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Sunny side up
Westpac McDermott Miller Employment 
Confidence Index, March 2016
• Employment confidence improved further in the 

March quarter, and now sits a little above its five 
year average. 

• The survey paints a picture of workers becoming 
increasingly positive about current labour market 
conditions, but more cautiously optimistic about 
prospects moving forward.

• Employment confidence rose in most regions 
this quarter. However, a rural/urban divide is 
becoming increasingly apparent as workers in 
urban centres have become noticeably more 
upbeat about employment prospects compared 
to their rural counterparts.  

Workers have started 2016 with a spring in their step. The 
Westpac McDermott Miller Employment Confidence Index 
rose 3.3 points in the March quarter to 104.8, as workers 
have become more confident about both their future and, in 
particular, their current employment conditions.  Though still 
not back to the heights reached in 2014, the Employment 
Confidence Index is now back above its 5 year average. 

The improvement in employment confidence we’ve seen over 
the last couple of quarters is broadly consistent with other 
data on the labour market. Firms are reporting that it has 
become more difficult to find skilled and unskilled labour, job 
adverts have picked up, and Statistics New Zealand’s new 
experimental jobs indicator series (which uses tax data) shows 
a steady increase in jobs numbers. This is in contrast to the 
growth profile implied by the Household Labour Force Survey 
which has been more stop start. For now, demand for workers 
is at least keeping pace with rapid population growth, if not 
managing to outpace it.   

One of the most notable improvements in the March survey 
was the big lift in the proportion of people who reported they 
were earning more than this time a year ago. At first glance, 
this could be a sign that a relatively buoyant labour market 
is starting to put some (modest) upward pressure on wages. 
However, the LCI shows that the size of those increases 
has been shrinking in recent times, in line with the low rate 
of inflation. 

And while respondents were noticeably more positive when 
reporting on how their earnings had fared over the last 
year, they’re not quite as convinced this improvement will 
be sustained. There was a more modest improvement in 
the expected earnings growth index in the March quarter, 
leaving this measure only a little way north of the record low 
it reached in September last year. 

What’s more, despite reporting a general improvement in 
labour market conditions, workers are still pretty cautious 
about their own job security going forward. One factor which 
might be keeping optimism in check are the challenges facing 
the dairy sector. Certainly this came through loud and clear in 
our recent Regional Confidence survey.
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Dec-15 Mar-16 Change

Employment Confidence Index 101.5 104.8 3.3

Present Conditions Index 94.2 99.7 5.5

Employment Expectations Index 106.4 108.3 1.8

Current job opportunities -33.3 -28.8 4.5

Expected job opportunities -19.3 -15.8 3.5

Past earnings growth 21.7 28.2 6.5

Expected earnings growth 26.3 27.8 1.5

Own job security 12.3 12.8 0.5
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Reported earnings and wage inflation
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Today’s survey also highlights the yawning gap that has 
emerged in confidence between workers in metro (urban 
parts of the Auckland, Wellington and Canterbury regions) and 
smaller centres and rural locations. 

The lift in employment confidence in metro areas has been 
driven by a sharp improvement in the current employment 
conditions component of the index. In stark contrast, 
employment confidence in smaller centres and rural areas has 
remained fairly static. What’s more, workers in rural locations 
and smaller centres are notably less optimistic about future 
employment prospects.

Employment confidence index by area
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Employment confidence by region

Region Dec-15 Mar-16 Change

Northland 98.6 103.1 4.4

Auckland 105.9 110.0 4.1

Waikato 93.7 95.5 1.8

Bay of Plenty 96.6 104.9 8.3

Gisborne/Hawke’s Bay 97.9 111.4 13.4

Taranaki/Manawatu/Whanganui 101.8 93.3 -8.5

Wellington 97.0 99.3 2.3

Nelson/Marlborough/Westland 101.5 101.2 -0.4

Canterbury 103.7 110.6 6.9

Otago 103.4 104.7 1.3

Southland 101.4 98.7 -2.7

Regional trends
Splitting the results by region, developments are more 
mixed. Eight out of eleven regions saw an improvement in 
employment confidence. These included dairying heartlands 
such as the Waikato and Bay of Plenty. However confidence 
fell in Southland and Taranaki/Manuwatu-Whanganui which 
also have an important dairying component.

