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 Overview 1 

Overview 

Key points 

 Reducing persistent disadvantage creates social and economic benefits for individuals that can 

spillover to collectives (eg, family, whānau and communities). 

 There are likely to be substantial benefits for all New Zealanders from reducing persistent 

disadvantage. 

 We find that the benefits of reducing persistent disadvantage for all New Zealanders are: 

- enhanced capabilities and opportunities (mana āheinga) creates more knowledge, skills 

and resources available to support future social and economic wellbeing; 

- enhanced prosperity (mana whanake) occurs through an increase in economic output, 

productivity and contribution to our communities; 

- greater intergenerational prosperity and system stewardship (mana whanake) means the 

better use of public resources by freeing up government investment to support prevention, 

instead of dealing with emergencies; 

- enhanced identity and belonging (mana tuku iho) creates greater social cohesion and trust 

within communities; 

- enhanced connectedness (mana tautuutuu) means stronger democratic processes by 

giving more people a voice in decision making. 
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1 Why is it important to reduce 
persistent disadvantage? 

Successive New Zealand governments have a long history of wanting to give everyone a “fair go” in 

life. In April 1938 the Prime Minister Michael Savage proclaimed to a cheering crowd, “I can promise 

the people of this country that before very long they will have reached a condition of social security 

unsurpassed in any other country of the world” (Hanson, 1980, p. 81). Unfortunately, 80 years later this 

vision has yet to be realised for everyone in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

Persistent disadvantage is a lost opportunity for New Zealand. It wastes the talents and contributions of 

people who are unable to fully support their family and whanau, and fully participate in their 

communities and the wider economy. These lost opportunities don’t just impact individuals who face 

persistent disadvantage every day, it makes all New Zealanders worse off. It results in employers not 

being able to find enough good workers and hospitals spending too much of their time and resources 

on emergency treatments. 

How does persistent disadvantage impact on wellbeing? 

This research note is a supplementary paper published alongside the Commission’s interim report A 

Fair chance for all: breaking the cycle of persistent disadvantage (New Zealand Productivity 

Commission, 2022). 

The interim report uses a mauri ora (wellbeing) approach that draws on the four dimensions of 

wellbeing that contribute to people living fulfilling lives, as described in He Ara Waiora. These are mana 

tuku iho (identity and belonging); mana tauutuutu (connection and balance); mana āheinga (aspiration 

and capability) and mana whanake (prosperity). The absence of one or more of these dimensions can 

lead to persistent disadvantage. 

The wellbeing of individuals is vital for the wellbeing of collectives 

He Ara Waiora recognises that people are shaped by the collectives (families, whānau and 

communities) they live in, which provide support to help people thrive. The wellbeing of collectives is 

therefore vital for the wellbeing of individuals, and vice versa.  

The benefits from reducing persistent disadvantage are likely to be substantial 
for individuals and collectives 

Many people have told us that the benefits from reducing persistent disadvantage can be substantial, 

not just on the lives of individuals, but also on the lives of their collectives and all New Zealanders. For 

example, it is estimated that two-thirds of the annual economic benefit, around $5.3 billion (in 2011 

dollars), of reducing child poverty would go to the wider community (see Box 1). 
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What this research note does 

The purpose of this research note is to examine how improvements in an individual’s wellbeing can 

create benefits for others in their collectives. There are very few studies that have attempted to quantify 

the total individual and wider community benefits of reducing persistent disadvantage. This is due to 

data limitations and the difficultly in attributing the experience of persistent disadvantage on people’s 

outcomes2. Instead, the note summarises some of the evidence about the types and size of the benefits 

of reducing persistent disadvantage that are expected to flow from the individual to their family, 

whānau, and the wider community. 

