About the topics

Priceshifting – three stories based on the Food Price Index and the Consumers Price Index:
· What food costs
· Of lettuces and strawberries and things
· What we buy

Goings and comings – three stories about international travel, based on short-term arrivals and departures information: 
· Summer travel
· Where are we going? 
· Why are they coming?

Understanding stats – three stories about drawing conclusions from statistics:
· But what’s the margin of error?
· A majority of whom?
· Unpack those averages
· Compared with what?

Being happy helping out – one story about information from the General Social Survey.

Down and up on the farm – one story about people, sheep and cattle numbers. 



About Statistics New Zealand 

Statistics New Zealand is New Zealand's national statistical office. 

As the country's major source of official statistics, Statistics New Zealand leads the collection and publicising of key information on nearly everything, such as: the competitiveness of New Zealand businesses, energy use, agriculture, water resources, retail figures, tourism, our incomes, inflation, and who New Zealanders are. 

Every year Statistics New Zealand collects more than 60 million pieces of information and works closely with researchers, other government agencies and overseas experts. The agency conducts the five-yearly population census, providing a snapshot of New Zealand, but it also conducts many other surveys (such as the General Social Survey) and uses much existing data such as GST data, international arrival and departure cards and Customs records. 

Accurate and relevant statistics influence public policy, where companies locate, where our schools and hospitals are, and how our economy is viewed by the world.

Information Centre: 0508 525 525
www.stats.govt.nz. 





Priceshifting 

1	What food costs
It paid to make your own New Year’s Day lunch this year. 

Unless your tastes have changed, your summer lunches should cost about the same as they did last year. If you serve lots of fruit and vegetables, they might cost less. If you have takeaways or eat out, you will pay a little more. At least, that’s what Statistics NZ’s most recent Food Price Index tells us.

The Food Price Index tracks changes in our food prices and it’s based on what you actually pay. Every month, Statistics NZ sends staff into the national marketplace to gather prices. Fresh fruit and vegetables prices fluctuate more often, so they are gathered every week. 

Data collectors call at about 650 retail outlets in fifteen towns and cities. As well as supermarkets, they visit service stations, dairies, local grocery stores, butchers, fish shops and greengrocers. They include one supermarket from each chain in each region, except Auckland, where two supermarkets from each chain are used.

The monthly Food Price Index does not actually report on prices – it looks at how prices shift from month to month and year to year. So it’s important to collect the prices of a similar “basket” of food each month. 

The current basket contains 154 items. It includes fruit and vegetables, meat, poultry and fish, coffee, tea, soft drinks and other beverages, restaurant meals and takeaways, and “grocery” food - bread and cereals, milk, cheese and eggs, oils and fats, additives and condiments, confectionery, nuts and snacks. Each type of food is given a weighting to reflect how much we spend on what.
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(THE ABOVE CHART IN TEXT: About $21 of every $100 spent by households on food is spent on eating out or takeaways. About $17 of every $100 spent on food is on meat, poultry and fish, and about $14 is on fruit and vegetables. Non-alcoholic beverages such as coffee, soft drinks and fruit juice account for $10, and the remaining $38 is spent on grocery food.)


Fruit and vegetables pose a seasonal challenge, so the basket can’t be too specific. It includes broad categories like stone-fruit (eg nectarines), berries (eg strawberries) and brassicas (eg broccoli and cabbage).

How do Statistics NZ analysts decide what goes into the basket? They don’t really. Consumers decide.

The basket contains items that reflect consumer behaviour, based on an analysis of the food households actually buy. The main source is the three-yearly Household Economic Survey. Data from this detailed, face-to-face survey of 2,600 household is supplemented by information from food manufacturers and distributors, and supermarket scan data. 

As our tastes, lifestyles and incomes change, we change what we eat. New products also affect our food choices. So the contents of the Food Price Index basket change too. 

In 2008, the country was stunned to hear that saveloys were no longer in the basket. The fact is we eat more bacon, sausages, luncheon sausage, and salami than saveloys – even if you include cocktail sausages (or even cheerios) – so those items better represent what we eat in the prepared meats and small goods category. 

But there’s more. We spend only a little more on saveloys than we do on liverwurst and pate. Bon appétit.


Priceshifting 

2	Of lettuces and strawberries and things
Statisticians are not particularly noted for their vegetarian inclinations, but they do exhibit an appetite for fruit and vegetables. They find lettuces especially fascinating. 

The Food Price Index works on the basis of price per kilogram. This is simple enough for oranges and apples because retailers sell them by the kilogram. But when items are priced as so many dollars “each”, Statistics NZ has to calculate a per-kilo price. So the food price collectors weigh pineapples and heads of broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower ...and lettuce.

