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Office of the Minister for Social Development and Employment
Cabinet Social Wellbeing Committee

Employment Strategy: October 2021 Report Back
Proposal
1. This paper provides a progress update on the Employment Strategy and the seven
population-focused employment action plans over the last six months.

Relation to government priorities
2. The all-of-government Employment Strategy (the Strategy) and employment action plans
contribute to the government’s vision for a productive, sustainable and inclusive
economy. The Strategy supports and guides a number of other key pieces of work that
support the labour market including the Employment, Education and Training (EET) work
programme, the review of Active Labour Market Policies and the Better Later Life: He
Oranga Kaumātua Strategy.

Executive summary
3. The Strategy, released in August 2019, continues to operate as the overarching
framework for the Government’s labour market priorities. It provides for a suite of
population-focused employment action plans to improve the employment outcomes of
those most disadvantaged in the labour market.
4. This is the regular six-monthly report back on the Employment Strategy and the progress
of the seven employment action plans
5. The labour market has held up better than was expected this time last year and the
labour market was in a relatively strong position going into the most recent alert level
four lockdown. Labour market indicators for the June 2021 quarter have remained
strong, with unemployment, employment, underutilisation and participation rates
returning to pre-COVID-19 levels. Government support will also help to minimise the
economic impact of this resurgence on firms and support the retention of staff, especially
in the Auckland region.
6. Two employment action plans have been released, and most of the employment action
plans in development are nearing the point of being finalised. Work has begun to identify
actions common across the plans to better align agency work programmes, avoid
duplication of actions and help guide the Government’s labour market priorities.
7. A progress update on each of the employment action plans and their upcoming
milestones is provided in Annex One.
8. An overview of wider employment initiatives that support the objectives of the
Employment Strategy is provided in Annex Two.
9. As the development of the employment action plans comes to completion over the next
six months, I propose changes to how the Employment Strategy and action plans are
reported to Cabinet.
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Background
10. The Strategy was released in August 2019 and sets out the overarching framework for
the Government’s labour market priorities. The Strategy has five key objectives:
•

Building a skilled workforce that meets business needs and engages in lifelong
learning.

•

Supporting provincial New Zealand and industries to be successful.

•

Working with industry to ensure workplaces are modern and provide decent
work for a decent wage.

•

Responding to the changing nature of work in an equitable way.

•

Supporting a more inclusive labour market.

11. There are seven population-focused employment action plans supporting the Strategy
that seek to improve the employment outcomes of those most disadvantaged in the
labour market. The seven employment action plans are:
a. the Youth Employment Action Plan (YEAP)
b. the Older Workers Employment Action Plan (OWEAP)
c. the Māori Employment Action Plan (MEAP)
d. the Pacific Employment Action Plan (PEAP)
e. the Women’s Employment Action Plan (WEAP)
f.

the Working Matters Disability Employment Action Plan (DEAP)

g. the Former Refugees, Recent Migrants and Ethnic Communities Employment
Action Plan (FRRMEC EAP)
12. As part of my last report-back in March 2021, I invited the lead Ministers for each of the
employment action plans to develop a formal monitoring and evaluation approach for
their action plans and to include actions explicitly supporting outcomes for women. I am
reporting back on the progress of these in this paper [SWC-21-MIN-0022 refers].

Broad labour market update
13. The labour market has held up better than expected at this time last year, and most
of the key measures had returned to around pre-COVID-19 levels in June 2021. The
labour market is in a relatively strong position going into the most recent alert level four
lockdown in August 2021.
14. Government support will also help to minimise the economic impact of this resurgence
on firms and support the retention of staff, especially in the Auckland region.
15. Although the labour market was relatively strong prior to entering the recent lockdown,
our economic recovery has been uneven across sectors and industries, and long-term
disadvantages for vulnerable groups remain.
a. The underutilisation rate fell to 10.5 per cent, down from 12.1 per cent last
quarter (and compared to 11.1 per cent in June 2019), with decreases in
underemployment (down 16,000 people), unemployment (down 17,000 people)
and the potential labour force (down 15,000 people).
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b. The unemployment rate fell to 4.0 per cent, down from 4.6 per cent last
quarter (compared to 4.1 per cent in June 2019). The unemployment rate for
men fell more (down to 3.8 per cent) than for women (down to 4.3 per cent);
both were at 4.6 per cent last quarter. Unemployment has dropped further than
benefits have declined since COVID-19, which may reflect changes in the
income support system making it easier for people to receive financial
assistance while working part-time.
c. Employment grew by 28,000 people over the quarter, with the number of
people employed increasing by 14,000 for both men and women.
d. The number of young workers not in employment, education or training
(NEET) has fallen, with the NEET rate dropping to 10.8 per cent (down from
11.8 per cent in June 2020 and compared to 11.1 per cent in June 2019). Over
the year, there has been a strong increase in the number of youth both
employed and in education (up 15,000 to 144,400 people).
e. Although the reported unemployment and employment rates for Māori has
returned to approximately pre-COVID-19 levels, they remain worse than
unemployment and employment rates for the wider population. The only
statistically different change for Māori in the June 2021 quarter was employment
for wāhine Māori (an increase from 13,900 to 185,700 people).
f.

