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In March 2024, Cabinet noted the current approach to the census is unsustainable and the 

census needs to be modernised and transformed. Cabinet agreed that the Government 

Statistician would publicly consult on an admin data-first approach to the census and 

report back to Cabinet on a final decision.  

Future census options 

Stats NZ undertook extensive public consultation and targeted engagement throughout 

2024 to inform the Government Statistician’s in-principle decision. This found support for a 

modernised approach to the census, but differing views on the speed of transition. This 

feedback has informed Stats NZ’s thinking on key components of the preferred option, and 

approach to implementation, including changing the initial view on the feasibility of 

implementation in 2028.  

This RIS sets out three options for the next and future census: 

a. Option One: A comprehensive combined model 2028 Census (counterfactual). 

Option one is based on the approach developed and implemented for the 2023 

Census. This involved the use of admin data and full enumeration survey, with 

significant investment in follow up activities to bolster survey response rates. This 

model is not feasible within available baseline funding. 

b. Option Two: A combined model 2028 Census within baseline funding. Option two 

would collect census data from admin sources, supplemented by a full 

enumeration census survey, but with very limited targeted follow up to bolster 

survey response rates. This option is expected to deliver low survey response 

rates, creating high risks to data quality, with disproportionate negative impacts 

on data for and about Māori, Pacific peoples and young adults.  

c. Option Three: An administrative data-first census delivered in 2030 (preferred 

option). Option three would involve three components:  

• Ongoing admin data collection of key census variables. 

• An annual sample survey (Census Attribute Survey) – surveying up to five 

percent of the population throughout the year, every year. 

• Partnership-based solutions (for example targeted surveys) – designed with 

key partners to address remaining data gaps and unmet information needs. 

Option Three is the Government Statistician’s preferred option on the basis that it is best 

placed to position Stats NZ to deliver a sustainable and resilient census programme to 

address current and future information needs. Under this option, admin data would cover 

most of the population and census variables currently collected, while the Census Attribute 

Survey (CAS) and other partnership-based solutions will provide for additional checks on 

the accuracy of, and fill gaps in, admin data.  

The official census count would be released in 2030, rather than 2028 as currently 

required under the Data and Statistics Act 2022, to give Stats NZ and other government 

agencies time to lift the quality of admin data, implement an annual sample survey and 

adapt to the new delivery schedule. Stats NZ plans to release some key data (such as 

population counts and population structure – for example age, sex, location, ethnicity) 

using only admin data sources from 2026. This means users will have access to official, 

up-to-date data before the full 2030 Census release.  

The preferred option would start to future-proof the census. Once systems and 

infrastructure are in place, the cost to deliver core census data is expected to reduce over 
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time due to efficiency gains and less impact from current drivers of escalating costs. By 

improving the quality of admin data and the government’s admin data capabilities the 

preferred option is also expected to generate significant wider benefits by providing a 

foundation for a more integrated, adaptable and robust government data system.   

It will take time to fully transition to a new approach over the next five to ten years, and to 

produce the level of quality that people expect from census data. The preferred option has 

some significant trade-offs across different dimensions of data quality. It would 

progressively deliver key statistics faster, more frequently, with increasing accuracy and 

greater efficiency. The annual CAS also provides greater flexibility to collect different data 

to meet new or emerging information needs. 

The preferred option would also result in some reductions in data accuracy, detail and 

coverage, especially initially, and for population groups and variables that are not well 

represented in admin data, including data for and about disabled people, rainbow 

communities and small ethnic communities. It will be critical that Census Attribute Survey 

sample sizes are large enough and sufficiently targeted to reflect Māori and Pacific 

populations.  

Over time, the partnership-based component would provide further opportunities to 

develop new models for data collection, analysis and management to better meet the 

wider needs and aspirations of iwi Māori as well as population groups such as Pacific 

peoples whose interests or values are not always well-represented in admin data.  

Stakeholder views on the preferred option 

Following the Government’s Statistician’s in-principle decision, Stats NZ has continued to 

engage with government agencies and technical experts. Many government agencies 

understand the need to modernise the census and recognise the opportunity that admin 

data presents. However, concerns were raised about: 

• the scale and pace of change 

• the technical and financial ability of agencies to deliver the data needed 

• data quality, especially in the short-term and its potential impact on policy, 

planning and service delivery – mainly relating to reduced coverage of key 

population groups and household and dwelling data. 

The Government Statistician also shared the in-principle decision with Te Kāhui Raraunga 

(the operational arm of Data Iwi Leaders Group). A key issue for Te Kāhui Raraunga is 

reduced accuracy, detail and coverage of key variables, such as Māori descent, iwi 

affiliation, te reo Māori prevalence, disability data, and data loss particularly for smaller iwi. 

Te Kāhui Raraunga want Stats NZ to invest in iwi Māori data capability – including working 

with Māori on the plan to collect iwi affiliation data, and to provide a clear path to address 

short-term data deficits.  

Approach to implementation  

The views of government agencies, Treaty partners and other stakeholders have shaped 

Stats NZ’s proposed next steps and approach to implementation. This is a transformational 

work programme which Stats NZ intends to implement through a phased approach, 

allowing Stats NZ to navigate uncertainty by progressively refining plans, testing 

assumptions, and adapting the design as new insights emerge.  

The most significant risk that has been identified through engagement and consultation to 

date relates to uncertainty regarding the potential quality and completeness of future 

census data on population and dwellings, especially for the 2030 Census. There are a 
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The panel notes that the RIS does not yet contain any monetised 

costs, although it is expected that the work to be undertaken will 

enable monetised costings to be included with the final RIS later 

this year. The absence of quantified costs, risks and wider 

benefits makes it hard to assess the true difference between 

options 2 and 3. The panel anticipates that more complete 

information in the final RIS will make these choices clearer. While 

the RIS is lengthy, the material in the RIS is accessible and clear. 
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…but the traditional census is facing major challenges 

3. The current census model relies on conducting a large-scale (full enumeration) survey 

of the population every five years, delivered through a large field workforce. This 

traditional delivery model is facing significant challenges in New Zealand and other 

comparable countries. There are growing concerns about declining census survey 

response rates, increasing costs to government and challenges in ensuring the census 

continues to supply data of adequate quality to meet customer needs.  

4. Decisions about the content and manner of taking the census fall within the statutory 

responsibility of the Government Statistician. The Data and Statistics Act 2022 (the Act) 

includes specific requirements for the census that the Government Statistician must 

meet. These include requirements that a census of population and dwellings must be 

undertaken every five years, and obligations to consult Māori, interested parties, and 

the public on the content and manner of taking and the next census. Following each 

census, a review of census operations must be conducted, with a report presented to 

the responsible Minister.  

5. The Act provides a wider legislative framework for the Government Statistician to 

collect data, set data standards, request data from an individual, public sector agency 

or organisation, and authorise a public sector agency to collect data on their behalf. 

The Government Statistician is also required under the Act to give effect to the Te Tiriti 

o Waitangi / The Treaty of Waitangi through the collection of data, production of 

statistics, and access to and use of data for furthering the well-being of Māori, and 

through the way in which data is collected, managed, and used to produce official 

statistics and research. 

6. The next census is required under the Act to be conducted in 2028. Any change to 

requirements that the Government Statistician must meet relating to the timing of the 

census requires Cabinet approval and legislative amendment to the Act. There are 

related references to census or the use of census data in a range of legislation and 

regulations including the Electoral Act 1993, the Local Electoral Act 2001, the Waste 

Minimisation Act 2008, Wellington Regional Water Board Act 1972 and the Local 

Government (Remuneration Authority Levies) Regulations 2005. 

Cabinet has recognised a need to modernise the approach to census 

7. Stats NZ has been testing and exploring the potential for alternative approaches to 

undertaking the census and producing official statistics since 2012.  

8. The census programme has run on a five-year cycle, where planning, testing, and trials 

are run in the lead up to the next census almost immediately after the previous census 

concludes. Over the last year, Stats NZ has been ramping up efforts to transform how it 

delivers the census and working towards the possibility of taking a new approach to the 

next census. This has included targeted engagement with data system partners and 

key stakeholders, technical and census design work, and testing thinking with 

international census experts and a Future Census Independent Evaluation Panel. 

9. In March 2024, Cabinet made some initial decisions on a proposed direction of travel 

for the next and future census. Cabinet: 

a. noted the current approach to the census is unsustainable and the census needs 

to be modernised and transformed 

b. noted the Minister of Statistics directed Stats NZ to develop options for 2028 

Census and beyond, based on an administrative (admin) data-first approach 
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c. agreed that the Government Statistician would publicly consult on an admin data-

first approach to the census, supported by tailored surveys, and report back to 

Cabinet on a final decision [CAB-24-MIN-0101]. 

There has been significant public consultation and engagement on future census 

10. Early targeted engagement and public consultation in the first half of 2024 helped Stats 

NZ to identify a fuller picture of the key uses of census data to meet different customer 

needs and stakeholder perspectives on priorities for future census. Annex 1 provides a 

summary of the approach to this public consultation and targeted engagement. Post-

public consultation, Stats NZ has continued to engage with government agency 

partners to discuss critical data needs, admin data priorities, and technical design 

matters.   