The surprise front runner in the regional employment 
confidence league table was Gisborne/Hawke’s Bay where 
respondents reported a sharp improvement in current and 
potential job opportunities. The mood in this region has been 
particularly positive of late, on the back of improving house 
prices, buoyant viticulture and horticulture sectors and signs 
of a pickup in tourism activity. 

Not far behind Gisborne/Hawke’s Bay in the employment 
confidence stakes is Canterbury. Interestingly, while much of 
the lift in employment confidence in the rest of the country was 
due to an improvement in current conditions, in Canterbury, the 
improvement this quarter was mostly down to a lift in expected 
conditions. Workers in the region have become decidedly more 
optimistic about future earnings prospects. 

The biggest decline in employment confidence this quarter 
was recorded in Taranaki/Manuwatu region, leaving the 
region the least confident about employment prospects in the 
country. That’s despite the region still having one of the lower 
unemployment rates in the country. The deterioration was 
almost entirely down to a decline in the expected conditions 
component of the index where clearly the dual blows of the 
dairy downturn and falling energy prices are weighing on 
workers’ future job prospects.

Survey description
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 – 11 March 2016. The sample size was 1554.

Anne Boniface 
Senior Economist
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Do you think jobs are plentiful or hard to get in NZ?
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Net response: 
Those saying “plentiful” minus 
those saying “hard to get”

Earnings in paid work compared to last year
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Personal job security over the coming year
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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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Employment confidence by region
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Things you should know: Each time someone visits our site, data is captured so 
that we can accurately evaluate the quality of our content and make improvements for 
you. We may at times use technology to capture data about you to help us to better 
understand you and your needs, including potentially for the purposes of assessing 
your individual reading habits and interests to allow us to provide suggestions 
regarding other reading material which may be suitable for you.

If you are located in Australia, this material and access to this website is provided to 
you solely for your own use and in your own capacity as a wholesale client of Westpac 
Institutional Bank being a division of Westpac Banking Corporation ABN 33 007 457 
141 AFSL 233714 (‘Westpac’). If you are located outside of Australia, this material and 
access to this website is provided to you as outlined below.

This material and this website contain general commentary only and does not 
constitute investment advice. Certain types of transactions, including those involving 
futures, options and high yield securities give rise to substantial risk and are not 
suitable for all investors. We recommend that you seek your own independent legal 
or financial advice before proceeding with any investment decision. This information 
has been prepared without taking account of your objectives, financial situation or 
needs. This material and this website may contain material provided by third parties. 
While such material is published with the necessary permission none of Westpac or 
its related entities accepts any responsibility for the accuracy or completeness of any 
such material. Although we have made every effort to ensure the information is free 
from error, none of Westpac or its related entities warrants the accuracy, adequacy or 
completeness of the information, or otherwise endorses it in any way. Except where 
contrary to law, Westpac and its related entities intend by this notice to exclude liability 
for the information. The information is subject to change without notice and none of 
Westpac or its related entities is under any obligation to update the information or 
correct any inaccuracy which may become apparent at a later date. The information 
contained in this material and this website does not constitute an offer, a solicitation of 
an offer, or an inducement to subscribe for, purchase or sell any financial instrument or 
to enter a legally binding contract. Past performance is not a reliable indicator of future 
performance. The forecasts given in this material and this website are predictive in 
character. Whilst every effort has been taken to ensure that the assumptions on which 
the 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.