Although there have been some improvements for Pacific Peoples
unemployment and employment rates, they are not statistically different and
cannot indicate long-term trends. The gap between Pacific Peoples and New
Zealand Europeans persists.

g. Poorer labour market outcomes for disabled people continue to persist. The
gap in unemployment and employment rates between disabled people and nondisabled people has remained roughly the same since June 2017.
16. Official measures point to a tight labour market. However, many people are still looking
for work, despite firms reporting difficulties in finding workers. It is likely that there are
many more individuals looking for work than the official measure of underutilisation
suggests. This could be due to a mismatch in the jobs available, their location, the
skillset of people looking for work, variation in job growth across industries, and the
expectations of employers (eg. holding out for workers with more experience or who are
prepared to work for lower wages). Wages also do not appear to be responding to labour
and skill shortages to any great degree so far.
17. It is unclear how the recent August 2021 alert level 4 lockdown and resulting uncertainty
will affect jobs and vulnerable groups in the long-term.

The Employment Strategy provides an overarching framework for the
Government’s labour market priorities
18. The Strategy continues to operate as an overarching framework for the Government’s
labour market priorities. This includes assessing how we are achieving the Strategy’s
five key objectives through the employment action plans and the broader labour market
initiatives and systems.
19. The Strategy supports and guides a number of other key pieces of work that support the
labour market, including the Employment, Education and Training (EET) work
programme, the review of Active Labour Market Policies, and the development and
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implementation of the Better Later Life: He Oranga Kaumātua Strategy. An overview of
how employment initiatives across Government align with the Employment Strategy
objectives is attached in Annex Two.
20. The Strategy seeks to address both supply issues (through the objectives of Building a
skilled workforce that meets business needs and engages in lifelong learning and
Supporting provincial New Zealand and industries to be successful) and demand issues
(through the objectives of Responding to the changing nature of work in an equitable
way and Supporting a more inclusive labour market). Some of the initiatives that seek to
support industries and employers with labour market issues are the Industry
Transformation Plans, Workforce Development Councils and the work being undertaken
by the Regional Skills Leadership Groups on developing Regional Workforce
Development Plans.
21. Each of the employment action plans is expected to support all the objectives of the
Employment Strategy. Each has considered the role of employers and sectors when
developing their actions, and engaged with business where appropriate. One example is
in the DEAP, which includes an action to partner with industry to improve work
opportunities for disabled people and people with health conditions.
22. A number of the employment action plans that have been in development are now
reaching the point where they are starting to be finalised. An overview of the progress of
the seven employment action plans is attached in Annex One.
23. The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) has oversight across the
seven employment action plans, and has begun work with all of the agency leads to
identify opportunities to work together on common actions across the plans. This will
provide for better alignment of agency work programmes, avoid duplication of actions
and can help guide the Government’s labour market priorities.
24. Going forward, agencies will continue to work on implementing the actions/activities
within the plans and monitoring the progress and success of those actions. The
objectives of the Employment Strategy remain sound as a framework for the
Government’s labour market priorities. However, there may be a need to future refresh of
the Strategy to ensure all objectives of the Strategy are being addressed sufficiently in
the current environment. Officials will provide me with advice on this and further details
will be provided in the next six-monthly report back.
25. I have also considered how the Employment Strategy and employment action plans are
reported on in the future. Over the next six months, all of the employment action plans
are expected to be completed.
26. I propose that report backs:
a. to Cabinet on the Employment Strategy change to a yearly (rather than six
monthly), and
b. on the progression of implementation of the individual employment action plans,
will be to the Employment, Education and Training Ministers Group.

Monitoring and evaluation updates are to be developed for published action
plans
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27. In January 2021, I invited lead Ministers for each of the employment action plans to
continue to monitor and evaluate the plans as they are developed. This will support the
six monthly Cabinet update.
28. Formal monitoring and evaluation will include, but is not confined to, a dashboard to
provide insights into the progress and the effectiveness of the plan’s actions. These have
been completed for the two existing employment action plans, and as the other action
plans are completed, these will also be brought back to Cabinet.
29. Officials are working across government to coordinate their approaches in monitoring
and measuring the successes of the actions across the plans to ensure consistency of
data and measurements.