We use the four dimensions of wellbeing, set out in He Ara Waiora, to provide examples of the types of 

benefits that could be expected to spillover to all New Zealanders from enhancing the mauri ora 

(wellbeing) of individuals. We find that: 

 enhanced prosperity (mana whanake) occurs through an increase in economic output, productivity 

and contribution to our communities through paid work and unpaid work; 

 enhanced capabilities and opportunities (mana āheinga) creates more resources available to 

support future social and economic wellbeing, including increased support within communities, 

investment in skills and knowledge, new technologies, and innovation; 

 greater intergenerational prosperity and system stewardship (mana whanake) means the better use 

of public resources by freeing up government investment to support prevention, instead of dealing 

with emergencies that arise from people exposed to disadvantage; 

 enhanced identity and belonging (mana tuku iho) creates greater social cohesion and trust within 

communities; 

 enhanced connectedness (mana tautuutuu) means stronger democratic processes by giving more 

people a voice in decision making. 

 
2 For a discussion on the challenges of measuring the costs of persistent disadvantage see McLachlan et al. (2013) 

Box 1 Two-thirds of the economic benefit of reducing child poverty would be spread across 
 everyone in society 

Several studies have looked at the lost economic and social benefits of child poverty. A New 

Zealand study in 2011 estimated that child poverty costs New Zealand $8 billion per year (Pearce, 

2011), which is equivalent to 4.5% of GDP (in 2011). Similar estimates have been produced in other 

countries. In the US, child poverty is estimated to cost society 5.4% of GDP (McLaughlin & Rank, 

2018). 

Identifying and measuring all the potential costs of child poverty is challenging. However, even the 

most conservative estimates of the cost of child poverty are still relatively large. The New Zealand 

study produced a range of estimates of the cost of child poverty from $6.3 billion to $16.3 billion. 

The most conservative estimate of $6.3 billion is equivalent to 3.5% of New Zealand’s GDP in 2011, 

and $16.3 billion is equivalent to 9.1% of GDP. 

A further breakdown of these estimates reveals that, if child poverty was eradicated, around a third 

of the benefit goes directly to the individual in terms of higher employment income (in adulthood). 

However, two-thirds of the economic benefit would accrue to the broader community in the form 

of increased tax revenue (from the increased employment income), lower spending by 

government in welfare, health and crime sectors, and benefits of avoiding costs in people’s day-

to-day lives (Holzer et al., 2008). 

Source:  Holzer et al. (2008); McLaughlin & Rank (2018); Pearce (2011) 
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2 Reducing persistent disadvantage 
benefits all New Zealanders 

This section sets out examples of the types of benefits that could be expected to spillover to all New 

Zealanders across the four dimensions of wellbeing, set out in He Ara Waiora, by reducing persistent 

disadvantage and enhancing the mauri ora (wellbeing) of individuals. 

2.1 The benefits for individuals and collectives can be social or 
economic 

The wellbeing benefits of reducing persistent disadvantage for individuals and collectives (eg, families, 

whānau and the broader community) can be divided into two groups: economic (eg, increase in 

income, consumption, and wealth that enhances prosperity) and the improvements in people’s quality 

of life or social benefits (eg, improvements in health and education).Figure 2.1 illustrates the different 

types of economic and social benefits associated with reducing persistent disadvantage and who 

benefits, which includes individuals and the broader community. 

Figure 2.1 The economic and social benefits of reducing disadvantage for individuals and the 
broader community  

 

Source: Adapted from McLachlan et al., 2013, p. 157 

The economic and social benefits can spillover from the individual to the collective (and vice versa). The 

economic benefits for individuals generally come from additional income they receive (eg, from 

employment) that can increase their level of consumption and wealth. For the broader community, 

there are economic spillovers, such as increased economic growth from higher individual incomes. A 
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larger economy can support a community to increase their investment in future social and economic 

wellbeing.3 

The social benefits of reducing persistent disadvantage increase the quality of life of individuals, which 

also create spillovers to the broader community. For example, an increase in the capabilities, 

opportunities, and connectedness can mean individuals are better able to engage in their local 

community, such as participating in community groups or helping others grow their own capabilities 

and sense of belonging (New Zealand Treasury, 2021). 

