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CONTENTSABOUT THIS REPORT

Diversity Works New Zealand is a unique partnership 
between the public sector and the private sector in  
New Zealand, with the purpose of helping organisations 
do diversity and inclusion well – and doing well because 
of it.

Established 28 years ago as the Equal Opportunities 
Trust, this organisation has been instrumental in the 
gradual and systematic development of increased 
awareness and maturity in our workplaces about the 
need for, and benefits of, inclusive workplace practices.

This work has, however, become far too big and far 
too important to be done in silos. As such, Diversity 
Works New Zealand has recognized the need to act as 
“connector and facilitator” of research and best practice 
in diversity and inclusion across the motu. In so doing, 
we wish to motivate and enable everybody to learn 
from the increased body of knowledge, and also gather 
the information to be able to monitor our collective 
progress in shifting the dial on diversity and inclusion in 
the workplace.

The Aotearoa State of Workplace Inclusion Report (ASWI)  
is intended to be the annual wrap-up of what we have 
seen throughout the year. It curates the important 
developments in our policy and media landscape, 
highlighting significant new research released, reflecting 
on our work across the private and public sectors, 
and connecting all the dots into trends that give us an 
indication of whether we are making progress or not, 
and what might need to feature in our plans for the 
upcoming year to keep moving forward.

ASWI 2020 is our inaugural report and we intend to put a 
dedicated workplan around this next year. Future reports 
will include more input from all our stakeholders across 
the country. 
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OVERVIEW
It would be near impossible to speak about any phenomenon, 
development or trend in 2020 without referencing it against  
the disruption caused by Covid-19. 
As has often been said, Covid did not create 
inequities, but it exposed those inequities in a way 
that would make them difficult to “unsee”. In some 
respects, Covid was purely a mirror that reflected 
back at us the society that we have created, but 
in other respects it has fundamentally influenced 
the narrative and the consequent priorities around 
diversity and inclusion as we rebuild our economy.

Diversity, and the ever-increasing complexity thereof, 
is a defining feature of contemporary New Zealand 
and in making sense of our progress, we have a 
number of local and global events to consider. 

On the surface, we have much to celebrate. The 2020 
general election has paved the way for an array of 
diverse candidates to enter Parliament. New Zealand's 
first African, Latin American and Sri Lankan MPs are 
among the 40 new faces entering Parliament. The 
total representation of women in our Parliament 
for the new term is close to 48 percent, which is a 
historical high. We’ve got more young people in the 
House than ever before and 10 per cent of MPs are 
from our Rainbow community.

Reflecting, however, on the results from the 2020 
New Zealand Workplace Diversity Survey we  
released earlier this year, the level of understanding  
of diversity in the workplace is still inconsistent 
across the country. Overall, public sector 
organisations continue to place more emphasis on 
diversity issues than private sector organisations. 
In the private sector, smaller and less advanced 
workplaces still hold a baseline level of understanding 
around diversity that primarily relates to gender  
and ethnicity. 

Diversity is however much more than gender and 
ethnicity. Not only are there many more dimensions 
of diversity that need to be considered, but there is 

also a lot more complexity in how these dimensions 
intersect with each other. Our talent pool in Aotearoa 
is diverse by default, but we need to actively design 
for inclusion. Our observations this year emphasised 
that we need to bring some maturity to the 
conversation around inclusion, instead of an exclusive 
focus on the diversity of our entrance pipeline.

As noted in an OECD report published earlier this 
year: “Making the most of diversity is not a simple 
‘numbers game’ of increasing staff diversity, but 
depends on whether employees feel respected and 
valued, how discriminatory actions are sanctioned, 
and what incentives and policies are put in place to 
foster equality of opportunity.”

There have also been emerging views, building 
increased momentum this year, around the extension 
of the discipline of diversity and inclusion, to 
specifically call out the need for equity. One of the 
macro themes that gained significant traction this 
year is the shift from “tolerance” to “allyship”, and this 
report references some of the ways in which allyship 
presents itself as an equity-enhancing influence 
across the various dimensions of diversity.

Compared to the rest of the countries in the OECD, 
New Zealand is benchmarking reasonably well. Our 
gender employment gap is 9.5 per cent within an 
OECD range of 0.4 per cent (Lithuania) to 18.3 per 
cent (Greece), and our migrant employment gap is 
1.0 per cent within an OECD range of -7.1 per cent 
(Portugal) to 14.4 per cent (Netherlands). 

Also, over the past 10 years, we have reported more 
than two per cent positive shift in attitudes towards 
most of the diversity dimensions, except for ethnic 
minorities, where the attitudes of the past decade 
have shifted somewhere in the range of -2 per cent 
and 2 per cent.
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The question we need to ask, though, is whether 
our trajectory over the past 10 years is indicative of 
what we may expect from the next decade or if the 
narrative has changed. 

Diversity and inclusion are increasingly recognized 
as strategic enablers of positive business outcomes, 
however, the progress seems slow, the conversations 
are tough and the goalposts keep moving. For those 
doing the work, it is important to know that it is not 
hard because our policies and initiatives fail, it is hard 
because it is social change, which is more often than 
not associated with conflict.

The remainder of this report looks more closely at 
highlights, lowlights, trends and developments across 
the specific dimensions of diversity during 2020 and 
what that signals for diversity and inclusion priorities 
in 2021.
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GENDER
In the conversation on gender, it’s 
important to recognize that gender 
is not binary. However, much of the 
national discourse, as well as the 
research that has been released, still 
take place within a binary framework 
and this unfortunately has an impact 
on our ability to present the findings 
through a non-binary lens.

For our wāhine, 2020 was an 
exceptional year. 

From a pure representation perspective:

• Just under half (48 per cent) of MPs in our 53rd 
Parliament are women – an all-time high.

• The annual gender stocktake of New Zealand’s 
state sector boards and committees, undertaken 
by the Ministry for Women and released in May 
2020, indicated the public sector was on the verge 
of reaching its target of state sector boards and 
committees made up of at least 50 percent women by 
2021. The stocktake, as at 31 December 2019, showed 
the highest ever percentage of women (49 per cent) on 
state sector boards.

