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Youth employment is a major concern across New Zealand according to the findings of the 

National Conversation about Work1 reported by the Human Rights Commission in 2010.  
 
In January 2011 OECD figures reported youth unemployment in New Zealand at 19.4%, the 
highest since the early 1990s and above the OECD average.  The youth unemployment rate 
reported in September 2010 by the Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) was 16.2%, two 
and a half times higher than the rate for all people.2  

 
Some of the major issues facing young people and work include: 
Ĕ The recession has had a dramatic impact on youth unemployment numbers; 
Ĕ There is a worrying level of employer bias about hiring young people; 
Ĕ Young tertiary qualified people are struggling to gain employment; 
Ĕ Some secondary students are working long hours while still at school; 
Ĕ Disadvantaged youth with low levels of educational attainment are falling through the 

cracks. 
 
The Human Rights Commission and others such as the New Zealand Business Council for 
Sustainable Development3 and the Mayorsô Taskforce for Jobs4 believe business can and 
should play a key role in addressing youth unemployment. 
 
This guide aims to inform and inspire, and provide practical advice to employers on how young 
people can be employed.  It is not intended to be prescriptive.  Every business is different and 
will have its own ideas and opportunities for action.  

 
 
 
 

                                            
1 http://www.neon.org.nz/nationalconversationaboutwork/ 

2 http://www.dol.govt.nz/lmr/lmr-hlfs.asp  

3  http://www.nzbcsd.org.nz/youthemployment/content.asp?id=101 

4  http://www.mayorstaskforceforjobs.co.nz/ 

 

1. Introduction 

http://www.dol.govt.nz/lmr/lmr-hlfs.asp
http://www.nzbcsd.org.nz/youthemployment/content.asp?id=101
http://www.mayorstaskforceforjobs.co.nz/
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Interventions that help move young people into the 
work force, for example apprenticeships5, 
mentoring6 and active labour market programmes 
are most effective when strong links are developed 
with local employers.  This means young people 
can be referred to jobs where there are real 
opportunities.  Where opportunities for 
employment exist, young people are keen to learn, 
want to work and wish to remain connected to their 
communities. 
 
Many employers across New Zealand have 
embraced the opportunities presented by 
employing young people7. The National 
Conversation about Work8 highlights the efforts of 
incubator programmes aimed at developing young 
people and employer innovations to realise the 
potential of young workers.  
 

Many of these schemes have been developed by local government and supported by central 
government.  The National Conversation about Work recommends a national programmatic 
approach to youth employment schemes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
5  http://www.modern-apprenticeships.govt.nz/ 

6  http://www.youthmentoring.org.nz/ 

7  http://www.nzbcsd.org.nz/youthemployment/content.asp?id=108 

8  http://www.neon.org.nz/nationalconversationaboutwork/  

ñThe high unemployment 
of young MǕori and 
Pacific people and the 
current bias against hiring 
some young people are 
issues we all need to be 
concerned about.ò 

Dr Judy McGregor 
 EEO Commissioner 

 

http://www.modern-apprenticeships.govt.nz/
http://www.youthmentoring.org.nz/
http://www.nzbcsd.org.nz/youthemployment/content.asp?id=108
http://www.neon.org.nz/nationalconversationaboutwork/
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The National Conversation about Work also showed that some employers are biased against 
young people because of their perceived attitudes to work and because of stereotypes about 
the youth work ethic.  
 
Young job seekers do better when they receive pastoral care over the period that they are 
looking for work, undertaking training, or beginning a new job.  Some employers believe they 
have to make a much greater investment in younger people to get them up to speed, and they 
are not prepared to do that.   
 
Young peopleôs vulnerability is heightened by their relative limited work experience, lack of skills 
and participation in industries which are more likely to experience employment fluctuations.  The 
challenge is what can you do to engage young people in your business? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Young people are especially vulnerable to unemployment because they are not already 
established in the workforce and they have not yet developed the skills needed to compete with 
other workers.  
 