Transactions involving carbon give rise to substantial risk (including regulatory 
risk) and are not suitable for all investors. We recommend that you seek your own 
independent legal or financial advice before proceeding with any investment decision. 
This information has been prepared without taking account of your objectives, 
financial situation or needs. Statements setting out a concise description of the 
characteristics of carbon units, Australian carbon credit units and eligible international 
emissions units (respectively) are available at www.cleanenergyregulator.gov.au as 
mentioned in section 202 of the Clean Energy Act 2011, section 162 of the Carbon 
Credits (Carbon Farming Initiative) Act 2011 and section 61 of the Australian National 
Registry of Emissions Units Act 2011. You should consider each such statement in 
deciding whether to acquire, or to continue to hold, any carbon unit, Australian carbon 
credit unit or eligible international emissions unit.

Additional information if you are located outside of Australia

New Zealand: The current disclosure statement for the New Zealand division of 
Westpac Banking Corporation ABN 33 007 457 141 or Westpac New Zealand Limited 
can be obtained at the internet address www.westpac.co.nz. Westpac Institutional 
Bank products and services are provided by either Westpac Banking Corporation 
ABN 33 007 457 141 incorporated in Australia (New Zealand division) or Westpac 
New Zealand Limited. For further information please refer to the Product Disclosure 
Statement (available from your Relationship Manager) for any product for which 
a Product Disclosure Statement is required, or applicable customer agreement. 
Download the Westpac NZ QFE Group Financial Advisers Act 2008 Disclosure 
Statement at www.westpac.co.nz.

China, Hong Kong, Singapore and India: Westpac Singapore Branch holds a 
wholesale banking licence and is subject to supervision by the Monetary Authority 
of Singapore. Westpac Hong Kong Branch holds a banking license and is subject to 
supervision by the Hong Kong Monetary Authority. Westpac Hong Kong branch also 
holds a license issued by the Hong Kong Securities and Futures Commission (SFC) 
for Type 1 and Type 4 regulated activity.
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Westpac Shanghai and Beijing Branches hold banking licenses and are subject to 
supervision by the China Banking Regulatory Commission (CBRC). Westpac Mumbai 
Branch holds a banking license from Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and subject to 
regulation and supervision by the RBI.

U.K.: Westpac Banking Corporation is registered in England as a branch (branch 
number BR000106), and is authorised and regulated by the Australian Prudential 
Regulatory Authority in Australia. WBC is authorised in the United Kingdom by the 
Prudential Regulation Authority. WBC is subject to regulation by the Financial Conduct 
Authority and limited regulation by the Prudential Regulation Authority in the United 
Kingdom. Details about the extent of our regulation by the Prudential Regulation 
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registered in England (number 05660023) and is authorised by the Prudential 
Regulation Authority and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority and the 
Prudential Regulation Authority. This material and this website and any information 
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transmitted or distributed, directly or indirectly into any restricted jurisdiction.
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is neither registered as, or affiliated with, a Futures Commission Merchant registered 
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in reliance on the exemption from registration provided by Rule 15a-6 under the 
Exchange Act and is not subject to all of the independence and disclosure standards 
applicable to debt research reports prepared for retail investors in the United States. 
WCM is the U.S. distributor of this communication and accepts responsibility for the 
contents of this communication. If you would like to speak to someone regarding any 
security mentioned herein, please contact WCM on +1 212 389 1269. All disclaimers 
set out with respect to Westpac apply equally to WCM.

Investing in any non-U.S. securities or related financial instruments mentioned in this 
communication may present certain risks. The securities of non-U.S. issuers may not 
be registered with, or be subject to the regulations of, the SEC in the United States. 
Information on such non-U.S. securities or related financial instruments may be 
limited. Non-U.S. companies may not be subject to audit and reporting standards and 
regulatory requirements comparable to those in effect in the United States. The value 
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The author of this communication is employed by Westpac and is not registered or 
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FINRA, any other U.S. self-regulatory organisation, or the laws, rules or regulations of 
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