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Background about the transformation programme: The Expert Advisory 

Group found that 36% of children in the system also had parents known to 

CYF; massive over-representation of Māori, etc. Really big structural issues 

that represented a moral failing, and we needed to do better.  

 

 

Disclaimer: 

Access to the data presented was managed by Statistics New Zealand under strict 

micro-data access protocols and in accordance with the security and confidentiality 

provisions of the Statistics Act 1975. 

These findings are not official statistics. The opinions, findings, recommendations, and 

conclusions expressed are those of the authors, not Statistics NZ. 

 

  

Our part was providing a measurement backbone and we had some criteria 

we wanted to consider. First, we wanted to model all children, not just 

people who had engaged with us in the past or been taken into care. We 

wanted to understand the flows in and out of vulnerability, the drivers of 

vulnerability before it really showed itself. Straight away we had to model all 

children – a large departure from the work that had been done in the past.  

We wanted to focus on wellbeing. It felt wrong to focus on vulnerability and 

cost. Wellbeing is useful; it talks about what is driving poor or positive 

outcomes and starts pointing us in the direction of what we might do about 

it. 

We wanted to recognise that wellbeing is complex. If you recognise that, 

you recognise that you need to be looking at outside data – just looking at 

engagements with Oranga Tamariki misses a huge scope of what’s out there.  

And we wanted to consider the present and the future, which is a really 

interesting challenge. We wanted something that would give us a valid 

window into current wellbeing – how well the lived experience is for any child 

at any one time – but we also wanted something that would give us an idea 

of the long term outcomes for the future and understand how if we change 

wellbeing now what that means for the future.  
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That led us to the three areas of activity I’m going to talk about today.  

One is the conceptualisation of wellbeing that we’re using, the second one’s 

the current state of wellbeing, how we’re trying to measure and understand 

that. And the third one is the wellbeing and activity projections that we’re 

working with.  

 

 

 

We’ve got a wellbeing construct that’s built across five domains – safety, 

security, stability, wellness and development.  

The safety domain’s pretty straightforward. It represents the historic focus 

for Child, Youth and Family and now Oranga Tamariki – both being and 

feeling safe.  

Security – think of having access to financial and social resources. Things 

like having a roof over your head and being fed before you go to school. 

Stability is a complicated one, which we will get to later on. There’s a real 

paucity of data, but what we mean is connections to people and 

understanding yourself. 

Wellness, think broadly health – both physical and mental.  

And development – think skills to prosper later in life; broadly education.  
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How is that conceptualisation of Wellbeing useful for us? What classic investment approach models have done in the past is project forward the future 

fiscal spend associated. Importantly for us, we project forward things that look like outcomes rather than just money, which gives us a good connection 

into the rest of the system and the accountability process with ministers. It gives us an idea of what the long term impact of the changes that we are 

making might be.  

Understanding the population: that’s a really important use and it helps policymakers have conversations in terms they couldn’t have before. That’s a 

construct where they can talk about the thresholds of what’s ok in New Zealand and what’s not ok, and start to define a target population for the 

Ministry – where we really need to be engaging and where the government may not want to engage.  

Assessing need: this is lining up with our frontline. We wanted to build a construct that would allow us to have people on the frontline talking and 

thinking in the same way that we were talking and thinking. We are starting a process at the moment with the Office of the Chief Social Worker where 

we’re trying to get as much feedback from them as we can and work together with them to evolve this construct into something that’s going to be 

embedded at the frontline and help social workers, our frontline people really working to make kids’ lives better, and helping us to talk their language.  

Contracting: There’s not a huge amount of detail about that, but it’s something that’s going to be a focus going forward with our Partnering for 

Outcomes division, and starting to think through how we can explain what our contracts and what our various partners in the system are doing in terms 

of helping to build child wellbeing.  

And finally, service evaluation. We’ve got a couple of evaluation teams within Vasantha’s group at Oranga Tamariki, and we’re starting to understand 

everything that we’re doing in terms of how much it builds child wellbeing.  
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Current state wellbeing – this is trying to build a measurement construct to give us a measurement of what wellbeing looks like for children at any point 

in time. Now, I’ll talk a little bit about the IDI – an amalgamation of government data from right across the system. It takes feeds of data from Health, 

from Education, from us and from MSD, etc. Importantly, it anonymises everything. So everything that we’re working with from the IDI – we can’t see 

the names, we don’t know who the person is, there are incredibly strict privacy controls.  There’s a lot of information on Statistics NZ’s website about 

how the IDI works and the controls placed to preserve the privacy of people’s data.  

So with the IDI, we had a look at all the measurements and pieces of data we could see, and asked what seems to act as a valid proxy for the things we 

want to be measuring within our conceptualisation of wellbeing. For example, in the safety domain we look at things like family violence history, 

notifications to Oranga Tamariki, injuries.  

In security we look at things like a family being on the social housing register, or benefit histories. 

Wellness, we look at things like chronic conditions within the family, mental health history of the family. 

In development we’re looking at things like truancy, achievement, school changes… 

Stability is not currently in the model and that’s a major issue for us. It has the potential to explain a lot of variance in outcomes where one child looks 

one way across the other four domains and goes onto great things, and where another child looks broadly the same across those four domains and goes 

onto not-so-great things. We think a lot of that differentiation there is those resilience factors that sit within the stability domain, so this is a key focus 

for us now. We want to ‘take the lid’ off that and really understand the stability of New Zealand’s children.  

