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PREFACE 

On 23 September 2019, the 2018 Census data was released, six weeks 

after the Government Statistician and Chief Executive of Stats NZ resigned 

following the release of the report of the Independent Review of the 2018 

Census, and 11 months after the original data release was planned to occur. 

The fallout from the 2018 Census was unprecedented. It was front-page 

news, reflecting the significant role the census has in New Zealanders’ 

everyday lives.   

The pressure on Stats NZ to successfully deliver the next census is greater 

than ever. It is eager to rise to the challenge ahead, to demonstrate it is a 

safe pair of hands, and to deliver on its role as Aotearoa’s independent data 

leader and expert. 

The 2018 Census serves as a very clear reminder that each census requires 

careful planning and skilful execution. Planning needs to allow for 

unexpected challenges, and Stats NZ must be able to adapt and respond to 

them.  

The Independent Review considered the design, implementation, and 

operation of the 2018 Census, and found the 34th census had involved 

significant change from its predecessor in 2013. Although the design was 

fundamentally sound, the execution of it was flawed. 

The lessons from the 2018 Census have been fundamental in shaping this 

Business Case, which aims to identify an achievable design for the next 

census, and the capability and capacity needed to deliver it.  

To realise the benefits of the next census, it is 

imperative that a rich, high-quality dataset is produced 

The next census needs to regain the trust and confidence of all New 

Zealanders, making it easy for everyone to participate, and deliver on the 

needs of Māori.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The purpose of the Business Case is to support a budget bid to the 

Minister of Finance for Budget 2020 for a multi-year appropriation to 

deliver the next census.  

The data the census collects is the lifeblood of public- 

and private-sector decision-making 

Census data is used by central and local government, businesses, Treaty 

partners and community organisations to make important decisions.  

The data the census produces describe the wellbeing of small populations and 

those living in deprivation – groups that often have the poorest outcomes and 

are of high policy interest to government. This capture of rich data about 

communities throughout Aotearoa is unique to the census. The census is also 

a vital and comprehensive source of data on iwi affiliation, the state of te reo 

Māori, Māori descent, and Māori ethnicity. 

An independent valuation of the use of census data estimated that for every 

$1 invested in the census, at least $5 is generated in the economy. For Māori, 

the return on investment is even higher, at $8.  

Stats NZ has embarked on a Census Transformation 

Strategy that sets a course away from a traditional full field 

enumeration census to one based mainly on administrative 

data1  

Realising this vision will mean that, in the future, customers have access to 

high-quality data, the data is updated more frequently, and the burden on 

New Zealanders to complete the census questionnaire will reduce.   

 
1  Administrative data refers to records that are collected mainly for operational rather than statistical 

purposes but that are then used to produce official statistics. 

The Strategy recognises that a full field enumeration 

will still be needed in the medium term 

The 2018 Census demonstrated that Stats NZ is getting closer to being able 

to use administrative data to meet the core needs of the census – for 

example, redrawing electorate boundaries and determining funding 

allocations for district health boards (DHBs).  

However, it also showed that reliable administrative data is not yet available 

for some important population characteristics such as iwi affiliation and 

family and household structure. In the medium term, a full field enumeration 

is still needed, as part of a combined methodology census model that also 

uses administrative data to fill data gaps. 

That combined methodology model enables Stats NZ to respond to the 

increasing difficulty of collecting data directly from the whole population, 

while taking advantage of the greater availability of administrative data and 

new technologies. 

While a large proportion of the population needs little support to complete 

the census, there is a growing segment that is hard to count. For this group, 

Stats NZ currently visits homes up to 10 times to achieve high enough 

response rates in its household surveys, compared to up to 3 times in the 

2006 Census.  
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Participation in New Zealand censuses has gradually 

declined since 1996, with a big drop in 2018  

Between the 1996 and 2018 Censuses, overall response rates declined from 

95.6% to 83.3%. Of even greater concern has been the steeper drop in 

response rates for population sub-groups such as Māori whose outcomes 

are often poorer than for many other New Zealanders. Between 2006 and 

2018, response rates for Māori and Pasifika declined from 93% and 92% 

respectively to 68% and 65%. Youth response rates dropped from 92% to 

75%. 

Low response rates limit Stats NZ’s ability to produce rich data about the 

wellbeing of groups that are of high policy interest and its ability to provide 

statistical counts of iwi. Declining response rates are not an inevitability, 

however. By making significant investments, other countries have been able 

to improve their census response rates. For example, by more than doubling 

the census budget from £211 to £484 million, the 2011 England and Wales 

Census was able to significantly lift response rates for population sub-

groups and small areas from the low levels achieved in 2001.2 

Census data about hard to count groups is highly 

valued by customers and stakeholders 

It is clear from customer feedback that demand for social and population 

information has become more sophisticated. Customer requests for very 

granular data are increasing, and the rich data for groups that are hard to 

count is highly valued. Customers, including Māori and iwi, increasingly want 

to be involved in decision-making about census content and in the design 

and delivery of the census.  

Customers also want subjective data that is accurate, up to date, more 

frequent, easy to find, and more detailed, as they seek to understand the 

‘Why’ and not just the ‘What’. 

 
2  NZD403 million to NZD704 million in present value terms. 

A comprehensive process analysed a long-list of 

possible options and identified three short-listed 

approaches for further analysis 

The three short-listed approaches identified to deliver the next census sit on 

a continuum. At one end, Approach 1 is a viable ‘Do the minimum’ 

approach, with Approach 3 sitting at the other, more ambitious end. 

Approach 2 falls in between them, shown in the diagram below.  
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The ‘Do the minimum’ seeks to deliver a better outcome 

than the last census and, for this reason, costs more 

Approach 1 uses the successful parts of the 2018 Census with limited 

change to its design, changing only where needed to fix what did not work 

well and to deliver the next census in a bigger, more diverse population.  

The main change is a significant increase in field enumeration – ‘boots on 

the ground’ – to make sure that everyone has a census form before census 

day and that anyone who has not completed their form is actively followed 

up. 

The cash cost of the ‘Do the minimum’ approach is $210 million.3 The bar 

graph on the right shows how this is $61 million more than the equivalent 

cost of the 2018 Census (when adjusted for today’s dollars and population 

size). The Business Case explains the reasons for the cost difference in 

detail.  

It is important that 2018 Census costs are not used as a benchmark. That 

census produced unacceptable response rates due to field staff reductions 

that the Independent Review said were too aggressive. The cost of the 2018 

Census would have been considerably more than $126 million had enough 

field staff been used to produce acceptable response rates. Overall, the 

2018 Census was under-designed to meet its needs and hence 

underfunded. It was also built on the 2013 Census, which had to use ‘no 

change’ designs due to funding and timing constraints.    

 
3  All figures in the Executive Summary exclude a contingency unless specified. 

 
Approach 1 is Stat NZ’s bottom line 

Stats NZ will not conduct a census with a budget lower than the ‘Do the 

minimum’ approach, as this would set the country up for another failure. 

There would be a high likelihood that the unacceptable result of the 2018 

Census is repeated. 

Approaches 2 and 3 build on the ‘Do the minimum’… 

Approach 2 builds on the ‘Do the minimum’ approach by improving coverage 

and response rates for population sub-groups (similar to 2006 Census 
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levels) and manages change across multiple census cycles by testing the 

feasibility of options that might be used in future censuses after 2023. 

Approach 3 progresses the furthest along the strategic pathway. It develops 

deep-seated partnerships with Māori to co-design and deliver the next 

census and to work with Māori to grow data capability so they can use 

census data better. And while Approach 3 allows for more content change, 

the later census date presents trade-offs for customers.  

… and require more investment 

The cash cost of Approach 2 is $243 million and Approach 3 is $314 million. 

The bar graph on the right shows the main cash items (excluding 

contingency) that increase the cost of these two approaches.  

The cost of Approach 2 may seem high compared to Approach 1, but it is 

within the range of international census per capita costs. For example, the 

per capita cost of the 2016 Canadian census was $49 (compared to $46 for 

Approach 2). The per capita cost of all three approaches is less than the 

upcoming US 2020 Census ($85). 

The rising cost of a census is not unique to New Zealand. In December 

2010, the US Government Accountability Office noted that the cost of 

conducting the US census approximately doubled each decade since 1970. 

The same is also true for the England and Wales Census mentioned above. 

 

 

  

Approaches 1 and 3 both have significant 

shortcomings that outweigh their benefits 

Approach 1 does not advance Stats NZ towards its vision for the census or 

progress its commitments to partnering with Māori and iwi. It will not achieve 

very high (and equitable) response rates for Māori, Pasifika and other hard to 

count population groups and it will barely meet customer needs for rich data. 

Approach 1 involves fewer field staff and less community engagement than 
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Approaches 2 and 3 and carries a high risk of response rates being 

unacceptably low for some groups and geographic areas.  

Approach 3 holds the census in 2026, with the additional planning and 

development time used to introduce new census content and move Stats NZ 

further along its strategic pathway toward an administrative data future. 

However, the longer wait for the next census falls short of meeting the 

expectations of Treaty partners and stakeholders and the needs of customers. 

There is more uncertainty about what the future environment will be like and 

the technological changes that will be needed to conduct a successful census.  

Approach 2 is the preferred approach – it seeks to 

successfully deliver the census in 2023 while moving 

closer to the goal of a future census based mainly on 

administrative data 

Approach 2 delivers a census using a conservative and well-tested full field 

enumeration design, with administrative data used to fill gaps and support the 

design and delivery of the census.  

A large proportion of census resources will focus on the growing part of the 

population that is hard to count. This will lift response rates above 

unacceptable 2018 Census levels and produce census outputs that describe 

population groups who often have poorer outcomes than other New 

Zealanders.    

Customers, Treaty partners and stakeholders have expressed a strong 

preference for this approach because it best meets their needs. It balances 

the need to maintain the current time series of data with a desire for ever-

richer, high-quality data about small groups of the population. 

Approach 2 delivers improvements to the wider data system. Focused 

research and development for a 2028 Census will limit the amount of change 

needed over consecutive census cycles, and will provide a deeper 

understanding of ways to improve the population count and the quality and 

availability of administrative data.   

Stats NZ will grow its enterprise capability to support the increased use of 

administrative data in the production of official statistics. It will do this through 

developing a new Statistical Person Frame register and new business rules 

for its existing processing platform.  

Continuous engagement throughout the full census cycle will build longer-term 

partnerships with Treaty partners and stakeholders and help them grow their 

own data capability. 

Approach 2 delivers benefits over the short, medium and 

long terms 

Short-term benefits 

In the short term, Stats NZ will revise the official population estimates and 

projections. Electorate boundaries will be adjusted so all New Zealanders 

have equal representation in Parliament. The Ministry of Health will allocate 

funding to DHBs so health services more closely match the needs of the 

population and New Zealanders have access to appropriate levels of primary 

health care and hospital care. Economic and social researchers will generate 

robust and insightful knowledge about population groups.   

The timely release of rich census data will increase customers’ and 

stakeholders’ trust and confidence in official statistics, and help to maintain 

the international community’s trust in the New Zealand government.   

Medium-term benefits 

In the medium term, census data will be used to develop evidence-based 

policy. Delivery of essential public services like health and social housing will 

be targeted more accurately to Māori, Pasifika and other population groups 

whose outcomes are poorer than those of many other New Zealanders.  

Government and private sector will make better decisions about infrastructure 

use and investment, including for built space, three waters, roading and 

recreation assets. Businesses will better understand what their customers want, 

including services that are essential to the community (such as aged care).  Proa
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Financial risks 

There are two main financial risks for the census programme: insufficient funding to 

fully deliver the census as it was designed, and not enough funding certainty over the 

lifecycle of the census. If these risks were to eventuate, there is a greater chance the 

census will not produce an acceptable result. This is because: 

• Stats NZ could be forced to design a cheaper or smaller-scaled census model. 

Stats NZ would be unable to increase the scope of the census model later if 

additional funding becomes available.  

• There will be potentially less market competition for contracts that are tendered 

by Stats NZ for the census, and it could be more difficult for Stats NZ to enter 

into contracts with providers that span multiple financial years.  

• Stats NZ may find it harder to recruit high calibre people to the census 

programme. 

• If there are requirements to unlock funding throughout the census lifecycle, the 

census programme management team may need to divert a significant amount 

of its attention away from census planning in order to access the funding.   

Stats NZ will focus on four key change areas to successfully 

deliver the next census  

Key change 1: Keeping the focus on what matters. Stats NZ will use the 

census programme’s critical path to manage dependencies and risks and 

inform contingency planning. 

Key change 2: Creating a culture of constructive challenge. The census 

programme will nurture a culture of constructive challenge, including a willingness 

to listen and take advice from both internal and external stakeholders. 

Key change 3: Greater use of independent advice. The census 

programme will use independent advisors to bring in fresh expertise, skills 

and perspectives.  

Key change 4: Being adaptive. The census programme will build flexibility 

into the planning schedule so that it can adapt to unexpected delays and 

adverse events that occur during the census cycle. 

Procurement has an important role in the delivery of 

the next census 

Unlike some major transformational initiatives, which include one or maybe 

two technology partners, the census is characterised by there not being a 

single dominant supplier. Instead, a range of procurements are necessary 

for census success. Commercial arrangements for the census will focus on 

ensuring there is effective integration across all the suppliers and the census 

programme.  

Stats NZ will also use several procurement approaches to recruit the 

required number of field officers. Where feasible to do so, it will recruit 

officers directly. For cities and large centres, it will use large-scale providers.  

Stats NZ will appoint a panel of regionally based recruitment suppliers to 

help get enough capacity in the regions, and partner with community 

organisations to get field officers that have a deep understanding of, and are 

recognised by, the communities they will work within.
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PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE BUSINESS CASE 

Purpose  

The purpose of this Business Case is to secure the funding needed to plan 

for and deliver the next census. The Business Case will support a budget 

bid to the Minister of Finance for Budget 2020 for a multi-year 

appropriation. 

Scope  

As will be demonstrated in the Strategic Case, census information informs 

decision-making that impacts local communities and the country. The recent 

events of the 2018 Census have shown the value that customers and 

stakeholders place on the census. 

The scope of this Business Case is, therefore, not about whether an 

investment in the next census is needed – but rather how best to deliver 

the next census.  

What is out of scope of the Business Case? 

• Improvements to administrative data sources that might be used in the 

next census 

• Longer-term transformation of the census – this is being progressed as 

part of the Census Transformation programme 

• Surveys carried out after the census such as Te Kupenga and the 

Disability survey. 

Level of detail of options identified in the Business Case  

The census is a major national event that is five years in the planning. In the 

Business Case, each shortlisted approach has only been partially developed 

– significant design and planning is still needed to ready the options for 

testing and implementation. If funding approval is given, the Business Case 

will provide a platform for Stats NZ to begin the next stage of more detailed 

planning for the census. 

The Implementation Business Case 

Stats NZ and central agencies have agreed that an Implementation Business 

Case will follow this Business Case, building on the Management Case and 

providing further detail about the arrangements of the census programme. 

The scope of this Business Case covers the end-to-end process of 

the next census: 

• The timing of the next census. 

• How the next census aligns with the Chief Data Steward’s Data Strategy and 
Roadmap and with Stats NZ’s Census Transformation strategy. 

• The design of the census – including the planning phase, the collection of 
information and the dissemination of the census outputs, and the role of 
administrative data. 

• How much of the census content will need to change in order to improve the 
relevance and accuracy of census outputs, produce new outputs, and/or meet 
the needs of key customers, including Māori and hard to count groups. 

• The governance and management arrangements for the census programme, 
and the supporting systems and processes to enable a successful census. 

• The capability and capacity needed to deliver the next census, including 
personnel and ICT systems. Some of the ICT systems will serve the 
organisation in the production of other statistical data and future censuses.  

• The service delivery arrangements, including suppliers and community partners. 
This includes partnerships that will be developed with stakeholders over time.  

• The evaluation of the next census, which happens shortly after the census 
collection phase to determine the official coverage and response rates, and the 
estimate of the residential population. 