• There was also positive progress on boards in the 
private sector, where a more reserved target of 30 per 
cent female representation by 2020 has been set by 
Global Women. The NZX diversity statistics released 
in February revealed that 29 per cent of S&P/NZX50 
directorships are female, which was up from 27.6 per 
cent in 2018, and on track to meet the 2020 target. 
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However, looking at the detail behind the data, 
we may be too modest in our expectations of the 
private sector: 

• About 20 per cent of the companies listed on the
NZX are without any women on their boards. Of the
top 100 companies, 11 have no female representation
in the boardroom, and an additional 36 of them have
only one. Boardroom research globally suggests that at
least three women on a board is required to transform
cultural practices and these numbers raise concerns
of a “one and done” mentality as far as gender
representation is concerned.

• In addition, a marked feature of women’s
representation in the top 100 was the number
of women with multiple directorships, which means
decreased diversity in the ecosystem and notion of a
“girls club” to rival the traditional “old boys” network.

Complexity around genuine gender representation on 
boards is not an issue unique to New Zealand, but it 
is an issue that we have failed to take strong action 
on, which means that we compare poorly with the 
United Kingdom, France and even the USA where the 
percentage of companies without any gender diversity is 
now down in the low single-digits. 

From an equity perspective, women had much to 
celebrate this year:

• In July, Parliament unanimously passed the Equal Pay
Amendment Bill that ensures workers are not paid less
because of their gender. This legislation goes beyond
ensuring that men and women are paid the same for
the same work (which has been enshrined in New
Zealand law since 1972). The amendment bill focuses
on pay equity by ensuring that women in historically
underpaid female-dominated industries receive the
same remuneration as men in different but equal-
value work.

• The results from the Public Service Gender Pay Gap
Action Plan, released earlier this year, were also
impressive. The gender pay gap in the public service
had been trending downwards since 2000, but
progress was slow. In 2000 the pay gap was 18.6 per
cent, with an average drop of only 0.24 per cent per
annum. Between 2018 and 2019 the gender pay gap in
the Public Service fell 1.7 percentage points to 10.5 per
cent. This is the largest annual decrease since 2002

and takes this gap to its lowest level since 2000 when 
measurement began.

The specific Action Plan initiatives that contributed 
to this drop include:

• increasing the number of women in senior leadership
roles

• closing gender pay gaps in the same or similar roles:
more women received salary corrections
as a result than men did

The drop was further supported by: 

• pay equity settlements in two female-dominated
Public Service workforces

• initiatives to increase the pay of the lowest-paid
employees, proportionally more of whom are women,
e.g. the Living Wage was introduced across the Public
Service.

There are, however, still industries that find it particularly 
difficult to break out of historically homogenous male-
dominated cultures. While there are many sectors 
where this is the case, specific research related to the 
academic sector was released this year by Te Pūnaha 
Matatini. In an article, published in the June 2020 
edition of the journal, Education Sciences, this research 

NEW ZEALAND IS LEADING THE WORLD 
FOR PAY EQUITY AND WE NEED TO 

CONTINUE TO STRIVE TO DO BETTER.
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indicated that, despite gender diversity programmes, the 
period between 2012 and 2017 has shown little, if any, 
improvement in gender parity in senior roles at all eight 
of our universities.  This is of particular concern, given 
the instrumental role that the academic sector plays as 
critic and conscience of society, and educators of the 
next generation.

The rate of increase in the proportion of academic 
women across all universities has slowed in recent 
years to the extent that we could optimistically expect 
women to comprise 50 per cent of academic staff only 
by approximately 2036.

Reasons for women’s under-representation in senior 
roles include structural barriers such as lack of support, 
unequal opportunities during early career stages, work 
culture, sexual harassment, and greater domestic 
responsibilities. 

As research output is a key factor in the success of 
an academic career this is a striking example of the 
ineffectiveness of programmes that focus only on 
diversity of the entrance funnel. A mere increase in the 
overall number of women present in academia is unlikely 
to create a culture change. Rather, a genuine attempt 
at inclusion need to be made with consideration of 
different models of success to ensure that women aren’t 
disadvantaged as result of interruptions in their career 
that impact their research output. 

Some of the most significant insights this year came 
from the adversity that was Covid-19. 

• In August, the June quarter labour market statistics 
were released, and the data reflected how lockdown 
disproportionately impacted women in the workforce. 
A little over 90 per cent of those who lost their jobs 
due to Covid-19 were women.

• Comparing the June 2020 quarter with the June 
2019 quarter, the median weekly income for those 
who earned wages and salaries increased, but for 
self-employed people, the median weekly income 
decreased. The group that took the biggest hit was 
self-employed women with a 13.1 per cent drop in their 
median weekly income. 

• The overall gender pay gap remained at 9.5 per cent.

• For women who remained in the workforce, with  
a secure income, the situation was tough in different 

ways – from having to take the lion’s share of  
childcare and schooling during lockdowns to, more 
often than not, being the partner who works from 
bedrooms and kitchen tables when there is limited 
office space in the house.

The disproportionate impact of Covid-19 has created 
an environment that has allowed the conversation on 
gender equity to mature by making visible the systemic 
inequities that women face. Now we have the challenge 
of correcting those inequities. 

In this context, we have observed how the conversation 
about shared care and equity at home as an enabler 
of equity in the workplace has become louder than 
ever. We’ve even seen this in the volume of shared care 
entries that came through the Diversity Awards NZ™ 
programme this year, and we hope that this is the tipping 
point for the gender discussion to finally shift from 
making the workplace more “family friendly” for women 
to how we empower our men to share in the load of 
care.

Also, women have historically fared well in times of war 
and crisis. The war years, specifically, were a turning 
point as more women moved into jobs traditionally 
carried out by men. The current recession may well 
differ from any other recession in living history, but it 
might also offer another opportunity to address the 
gender composition of the labour force. During this 
time of rebuild and ‘shovel-ready’ recovery, the door 
to the manufacturing and construction industries is 
open and these are sectors where women are largely 
underrepresented. 