Finally, reducing the need for government services to support people living in persistent disadvantage 

can enhance intergenerational prosperity by enabling communities to increase their investment in 

future social and economic wellbeing. These savings could instead be invested in activities that support 

future generations to thrive, such as preventative health services and education (increasing capabilities 

and opportunities). Alternatively, a government could decide to return any reductions in spending by 

lowering taxes (increasing incomes and financial prosperity). 

 

2.2 Enhanced capabilities and opportunities (mana āheinga) 
support future social and economic wellbeing 

Growing up and living in persistent disadvantage makes it much harder for an individual to develop the 

capabilities (eg, knowledge and skills) and access the opportunities (eg, employment) they need. For 

example, our interim report found New Zealanders experiencing persistent disadvantage were more 

likely to have no formal qualifications (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2022). Persistent 

disadvantage also makes it harder for individuals to find the time, resources and energy to improve 

their capabilities and access opportunities during their life. These constraints mean that, overall, New 

Zealanders are less able to contribute to enhancing the prosperity of their collectives and future 

generations. 

Better health and education means people can contribute to increasing 
economic growth in their community 

People who lack capabilities and opportunities find it harder to participate in the labour market and 

earn higher wages. This constrains an individual’s income and their ability to contribute to economic 

activity and growth in the wider community. Better health and education play an important role in a 

person’s wellbeing by supporting them to participate in and connect with their communities and 

enhancing their capability to decide on and realise their aspirations (New Zealand Productivity 

Commission, 2015). 

 
3 This may not be the case if the benefits from an increase in the economy are not distributed across all individuals in New Zealand. 

Box 2 It is important to assess all the benefits from policies and programmes to reduce 
 persistent disadvantage 

While it may be difficult to quantify the overall benefit to New Zealand of reducing persistent 

disadvantage, it is still important to consider and quantify the benefits that will be produced by 

policies and programmes designed to reduce persistent disadvantage (McLachlan et al., 2013). 

This includes considering all the potential benefits for individuals and their collectives from a new 

programme or policy when the government makes spending decisions. Once implemented, it is 

also important check that a particular policy or programme is delivering the expected benefits 

through ongoing monitoring and (where needed) evaluating the impact on people’s lives and the 

lives of their family, whanau and community. The findings from the monitoring and evaluation can 

be fed back to the learning and improvement system, resulting in better outcomes (greater 

benefits) over time. 



6 The benefits of reducing persistent disadvantage | Research Note 

A person’s health can also influence their participation in paid work and their productivity (ie, higher 

wages4). An Australian study found that preventing a mental health condition had the largest positive 

effect on labour force participation, increasing it from 26 to 30 percent for men and 22 to 25 percent for 

women (Laplagne et al., 2007). The study also found that a major injury reduced labour force 

participation by 14 percent for men and 16 percent for women. Persistent disadvantage can also 

shorten people’s lives, reducing their lifetime economic activity within their family, whānau and 

communities (Blakely et al., 2004). 

By way of example, in New Zealand, the benefit of avoiding or better managing type 2 diabetes is 

estimated to be equivalent to $2.1 billion annually (see Box 3). The economic benefits for individuals 

include lower medical costs and higher employment income. For the broader community, the benefits 

arise from a reduction in government funded treatment for diabetes (these savings could be redirected 

back into the health system), higher tax revenue and an increase in an individual’s unpaid contributions 

to the wellbeing of their family, whānau and wider community. 

 

Improving education achievement also has a large impact on participation and productivity in the 

labour force. In same Australian study discussed above, Laplagne et al. (2007) found that having a 

 
4 The competitive model of the spot labour market predicts that all workers will be remunerated at the marginal productivity of the market-clearing worker. 

However, in the real world the wage-productivity relationship often breaks down. In New Zealand, real wage rises have been found to vary widely from 

labour productivity increases over several business cycles (Rosenberg, 2010). Technological progress, global value chains, public policies and institutions 

can all influence the link between productivity and wages (OECD, 2018) 

Box 3 Type 2 diabetes creates disadvantage by reducing income and making it harder for 
 people to join in 

Type 2 diabetes is a largely preventable condition that can be effectively managed, and in some 

cases reversed. However, in New Zealand type 2 diabetes is an increasing problem, which 

disproportionately impacts people already living in disadvantage. Spending on diabetes in New 

Zealand is significant, with one out of 20 health dollars spent on treating type 2 diabetes. 

