it is time for another national 
conversation that spans a wide range of communities and national 
interests. Perhaps Koi Tū, the Centre for Informed Futures at the 
University of Auckland,7 where Spoonley is an affiliate researcher 
and adviser, could take the lead in co-constructing with expert and 
key stakeholders, including politicians and policymakers, a brief for 
a second National Population Conference in 2022, 25 years after the 
first one in 1997. This would be one way of ensuring New Zealand’s 
demography received “personal and collective attention as we 
encounter and grapple with the radically different demography of the 
twenty-first century” (p. 237).  

Notes 
1 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/18/new-zealand-birthrate-

sinks-to-its-lowest-ever?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other 

2 https://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/about-
massey/news/article.cfm?mnarticle_uuid=D7F46551-FFA9-4D42-BE0B-
F0BB843EF016 

3 https://www3.stats.govt.nz/historic_publications/1901-census/1901-
results-census/1901-results-census.html#d50e1088 

4 http://nzdotstat.stats.govt.nz/wbos/index.aspx?_ga=2.132941454.186684
1039.1613786228-80311088.1613681036# 

5 http://nzdotstat.stats.govt.nz/wbos/index.aspx?_ga=2.132941454.186684
1039.1613786228-80311088.1613681036#  

6 https://www.beehive.govt.nz/feature/population-conference 

7 https://informedfutures.org  
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Obituary 
 

David Christopher Thorns, 1943–2020 
MA, Litt.D, ONZM, FRSNZ

 
 

 

 

n 30 December 2020, family, friends and colleagues gathered 
at the Christchurch North Methodist Church to farewell 
Emeritus Professor David Thorns and celebrate his life and 

achievements. David died after a long period of ill-health, in 
Christchurch on Christmas Day 2020, in the presence of family. He 
was 77. Family members spoke of him as a loving and supportive 
husband and father, and together, his four grandsons read the poem 
“His Journey’s Just Begun”. Long-term friends rejoiced at the fun 
that they had had with David and all their families, over many years 
and holidays. His close friend and fellow sociologist David Pearson, 
speaking eloquently on behalf of David’s colleagues, painted a picture 
of a man with an expansive intellect. He was a prolific author with a 
long list of internationally and locally published books, articles, 

O 
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chapters and reports to his name. Much of his wide-ranging research 
on housing, social and economic inequality, environmental 
sustainability, urban and regional development and ageing remain 
highly relevant. Demography underpinned much of this work. 

David was born on the 26 August 1943 in County Durham, 
England, the son of a Methodist minister. This meant a peripatetic 
childhood as his father’s appointments changed every five years. He, 
along with his parents and elder brother, moved frequently 
throughout his childhood and teenage years. He attended high school 
first in Portsmouth and then in Chippenham. 

David completed a BA (Hons) in economics and sociology at 
the University of Sheffield in 1964 and an MA in sociology at the 
University of Exeter in 1967. He was a research assistant at the 
University of Nottingham from 1964 to 1965 and then became a 
lecturer in sociology at the University of Exeter while he was 
completing his master’s degree. He was later to be awarded a 
doctorate (LittD) by the University of Canterbury in 1982 in 
recognition of the quality of his scholarship.  

David arrived in New Zealand in 1973 to take up a senior 
lectureship at the University of Auckland. At the end of 1976, he was 
appointed as senior lecturer in sociology at the University of 
Canterbury, where he was to spend the rest of his academic life. He 
was promoted to a reader in 1979, professor in 1995 and to emeritus 
professor at the time of his retirement. 

David’s life was shaped by his love of family, his strong 
Christian faith and his scholarship. He married Gloria Kathleen 
Corrigan in 1966 whom David often described as “the love of his life”. 
After a long and loving marriage, Gloria died in 2018. They had two 
daughters, Karen and Joy, who each have two sons. David was an 
extremely proud father and grandfather and spoke about his family’s 
achievements with great fondness and pride. 

Faith was important to David and he followed in his father’s 
footsteps. For fifty years he was a lay preacher in the Methodist 
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Church and both he and Gloria were involved in re-establishing the 
Methodist church at Harewood, in Christchurch, after the 2010–2011 
earthquake sequence. The quakes also badly affected their own home 
in Parklands, and they struggled through the remediation challenges 
together. Characteristic of David was that he drew on these 
experiences, analysed and wrote about them in a way that 
generalised their key elements. 

Reflecting on David’s life and work, we remember him as the 
consummate intellectual, always reading, debating and writing, with 
an interest in the ‘big picture’. While in disciplinary terms David 
could be categorised as an urban sociologist, in reality his interests 
went well beyond sociology, encompassing the allied disciplines of 
economics, geography, planning and population studies.  

At the University of Canterbury, David was widely regarded 
as an excellent teacher, illustrating social theory through very 
practical, grounded examples. As a supervisor he was outstanding, 
always encouraging and supportive and engaged in his students’ 
work. He had many administrative roles, including head of 
department from 1982 to 1990 and as a key member of a number of 
university committees. As a discipline leader, David established the 
Social Science Research Centre at the University in 2000. David was 
very keen on collaborative work. While he often wrote sole-authored 
work, as his career developed, he led or was an active member in a 
significant number of collaborative research programmes and policy-
directed work. He liked working with others and sought out 
collaborators. The University acknowledged the quality of his 
research with the award of the University of Canterbury Research 
Medal in 2002.  

Beyond the university, David made a great contribution to 
research development and leadership. There are too many examples 
to enumerate, but some do stand out: his role in the Centre for 
Housing Research Aotearoa New Zealand (CHRANZ), inaugural 
chair (1997–2000) of the Social Sciences Marsden Fund Panel (as well 
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as being a member of the Humanities panel), the first social sciences 
vice president of the Royal Society of New Zealand, and a key member 
of the Building Research Capability in the Social Sciences (BRCSS) 
when it was established in 2004. He was also active in UNESCO’s 
Social Sciences Subcommittee from 1996 to 2008. 

These local roles were matched with an extraordinary range 
of international activities. David was a member of the executive 
committee of the International Sociological Association’s (ISA) 
Housing and Built Environment Research Committee from 1994 to 
1998. He was active in the Australasian Housing and Urban 
Research Network, was the New Zealand representative on 
UNESCO’s Habitat 2, participated in the United Nation’s Habitat 
World Forum in 2004 and in 2006, and was appointed as a member 
and then vice president of the International Social Sciences Council. 
He was on the steering committee of the Asia Pacific Network for 
Housing Research and was closely allied with the Australian Housing 
and Urban Research Network.  

David’s career culminated in 1995 with the award of a 
prestigious fellowship of the Royal Society of New Zealand Te 
Apārangi, and in 2009, he became an Officer of the New Zealand 
Order of Merit. We remember David as a dear friend and colleague, 
strongly driven by a desire for a better and socially equal world. He 
was a quiet but determined man, with a warm sense of humour. He 
was a delight to work with and we miss him dearly.  

 
Harvey C Perkins, Emeritus Professor, University of Auckland 
Ann Dupuis, Associate Professor, Massey University (retired) 
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