The Government’s $1.6b trade and apprenticeship 
training package could encourage more women to pick 
up the tools and, in doing so, start shifting the gender 
composition of the labour force in those industries 
dominated by men.
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The unlawful killing of George Floyd, on 25 May 2020 in Minneapolis  
USA, ignited outrage across the world and provided global momentum  
that pushed the BlackLivesMatter movement beyond the point of no  
return. Here, in Aotearoa New Zealand, we have seen this play out on  
the streets in protests and with the removal of statues of historic  
figures associated with colonialism and discrimination. The conversation 
around race has irrefutably tipped – from one previously focused on racial 
tolerance, to one that asks the question about allyship in the effort to 
address historic ongoing inequalities.

As a nation, we have much to be proud of in terms  
of social cohesion. Our solidarity in response to  
Covid-19 this year has made headlines throughout the 
world. Our race relations, when benchmarked globally, 
are not bad.

Yet, despite the national pride in our egalitarian culture, 
racism does exist, and we still have significantly unequal 
health, educational and judicial outcomes for Māori and 
ethnic communities.

MĀORI
The voice of Māori in our boardrooms has, this year 
become louder. Every year, the New Zealand Government 
makes appointments to more than 430 state sector 
boards and committees, made up of thousands of 
members. For the first time ever, our Government is 

reporting on the ethnic makeup of our country’s state 
sector boards and committees and the stocktake shows 
that, of all Government appointments, 21.2 per cent of 
board members are Māori.

This progress is, however, not necessarily mirrored in the 
private sector and non-state workplaces. For instance, 
the gender research done by Te Pūnaha Matatini 
recognises that gender is but one source of inequality 
within academia. Indigenous and non-white academics 
face a suite of barriers to career advancement that 
intersect with issues of gender to create their own 
inequities. Māori scholars make up approximately 
five per cent of the academic workforce and are 
virtually absent from senior positions. This is where 
intersectionality starts to play a big role - while equity 

RACE AND  
ETHNICITY
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initiatives have historically increased the number of 
European women at Aotearoa New Zealand’s universities, 
they have not done the same for “coloured women”. 

The June 2020 Labour market reports indicated a small 
overall increase in Māori employment, with significant 
increase of 6.3 per cent in Māori representation in 
skilled occupations over the past 12 months. In terms of 
occupation group, the biggest increases in employment 
were for Professionals (up 11.3 per cent), Managers (up 
11.6 per cent), and Technicians & Trades (up 1.3 per cent). 
In contrast, the biggest falls in employment were for 
Clerks (down 14.7 per cent), and Labourers (down 3.9 
per cent). 

These are encouraging results which seems to suggest a 
focus on organisational inclusion and career progression 
for Māori across the economy. This data also correlates 
with the results from the 2020 New Zealand Workplace 
Diversity Survey, which indicated that there was a 
notable decrease in the share of participants who stated 
that their organisation’s recruitment was based on skills 
and qualifications alone. This seems to suggest that 
there is some emerging recognition of equity hiring and 
development in order to rebalance the scales.

But there is still some way to go to get to the national 
averages. Just over half (54.7 per cent) of Māori 
employed in New Zealand were in skilled occupations, 
compared to 66.9 per cent of all workers nationally. 
Also, greater proportion of Māori (16.9 per cent) were 
still in low-skilled occupations compared to all workers 
nationally (11.7 per cent). Māori also continue to have an 
unemployment rate that, at 6.7 per cent, is higher than 
the national unemployment rate of 3.9 per cent. The 
biggest concern is the proportion of young Māori, aged 
20-24 years, who are Not in Education, Employment or 
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Training (NEET), which increased by 2.2 per cent to 22.8 
per cent. Overall, Māori have higher NEET rates than any 
other ethnic group, except for Pacific Peoples. This is an 
indicator of youth disengagement and a considerable 
cause for concern.

ETHNIC COMMUNITIES  
In one of the most encouraging observations in race 
relations this year, it was good to see that, during 
the most recent election, there was little of the 2017 
rhetoric related to immigration and immigrants. It  is 
also good to see that our Parliament will be much more 
representative in terms of ethnicity than ever before. 
However, there is still work to be done as one of the 
largest ethnic blocks in New Zealand are Asians, at 15.1 
per cent, yet this constituency is represented by only  
five per cent of MPs.

As a further, high-level indicator of diverse representation 
we can look at appointments made to state sector 
boards and committees in the graph below.

These numbers show that, even at government level, 
there is some way to go in order to reflect the ethnic 
diversity in our society around the decision-making 
tables. 

The data around race and ethnicity in boardrooms is 
patchy, but we do get some indicators in the Annual 
NZ Census of Women on Boards. This census has, as 
from last year, started to ask companies for the ethnic 
makeup of their boards. According to the report, only 
44 of the top 100 companies replied, with most citing 
concerns with privacy and human rights as reasons 
for not providing the information. However, photo’s, 
biographies and names indicate that the boards of the 
top 100 NZX companies remain overwhelmingly Pakeha.

The report noted that there has been a large increase in 
the number of top 100 companies with visible diversity 
policies – up 21 per cent from 76 in 2019 to 92 in 2019. 
However, the lack of progress in diversity raises concerns 
about the policies being a pure tick-box exercise, rather 
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than a demonstration of intent to do the work around 
racial integration. 

This perception is supported by a survey conducted in 
2019-20 by the AUT Business School. The prevalence of 
racism in the New Zealand workplace and its impact on 
employee performance and wellbeing was studied and 
benchmarked to international data. The marginalized 
groups included in the survey were Māori, Pasifika and 
Muslim employees across a broad range of professions, 
gender and age.

The survey found that compared to international  
data, workplace racism rates are high in New Zealand.

What is worse is that the migrant community in this 
country is particularly vulnerable to exploitation due 
to the temporary nature of work and the lack of 
understanding of local labour laws and regulations.

Research done back in 2016 by Glenn Simmons from 
the University of Auckland suggested that an estimated 
1000 people are trapped in modern-day slavery in New 
Zealand. In April this year, the Samoan chief Joseph Auga 
Matamata was found guilty of enslaving villagers from 
Samoa in New Zealand for more than 25 years. He was 
convicted on 13 counts of dealing in slaves and 10 counts 
of human trafficking, which is the first time that anyone 
has been simultaneously convicted of both charges in 
New Zealand. 