Update on the employment action plans
Youth Employment Action Plan
30. The Youth Employment Action Plan (YEAP) was released in August 2019. Initial actions
are being progressed across the YEAP’s three themes: improving young people’s
building blocks for success, supporting young people to make good transitions, and
helping young people overcome barriers to employment.
31. Over the last six months, of the 28 examples of initiatives the action plan aimed to
undertake to achieve its actions:
•

15 have been completed (eg. action has been implemented or is ongoing),

•

10 are in development and underway (eg. action has begun or is being
developed), and

•

3 are yet to begin development (eg. action has been delayed or reprioritised).

Monitoring and evaluation
32. The first monitoring and evaluation dashboard for the Youth Employment Action Plan
has been developed and is attached in Annex Three. This will be updated and provided
to Cabinet as part of the six-monthly updates on the Employment Strategy.
33. As officials continue to progress and monitor the actions currently in the YEAP, work
across Government such as the review of active labour market policies and the
development of the cross-agency Long-term Insights Briefing on Youth at Risk of Limited
Employment will also work towards improving the labour market outcomes for young
people.
Actions to support women

35. Actions in the YEAP will continue to be monitored and evaluated to ensure they are
achieving their objectives. Officials will continue to coordinate across employment action
plans to ensure intersectional needs for groups of young people, eg. Māori and Pacific
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Population implications
70. The Employment Strategy and all the employment action plans highlight the need to
improve population groups’ employment and wage outcomes. Ensuring the labour
market is inclusive to all New Zealanders is a key objective of the Employment Strategy.
71. The action plans continue to be developed in partnership and collaboration with the
communities they are designed to support. Consultation is key to the development and
implementation of the action plans if they are to be meaningful and aspirational.
Partnership is specifically essential in relation to Māori, in order to uphold and strengthen
the Māori Crown relationship.

Human Rights
72. The proposals in this paper are consistent with the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990
and the Human Rights Act 1993.

Consultation
73. The following agencies have been consulted on this paper: Ministry for Business,
Innovation and Employment, Ministry of Social Development, Ministry of Education,
Ministry for Health, Oranga Tamariki, Office for Seniors, Ministry for Women, Te Puni
Kōkiri, Ministry for Pacific Peoples, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (Policy
Advisory Group), Tertiary Education Commission, Ministry of Youth Development,
Ministry for Ethnic Communities, and the Treasury.

Proactive release
74. I intend to release this Cabinet paper on the Ministry of Business, Innovation and
Employment website.

Recommendations
The Minister for Social Development and Employment recommends that the Committee:
1

note that on 5 August 2019 Cabinet invited the Minister of Employment to report to
SWC at six monthly intervals on the progress of the Employment Strategy and
employment action plans [CAB-19-MIN-0385 refers];

2

note that officials are working across agencies to coordinate where there are actions
in common across the employment action plans, which will improve coordination and
reduce the risk of duplication;

3

agree to change reporting to Cabinet on the Employment Strategy to a yearly basis

4

note that the employment action plans will now report back to the Employment,
Education and Training Ministers Group

5

agree that Ministers responsible for employment action plans are expected to
consider how they will include actions targeted towards supporting women in the
labour market;

6

note that Ministers responsible for employment action plans are expected to consider
how they will continue to monitor and evaluate the plans as they are developed,
providing insight into their progress and effectiveness of their actions:
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•

The Youth Employment Action Plan has developed its first monitoring
dashboard;

•

The Working Matters Disability Employment Action Plan will provide its
second monitoring dashboard to Employment, Education and Training
Ministers in October 2021;

•

Once the other five action plans are finalised and actions begin to be
implemented, monitoring and evaluation frameworks will be developed.

7

note the progress on each employment action plan, set out in Annex One;

8

note the overview and progress of the wider employment initiatives that align with the
Employment Strategy, set out in Annex Two;

9

note that the first monitoring and evaluation dashboard for the Youth Employment
Action Plan is attached in Annex Three.

Authorised for lodgement

Hon Carmel Sepuloni
Minister for Social Development and Employment
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Annexes
Annex One: Progress on each employment action plan
Annex Two: Initiatives across government that align with the Employment Strategy
objectives
Annex Three: Monitoring and evaluation dashboard for the Youth Employment Action Plan
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