In season, we tend to expect vegetables to be plentiful and of good quality. This is true for lettuces across our warmer months – from October to March they have weighty heads. And they are also at their cheapest. In fact, the bigger the head, the less you are likely to pay for a lettuce.

Conversely, when lettuces are smaller, you’d expect the price to be lower. But no. The smaller the head, the more you pay for it. It seems that a double whammy applies to lettuces – as their heads shrink, their price expands. 

Statisticians also observe that there seems to be more out-of-season fruit in our shops these days. They know this because of statistical “non-use”. If collectors can’t find enough of any one item on their weekly visits to retailers, that item can’t be included in the month’s Food Price Index. The price is not used. Non-use gives Statistics NZ gets a good picture of what’s on offer, or not. 

For example, nectarines used to be off the list for five months – now it’s only two months. Strawberries used to be unavailable between March and August – but there are now plenty on the shelves in every month apart from May and June.

So if you follow the expert chefs’ advice and base your meals on fresh produce, it’s becoming more likely you can serve almost anything – even lettuces.



Priceshifting 

3	What we buy
In recent years, about one sixth of our household spending has been on food. But what about the other five-sixths? What’s in the Consumers Price Index (CPI) provides an interesting snapshot.

The CPI measures changes in the price of goods and services purchased by households. The range of goods and services included in the CPI was reviewed in 2008. The changes to the list reflect our changing priorities, tastes, lifestyles and incomes, but also what’s on the market and how much it costs.

For example, many of the items added in 2008 reflect advances in technology - or cheaper access to technology – but also factors like environmental sustainability. Out went solid fuel burners and in came heat pumps. Brooms, and bleach don’t figure any more, but automatic dishwashing powder does. Calculators, video tapes, photographic film, DVD/VCR combination players and vehicle seat covers were removed. 

It’s not that people don’t buy these things. It’s just that they now form a smaller portion of what households spend money on.

In their place came in-car satellite navigation units, free-to-air digital television receivers, digital-music downloads, and recordable DVD’s.

Other changes had less to do with technology and more to do with our behaviours. We buy more cut flowers and fewer rose bushes, do more ten-pin bowling, and hire more people to mow our lawns, clean our homes, and take our rubbish away. And we buy stuff at auctions, especially online. 

The CPI contains 11 categories – food, alcoholic beverages and tobacco, clothing and footwear, housing and household utilities, household contents and services, health, transport, communication, recreation and culture, education, and miscellaneous goods and services. 

The actual items priced for the CPI represent spending in each category. Some of the 2008 changes were direct replacements within categories. Computer printer paper replaced writing paper. Brandy made way for vodka. Casserole dishes no longer figure but there’s still glassware, tableware and cookware in the household contents basket. Cathode ray tube television sets are gone because the range is now covered by LCD and plasma display sets.

Statistically speaking, a “household” is a group of people who share a private dwelling for more than three nights a week, share food or contribute directly to its cost. This excludes people in homes for the elderly, hostels, prisons and the armed forces, but includes most flatting arrangements.

You’re part of a household if you have some influence on household spending, even if it’s just by grumbling about putting out the rubbish, mowing the lawns or what’s for dinner tonight.




Goings and comings

1	Summer travel
New Zealanders seem to have an annual urge to keep in touch, regardless of distance. If 2009 was anything like 2008, about 200,000 Kiwis were coming or going during December.

A total of 122,500 residents left the country in the last two weeks of 2008. On a typical December day, more than 100,000 residents were overseas. 

But those absences were more than made up for by visitors. On a typical day there were more than 150,000 of them. The peak came the day after Boxing Day - our summer sales and beaches were tempting almost a quarter of a million visitors.

In the second half of December 2008, more than 208,000 people arrived here, and a quarter of them were New Zealand-born. The daily average for arrivals was almost twice that for the rest of the year. 

The peak came on the Saturday before Christmas, when 16,600 turned up. That day must have been chaos in international airport lounges – 10,000 New Zealand residents were also going the other way. 

As you’d expect, the most common reason for coming or going was to visit friends or family. But who was visiting whom? The average age of travellers was mid-thirties, lower than at other times in the year – but more were under 30. Luggage must have been bulging with presents for nieces and nephews. 

Perhaps the most dramatic statistic is for New Year’s Day 2008 - the country was lighter by about 178,000 residents. It’s as if most of the residents of Wellington City or the North Shore had shipped out.

(Statistics are for short-term visitor arrivals and New Zealand residents going overseas for less than 12 months, in the 17 days up to and including 28 December 2008.)


Goings and comings

2	Where are we going?
In 2009 we made fewer overseas trips than in the previous years, but numbers going to Australia dropped only a little and we’re still travelling more than we did in 2006. 

New Zealanders make almost two million overseas trips every year, twice as many as in 1995. Half of our trips are to Australia. 