Is this just the tip of the iceberg? In the same week 
that Matamata was sentenced, the charity, Walk Free, 
released a report titled Murky waters: A qualitative 
assessment of modern slavery in the Pacific region. This 
report identified cases of forced labour, commercial 
sexual exploitation of children, and forced marriage in 
the Pacific, suggesting that as many as one in 150 people 
are living in "modern slavery" in New Zealand, Australia 
and the Pacific Islands. Walk Free senior researcher 
Elise Gordon notes a perfect storm of conditions, 
including poverty, migration, climate change-induced 
dislocation, and the abuse of cultural practices, that 
may suggest increased vulnerability to modern slavery 
in the Pacific region. Amongst the sectors identified for 
signs of modern slavery among migrant workers was the 
construction industry and fishing industry.

In Australia, the Modern Slavery Act was passed in 2018, 
requiring companies with more than A$100 million 
($NZ107m) in turnover to report any potential evidence 
or risks of worker exploitation within their organisation to 
the Government. There is widespread expectation that 
the New Zealand Government will follow the example 
set by Australia and institute its own modern slavery 
statement policy in the next few years. 

Amongst the most marginalized, are our refugee 
communities. Research conducted between 2018 and 
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2020, by Samuel Seomeng and Dr Caroline Bennett at Te 
Herenga Waka - Victoria University, indicates that there 
are major structural and societal obstacles, including 
experiences of racism, and a lack of ongoing support 
and trauma care. In addition to feelings of confusion 
and uncertainty, interviewees in the study reported a 
concerning level of racism from healthcare providers. 
One person was told his skin was too dark for diagnosis, 
and his skin complaint remained untreated. 

Institutional racism in the healthcare system has 
long been recognized as a factor in health inequities, 
but current training focuses on Māori and Pasifika 
communities, with no training in specific issues faced by 
former refugees. 

The Covid impact on migration and migrant communities 
was also significant. In commentary, provided by 
CaDDANZ, a research project at Massey University, it 
was noted that, despite anecdotes of compassion, 
agency and resilience related to some migrants, Covid 
has created immediate uncertainties and challenges for 
many others. Migrants have faced increased experiences 
of economic hardship and interpersonal racism, and 
experiences of ‘limbo’ as people found themselves 
unable to enter their homes, or countries of work or 
study, separated from family members, or unable to 
secure permanent residence while visa processing 
is suspended. 

In a call for a reopening of borders to admit international 
students, Professor Steven Poelhekke, from Auckland 
University noted in June this year that migrants increase 
innovation and patenting. He indicated that, in New 
Zealand, 17 per cent of inventors are immigrants, which 
is close to the US figure of 18 per cent and above 
Australia’s 11 per cent. Yet, despite these statistics, 
migrant discrimination is real and the Covid reality 
has shone a spotlight on longstanding inequalities 
that routinely accompany migratory movement and 
migrant lives.

The Maxim Institute, in a policy paper published in 
February 2020, expressed significant concern about the 
potential creation of a two-tier labour market within 
which low-skilled migrants are nothing more than 
labour supply to be discarded when no longer useful 
or required.

In their research, the Institute found that:

• Many New Zealanders hold a conflicting mix of 
exclusive and inclusive views as to what it means  
to be a “true” New Zealander

• There is geographic polarisation in regards to views 
about migration emerging between urban areas and 
New Zealand’s regions

• Even after 12 years in New Zealand, many migrants feel 
that they “do not belong”

The paper advocates against migration that reduces 
people to economic units. "Overall, New Zealand needs 
to focus less on how many people arrive to join ‘New 
Zealand Inc.’ and more on how we treat the people who 
agree to move here. Rebalancing away from maximising 
the short-term gains that temporary migration can 
bring and toward a system that focuses on long-term 
outcomes is key to making this happen.”  
-Maxim Institute  

"OVERALL, NEW ZEALAND NEEDS TO FOCUS LESS ON 
HOW MANY PEOPLE ARRIVE TO JOIN ‘NEW ZEALAND 

INC.’ AND MORE ON HOW WE TREAT THE PEOPLE 
WHO AGREE TO MOVE HERE. REBALANCING AWAY 
FROM MAXIMISING THE SHORT-TERM GAINS THAT 
TEMPORARY MIGRATION CAN BRING AND TOWARD  

A SYSTEM THAT FOCUSES ON LONG-TERM  
OUTCOMES IS KEY TO MAKING THIS HAPPEN.”  

-MAXIM INSTITUTE  
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Social class refers to the grouping of individuals in a hierarchy,  
based on wealth, income, education, occupation and social  
network. With an uncomfortable intersection across boundaries  
of ethnicity and race, discussions about classism in the workplace  
are in their infancy and only just emerging in the global discourse. 

The OECD, in their 2020 report on workplace diversity 
and inclusion, for example, reported that across 
the developed world, socio-economic disadvantage 
is neglected in diversity policies, and that diversity 
policies primarily benefit the most privileged within a 
minority group. 

Recent research by Diversity Council Australia has, for 
instance, shown that during the past year, 43 per cent 
of lower-class workers have experienced discrimination 
and/or harassment, compared with 26 per cent of 
higher-class workers. It went on to report that lower-
class workers in inclusive teams are 17 times more likely 
to work effectively, 15 times more likely to innovate, 
and 10 times more likely to provide excellent customer 
service than lower-class workers in non-inclusive teams.

In New Zealand we tend to shy away from talk of class. 
In fact, the mere reference to so-called “higher” and 
“lower” classes make us feel decidedly uncomfortable. 
But this does not mean that class does not exist, and 
like all capitalist societies we, too, have structural 
inequalities based on control of resources.

What is interesting is that Patrick Ongley, in his 2016 
publication in the journal Counterfutures, wrote that 
class divisions in New Zealand have historically come 
more into focus in times of economic crisis – times 
much like what we have lived through in 2020. 