• The cost of, and funding mechanisms for the next census, including funding 
contingencies and the escalation processes for accessing contingent funding.  Proa
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Approach to developing the Business 

Case 

A list of the key documents and information sources that the Business Case 

has drawn on is provided in Appendix 2. 

Learning from experience 

Independent reviews 

The Business Case has incorporated recommendations from: 

• Gateway 0/2 review4 

• an independent quality assurance review5 

• lessons from the Independent Review of the 2018 Census6, and  

• internal reviews carried out by Stats NZ of previous censuses.  

Engaging with customers and stakeholders  

To help identify the preferred approach for the next census, Stats NZ 

engaged extensively with customers and stakeholders to understand what 

they need from the next census. This included talking with central and local 

government, Māori and iwi, Pacific peoples, representatives of people with 

disabilities and increased accessibility needs, the rainbow community, and 

migrants, including people for whom English is their second language. 

In all, 249 external stakeholders were invited to engage with Stats NZ across 

eight customer segments and 19 stakeholder sectors, including sub-

populations and geographical areas with low response rates. A total of 310 

feedback responses were received from 150 individuals and organisations. 

 
4  Gateway review report for Stats NZ: 2023 Census; November 2019. 

5  IQANZ: Independent Quality Assurance Review; 7 November 2019. 

Appendix 4 provides more information about the customer and stakeholder 

groups Stats NZ engaged with as part of developing the Business Case. 

Examining other jurisdictions  

Stats NZ has drawn widely on international best practice – for example, 

findings from an UN-sponsored initiative called the High-level Group on the 

Modernisation of Official Statistics, which was formed to share best-practice 

approaches to censuses.  

Stats NZ has discussed its proposed approach with other jurisdictions, including 

the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the UK Office for National Statistics, 

Statistics Canada and the US Census Bureau, and found that the proposed 

approach is broadly in line with those other countries. A summary of the findings 

is set out in Appendix 6. 

Looking across the New Zealand public sector 

Stats NZ has engaged with Treasury, the State Services Commission, and 

functional leaders such as New Zealand Government Procurement and 

Property (NZGPP) and the Government Chief Digital Officer (GCDO).  

Stats NZ has also met with leaders of Inland Revenue’s transformation 

programme to learn more about the type of arrangements needed in order to 

deliver large, complex programmes.  

Field operations – which involve engaging large numbers of staff on a short-

term basis to help run the census – have been discussed with the Electoral 

Commission, who engage approximately 20,000 field officers to run a 

general election. 

 

 

6  Report of the Independent Review of New Zealand’s 2018 Census, July 2019. Proa
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Key terms used in the Business Case 

Terms describing how data is gathered 

• A census gathers information from every person in a population. 

• Surveys are usually conducted on just a sample of the population.  

Terms describing types of data  

Census data or census content refers to the data collected in a census. 

Appendix 3 lists the information sought in the previous census. A summary 

of the two main types of data captured in a census is provided here: 

• Key demographic variables: The Statistics Act 1975 (section 24(1)) 

requires Stats NZ to obtain the name, age, sex and ethnicity of every 

occupant of a dwelling on census night, along with the address, 

location, number of rooms, ownership, and number of occupants of that 

dwelling. This is regardless of whether the respondent is a New 

Zealand citizen. 

• Attribute data reveals how people identify themselves as a community, 

for example:  

- the overall numbers and linked household characteristics for Māori 

based on iwi connections 

- information about the ownership and occupation of dwellings (such 

as whether they are crowded) and the quality of the housing stock 

(such as whether it is damp or has mould) 

- information about occupations and jobs, the way we work, and how 

we travel to and from work 

- relationship status and the make-up of families, including whether 

they have single parents, or are living in multiple households. 

 
7  Three census models are listed. The United Nations recognises 5 census models in total.  

• Rich data describes attributable data that is highly valued by customers 

for the insights it provides about a population or geographical area (for 

example, Māori and iwi, Pacific peoples, Asian and other smaller ethnic 

groups, young and old New Zealanders, and migrants), as well as by 

family types and occupation groups.  

• Administrative data refers to records that are collected mainly for 

operational rather than statistical purposes but that are then used to 

produce official statistics.  

• Administrative data can be held in registers – for example, Stats NZ’s 

Statistical Location Frame register, which lists the location of all 

dwellings in New Zealand. 

Types of census7 

• A full field enumeration (also referred to as a traditional census) 

collects census data by field staff going door-to-door or by online- or 

paper-based methods, or by a combination of these methods.  

• A combined methodology census model counts the population using 

a combination of full field enumeration and other surveys and 

administrative data.  

• A full register-based census uses only administrative data.  

Other terminology 

• Hard to count groups are groups in the community who are known to 

be hard to motivate to participate in the census, or to face barriers to 

participating, or to live in regions with low response rates. 

• Meshblocks are the smallest geographic unit for which statistical data 

is published. 
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THE ROLE OF THE CENSUS IN OUR EVERYDAY LIVES 

The purpose of the census is to provide an accurate 

picture of everybody who usually lives in Aotearoa 

New Zealand, including key details about their lives, 

for the long-term benefit of all New Zealanders 

In New Zealand, the Census of Population and Dwellings is one of the 

biggest peacetime projects the government undertakes.  

It is the country’s widest-reaching and longest-running questionnaire. Every 

five years since 1881, the entire population and housing stock has been 

counted – with only three exceptions: the Depression in 1931, the Second 

World War in 1941, and the deferral of the 2011 census to 2013 in response 

to the Christchurch earthquake. 

The comprehensive picture the census provides is without comparison. Its 

data gives us counts for population, households and dwellings, and 

information about family and relationships, ethnicity, and characteristics 

about our health and wellbeing. Trends can then be explored, and forecasts 

can be derived and used to plan for our future.  

Census data is available to a very granular level, down to single meshblocks 

that each cover just a few streets and approximately 80–120 people. When it 

is integrated with other information sources the true power of the census is 

unleashed.  

 

Delivering government services to improve the 

wellbeing of the people of Aotearoa 

The census directly influences the way the government regulates industries 

and delivers services to the people of Aotearoa, by providing data for 

developing evidence-based policy and informing difficult political choices.  

The census provides a unique and authoritative source of information about 

population groups whose outcomes are poorer than those of many other 

New Zealanders. Policy making for these groups across government 

agencies is stronger because of the greater precision and deeper insights 

the census data provides.  

Here are some examples: 

• More certainty for long-term decisions and investments – Census 

data is an important input into the government’s Long-Term Fiscal 

model, which informs choices about tax and expenditure policy up to a 

10 to 50-year horizon, and produces the forecast of New Zealand’s 

long-term fiscal position. The forecast is crucial to helping the public 

understand the long-term consequences of policy decisions and helping 

the government make fiscally sound decisions. 

• MSD forecasting – The census informs the Ministry of Social 

Development’s forecasting of uptake for the many forms of financial 

assistance it provides. 

• Labour market research – Census data helps MBIE with: labour 

market research into factors affecting regional supply and demand for 

selected occupations; monitoring outcomes for migrants and their 

settlement patterns; and regional labour market reporting. 
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• Deprivation index – The census forms the basis for the New Zealand 

deprivation index, which measures neighbourhood deprivation based 

on nine socio-economic variables. The index is used in a wide range of 

research and policy work to inform the way services are delivered to 

help the country’s most vulnerable people. This is used to, for example: 

- allocate funding for health services 

- assess social housing needs, now and in the future 

- estimate labour demands for the Canterbury rebuild.  

Directly shaping public health services so that resources 

are targeted more accurately towards the highest needs 

Through its role in producing official population estimates and projections, 

the census directly influences how our primary health care and hospital care 

is organised and delivered throughout the country. This means health 

services more closely match the needs of the population and that New 

Zealanders have access to appropriate levels of health care. 

Most of the annual funding for each of the country’s 20 District Health 

Boards – over $13 billion in 2019/20 – is allocated by the MoH’s Population 

Based Funding Formula and this relies heavily on census data.8 

Investing in infrastructure projects to enable thriving 

and resilient communities  

Census data allows government and the private sector to make better 

decisions about infrastructure asset use and investment, including for built 

space, three waters, roading and recreation assets. Pressure points on 

 
8  Source: Ministry of Health. 

9  Carl Bakker: Valuing the census; 2014; and, National Infrastructure Plan 2011: 

https://treasury.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2018-03/nip-jul11.pdf. Accessed November 2019. 

existing infrastructure are more accurately anticipated, and the need for costly 

fixes avoided. As a result, communities are more resilient and able to thrive. 

A Treasury report that examined the variables influencing long-term 

investments found that the census is significant in informing investment 

decisions.9 The report writers spoke with organisations that made significant 

investments in infrastructure, such as Meridian, Solid Energy, Transpower, 

Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, NZTA and some port and airport 

companies. Together, those organisations had a total of $9 billion per year in 

long-term investments. The report found that population forecasts (which are 

derived from the census data) influenced 98% of the investment decisions. 

(Other key variables affecting decisions included exchange rates, and energy 

and GDP estimates.)  

Of the organisations studied by Treasury, population 

forecasts influenced 98% of the investment decisions 

of an estimated $9 billion of capital expenditure 

Informing the delivery of education services   

Census data informs the Ministry of Education’s decisions about the number 

and size of new schools and early childhood services in the community. As a 

result, schools are more accurately resourced to meet the needs of the 

community.10 

10  For example, a 2018 Ministry of Education report states, for the period 2019–2022, 14 new schools 

are forecast to open and $332 million allocated in Budget 2018 for new teaching spaces for 7,500 

students. Source: https://www.education.govt.nz/assets/Documents/1-OIA-releases/1166366-new-

schools.pdf. Accessed November 2019. Proa
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Census data is also used to forecast school rolls for 20 years and provide a 

basis for the Ministry of Education to estimate teacher numbers and to 

forecast salaries and schools’ operational funding requirements.  

Informing social housing measures to address 

overcrowding and homelessness 

Crowding and poor-quality housing severely impacts the health of vulnerable 

populations. Census data is used to estimate the numbers and 

characteristics of people experiencing severe housing deprivation in New 

Zealand and to help forecast the demand for social housing by government 

and NGOs.11 

This information helps to identify population groups who are more likely to 

experience these issues. It also helps to assess social housing needs now 

and in the future, and to inform local and central government’s policy 

responses. Information about crowding is used by the Ministry of Health and 

DHBs to target health campaigns: for example, the 2019 measles outbreak, 

rheumatic fever and meningitis. 

Underpinning New Zealand democracy 

The census underpins the workings of democracy in our country by 

providing the population data that allows us to ensure all New Zealanders 

have equal representation in Parliament.  

Using census results, the Government Statistician first calculates the 

number of Māori and general electorates there should be, and the 

Representation Commission adjusts electorate boundaries to make sure 

each electorate has about the same number of people.12 

 
11  Alan Johnson, Philippa Howden-Chapman and Shamubeel Eaqub: A stocktake of New Zealand’s 

housing; February 2018. 

12  The Representation Commission is an independent body that includes the Government Statistician. 

As a result of population growth since 2013, there will be an extra electorate 

seat in the North Island at the 2020 election and roughly one-third of 

electorate boundaries will change.  

The official population estimates derived from the census have also played a 

role in defining territorial authority boundaries, as well as the areas for 

community and local boards that enable democratic decision-making at a 

community-level. 

Monitoring progress towards emissions reductions 

targets and understanding environmental impacts  

Census data is used to estimate the Greenhouse Gas Inventory, which 

informs the Ministry for the Environment’s policy recommendations on 

climate change. The census also enables New Zealand to monitor its 

progress towards emissions reductions targets.13 

Census data also helps provide an understanding of the effect of climate 

change on New Zealand’s communities (for example, the proximities of 

populations to flood prone areas), and calculate all environmental intensity 

measures (for example, emissions per capita).14 

Informing local government’s district planning and 

optimising the delivery of infrastructure and services to 

communities  

Census data is used by local government to understand the demographic 

and business demands on communities. It informs the work of New 

13  Ministry for the Environment; New Zealand's Greenhouse Gas Inventory 1990–2017; April 2019. 

Submitted to the United Nations Framework Conven ion on Climate Change 

14  The Health and Air Pollution in New Zealand model. Source: http://www.hapinz.org.nz/. Accessed 

November 2019. Proa
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Zealand’s 67 territorial authorities and 11 regional councils, including district 

planning and council services.  

“Having that growth officially on the Statistics NZ 

books will help, because until now it’s all been 

guesswork…. [T]he Census gives us … the evidence 

to show where and why we need to invest in 

Whanganui” – Whanganui Chronicle editorial discussing the 

city’s increased population in the 2018 Census 15 

These examples highlight the role of the census in local government 

decision-making. Census data: 

• informs decisions about capital investment in infrastructure, such as the 

capacity of water pipes installed into a community (the wider role of the 

census in infrastructure investment is discussed above) 

• helps provide an understanding of the extent of housing affordability 

issues in a community and developing policy responses. 

Informing private-sector decisions and helping 

businesses understand their customers  

The private sector uses census data to understand what their customers 

want and where best to locate their services, including services that are 

essential for the community (such as aged care). Information is available to 

 
15  Zaryd Wilson: Whanganui Chronicle, Whanganui; 25 Sep 2019. 
16  Carl Bakker: Valuing the census; 2014. 

enable efficient and effective investment decisions, so that organisations can 

avoid unnecessary costs, and communities have access to the goods and 

services they need to thrive. For example, census data informs decisions 

about:   

• where to locate retail stores, by helping to identify target markets  

• the current and future demand for residential aged care beds in a 

community, and decisions about when and where retirement villages 

should be developed.16  

Underpinning academic research 

Economic and social researchers use census data to generate new 

knowledge and insights.  

Examples of major research projects that have relied on census data include 

the NZ Census Mortality Study, Cancer Trends, the Family Whānau 

Wellbeing Project, Modelling Social Change in New Zealand, and Labour 

and Population Dynamics.17 

Maintaining our reputation on the international stage 

High-quality, timely census data underpins the international community’s 

trust in the New Zealand government.  

Per capita statistics (which depend on accurate and reliable population 

counts) are used in a wide range of domains and applications such as 

international trade negotiations and compulsory UN and OECD reporting (for 

example, GDP per capita). 

17  ibid Proa
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Building capability to produce a wide range of official 

statistics  

Each census cycle, Stats NZ develops systems and processes for delivering 

the next census. This capability is also available for reuse by other statistical 

surveys in order to produce a wide range of rich official statistics – for 

example:  

• The introduction of the Statistical Location Register (a list of all 

dwellings in New Zealand) opens new and better opportunities to 

produce social statistics. 

• A new customer relationship management application (Salesforce) 

supports census field operations and other social surveys. 

• A new statistical data processing system now provides processing 

support for other surveys. 

• The census is used to establish a framework for surveys of specific 

populations such as Te Kupenga and the Disability survey. 

• A specialist Data Management and Operations Group has brought 

together personnel who have delivered the census, with the purpose of 

growing capability in data management, processing and analysis. This 

capability will be provided to future censuses and other surveys using 

an ‘as a service’ delivery model. 

How the census helps to improve the 

wellbeing of Māori and whānau 

 
18  Treasury discussion paper 19/02 and Ministry of Social Development, 2016. 

The census provides an authoritative source of information that gives 

visibility to Māori, and contributes to Aotearoa New Zealand’s sense of 

national identity and belonging, which is linked to positive outcomes in areas 

such as health and education.18 

Understanding cultural wellbeing 

The census is the only survey to provide a complete record of Māori 

ethnicity and descent together with iwi connections and related household 

information.  

The importance of census data to Māori and iwi was made clear by the 

reaction to Stats NZ’s decision not to release iwi counts from the 2018 

Census due to very poor data quality. The Data Iwi Leaders Group – which 

is liaising with Stats NZ to develop solutions to 2018 Census data gaps – 

described the census results as a big setback for Māori data. 

The census is critical for the effectiveness of other surveys about Māori, 

such as Te Kupenga, which provides insight into the social, cultural, and 

economic wellbeing of Māori across four wellbeing domains: wairuatanga 

(spirituality), tikanga (Māori customs and practices), te reo Māori (the Māori 

language), and whanaungatanga (social connectedness). 