Type 2 diabetes affects 4.7 percent of the population and is projected to increase to 6.6-7.4 

percent over the next 20 years. Diabetes can lead to disability and a shorter life, which in turn can 

contribute to people experiencing further disadvantage by reducing their income and making it 

harder for them to be socially included. 

A recent study estimated that the annual unrealised benefit of avoiding or better managing type 2 

diabetes to New Zealand is $2.1 billion annually (PWC, 2021). Overall, about a quarter of the 

unrealised benefit was from higher incomes due to lower medical costs ($68 million in self-funded 

health costs) and higher employment income ($562 million).  The other three-quarters of the 

unrealised benefit represents a loss to the wider community. It is made up of health services to 

treat people with diabetes ($999 million), that could be redirected back into the health system, tax 

revenue of $164 million (from lost employment income), and $334 million from individuals’ upaid 

contributions to their family, whānau and community (eg, caring for others and volunteering). 

There are also social benefits of avoiding or better managing type 2 diabetes that make it harder 

for people to join in. For example, diabetes is one of the most significant contributors to New 

Zealander’s steadily increasing disability. A diagnosis of type 2 diabetes is also implicated in 

worsening mental health and reducing social contact. People with diabetes are twice as likely to 

experience anxiety or depression than those without. Finally, people living with type 2 diabetes 

reported significant negative effects on their perceived quality of life. The Diabetes New Zealand 

Stigma Survey found that one in three respondents under 65 reported that having type 2 diabetes 

made them feel ‘ashamed’ or ‘a failure’. 

Source:  PWC (2021) 
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degree or higher qualification increases labour force participation by 20 percent for women and 9 

percent for men, compared to those who did not complete year 12 education. 

People with higher levels of education achievement have higher incomes 

Higher-level qualifications not only improve labour force participation, but they provide significant 

income and earnings benefits in New Zealand (Scott, 2020). Scott (2020) found people who left school 

in 2009 with NCEA Level 2 or higher, on average, earned twice as much nine years later as someone 

who left school at the same time with no qualifications. In addition, degree and higher-level education 

leads to higher annual earnings as well as higher earnings growth. Someone who finished their 

education in 2009 with a degree were earning 40% to 50% more in 2018 than someone who finished 

with NCEA Level 2 (school qualification). 

Providing people with opportunities to increase their knowledge and skills can help them increase their 

earnings from employment and reduce their risk of being income poor. A person can improve their 

knowledge and skills on-the-job or by undertaking further study in education. However, while earnings 

may increase, employment impacts may be modest in the medium to long-term. A New Zealand 

research report found that studying for a tertiary qualification increases the likelihood of employment in 

the post-study period (5 years) by 1-3 percentage points and raises annual earnings by about 5% for 

men and 12% for women (Hyslop et al., 2020). 

Overall, the benefits of lifting education achievement are likely to be substantial for 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s economic growth. For example, the New Zealand Treasury (2012) estimated 

the benefits of lifting overall education achievement among youth on economic growth (GDP): 

[I]f overall student achievement could be lifted by 25 PISA points (putting New Zealand with the top 

performers in the OECD), GDP would be expected to be higher than it otherwise would be by 3-15% by 

2070. This is a large growth impact from a single contributing factor. (p. 2) 

2.3 Enhanced prosperity (mana whanake) through an increase in 
economic output, productivity and contribution to our 
communities 

Enhancing the capabilities and opportunities of individuals means they have the ability and resources 

to contribute to the growth in prosperity of their collectives through paid and unpaid activities. 

Paid work increases economic output 

Reducing persistent disadvantage raises incomes, which flows through to higher economic activity and 

greater prosperity for the community. Economic growth comes from greater participation in the labour 

market, higher productivity in paid work, and lower unemployment, which creates an increase in 

employment income. Productivity increases in paid work come from a person moving from 

unemployment to employment, which will increase their (paid work) productivity from zero to their new 

wage rate. Productivity can be further increased if an individual has the opportunity to invest further in 

their knowledge and skills either on the job or by undertaking education and training. 