While we were, as a nation, united in fighting Covid-19, 
there were, in reality, two very different versions of 
lockdown. On the one hand, white-collar workers 
eased into their home offices, while complaining about 
Zoom fatigue. On the other, the working class, ironically 
categorized as essential workers, kept the country fed 
and safe and tidy. 

Cellphone tower data analysed by Stuff in May 2020 
confirmed the different lockdown realities between the 
best and worst-off New Zealanders by showing that 

lower-income areas tended to reduce their movement 
by less than those in high-income areas. In Auckland 
– New Zealand’s most unequal city – there was a clear 
disparity between rich and poor. For the richest 20 per 
cent, mobility reduced by about half. For the poorest 20 
per cent, it was closer to 25 per cent.

For the rich, working from home was an adjustment, 
but staying safe was at least an option. Conversely, 
the people on the infection frontlines were from the 
poorer communities - the supermarket workers, rubbish 
collectors and care workers (one in three of whom are 
here on migrant work visas). For them, staying home 
day after day was impossible, and the data reflects how 
the class inequities in our society demanded some 
to risk the health of themselves and their families 
through lockdown.

Regardless of whether we would like to frame it up 
around class terminology or not, the conversation about 
the safety, wellbeing, protection, and agency of these 
people as valued members in our workplaces will need 
to take a more prominent place in our diversity and 
inclusion strategies in the next few years.

CLASS

WHILE WE WERE,  
AS A NATION, UNITED IN 
FIGHTING COVID-19,  
THERE WERE, IN REALITY, 
TWO VERY DIFFERENT 
VERSIONS OF LOCKDOWN.
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RAINBOW 
COMMUNITY 
There is no denying that New Zealand 
is a different place, 34 years on from 
the passing of the Homosexual Law 
Reform Bill in 1986. There is much 
to celebrate about the fact that we 
now have the largest Rainbow group 
of MPs globally and that the LGBTQI 
representation in our new Parliament 
has made world-wide news. 

Similarly, it would seem that the dial on social 
acceptance and workplace inclusion have shifted for 
sexually diverse communities. The 2020 New Zealand 
Workplace Diversity Survey suggests that, year-on-year, 
there is an increased awareness of, and policies related 
to, diversity in sexuality. That said, most of this increased 
awareness is still located in the larger organisations 
in urban areas, and formal awareness and recognition 
in smaller organisations and rural New Zealand is still 
reasonably immature. 

The pace of change for those with diverse gender 
identities, gender expressions and sex characteristics 
has, however, been much slower.

Some of this has to do with the lack of data and it is 
therefore encouraging that the 2019/20 Household 
Economic Survey has, for the first time, asked 
respondents to describe their gender. The work by 
Stats NZ to evaluate and refresh their sex and identity 
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standards is critical to develop the required policy and 
support for the community of people whose gender/
gender expression is different to their gender/sex 
assigned at birth. Internationally, the field of gender 
and sex data collection is a new and developing area. 
Public consultation on the methodology to be used 
in New Zealand is still underway. The first report is 
expected with great anticipation at the end of 2020 
and adjustments to the methodology will be made 
as required.

In June 2020, the Human Rights Commission published 
PRISM – a report exploring six human rights issues 
relating to sexual orientation, gender identity and 
expression, and sex characteristics (SOGIESC) in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. The report and recommendations 
provide a great foundation for ongoing conversations and 
policy development to ensure that all members of the 
Rainbow community can experience full enjoyment of 
their basic human rights.

As far as workplace inclusion is concerned, we'd like to 
highlight the commentary related to two of the rights 
explored in the report:

(a) Under the “Right to Education”, it was found that 
SOCIESC-diverse young people are three times more 
likely to experience bullying than the general population. 
This has obvious implications in terms of their ability 
to make progress at school and, thus, has an impact 
on their career options and earning potential. It is 
therefore important to have a specific focus on providing 
development opportunities in the workplace in such 
instances where the education system has failed them.

(b) Under the “Right to Work”, it was noted that the 
most common complaint received by the Human Rights 
Commission on the grounds of sexual orientation is 
related to discrimination in employment. Looking at the 
volume of complaints received over the past 12 years, 
there seems to be some downwards trajectory and an 

improvement in the number of complaints overall,  
but this is not the case in respect of complaints  
made by people estimated to be trans, gender diverse  
or intersex. For this group of complainants, the line 
seems to remain static with no notable improvement.

These comments are consistent with findings from  
the Counting Ourselves report, led by Dr Jaimie  
Veale (she/her) from Waikato University. 

Released in December 2019, Counting Ourselves is 
the first comprehensive national survey of the health 
and wellbeing of trans and non-binary people living 
in Aotearoa New Zealand and, across a cohort of 1,178 
survey participants, this study reported some sobering 
statistics (see opposite page).

As a further correlation, Te Kawa Mataaho Public  
Service Commission conducted an anonymous online 
survey in 2019 to measure gender identity and sexual 
orientation and aspects of inclusion in the Public  
Service. The report showed a clear trend, with 
greater levels of comfort about being “out” at work 
shown by respondents who were gay/lesbian,  
followed by bisexual, transgender and then 
intersex participants.

As an encouraging development in context of these  
bleak numbers, it was great to see how, this year,  
allyship with this community gained traction through the 
use of pronouns across individuals from all genders.

The Labour party’s promises during the most recent 
election campaign, including an end to gay conversion 
therapy and an allocation of $4million to Rainbow  
youth mental health services, also come as a welcome 
development. 

It is with much hope that we look towards 2021 to 
access better data and develop more inclusive  
policies to improve health and workplace outcomes  
for our trans and non-binary community.
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The annual median income 
for trans and non-binary 

people is

compared with a  
median income of

$35K-$40K

$15K-$20K
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This is a worry. If the decrease in importance was 
indicative of the fact that this matter was well managed 
with strategies for inclusion across all ages in all 
workplaces, it would be cause for celebration,  
but this is not the case:

• Age remains the diversity issue for which organisations 
are least likely to have formal policies and/or 
programmes or initiatives in place. Less than one 
fifth (18.5 per cent) of respondents stated that their 
organisation had formal policies and/or programmes or 
initiatives in place, while 41 per cent stated that their 
organisation had neither of these in place. 