Increasing the number of te reo speakers 

The census is also the sole reliable source for information on the state of the 

Māori language. Census data enables an understanding of the potential pool 

of te reo speakers in New Zealand, including size, location and competency. 

It provides a basis for understanding the demand for te reo teachers, and 

informs investment decisions about future te reo training. 
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Helping to lift outcomes for Māori  

The census provides an authoritative source of information about Māori, who 

have a much younger population profile, have higher fertility and lower life 

expectancy than non-Māori, and are more geographically mobile.19  

The design and execution of policy and services is stronger because of the 

data and insights the census provides. Benefits arise from gains achieved as 

a result of policies or services that contribute to improved wellbeing for iwi-

Māori – for example, reduced household crowding, and getting better skills 

at school and receiving better health treatment. 

“Everything we do is based on/derived from census 

data” 

 – Te Puni Kōkiri  

Te Puni Kōkiri works within government and communities to support Māori 

success. Its role includes measuring Māori wellbeing and trends over time, 

and influencing and designing programmes and policies that promote Māori 

success. It also has direct funding responsibility for te reo, for promoting 

Māori culture, and for the Whānau Ora programme. As part of consultation 

to identify the census’s monetary value for Māori, Te Puni Kōkiri observed 

that ‘everything we do is based on/derived from census data’. 

Ethnicity data combined with highly localised Māori population information 

informs investment decisions for both iwi and government. Census data also 

 
19  Statis ics NZ and Motu. 

20  This is longer than a normal census cycle because of remediation work to produce the census data. 

provides an evidence base for Māori to access government and NGO 

funding sources for their communities. 

Putting a dollar value on the census  

The value to New Zealand 

The total cost of a census is significant – the 2018 Census, for example, is 

expected to finally cost around $126 million. This reflects the considerable 

complexity involved in carefully planning and executing a census over a 

seven-year cycle.20 

While this cost is large, the previous section demonstrates the unique and 

critical role of the census in New Zealanders’ everyday lives. To quantify 

these benefits, Stats NZ commissioned Carl Bakker to estimate the 

monetary value to New Zealand of using census information.21  

The report noted the significant difficulties associated with valuing the 

benefits of the census – the data is freely disseminated, no market prices 

exist for its direct outputs, and there is no proxy to compare the census to.  

Despite those challenges, the author was able to quantify and monetise 

some – but not all – of the benefits of a census. The conclusion was clear: 

the census delivers benefits well in excess of its direct costs. 

21  Carl Bakker: Valuing the census; 2014. 
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The census generates an NPV of $1 billion over 

25 years – or put another way, every $1 invested in 

the census generates at least $5 in the economy 

The report estimated a net present value of nearly $1 billion for the benefits 

to New Zealand gained through the use of census and population statistics 

and information over 25 years. In other words, every dollar invested in the 

census generates a net benefit of at least five dollars in the economy. 

Australian measurement of the value of a census 

An independent report found the 2016 Census in Australia generated a 

similar level of benefits. The Australian Bureau of Statistics’ AUD670 million 

census investment generated AUD832 million a year (AUD 4.1 billion over 

five years); equivalent to a six dollar return for every dollar spent.  

 
22  Carl Bakker: Value of the census for Māori; 2019. 

The value to Māori and iwi 

Carl Bakker did further work to value the benefits of the census specifically 

for Māori.22 The analysis found that every dollar invested in the census 

generated a net benefit to Māori of eight dollars. 

The return to Māori is relatively higher than for other New Zealanders 

because the valuation focused on government services to improve 

wellbeing, many of which disproportionally serve Māori. 

The Economic Case used the approach developed by Carl Bakker to estimate 

the monetary benefits of alternative approaches for the next census. This 

analysis was one of a number of inputs that were used to identify the preferred 

approach for the next census. 
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significant improvements to the population sub-group and small area 

response rates that had fallen to very low levels in the 2001 Census (this 

did however require the budget to be more than doubled – from £211 to 

£484 million). 

Three main drivers of change 

The three main reasons for transforming how the census is run are: 

• The changing make-up of New Zealand 

• Opportunities and challenges from new technologies 

• The increasing availability of alternative viable data sources. 

Together, these drivers for change have increased both the risks and the 

cost of a census design that relies solely on the traditional collection 

mechanism of knocking on doors. These trends also mean that a ‘one 

size fits all’ model is no longer fit-for-purpose.  

These three reasons are discussed in more detail below. 

The changing make-up of New Zealand  

The changing make-up of our country has increased the complexity and 

cost of collecting census data. The national population has increased, 

meaning there are more people to count.  

Some parts of the population are much harder to count than others. Stats 

NZ is finding the same problem with its other statistical surveys. Its team 

of permanent survey interviewers are now having to visit homes up to 10 

times to achieve a high enough response rate – compared to three times 

in the 2006 Census. 

 
24  The online collection mechanism was first made available in the 2006 Census, with a 7% take up, 

which increased to 34% in the following census in 2013 and 71% in the 2018 Census. 

Young people are more mobile than many other groups, often moving 

houses and cities several times during a census cycle. They can be more 

disengaged from government processes and less inclined to complete 

census forms. 

Changing family dynamics and less affordable housing are making it 

harder to count families. More families are living across multiple 

households, and there are more cases of multiple families living in a 

single dwelling.  

There is a big rise in the number of people living in apartments. Often the 

entry points to the apartment buildings are secured and field staff cannot 

access the buildings.  

New Zealand also has high levels of immigration and ethnic diversity.  

People who face language barriers or who have had negative 

experiences with governments in other countries may be less willing to 

participate in the census. 

Opportunities and challenges of new technologies 

New technologies – such as the online collection mechanism24 – are 

opening doors to more effective ways of engaging with the public, and for 

collecting and disseminating data to customers. However, the way these 

technologies are applied needs to be considered carefully.  

Adding impetus to the rise of these new technologies are the mounting 

challenges with paper-based solutions – such as the decline in the use of 

the postal system and a reduced capacity to print large volumes of paper.  

The media landscape is more fragmented, making it harder and more 

expensive to connect with the public. Newspapers and TV are no longer 

the main engagement channels. While social media can be more 
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effective for reaching many groups than traditional mail-outs, new 

channels can become more popular quickly, meaning new methods of 

contacting people may need to be considered across the census life-

cycle.  

Increasing availability of alternative data sources 

Data is being generated at an unprecedented rate – 90% of the data in 

the world today has been created in the last two years. Advances in 

technology and analytical techniques have redefined how vast amounts 

of data can be used to generate knowledge and deep insights.  

The significance of the role of other sources of data that can be used to 

produce census outputs has grown – and will continue to do so – as more 

and more is learnt about the applications and limitations of alternative 

data sources. 

The 2018 Census design was significantly 

different from previous censuses 

Responding to these drivers, Stats NZ embarked on an ambitious plan for 

a ‘digital first’ approach to the 2018 Census, which sought to transition 

New Zealanders to a self-response model.  

While the majority of the population would still receive census materials 

delivered to their letter box, only a small percentage would be contacted 

on the doorstep by field staff.  

Instead, the internet would be the main response channel. Respondents 

were encouraged to complete their census questionnaires online. The 

target was to achieve 70% of responses online, with paper-based 

responses limited to those who chose not to, or could not, complete their 

census online. All of this was to be supported by a strong public 

communications campaign.  

There was also a reasonable amount of content change planned for the 

census. Questions about housing quality and activity limitations were 

introduced after extensive testing. Stats NZ planned to make limited use 

of administrative data to support the operation of the census by filling 

data gaps. 

The design in the 2018 Census Business Case called for a significant 

reduction in the number of field staff compared to the census before it. 

The design required only 3,000 field staff and this was further reduced to 

2,300 (compared to 7,500 in the 2013 Census). To support the reduced 

field staff numbers, mobile technology was introduced and new 

processes were designed to prioritise and assign their work. In the end, 

about 1,800 field staff were deployed. 

To support the new ‘digital first’ approach, new enterprise systems were 

built. One example was the Statistical Location Register, which provided 

a complete list of addresses in New Zealand, allowing Stats NZ to mail 

out information in the lead-up to the census and visit households during 

the collection process. 

The design for the 2018 Census was 

not implemented as intended  

An account of the implementation of the census and of the challenges 

that were encountered has been well established in the Independent 

Review and by internal reviews undertaken by Stats NZ, and has been 

agreed by the Minister of Statistics and Stats NZ.  

There were a number of positives in the 2018 Census. The new model 

appeared to have been accepted by the New Zealand public, with 71% of 

the population completing their individual forms online. New ICT systems 

were developed that have been deployed by Stats NZ for other surveys 

and future censuses. Suppliers were used effectively to help deliver the Proa
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census. A successful communications campaign promoted the census to 

New Zealanders and encouraged online responses. 

Despite this, there were major problems. The design proved to be overly 

complex and involved so much change that it could not be executed, 

especially with unexpected challenges such as the Kaikōura earthquake 

and difficulties with printing enough forms. 

Significant data gaps exist in the 2018 

Census 

Although the communications campaign created a high level of public 

awareness, there was not enough engagement, including on the 

doorstep, to motivate people to complete their census forms. Across all 

levels – national, subpopulations, and small geographic areas – response 

rates dropped significantly from 2013.  

The lower response rates created significant challenges for Stats NZ as it 

processed and evaluated the census data. It was forced to devote 

significant effort at short notice to develop strategies to improve data 

quality and meet its customer and statutory requirements. This delayed 

the release of census outputs. 

The efforts to find solutions combined census responses with 

administrative data. While this enabled Stats NZ to meet its statutory 

objectives, it was not able to release official statistics for all topics and 

geographies.  

Official statistical counts of iwi were not released because of missing iwi 

count data (the response rate for Māori was too low at 68.2%) and the 

lack of administrative data to fill the gaps.  

For similar reasons, there were significant gaps in family and household-

related data – for example, missing responses for young adults (the 18–

30 age group) affected the census dataset. It was difficult to place these 

young people at a ‘usually resident’ address because they shifted houses 

more frequently. 
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THE LONG-TERM VISION FOR FUTURE CENSUSES 

New Zealand’s Data System  

Stats NZ’s leadership role as Chief Data Steward  

In 2017, Stats NZ was given the Functional Leadership role for data and 

analytics across government. Called ‘the Government Chief Data Steward’, 

the role provides leadership and coordination across New Zealand’s data 

system to maximise the value of data for everyone.  

A Data Strategy and Roadmap for achieving the 

benefits of the data system 

Working closely with stakeholders, the Chief Data Steward developed a 

Data Strategy and Roadmap for New Zealand's data system. Taking a three- 

to five-year view, the Roadmap sets out the pathway to realise the benefits 

of greater data use for all New Zealanders – including communities, 

businesses, government and NGOs. 

The important role of administrative 

data in official statistics 

Administrative data refers to records that are collected by government 

agencies, NGOs or private-sector organisations primarily for operational 

purposes and that are then transformed into official statistics.  

 
25  A full list of these datasets can be found at http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse for stats/snapshots-of-

nz/integrated-data-infrastructure/idi-data.aspx#restricted. 

In New Zealand, administrative data already has an established role in 

producing official statistics; for example, administrative data provided by 

businesses in their tax returns is the basis for creating economic statistics, 

including the country’s quarterly economic growth.  

Administrative data makes up much of the data in Stats NZ’s Integrated 

Data Infrastructure (IDI) – a large research database with microdata about 

people and households. Over 15 agencies and NGOs provide datasets that 

are included within the IDI, covering social services, education, location of 

property and regions, health, housing, income and work, and justice.2526  

Benefits of using administrative data in 

a census 

One of the main benefits of using administrative data in a census is that it 

provides customers with data that is more frequent and more up-to-date. It 

potentially allows the population count to one day be updated annually, 

rather than every five years in a census.  

Other potential benefits of using administrative data in the census include 

the ability to:  

• use real data to identify New Zealanders who do not respond to the 

census survey and to identify characteristics of small groups in the 

population 

26  Access to the IDI is carefully controlled. The IDI can only be accessed inside a secure room. Stats NZ 

vets and approves each researcher and their reason for the research. Data protection controls and 

encryption prevent individuals from being identifiable in the datasets. Proa
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• reduce the burden on respondents, either by reducing the number of 

questions or reducing how often they are asked  

• improve the quality of survey outputs. 

A future census based mainly on 

administrative data 

Census Transformation Strategy  

Stats NZ has set out a long-term strategy to modernise and transform the 

census within the wider context of New Zealand’s data system.  

This strategy, called the Census Transformation Strategy, sets a course 

away from a full field enumeration census to one that is based mainly on 

administrative data and supported by large-scale surveys.  

The strategy includes the following Vision and Goal: 

Vision: Transform to an administrative data census supported by 

surveys. 

Goal: To be able to describe New Zealanders and their lives without 

needing everyone to actively contribute, while maintaining relevance 

and public trust in the data. 

In 2012, Stats NZ set up a Census Transformation programme to give effect 

to the Census Transformation Strategy in a managed and achievable way. 

The increased use of administrative data will 

be phased over several census cycles 

For several reasons, the Census Transformation Strategy recognises that a 

full field enumeration will be required in the medium term, before Stats NZ 

reaches its long-term vision of a census based mainly on administrative 

data.  

There are currently limitations on what administrative data can provide for in 

a census – for example, some enduring census topics (like iwi affiliation or 

family and household structure) or population characteristics (such as the 

number of smokers).  

Stats NZ needs to invest further in understanding the scale of these 

limitations before any decision can be made to replace field-based collection 

processes with administrative data. Stats NZ will continue to collaborate with 

counterparts in the UK, Canada, Ireland, Australia and the US to research 

methodologies for conducting censuses using administrative data. 

It is possible that some limitations of administrative data will never be 

overcome. Census questionnaires may continue to have an important niche 

role in producing population and social statistics that contain highly targeted 

and localised data. 

One of the enduring concerns about administrative data is the extent to 

which New Zealanders and the organisations that collect the data for 

operational reasons feel comfortable about how Stats NZ re-purposes it to 

produce official statistics. Stats NZ will continue to engage with stakeholders 

to promote the understanding of, and secure support for, the increased use 

of administrative data, and enable input from technical specialists and other 

stakeholders. 
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The 2018 Census provided an unexpected 
opportunity to prove the feasibility of using 

administrative data in a census 

Shortly after conducting the 2018 Census, Stats NZ was faced with the real 

possibility that its census outputs might not meet statutory requirements. 

The organisation urgently needed to develop remediation strategies to fill 

significant gaps in its census data as a result of the low response rates.  

The organisation turned to its Census Transformation programme to 

immediately begin applying its knowledge of administrative data to 

supplement the census information. While it was far from certain at the time, 

it turned out that the knowledge and experience that the programme team 

had gained from its earlier research was crucial in enabling Stats NZ to 

create a viable census dataset.  

The use of administrative data was so significant that, after the census, it 

was defined as New Zealand’s first ever combined methodology census 

(whereas the original design was classed as a ‘traditional census’ model).  

The Census Strategy sets the amount 

of change for the next census  

For Stats NZ, the value of the insights gained from using administrative data 

in the 2018 Census was significant. It proved Stats NZ was getting closer to 

being able to use administrative data to meet some of the core needs of the 

census – for example, helping to set electorate boundaries and make 

funding allocations for district health boards.  

However, the 2018 Census also demonstrated that there is a way to go 

before this future becomes a reality. It is still unclear to what extent the other 

needs of a census – rich data that provides insight into New Zealand’s social 

dynamics – can be met with administrative data in the future. 

Recognising the significant challenges, risks and uncertainties associated 

with achieving the Census Transformation Strategy, Stats NZ has developed 

the shorter-term Census Strategy to set out the parameters for the next 

census.  

Seeking to leverage administrative data, the Census Strategy moves Stats 

NZ closer to an administrative data future based on a careful assessment of 

the amount of change that is achievable over the next census cycle.  
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WHAT CUSTOMERS AND STAKEHOLDERS WANT 

Recent trends and issues 

The requirements of customers and stakeholders are 

evolving  

Over the last few years, demand for social and population information has 

become more sophisticated, and information needs are far broader than 

what has been provided in the census.  