If young people are not in education or employment they are not learning skills they need in 
later life. The resulting social and skill deficits may affect them for a long time and reduce the 
contribution they make to New Zealandôs community and economy.9  
 
A number of agencies including the Human Rights Commission have identified youth 
unemployment as a growing crisis, with wide ranging implications for the future of the young 
people without work, for the future workforce and for the country as a whole.  
 

  

                                            
9   http://www.nzinstitute.org/index.php/nzahead/  

10 http://www.mayorstaskforceforjobs.co.nz/documents/otherdocs/YouthTransitionsReport23July2010.pdf 

 

Why youth employment? 

http://www.nzinstitute.org/index.php/nzahead/
http://www.mayorstaskforceforjobs.co.nz/documents/otherdocs/YouthTransitionsReport23July2010.pdf
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ñ... all young people under 
the age of 25 should be 
engaged in appropriate 
education, training, work or 
other options, which will 
lead to long term economic 
independence and well 
beingò.   
 Mayorsô Taskforce for Jobs 

 

 

For example, both the Mayorsô Taskforce for 
Jobs10 and the Human Rights Commission have 
advocated for a national youth-to-work strategy 

which includes all young people.   

The unemployment rate for those under 25 is 
16.2% according to the most recent (September 
2010) HLFS, while over 25 year olds have an 
unemployment rate of 4.3%. The unemployment 
rate for all people is 6.4%.  Just under one in 
four (23.3%) 15 to 19 year olds are 
unemployed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The unemployment situation of MǕori and Pacific youth is particularly acute. MǕori youth 
unemployment is 26.8% and Pacific youth unemployment is 29.8%. While up to date data for 
unemployed disabled youth is not available, disability advocates and commentators note the 
double disadvantage in the labour market of being both disabled and young.  

 
Worryingly, 10.4% of youth (15-24 year olds) are not in employment or training or education 
(NEET). Young men are more likely to be NEET than young women, and NEET rates for MǕori 
and Pacific youth are higher than that for all youth.  
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Globally the recession has impacted severely on youth employment. The Economist reports that 
in New Zealand, Sweden and Luxembourg the youth-to-adult unemployment ratio is more than 
four.  In an OECD report cited by the New Zealand Institute, New Zealandôs youth-to-adult 

unemployment ratio is the worst in the OECD. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Over 50% of young people work in just five of the 16 industries in the economy, according to the 
Department of Labour. Four of five of these industries experienced disproportionate job losses 
during the course of the recession: hospitality, retail trade, communication services, and 
construction. In addition, young people experienced greater job losses than older workers in 10 
out of the 16 industries. 
 
Some youth experience more disadvantage than others.  Those youth are: 
Ĕ MǕori & Pacific 

MǕori and Pacific make up a relatively young and fast-growing share of the New Zealand 
working-age population and have weaker labour market outcomes, on average than the 
broader population. 
 

Ĕ Disabled Youth 

Employment opportunities are extremely limited for youth with disabilities.  Misperceptions 
that people with disabilities are costly to employ and a reluctance of employers to hire youth 
with disabilities are issues.  

 
Ĕ Teen parents 

Limited educational achievement combined with low basic skills, limited job experience and 
parenting responsibilities means fewer employment opportunities and lower wages for 
teenage parents. 

 
Ĕ Migrants 

Migrant youth have an increased tendency to combine study and part-time employment.  
Migrant youth experience difficulties when trying to transition to the workforce. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ǒ ǒ ǒ 

ñInvesting in young people is vital to avoid 

a scarred generation at risk of long-term 

exclusion.ò   

OECD  Secretary-General Angel Gurría 

ǒ ǒ ǒ 
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Young men and women have been disproportionately affected by the recession.  Indeed youth 
unemployment has increased significantly since 2008 and is two and a half times more than the 
adult rate. 
 
Many well-educated young people are struggling to find work and those who are in employment, 
especially young women, are engaged in relatively unskilled or informal occupations, entailing a 
major waste of human resources, as well as considerable frustration among young people and 
their families.  As job prospects remain weak, many young people might see little benefit of 
furthering education or training which would have negative socio-economic consequences. 
 