11. Submissions to the public consultation showed that approximately two-thirds of 

respondents were supportive (50 per cent) or neutral (15 per cent) of a change to the 

manner of taking the census. Of those who did not support the proposed change in 

direction, some respondents wanted more information from us about what the future 

census would look like and deliver. Other respondents indicated that their support for 

change would depend on whether their privacy or security concerns could be 

adequately addressed. Stats NZ heard that accuracy, accessibility, timeliness, and 

frequency of census data were most important to people. 

12. Public consultation and targeted engagement have informed Stats NZ’s understanding 

of the issues and problems under the current census approach. It has shaped thinking 

about the key design elements of a new model to ensure the fiscal sustainability of the 

census, while positioning Stats NZ to better address unmet, emerging and new 

information needs. Stakeholder feedback also highlighted specific data quality risks 

and implementation challenges that will need to be mitigated as much as possible, 

through Stats NZ’s approach to detailed census design decisions and implementation. 

13. Stats NZ has engaged with its international colleagues to learn from and share lessons 

from international developments. Stats NZ attends and contributes to 'Census Week', 

an event organised and coordinated by the United Nations Economic Commission for 

Europe (Statistics Division). Stats NZ also engages regularly with the International 

Census Forum and national statistics offices from Canada, Australia, United States, 

Scotland, and the United Kingdom on census matters. 

What is the policy problem or opportunity?  

14. Stats NZ has identified four interrelated policy problems or opportunities driving the 

case for changes to the model for delivering future census:  

Declining census survey response rates, data quality and escalating costs 

Census data quality and declining survey response rates 

15. Conducting a large-scale five-yearly census survey with high response rates to ensure 

adequate data quality is costly and time-consuming. The costs to government are 

continuing to increase, driven by population growth and reluctance from a growing 

segment of the population to fill in census forms. The return on this increased 

investment is subject to diminishing returns at a time of fiscal constraint. 

16. The short collection window in a traditional census model also makes it vulnerable to 

external events, which risk disruption and delays to data collection. For example, the 

2011 Census was delayed by the Christchurch earthquake, while the 2023 Census had 
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to deal with significant disruption in the form of Covid-19, the Northland and Auckland 

floods, and Cyclone Gabrielle, which impacted the ability to collect survey responses. 

These disruptions were combated at significant additional cost. Cyclone Gabrielle 

alone cost an additional $36 million in collection activity. 

17. Across Stats NZ’s social survey programme, there is a growing section of the 

population that is hard to count. This requires directing increased effort and resources 

to follow up with non-responders and ensure representative population coverage. Stats 

NZ currently visits homes up to 10 times to achieve high enough response rates in its 

household surveys, compared to up to 3 times at the time of the 2006 Census. 

18. Declining census survey response rates reduce the amount of information the census 

can supply about population attributes or characteristics that are currently only 

available from the census survey, especially for smaller population groups. These 

reductions in data quality have a disproportionate impact on data for and about 

population groups with lower survey response rates, particularly Māori, Pacific people, 

and young adults. 

19. Table 2 (overleaf) illustrates the scale of declining national and population group survey 

response rates since the 2013 Census. This shows a very significant decline in 

response rates for the 2018 Census, the first census to shift from a paper-based to a 

primarily online data collection model. The drop in 2018 Census survey response rates 

delayed the release of initial census outputs and saw a reduction of public trust and 

confidence in the accuracy of census results to inform decision-making. Stats NZ 

sought to mitigate critical data quality and coverage gaps by drawing on admin data 

held by government agencies to supplement census survey data.  

20. By combining admin data with 2018 Census survey data, Stats NZ was able to 

significantly improve the accuracy of population counts. In total, it is estimated that the 

new census model developed for the 2018 Census counted 98.6 percent of the 

population. However, there was a reduction in the scope and quality of information 

available from the 2018 Census, with a disproportionate impact on population groups 

such as Māori, who had lower response rates to the census survey. For example, 

admin data could not address information gaps relating to important population 

characteristics such as iwi affiliation, family and household structure, housing quality 

and tenure, or activity limitations (disability).  

21. Lessons from the 2018 Census informed the approach Stats NZ took to the 2023 

Census. The 2023 Census used a combined census model by design to achieve higher 

coverage and more representative population data and statistics. This included a 

significant technical and analytic work programme to supplement survey responses 

with admin data across a wider range of census attributes. The combined model was 

supported by a significant increase in the level of government funding.  

22. As shown by Table 2, the 2023 Census results represent a small improvement to the 

overall survey response rates achieved in the 2018 Census but remain much lower 

than response rates from earlier censuses, including 2013. Stats NZ did not meet its 

target response rates for Māori, Pacific peoples, or younger adults in the 2023 

Census.  

  





 

 Regulatory Impact Statement  |  12 

IN-CONFIDENCE 

secure the future supply of high-quality data about New Zealand’s population while 

controlling costs and improving financial sustainability.  

Growing demand for faster, more timely and relevant data and statistics 

26. Public expectations and stakeholder demand for more timely social statistics have 

increased. For example, during the Covid-19 pandemic, having information on how 

people were faring in a range of domains such as employment and unemployment, 

working from home, health, mental health, wellbeing, income adequacy, housing 

adequacy, social cohesion, and loneliness became more important, with people 

wanting real time information. 

27. A census model that relies heavily on individual responses to questions every five 

years is not well-placed to respond to emerging data needs. Delays between data 

collection, publication, and updates limit the timeliness of data and statistics. A wide 

range of stakeholders have told us they would like Stats NZ to provide New Zealanders 

with important data faster and more often. Local government and business 

stakeholders have indicated that improving access to timely, up to date data is a 

priority for them. 

28. Our Treaty partners, Pacific and disabled communities have called for new and 

different types of population data, better data governance, and new approaches to data 

collection to address unmet needs and values. While the census and social surveys 

provide vital information for many communities, they often fail to meet all information 

needs, and data quality is inequitable across different groups. 

29. The recent long-term insights briefing from the Ministry for Pacific Peoples2 provides 

further context for understanding unmet needs and sources of data inequity for Pacific 

populations. Te Kāhui Raraunga3 has provided an overview of the value, need, and 

uses of iwi data to exercise Treaty rights and responsibilities, including influencing and 

monitoring Māori outcomes, and progressing Māori wellbeing in line with aspirations.  

Improvements in access and use of government-held admin data 

30. A shift to an admin data-first approach is a natural evolution toward more efficient, 

accurate, and cost-effective census data collection. Admin data collected by 

government organisations for operational purposes can often provide a good picture of 

what people do, what they need, and how they access (or do not access) different 

services. The Statutory Review of the 2023 Census noted that New Zealand is more 

advanced than many other major statistical agencies in its access to and use of admin 

data held by government agencies.  

31. Over the last ten years, the development of the Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) has 

provided an important foundation for linking admin data across multiple datasets. This 

provides opportunities to reduce, or eliminate coverage gaps or bias, including under- 

or over-representation of specific population groups that may be found in admin data 

held by a single agency. The development of the IDI has been accompanied by 

significant technical advances in Stats NZ’s ability to generate insights from admin data 

for census purposes.  

 

 

2Ministry for Pacific Peoples — Long-term Insights Briefing 
3Iwi Data Needs | Te Kāhui Raraunga 
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32. Stats NZ has relied on admin data to provide accurate population counts since the 

2018 Census. From 2021 onwards, Stats NZ has released an experimental 

Administrative Population Census (APC), that includes an assessment of data quality 

for a growing number of census variables based on admin data. The APC shows admin 

data can provide similar- or better- quality data for approximately half of the current 

census variables. These include core demographic variables such as age, location, 

birthplace, and number of years in New Zealand (for migrants). There is also good 

admin data on personal income, work, and education.  

33. However, admin data is much less accurate and complete for a range of other high 

value census variables or attributes. For example, there is a high level of population 

coverage, and a relatively high level of consistency between the ethnicity data supplied 

by the 2023 Census and admin data. However, to provide accurate population data for 

small ethnic communities, including smaller groups of Pacific populations such as 

Kiribati or Pitcairn Islanders, government agencies would need to consistently collect 

more detailed ethnicity data.4 

34. Annex 2 provides a summary of the quality of variables available from existing admin 

data, including ethnicity data, based on the most recent analysis of admin data at 

different levels of aggregation relative to the 2023 Census.5  

35. Further admin data gaps6 it is critical to mitigate or progress include: 

a. poor coverage of iwi affiliation and to a lesser extent Māori descent, two variables 

that are highly valued by iwi Māori, and used by the Crown to inform electoral 

boundaries and Treaty settlements respectively 

b. a lack of admin data identifying people in rainbow communities and providing 

information on disability – used to monitor outcomes and underpin effective 

policies and services to address needs across the population 

c. the development of the admin infrastructure to support a high-quality listing of 

dwellings, and linking of combined information about people, dwellings, and 

places which is critical to forecast, plan, and invest in housing and urban 

development at place.  

36. There is substantial opportunity to expand the coverage and quality of admin data 

across government to support future census, social investment, and other government 

priorities. This would require:  

a. accelerating cross-government efforts to improve the quality of census-relevant 

admin data held by government organisations 

b. progressing technical work to identify new data sources and develop data 

infrastructure and methods to generate further insights from admin data. 