• This year, we also noted a continued decrease in the 
percentage of respondents who indicate that their 
organisation encourages the recruitment of workers 
over the age of 55 – from 60 per cent in April 2018 to 
47.3 per cent in March 2019 to just under a third of all 
respondents (31.8 per cent) in 2020.

• When asked how their organisation engaged 
with workers over the age of 55, 34.3 per cent of 
respondents stated that their organisation had no 

specific strategy for engaging with workers in that 
demographic. For those who do have a strategy 
for engagement, there was a concerning shift from 
provision of retention initiatives such as flexible hours, 
mentoring opportunities, networking opportunities and 
fitness programmes, to offering retirement seminars!

Reflecting on the entries this year in the Tomorrow’s 
Workforce category of the Diversity Awards NZ™, the 
majority of initiatives related to programmes to get 
young people into the workforce and the absence  
of initiatives related to reskilling of an older workforce 
was noteworthy.

The NZ Herald reported in February this year that around 
72 per cent of women and 57 per cent of men between 
the ages of 45 to 74 report that they believe they have 
been discriminated against due to their age. 

What we see is a glimpse into a rise of ageism in the 
workplace. Ageism is real, just as sexism and racism 
are real, and the World Health Organisation reflects 
that “it is the most socially normalised of any prejudice 
and not widely challenged”. Ironically, age is the one 
dimension of diversity where prejudice would amount to 
discrimination against your future self.

In having a conversation about age in the workplace 
in 2020, it is critical to look at it through the lens of 
the Covid-19 impact on the talent pool. During this 
year, the dial has literally gone back to zero in terms of 
the targeted importation of skills through immigration 
programmes. 

Additionally, the fertility rate is in ongoing decline and, 
aided by the delayed fertility that will result from the 
uncertainty associated with Covid-19, this will mean that 
almost a quarter of all New Zealanders will be over 65 
years of age by the 2030s. 

Addressing age inclusivity in the workplace can no  
longer be a discretionary item on the diversity and 
inclusion agenda. 

AGE
The results from the 2020 New Zealand Workplace Diversity Survey 
indicated that age as a dimension of diversity is not particularly 
high on the agenda for organisations to attend to. The relative 
importance of age in the workplace has dropped significantly in 
the past four years, as the graph below demonstrates.
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Other than our own research at Diversity Works  
New Zealand, there was very little additional New 
Zealand-focused research this year in the field of  
age in the workplace. 

In Australia, there was an article in February 2020 in 
HRM, the news magazine of the Australian HR Institute, 
which reported on new research about ageism in the 
workplace, including some surprising facts such as that 
the age group that sees itself as most able to cope with 
change, is those 65 and over, while the 18 to 44 year old 
group reported the lowest level of resilience with change.

Just like other forms of discrimination, stereotypes 
abound – mostly fueled by the generational framework 
of age (Boomers, Gen X, Millenials, Gen Z) that is 
commonly referenced. One of our most significant 
observations this year was how utterly inadequate this 
model is in addressing age diversity in our workplaces.  
In order to remove some of the stereotypes and build 
more inclusive workplaces, we need to consider a 
life-stage framework to support all our employees 
throughout their working lives.

In his recent book, The New New Zealand,  
published earlier this year by Massey University Press, 
Distinguished Professor Paul Spoonley concludes that 
ageing will become one of the defining characteristics  
of our demography in the next decades. While ageing 
does not appear to be an especially important 
consideration for employers at present, it will need to 
become one soon.

If anything, the talent pool shifts introduced by Covid  
this year, through reduced migration and returning  
Kiwis, will mean that we will need to equip our 
workplaces to work much more effectively with what 
we’ve got by paying closer attention to the issues 
of age in the workplace – both in terms of keeping 
our older and skilled workforce on for longer, and 
through much more effectively onboarding a younger 
unskilled workforce.
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Reflecting, once more, on our new 
Parliament and the increased level of 
diversity reflected in it, the absence 
of people with disabilities is notable. 
This, once again, demonstrates just 
how difficult an issue it is to address 
in the workplace. 

Similar to age, there has been woefully little in the 
line of new research and development in the field of 
disability in the workplace during 2020. On top of this, 
the inconsistency in the definition of disability does 
not allow for a cohesive story about the workplace 
experience and wellbeing of this group of people.

Stats NZ identifies disability through a framework on 
activity limitations (seeing, hearing, walking, remembering 
or concentrating, selfcare and communicating), 
while the Accessibility Tick includes all aspects of 
neurodiversity in their service framework. The New 
Zealand Workplace Diversity Survey does not provide a 
definition to respondents. All-in-all there is much to be 
improved in terms of data to paint a cohesive picture of 
workplace diversity.

That said, and referencing once more the results from 
the 2020 New Zealand Workplace Diversity Survey:

• We saw that the prominence of disability on the 
diversity agenda is still low, but there has been a slow 

DISABILITY
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and steady improvement over the past few years. The 
relative importance of disability in the workplace has 
improved from 21.2 per cent in 2018, to 24.2 per cent in 
2019, and 26.3 per cent in 2020. 

• The survey results reflect a notable difference in 
prominence between the public and the private 
sector, with more than 30 per cent of public sector 
respondents reporting disability as an important 
diversity issue, compared to only 21 per cent in the 
private sector. 

• As far as size of organization goes, in comparison to 
the other dimensions of diversity, there is very little 
reported difference in the importance of disability 
between large, medium and small organisations. 

• In the 2020 survey, 42.3 per cent of organisations 
reported that they had formal policies and/or 
programmes or initiatives in place to address issues 
of disability, which is 4.2 percentage points down from 
last year’s results.

Some of the most concerning data related to disability 
was released by Stats NZ in August, as a supplement 
to its June quarter labour market statistics. This report 
indicated that disabled people are faring much worse 
than non-disabled people across a range of wellbeing 
and labour market outcomes, including:

• 44 per cent of disabled people rated their overall life 
satisfaction poorly, compared with just 15 per cent of 
non-disabled people. 