How much would incomes and economic output increase if persistent disadvantage was reduced in 

Aotearoa New Zealand? There are no comprehensive estimates to draw on, but research that has 

examined differences in income between Māori and non-Māori provides an example of the impact on 

economic output. The Commission’s Fair chance for all inquiry interim report identified that Māori were 

more likely to experience persistent disadvantage, and thus more likely to live in income poverty (New 

Zealand Productivity Commission, 2022). A recent study found that at every age level Māori receive a 

much lower income than the average New Zealander (see Box 4). 

Reducing disadvantage would likely have a strong effect on lifting income among Māori, which would 

lead to an increase in the overall output in the economy. For example, it has been estimated that lifting 

the average incomes for Māori to the average income in Aotearoa New Zealand would increase total 

annual income (and economic output) by $2.6 billion (see Box 4).  
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Employment can reduce income poverty and deprivation 

A recent New Zealand study found that individuals who moved off government income support into 

paid work experienced a modest increase in monthly income and appeared, on average, to experience 

an improvement in their material living standards. The study followed a group of people who had spent 

6 or more months on a benefit, before moving into full-time employment. The increase in monthly 

income was positive, but modest in size. Monthly incomes increased from $2,400 on a benefit to $3,100 

in employment (Rea et al., 2019). 

The increase in income from moving off an income benefit into employment also reduced material 

hardship. When on a benefit, 50% of respondents said they had enough or more than enough income 

to meet their every-day needs for accommodation, food, clothing and other necessities. This increased 

to 73% for those surveyed after moving off a benefit (Rea et al., 2019). 

 

Box 4 The Māori income gap is $2.6 billion 

At every age level, Māori receive a much lower average income, $10,000 less per year for those 
aged from 40 to 60 years old, than the average New Zealander (based on 2013 Census data). In 
total, the Māori population earn $2.6 billion per year less than they would if they all earned the 
average income for their age. Increasing wages for Māori to the national average for their age, would 
remove this inequity, and generate additional tax revenue of around $700 million per year. 

Currently, more than 40 percent of the Māori population is under 20 years old, compared to the 

Aotearoa average of less than 30 percent. Because of this large difference in youth population, the 

Māori share of the working age population will grow in the coming years. Currently, 13 percent of 

the Aotearoa labour force are Māori, but Statistics New Zealand estimate that by 2038 almost one 

fifth of the working age population with be Māori. The projected growth in the Māori population 

means that, if the Māori income gap stays the same, by 2038, the annual Māori income gap will 

increase to $4.3 billion. 

Source: Schulze & Green (2017) 

Box 5 Employment may not be the only answer to reducing income poverty 

In the beginning, employment in a new job may result in a small income increase for people not 

currently working. This is because moving into employment may mean a reduction in government 

income support and could also increase a person’s living costs (eg, childcare and commuting 

costs). This issue was recognised in the Welfare Expert Advisory Group’s 2019 report to the New 

Zealand Government on redesigning the income welfare system. The report recommends that: 

A key principle for the redesign of the income support system is to ensure that people 
are always better off in paid work, and that high effective marginal tax rates are avoided 
as much as possible (Kiro et al., 2019, p. 95). 

In the long-run, employment is likely to lead to a positive increase in income. Employment can 

enhance a person’s skills and abilities, which in turn can reduce a person’s likelihood of 

unemployment and increase an individual’s labour market productivity and wages.  

However, employment may not always provide a pathway for an individual to increase their wages, 

particularly for people in low paid jobs. A New Zealand study found that for workers who were 

continuously on low pay (in the bottom 20 percent of earnings) over the previous 12 months, only 

around a third moved into a higher paid job (Plum et al., 2021). In other words, most people in low 

paid jobs for 12 months or more, remain in low paid jobs. 
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Increased (unpaid) contributions to collectives 

While increased participation and productivity in paid work is important to support society’s wellbeing 

through economic growth, unpaid activities also play a vital role within families, whānau and 

communities. These unpaid activities include caring for others and volunteering in the local community. 