Customers want subjective data that is accurate, up to date, more frequent, 

easy to find, and more detailed, as they seek to understand the ‘Why’ and 

not just the ‘What’. Customer requests for very granular data is increasing, 

and the data for hard to count groups is highly valued. 

The Government’s wellbeing focus has increased demand for more and 

richer attribute data to enable it to measure and understand wellbeing. In 

response, Stats NZ has created new surveys and products in the social 

statistics portfolio. It has expanded the sample size for the Household 

Economic Survey (HES) to support the production of child poverty statistics.  

Customers’ and stakeholders’ preferences for how Stats NZ engages with 

them are also changing. Customers, including Māori and Pasifika, no longer 

want to be contacted every five years as part of the census planning cycle. 

Instead, they expect Stats NZ to involve them more substantively in 

decision-making about the census content and the trade-offs associated with 

the different statistical methods that can be used to gather that information. 

For example, additional census questions support richer data, but make the 

transition to an administrative census harder and risk higher levels of partial 

or non-responses.  

The 2018 Census problems dented public trust and 

confidence – but also highlighted the value customers 

place on the census 

The Independent Review concluded that the limited communication with 

customers in the aftermath of the census, and the delay in producing census 

results, led to a significant erosion of stakeholders’ trust – as shown by 

numerous public comments and negative media publicity during 2019.  

On the flipside, these issues raised the public profile of the census, and of 

Stats NZ. The level of concern made it very clear that the census has a 

significant role in decisions that impact the day-to-day lives of New 

Zealanders, at both local and national levels.  

The challenge now is for Stats NZ to harness this increased public 

awareness and use it as an opportunity to engage with its customers and 

stakeholders, to help Stats NZ plan and deliver the next census. 

Stakeholder engagement to inform the 

design of the next census  

To inform the development of the Business Case, Stats NZ has met with 

stakeholders around the country, held workshops in major centres, and 

facilitated an online consultation forum.  

Stats NZ has increased the level of engagement considerably compared to 

the previous census. It is engaging with central and local government, Māori 

and iwi, Pacific peoples, representatives of people with disabilities and 
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WHAT THE NEXT CENSUS MUST ACHIEVE IN ORDER TO 
BE SUCCESSFUL 

What does success look like? 

Investment objectives 

The investment objectives provide a succinct description of what needs to 

be achieved in the next census in order to meet statutory requirements and 

deliver on the needs of customers and stakeholders. These objectives, 

along with the critical success factors, are used in the Economic Case to 

assess different approaches for the design of the next census.  

The investment objectives and the measures are listed below and discussed 

further on page 67 in the Economic Case.  

INVESTMENT OBJECTIVE 1  

Deliver a census that produces data of enough statistical quality 

to meet statutory requirements 

Measures: 

• Every person counted is assigned a Māori Descent indicator and an 

accurate usual residence meshblock. 

• Net population coverage rate no less than 98%. 

• Real data (either from census forms or administrative data) for Electoral 

Māori Descent for at least 90% of the population. 

• Census data quality and availability supports electorate boundaries to 

remain fixed for no more than two general elections. 

• Sufficient statistical quality defined by international census standards 

(see measurement for Objective 2). 

INVESTMENT OBJECTIVE 2 

Provide customers with timely and equitable access to rich 

and statistically sound data to support nationally and 

locally significant decisions  

Measures: 

• Timeliness – census data available with sufficient frequency to meet 

customer needs (5 years or less since last census data released). 

• Accuracy – collection of at least 90% of responses from forms (individual and 

dwelling) at the national level and for Māori, Pacific and Asian sub-groups. 

• Relevance – target concepts for units and attributes use standard 

frameworks that are achievable for Stats NZ and relevant to customers.  

• Consistency – appropriate balance between customer need, quality 

improvements and real-world change. Any changes in time series is 

open, transparent and can be explained. 

• Accessibility and interpretability – Census data and information is equally 

accessible to customers. 

INVESTMENT OBJECTIVE 3 

Deliver a census model that positions Stats NZ to meet the 

future needs of its customers 

Measures: 

• Design and test with at least 2 census cycles in mind. 

• Clarity of the design for the following census by testing methods and 

concepts in the current census cycle and develop implementation plans 

for any new infrastructure. Proa
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INTRODUCTION 

Summary of the approach used  

 

Role of stakeholders  

Over four months, a large number of internal and external stakeholders were 

involved in developing and assessing design options for the next census and 

then identifying the preferred approach.  

Stats NZ staff 

A core full-time design team worked with nearly 30 subject-matter experts 

from across Stats NZ to develop the options and carry out an analysis to 

inform the assessment of the options.  

The programme governance and executive were involved in developing and 

assessing the options, and approved the output at key stages of the Better 

Business Case framework. The Stats NZ Executive Leadership Team 

approved the preferred approach. 

Overseas jurisdictions 

As discussed in the Strategic Case, international best practice was drawn on 

to inform the design of options. This included findings from the High-level 

Group on the Modernisation of Official Statistics, and other jurisdictions, 

including the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the UK Office for National 

Statistics, Statistics Canada and the US Census Bureau.  

Customers and external stakeholders 

The external engagement process described in Appendix 4 provided the 

voice of the customer.  

Central agencies 

Stats NZ consulted with SSC, the Treasury and the Government Chief 

Digital Officer about the development of the short-listed approaches and the 

analysis used to identify the preferred approach. Proa
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LONG-LIST IDENTIFICATION AND ASSESSMENT 

How the long-list was developed 

To develop the long-list of options, 10 design dimensions were identified that 

together covered all aspects of the design of a census.  

Each dimension was broken down into subtopics, with each of those 

subtopics represented by a question. For example, the dimension ‘Census 

scope’ included questions such as ‘What are we trying to count?’ and ‘How 

will we reach people and dwellings?’. 

These questions were used both as a basis for illustrating the scope of each 

dimension, and to draw out the range of possible options. For each question 

or subtopic, a set of possible options was generated – 169 options in total.  

The table on the next page lists the 10 dimensions and the key questions 

under each dimension, along with the number of options generated in 

response to each question.  

How the longlist compares to previous 

business cases 

The long-list changes incrementally from census to census. The long-list 

generated in this Business Case contains options similar to the long-list for 

the previous census.  

What has changed, however, is the external environment, and this affects 

how the long-list has been assessed. Technological improvements, more 

sophisticated data systems, and growing and changing populations unlock 

new opportunities and require new approaches.  

Census approaches that rely solely on a full field enumeration are no longer 

considered acceptable. By contrast, an increasing number of approaches 

involving administrative data are not only possible, but are necessary to 

achieve high coverage and response rates and to produce census data in a 

cost-effective way. 

 

 

 

Further detail about the long-list 

Appendix 7 summarises each option in the long-list and gives an assessment of 

the option. Appendix 2 lists the key artefacts that were used to inform this stage 

of the Better Business Case framework. 
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Narrowing down the full range of options  

The long-list of options was assessed against the investment objectives and 

critical success factors. Options that could not satisfy a critical success 

factors were assessed as ‘not feasible’. 

The evaluation resulted in 63 options being rejected (37% of the total 

options identified). In the table in Appendix 7, these options are coloured 

red.  

The remaining 106 options in the long-list (63% of the total) at least partially 

satisfied the criteria and were assessed as being possible candidates to be 

used in developing the short-listed approaches.  

Of these, 56 options (33% of the total) were assessed as having significant 

risks or problems, but strategies were identified that could mitigate these in 

some way (these options are coloured orange in Appendix 7). The remaining 

50 options (30% of the total) were assessed as having no significant risks or 

issues (coloured green in the appendix).  

The pie chart below shows the proportion of the options that were rated as 

red, orange or green. 

 

Options assessed as ‘not feasible’ 

The rest of this section summarises the options that were assessed as ‘not 

feasible’. The discussion is grouped according to the 10 design dimensions 

in the table above.  

The analysis that was used to inform the assessment is documented in a 

series of papers that are listed in Appendix 2. 

When: The timing of the next census 

The Statistics Act 1975 states that ‘the census of population and dwellings 

shall be taken in the year 2013 and every fifth year thereafter’ (section 

23(1)).  

Although this requires the next census to be held in 2023, the legislation 

could be amended to require the census to be held either earlier or later.  

The assessment reached the same conclusion as the Independent Review, 

that a census before 2023 would be ‘unsafe’. There would not be enough 

time to incorporate the lessons from 2018 and properly design, test and 

implement a successful census. 

Options after 2023 were also considered. However, it was decided that a 

date between 2023 and 2026 would not be feasible as those options failed 

to achieve any of the benefits associated with having a longer planning 

period or aligning our census cycles with those of other countries.   

Statistical methodology 

For the reasons explained in the Strategic Case, the census model used in 

New Zealand before 2018 is no longer feasible or achievable without 

change. This full field enumeration-only model involved field staff making 

multiple visits to all dwellings across the country to deliver and collect forms. 
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Variations on another census model, the ‘register-based census’, were also 

discounted and not considered further. This model relies mainly on 

administrative data. 

Although Stats NZ is getting closer to producing an administrative data 

census supported by surveys, it is not something that Stats NZ could 

confidently deliver in the next census for data quality reasons.  

As discussed in the Strategic Case, improvements in the availability and 

quality of administrative data have made it possible to meet some census 

information needs using administrative data, but limitations remain. 

Currently, administrative data on its own cannot produce rich data at sub-

population and small area levels for topics that are important to customers, 

including Māori. 

In addition, issues relating to the public’s trust of the use of this data need to 

be resolved, and research is needed into new systems and registers that 

might be required.  

Census scope 

The long-list considered options to narrow the census scope to meet no 

more than the legislative requirements – that is, a count of people and 

dwellings only. This was at odds with the strong views expressed by 

customers, stakeholders and Treaty partners for a richer set of data, 

including iwi affiliation data.  

Conversely, a substantial widening of the scope of census questions would 

increase the burden on respondents and probably lower the response rate. 

A substantial increase in the number of new questions would also make it 

harder for Stats NZ to achieve its strategy of making greater use of 

administrative data in the future. It would also require a degree of change in 

the next census cycle that Stats NZ could not confidently deliver on.  

One of the sub-groups in this dimension considered options for assessing 

the accuracy of coverage (the undercount and overcount) in the census. 

Given this is a critical part of the assessment of census outputs and 

production of official population estimates, any options that were not tried 

and tested or fit-for-purpose were assessed as being ‘not feasible’. 

Field enumeration 

Options that drove a ‘one size fits all’ approach were rejected. Examples 

included a ‘digital only’ approach. Stats NZ assessed this as being not 

feasible given the results of the previous census and the focus it placed on 

online responses to the detriment of other forms of responses. Also, options 

that placed significant barriers on people who wanted to respond via paper-

based methods were discounted.  

Options that only allowed for the census to be conducted in a single 

language were not considered further because they would limit accessibility. 

Conversely, options that placed no limit on the number of languages were 

also rejected. This was because of limits to the number of languages that 

field staff could speak, and cost and technology constraints on translating 

communication materials into other languages, and respondent’s answers 

into English. 

Māori and iwi 

The long-list considered options about how Stats NZ and Māori would work 

together to increase the supply of rich data and grow Māori capability to use 

the data to best effect. 
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The Te Arawhiti engagement framework was used to assess possible 

options.33 Given the significance of the census to Māori, options involving 

‘inform’ and ‘consult’ were discarded, leaving open options that involved 

‘collaborate’, ‘partner and co-design’, and ‘empower’.  

Administrative data 

Options that precluded the use of administrative data in the next census 

were assessed as ‘not feasible’, as they are inconsistent with both the 

Census Transformation Strategy and the Census Strategy, as well as the 

recommendations of the Independent Review.  

For the reasons set out above, options that took an ‘administrative data first’ 

approach were also discounted for the next census – however, the long-term 

goal is for those options to be part of future short-listed approaches.  

Registers, data processing and evaluation 

Options that used Stats NZ’s existing registers (such as the Statistical 

Location Frame register) ‘as is’, without any further development, were 

rejected. The assessment determined that these registers required at least 

some improvement for them to be fit-for-purpose for the next census. 

The assessment also rejected options at the other end of the spectrum that 

required significant change to Stats NZ’s register ‘environment’ and so 

would introduce too much system and business process change for a single 

census cycle.  

Information outputs 

Identifying the long-list included considering how census data could be 

released to customers. Options that involved Stats NZ giving data access to 

 
33  https://tearawhiti.govt.nz/assets/Maori-Crown-Relations-Roopu/451100e49c/Engagement-Framework-

1-Oct-18.pdf. Accessed November 2019. 

third-party organisations were rejected as they introduced an undesirable 

level of privacy risk.  

Communication and stakeholder engagement 

The assessment rejected options that narrowed the approach to 

communications and external stakeholder engagement compared to the 

2018 Census. Those options would inhibit Stats NZ’s ability to develop a 

partnership with Māori and would also negatively affect response rates, 

especially with hard to count groups. 

Quality assurance 

Options that did not include independent review in the quality assurance 

process were discounted, as they risked constraining Stats NZ’s ability to 

produce outputs of sufficient statistical quality and risked undermining 

customers’ trust and confidence in the data. 

 

 

The next section introduces the short-listed approaches that were developed 

from the long-list. 
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Introducing the short-list 

Three short-listed approaches were developed – ‘1’, ‘2’ 

and ‘3’.  

The approaches have some common characteristics. They 

all seek to achieve acceptable response rates and produce 

census data of sufficient statistical quality. All use 

administrative data to fill in data gaps. 

The approaches differ in terms of cost, how far they 

progress Stats NZ along its strategic pathway with the use 

of administrative data, the approach they take to increase 

participation of hard to count groups, and the level of risk 

that response rates for some groups (including Māori and 

Pasifika) could be unacceptably low. 

The three short-listed approaches should be seen as being 

on a continuum. Approach 1 is a viable ‘Do the minimum’ 

approach at one end while Approach 3 sits at the other, 

more ambitious end. Approach 2 falls in between them.  

The diagram on the right introduces the three approaches, 

including outlining the additional features of Approaches 2 

and 3. 

The following pages summarise the approaches. Appendix 8 

compares the detailed design attributes of each approach.  

The section concludes with a discussion about the ‘Do the 

minimum’ approach and how it compares to the 2018 Census. 
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What Approach 1 will achieve 

 

• Response rates comparable to the 2013 

Census, which did not achieve very high 

response rates among hard to count 

population groups including Māori and 

Pasifika.34 

• Census outputs that are of sufficient 

statistical quality and meet legislative 

requirements. 

• Continuation of the current data time series.  

• Meet the basic needs of key customers and 

stakeholders, including outputs that enable 

electoral boundaries to be redrawn, district 

health board funding allocations, and iwi 

affiliation data.  

• Stats NZ will grow its enterprise capability to 

support the increased use of administrative 

data in the production of official statistics 

through the development of a new Statistical 

Person Frame register and new business 

rules for its existing processing platform; but, 

any further progress to the Census 

Transformation Strategy is limited. 

 
34  2013 collection response rates: national 92.2%; Māori 88.5%; 

Pasifika 88.3%. 

What Approach 2 would achieve 
in addition to Approach 1 

• Better response rates for population sub-

groups (similar to 2006 Census) that will 

produce richer data about Māori and hard to 

count groups that better meets the needs of 

customers and stakeholders.35 

• Rebuild the trust and confidence of 

customers and stakeholders in the census. 

• Build partnerships with Treaty partners and 

stakeholders and provide support to help 

them grow their own data capability to use 

census data more effectively. 

• Advancement of the Census Transformation 

Strategy. A longer-term view, looking 

beyond a single census cycle, will research 

methods to improve the population count 

and improve the quality of administrative 

data. 

• More resilient census design; for example, 

research beyond a single census cycle will 

limit the amount of change needed over 

consecutive census cycles. Personnel 

working on this workstream can also be 

quickly redeployed to fix problems with the 

2023 Census.  

35  2006 collection response rates: national 94.5%; Māori 93.1%; 

Pasifika 92.4%. 