 

 

4 Stats NZ’s standard for ethnicity data involves a hierarchy with level 1 being the highest level of aggregation (6 
categories), level two (21 categories) through to level 4 (180 categories) the most detailed. For example, Level 1 
ethnicity data records all Pacific peoples; Level 2 disaggregates this classification into groups such as Samoan, 
Tongan, Fijian, and Niuean; while Level 4 records smaller populations such as Kiribati or Pitcairn Islander. 
5 For a discussion of the complexities of measuring ethnicity from admin sources and an earlier assessment of 
the quality of ethnicity admin data relative to the 2018 Census, see: Dixon, R, Batts, T, and Diener, H (2024). 

6 Stats NZ (2024). Technical feasibility: Measuring population and dwellings using administrative data. Retrieved 
from www.stats.govt.nz. 
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37. Over time, these efforts could significantly improve the quality and use of admin data to 

address information needs currently met by the census. Public consultation and 

targeted engagement with data system partners and key stakeholders has found 

significant interest in making better use of admin data government already holds and 

the potential for a new census approach to produce more timely, frequent, and relevant 

statistics. However, government organisations that hold or supply census-relevant 

admin data have reinforced that improving admin data involves costs, reinforcing a 

need for prioritisation of the highest-value data needs, prior costing, and a staged 

approach to future implementation. This feedback has informed the development of 

Stats NZ’s proposed next steps, set out in Section Three. 

Development of new, more efficient approaches to survey data collection 

38. Public consultation and engagement feedback reinforced Stats NZ’s views on the 

importance of a future census approach that combines admin data with surveying. 

However, as more information needs can be met from admin data, and population 

estimation techniques have become more sophisticated, Stats NZ considers there are 

alternatives to a five-yearly full enumeration survey to address these outstanding data 

gaps. A more regular survey of a smaller proportion of the population could, over time, 

meet critical information needs that cannot be addressed by admin data alone.  

39. There would be trade-offs for some aspects of data quality. In particular, a shift away 

from surveying the whole population would result in a reduction in the granularity 

(detail) available about individual census variables, and reductions in population and 

geographic coverage for information needs that cannot be met from admin data. The 

nature, scale, and distributional impacts of loss of data accuracy, detail, and coverage 

was a significant concern for data system partners, iwi Māori, and key stakeholders. 

Sections Two and Three of this RIS outline how Stats NZ proposes to respond to these 

concerns through the high-level design and implementation of a future approach to 

census. 

40. Public consultation and targeted engagement feedback emphasised that surveying will 

be necessary to collect some information relating to subjective measures or personal 

experience. Stats NZ recognises that it is unlikely to be possible, appropriate, or 

publicly acceptable for government organisations to collect certain personal data when 

it is unrelated to service delivery. This understanding has been built into the high-level 

design of a future approach to census. Examples include sexual identity, languages 

spoken (including te reo Māori), religious affiliation, and unpaid activities.  

41. Stats NZ recognises that admin data collected and held by government agencies for 

service delivery may not reflect individuals' perspectives and that the context of data 

collection can influence self-reported responses and willingness to share personal 

data. For example, people may respond with different ethnicities in different contexts 

where they may feel pressure to report, or not report, particular ethnic groups. This is 

evident among the lower reporting of multiple ethnicities in hospital admin collections 

compared with those who identify themselves as having multiple ethnicities in the 

census.7  

42. Survey data will continue to be important in areas where admin data alone may never 

be of sufficient quality to produce accurate statistics. For example, admin data provides 

 

 

7 Dixon, R, Batts, T, and Diener, H (2024). Reviewing the quality of ethnicity data from admin sources: 
Comparison with the census. Retrieved from www.stats.govt.nz. 



 

 Regulatory Impact Statement  |  15 

IN-CONFIDENCE 

very limited information on housing quality, travel arrangements, or occupation. 

Housing quality and travel arrangements provide valuable information to support 

housing and transport planning, policy, and investment at national and local levels, 

while occupational data from the census is used to assess labour-market demand and 

skill shortages.  

43. Engagement with iwi Māori, NGOs, and government population agencies has 

reinforced that neither admin data nor a one-size-fits-all census survey is well-placed to 

reflect the values and interests of Treaty partners, or those of Pacific peoples, disabled, 

or rainbow communities. These groups have a strong interest in working with Stats NZ 

to develop tailored solutions to address unmet information needs of their communities. 

A new approach to census also provides significant opportunities to support iwi-led 

data collection, capability building, and governance. 

What objectives are sought in relation to the policy problem? 

44. Stats NZ has identified the following high-level objectives: 

a. To ensure an ongoing supply of data and statistics about population and dwellings 

that conforms with international standards and best practice. 

b. To provide customers with timely and equitable access to rich and statistically 

sound data to support nationally and locally significant decisions. 

c. To meet Crown responsibilities under Te Tiriti o Waitangi / The Treaty of Waitangi 

to recognise customs, rights and interests in the way data will be collected, 

managed, and used; foster Māori capability and capacity to collect, use and 

access data; and provide value for Māori. 

d. To position Stats NZ to deliver a sustainable and resilient census programme to 

address current and future information needs.  

45. These objectives are based on the primary purpose of census, the current 

Government’s stated priorities for future census, and the obligations on the 

Government Statistician under the Data and Statistics Act 2022.  
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Section 2: Deciding upon an option to address the policy 
problem 

What criteria will  be used to compare options to the status quo? 

46. Stats NZ has identified the following criteria to assess which options are most likely to 

meet the objectives:   

a. Produces high-quality data: supplying population and dwellings data that is 

reliable, consistent, and error-free, with sufficient population and geographic 

coverage and granularity to meet critical national and local information needs. 

b. Meets new and emerging customer information needs: providing timely, 

frequent access to important data and population statistics, with flexibility to 

collect and publish different data over time.  

c. Drives efficient public services: making better use of data government has 

already collected, while protecting data security and lowering the cost of 

interacting with government.  

d. Increases resilience: to avoid disruption by external factors such as 

earthquakes, severe weather events, or pandemics by avoiding reliance on 

surveying within a short collection window. 

e. Manages delivery risks and is feasible to implement: to enable successful 

delivery at reasonable cost, quality, and timeframes. 

f. Is fiscally sustainable: ensuring long-term cost sustainability of the census, in 

the context of rising costs to maintain adequate response rates to a large-scale 

survey. 

47. Criteria a. and b. focus on the potential outputs of future census to meet user 

information needs across different dimensions of data quality: accuracy, scope, 

granularity, coverage, relevance, and timeliness. Criteria d., e., and f. focus on census 

efficiency, resilience, and long-term sustainability.  

48. The key used to compare options and provide qualitative judgements against these 

criteria is set out below. 

 

 

What scope will  options be considered  within? 

The scope of options was informed by public consultation and engagement  

49. Stats NZ’s development and assessment of options has been informed by public 

consultation and ongoing targeted engagement with key stakeholders on a potential 

shift towards an admin data-first census. Public consultation and targeted engagement 

found support for a modernised approach to the census but differing views on the 

Key for qualitative judgements: 

++ much better than doing nothing/the status quo/counterfactual 

+ better than doing nothing/the status quo/counterfactual 

0 about the same as doing nothing/the status quo/counterfactual 

-   worse than doing nothing/the status quo/counterfactual 

- - much worse than doing nothing/the status quo/counterfactual 
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speed of implementation. Data system partners, iwi Māori, and key stakeholders were 

clear that admin data cannot fulfil all the critical information needs that the census 

currently meets and concerned that greater reliance on admin data would result in loss 

of data accuracy detail or coverage, especially in the short term, and for information 

about dwellings and household characteristics, and underserved communities such as 

Māori, Pacific peoples, and disabled people. 

50. Stats NZ recognises and has sought to respond to these challenges throughout the 

high-level design of a new admin data-first census approach. The new approach would 

combine admin data with regular surveying of a proportion of the population, as well as 

more tailored, partnership-based solutions to address information needs of Treaty 

partners and underserved communities that cannot be met by admin data alone. 

Further census design and implementation work seeks to mitigate potential negative 

impacts on census customers wherever possible. 

51. Stats NZ has also sought to reduce the uncertainty faced by census users and admin 

data suppliers during the transition to a new census approach. This includes 

developing for plans for phasing information releases over the next few years to ensure 

census users have access to core census data in advance of official census results, 

clarifying accountability arrangements to drive collective improvements to admin data 

across government, and confirming how and when requirements for admin data 

improvements will be finalised.  

52. Key data supply agencies have indicated that they do not consider it feasible to 

implement improvements to admin data in the required timeframes for the next census 

within their baseline funding. Stats NZ has responded by developing an implementation 

approach to ensure that trade-offs between data quality, feasibility, and costs to admin 

data suppliers are explicit prior to final decisions on the prioritisation and phasing of 

admin data improvements. This will include a focus on aligning the timing of admin data 

improvements with data system upgrades of legacy systems funded within baselines 

wherever possible. 

53. Once a high-level direction is confirmed, more detailed work to progress the design and 

implementation of the approach to the next census may progress. These detailed 

decisions would be subject to further evidence-gathering and analysis, and 

engagement and consultation with key partners and stakeholders. The preferred option 

includes a proposed public consultation in late 2025 to test potential census content, 

and ongoing engagement with government agencies, iwi Māori partners, and key 

stakeholders as the model for future census develops. 