Another really important thing behind that current state wellbeing measurement is that these are all proxies. These are not measures of wellbeing; these 

are things that help suggest what wellbeing might be like. As time goes by and certainly as the assessment process starts to change, we hope that we 

can start to implement some actual measures of what we’d like to observe. We are not there yet. That’s not what government’s been set up to do in the 

past, so we’re doing the best we can with what we’ve got.  

 

http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/snapshots-of-nz/integrated-data-infrastructure.aspx
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This is a peek under the hood of one of the wellbeing domains – the security domain.  

Each of these colours is a different weighting, each columns is a different age for a child from zero to age 25. There are different thresholds which people 

are being assessed against, with a combination of indicators potentially reaching a threshold.  

I’m not presenting this to show the detail of each indicator, but to show you that there is a lot of thought and change that goes into this.  

Take for example this indicator – your mother’s age at birth. That’s used as a proxy for how well your mother may or may not be able to provide for you. 

Importantly nothing here is definite. Nothing means anything in and of itself. That’s why domains are really important – aggregating all these different 

indicators.  

If a several indicators are all pointing in the same direction that might be meaningful; if only one indicator’s pointing in that direction, it probably isn’t 

something we need to be too worried about. So that mother being young at the time you’re born, we think there’s an argument that it’s important for 

the first five years of your life; maybe it’s a bit important for the next five years after that. We think that by the time you hit the age of 10 it’s very 

unlikely that it affects your security at all.  
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What does it look like when you apply this construct across the population? We’ve got four broad segments. About 750,000 children in New Zealand that 

seem to be doing pretty well when you assess them against these domains and against their history of engagement with Oranga Tamariki. Those are the 

two things that we consider, by the way, underneath these segments.  

We’ve got about 140,000 children in the apparently early need population. Potentially there’s an argument that we should be doing something with 

some or all of these children.  

Then you’ve got 100,000 children in what we call the developing need population. These are children who are at much greater risk of escalation into 

the statutory care system.  

Finally we’ve got about 11,000 children in the developed need segment. These are children who are in statutory care right now where things have 

escalated to the point where they needed to be removed from their homes, or they’re being actively case managed.  
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Finally, the third part – the projection model. It’s an incredibly complex 

amalgamation of a bunch of different projection models. We also leverage 

whatever else exists wherever we can. So Justice have a projection model 

– we’re not going to reinvent the wheel, so we join into their model. MSD, 

obviously have their projection model, and we connect to this. That has 

created some slight issues for us as well. Using the MSD model to pick up 

on projection of employment when their model only looks at people who 

have engaged with the benefit system, means it’s not tremendously 

helpful if you want to understand a teenager growing up and eventually 

winding up on a benefit, or being employed, or being in further education.  

So we have an unbelievably talented team of actuaries who have been 

trying to build that transition model, often using customised data. The big 

customisation is Health. We project a variety of health outcomes which 

otherwise hasn’t been done before, it’s exciting.  

 

Here’s an example of what one of those projections looks like. Taking 

those four segments – not in need, early need, developing need, 

developed need – what do transitions onto employment, onto benefit, 

onto further education, look like?  

It says basically what you’d expect it to say. For the vast majority of the 

population – this is by the way looking at 14-to-16 year olds over the 

years 2016 to 2026 – a small number of them are likely to go onto 

benefits. It happens, you’d expect it. A large number are likely to remain 

in education for quite some time and a significant number of them are 

going to wind up employed or in both education and employment.  

Jump down to the developed needs segment and you see quite a different 

graph. Again this won’t be a shock to anyone, but children who have 

experience with the care system, who have been taken into placement, 

do go on to some particularly poor outcomes. This gives you an idea of 

the type of data that’s coming out of the model.  
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Let’s just ignore all the wellbeing domains and only look at the indicators. 

We take every indicator that we can and we add up the score. What we 

see for the average child in the not in need segment, is that they’ve got a 

total score of about 5, give or take. And it’s a very very narrow 

distribution, which is what you’d expect. We can’t see a lot of things that 

seem to be going particularly wrong in this child’s life.  

As you step up through the segments not only do the scores get a lot 

higher, the distribution gets a lot wider. By the time you’re in the 

developed needs segment things are really broad. We’ve got people being 

taken into state care who score 5 or 10, and we’ve got people all the way 

up here at 55. From the things we’re looking at, if you’re reaching a total 

of 55, there are some really severe things going on in your life.  

What this tells me is: firstly it reinforces the approach we’ve taken with 

the model – as things seem to get worse for these children we can see 

more and more about them, we can start to see more of these proxies 

showing through. But importantly it reinforces the importance of the 

stability domain where these children are being taken into state care 

where we can’t see a lot of things going wrong beforehand. I think a lot of 

the answer to that is around this stability domain and as we start to 

unpick that hopefully we’ll be able to get a window into what’s going on.  

 

So what are we doing next? In the conceptual stage we are looking to 

continue engaging with the rest of the business, we are looking to engage 

a lot more broadly with the sector and we’re looking to deploy this within 

assessment hopefully in the near future which I think is going to help beef 

up our conceptualisation of what wellbeing is.  

In terms of current state wellbeing, we are looking to build the stability 

domain obviously, also looking to build a better understanding of 

communities, and finally we’re also exploring new data and indicators as 

they become available.  

On the projection model we’re looking to integrate a little tighter with 

other existing models. At the moment the projection model takes a 

current state and starts moving people forward as individuals, completely 

disconnected from anyone else. Developing some way to keep families 

together is something for the medium term.  

 


