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Household Labour Force Survey
Abstract
Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS)
Statistics New Zealand’s quarterly Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) is used to produce official estimates of the numbers
of employed and unemployed people, those not in the labour force, and the official unemployment rate for New Zealand.
The Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) provides a regular, timely, and comprehensive portrayal of New Zealand's labour
force, producing each quarter a comprehensive range of statistics relating to the employed, the unemployed and those not in
the labour force who comprise New Zealand’s working-age population. The HLFS is a nationwide, quarterly survey and is the
official measure of employment and unemployment in New Zealand. It has been providing the only comprehensive and ongoing
picture of the labour force since it began in October 1985.
The HLFS measures:
• the number of employed and unemployed people,
• the number who are not in the labour force,
• the hours worked,
• which occupations and industries people work in,
• the duration of unemployment,
• steps people take to find work,
• steps they take to find more work hours,
• the number of people in formal study,
• the number of youth not in employment, education, or training (NEET)
These measurements are then cross-tabulated by demographic characteristics, such as age group, gender, locality, and
ethnicity.
Estimated Working-age Population (WAP)
The Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) estimated working-age population is based on national resident population
estimates that are adjusted to be consistent with the scope of the HLFS.
The working-age population, is an estimate of the usually resident, non-institutionalised, population of New Zealand aged 15
years and over. It provides the benchmark figure for the number of people in the labour market each quarter – results from the
HLFS are then summed to this figure. It is based on 2013 Census data and is updated using early estimates of births, deaths,
and net permanent and long-term migration. This data is also available from March 1986 to present.

Purpose
The primary purpose of the survey is to estimate the number of people employed, unemployed, and not in the labour force
(NILF), and from them, the unemployment rate for the New Zealand labour market.
The Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) is designed to produce statistics at the family level, and use of the survey for a
purpose for which it was not designed is inevitably subject to some limitations.
Usage and limitations of the data
Examples of possible uses include:
• targeting employment or training schemes (e.g. what ages, regions, ethnic groups are more likely to have unemployed
people?)
• to indicate employment growth or decline in particular industry or occupation groups.
• to help in modelling the labour market or the economy in general, and make predictions about future levels of employment and
unemployment.
• as an indicator of the state of the economy (e.g. increasing or decreasing unemployment rates).
Limitations:
Main limitations are the high sampling errors associated with small estimates - this makes many of the smaller estimates
unreliable or unusable.
Also, the HLFS does not measure the quality of people’s jobs, e.g. utilisation of skills, how much they are paid (except in June
quarters), whether they get sick leave, etc.
There are also sometimes complaints about the definitions used in the HLFS (i.e. to be counted as employed you only have to
have worked for one hour or more in a week, or you can even work unpaid in a family business. And to be unemployed you
have to be available to start a job and be actively seeking work - not just looking at job advertisements).
Significant events impacting this study series
The Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) started in October 1985 as a quarterly survey. First results from the survey were
therefore for the December quarter 1985.
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In the September quarter 1987, results from all quarters of the survey were revised using population weights based on the 1986
Census of Population and Dwellings.
In the September quarter 1987, data collection practises were changed to minimise response burden on older respondents. The
change meant older respondents only had to supply information, after their first interview, if their labour market position had
altered. This change is reflected in the introduction of the extra scope code - 'special code for older people'.
In the June quarter 1990 the size of the survey sample was doubled to 24,000 households, and labour force statistics were
produced monthly instead of quarterly. This allowed estimates to be produced for 15 regional council areas. (Previously data
was available by employment district rather than regional council area.)
Also, in the June quarter 1990, a new questionnaire was introduced for the HLFS. The new questionnaire did not introduce
changes to the way the main labour force variables are collected or calculated. Changes were made to the availability of
occupation and industry data (made available at 3 digit level instead of two-digit). And the following changes were made to the
questionnaire (None of these changes could be regarded as significant):
• A question on whether the respondent would prefer to work fewer hours, was dropped.
• Questions on job search methods, length of time looking for work, and type of work being looked for, were dropped for the
employed.