What Approach 3 would achieve 
in addition to Approach 2 

• Aligns data time series with international 

jurisdictions. 

• More change to the census content, and 

census outputs that better meet 

stakeholders’ and customers’ needs. 

• Develops deep-seated partnerships with 

Māori to co-design and deliver the census 

and build greater data capability for Māori. 

• Allows Stats NZ to make greater managed 

progress along its strategic pathway, over a 

longer time. 

Trade-offs associated with the later 

census date of 2026 

• Does not maintain the current New Zealand 

data time series. 

• Does not enable electoral boundaries to be 

redrawn for a 2026 election. 

• Does not meet stakeholders’ and customers’ 

needs for timely information. 
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Approach 1 high level design 

• A combined methodology census model 

consisting of full field enumeration and the 

use of administrative data to fill gaps. 

• Delivers the successful parts of the 2018 

Census with limited change to its design, 

changing only where needed to fix what did 

not work well, and to deliver the next census 

in a bigger, more diverse population. 

• Limited change to the 2018 Census content 

and planned outputs. 

• The main response methods are paper and 

online options. Some barriers are reduced 

for people who cannot, or who choose not 

to, respond online. 

• The minimum level of field staff required to 

motivate and educate people about the 

census, to support many – but not all – of 

the hard to count groups to respond, and to 

follow up on groups that are not responding. 

Reserve field officers who can be quickly 

deployed in fast-changing situations. 

• Frequent community engagement 

throughout the census cycle for hard to 

count groups.  

• Coverage surveys to assess data collected 

from field enumeration data. 

• Sole focus on a single census cycle. 

 

Approach 2 high level design 

compared to 1 

• More census resources to focus on the 

growing part of the population that is hard to 

count. Targeted methods will increase 

response rates for hard to count groups – for 

example:  

- collection strategies that have been 

developed in collaboration with Māori  

- more options to respond to the census 

(such as face-to-face and telephone-

assisted interviews) 

- more engagement centres for people to 

learn about the census and complete 

their questionnaire.  

• Continuous community engagement 

throughout the full census cycle, tailored to 

different groups who are known to be hard to 

motivate or to face barriers to participation.  

• Focus on collaboration and building 

enduring partnerships with Māori and other 

stakeholders over the census cycle. 

• Research and development to test the 

feasibility of options that might be used in 

future census cycles after 2023. For 

example: 

- new ways to connect with people using 

email, text messages or phone apps 

- small-scale tests to evaluate potential 

new survey content and availability of 

administrative data. 

Approach 3 high level design 
compared to 2 

• Legislative change to hold the census in 

2026.  

• Less detail can be provided for Approach 3 

here than for the other approaches. There is 

a longer timeframe for research and 

development to identify ways to improve the 

population count and improve the quality 

and availability of administrative data. 

• Greater use of administrative data to 

produce census outputs than under the 

other two approaches.  

• Establish an enduring partnership with Māori 

to co-design and deliver the census, which 

will influence the design of future censuses. 

A focus on developing greater capability to 

support Māori to use census data better.  

• Strengthened stakeholder relationships, with 

a focus on collaboration and partnerships to 

inform changes to census outputs. More 

change to content than other approaches. 
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Main cost differences 

The ‘waterfall graph’ shows the main cash items for 

each of the three approaches. All figures exclude 

contingency calculated by the quantitative risk 

analysis.  

Approach 1 has the least cost ($210 million), followed 

by Approach 2 ($243 million) and then Approach 3 

($314 million). 

The main differences in cost between Approach 1 and 

2 is full field enumeration ($16 million), which includes 

field officers and associated recruitment, training, 

equipment and travel-related expenditure, paper and 

printing, and systems and infrastructure. 

The main cost difference between Approaches 2 and 

3 is personnel cost and related expenditure for Stats 

NZ staff ($50 million).  

The next page explains the reasons for the 

differences in cost between the approaches. 
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Comparison to other censuses 

Field staff numbers are one of the biggest cost drivers in the 

census. The number of field staff and the length of their 

employment are built up from detailed assumptions relating 

to the number of dwellings visited, the number of visits (and 

repeat visits), and the duration of visits. 

The bar graph on the right-hand side compares the ratio of field 

officers to population size for previous censuses in New 

Zealand and other jurisdictions. A lower value on the x axis 

means there are a higher proportion of field officers to the 

population.  

The figure shows that all three approaches have more field 

officers than New Zealand’s unsuccessful 2018 Census, but 

well below the 2013 Census levels. All approaches have a 

similar ratio of field officers to Canada and a smaller ratio 

than all other international jurisdictions except for the UK. 

A comparison of census cost to other jurisdictions is in the 

Financial Case on page 86. 
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The level of change required under 

each approach  

Traditionally Stats NZ has followed a pattern of conducting a number of 

censuses with little change followed by a high-change census, a practice 

that increased complexity and delivery risk (as was the case in 2018). Citing 

international best practice, the Independent Review recommended instead 

that a smaller amount of change be introduced each census cycle.  

The ‘radar graph’ below compares how much change each approach 

requires for the next census, and the reason for that change. Each approach 

is plotted against six points. The area inside an approach represents the 

overall amount of change required. 

 

The points on the graph are arranged in an order to show the relationships 

between them. The ‘Strategic pathway’ driver, for example, sits opposite the 

‘Social licence’ driver, reflecting the fact that increased use of administrative 

data depends on the public’s level of comfort with this. 

The radar graph shows that, overall, Approach 1 requires the least amount 

of change and Approach 3 requires the most change. 

The approaches differ in how much they advance Stats NZ towards its 

Census Transformation strategy. Approaches 2 and 3 achieve similar 

amounts of change to improve the respondent experience and produce 

richer data for hard to count groups.  
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Key attributes  

The diagrams below provide a high-level overview of each approach, looking 

at some key attributes: alignment with strategy and with customer and 

stakeholder need; and their overall levels of benefit, risk and cost.  

In summary, Approach 1 costs less but generates less benefit and is higher-

risk compared to Approach 2. Approach 2 best meets the needs of 

customers and stakeholders. Approach 3 delivers less benefit than 

Approach 2, costs more, and is higher risk. 

Relative level of overall benefits realised  

 

Approach 2 delivers the benefits of a census that are described in the 

Strategic Case on pages 16–22.  

Approach 3 also achieves these benefits but to a lesser extent because the 

later census date disrupts the current time series of data, requiring 

customers to use older, less accurate data in the meantime.  

Approach 1 achieves the lowest level of overall benefit. Response rates for 

ethnicities over-represented in high-deprivation populations like Māori and 

Pasifika will be lower than ideal. As a consequence, census outputs will be 

less able to describe Māori, Pasifika and other population groups who often 

have poorer outcomes than those of many other New Zealanders. Census 

data will not be able to develop evidence-based policy to the same extent as 

Approach 2 or 3, or directly inform the delivery of essential public services 

like health, education, social housing, and built infrastructure. Other benefits 

will also be lost under this approach, such as providing a deeper 

understanding of New Zealand’s cultural identity and growing the Māori 

language to the same level as the other approaches. 

Relative level of overall risk  

 

Approach 1 is higher risk than other approaches and is also high-risk in 

absolute terms. Relatively minor implementation problems could cause 

response rates for some hard to count groups (including Māori and Pasifika) 

and geographic areas to fall to unacceptably low levels, which will mean the 

rich, quality data that is most highly valued by customers is not available.  

Approach 1 is also less suited for people who prefer to respond to the census 

using paper, which could affect response rates for these groups and trigger 

negative publicity. Without a research and development workstream for a 

census in 2028, Approach 1 requires more change over consecutive census 

cycles.  

Approach 3 has higher risk that the external environment will change 

considerably before census day. There is more uncertainty about what the 

census design should be and the technology solutions to achieve the 

design. Early design and planning may need to be re-worked and there may 

be complacency in the early planning stages. 
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How far the approach progresses Stats NZ along its 

strategic pathway 

 

Approach 1 develops Stats NZ’s enterprise capability for greater use of 

administrative data, but limits further progress toward the goal of a future 

census based mainly on administrative data.  

Approach 2 and, to a greater extent, Approach 3 strengthen Stats NZ’s 

understanding of methods to improve the population count and the quality 

and availability of administrative data. This minimises the amount of change 

needed over consecutive census cycles and moves New Zealand sooner 

towards a census based mainly on administrative data. 

Alignment with the needs of customers and external 

stakeholders 

 

Approach 1 is less likely to restore customers’ and stakeholders’ trust and 

confidence in official statistics to pre-2018 Census levels. It does not meet 

Stats NZ’s commitment to partnering with Māori and iwi throughout the 

census cycle, and it does not help Māori and iwi grow their data capability to 

use official statistics more effectively. This approach will be less able to 

describe Māori, Pasifika and other population groups whose data is most 

highly valued by customers, Treaty partners and stakeholders.  

Stakeholder feedback strongly favours Approach 2 because it provides 

richer, high-quality data about small groups of the population and it 

maintains the current time series of data.  

Approach 3 develops deep-seated partnerships with Māori and allows for 

more change to the census content and outputs, but fails to meet the needs 

of stakeholders, including Māori and iwi, for timely information. 

Relative cost  

 

The cost is different for each of the three approaches. A cost comparison is 

included in the next section of the Economic Case. 
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Why Approach 1 is the ‘Do the 

minimum’ approach  

The objective of Approach 1 – the ‘Do the minimum’ approach – is to deliver 

a better outcome than the last census. Specifically, this means response 

rates that are comparable with the 2013 Census, and timely, high-quality 

census outputs that meet the basic needs of customers and stakeholders, 

including Treaty partners. Approaches 2 and 3 build on that approach.  

This section explains why Approach 1 is in fact the ‘Do the minimum’ 

scenario – why there is not another approach that is smaller in scope or 

scale that could also deliver an acceptable outcome. 

Role of the Independent Review in defining 

the ‘Do the minimum’ scenario 

The Independent Review made 15 recommendations to fix problems 

with the 2018 Census and ensure the next census is successful. 

Cabinet has noted that Stats NZ is working to implement all the 

recommendations. These recommendations have provided a clear 

frame for constructing a ‘Do the minimum’ scenario.  

Amount of change between the 2018 Census 

and Approach 1 

The radar graph on the right is a useful way to illustrate the amount 

of change between the last census as it was delivered (shown as a 

solid black line) and Approach 1 (the orange line).  

As noted above, Approach 1 sets a conservative course and does not 

advance Stats NZ along the pathway set out in its Census 

Transformation Strategy, other than growing essential enterprise 

capability to support the increased use of administrative data (this 

consists of a new Statistical Person Frame register and new business 

rules for its existing processing platform).  

Where there are changes under Approach 1, these are needed to fix 

aspects of the 2018 Census that did not work well and to ensure that a 

successful census can be conducted in a bigger population with more 

diversity than before. This is reflected in small but significant shifts to the 

‘Customer focus’, ‘Inclusiveness’, ‘Quality’ and ‘Respondent focus’ plots.  
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Main cost differences 

 The ‘waterfall graph’ on this page shows the main 

cash items that cause the ‘Do the minimum’ 

approach to be more expensive than the 2018 

Census.  

The graph begins with the actual census costs for 

2018 ($126 million) and adjusts for population 

increase and cost inflation ($23 million). The biggest 

increase in cost is field enumeration ($37 million), 

which includes field officers (and associated 

recruitment, training, equipment and travel-related 

expenditure), paper and printing, and systems and 

infrastructure. All figures exclude contingency 

calculated by the quantitative risk analysis.  

It is important that 2018 Census costs are not 

used as a benchmark. The census produced 

unacceptable response rates due to field staff 

reductions that the Independent Review said 

were too aggressive. To have had enough field 

staff to produce acceptable response rates, the 

2018 Census would have cost considerably 

more than $126 million. Further, the 2018 

Census was under-designed to meet its needs 

and so was underfunded. It was also built on an 

underfunded and ‘minimal change’ 2013 

Census.  

The Financial Case provides details of how previous 

censuses were funded.   

The next page explains the key reasons for the 

differences in cost between the 2018 Census and the 

‘Do the minimum’ approach.  
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Communications and engagement 

Approach 1 introduces continuous engagement with stakeholders 

throughout the census cycle, focusing on Māori and iwi and on hard to count 

groups. The approach has more capacity in the communications and 

engagement team to work alongside field operations in specific geographic 

areas. 

Processing and outputs 

Approach 1 will make fixes to existing systems and business processes to 

produce timely outputs in an efficient way. For example, the 2018 Census 

delivered a new platform called EPIC to process raw response data and 

prepare it for producing census outputs. The platform was implemented as a 

‘minimum viable product’ and specialist ICT personnel will tidy up the 

existing software code and write new business rules for the next census.  

Change to census content will be limited to previous commitments made by 

the Government Statistician to the LGBTI+ community. Otherwise there is no 

change to outputs. 

Testing and quality assurance 

Approach 1 will increase the number of tests and make changes to the types 

of tests to ensure the census design can be implemented as intended. This 

includes an operational readiness test earlier in the census cycle.  

Coverage assessment 

Approach 1 will make vital improvements to the assessment of coverage, 

increasing the sample size of the post-enumeration survey to enable both 

dwelling and population coverage to be measured. Coverage of 

administrative data will also be assessed for the first time. The sample size 

of the 2018 post-enumeration survey was not large enough to support the 

assessment of dwelling coverage. 

How costs compare within the census cycle 

The graph below shows the distribution of total cash costs for Approach 1 

over the five-year census cycle, comparing it with the 2018 Census ‘as it 

was delivered’. The biggest variances are in years 4 and 5. All figures 

exclude contingency calculated by the quantitative risk analysis. 
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Further discussion of the short-listed 

approaches 

Comparison with international approaches 

A comparison of the short-listed approaches with approaches taken by 

international jurisdictions shows a high level of consistency with them. The 

UK, Canada, Australia and the US have all adopted a combined 

methodology census model and are seeking to use more administrative 

data. The short-listed approaches are also consistent with the findings of 

the High-Level Group on the Modernisation of Official Statistics.  

Appendix 6 summarises the census designs used by other jurisdictions and 

highlights the similarities with the short-listed approaches. 

Variations on the short-listed approaches 

During the engagement process for this Business Case, customers and 

external stakeholders queried whether elements of the short-listed 

approaches could be ‘mixed and matched’ to make alternative approaches.  

The most common query centred around Approaches 1 and 2. It was 

whether there was an in-between option that delivered some of the 

targeted strategies to increase response rates for hard to count groups.  

While that in-between variation appears to be attractive, it would be difficult 

to achieve in practice. This is because Approach 2 also involves deeper 

relationships with its stakeholders as a function of its long-lens workstream. 

These deeper relationships provide Approach 2 with the knowledge 

needed to develop targeted engagement and collection strategies.  

Any reduction of resources in Approach 2 would carry a high risk of 

unacceptably low response rates for some groups (including Māori and 

Pasifika) in specific geographic areas. 
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Approach 1 

Approach 1 is Stats NZ’s bottom line, designed to 

achieve the absolute minimum acceptable level 

of quality outputs, with response rates 

comparable to the 2013 Census. 

Relatively minor implementation issues could 

cause response rates for some hard to count 

groups (including Māori and Pasifika) and 

geographic areas to fall to unacceptably low 

levels. That would mean the rich, high-quality 

data that is most highly valued by customers is 

not available.  

Lack of paper forms in the initial mailout to 70% 

of dwellings will make it less easy for people who 

prefer paper. This could trigger negative publicity, 

which could affect response rates. 

Administrative data will still be available to 

mitigate the worst impact of the remaining non-

response for key demographic variables. 

However, the experience of the 2018 Census 

highlighted that this will not provide information 

for some identity and personal outcome 

information that is of high interest to customers. 

This approach consolidates but does not 

progress Stats NZ along its Census 

Transformation pathway. The transition to a 

mainly administrative data census in the future 

will take longer. 

Approach 2 

Approach 2 maximises the amount of useful 

improvements that can be put in place without 

increasing change risk to unacceptable levels, 

ensuring the next census can be confidently 

delivered in 2023.  