• Nearly half (46 per cent) of disabled people aged 
18 to 64 experienced poor overall mental wellbeing 
according to this index, compared with 19 per cent of 
non-disabled people.

• Many disabled people also face financial difficulties. 
Disabled people were far less likely than non-
disabled people to be employed, and those who 
were employed were less likely to work full time. The 
employment rate for disabled people (aged 18 to 64) 
was 39.9 per cent, less than half the rate for non-
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disabled people in the same age bracket. Employed 
disabled people were more likely to report low  
levels of perceived job security than employed non-
disabled people.

• When looking at all sources of income combined, 
the median income for disabled people was $400 a 
week ($20K per year), compared with $900 for non-
disabled people ($47K). For those being paid a wage or 
salary, the median income was $936 per week ($48K 
per annum), compared to $1,080 per week ($56K per 
annum) for non-disabled people.

From a talent perspective, one of the most interesting 
developments this year, was the increased momentum 
gained by the neurodiversity movement. It is estimated 
that around one in seven people are neurodivergent.

Because neurodiverse people are wired differently  
from neurotypical people, they may bring new 
perspectives to efforts in the workplace to create  
or recognize value. However, due to stigmatisation,  
most neurodiverse people choose to hide their  
condition and, at significant personal cost, attempt  
to assimilate in a work environment that was designed 
for a neurotypical workforce. 

This means that the neurodiverse population remains  
a largely untapped talent pool and, when they are 
working, even highly capable neurodiverse people  
are often underemployed. 

Neurodiversity in the workplace is, largely under-
researched in New Zealand, but we expect the 
movement to gain further traction during the next 
few years, combined with the development of further 

DISABLED PEOPLE WERE FAR 
LESS LIKELY THAN NON-DISABLED 
PEOPLE TO BE EMPLOYED, AND 
THOSE WHO WERE EMPLOYED WERE 
LESS LIKELY TO WORK FULL TIME

The relative importance of disability in the workplace

maturity related to the framework within which 
neurodiversity will be referenced and supported. 

For now, it stands to reason that organisations that take 
steps to ensure their neurodivergent staff feel valued, 
part of the team and supported to contribute fully 
towards achieving the goals of the organisation  
will reap the benefits of a more productive and 
engaged workforce.
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The prevalence of bullying and 
harassment in workplaces has, this 
year, reached a level of concern that 
is an indictment on our national 
values of fairness and kindness. 
While the research is varied and 
patchy, New Zealand has been 
named one of the worst countries 
in the world for workplace bullying 
and harassment.

In the 2020 New Zealand Workplace Diversity 
Survey, more than a third of the respondents stated 
that instances of bullying and harassment had been 
reported in their organisation over the past 12 months. 
This continues an upward trend, as shown in the 
graph below.

BULLYING AND 
HARASSMENT

harassment, compared to 33 per cent of medium-sized 
and 19 per cent of small organisations.

When asked to indicate what actions were taken in 
response to reported cases of bullying and harassment, 
55 per cent of respondents reported that either formal 
or informal actions were taken, but a high percentage 
(32.6 per cent) stated that they didn't know what actions 
were taken.

In the 2019 survey, nearly 85 per cent of all organisations 
reported that they had implemented formal policies and 
programmes, yet bullying and harassment appear more 
prevalent than before.

These results correlate with the findings of the New 
Zealand Workplace Barometer (NZWB), a longitudinal 
study by Massey University aimed at measuring the 
Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) of organisations. The 
results from the 2019 barometer were released earlier 
this year and indicated that 44.4 per cent of respondents 
reported scores that suggested a potential high risk 
with associated negative outcomes such as job strain 
and depression.

Back in 2009, an academic survey found that almost 
one in five employees (less than 20 per cent) had 
experienced bullying in the workplace. At the time, 
this made New Zealand the second-worst performing 
country in the developed world, costing the country 
about $1 billion per annum. 

A decade later in 2019, Stats NZ found that 300,000 
employees - more than 11 per cent of all Kiwi workers - 
had experienced discrimination, harassment, or bullying 
in the past 12 months. This is an increase from the 10 per 
cent who reported bullying, harassment or discrimination 
in the December 2012 survey, and 9.8 per cent in the 
March 2008 survey. The data noted that women were 
more likely than men to experience bullying at work, 
while Asian and Māori ethnic groups were bullied at a 
higher rate than Pākehā or Pasifika people.

These results suggest high levels of negative impact on 
mental wellbeing, ranging from anxiety and self-esteem 
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Again, the size of the organisation matters – 42 per 
cent of all large organisations (mostly including the 
public sector) had recorded incidents of bullying and 
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concerns, to stress, depression, post-traumatic stress 
disorder and even suicide attempts. Yet, the existing data 
related to workplace bullying and harassment is not 
sufficient to provide any conclusive insights into the link 
between bullying, mental health harm and suicide. This 
means that Worksafe has never prosecuted an employer 
for causing mental health harm. In addition, victims of 
bullying and harassment do not have access to ACC for 
psychological support. 

In May last year, the Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment (MBIE) was requested to provide advice on 
how the Government can combat the issue. This led to 
a first-of-its kind research report and Issues Paper that 
was published by MBIE in September, and currently in 
circulation for public submissions by 31 March next year. 

The MBIE paper references the enquiries for help sought 
from the Citizens Advice Bureau and indicated that, 
between 2012 and 2018, there has been a 59 per cent 
increase in enquiries about bullying at work, with the 
numbers increasing steadily each year. 

We concur with MBIE that the increases may indicate 
a higher level of awareness, combined by a decreased 
societal tolerance, rather than a sudden increase in 
bullying but, regardless, the available data does indeed 
suggest that bullying and harassment at work requires 
more attention.

Much of the commentary in the MBIE paper correlate 
with observations in this report across the specific 
dimensions of diversity, and specifically highlights the 
following groups as most vulnerable to bullying and 
harassment in the workplace:

• Women, especially those in ethnic minorities

• Trans and non-binary New Zealanders

• Migrants, especially those on temporary visas

• Young people

• People with disabilities

Stats NZ’s 2018 Survey of Working Life found that the top 
three industries with workers reporting the highest rates 
of bullying and harassment at work were:

• healthcare and social assistance (18.8 per cent) 

• public administration (18.1 per cent) 

• education and training (14.6 per cent) 

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and mining recorded the 
lowest rate at 4.9 per cent, but this lower rate may be 
driven by a higher tolerance of those behaviours at work 
and requires further research. 