People not engaged in paid work could be engaged in other productive activities that are not captured 

by some measures of economic output (eg, GDP), such as running a household, caring for children or 

other family members, or volunteering in their community. These activities can contribute to the quality 

of life and wellbeing of individuals, families and whānau, as well as to the wider community. There can 

also be economic benefits, such as providing opportunities for parents to be employed caring for their 

children. 

The increases in unpaid work from reducing disadvantage may be as large as the income gains from 

paid work. A recent study (see Box 3) found that the value of the lost hours of unpaid work each year for 

people living with type 2 diabetes was equivalent to $334 million, compared with $562 million for the 

annual cost of lost employment income. 

2.4 Greater intergenerational prosperity and system stewardship 
(mana whanake) 

Increased prosperity helps individuals and communities grow sustainable, intergenerational prosperity. 

This can include financial resources, such as income and wealth, but also the capabilities and 

opportunities of individuals within a collective, such as knowledge and skills. Increased investment can 

be made by individuals, collectives (including businesses) and the government. 

Increasing capabilities and opportunities supports intergenerational prosperity 

Being healthy and having the knowledge and skills people need, gives them the power to grow not just 

their own prosperity during their lifetime, but also the prosperity of future generations. In other words, 

reducing persistent disadvantage in one generation can create benefits that flow into the next 

generation and beyond. Over time, successive generations will be able to get a better start in life than 

previous generations. 

In particular, a parent’s knowledge and skills can help support their child’s development by increasing 

their material living standards and increasing their access to opportunities to learn. A recent New 

Zealand research report using the Growing Up in New Zealand study found that a mother’s education is 

the strongest predictor of a child’s access to resources, such as income, quality of housing and 

neighbourhood status (Prickett et al., 2022). Children of mothers with no school qualifications are nearly 

100 times more likely to experience below average level of resources (eg low incomes, poor quality 

housing, and living in deprived neighbourhoods) during early childhood, compared to experiencing 

access to above average level of resources. The report found that children with above average access 

to resources had higher wellbeing and development at age 8 years, compared to children who 

experienced below average level of resources. 

An example of the intergenerational benefits into adulthood from improving the capabilities and 

opportunities of a single generation comes from the Perry pre-school programme, which was a high-

quality preschool programme run in a small city outside Detroit in the 1960s. The children of parents 

who attended the preschool program were better educated, healthier, and better employed, 

compared to the children of parents who did not participate. Sixty seven percent of children of the 

participants in the pre-school programme completed high school, compared to just 40 percent of the 

children of non-participants. Employment was also higher among the children of participants, with 59 

percent in employment, compared to 42 percent of the children of non-participants (Heckman & 

Karapakula, 2019). 
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Reducing persistent disadvantage increases the resources available to support 
future social and economic wellbeing 

The impact of reducing persistent disadvantage on the economy, by increasing an individual’s 

employment income, is higher aggregate consumption of goods and services, compared to what is 

being consumed in the presence of persistent disadvantage. This leads to an increase in revenue for 

companies who can invest in their businesses to expand their products and services, including investing 

in skills and knowledge, new technologies, innovation, and expanding into new local and overseas 

markets. The increased investment supports the hiring of more employees, which in turn can increase 

demand for workers (raise wages), increase consumer spending and expand international trade.  

An increase in economic output also means the government has more money to invest (from higher tax 

revenues) in the wellbeing of individuals and their family, whānau and community, such as improving 

education and health services or investing in local amenities (see Box 6). For example, lifting average 

Māori incomes to the average New Zealander would generate additional tax revenue of $700 million 

(see Box 4). 

 

Governments can focus on prevention, instead of dealing with emergencies 

A high prevalence of persistent disadvantage can lead to governments having to spend money on 

things society would prefer to avoid, such as treating preventable health conditions and responding to 

crime. Alternatively, a government could decide to return any reductions in spending by lowering taxes 

(increasing incomes and financial prosperity). 