Census transformation has been influenced by international developments 

54. The development and assessment of census options has been informed by changes in 

census taking internationally. There is an international trend of countries moving away 

from relying solely on traditional data collection approaches and towards approaches 

that increasingly make greater use of admin data, either as part of a combined model 

or as admin-only. Stats NZ’s approach to census transformation has been significantly 

influenced by the experiences of countries with established register based statistical 

systems.8 

 

 

8 A summary of the experiences of these countries is summarised in Wallgren, A., and Wallgren, B. (eds) 
Register‐based Statistics: Registers and the National Statistical System. Wiley online books. First published:25 
March 2022 
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55. Similar to New Zealand, a number of countries without a population register are 

pursuing the benefits of a statistical register system to support population 

measurement. Stats NZ has strong connections with the United Kingdon (ONS), 

Statistics Canada, Australian Bureau of Statistics, and Ireland (Central Statistics 

Office). Key areas of collaboration include aspects such as data integration, methods 

for population estimation, and approaches for managing the impact of linkage error that 

becomes more prominent without the use of a National Identification Number. 

56. In New Zealand, a connected set of linked datasets (Statistical Business Register, 

Places Index, and Administrative Population Model) are a step toward a register-based 

statistical system (Stats NZ is calling this the Integrated Statistical Data System). This 

provides a foundation for enhanced processing of admin data for statistical purposes. 

Through use of these linked datasets, Stats NZ will be better set up to use integrated 

admin and survey data for the delivery of essential statistics, including census. 

57. Census data is of greater value if it can be compared with the results of censuses of 

other counties taken at approximately the same time. United Nations recommendations 

are that countries should make all efforts to undertake a census in years ending in ‘0’ 

or ‘1’, or at a time as near to those years as possible. This has influenced Stats NZ’s 

thinking on the timing of future census. 

Final options were refined to align to available baseline funding 

58. Following the public consultation, the Government Statistician convened an 

independent panel of ten experts to review and evaluate five options for future census.9 

The Future Census Independent Evaluation Panel generally supported Stats NZ’s 

intention to shift to a more transformative admin data-first census approach, 

recognising the potential benefits of delivering robust, timely, targeted, and adaptable 

information in a sustainable way. However, they did express concern that the 

government’s data and statistics system would not be ready to move to, and 

successfully implement, a more transformative approach by 2028 (when the next 

census is due to be taken). This is similar to the view provided in the Report of the 

Statutory Review of the 2023 Census. 

59. For these reasons, in August 2024, the Panel recommended taking a staged approach. 

This involved proceeding with one last large-scale census survey in 2028 (Option 1), 

moving to an approach using a Continuous Attributes Survey in 2033 (Option 4), before 

transitioning to an approach where census data collection is integrated into other 

household surveys (Option 5). Following costing, the five options considered by the 

Panel were found to significantly exceed the available funding. This meant the Panel's 

preferred option for 2028 Census cannot be implemented as originally proposed. 

60. The scope of high-level options in this RIS were developed within a context of the 

Government’s fiscal priorities and direction for public services to become efficient and 

effective within baseline funding. Additional funding is unlikely in the current fiscal 

context, so Stats NZ developed two refined options to fit within the available budget. 

The two final options presented in this RIS, including the proposed timing and phasing 

of the preferred option, were informed by this earlier advice on the feasibility of full 

implementation in 2028 and the need for further, more detailed consultation and 

 

 

9 The Independent Evaluation Panel were selected to represent a diverse range of data user perspectives, 
including expertise from academia, commerce and technology, central government, disability, international 
perspectives, Rainbow, Pacific peoples, and iwi Māori. Future Census Independent Evaluation Panel | Stats NZ 
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engagement, implementation and technical design work to underpin the successful 

delivery of a new approach to census.  

61. The independent Report of the Statutory Review of New Zealand’s 2023 Census 

concluded that it would be exceedingly difficult and expensive for Stats NZ or any other 

similar statistical agency to plan for both an admin data-first census model and a 

traditional or combined census in 2028. Stats NZ considered and ultimately discarded 

options that would require planning and delivering another large-scale census survey in 

2028 alongside the substantive work required to further develop a new model for the 

census in 2033 and beyond. Implementing a dual census work programme was not 

considered feasible within available baseline funding.  

Current requirements for data privacy, security, and confidentiality apply to all options 

62. Stats NZ has obligations under both the Privacy Act 2020, and the Data and Statistics 

Act 2022 to keep people’s information private, secure, and confidential. These existing 

legal protections will apply regardless of whether future census data is sourced from 

survey(s) or admin datasets.  

63. Section 24(2) of the Privacy Act 2020 states that an action taken by an agency does 

not breach Information Privacy Principles 1 to 5, 7 to 10, or 13 if the action is 

authorised under New Zealand law. This includes the ability of the Government 

Statistician to authorise another agency to collect data on the Government Statistician’s 

behalf under section 25 of the Data and Statistics Act 2022. 

What options are being considered?  

Option One – [Counterfactual] – Comprehensive 2028 Census combined model (large-

scale survey)  

64. The counterfactual would involve retaining the 2023 Census model for conducting the 

2028 Census. This option would involve continuing to deliver the census using a 

combined model: a full enumeration survey of population and dwellings every five 

years, supplemented by alternative data sources, including admin data. The 

counterfactual seeks to maintain high census survey response rates and 

comprehensive population coverage in line with that achieved in the 2023 Census. 

65. Under this option, in 2028, all people in New Zealand would be required to fill in a 

paper or online form for a census survey of population and dwellings in a specific time 

window. Significant effort and resources would be required to boost survey response 

rates among individuals and target population groups who are less likely to fill in 

census forms.  

66. This is a proven model that has been shown to provide a satisfactory level of data 

accuracy and population coverage to meet critical information needs. However, the 

current funding envelope for the next census is $100 million less than that received to 

deliver the 2023 Census. Declining initial census response rates mean the direct costs 

required to duplicate the 2023 Census model would be higher still for the next census, 

estimated at $400 million over five years. 

Option Two – Combined model 2028 Census within baseline funding 

67. Option Two would also involve a combined model: census data would be collected 

from admin sources in the first instance, supplemented by a large-scale census survey 

of population and dwellings survey in 2028.  
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68. Under this option, a full enumeration survey of population and dwellings would be 

conducted in 2028 within existing baseline funding constraints. This would involve 

reusing the 2023 Census survey and processing systems wherever possible, and 

adoption of a digital-first approach to data collection similar to 2018, with limited or no 

use of paper forms. There would be very limited capacity to engage in targeted 

outreach or post-census day follow up to bolster response rates among under-

represented population groups. This approach would not enable iwi-led data collection. 

Data quality and supply 

69. Option Two would require Stats NZ to adopt a much lower overall survey response rate 

target to that adopted for previous census, with an understanding that target population 

groups, such as Māori, Pacific peoples, and young adults would be very significantly 

under-represented in final census results. The projected quality score for specific 

census attributes for individuals, dwellings, and households would fall significantly for 

the total population, with even greater declines in data quality for and about population 

groups with lower response rates. 

70. Based on experience in the 2023 Census, Stats NZ would anticipate a national 

response of between 75 to 80 percent, equivalent to what was achieved by week 2 of 

non-response follow-up in the 2023 Census. With a national response rate level of 75 

per cent, the expected response achieved for under represented groups such as Māori 

and Pacific would be around 55 to 60 per cent.  

71. This level of response is below that achieved in 2018. Under this scenario, a large 

change in the collection model would be required to direct greater collection effort 

towards under-represented groups. This may increase the level of response from 

prioritised populations and areas, but also result in a decline in the overall response 

achieved. We do not have good information on how effective this strategy would be, as 

the approach has not been successfully implemented in previous census collections or 

testing. 

Roles and responsibilities 

72. Under this option, Stats NZ would continue to draw on admin data supplied by 

government agencies to help mitigate census survey information gaps. However, 

ongoing agency efforts to improve the quality of admin data would be incremental, 

rather than transformative. There would be limited capacity to invest significant agency 

time and resources in improving the quality, access, and use of admin data to meet 

new or existing information needs. 

Legislative implications 

73. This option would not require changes to legislative or regulatory requirements for the 

census in the Data and Statistics Act 2022 or related legislation.  

Option Three – [Preferred Option] Administrative data-first census delivered in 2030  

74. The Government Statistician’s preferred option involves an admin data-first census 

approach, supplemented by targeted surveys. The 2023 Census would be the last 

traditional five-yearly full enumeration census survey. Key design elements of the 

preferred option include: 

a. Ongoing administrative data collection of key census variables. This component 

involves prioritising the collection and use of population and dwelling data from 

admin sources where it is appropriate and feasible to do so. Admin data would 
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supply base population estimates to low-level geographies along with a range of 

population and household characteristics, with full official population counts using 

the new model released in 2030. 

b. An annual Census Attribute Survey (CAS) of up to 5 percent of the population to 

be undertaken each year from 2027. The CAS would supply high priority census 

attributes not available from admin sources and provide quality measures for key 

data and statistics produced from admin datasets. The CAS would also provide a 

vehicle for meeting emerging or unmet data needs, and a new sampling frame for 

targeted surveys such as Te Kupenga – Māori Wellbeing Survey and the NZ 

Disability Survey. 

c. Other partnership-based solutions (for example targeted surveys), designed with 

key partners to address remaining data gaps, such as those not well-represented 

in admin data. This component would offer opportunities to develop new models 

for data collection, analysis, and management that better meet the wider needs 

and aspirations of iwi Māori as well as small population groups whose interests or 

values are not well represented in admin data.  