There is real concern that unless action is taken urgently, the youth situation will become 
unsustainable, representing a threat to social cohesion and to future labour supply.  Moreover, 
young people represent a valuable resource to the economy, business and society.  This is why 
promoting more and better jobs for youth is crucial. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connecting local businesses with young workers can have long-lasting economic benefits.  
Young people want communities that have opportunities for them to be engaged in. Investing in 
their well-being can lead to positive, sustainable community outcomes and significant business 
benefits as highlighted by the Otorohanga youth employment programme11. 
 

 

                                            
11 http://www.nzherald.co.nz/employment/news/article.cfm?c_id=11&objectid=10575842 

  The business case 

ǒ ǒ ǒ 
ñAt the end of the day the future of 
our community is in the hands of 
our youth.ò  
 
Open Letter from Ashburton 
District Mayor, Rangitata M.P. and 
Community & Business Leaders 

 
ǒ ǒ ǒ 

 

http://www.nzherald.co.nz/employment/news/article.cfm?c_id=11&objectid=10575842
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New Zealand has an ageing workforce.  It is predicted that between the years 2011 and 2051 
the number of 16 to 24 year-olds in the workforce will fall by 25%.12  At the same time, skills and 
labour shortages are emerging so the imperative is to maximise the human capital we already 
have, maximise the potential of older workers and ensure young workers become a productive 
resource. 
 
The consequence of non-participation in work, education or training for youth includes: 

¶ Fewer employment opportunities and increasing inequalities; 

¶ Lower earning potential; 

¶ Greater reliance on social assistance; 

¶ Higher involvement in crime; 

¶ Alcohol and drug abuse; 

¶ Greater risk of homelessness; 

¶ Intergenerational inactivity; 

¶ Lower taxation income. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                            
12 http://www.eeotrust.org.nz/content/docs/information/Ageing%20Workforce%20Factsheet.pdf  

ǒ ǒ ǒ 
 
ñ99.9% of our young people are 
fantastic individuals, capable of 
incredible achievements, with a 
little support, guidance and 
encouragement ï our future is 
in great hands!ò   
 
      Mayor Dale Williams  

 
ǒ ǒ ǒ 

 

http://www.eeotrust.org.nz/content/docs/information/Ageing%20Workforce%20Factsheet.pdf
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Why having young workers is good for business: 

 
Ĕ Investment in the employment of young people brings long term benefits to 

communities and businesses; 
Ĕ If employed early young people first learn your methods, your protocol and your 

business principles; 
Ĕ Young workers cost less and businesses who hire young people may receive a 

government funded employer incentive; 
Ĕ Young workers help boost the morale and productivity of existing employees; 
Ĕ Young people have experience with technology and social networking/relationship 

building; 
Ĕ Young people are the drivers of innovation; 
Ĕ Young workers are energetic and driven; 

Ĕ Young people are tomorrowôs market; 
Ĕ A diverse workforce is more productive and effective. 

 
(Source:  New Zealand Business Council for Sustainable Development) 
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A ógood employerô13 values equity and fairness and has policies, programmes and practices 

that promote these values.  A ógood employerô makes maximum use of skills and strengths of all 
staff but has special regard for those groups often overlooked or marginalised ï including young 
people. 
 
Key elements of being a ógood employerô relate to recruiting, developing, managing and 
retaining staff to achieve results.  

 
 

óThe Good Employerô 

7 Key Elements 

 

1  Leadership, Accountability and Culture 

2  Recruitment, Selection and Induction 

3  Employee Development, Promotion and Exit 

4  Flexibility and Work Design 

5  Remuneration, Recognition and Conditions 

6  Harassment and Bullying Prevention 

7  Safe and Healthy Environment 

 
 
 
 
 

                                            
13  http://www.neon.org.nz/crownentitiesadvice/howtobeagoodemployer/ 

2.  Supporting employers 

 

http://www.neon.org.nz/crownentitiesadvice/howtobeagoodemployer/
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The core ógood employerô elements that relate to youth employment include: 
1. Leadership, Accountability and Culture 

Ĕ Strong leadership and clear vision where youth are valued; 
 

2. Recruitment, selection and induction 

Ĕ Diverse networks used to recruit young people; 
 

3. Employee Development, Promotion and Exit 

Ĕ Positive, equitable approach to developing young people; 
 

4. Flexibility and Work Design 

Ĕ Workplace design that assists young employees balance work with the rest of their 
lives; 

 
5. Remuneration, Recognition and Conditions 

Ĕ Equal access to job opportunities and conditions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Human Rights Commissionôs pre-employment guide ñGetting A Job ï An A to Z for 
employers and employeesò14 is a set of guidelines aimed at ensuring equality and fairness for all 
job applicants regardless of characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, age, disability and religion. 
The questions and answers are based on enquiries made to the Commission. 
 