Sexual harassment is included as a subcategory within 
the scope of bullying and harassment across all the 
known surveys, and also within the scope of the MBIE 
paper. Even with limited data sources and suspected 
underreporting, it is believed that sexual harassment at 
work is a widespread issue in New Zealand. Given the 
unique abuse of workplace power that drives sexual 
harassment, along with the severity and potential for 
physical harm, the focus on sexual harassment may 
need to take much more prominence than it has in 
current data sources. 

Additionally, the impact of sexual harassment or violence 
on bystanders and their role in preventing or widening 
the harassment, is a further valuable consideration in the 
MBIE paper.

This in-depth look at bullying and harassment in the 
workplace is a milestone in our mission to unlock the 
power of diversity to the benefit of the New Zealand 
economy and we look forward to recommendations 
from the consultation process to improve regulations, 
services and support to manage psychosocial risk 
at work.

Finally, within the discussion of bullying and harassment, 
a development that has been of interest this year was 
the conversation related to the review of our hate 
speech laws. 

The Human Rights Act states it is only an offence to use 
speech that will "excite hostility" or "bring into contempt" 
a person or group on the grounds of their colour, race or 
ethnicity. Gender identity, sexual orientation, religion or 
disability aren't protected grounds. 

Following the Christchurch mosque attacks in 2019, 
Minister of Justice Andrew Little noted that New Zealand 
had developed a climate that is “tolerant of harmful 
discriminatory expression”. He signaled that a review of 
our hate speech laws was being fast-tracked and the 
Ministry of Justice and the Human Rights Commission 
are currently reviewing the law. They have, so far, 
consulted with communities across the country and 
the two agencies are now speaking to academics about 
where the line on free speech is drawn. 
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Freedom of expression is regarded as one of the 
essential cornerstones of a free and fair democracy and 
a fundamental human right that governments must 
protect no matter what speech is expressed. It’s this “no 
matter what” mentality that makes New Zealand’s social 
and workplace environments vulnerable to hostility.

Again, the outcome of this review will be an extremely 
interesting matter for consideration in the context of 
workplace inclusion during the course of next year.

"2019 STUDY BY STATS NZ FOUND 
300,000 EMPLOYEES - MORE THAN 11 
PER CENT OF ALL KIWI WORKERS - 
HAD EXPERIENCED DISCRIMINATION."

FLEXIBILITY AND 
WELLBEING
Perhaps the biggest gift of Covid was 
the shift to increased acceptance 
of remote working across most 
professional environments – to the 
extent that, in some conversations, 
the terms flexible working and 
remote working were starting to  
be used interchangeably. 

We will need to be conscious, as we move into 2021, that 
flexibility and wellbeing look different for each and every 
person, and that access to flexible working arrangements 
need to span across everybody in the workforce and all 
dimensions of diversity. 

If ever there was a silver bullet, then it is asking people 
what working arrangements suit them, and adapting 
employment practices to fit.
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Overall, while there are glimmers of hope in isolated areas,  
there is still an enormous amount of work to be done. On its own,  
the level of bullying and harassment in the workplace is a worry  
but, combined with the subtle rise in racism and ageism,  
we should all be very concerned. 

Given the extraordinary year that was 2020, what does this  
mean for our work programme in diversity and inclusion in 2021?

PROTECT YOUR PROGRESS
A McKinsey global survey of more than 800 business 
executives, released in September, showed that most 
leaders expect large-scale change stemming from 
Covid-19 in areas as broad as core processes, use of 
technology, meeting structure, leadership styles, decision 
making, approach to innovation and skills needed. 
Lessons from previous crises show there is a risk that 
diversity and inclusion may recede as a strategic priority 
for organisations, however, this is exactly when the full 
inclusive power of a diverse workforce is required in 
order to succeed in the changing environment.

TACKLE THE ‘ISMS
Uphold a zero-tolerance policy for discriminatory 
behavior, bullying and harassment. In times of 
uncertainty and downturn, it is easy to hunker down and 
hide behind a mindset of scarcity. But, if approached 
creatively, this could be the best time to find new 
models that propel us forward. This is the time to have 
the hard conversations about our prejudices, to break 
through the barriers that prevent us from getting the 
most from our differences, and to find a vision that binds 
us together.

MIND THE (GENDER) GAP
Covid-19 has exposed the structural disadvantages that 
exist for women in the workplace. The burden of care is 
still disproportionately skewed towards women, and we 
will achieve gender equality only when men and women 
can equally thrive, both at work and at home. If we are 
to protect the gains we’ve made in increasing gender 
equity and reducing the gender pay gap, the Government 
and our private and public sectors will need to work 
together to reverse the 90 per cent disproportionate 
employment impact that Covid-19 is having on women in 
our workforce.

THE FLEXIBILITY FACTOR
Working from our bedrooms, dining rooms and lounges, 
using remote communication tools, became the new 
normal for many of us in 2020. We now have the 
opportunity to consider what really works for people, 
rather than rely on a model that’s become irrelevant in 
the scheme of digitalisation and our ability to effectively 
work remotely. We also need to caution against a 
definition of flexible working that associates too strongly 
with remote working. Remote working is perfect for a 
specific, traditionally more advantaged worker profile 
and we need to ensure that we aren’t excluding the rest 
of our (essential) workforce from the opportunities of 
inclusive flexibility.

FUTURE-PROOFING YOUR WORKFORCE
Our closed borders mean that the supply of temporary 
and permanent migrant workers has diminished and 
employers will have to rely on the talent and labour pool 
that is currently in the country. We need to learn how 
to constructively invest in our young people, as well as 
augment and diversify the skillsets of groups who have 
been impacted by the shock associated with Covid-19, 
including women, Māori, Pasifika, migrant communities, 
and the older workers in the workforce.

FOCUS AREAS FOR 2021
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