75. Under the preferred option, the official census count would be released in 2030, rather 

than 2028, to give Stats NZ and other government agencies the time required to lift the 

quality of admin data, implement an annual sample survey and adapt to the new 

delivery schedule. The shift to 2030 Census would also bring New Zealand back in 

alignment with census releases in other countries.  

76. Stats NZ would release some key data (such as population counts and population 

structure – for example age, sex, location, ethnicity) using only admin data sources 

from 2026. This means users will have access to official, up-to-date data before the full 

2030 Census release. This information will ensure government agencies continue to 

have the information they need to set electoral boundaries and determine the number 

of electorates for upcoming elections, undertake long-term planning on infrastructure 

and transport, and inform population funding models. 

77. The preferred approach would require commitment from across government to help 

make improvements to admin data (the quality of the data, how it is processed, shared, 

and used) over the next five- to ten-year period, with an initial focus on enabling 

delivery of social investment and the next census. The proposed modular design would 

help to mitigate implementation and delivery risks for what would be a complex reform 

programme, while supporting stepped improvements to data quality and supply over 

time (see Section 3). 

Roles and responsibilities 

78. The preferred option represents a significant shift to the manner of conducting the 

census, with less reliance on survey data collected and managed by Stats NZ, and 

more on admin data collected and supplied by third party government agencies and 

Crown entities (affected parties).  

79. Under this option, Stats NZ would work with a preliminary group of four government 

agencies and five Crown entities to improve the quality of admin data for a small 

number of essential variables. As shown by Annex 3, the potential scale of impact on 

individual government organisations would vary from supplying Stats NZ with additional 

admin data already held by the organisation, improving the quality of existing admin 

data supplied to Stats NZ, and/or exploring the potential for additional data collection.  
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80. A shift in the approach to census presents a unique set of opportunities, challenges, 

and risks that Stats NZ intends to work through with iwi Māori and other impacted 

population groups, and those who have voiced a strong interest in being involved in 

identifying population impacts and informing tailored solutions. 

Data quality and supply  

81. Detailed decisions on future census content would be subject to further public 

consultation, planned for late 2025, and ongoing targeted engagement with data 

system partners and key stakeholders. Stats NZ has provided an indicative table in 

Annex 4 to show which of the current census attributes might be collected from admin 

data, the CAS, or through other tailored surveying. Future supply of current census 

attributes that could not be sourced through admin data would need to be balanced 

with demand for new data collection in the CAS, or partnership-based solutions from 

2031 onwards. 

82. Under the preferred option, the collection and publication of core census data would 

occur more frequently, improving the timeliness and relevance dimensions of data 

quality. However, there would some reductions in some other aspects of data quality – 

especially initially. The new approach would see a reduction in the level of detail and 

coverage available for populations and attributes that could not be supplied from admin 

data. The initial decline in the detail and coverage of census results would be greatest 

for small population groups, with a disproportionate impact on census data for and 

about disabled people, rainbow communities, and small ethnic communities. 

83. The use of admin data and the initial decline in coverage would also impact on the 

quality and completeness of census data for and about Māori and Pacific populations. 

It will be critical that CAS sample sizes are large enough and sufficiently targeted to 

reflect Māori and Pacific populations. If this cannot be achieved, Māori and Pacific 

populations will be significantly disadvantaged compared to other groups – impacting 

funding models, opportunities for self-determination, and limiting the ability for 

government to support, and for Māori and Pacific populations to pursue, equitable 

outcomes.  

84. Table 3 overleaf provides an overview of the quality and availability of key census data 

to meet critical information needs based on the quality of current admin data and 

modelling using 2023 Census data. This shows the impacts of lower data quality is 

acute for the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), who relies on census 

survey data to link individuals to families to households to dwellings to tenure to place – 

a chain crucial to HUD’s ability to forecast, plan and invest in housing and urban 

development. Examples of the evidence gap this would leave if not adequately 

mitigated through the approach to implementation set out in Section Three include:  

a. measurement of severe housing deprivation 

b. calculation of changes in housing affordability  

c. enabling government and councils to develop 30-year plans for housing growth. 
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Distributional impacts of the preferred option on population groups 

85. During consultation on the accompanying Cabinet paper, many agencies recognised 

the opportunity that an admin data-first census presents. However, agencies also 

expressed concern about data quality, especially in the short-term, and potential 

impacts on funding allocation, targeting, and effectiveness of policies and services to 

meet the needs of underserved communities. In part, these impacts will depend on the 

timing and scope of high-value admin data improvements and the sample size and 

design of the CAS. 

86. Table 4 overleaf, provides more information about the expected distributional impacts 

of the preferred option across population groups, with a focus on data quality 

challenges and opportunities, and how these would be managed in the new approach.  

87. Under the preferred option, data accuracy, detail, and coverage would improve over 

time as improvements to admin data collection are implemented, annual CAS data is 

pooled across years, survey designs are refined, and technical work to derive more 

accurate and complete data and statistics progresses. For example: 

a. by combining admin data with three years of CAS survey data, Stats NZ expects 

to produce high quality census data and statistics for the full range of CAS 

variables to the level of territorial authorities in 2030 

b. with five cycles of CAS data, reporting could be extended to supporting analysis 

of populations between 3,000 and 5,000 in size.  

88. For smaller populations, CAS data would be pooled across multiple years to improve 

precision. However, for population groups that are very small (for example fewer than 

5,000 members) the quality of data from even a large sample survey like the CAS will 

remain poor in comparison to the counterfactual, especially when cross-tabulated with 

other variables. This highlights the role for tailored partnership-based solutions to meet 

the needs of small population groups, and to supplement admin and CAS data. 
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Legislative implications 

The Data and Statistics Act 2022 would need updating to reflect the preferred approach 

89. Section 34(1) of the Data and Statistics Act 2022 (the Act) states that a census must 

take place every fifth year after 2023. Delaying the full census under the preferred 

option would require an amendment to the Act to allow for a census to be taken in 

2030, rather than in 2028. Related amendments to better reflect the new approach to 

collecting and publishing data for future censuses would:  

a. clarify the timing of data collection and publishing under the preferred approach 

to reflect that data collection will occur on a continuous basis rather than as a 

one-off event (for example a census day) as the Act currently implies, and that 

some census variables could be released more regularly  

b. simplify the notification process for data collection and clarify the requirements of 

the Government Statistician under the new approach.  

90. The modernised approach to census will also require minor amendments to three 

pieces of legislation. These are the: Local Electoral Act 2001; Wellington Regional 

Water Board Act 1972, and; Waste Minimisation Act 2008. Stats NZ, with advice from 

PCO, anticipate these being consequential amendments to be included within the 

proposed Bill. These proposed amendments would not impact on the operation of the 

relevant provisions but will provide clarity and accuracy across the statute book.  

Implications for the Electoral Act 1993, including electoral boundary setting 

91. The proposed amendments to the Act have implications for electoral matters as the 

Electoral Act 1993 presently envisages a regular, periodic census. The periodic 

census is a trigger for a number of processes, including the Surveyor-General calling 

the first meeting of the members of the Representation Commission. Under the 

Electoral Act, the Government Statistician must determine the number of General and 

Māori electoral districts, and the Representation Commission determines their size and 

boundaries. 

92. The statutory scheme for the conduct of regular boundary reviews envisages a 

periodic census being conducted every five years. If the next census is deferred to 

2030, there will be no census to trigger a review process before the 2029 General 

Election. However, even if the 2028 Census proceeds as scheduled, there would not 

be enough time to redraw electoral boundaries before the 2029 election. 

93. The proposed changes to modernise the census provide an important opportunity to 

consider amendments to enable the most up to date population data to be used by the 

Representation Commission, instead of relying on census data. 

94.  
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Treaty of Waitangi 

Stats NZ’s approach to meeting its obligations to te Tiriti o Waitangi 

95. Stats NZ recognises that, to many Māori, data is a taonga. Under the Data and 

Statistics Act 2022, the Government Statistician has obligations to ensure that Māori 

interests, rights, and authority over the collection, management and use of data are 

actively protected and supported. 

Māori Data Sovereignty and partnership commitments  

96. Treating data as a taonga reflects its role in expressing identity, whakapapa, and 

whanaungatanga, while also serving as a tool for self-determined decision-making. 

Government, as a Treaty partner, has a responsibility to ensure that data systems 

support equitable outcomes, uphold self-determination, and deliver value for Māori.  

97. Stats NZ has identified three key objectives to meet Māori, iwi, and hapū data needs 

through the design, development, and evaluation of the preferred census model:  

a. Recognise customs, rights, and interests in how data is collected, managed, and 

used.  

b. Foster Māori capability and capacity to collect, use, and access data.  

c. Ensure data provides value for Māori by delivering high-quality, fit-for-purpose 

information that supports the Crown’s obligations under Te Tiriti o Waitangi.  

Engagement and governance and partnership pathways  

98. Stats NZ has engaged with 19 key partners (including 14 iwi) and reached out to an 

additional 170 iwi and Māori organisations (including 48 iwi or iwi-affiliated groups). 