• The question on highest secondary school qualification had a new category for ‘primary proficiency’.
• The routing question preceding that on highest tertiary qualification added a new category for those still at school as well as
‘yes’ and ‘no’.
• The highest tertiary qualification question added a category for ‘local polytech certificate or diploma’.
• A question about whether the respondent had been looking for work before starting a new job, was replaced by a question on
the reasons why the respondent had not been looking for work in the last four weeks (this included a category for those waiting
to start a new job).
• Occupation questions for the employed and unemployed were changed from asking about tasks and duties to asking ‘what
was the respondent's occupation’.
• Categories in the question asking respondents why they left their last job were changed: ‘Laid off’, ‘dismissed, and ‘made
redundant’ were combined, while ‘family responsibilities’ and ‘pregnancy’ were deleted, and ‘unsatisfactory work arrangements’
was changed to ‘dissatisfied with job or conditions’.
In the September quarter 1991 the sample size was reduced to 16,000 households and the survey reverted to a quarterly
collection. Estimates were produced for 10 regional council areas rather than the 15 previously available.
In the December quarter 1991, changes were made to the ethnic classification used in the HLFS when an ‘Other Pacific’
category was added to the previously available European, NZ Maori, Samoan, Cook Island Maori, Niuean, Tongan, Chinese,
Indian, and Other.
In the December quarter 1992, results from all quarters of the survey were revised using population weights based on the 1991
Census of Population and Dwellings.
Starting in the December quarter 1993, the HLFS sample was redesigned using information from the 1991 Census of
Population and Dwellings. The new sample was phased in gradually to enable a smooth transition. One-quarter of sample
households were replaced with one-quarter of the new sample. This process continued for four quarters, so that in the
September 1994 quarter the sample consisted solely of households selected from the new sample.
As a result of the introduction of the new sample in the December quarter 1994, it was possible to provide estimates for twelve
regional council areas, rather than the ten regions that were previously available.
In the June quarter 1995, people living in non-private dwellings were excluded from the sample survey population. While the
survey population has changed, the population definition for estimation purposes(the target population) has not changed and
continues to include people in non-private dwellings.
In the September quarter 1996 an Education and Training Survey (ETS) was conducted as a supplement to the HLFS.
In the December 1996 quarter the HLFS processing system was migrated from the mainframe to the LAN.
In the June quarter 1997 the New Zealand Income Survey was conducted as a supplement to the HLFS. This is now a regular
supplement to the HLFS carried out every June quarter.
In the June quarter 1998, results from all quarters back to the September quarter 1991 were revised using population weights
based on the 1996 Census of Population and Dwellings. A new weighting methodology (integrated weighting) was also
introduced. Integrated weighting was applied to all quarters back to the June quarter 1995. Integrated weighting extends the
range of statistics which can be produced to include households, as well as adjusting for non-response more effectively.
In the September quarter 1998 the New Zealand Child Care Survey 1998 was conducted as a supplement to the HLFS.
In the December quarter 1998, ANZSIC industry estimates from the HLFS were published dating back to the December 1996
quarter. The NZSIC industry coding was being phased out of the HLFS.
Starting in the March quarter 1999, the HLFS sample was redesigned using information from the 1996 Census of Population
and Dwellings. The new sample was phased in gradually to enable a smooth transition. One-quarter of sample households were
replaced with one-quarter of the new sample. This process continued for four quarters, so that in the December 1999 quarter
the sample consisted solely of households selected from the new sample.
Beginning in the March 1999 quarter, labour market statistics based on the household as the unit of analysis have been
published to an agreed upon classification. The statistics published (in Table 11 of the Hot Off The Press) are a tabulation of
household labour force status, against a household type classification.
In the July 2001 quarter revision of total actual hours worked series - to correct for misalignment between survey and calendar
quarters.
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In the March 2002 quarter integrated weighting was backcast to include quarters 2-38.
In the March 2002 quarter the Cultural Experiences Survey 2002 was conducted as a supplement to the HLFS.