This model will look to achieve response rates 

similar to the 2006 Census, which had smaller 

differences between the national response rate 

and the response rates for population sub-groups 

including Māori compared to 2018. 

The approach will engage with the community on 

a larger scale, driving towards deeper 

relationships with stakeholders. Additional 

strategies to minimise non-responses from sub-

populations reduce the risk of not achieving the 

national response rate.  

The approach requires more complexity and 

change than Approach 1, but the ‘long-lens’ 

workstream provides redundancy to remediate 

issues with the 2023 Census if needed. 

Approach 2 is more expensive than Approach 1 

but provides better value for money because it will 

deliver rich data that meets customer expectations 

and embeds the mechanisms that will enable Stats 

NZ to build a sustainable future for the census. 

This approach advances Stats NZ along the 

Census Transformation pathway. 

Approach 3 

Approach 3 balances the need for high-quality 

data with implementation risk; however, it 

reduces the value of the census by breaking the 

current data time series. 

This approach allows time for more change to be 

made to census content. While customers 

welcome richer data, the weight of customer 

opinion is that 2026 is too far away for the next 

census outputs. Iwi prefer access to official iwi 

affiliation data as soon as possible.  

Other key customer needs will not be met, 

including that electorate boundaries would not be 

redrawn for any elections held before 2027. The 

additional wait for census data means that 

funding decisions (such as for DHBs) would be 

based on older census data that becomes 

increasingly less representative over time.  

While Approach 3 advances Stats NZ the furthest 

along its Census Transformation Strategy, 

providing for more change over a longer 

timeframe, it also brings increased risk that the 

external environment will change considerably. 

Early design and planning may need to be re-

worked and there is a heightened risk of 

complacency in the early planning stages. 

Assessment of investment objectives and critical success factors 

A summary of the assessment of investment objectives and critical success factors is set out below. On the following page, a table provides 

the overall score (out of 5) for each of the criteria.  
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Economic cost and monetary benefits 

This section compares the economic costs and benefits of the shortlisted 

approaches.  

Approach  

Economic cost  

The economic cost consists of two components: 

• the cost of conducting the next census 

• the cost of the time taken by people to fill in their census forms. 

Economic costs include operating expenditure and capital expenditure and 

costs in the 2019/20 financial year, but exclude depreciation and capital 

charges (these are considered in the Financial Case).  

The cost to the public of completing the census forms was based on the 

methodology used in Valuing the Census,36 which was adapted for the 

2018 Census business case.  

Monetary benefits  

The Valuing the Census report also provided the basis for valuing the 

census benefits in the Business Case. The analysis used the same purpose-

built model that was developed for the 2018 Census business case. Inputs 

were based on discussions with Carl Bakker (author of Valuing the Census). 

The monetised benefits relate to the use of census data to: 

• make resource allocation decisions in MoH, TPK, MoE, Treasury and 

MSD 

 
36  Carl Bakker: Valuing the Census; April 2014. 

• set electoral boundaries 

• inform investment planning decisions for local government, and some 

areas of central government and the private sector 

• inform policy making in some government agencies 

• support Stats NZ to produce statistical outputs using other surveys 

• inform academic research. 

How to interpret the results of the analysis  

The Net Present Value (NPV) is calculated for a single census to compare 

the three approaches. The NPV for consecutive censuses over the same 

period is significantly higher ($780 million – $920 million higher over 25 

years). 

The 2014 Valuing the Census report provides the best way to calculate the 

monetary value of the census benefits. The report described the challenges 

of developing a valuation methodology. Most significantly, the author was 

able to value only some of the benefits of a census, and could not value 

benefits of producing a richer census data set.  

For those reasons, the findings presented in this section should be treated 

with caution. They provide, at best, a partial view of the benefits of any one 

approach and should not be used as the sole basis for assessing the 

approaches. Careful attention should be paid to the wider assessment 

framework, including the investment objectives and critical success factors, 

and the qualitative benefits and the risk profile of the approaches. 

The following limitations of the findings should be noted. 
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Assessing risk and uncertainty 

Risk identification and measurement 

An independent quantitative risk analysis (QRA) was carried out on the 

census cost model to evaluate the uncertainty of major cost drivers of the 

census.37 The results of the QRA are discussed in the Financial Case on 

page 84.  

The biggest uncertainty on the cost was the productivity of field staff. To a 

lesser extent, the cost was sensitive to the length of visit for non-response 

follow ups. The cost was slightly sensitive to the proportion of dwellings in 

the hardest to count groups.  

Sensitivity analysis 

Sensitivity analysis was done on the cost model to explore the impact on the 

preferred approached when key variables were changed. This included 

analysis of the two main cost items; Stats NZ personnel and collection 

activity.  

None of these changes had a material impact on the relative difference of 

the cost of the approaches. However, Approach 1 was least able to deal with 

any changes that resulted in a material reduction to the number of Stats NZ 

staff or field officers as resourcing levels were already set at the minimum 

threshold to conduct a successful census.   

 

 

 
37  Broadleaf Capital Interna ional: Census 2023 Cost QRA; 27 November 2019. Proa
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THE PREFERRED APPROACH 

The Government Statistician has identified 

Approach 2 as the preferred approach: the next 

census would be held in 2023 using a conservative 

and well-tested full field enumeration design, and 

administrative data would be used to fill data gaps 

where responses are not received. 

Approach 2 provides the best value for money. Household data will combine 

with information about social characteristics, and Māori descent and iwi 

connections, to produce rich, statistically sound data that meets statutory 

requirements.  

Customers, stakeholders and Māori and iwi prefer this approach. It balances 

their need to maintain the current time series of data with a desire for ever-

richer, high-quality data about small groups of the population.  

The approach is consistent with the recommendations of the Independent 

Review, including that ‘Stats NZ should build on the innovative approaches 

adopted for the 2018 Census, continue its Census Transformation Strategy 

for the increased use of administrative data and plan the next census 

accordingly.’   

A large proportion of census resources will focus on the growing part of the 

population that is hard to count. This will lift response rates above the 

unacceptable 2018 Census levels and produce census outputs that describe 

those population groups who often have poorer outcomes than other New 

Zealanders.   

The census will count at least 98% of the population and at least 90% of 

census data will be collected directly via census forms, including for Māori, 

Pasifika and other hard to count groups.  

Improvements will be made to the wider data system. Focused research and 

development for a 2028 Census will limit the amount of change needed over 

consecutive census cycles. The approach will help to answer crucial 

questions about how well administrative data will be able to meet the future 

needs of census customers, and to what extent surveys will have a role in 

collecting census data. Stats NZ will grow its enterprise capability to support 

the increased use of administrative data in the production of official 

statistics.  

By comparison, Approach 1 does not advance Stats NZ towards its vision 

for the census or progress its commitments to partnering with Māori and iwi. 

It will not achieve very high and equitable response rates for Māori, Pasifika 

and other hard to count population groups and will barely meet customer 

needs for rich data. It also carries a higher risk of unacceptably low 

response rates for some groups and geographic areas. 

Approach 3 includes additional planning time to introduce new census 

content and move Stats NZ further along its strategic pathway; however, the 

longer wait for the next census means that Stats NZ would fall short of 

meeting Treaty partner and stakeholder expectations and customer needs. 

There is more uncertainty about what the future environment would be like 

and the technological changes that would be needed for a successful 

census. 

Intervention logic map  

The intervention logic map on the next page sets out the inputs needed to 

carry out the next census using the preferred approach, and the activities, 

outputs and outcomes that will be delivered.    Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d



 

 
 

    

 

 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d



Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d



 

80 
 
Commercial In Confidence  

Introduction 

Summary of the approach used 

 

 

 

 

Key financial risks 

The two main financial risks are insufficient funding to fully deliver the 

census as it was designed, and not enough funding certainty over the next 

five years to deliver the census. If these risks were to eventuate, there are 

a number of implications for the census:  

• Uncertainty about the affordability of the census design could force 

the census programme to design a cheaper or smaller-scaled census 

model, increasing the risk of an unacceptable census result.  

• Stats NZ would be unable to change the scope of the census design 

once the implementation of the design begins. If funding constraints or 

uncertainty lead to a smaller census scope, Stats NZ would not be 

able to increase the scope later if additional funding is made available 

(that is, the design scope is locked in early in the census cycle).  

• Funding constraints or uncertainty could result in less market 

competition for contracts that are tendered by Stats NZ. The census 

programme could find it harder to enter into contracts with providers 

that span multiple financial years.  

• Funding constraints and uncertainty could also mean less competition 

for vacancies in the census programme and Stats NZ could find it 

harder to recruit high-calibre people. 

• If it is frequently necessary to unlock funding throughout the census 

lifecycle (for example, as a result of funding stage gates), the census 

programme management team may need to divert a significant 

amount of its attention away from census planning in order to access 

the funding. This would increase delivery risk.   
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High degree of uncertainty 

There is currently a high degree of uncertainty around the costs for the 

2023 Census, mainly because it will use a design that is significantly 

different from previous years, and that design has yet to be fully detailed 

and tested.  

The costs prepared for the Business Case are true to the proposed design 

of the next census. They have also been developed by the Stats NZ 

personnel who are best placed to understand both the design and the 

estimated costs. However, with this Business Case there is risk around 

changes both to the design and to the underlying cost assumptions. 

Because of this uncertainty, quantitative risk analysis (QRA) has costed a 

relatively high level of contingency funding. Consistent with Treasury 

advice, the Business Case is seeking funding to the 85th percentile of the 

cost distribution calculated by the QRA.  

The financial costing model 

The Financial Case has been prepared based on a financial costing model 

– the Census Model – that was developed for this Business Case. The 

Census Model has been developed from the ‘bottom-up’, but the inputs 

and results have been tested against the actual costs of the 2018 Census, 

and they have also been compared against the cost categories in the 

Business Case for the 2018 Census.  

The underlying inputs have been provided by the relevant business units 

responsible for each of the key activities undertaken in the preparation of 

the Census. Before they were finalised, the overall results were reviewed 

 
38  Most costs have been incurred by he end of the 2023/24 financial year, with only minimal costs 

remaining in the 2024/25 year. 

and challenged by members of the Stats NZ Executive Leadership Team 

and the Chief Financial Officer.  

The financial years used in the model run from 1 July to 30 June the 

following year. 

Treatment of costs and funding 

The total costs of the 2023 Census include $10 million in costs already 

funded in 2019/20 for stakeholder engagement and planning, plus the 

unfunded costs that will be incurred over the five financial years from 

2020/21 to 2024/25.38 Cash costs include operating costs plus capital 

expenditure. Only costs associated with the Census are included in the 

financial model outputs. Where costs are related to other Stats NZ outputs, 

these have been removed from the results presented in this Business 

Case.  

The allocation of costs to the census is based on assumptions around the 

value/use of the outputs from the activities undertaken. These were 

estimated by the business unit leaders closest to those activities. 

The requested funding differs from the underlying costs in several respects: 

• costs in 2019/20 have already been funded so are excluded 

• costs in 2024/25 are outside of the standard five-year funding cycle so 

are not included in the current appropriation request (these are very 

small, less than 0.5% of costs) 

• depreciation of new assets is added 

• remaining depreciation on assets created for the 2018 Census is 

added (as this has not been funded in prior appropriations) 

• a capital charge on net assets is added. 
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The bar graph below shows the key components of cost over the four years 

from 2020/21 to 2023/24. A table showing the components of costs is 

included in Appendix 9. 

 
All Stats NZ staff, overhead and travel costs are included in ‘Stats NZ personnel costs’. 

Personnel costs include programme management roles – as well as roles 

associated with the other cost components including field enumeration, 

testing, and communications and engagement. After including the Stats NZ 

personnel costs within each of the key activities, the total costs to be funded 

are as follows: 

 
Stats NZ staff, overhead and travel costs are included within each activity. Capital expenditure is included with the relevant 
activity. Other operating costs also include depreciation, capital charge and contingency. 

The full field enumeration costs form 39% of total costs – with most of these 

costs being incurred in the census year (2022/23).Proa
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Key modelling assumptions 

As noted in the Economic Case, the design of the next census is still at an 

early stage, and so some of the underlying assumptions used in the financial 

costing model will undoubtedly change. 

The main assumptions used in the financial costing model are set out in 

Appendix 9. Further details of some of the major cost categories are as 

follows. 

Full field enumeration 

• The numbers of field officers required for the Census has been 

estimated using a detailed ‘bottom-up’ approach based on the proposed 

Census design. This approach estimates the numbers of dwellings and 

the different levels of effort that will be needed to get a response from 

those dwellings. Dwellings are grouped in five categories according to 

‘difficulty to count’ (the categories are described on page 53).The 

numbers of field officers are based on self-response rates, numbers of 

initial and follow-up visits, and expected time per visit.   

• The proposed design anticipates needing around 3,600 field officers to 

manage non-return follow-up work (NRFU), at a cost of around 

$12.7 million. These people would work for 5 weeks on average.  

• About 1,800 of these people will also undertake preliminary ‘enabling’ 

work for about 3 weeks at a cost of $3.7 million.  

• 645 field officers make up the ‘contingent workforce’. They will be 

operationally ready to deploy quickly in fast-changing situations, with a 

cost of $2.6 million.  

• There are an additional 420 field operations leaders and managers, 

with a total cost for all field and direct management staff of around $41 

million. 

• Agency costs related to hiring the contracted workforce are based on 

the mark-up and flat fee costs from the 2018 Census. In total these 

costs are forecast to be $11.7 million. 

• On top of this, there are around 44 Stats NZ office personnel with full 

field enumeration responsibilities. These people are expected to be 

needed for three years, with an annual cost of $5 million (including 

overheads and travel).  

Overheads 

• Stats NZ overheads are charged to the Census based primarily on a 

per-FTE rate. Overhead costs calculated this way include equipment, 

IT, and the cost of corporate functions like HR and Finance. For the 

Business Case the current overhead cost per FTE was split between 

fixed and variable components in order to derive an estimate of the 

increase in the incremental overhead costs that would arise as a result 

of the increase in personnel for the 2023 Census.  

• Accommodation costs have been calculated and included outside of 

this overhead cost, based on the specific needs of the Census.  

Capital expenditure 

• Capital expenditure is estimated to be around $12.7 million, about 5% 

of total costs.  

• Some short-term assets (like tablets for field officers) are purchased for 

the census but are expected to be disposed within a year. These costs 

are expensed. Other longer-lived assets created during the 2023 

Census are capitalised and depreciated over their useful lives. On 

average, assets have been depreciated over 5 years, reflecting that 

most are software-related assets. 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d



Proa
cti

ve
ly 

rel
ea

se
d



 

  87 
 
  Commercial In Confidence 

2011 Census – The budget for 2011 was $90.4 million, set at the level of 

appropriation that Stats NZ was able to get after two budget rounds in the 

context of the Global Financial Crisis. For this funding, Stats NZ could only 

run a ‘no change’ census, with no changes to the census questions and re-

use of the systems and processes from the 2006 Census. 

This census was cancelled just before census day because of the 

Christchurch earthquake. In total, $64 million was spent on the 2011 

Census, with $20 million spent in years 1-3 and $44 million in the final 

census year. The 7,500 field officers were paid out in full. 

2013 Census – $72 million was spent on the 2013 Census. Had this census 

not been able to use the processes and systems built for the 2011 Census, it 

would have cost around $89 million, excluding depreciation and 

contingency.  

Given the short lead time, this census was another ‘no change’ census. 

Response rates declined compared to 2006, particularly for Māori and 

Pasifika. Programme reviews concluded that inadequate resources were put 

into non-response follow-up, communications, and community engagement 

given the changes happening in society.   

2018 Census – In the June 2014 Business Case, Stats NZ sought and 

received $116.4 million for the 2018 Census and $2.5 million for Census 

Transformation. Stats NZ is forecasting to spend approximately $126 million 

on the 2018 Census. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE CENSUS PROGRAMME 

This Management Case was developed by the SRO and General 

Manager, Census, with input by Stats NZ personnel from both within 

and outside the census programme.  