Feedback highlighted concerns about achieving adequate sample sizes, gaps in admin 

data, and the potential erosion of key data points important to Māori wellbeing. As a 

result: 

a. the preferred approach includes the co-design of bespoke solutions, such as 

targeted surveys and data collection methods with iwi and hapū 

b. the Government Statistician engaged with Te Kāhui Raraunga (the operational 

arm of Data Iwi Leaders Group) to discuss implications and mitigation strategies 

c. Treaty impact assessment will be undertaken to inform the census design and 

will be repeated at key stages 

d. the Modernising Data and Statistics Programme, which the next census will be a 

part of will include iwi and Māori representation on the Programme Governance 

Board. Discussions with partners about this are already underway 

e. a Māori-Crown Design rōpū has also been proposed to ensure Tiriti partners are 

also involved in the more detailed design work.  

99. Stats NZ is dedicated to enhancing its partnership with iwi Māori and hapū ensuring 

that iwi have a meaningful role in decision-making processes. While the details of this 

partnership are still being developed, including iwi Māori partners in the governance of 
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the Modernising Data and Statistics Programme is essential. This approach aims to 

make sure that decision-making aligns with Māori priorities and aspirations.  

100. To support this, Stats NZ has indicated to Te Kāhui Raraunga and Te Rōpū Whaiti (a 

collective group of Stats NZ’s iwi relationship partners) its willingness to build inclusive 

governance of the next census. There was success in this approach for the 2023 

Census Programme and the intention is to build on this success and move closer to a 

Mana Ōrite model. Additionally, there is a strong commitment to implement a Māori-led 

design rōpū, which would provide a structured and iwi-led space for shaping data 

collection, methodologies, and governance approaches. 

101. By embedding iwi participation in governance and decision-making, Stats NZ intends 

to ensure that Māori data interest is respected and upheld within the evolving data 

system. These discussions will continue to evolve in partnership with iwi, ensuring that 

the data governance aspirations of iwi Māori are actively realised through meaningful 

structural change.  

102. Despite these efforts, Te Kāhui Raraunga expressed concern that Stats NZ’s approach 

relies on trust rather than demonstrable evidence. A key issue is the potential loss of 

key variables, such as Māori descent, iwi affiliation, te reo Māori prevalence, and 

disability data – particularly for smaller iwi. The CAS alone will not provide the level of 

detail needed to see themselves in the data. Stats NZ acknowledges these concerns 

and commits to:  

a. investing in iwi Māori data capability and co-developing an iwi affiliation data 

strategy 

b. providing a pathway to strengthen data capability by working with iwi and hapū to 

meet their immediate data needs while also supporting system-level 

improvements at a collective level 

c. regularly publishing progress against the responsibility of Stats NZ to deliver for 

and with iwi Māori to track the impact of census changes on Māori data quality 

and assess the impact of census changes on Māori data quality and access. 

Data sovereignty and active protection  

103. Stats NZ recognises that the Crown may not be the best entity to collect iwi affiliation 

data and commits to working with iwi to explore alternative models for iwi-led data 

collection. The preferred census approach will support Crown obligations relating to 

active protection and development (Article 2) by ensuring that:  

a. Māori participation in governance structures influence the census design and 

implementation 

b. ongoing investment in Māori data capability-building is prioritised, with long-term 

vision supporting and mandating the collection of iwi-specific data variables  

c. continued data infrastructure support (to support self-sufficiency in the long-term 

and enhances self-determination and mana motuhake). 
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Ensuring equity, equal outcomes and access  

104. While the preferred approach allows for more frequent updates on Māori population 

data, it is acknowledged that admin data alone cannot fully meet iwi and hapū needs. 

To uphold equity and participation (Article 3), Stats NZ will:  

a. work with Māori to address intersectional data gaps affecting smaller populations, 

including iwi, rainbow communities, and disabled Māori 

b. strengthen the quality of admin data by improving adherence to data standards 

and ensuring Māori interests are not sidelined 

c. ensure the transition to the new model provides equal opportunities for all iwi, 

including smaller iwi. 

Electoral representation and data timing  

105. Māori descent data plays a fundamental role in setting Māori electorates, directly 

impacting democratic representation. Stats NZ, the Ministry of Justice, and the 

Electoral Commission acknowledge that the misalignment between the 5-year census 

cycle and the 3-year election cycle is problematic. To uphold good governance (Article 

1) and ensure accurate representation, Stats NZ is working with the Ministry of Justice 

to amend the Electoral Act 1993 to remove its dependence on census data.  

Strengthening accountability  

106. Stats NZ commits to:  

a. monitoring progress towards delivering for and with iwi and Māori at key decision 

points in census planning with findings made available and regularly updated 

b. embedding Māori governance mechanisms to ensure partnership in decision-

making 

c. continuing to ensure tikanga-based protections for Māori data (for example Ngā 

Tikanga Paihere) are implemented (Article 4).  

Stats NZ acknowledges that the new model poses challenges to some Māori population data 

107. While the preferred census model represents an opportunity to improve the frequency 

and accessibility of Māori population data, Stats NZ acknowledges that it presents 

challenges in terms of data sovereignty, quality, and equitable access. To align with its 

Treaty obligations, Stats NZ will:  

a. strengthen evidence-based decision-making, addressing the trust concerns 

raised by iwi Māori partners which will see a much greater emphasis from Stats 

NZ on enhancing its data stewardship maturity and ensure ongoing measurement 

and monitoring of trust in it as an institution 

b. support Māori-led data collection and governance models, recognising that iwi 

and Māori organisations hold authority over the data they collect, while the 

Government Statistician is the steward of government data, collected through 

official channels such as the census and admin records managed under the 

current framework 
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c. mitigate short-term data gaps, ensuring that Stats NZ fully understands the 

impacts on all iwi, particularly smaller iwi, and actively works with them to develop 

solutions that maintain their visibility in the data 

108. Through these commitments, Stats NZ aims to uphold its responsibilities under the 

Data and Statistics Act 2022 and create a data system that genuinely serves Māori, 

iwi, and hapū aspirations.  
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How does data quality compare over time relative to the counterfactual? 

109. Stats NZ thinks of data accuracy being broadly two-dimensional: coverage (i.e. what 

proportion of the target population we have data about) and consistency (i.e. how good 

the data is for the people we have data for). Data accuracy in a given year will be a 

function of: 

a. the age of survey data 

b. the amount of survey data that is available 

c. the accuracy of admin data. 

110. In a traditional census model, coverage and consistency decrease as time passes 

from ‘census day’. For example, and very roughly, for the last one and a half decades 

there were about 100k people newly arriving in NZ each year. This is around 2 percent 

of the population. So even ignoring non-response, at the end of each census cycle for 

Options One and Two, it is expected to have at least 10 percent of the population for 

whom no census-survey information is available.  

111. A key component of Option Three is the development of a Census Attribute Survey 

(CAS) that samples around 5 percent of the population each year. Spreading the 

surveying over the two-census cycle will provide a more consistent level of survey data 

accuracy. As indicated earlier, under the preferred option, data accuracy, detail, and 

coverage will improve over time, as more cycles of the annual CAS are completed, 

survey designs are refined, and admin data improvements are implemented.  

What option is l ikely to best address the problem, meet the policy 
objectives, and deliver the highest net benefits?  

112. Option One (the counterfactual, based on the Census 2023 approach) is not feasible 

as it could not be delivered within baseline funding available for the next census.  

113. Option Two is not recommended. It is unlikely that a full enumeration census survey 

could be delivered successfully in 2028 within the current funding envelope, resulting 

in response rates at a level that would create significant data quality issues and reduce 

trust and confidence. This would reduce the return on the government’s substantial 

investment in the census and generate high opportunity costs for the next and future 

censuses. Planning and delivery of another large-scale census survey would also 

divert agency effort and resources from improving the collection and use of admin data 

across government.  

114. The Government Statistician’s preferred option – an admin data-first census delivered 

in 2030 – is best placed to meet the policy objectives. In particular, Option Three would 

position Stats NZ to deliver a sustainable and resilient census programme to address 

current and future information needs. Option Three scores equally or more highly than 

Option Two against all six of the policy assessment criteria for the next census, and 

more highly still by 2035 and beyond.  

115. The preferred option has a strong focus on fiscal sustainability, efficiency, and better 

use of admin data held by government. It is not possible to assess financial costs to 

admin data suppliers in advance of final decisions on the scope and timing of admin 

data improvements, however, it is clear that the cost of a traditional five-yearly full 
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enumeration census survey would continue to escalate over time. The new approach 

would start to future-proof the census, providing more resilience in the face of cost and 

quality risks due to declining survey response rates and disruptive external events. 

Related benefits include: 

a. reducing the cost to deliver core census data over time. Once systems and 

infrastructure are in place, the cost to deliver core census data is expected to 

reduce over time – due to efficiency gains and reduced impact from the current 

drivers of escalating delivery costs. This provides opportunities to reduce future 

costs to government, or to meet additional information needs within baseline 

expenditure 

b. generating wider benefits to New Zealand by improving the quality of admin data 

and the government’s admin data capabilities. These advancements would 

support improved data for government priorities such as social investment, digital 

government, target-setting, as well as improving agency operations. 

