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Employment Confidence Index rose 10pts to 97.6 in December.

 – The Employment Confidence Index saw a 
strong increase in the December quarter, 
although it remains below its pre-Covid levels. 

 – Perceptions about job opportunities have 
improved as firms have resumed hiring. 

 – However, earnings growth remains very weak.

 – The loss of international tourism continues to 
have an impact on job prospects and confidence. 

Michael Gordon, Senior Economist  
 +64 9 336 5670

Employment confidence indices

Dec-20 Sep-20 Change

Employment Confidence Index 97.6 87.4 10.2

Present Conditions Index 87.2 75.5 11.7

Employment Expectations Index 104.6 95.4 9.2

Current job opportunities -29.8 -50.1 20.3

Expected job opportunities -9.3 -21.2 11.9

Past earnings growth 4.2 1.1 3.1

Expected earnings growth 23.0 16.8 6.2

Own job security 0.0 -9.4 9.4

There was a strong lift in the Westpac McDermott Miller 
Employment Confidence Index in December, following a flat 
result in September. However, the index remains below its 
pre-Covid level. 

The Covid-19 pandemic was a severe blow to New Zealand’s 
labour market. The closure of the international borders and 
the Alert Level 4 lockdown led to a sharp initial rise in job 
losses, although there’s no doubt that the Government’s 
wage subsidy scheme softened much of the blow. There was 
a further modest rise in unemployment as the wage subsidy 
expired between June and September, albeit less than feared. 
And the border closure is likely to have a lingering impact on 
unemployment, particularly as we enter what would have 
been the peak tourist season. 

However, there are good reasons for people to believe that an 
improvement is on the way. The nature of the Covid economic 
shock was an unusual one – it was largely a restraint on 
supply, rather than the hit to demand that we see in most 
recessions. As the Covid restrictions were lifted, activity 
was able to quickly return towards previous levels, with the 
(sizeable) exception of the international tourism sector. Firms 
are ready to hire again, and job advertisements are already 
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back to their pre-shock levels – something that took more 
than five years after the Global Financial Crisis in 2008. 

Perceptions of job opportunities and online job ads
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Index Index

In keeping with this, most of the improvement in the 
Employment Confidence Index related to the questions on 
job opportunities and job security. A net 30% of people 
still think that jobs are hard to come by at the moment, but 
that compares to 50% in September. Expectations of job 
opportunities in the year ahead also improved, and are now 
above pre-Covid levels. 

While job opportunities are improving, earnings growth 
remains soft. Survey respondents have reported a sharp drop 
in past earnings since June, and there was only a small pickup 
in December. Expected earnings growth over the year ahead 
rose, but it remains near its historic lows. 

Although the economy is on the mend, the recovery has 
been uneven. And that is also evident in terms of labour 
market confidence. Low-income earners actually reported 
a slight drop in confidence, while high-income earners saw 
the biggest improvement. Young respondents were less 
confident while older respondents saw a strong increase, 
and confidence rose by more among men than women. These 
differences are what we might expect to see given the closure 
of the international borders and the subsequent loss of 
tourism jobs, especially over the peak summer season. 

Employment confidence by income bracket

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Up to
$30,000

$30,001 to
$50,000

$50,001 to
$70,000

$70,001 to
$100,000

Over
$100,000

Sep-20 Dec-20
Source: Westpac McDermott Miller

Index Index

Employment Confidence by age group
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Confidence rose in every region of the country, though to 
varying degrees. One of the biggest gainers was Auckland, 
which is understandable given that the region was still under 
tighter Covid restrictions than the rest of the country in 
September. Gisborne/Hawke’s Bay saw the biggest increase 
and was the most upbeat region, scoring particularly well 
on perceptions of job opportunities. Otago saw the least 
improvement, likely reflecting the loss of international tourist 
spending in the Queenstown-Lakes district.

Employment confidence by region
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Survey detail.

The Westpac-McDermott Miller Employment Confidence 
Index summarises responses to five questions: households’ 
perceptions of current and future job opportunities in New 
Zealand, their own actual and expected earnings, and 
expected changes in their own job security. The questions 
about current job opportunities and earnings are summarised 
in the Current Employment Conditions Index, while the 
questions about the year ahead are summarised in the 
Employment Expectations Index. The survey took place over 
the period 1-12 December 2020. The sample size was 1,553. 
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Employment Confidence Index
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Job opportunities in NZ in a year’s time
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Earnings in paid work this time next year
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Do you think jobs are plentiful or hard to get in NZ?
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Earnings in paid work compared to last year
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Personal job security over the coming year
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forecasts are based are reasonable, the forecasts may be affected by incorrect assumptions or by known or unknown risks and uncertainties. The ultimate outcomes may differ substantially from these forecasts.
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