The 2023 Census is a very large project with a single major deliverable – the 

census dataset. Given its scale and complexity, it will be managed as a 

programme consisting of a number of large, interdependent workstreams 

that include projects. 

Governance and programme 

management: An overview   

This section describes the governance and programme management 

structure for the 2023 Census programme and how the programme sits 

within the broader Stats NZ structure. Some elements of the governance 

structure are already in place, and others are being established. The census 

governance arrangements will be reviewed regularly to ensure they continue 

to be effective. 

2023 Census governance arrangements 

Census governance sits within Stats NZ’s wider governance arrangements, 

as summarised in the diagram on the next page.  

Investment Board 

The Investment Board is chaired by the CEO and is responsible for Stats 

NZ’s investment portfolio.  

2023 Census Board 

The 2023 Census Board will be chaired by the Deputy Chief Executive, 

Census and Collection Operations, who is the Senior Responsible Officer 

(SRO) of the 2023 Census. The Board will include three additional members 

of Stats NZ’s Executive Leadership Team representing user and supplier 

perspectives, and an external independent member with governance 

expertise. The Board’s terms of reference describe its role and authority.  

Design Authority 

Stats NZ is re-establishing a Design Authority to review the technical input 

into the design and assess whether the design is feasible. The Design 

Authority will also monitor whether the design is being adhered to and 

escalate design problems to the Executive Leadership Team. Chaired by the 

Chief Methodologist, the Design Authority will report to the Executive 

Leadership Team. 

Chief Methodologist  

The Chief Methodologist will have a significant role in the next census, 

supporting decision-making on governance boards and chairing the new 

Design Authority. 

Māori perspective in governance 

Stats NZ is investigating ways of strengthening a Māori perspective within 

census governance. Currently the Kaihautū (Chief Māori Advisor) is a 

member of the Stats NZ Executive Leadership Team and meets regularly 

with the Senior Responsible Officer (SRO). 

Stats NZ is seeking to add people who bring a Te Ao Māori lens to the 

independent expert advisory panel. Stats NZ is also exploring what effective Proa
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partnering with Māori would look like in practice, and has recently formalised 

its relationship with the Data Iwi Leaders Group through a Memorandum of 

Understanding. 

 

2023 Census programme management 

The diagram on the next page shows the reporting line from the census 

programme management to the Chief Executive and the structure of the 

2023 Census programme. 

Key roles 

Senior Responsible Officer (SRO)  

The SRO is the Deputy Chief Executive, Census and Collection Operations. 

The SRO reports to the Chief Executive and is accountable for the success 

of the 2023 Census and for realising its benefits.  

As a member of the Executive Leadership Team, the SRO also sits on 

several senior leadership boards and groups in Stats NZ, including 

governance for census transformation. This ensures the 2023 Census 

programme is connected with the wider organisation.  

Programme manager 

The General Manager, Census reports to the Senior Responsible Officer 

and is responsible for the day-to-day management of the census 

programme. The role leads several teams, including a programme 

management office (PMO) (see below).  

Programme management structure  

Key management roles are being brought on earlier to enable better 

planning and earlier testing of operations. For example, the collection 

operations management layer will be recruited immediately, whereas in 

previous censuses the role was brought on one year before census day.  

Programme management office  

The PMO, led by the PMO Manager, provides independent input to the 2023 

Census Programme Manager on programme delivery. The PMO reports on 

the critical path and supports the workstreams to plan activity and monitor 

progress.  

The PMO Manager reports to the 2023 Census Programme Manager and is 

a member of the census programme management team. 

Workstream leads 

The organisational structure consists of a number of workstreams, with a 

lead responsible for coordinating activity and providing oversight. 

  

Investment Board

2023 Census Board

Executive Leadership 
Team

Other Stats NZ 
programmes and 

projects

Risk and Assurance 
Committee

Design Authority

Chief Executive
Governance Advisory 

Committee

Information Privacy, 
Security and 

Confidentiality 
Governance Group
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Managing growth  

The Stats NZ team working on the census will grow significantly over the 

life of the 2023 Census programme, peaking at 241 staff during the 

collections phase.  

Key changes in the 2023 Census programme to support this include:  

• Early recruitment of new staff – A more flexible, proactive approach 

to recruitment will meet the programme’s requirements. 

• Greater leadership capability – Leaders will have appropriate 

subject-matter expertise and strategic acumen, and will cultivate an 

open and collaborative culture. 

• Well-designed, sustainable structure – Teams will have an 

appropriate ratio of staff to managers and a balance of seniority.  

• A better onboarding and induction process – Teams will have a 

good understanding of each other’s roles and responsibilities. 

Programme workstreams 
The census programme consists of five interconnected workstreams. Each 

workstream has a set of key deliverables and milestones that are the basis 

for detailed planning, monitoring, testing and reviews.  

Built into each workstream are quality assurance (including independent 

reviews), communications and engagement, risk management, and a Te 

Ao Māori view. The five workstreams are: 

• Planning and readiness – responsible for ensuring robust planning 

across the programme, appropriate structures and processes, and 

implementation of the changes to the programme. 

• Design and testing – responsible for the design and testing for the 

2023 Census product and systems. This includes co-design with iwi. It 

involves engaging customers, stakeholders, and communities in the 

design and delivery of the census. 

• Census collections – responsible for the activities required to 

successfully collect census data. It includes testing, planning, 

recruitment, community awareness campaigns, and collecting census 

information. 

• Processing, evaluation and output – responsible for creating the 

administrative data file, and for processing and producing the census 

data releases. This includes building and further refinement and 

development of the processing, evaluation and output tools.  

• 2028 Census – focused on research and development of new 

elements and improvements for the 2028 Census. 

Key changes 

The workstreams incorporate the following changes in response to the 

lessons from 2018. 

New to the Census programme   

The following elements are new compared with the process for the 2018 

Census: 

• The re-establishing of the Design Authority and its assurance role in 

the programme 

• Additional roles, including a larger Census Programme management 

office (PMO – with greater capability in planning and risk and issues 

management), and the capability to bring a Te Ao Māori view 

• Annual reviews of governance arrangements 

• A review and refresh of planning artefacts 
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• A readiness review 

• Engagement with iwi, customers and communities to help design 

strategies to increase participation in the census 

• Resource tests for Collections 

• On-going engagement with Māori and iwi, and with Pasifika and other 

groups, about collections operations in the community 

• Building the administrative data file 

• A communications and marketing phase to rebuild trust and 

confidence in the census and its value, and in its privacy and security 

measures 

• The 2028 Census workstream.  

Earlier timing  

The following steps are scheduled to happen earlier than in the 2018 

Census: 

• First test, October 2020 – this is 5 months earlier (the first-test date 

for the 2018 Census was March 2016, and the equivalent for the next 

census would be March 2021) 

• Final content agreed, March 2021 – 15 months earlier (June 2017 

would translate to June 2022) 

• Final question design, July 2021 – 15 months earlier (October 2017 

would translate to October 2022) 

• Second test, October 2021 – 5 months earlier (March 2017 would 

translate to March 2022) 

• Regional Managers on board, August 2020 – 18 months earlier 

(February 2017 would translate to February 2022) 

• Collections manager and field staff recruited earlier to allow for 

resource testing.  

The diagram on the next page provides a high-level view of the five 

workstreams of the preferred approach, to be delivered over the next four 

years to June 2024. 
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High level view of activities for the 2023 Census  

 

Notes: 

*    All workstreams will do programme planning and risk management activities.  

**  The 2023 Census Board will be involved in quarterly planning and risk workshops and do deep dives in specific areas of the programme.  Proa
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Risk management 

The Risk Management Strategy for the 2023 Census will focus on creating 

the conditions for risk management to be effective. This includes things like: 

• focusing on the right risks 

• using risk to inform decision-making  

• ensuring people have the necessary knowledge, skills and tools to 

identify and manage risk effectively. 

Better risk management practice 

Stats NZ has spoken with its international counterparts to identify best 

practice and test ideas. These discussions have led to improvements to risk 

management practice, including: 

• improving the process for identifying, analysing, evaluating and 

communicating risks so that it is based on international census best 

practice 

• using best practice for risk templates, registers, and mitigation and 

contingency plans 

• regular risk meetings, with risk registers being updated at those 

meetings 

• better reporting, including use of risk dashboards. 

A dedicated risk and assurance advisor   

A new Risk and Issues Advisor role will be established within the PMO to 

embed good risk management practice into the census programme. This 

aligns Stats NZ with other jurisdictions like the US and UK.  

More comprehensive risk reporting  

There will be more comprehensive risk reporting throughout the census 

programme. This will include risk dashboards, risk summaries and risk deep-

dives. The reporting will be based on international best practice derived from 

the Operational Risks and Contingency Planning Community of Practice.  

The decision-making frameworks and templates used by the Australian and 

UK statistical agencies incorporate a risk perspective. Stats NZ may 

introduce the Australian risk and reporting management framework to help 

manage strategic and operational risks.  

Improved capability and understanding of risk  

Risk capability will be developed across the census programme, so that all 

staff have a better understanding of risk and how to manage it. This will 

include dedicated training sessions to help bring a consistent approach 

across the different aspects of the programme. 

The Australian Census team does regular deep-dives on risk with its senior 

management team. Stats NZ will look to adopt this approach for the 2023 

Census and will record all the deep-dives to document the findings.  

The UK Census team does quarterly scenario tests, which includes senior 

managers. The feedback from the UK is that the regular tests helped to 

make stakeholders aware of the importance of contingency plans throughout 

the census cycle.   

The census programme will have regular risk planning sessions. These 

scenario-based sessions will provide an opportunity to practise risk 

management and update plans and processes throughout the life of the 

census programme. 

The QRA will be updated as Stats NZ refines its census design (after a test 

for example) to see whether the risk profile changes. 
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Programme assurance  

Stats NZ is developing its Assurance Plan for the census programme. The 

plan is based on the following three-pronged approach: 

1 Assurance within the Census programme – The 2023 Census Board 

will provide governance of the census programme, monitoring its critical 

path and managing risk. Workstreams within the programme will 

provide their own monitoring of the programme plan.  

Earlier and more frequent tests compared with the previous census will 

help to shape design and planning.  

Reporting and monitoring will adjust to the different tempos of the 

census programme during its lifecycle. During the collections phase, 

management information systems will provide metrics in real time to 

identify emerging problems and inform management responses. The 

2023 Census Board will receive more comprehensive risk reporting 

based on international best practice.  

The coverage assessment process will report publicly on the final 

coverage rate. The coverage assessment method will be expanded to 

include coverage of both dwellings and administrative data. 

2 Assurance outside the programme within Stats NZ – The 

Implementation Business Case will describe the detailed arrangements 

of the census programme.  

Design and planning will be informed and reviewed by Stats NZ 

specialists who sit outside the census programme – for example, the 

Design Authority and Kaihautū.  

Stats NZ’s corporate services, including the Chief Security Officer, the 

Chief Privacy Officer, the Enterprise Portfolio Office and the 

procurement, HR, legal and finance functions, will provide specialist 

advice to the census programme and assurance to the Chief Executive 

that corporate policies are being complied with.  

3 Independent assurance – This final layer consists of independent 

expertise that will provide assurance to the 2023 Census Board and 

Chief Executive. This includes Treasury’s Gateway reviews, 

independent quality assurance providers, international reviewers, and 

other external panels.  

Stats NZ will work closely with central agencies including Treasury, 

SSC and the GCDO and will share independent quality-assurance 

reports with these agencies. 

The Minister of Statistics will receive regular briefings about the census 

throughout its lifecycle.  

Stats NZ will be subject to the normal monitoring and reporting 

requirements of the public sector, including of Audit New Zealand and 

the Officer of the Auditor General.  

An independent post-implementation review will evaluate whether the 

census has met the Business Case investment objectives. 

Communications and engagement strategy 

The communications and engagement strategy will be based on feedback 

from Treaty partners, stakeholders and customers and will incorporate the 

following principles:  

• Higher response rates require collaboration and partnership with 

communities. 

• Engagement with communities needs to be earlier, wider and 

permanent. 
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KEY CHANGES FOR 2023 CENSUS 

Stats NZ has considered the changes necessary for the next census and 

grouped these into four key change areas: 

• Key change 1: Keeping the focus on what matters 

• Key change 2: Creating a culture of constructive challenge 

• Key change 3: Greater use of independent advice  

• Key change 4: Building in time and resources to be adaptive. 

Key change 1: Keeping the focus on 

what matters 

A simple, shared purpose  

To help stay focused on the things that matter throughout the programme 

Stats NZ will use a simple shared purpose and a critical path. These will 

guide everyone in the programme towards the same place, with the same 

purpose, and at the same pace.  

In practice this will mean the following key changes for the 2023 Census 

programme: 

• Simplifying role accountabilities across the programme structure, which 

will reduce the potential for confusion and duplication, and support 

greater coordination and strategic thought across workstreams.  

• Articulating an agreed high-level design early in the programme, to 

drive development and testing. 

• Defining the test objectives early on to inform the development of 

systems and help prioritise the business and technology work 

programmes. 

• Ensuring the testing strategy is followed, and using monitoring and 

decision points to make sure the impacts of changes to timing and 

scope are fully understood across the programme. 

• Designing the management information system to provide key metrics 

in real time to identify problem areas and guide decision-making. 

Management reports will include a new section on escalated issues so 

that they are visible and open to challenge. 

• Greater focus on improving engagement with communities and how to 

partner with them to design, plan and deliver the census.  

Clearer escalation processes for risk and 

other issues 

As well as the changes noted above under ‘Risk management’, escalation 

processes will be integrated into the programme’s frameworks, including the 

Risk Management Strategy, the Change Management Strategy, and the 

terms of reference for governance bodies.  

Staff training and collateral will explain the process for when and how to 

escalate issues. An escalation register will track problems and monitor how 

they inform decision-making.  

Mitigation strategies and their implementation will also be tracked. 
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Reliable and timely management reporting  

For the 2023 Census, planning documents will be regularly updated and 

management information systems will be improved to produce reliable, 

meaningful results that will be used to make timely decisions.  

The Independent Review recommended improvements to management 

reporting to enable better monitoring of collection progress and inform 

decisions about follow-up efforts. It also recommended introducing daily 

progress and tolerance reports to the Executive Leadership Team during 

collection operations, and weekly reports during the processing and 

evaluation stages. 

Key change 2: Creating a culture of 

constructive challenge 

Many of the challenges faced during the 2018 Census could have been 

navigated better had there been a culture of constructive challenge, 

including a willingness to listen and take advice from both internal and 

external stakeholders. 

The Independent Review recommended strengthening the leadership of the 

census programme to introduce leaders who can create and nurture an 

environment that is open to innovation and receptive to ideas, concerns and 

criticisms. 

Role of the leadership  

Stats NZ has begun a journey to address the cultural concerns raised in the 

Independent Review. The Executive Leadership Team understands this 

must begin with the senior leaders in the organisation before it can be 

addressed at a programme level.  

Stats NZ’s all-leaders forum in October 2019 marked the start of this 

journey. The forum focused on how to manage optimism bias and create a 

safe environment for constructive challenge.  

Thinking about ‘what if’ 

Stats NZ is working with overseas counterparts to learn how to embed risk 

awareness into the culture of the census programme. One example is the 

approach used by the UK Statistics Office, which does quarterly testing of 

scenarios.  

The risk management changes described in the previous section and the 

changes under ‘Key Change 1 – Keeping the focus on what matters’ will 

also help to make it safe to raise ideas, concerns and criticisms and, if 

necessary, escalate problems.  

Use of independent advice 

An independent voice will help promote a constructive culture of challenge 

and protect against potential bias in decision-making. This is discussed 

under Key change 3 below.  

Key change 3: Greater use of 

independent advice  

A key finding from the Independent Review was that the 2018 Census 

lacked independent advice, and that when it was available, the programme 

was not as accepting of the advice as it could have been. 

Stats NZ has strong networks in the local and international statistics 

community and will leverage its relationships in a structured and formal way 
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throughout the census life cycle to help ensure that the programme design is 

sound, and the delivery is feasible.  