For example in relation to age: 
 
Q. Can an employer ask me my age as part of the job application process?  

A. No, an employer should not ask you to provide your age as part of the job application or 
interview processes. The (Human Rights) Act provides protection against age discrimination 
once you reach the age of 16 and there is no upper limit on age discrimination. It is good 
practice for an employer not to ask about a job applicantôs age or to actively seek out the 
applicantôs date of birth. It is also good practice for an employer not to ask a job applicant about 
the dates of attendance at schools or other educational institutions as this may indicate the age 
of the applicant. Good employment practice means hiring the best person for the job, regardless 
of age. 
 
The Act provides a number of exceptions for age discrimination, including: 
Å where being of a particular age or in a particular age group is a genuine occupational 
qualification, for example managing licensed premises; 
Å where for reasons of authenticity being of a particular age is a genuine occupational 
qualification, for example an actor; 
Å in employment performed wholly or mainly outside New Zealand and the laws, customs, or 
practices of the country in which the work takes place require they be carried out by someone of 
a particular age group; 
Å in domestic employment in a private household; 

                                            
14  http://www.neon.org.nz/eeoissues/Pre-employmentguidelines/  

  Know your rights 

http://www.neon.org.nz/eeoissues/Pre-employmentguidelines/
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Å in work involving national security, if that work requires a secret or top-secret security 
clearance, an employee must be 20 years or over. 
 
Q Can an employer reject a 17-year-old person on the basis of inexperience? 

A. Yes, an employer can reject an applicant on the basis of inexperience if experience is a core 
competency for the job. No employee aged 16 or more can be rejected on the basis of age.  All 
new job applicants, regardless of age, need time to become familiar with their role. Good 
performance at work is not age dependent. 
 
Other guidance on employment rights and young people is available at the Department of 
Labour.15 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Government assistance is available for employers who wish to create opportunities for youth 
employment.  The Youth Opportunities Package is a targeted package of initiatives to help 
those young people more at risk of long-term unemployment during the recession. It is aimed at 
creating new job and training opportunities for 16 to 24 year olds.   
 
There is a range of packages available including: 
 
Job Ops  
A subsidy to help with the costs of employing young people in entry-level positions.16 

 
Community Max  

A subsidy to help employ young people on 
projects that benefit the community or the 
environment.17 

 
Industry Partnerships  

A service that works with industries and 
employers to find and train workers to fill labour 
shortages.18 

 
Limited Service Volunteer  
A six-week motivational course which aims to 
increase the number of young people entering 
employment or training by improving their self-
discipline, self-confidence, motivation and 
initiative.19 

 
 

                                            
15  http://www.ers.dol.govt.nz/factsheets/employingchildren.html 

16  http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/business/a-z-services/job-ops.html 

17  http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/community/a-z-grants-and-other-help/community-max.html 

18  http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/business/looking-for-staff/partnering-to-fill -a-labour-shortage.html 

19  http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/individuals/a-z-benefits/limited-service-volunteer-lsv.html  

 Financial assistance 

http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/business/a-z-services/job-ops.html
http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/community/a-z-grants-and-other-help/community-max.html
http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/business/looking-for-staff/partnering-to-fill-a-labour-shortage.html
http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/individuals/a-z-benefits/limited-service-volunteer-lsv.html
http://www.ers.dol.govt.nz/factsheets/employingchildren.html
http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/business/a-z-services/job-ops.html
http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/community/a-z-grants-and-other-help/community-max.html
http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/business/looking-for-staff/partnering-to-fill-a-labour-shortage.html
http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/individuals/a-z-benefits/limited-service-volunteer-lsv.html