In the March 2003 quarter industry coding changed from NZSIC/ANZSIC dual coding to ANZSIC only coding. The change may
introduce a slight discontinuity to the industry series. Also means that NZSIC statistics can no longer be produced.
From March quarter 2004, phase-in of the new HLFS sample design commenced. The sample redesign was based on
information from the 2001 Census of Population and Dwellings. The phase-in involved one-eighth of the new sample being
introduced each quarter, as the new rotation group. The redesigned sample would be fully introduced from December quarter
2005.
A number of additional questions were introduced from March quarter 2004 although results from the formal study questions
were not released until June quarter 2004:
• Q19a - What has been done to work more hours?
• Q19b - If more hours were available could they have been worked?
• Q25a - Has occupation changed in the past 3 months?
• Q32 - Has ... studied or worked towards a qualification?
• Q33 - If studying, would the qualification take three months or more to complete?
• Q54a and Q63a - If offered a job would ... been able to start within the next four weeks?
• Q75 and Q76 - as for Q32 and Q33
• An expanded set of qualifications was introduced although for regular output, codes are concorded back to the previous
qualifications values.
In the June quarter 2004, the weights that are used to bring the survey estimates up to population estimates were rebased using
the latest population estimates based on data from the 2001 Census of Population and Dwellings. Estimates back to the start of
the survey (March quarter 1986) were revised to reflect the new weights that were introduced.
In the September 2008 quarter, the HLFS published new ethnicity data using the single combination method and total response
outputs. This was a complete break in the ethnicity series, as the prioritisation of ethnic groups was no longer produced. These
series started from December quarter 2007 onwards.
In the December quarter 2008, the weights that are used to bring the survey estimates up to population estimates were rebased
using the latest population estimates based on data from the 2006 Census of Population and Dwellings. Estimates back to the
start of the survey (March quarter 1986) were revised to reflect the new weights that were introduced.
The December 2008 rebase included the introduction of Māori benchmarks, which were also backcast to the March 1986
quarter.
In the September 2009 quarter, the HLFS first published the new industry (ANZSIC 2006) and occupation (ANZSCO)
classifications. The ANZSIC 1996 and NZSCO classifications were supplied until December 2011 quarter.
In the December 2014 quarter an improved sample was implemented. The new sample was based on the 2013 Census of
Population and Dwellings. The new sample was rolled in over eight quarters to reduce the risk of affecting the labour force
outcomes.
In the March quarter 2015, the weights that are used to bring the survey estimates up to population estimates were rebased
using the latest population estimates based on data from the 2013 Census of Population and Dwellings. Estimates back to the
start of the survey (March quarter 1986) were revised to reflect the new weights that were introduced. New benchmark weights
for regions were also included.
In the June quarter of 2016 a redeveloped version of the HLFS went into the field. The key purpose of the 2016 HLFS
redevelopment was to improve the relevance and quality of our labour market statistics.
The new content includes more information about the nature of people’s employment conditions and work arrangements. This
data can be used to better understand different patterns of employment. The new content includes:
• employment relationship of employees (eg permanent or temporary work arrangement)
• length of time employed in current job
• employment agreements (eg collective or individual)
• union membership
• preference for change from temporary employment relationship or self-employment.
The redeveloped HLFS also includes more detail from respondents who work in more than one job during a reference week.
Multiple job holders are asked about the industry, occupation, employment status, and hours of their second job. Until now, the
HLFS collected these details only on the respondents’ main job.
From the December 2020 quarter phase-in of the new HLFS sample design started. The sample redesign was based on
information from the 2018 Census of Population and Dwellings. The phase-in involves one-eighth of the new sample being
introduced each quarter, as the new rotation group. The redesigned sample will be fully introduced from the September 2022
quarter.
Frequency
3 Quarterly
Main users of the data
People who monitor the labour market either in itself or as part of macroeconomic analysis of the economy. For example,
government departments (e.g. Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment , Work and Income New Zealand, Treasury,
and Te Puni Kokiri), private research companies (e.g. NZIER), banks (e.g. ANZ), and international agencies (e.g. ILO, OECD).
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