More independent reviews and advice 

As well as re-establishing the Design Authority, Stats NZ will embed an 

‘outside in’ perspective into the 2023 Census programme, in the following 

ways: 

• External appointments to governance positions 

• Gateway reviews throughout the lifecycle of the initiative. The next 

Gateway review will be a Gate 0/4 in July 2020. 

• Dedicated positions within the census structure that are designed to 

provide the voice of customers and communities – for example, the 

Accessibility Advisor and Māori Kaihautū 

• Greater use of external expertise to review plans 

• More exposure of census staff to groups in the community – for 

example, analytical and technical staff accompanying the community 

engagement team in the field 

• An Independent External Diversity and Inclusion Group to do regular 

equity impact assessments to ensure all New Zealanders’ perspectives 

are considered in the census 

• Integrating Stats NZ’s specialist functional work units within the 

workstreams and activities – for example, Statistical Infrastructure for 

processing, and Collection Operations for field planning. This will bring 

in more diverse thinking and address silo mentalities. 

Stats NZ will establish an External Data Quality Panel to help ensure that 

the quality of the final census dataset is appropriate. The Panel’s input will 

inform collection contingency plans and post-operational activities such as 

the use of administrative data. The Panel will also advise on the 

development of key performance measures.  

Using international networks more effectively  

Stats NZ will work closely alongside its international counterparts to identify 

opportunities that can be adapted to New Zealand.  

Adopting international best practice for operational readiness 

testing 

The UK and US statistical agencies have structured testing models that can 

be adopted. The 2023 Census will have an Operational Readiness Plan that 

is reviewed by international peers. Stats NZ is a member of the Census 

Testing Community of Practice and will use this forum to refine the testing 

approach for 2023.    

Greater use of the Operational Risks and Contingency Planning 

Community of Practice 

The community of practice is made up of census agencies from different 

countries and meets once a month. As a member, and the chair, of this 

community of practice, Stats NZ has access to templates, plans, risk 

registers, best practice, and other resources from other countries. This will 

be used to develop templates and resources for the 2023 Census.  

International Expert Peer Review 

In the first year of design, Stats NZ will be using international experts to 

carry out several formal and peer reviews of the census design. Census 

experts from Canada, the US, Australia and the UK will spend several days 
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in New Zealand carrying out in-depth reviews. The Australian Bureau of 

Statistics did a similar review in 2014 before their 2016 Census. 

Key change 4: Being adaptive  

The census programme will build flexibility into the programme schedule so 

that it can adapt when faced with delays or adverse events that were not 

anticipated. 

Creating time to be adaptive  

This will be achieved by: 

• Adapting governance and management processes to the different 

tempos that the programme will operate in during its lifecycle. For 

example, the collections phase will operate in a faster-paced 

environment and need faster decision-making than an early planning 

phase, and it will have different governance and management needs.  

• Earlier engagement and collection activities to inform census design 

and planning and grow community partnerships 

• Recruiting field team leaders earlier and involving them in Stats NZ’s 

other surveys to teach them the Stats NZ ‘way of working’. 

Comprehensive testing 

A comprehensive testing strategy will identify problems and inform 

contingency plans:  

• Defining requirements early – This will enable systems to be built and 

tested early. These tests will inform the final design and planning for the 

census.  

• Ensuring systems are in place to support large tests – Progress will 

be closely monitored, and effective escalation processes will be in place 

if risks emerge. 

• Operational response to end-to-end testing – This significant test 

needs to happen early in the census programme so that the programme 

can respond to problems identified. The necessary staff will be in place 

to complete tests, and international best practice will guide the design 

and delivery of the end-to-end testing approach.  

Earlier identification, planning and mitigation 

of risks 

Improving risk management practice will free up time and resources to be 

more adaptive (shifts in risk management are discussed on page 96). 
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THE CENSUS PROCUREMENT STRATEGY

The census procurement strategy will describe how Stats NZ will apply 

commercial disciplines to buy services to deliver the census – in a way that 

achieves value for money and manages reputation, commercial and delivery 

risk. The procurement strategy sits within the frame of Stats NZ’s 

procurement and contract management policies and procedures. 

The procurement strategy will be developed in close consultation with the 

New Zealand Government Procurement and Property team and will 

incorporate the lessons from the 2018 Census and public-sector best 

practice. 

For the next census, procurement arrangements will 

enable suppliers to be heavily involved in the design, 

planning and testing stages. When challenges are 

faced, suppliers, working as part of the census team, 

will be empowered to help develop the solutions. 

 
40  This includes the following: open procurement processes for commercially available services; open 

invitations to identify community partners that wish to register interest to work with Stats NZ; secondary 

procurement processes from established All of Government or Stats NZ panels; ‘opt out’ procurements 

Key themes  

The procurement strategy will set the direction for procurement activity in the 

following ways. 

Fit-for-purpose procurement 

The procurement strategy will empower Stats NZ and its suppliers to draw 

on best-practice procurement approaches from across the public sector and 

implement fit-for-purpose solutions. The emphasis of the strategy is on 

procuring the right services in a way that best achieves the desired 

outcomes.  

Government Procurement Rules  

All procurement processes will comply with the Government Procurement 

Rules.40  

Early timeframes 

Consistent with the Independent Review findings, early timeframes will be 

emphasised throughout the strategy. This will enable all parties to undertake 

thorough due diligence to understand what they are getting into. Once on 

board, there will be more time to build stronger relationships with suppliers 

and for them to become true team members. 

eg in the case of conditional grants for community development; and, permitted exceptions to the 

requirement to openly advertise opportunities. 
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RECRUITING FIELD OFFICERS 

Stats NZ will again contract out aspects of its recruitment and 

remuneration of field staff; however, the approach will remedy the issues 

that plagued the 2018 Census.  

The one-supplier model used in the previous census did not provide 

enough field officers and enough diversity of staff, or place competitive 

pressure on the supplier to perform. Opportunities were lost to motivate 

key urban and rural communities to participate in the census. 

Disaggregating services 

Stats NZ will disaggregate the services that it bought in the last census into 

three distinct contracts. This will free up recruitment providers to focus 

solely on the job of identifying field staff candidates. 

A national provider will conduct interviews and referee checks of field 

candidates in a co-ordinated and consistent way. Stats NZ will appoint a 

specialist payroll supplier to pay field staff. The third contract service, 

recruitment of field officers, is explained below.  

Recruitment of field officers 

For the next census, four approaches will be used to get as many field staff 

as possible: 

• Stats NZ will recruit officers directly. 

• Large-scale providers will recruit field staff in the main centres. 

 
41  Commissioning is a broader concept than procurement involving the whole cycle, from identifying 

the issues, to considering the range of possible solu ions and putting a selected op ion in place. 

• Regional panels of locally based recruitment suppliers will provide 

more capacity in the regions. Stats NZ will appoint the panel in 2020 

and test it thoroughly in the delivery of other statistical surveys. 

• Partnerships with the community will provide a tailored, localised 

approach to deliver a range of services – for example: 

- recruiting and engaging field staff  

- motivating communities to participate in the census  

- field activities such as distributing census packs, supporting 

respondents to complete their census forms, and returning 

completed census forms to Stats NZ. 

Under the partnership model, procurement will take place as part of a 

wider commissioning approach,41 to ensure field officers understand, 

and are recognised by, the communities they will work within. 
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CONTRACT MANAGEMENT 

Control environment  

Since the 2018 Census, Stats NZ has lifted its procurement capability and 

strengthened its control environment for procurement and contract 

management. This has been achieved by the following initiatives and 

investments, which respond to the findings of the Independent Review:  

• Recruited additional procurement personnel for the census (discussed 

further below) 

• Implemented a range of procurement policies, guidelines and templates 

(including templates for contract management plans) 

• Delivered a programme of procurement and contract management 

training for all Stats NZ staff involved with external service suppliers. 

Future all-staff training programmes will cover Government 

procurement principles and rules. 

For the procurement of services for the census, this means:  

• Thorough market analysis to assess whether All of Government panels 

will provide the best solution  

• Emphasis on identifying the best service solution for Stats NZ 

• Suppliers actively undertaking their own due diligence to fully 

understand what they are agreeing to deliver, including the service 

outcomes, allocation of risk, interdependencies with the census 

programme and delivery expectations 

 
42  The MBIE template will be used for procurements valued at over $100,000. 

• Thorough due diligence by Stats NZ of suppliers’ capacity and 

capability, to make sure they can deliver on service outcomes and 

respond to emerging issues and risks 

• Fit-for-purpose evaluation frameworks that enable Stats NZ to identify 

the right supplier and ensure value for money while delivering on the 

Government’s broader outcome expectations 

• External procurement experts to provide independent advice to Stats 

NZ. 

Contract management plans 

The contract management plan is an important management tool for the 

commercial manager and procurement advisors – helping to manage the 

performance of the contract and integrate the contracted services with other 

suppliers and the census programme’s wider activities. 

As recommended by the Independent Review, each contract for service will 

be the subject of a contract management plan.42 This will enable centralised 

and coordinated management of all the services that are bought for the 

census. 

Contracts will contain milestones that reflect interdependencies with the 

census programme and an explicit understanding of how the service 

contributes to the census programme’s critical path.  
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For suppliers, this will mean mapping out the key tasks that are necessary to 

complete a milestone deliverable, and identifying the interdependencies of 

each activity across the census programme. The suppliers’ progress along 

the critical path will be monitored and managed through centralised contract 

management, in accordance with the overall contract management plan. 

Contracts will contain contingency plans to ensure appropriate risk mitigation 

measures are agreed in advance and are ready to be deployed quickly, as 

and when risks materialise. 

Each supplier contract will contain principles that support suppliers to 

develop agile and outcomes-focused responses to risk. 

 

What the contract management plan will cover 

• Approval / sign-off process  

• Key documents 

• Contract basics  

• Service delivery 

• Key personnel 

• Key stakeholders 

• Transitioning-in arrangements 

• Key Interdependencies with the census programme 

• Location on the critical path  

• Reporting, monitoring and evaluation 

• Risk mitigation and management 

• Dispute resolution 

• Contract completion 

• Contract management and governance structure 

• Performance feedback  

• Communications and external stakeholder engagement  
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APPENDIX 2: KEY DOCUMENTS 
The following documents informed the development of the Business Case.  

Business case planning with central agencies 

• Stats NZ 2023 Census strategic assessment, draft v2; 15 May 2019 

• Stats NZ 2023 Census investment proposal; 4 September 2019 

• 2023 Census risk profile assessment; 12 August 2019 

• Agreement of an Implementation Business Case 

Review and inquiry documents 

• Report of the Independent Review of New Zealand’s 2018 Census, July 

2019.43  

• Gateway review report for Stats NZ: 2023 Census; November 2019 

• IQANZ: Independent Quality Assurance Review; 7 November 2019 

Strategies 

• Data Strategy and Roadmap For New Zealand, December 201844 

• Refreshed census transformation strategy; July 2019 

 
43  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/report-of-the-independent-review-of-new-zealands-2018-census. 

Accessed September 2019. 

44  https://www.data.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/data-strategy-and-roadmap-dec-18.pdf. Accessed 

September 2019. 

45  https://www.stats.govt.nz/assets/Research/Valuing-the-Census/valuing-the-census.pdf. Accessed 

September 2019. 

Communications and stakeholder engagement  

• Next Census Detailed Business Case Stakeholder Engagement – 

Summary Report; 2019  

• Draft Communications and Engagement Approach – 2023 Census  

Census benefits  

• Carl Bakker: Valuing the census, July 201445 

• Carl Bakker Value of the census for Māori; 201946  

• Lateral Economics: Australian Burau of Statistics monetary value; 27 

August 201947 

Identification of preferred approach 

• Next Census – Short list design options 

• 2023 Census Shortlisted Options – Master spreadsheet 

Financial modelling and analysis 

• 2023 Census business case cost model – version 7f (spreadsheet) 

• Broadleaf Capital: 2023 Census cost quantitative risk analysis; 7 

November 2019  

2018 Census planning  

• The Next Census Business Case; 6 March 2014 

• The 2018 Census Focussed Detailed Business Case; 17 June 2014 

46  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/value-of-the-census-for-maori. Accessed November 2019. 

47      

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mediareleasesbyReleaseDate/1B9C46E8DBFC05FFC

A25847D0080F9A2?OpenDocument. Accessed August 2019. 
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APPENDIX 4: STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT  

High level approach 

Stats NZ engaged widely with customers, Treaty partners and community 

groups to inform the Business Case. The level of engagement was 

significantly higher than previous censuses.  

Stats NZ engaged with central and local government, Māori and Iwi, 

Pasifika, representatives of people with disabilities and increased 

accessibility needs, the rainbow community and migrants, including people 

whose English is their second language. 

The department used a range of engagement methods: community-level 

engagement; workshops in major centres; and, an online consultation forum.  

Stats NZ’s engagement with Māori and iwi about the next census is 

occurring in a much wider context. An effective partnership with Māori is 

acknowledged as a key condition for achieving a successful 2023 Census 

and ongoing census transformation. The intention is to engage broadly and 

deeply with Māori and iwi to build trust and confidence in the data system. 

Stats NZ engagement process had five parts: 

• Engagement with Treaty Partners and stakeholders 

• Engagement with key government agencies 

• Engagement on the long-list options  

• Engagement on the shortlisted approaches 

• Discussions on preferred approach. 

In all, 249 external stakeholders were invited to engage with Stats NZ across 

8 customer segments and 19 stakeholder sectors, including sub-groups and 

areas with low response rates. A total of 310 feedback responses were 

received from 150 individuals and organisations. 

Key feedback  

• Preference for Approach 2. 

• Request to ‘pick and mix’ some features from Approach 3, largely 

driven by a desire from Māori and communities to develop partnerships 

with Stats NZ in the shortest possible time.  

• Use of administrative data was largely accepted but some stakeholders 

had concerns about quality, accuracy and feasibility.  

• Release of census outputs in 2023 was overwhelmingly favoured due to 

desire for access to data as early as possible.  

• 2018 Census content met the requirements of most; however, some 

stakeholders, like the disability sector, would like a review of content. 

• Participants want to see themselves in the data, including the use of 

different languages to improve accessibility.  

• Strong desire to make it easy for respondents to use either paper or 

online response modes. 

• Barriers to online responses were a reality (including greater internet 

coverage limitations than what is ‘officially understood’). 

• Need for the collections approach to be tailored to each region, using 

‘local people, locally managed’. Integration of Stats NZ’s field and 

engagement and communication teams working closely with the 

community. ‘Door knockers’ required to conduct the census. 

• Need to build customer and community data capability. The approach 

to do this should be tailored to the different needs of customers.
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Commercial In Confidence  

Alignment with Stats NZ strategies  

How it all fits together 

 

Census Transformation Strategy  

Stats NZ has set out a long-term strategy to modernise and transform the 

census within the wider context of New Zealand’s data system. The Census 

Transformation Strategy sets a course away from a full field enumeration 

census to one based mainly on administrative data. The vision and goal of 

the strategy are: 

• Vision: Transform to an administrative data census supported by 

surveys. 

• Goal: To be able to describe New Zealanders and their lives without 

needing everyone to actively contribute, while maintaining relevance 

and public trust in the data. 

The Census Transformation programme  

The Census Transformation programme began research and development 

work in 2012 for the purpose of working towards the Census Transformation 

Strategy in a managed and achievable way. The current focus of the Census 

Transformation programme is to: 

• refresh its engagement plan to promote the understanding of, and 

secure support for, Census Transformation, and enable input from 

technical specialists and other stakeholders 

• continue to research methodologies for conducting censuses using 

administrative data in collaboration with counterparts in the UK, 

Canada, Ireland, Australia and the US. 

The Census Strategy 

The Census Strategy sets out the parameters for the next census, 

progressing Stats NZ toward an administrative data future, based on a 

careful assessment of the amount of change that is achievable over the next 

census cycle. The Census Strategy has three themes:  

• Help respondents to participate – making it easy and motivating people 

• Grow partnerships to help deliver the census and develop data 

capability in communities 

• Leverage administrative data in the next census. Proa
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