116. The preferred option does involve significant trade-offs across different dimensions of 

data quality. Admin data provides an opportunity to publish core census data much 

more frequently than the traditional five-yearly approach, providing end-users with 

access to more up-to-date population data and statistics to inform decision making. An 

annual CAS would also provide greater flexibility to collect and publish different data to 

meet new or emerging user needs, while partnership-based solutions offer new 

opportunities to meet the needs of Treaty partners and underserved communities. 

117. Relative to the counterfactual, the preferred option would result in some reductions in 

data accuracy, detail, and coverage, especially initially, for small population groups, 

and variables that are not well-represented in admin data. However, data quality and 

coverage challenges affecting small population groups would also be an issue in 

Option Two, due to significant reductions in expected census response rates, 

especially among Māori and Pacific populations. Under the preferred option, data 

quality will improve over the next five to ten years as more information is collected, 

admin data quality improves, and survey designs are refined. 

118. Shifting the full and official census count from 2028 to 2030 will help to mitigate 

stakeholder concerns about the speed of transition to a new model and provide 

additional time to work with government agencies to improve the quality and provision 

of admin data. The proposed timescale also provides more time to work with iwi Māori 

partners and key stakeholders to prioritise and address critical data gaps that cannot 

be met by admin data, mitigate short-term impacts of changes in data quality and 

coverage, and fully realise the opportunities of the new census model.   
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this could lead to unmet needs, unexpected cost pressures and 
less effective and efficient funding and targeting of services. 

Local 
Government  

Local governments will be affected by any declines in data quality 
related to households and dwellings. Any significant reduction in 
data accuracy, detail, and coverage would impact local 
government long-term planning, service delivery, and ability to 
understand the needs of their communities.  

Medium   High 

Māori/treaty 
partners  

Iwi data needs fall into two broad roles: to achieve aspirations of 
iwi and to influence outcomes of Māori, iwi, and hapu.  

Iwi Māori have expressed concern about the reduction in data 
accuracy, detail, and coverage for Māori variables (i.e. iwi 
affiliation, Maori descent, te reo Māori), and for variables about 
the Māori population that are not present in admin data (for 
example disability and sexuality), especially in the short-term. 
The future CAS will not support the detailed breakdowns for non-
admin-based variables that the census currently produces.  

Declines in data quality, particularly in the short-term have the 
potential to negatively impact effective decision-making by Māori 
and the Crown, with wider impacts on funding, electoral boundary 
setting, and services by and for Māori. There will be a reduction 
in the accuracy of nation-wide iwi affiliation data while alternative 
solutions are explored. 

A sustained focus on new data sources, improvements in admin 
data, adequate CAS sample sizes and partnership opportunities 
will be critical to reducing possible negative impacts.   

High  High  

Priority 
populations  

There will be reductions in data accuracy, coverage, and detail 
for and about disabled people, Pacific peoples, small ethnic 
communities, and rainbow communities, especially in the short-
term (refer to Table 3 for further detail). 

This may have a significant negative impact, where small or 
marginalised communities are at risk of becoming further 
disadvantaged because of the lack of visibility in key data and 
statistics.  

Mitigating these reductions through improvements to admin data, 
use of the CAS, and/or new partnership-based data collection 
solutions will be a priority in the development of the new model. 

High High  

Academics/ 
research 
community  

There is concern from some within the research community 
about the extent to which a new model may deliver reduced data 
coverage, detail, and accuracy for research and modelling 
purposes.  

Medium High  

Business and 
community 
organisations  

Any impacts of reductions in data accuracy, detail, and coverage 
on individual business and NGOs will depend on how much they 
rely on census data for day-to-day operations or future planning 
and investment decisions. 

Low  Low 

Total 
monetised 
costs  

N/A N/A  N/A  

Non-
monetised 
costs   

 
High-
Medium  

High-
Medium  
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Business and 
community 
organisations  

Increased timeliness and frequency of census data releases. 
Long-term increase in the reliability, feasibility and resilience of 
the census model to support planning and infrastructure 
needs. Impacts on individual businesses and NGOs will depend 
on the extent to which census data is used to support day to day 
operations or planning and investment decisions. 

Low  Low 

Total 
monetised 
benefits  

N/A  N/A  N/A  

Non-
monetised 
benefits  

  Medium  High-
Medium  

119. This interim RIS is intended to support Cabinet decisions on whether or not to endorse 

the Government Statistician’s in-principle decision on the manner of taking the next 

and future census. Cabinet policy approval is being sought for: 

a. drafting amendments to the Data and Statistics Act 2022 that would enable the 

Government Statistician to progress the development of a new model to deliver 

the next census 

b. an approach to mobilising collective efforts across a core group of government 

agencies and Crown entities to improve the quality of admin data to support 

census, social investment, and other government priorities.    

120. Stats NZ is confident that by transitioning to a new census model over five to ten 

years, higher quality and more comprehensive population and dwellings data and 

statistics will be produced in 2035, relative to 2030. Stats NZ is also confident in its 

qualitative judgements about the costs and benefits of the preferred option. However, 

the potential scale of distributional impacts across population groups and detailed 

costs and benefits for census customers will be subject to some uncertainty until more 

detailed design and implementation work has progressed.  

121. The level of data quality (accuracy, detail, and coverage) that will be delivered for 

census variables and attributes that are not currently well-represented in admin data in 

the 2030 Census will depend, in part, on future decisions. These include the 

prioritisation and phasing of admin data improvements, the detailed design of the 

annual Census Attribute Survey, and partnering to design tailored solutions to deliver 

value for iwi Māori and underserved communities. Public consultation on census 

content is planned for late 2025. 

122. Stats NZ plans to set up a Chief Executive group to drive work to deliver collective 

improvements to admin data across government. This will ensure that trade-offs 

between data quality, feasibility, and costs to specific admin data suppliers over the 

next five to ten years are explicit.  

 (see Section 3). 

123. An updated RIS will be prepared to support Cabinet decisions on the introduction of 

the proposed Data and Statistics (Census) Amendment Bill. The final RIS will include 

information about financial costs to admin data suppliers of implementing the preferred 

option, drawing on work to develop the directives set out above.  

9(2)(f)(iv)
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Section 3: Delivering an option 

How wil l the new arrangements be implemented ? 

Key milestones 

124. Subject to Cabinet approval to the proposed approach, Stats NZ will move to Phase 2 

of the programme, which is focused on the detailed design of the new model.  

125. The Government Statistician will then take decisions in late 2025 on the content of 

2030 Census, and the specific manner of collecting information on particular topics or 

areas. This includes confirming what variables will be produced via admin data only, 

what will be collected via surveying, and where data needs and aspirations will be met 

through other tailored or bespoke methods. 

126. This will be informed by further census design work, as well as targeted engagement 

and public consultation (building on previous and ongoing consultation). We will also 

introduce amendments to the Data and Statistics Act 2022 and a range of supporting 

levers to give effect to the new approach in the coming year. 

127. This will enable Stats NZ to take a graduated approach of census data releases to 

provide time for an uplift in admin data quality: 

a. From late 2026, preliminary population data will be made available for some 

measures (for example age, sex, location, and ethnicity) using only admin data to 

familiarise customers with the new approach. Preliminary dwelling data will be 

made available using a combination of 2023 census data, admin data, and other 

data sources.   

b. From 2028, official key population measures using only admin data will be 

published. This will enable population insights and support critical functions such 

as population funding models and Treasury’s Long-Term Fiscal Model but will not 

be an official census release. Official dwellings data will be released that is further 

supported by field canvassing.  

c. In 2030, the first full set of census data (population, dwellings, and 

relationships/households) will be published that uses combined admin data and 

survey estimates, and will be available annually on an ongoing basis. This data can 

support electoral boundary setting for the 2032 election.  

d. From 2031 onwards, additional data not previously available (as it is not well 

represented in admin data) will be released annually, as it becomes available 

through targeted surveys.  

128. To achieve these milestones, the census implementation plan has been built around 

several significant design and testing phases, which prioritises improvements to key 

census variables. This allows Stats NZ to navigate uncertainty by progressively 

refining its plans, testing assumptions, and adapting as new insights emerge, ensuring 

a well-managed and effective transition. It also addresses some key implementation 

risks around data quality and delivery. 
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129. A summary of the high-level approach to implementation, mapped across key 

workstreams, is set out in Annex 5. Further information on key components of the 

implementation plan is set out below.  

Driving admin data improvements across government 

Improving admin data quality for essential variables 

130. Stats NZ has identified two counts (population and dwelling counts) and 11 variables 

that are essential to the delivery of the census. These counts and variables also align 

with those listed as highest priority in the 2023 Census. These are important as they 

are essential for maintaining accurate population and dwelling estimates, are 

consistent with internationally recognised census core variables, provide key 

demographic data that describes population characteristics, and support government 

priorities, such as social investment. 

131. For these counts and variables, Stats NZ compared 2023 Census data to admin data 

and assessed how consistent the data is between these two sources (see Annex 2 for 

more details on each variable). The assessment indicates that there is high-quality 

admin data available for 5 of the 11 variables (as a conservative estimate). There is 

also good admin data for 16 other variables that are less essential. 