Many emergencies can be prevented and are more likely to impact on people already living in 

disadvantage. For example, households in New Zealander living on a low income (community service 

card holder) and who live in an uninsulated house were found to require around $400 (2011 dollars) of 

additional health services each year due to more overnight stays in hospital and higher medical costs, 

such as treating asthma (Barnard et al., 2011). The total cost of hospitalisations caused by overcrowded, 

cold and damp housing in Aotearoa New Zealand has been estimated to be $36 million each year (see 

Box 7). Reducing disadvantage would mean that GPs and hospitals could focus on preventive health 

care, which would benefit everyone, instead of dealing with emergencies that arise from people 

exposed to disadvantage.  

Box 6 Improving access to transport networks helps ensure people do not miss out on the 
 services they need 

Living in a community with poor access to transport can deprive New Zealanders of the services 

they need to thrive. In New Zealand, 123,000 people (1.6% of children and 2.7% of adults) were 

unable to visit their GP when they needed to because they were unable to access transport. A lack 

of transport was a significant barrier for disabled peoples (1/9 affected), women (3.6%) and Māori 

and Pacific people (6.6%). 

Source: Fitzgerald (2012) 
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2.5 Enhanced identity and belonging (mana tuku iho) through 
greater social cohesion and trust within communities 

Enhancing community connections helps create social and neighbourhood trust, which is associated 

with higher levels of wellbeing (Helliwell and Putnam 2005). People find it harder to participate and 

connect with their community if they are living in disadvantage. A study in the UK found that social 

participation and trust in society falls with declines in income (Ferragina et al., 2017).   

Increasing social participation and community connections can improve the material living standards of 

their residents from better coordination and cooperation, such as looking after each other’s children, 

providing advice, or helping a neighbour repair a leaky tap. They can also encourage greater voluntary 

participation in and establishment of community clubs, organisations and events that support the 

community (eg, being a member of the local school fundraising committee). 

2.6 Enhanced connectedness (mana tautuutuu) through stronger 
democratic processes by giving more people a voice in 
decision making 

People living in disadvantage are less likely to exercise their rights as citizens by participating in 

democratic institutions, such as voting and having their voice heard in decision making. This means that 

decisions are more likely to reflect the values and needs of those not living in disadvantage. A New 

Zealand study identified a number of barriers that people living in low socio-economic circumstances 

faced to participating in elections by voting. These included the disruption to their usual routine (eg, 

changing work patterns that make it hard to plan their time), not enrolling because of concerns about 

the potential use of the electoral roll by debt collectors, and emotional barriers caused by feelings of 

exclusion and negative feelings against the state (Galicki, 2018).  

In New Zealand, non-voters are more likely to be unemployed or not have enough income to live on. In 

New Zealand’s 2014 general election just over one-third (35.2%) of unemployed people did not vote, 

while a fifth (19.9%) of employed people abstained from voting (Ministry of Social Development, 2016). 

Income was also associated with voter turnout in the 2014 election. Ninety one percent of people who 

reported they had enough money to meet their everyday needs voted, compared to 76 percent of 

people who did not have enough money to meet their daily needs (Stats NZ, 2018). 

Box 7 Overcrowded, cold, damp and mouldy homes costs $36 million annually from 
admitting people to hospital 

In 2013/14, 10.1% of people lived in an overcrowded home, 21.2% of people reported living in a 
cold home and 31.8% reported living in a damp and mouldy home in Aotearoa New Zealand. It is 
estimated that between 2010 and 2017, 5,666 patients were admitted annually to hospital with 
health conditions attributable to household overcrowding, cold and damp or mould. Over a year, 
these patients accounted for 6,276 hospitalisations, 36,649 nights in hospital, at a cost of nearly 
$36 million. 

These estimates only account for the direct costs of being treated in hospital and exclude costs of 

visiting a GP or getting a prescription. They also exclude costs associated with missing work or 

school. These costs are likely to be substantial as shown by the diabetes example in Box 3. 

Source: Riggs et al. (2021) 
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