Numbers leaving for the Pacific are up a little on two years ago - the Pacific attracts almost the same number of Kiwis as the whole of Asia. The most significant increase isn’t surprising – in the month following the September tsunami, departures for Samoa leapt by 1200.

Fewer of us left for Europe and most Asian countries. In fact, India is the only Asian destination steadily attracting more New Zealand visitors – numbers going there have doubled in the last five years.

Only one in 12 New Zealand travellers headed for Europe. In 2009, numbers were 20,000 down on two years ago. 

The United Kingdom is still our top European destination, but those numbers are falling steadily. One out of every five New Zealanders who go to Europe now prefer France, Germany or Italy. 

Those going to Germany are most likely to be visiting friends and relatives, while most going to France and Italy tick Holiday/Vacation on their departure cards, but perhaps they’re thinking of food and wine or rugby!

(Statistics are for short-term departures – New Zealand residents going overseas for less than 12 months – to October 2009.)


Goings and comings

3	Why are they coming?
When a planeload of 300 travellers stumble blearily from Customs into the international lounge, about 150 of them are starting their New Zealand holiday. 

A hundred will be greeted by friends and relatives - depending on how it goes they could be on holiday too. The other 50 left home denying they were off to New Zealand for a holiday - they are here for business, conferences or education. The 20 or so who look unreasonably refreshed were probably lying down in Business Premier class most of the way.

Of course, it depends on where the passengers normally live. If they are from the United Kingdom, almost all will be here for a holiday and/or visiting friends or relatives. If they are from Australia, one in eight will be here on business and the rest will be evenly split between holidays and visiting friends and relatives. 

If they are from China, two-thirds will be here on holiday. Maybe that explains why numbers coming from China fluctuate more than for most countries. Fewer came during the 2003 SARS outbreak, after the 2008 Sichuan earthquake and around the Beijing Olympic Games. 

The reasons for other trends are open to speculation. Why did numbers from both Japan and the Republic of Korea fall by almost the same number - 32,000? Why did 3,000 more come from both French Polynesia and New Caledonia? Were they trying to console us for the fact that 3,500 fewer were coming from Ireland?

(Statistics are for short-term visitor arrivals – to October 2009.)




Understanding stats

1	But what’s the margin of error?
No matter how often we deny it, results from political polls make irresistible reading. But the most important information is often in the last line of the story – if you’re lucky.

A survey in November reported “little change in the ratings for the two large political parties”. News bulletins told us support for National was “down 1 point” and support for Labour was “down 2 points”. But the Greens got “a significant three-point boost”. 

But the last line of the report read: “The poll of 1000 voters had a margin of error of 3.1 percent.” Which means the poll did not confidently indicate any change at all, even for the Greens.

So what is a ‘margin of error’? It’s a measure of how accurately the results of a poll reflect the views of the whole ‘population’. In a political poll, the whole “population” means all potential voters. The margin of error tells you how confident you should be about drawing conclusions from the results.

For example, let’s say Party A is supported by 50 percent of those polled. If the margin of error is 3 percent, you can be 95 percent confident that the true value of Party A’s support is somewhere between 53 percent and 47 percent. 

Let’s say Party B had 47 percent support. The true value of their support is somewhere between 50 percent and 44 percent. 

The bands for Party A and Party B overlap. What we’ve got is a ‘statistical dead heat’ – we can’t separate the parties with much confidence. In fact, they could both be on 50 percent. 

If we look at the extremes, there’s a good chance that Party A could be rating as high as 53 percent and Party B as low as 44 percent - so Party A could be as much as 9 points ahead. But it could also be 3 points behind. We just can’t tell for sure.

It generally takes a sample of just over 1,000 to get a margin of error of about three percent. You can increase the margin of error by polling more people, but the more you poll, the more it costs. And to reduce the margin of error a little bit, you have to increase the number of people polled by a lot.

If a poll doesn’t declare its margin of error, be very careful about drawing conclusions from the results. It could be like deciding the winner of a close horse race from a grainy photograph.


Understanding stats

2	A majority of whom?
Opinion pollsters love to be able to report that “a majority” supported or opposed something. But what about the ones who didn’t care either way? 

Take a survey that asked “Do you think lettuce is good for your health?”. 

Let’s say you ask 100 people and 45 say “yes” and 35 say “no”. The other 20 apparently didn’t know, didn’t care, didn’t want to be bothered by a surveyor, or asked something awkward like “What variety of lettuce?”. 

How do you report results from this survey? The 45 who said ‘yes’ make up 56 percent of the 80 people who had an opinion. So on the surface, especially if you are promoting the health benefits of lettuces, you could conclude “most people think lettuce good for their health”. 