Enhancing statistical techniques and methodologies to improve admin data quality 

132. Enhanced statistical techniques and methodologies being explored by Stats NZ 

includes statistical imputation to address missing data, applying latent class models for 

variables with multiple admin sources (for example ethnicity), and expanding Bayesian 

approaches to better estimate population under-coverage. It also includes refining 

statistical models to adjust for biases, integrating survey data where needed, and 

further developing the Dempster-Shafer Theory for assessing data quality. 

Additionally, Stats NZ will advance machine learning methods (for example gradient 

boosting) for address selection and explore alternative data sources to strengthen 

statistical outputs. 

133. These advancements will vary in their impact on data quality but can expect to bring 

gains in both coverage and accuracy. For example, including statistical imputation will 

increase coverage across a range of variables, and can help to reduce any bias that 

comes from admin data representing only a subset of the population. Estimation 

approaches will be valuable in improving data quality for small areas. Other 

improvements, such as latent class modelling, may have smaller impacts, but can 

provide quality gains for essential variables.  

134. We will also continue to collaborate with other national statistical offices, academia, 

and other organisations will help to refine and develop these methodologies further. 

Identifying essential variables where coverage and/or quality of the data could be improved 

135. The changes that would deliver the greatest benefits to the census and the wider 

government data system are improvements to admin data collected about usual 

residence address, ethnicity, Māori descent, iwi affiliation, and gender. In addition to 

being essential census variables, improvements would support key government 

priorities for economic growth, social investment, and more efficient public services, as 
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these variables help us to understand key demographics and target intervention 

programmes accordingly. 

136. Improving this data will require support and collective responsibility from across 

government, as well as work to refine methods. Stats NZ has communicated to key 

data supply agencies the specific changes requested and are continuing to work with 

them to address critical data gaps and ensure data is collected in consistent ways.  

Phasing admin data improvements to balance data quality, cost and feasibility to admin data 

suppliers 

137. Stats NZ knows agencies face constraints in making these changes. Agencies often 

prioritise collecting only the data that is required for the purpose of service delivery and 

can be reluctant to make changes to what data they collect or how they collect it. 

Another challenge is the context for data collection. For example, in the health sector, 

comparisons of health admin data against census data show significant variation 

between attributes provided to health to those disclosed in the census. 

138. As part of ongoing consultation, key data supply agencies have advised us that while 

they support the intent to move to a census that makes greater use of admin data, they 

do not expect to be able to make these changes within their baselines and in the 

timeframes. In some cases, such as in education and health, changes will need to be 

made across a number of providers, which will require updates to legacy data 

systems. 

139. To address these concerns, Stats NZ is working closely with data supply agencies to 

support them to provide this information. This includes developing standardised data 

supply agreements (set to be in place by June 2026) and setting up tailored support for 

data suppliers. Many agencies are considering upgrades to their data infrastructure in 

the future, which will provide opportunities for Stats NZ to provide customised support 

on improvements to data collection. 

140. Prior to requesting any new data or entering into a new data sharing agreement which 

includes personal information, Stats NZ is required to undertake a Privacy Impact 

Assessment (PIA). PIAs help to identify and assess privacy risks and ensure there are 

good practical measures in place for protecting personal information. If there is a 

change to data collection and use, and the data includes personal information, then a 

PIA needs to be undertaken or updated. 

141. Stats NZ is exploring greater use of the Government Statistician’s existing powers 

under the Data and Statistics Act 2022 to mandate data standards and request 

government agencies and Crown entities provide the admin data required to support 

the delivery of the next census. Due to the high priority and urgency of this work Stats 

NZ considers that additional, non-legislative levers are required to mobilise a collective 

approach to admin data improvements across government. 

142. The accompanying Cabinet paper is seeking approval for development of a Cabinet 

directive to relevant government agencies, and a statutory directive applied to Crown 

entities under section 107 of the Crown Entities Act 2004. The purpose of these 

directives will be to drive the admin data improvements most critical to delivering the 

census and supporting other government priorities such as enabling social investment 

and driving productivity and economic growth. Stats NZ will work closely with affected 
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agencies in developing these directives ahead of Cabinet report back in late 2025. 

This includes capturing any financial implications where agencies legitimately cannot 

meet expectations within baseline, and to consider alternatives or supports.  

Undertaking further technical work in areas where admin data coverage and quality is not yet 

fully known, especially relating to dwellings 

143. Stats NZ is currently working to match dwellings in admin data with dwellings reported 

through the 2023 Census. In March 2025, Stats NZ undertook an analysis comparing 

2023 Census dwellings with admin data dwellings. The results of this analysis indicate 

that over 71.7 percent of dwellings identified in the 2023 Census can be matched with 

admin data sources by the end of 2025. This matching will help to count dwellings and 

determine dwelling type. It is estimated that a further 27.4 percent of dwellings will be 

able to be matched, following the completion of supporting methodological work, by 

the end of 2026. 

144. Some dwellings (0.9 percent of census dwellings) are not available in admin data 

because no other agencies collect information about them. This includes dwellings in a 

motor camp, improvised dwellings or shelters, and roofless or rough sleeping 

locations. Capturing this hard-to-reach data is essential for ensuring an inclusive 

census that represents groups that rely most on government programmes. Stats NZ 

will need to develop alternative strategies to identify these types of dwellings. 

145. A key area of focus for Stats NZ is to improve its understanding of admin data about 

dwellings and to develop a longitudinal Dwelling Register as part of the Places Index 

(which will connect address data to properties, buildings, and dwellings). This is an 

iterative process that will involve further research, engagement with agencies, and 

development of methodologies. Stats NZ will develop dwelling strategy in mid-2025 

that outlines the path to provide high-quality data about dwellings for the next census.  

Determining variables to be collected through surveying and other methods 

146. Not all census variables can be sourced from admin data, and some will need to be 

collected through a combination of surveying and other tailored or bespoke methods.   

147. A core component of the surveying approach is the CAS. This will survey a small 

proportion of the New Zealand population (up to five percent annually) for information 

where admin data quality alone is not sufficient. Over the coming year, Stats NZ will 

finalise the design of this survey and confirm what content will be collected, how it will 

be collected, and what percent of the population will be surveyed. The plan is to 

complete the design and have the CAS in the field by July 2027. 

148. Stats NZ will also work with iwi Māori, priority population groups, and other census 

customers to design tailored solutions, such as targeted surveys, where admin data 

and the CAS are not sufficient to meet data needs and aspirations. Stats NZ will 

partner with iwi Māori to design the approach, investing in iwi Māori data capability and 

co-developing an iwi affiliation data strategy. 

149. As noted above, the variables prioritised for collection and the methods used to collect 

this data will be informed by public consultation and targeted engagement in 2025, 

building on previous and ongoing engagement. 

Governance and stewardship arrangements 
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150. Stats NZ is setting up governance arrangements, both internal and external, to ensure 

programme delivery under the new approach. These are described further in the 

monitoring, evaluation, and review section below. Multiple levels of external assurance 

will be established to support strategic governance and operational delivery. 

How wil l the new arrangements be monitored, evaluated, and reviewed ? 

Chief Executive group 

151. The Government Statistician will establish a Chief Executive (CE) group to ensure 

shared accountability for the development and management of the admin data 

improvements over time. This helps address concerns raised by some agencies about 

their or others’ technical capacity and capability to deliver the data likely to be 

requested, especially in the timeframes proposed. 

152. The CE group will be responsible for ensuring delivery of the final joint directives, and 

the phasing of delivery over the next five years to ensure there is sufficient time for this 

work to be aligned, where possible, with other digital system upgrades (for example 

legacy systems) that are being funded within baseline appropriations. This CEs group 

will also be charged with advising if it is discovered that there are additional financial 

implications to admin data suppliers that cannot be managed within baseline, prior to 

Cabinet approval of the final directives. 

153. At a minimum, the CE group will include the Government Chief Digital Officer, the 

Social Investment Agency, the Data Iwi Leaders Group and representatives from key 

agencies who have stewardship responsibilities for priority admin data.   

System strategy board 

154. The Government Statistician intends to set up a System Strategy Board, which will be 

responsible for the governance of the four transformational work programmes: 

modernising data and statistics, the digital programme, system strategy work, and 

admin data improvements. The delivery of the next census includes elements that cut 

across all these work programmes. 

155. This board will monitor and ensure the delivery of each programme. Additionally, it will 

allow for a more joined-up approach between work programmes. It will be chaired by 

an external governance expert, and membership will include some members of the 

executive leadership team at Stats NZ, as well as an external expert in organisational 

transformation. There will also be an assessment after 24 months to ensure that the 

system strategy board described above is functioning well. 

Periodic review 

156. Similar to the 2023 Census, Stats NZ will set up assurance processes for the next 

census, including periodic reviews by an independent expert. Stats NZ will also 

establish technical advisory groups that include international representation. These 

groups will provide technical expertise and support definitional work, methodology, and 

modelling. Key agencies like the Ministry for Housing and Urban Development will be 

invited to join these groups.  

157. A statutory review of the Census will be conducted after Census 2030 is delivered. A 

post-census review is a requirement under section 37 of the Data and Statistics Act 
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2022. The Act requires the Government Statistician to undertake a review of the 

operation of the census within 12 months of the date of the census. A review report is 

to be presented to the Minister of Statistics and published on an internet site 

maintained by, or on behalf of, Stats NZ.  

 

  






























