New Zealand’s various
social data sets

The maps depict New Zealand’s
various social data sets. Each data
set divides New Zealand into
unique geographical regions and
the boundaries of these regions
are not consistent.

The town of
Opunake falls into
7 different regional
social data sets

Each social data set captures
different populations, which
creates difficulties for researchers
and policy-makers who wish to
compare data across the social
policy domains.

OPUNAKE

The inconsistent way that agencies
capture the geographical element
of social data means that policymakers need to use workarounds
to estimate social issues. Given
social investment’s heavy reliance
on data, this might hold back the
full application of the approach in
relation to regional issues.
The town of Bluff
falls into 7 different
regional social data sets
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The challenges
of regional data
Regional data disparities are a challenge for
social investment
Making good policy choices requires the best available
data. New Zealand’s social data is collected by a
number of independent administrative agencies,
each of which divides the country into different
regional territories. Each data set captures a different
population, which makes comparisons across the social
policy domains difficult and creates challenges for the
social investment approach.
Despite being difficult to quantify, it recognises
anecdotally that disparities in the geographical
dimension of social data can lead to a number of issues
that may impede the regional application of social
investment. While such inconsistencies in data continue
to exist, the options for both policy development and
implementation may similarly be limited, affecting
policy-makers and service providers alike.
Social service providers may need to liaise with many
different administrative bodies and there may be
confusion surrounding which region within each data
set the social service provider delivers services to.
Attempting comparisons across different social policy
domains currently involves a trade-off between detail
and accuracy. When working across social policy
domains, policy-makers must estimate the rate of one
variable occurring within a different geography. Take
the challenge of understanding the rate of assaults
and associated hospitalisation rates in Opunake. Data
about hospitalisation is collected by the Taranaki District
Health Board, while data about assaults is collected by
the Central Police District, which encompasses a very
different area – most of the lower North Island. Decisionmakers must use statistical estimations to underpin a
case for investment, which relies on many assumptions
that do not always accurately reflect the real world.

The decision on whether to invest in interventions to
address assaults and, if so, how much, relies heavily
on these workarounds. Furthermore, the benchmarks
for success or failure of programmes seeking to make
a difference to assault rates, would need to rely on
the same data and assumptions, which creates further
problems for measuring performance.
A register-based statistical system would solve
the regional challenge
There is no silver bullet to resolving the issues presented
by New Zealand’s inconsistent geographical data sets. It
is a complex problem with many potential solutions. A
successful international solution involves New Zealand
adopting a register-based statistical system, similar to
those used in countries like Norway, Sweden, Finland
and Denmark. Statistics New Zealand is in the early
stages of investigating such a solution.
In a register-based system, official statistics are
calculated from administrative data sets converted
into linked statistical registers. The most important of
these registers for social statistics is the population
register, which contains the reference population base
of all people residing in the country at their residential
address (Bycroft, 2010).
The administrative data in each register relates
to anonymised individuals’ interactions with
government services. This avoids arranging data
geographically altogether. The ability to produce
up-to-date population estimates is another major
benefit of a register-based statistics system.
Statistics New Zealand has investigated the potential for
a register-based statistics model here. It has identified
an absence of many essential features of such a system
(Bycroft, 2010). The key challenges are listed on the
following pages:
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Capturing the entire population
New Zealand does not have any administrative data sets
designed to capture the entire population from which a
population register could be constructed (Bycroft, 2010).
A ‘pseudo’ population register could be created by
linking existing administrative data sets with high
population coverage, like the National Health Index,
National Student Index and Inland Revenue Client
Register (Bycroft, 2010). However, this would not be
sufficient to calculate population estimates, as existing
administrative sources may only provide information for
parts of the population, or may miss significant groups.
For example, statistics on post-school qualifications are
available for New Zealand graduates since 2004, but
not for qualifications gained previously, or from overseas
institutions (Statistics New Zealand, 2014).
Uniquely identifying people
A register-based model requires a universal system for
unique personal identification, such as national citizen
numbers, which are recorded each time a person
accesses a government service.
Common unique identifiers allows administrative
records to be linked deterministically, or simply by
identifying the same citizen number across different
government data sets. When each individual can be
identified by a common unique identifier, data linkage
is both more efficient and accurate (A. Wallgren; B.
Wallgren, 2011). New Zealand currently has several
comparable identification systems, such as IRD
numbers or RealMe but, again, these will not capture
the entire resident population.

The greatest hurdle
to developing a
register-based
statistics system in
New Zealand is
public acceptance
A culture shift is required
New Zealanders place a high value on privacy and do
not have the same history of government registration
as Scandinavian nations (Bycroft, 2010). Compulsory
notification of changes in residential address and
personal identity numbers could be viewed with “disdain
and distrust” by the general public (Bycroft, 2010).
Finance Minister, Hon. Bill English, has emphasised
the need for public discussion surrounding acceptable
government uses of sensitive and private information –
a discussion currently championed by the Data Futures
Partnership (English, 2016).
Progress has been made towards greater integration
of administrative government data. Statistics
New Zealand’s Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) is a
linked longitudinal database including administrative
data from multiple government departments. Like the
register-based model, output statistics from the IDI are
based around individuals, instead of being collated by
geographical area (Statistics New Zealand, 2013a).
The IDI was used by Treasury to create the social
investments Insights Tool, which identifies the
concentration of at risk children in a particular area
(The Treasury, 2016b).
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The cost-benefit of a register approach requires
further investigation
Implementation of social investment will likely evolve
over time, but will rely on targeted, evidence-based
policy making. In the long term, transitioning to a
register-based statistical model would improve on
the existing capabilities of the IDI and produce a finer
level of social statistics. Statistics New Zealand (2014)
assumes this will not occur within the next 10-20 years.
A register-based statistical system would mitigate
the problem of geographically inconsistent data
sets. Practitioners would not need to compare, for
example, the disparate data from a District Health
Board and a Work and Income region. Instead of trying
to re-aggregate social data from one geographical
classification to another, individuals’ interactions with
government services could be compared using their
administrative records. Policy-makers would be able to
select any target population for comparison across any
risk factors for which administrative data is collected,
simply by linking administrative records to the address
register, or other geographical identifier.
A register-based statistics system would allow policymakers to create analysis tools more efficiently and
for a wider variety of social factors, since social data
for the entire population would be available through
a population register. Deterministic linkages, based
on common unique identifiers, could be universally
used to improve efficiency and reduce the likelihood
of overlooking individuals who have interacted with
multiple government departments, or falsely identifying
individuals who have not.

Common unique identifiers would also allow private
economic data to be more easily integrated with
government data, leading to a broader array of
statistical outputs (Bycroft, 2010). The address
records within a population register would be more
comprehensive and remain more up-to-date than
the IDI’s current address records. Being able to link
administrative data back to a specific location is crucial
for producing output statistics at different geographical
levels. However, New Zealand’s current administrative
data sets are unlikely to be able to replace the richness
of data currently provided by the census.
Further investigation is needed into the costs of
developing a register-based statistics system in
New Zealand, and its benefits over existing estimation
methods. Such a system would build on the existing
capabilities of the IDI for producing detailed social
statistics on a regional scale. Crucially, because the social
statistics would be based on individuals’ interactions
with government services, they would not be inhibited
by the geographical inconsistencies of New Zealand’s
existing social data sets.

Further investigation
is needed into the
costs of developing
a register-based
statistics system in
New Zealand

State of the State NZ The challenges of regional data 38