But shouldn't you include those whose opinion you don’t know about? That would mean only 45 percent think lettuce good is for their health. You have not proved that “most people think lettuce good for their health”. 


Understanding stats

3	Unpack those averages
Then there’s the story about the man with his head in the oven and his legs in the freezer. He reckoned he’d be fine - his average temperature was about normal.

Just before Christmas, we heard there was “no overall change in average weekly expenditure on housing” in the year to June 2009. This would have come as a surprise to many who were renting, but also to many with mortgages.

They needed to read on. It cost more to rent but less to pay off a mortgage. Rents were up 8.1 percent but mortgage payments were down (mortgage principal repayments were down 7.1 percent and interest payments were down 2.8 percent). It was the old averages trick – some numbers go up and some go down, but the average stays the same. 

At the same time we heard average household income was up 5.6 percent. That would have surprised lots of people too. 

Of course, you don’t need an increase across the board to increase an average. If some earners get an increase and some don’t, the average will go up. If lots of well paid people lose their jobs and others don’t, the average will go down, and vice-versa.

In fact, fewer people received a wage or salary in the year to June 2009. There was more total money earned (up by 8.2 percent), but it was shared across slightly fewer people (down 1 percent). Also, there were fewer people in the lower income brackets (below $44,300) and more in the higher income brackets. 

Some people had a wage increase, some would have had no increase, and others dropped out altogether, so the average income increased.



Understanding stats

4	Compared with what?
The price of food fell in November 2009. Food prices were down for the fourth month in a row. That hadn’t happened since 2004. So why were you not dancing in the confectionary aisle? Maybe you know about the folly of short-term comparisons. 

But food prices were only 0.9 percent higher than a year before. That was the smallest annual increase since 2005. Surely that was good news? 

Maybe you remember that the latest prices were still 11.4 percent higher than they were two years ago. If anything is up or down, always ask “Compared with what?”.

People who watch their weight know about comparisons. Losing five kilograms last month sounds great - you can congratulate yourself. But you should also face the facts - you are still 15 kilos heavier than you were a year ago. 


Being happy helping out

Unlike the Kingdom of Bhutan we do not have a measure for happiness. But we are world leading in providing a range of social measures that provide a richer view of New Zealand and its people. 

One of these measures is the General Social Survey.  Statistics NZ’s field staff interviewed more than 8,700 people between April 2008 and March 2009. 

Results showed that 86 percent of people were satisfied or very satisfied with their lives overall.  This result is broadly comparable with other countries, including Canada, the United Kingdom and Australia.

Over 90 percent of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that New Zealand should be a society where people can have different values and ways of living, although one in 10 said they had been discriminated against in the past year.
 
Our contentment is supplemented by our enjoyment in doing voluntary work. Two thirds of the men and women interviewed had participated in some form of voluntary work at least once in the month prior to the survey.  

Volunteering seems to be good for volunteers as well as for those they help. People who had done volunteer work expressed slightly higher levels of life satisfaction (89.5 percent) compared to those who hadn’t (84.2 percent). 

Women were more likely than the men to have done unpaid work. They did it at least once a week, while men were more likely to have done so only once four weeks. Part of the difference could be because the definition of “volunteering” included helping out with organised child care.
 
Overall, 80 percent said they had adequate money to meet their everyday needs, including accommodation, food, clothing and other necessities.

And what do they not like? The most common neighbourhood problem was noise or vibration. 

For more detailed information about GSS visit www.stats.govt.nz/gss


Down and up on the farm

Let the sheep jokes end! The people are catching up. There are now fewer than eight sheep to every New Zealander. This is a far cry from the good old days when one of the few things foreigners knew about New Zealand was the sheep-to-people ratio. 

Sheep numbers are well below their peak of over 70 million in the early 1980’s, when there were 21 sheep to every person. They are now at their lowest level since 1950. Despite increases in lambing percentages, including more twins and triplets, the national flock is down to 34.1 million, evenly split between the North and South Islands. The largest sheep population is still in Canterbury, closely followed by Manawatu-Wanganui.

Between 2007 and 2008 sheep numbers decreased by 11 percent, the largest fall recorded since numbers peaked in 1982. In recent years, drought, market conditions and competing land uses played a significant role. 

As most New Zealanders who venture out of the city have noticed, dozens of farms have converted to dairy. There are now more than 5.6 million dairy cattle in the national herd. With 1.7 million cows, Waikato has the largest number, followed by Canterbury with 830,000, almost 300,000 more than in 2002. 

Beef cattle numbers are slightly down on recent years. The national beef herd as been between 4 and 5 million over the last 25 years and is now at 4.1 million.

In total, there are more than twice as many cattle in New Zealand than people. Someone somewhere must be revising the jokes.

For more information visit www.stats.govt.nz/agriculture production
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