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Foreword

The National Conversation about Work belongs to all of the employees,
employers, agencies, community groups, mayors and politicians who helped
the Human Rights Commission with the project over the past two years.

It was more than just talk. The National Conversation about Work represents
the views of thousands of New Zealanders working in a wide variety of

indust ry sectors in cities, provinces and ru
about what constitutes good work and what makes for decent workplaces.
Theyove identified how work can be i mprov

profitability and at the same time enhance family life, and community well-
being.

The Commission visited the 16 regions of New Zealand at a time of dramatic
labour market change as the economic recession took hold. The emotion and
pain associated with redundancy and unemployment, as well as the resilience
of employers and communities in facing new market challenges, was evident
in many workplaces.

The Commission has taken all of the material gathered in regional reports to
produce this summary called What next? National Conversation about Work.
It reveals the top ten priority issues for equal employment opportunities
(EEO) in New Zealand, develops recommendations for action and identifies
twelve examples of good ideas and best practice in the section, Making
equality work. All of the material will be used by the Human Rights
Commission to develop a new Equality at Work framework over the next year,
aimed at changing legislation, policy and practice to progress equal
employment opportunities.

Thank you for sharing vykeenrtogetyarfapdback wi t h u
on the recommendations and priorities for action. Please email me at
judym@hrc.co.nz.

\)%Moc)‘é 0

Dr Judy McGregor
EEO Commissioner
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Introduction

The National Conversation is about fairness at work. Two years ago the
Human Rights Commission undertook to engage in a nation-wide series of
engagements to listen to employers, employees, organisations, businesses
and community groups about what would make a difference for employees to
achieve greater equality and fairness at work and how this might impact on
their families. The Commission also hopes to assist employers to
implement good employer practices including EEO by learning what needs
they have and what their current employment issues are. As well as face to
face meetings, participants could engage in the project electronically through
a dedicated website or by writing to us. An introductory video clip featuring
thirteen New Zealanders talking about their working lives was produced to
introduce the project online and as a conversation starter at meetings.

The Human Rights Commission has talked to more than three thousand
people all over New Zealand. We have talked to people about work from
Kaitaia to Bluff, from East Cape to Hokitika. We have talked to people who
work up mountains, down mines, at sea, on the land and in the air. We have
talked to school students who work before and after school and in holidays
and t o Aretiredo p & ofqr Itheir families and ofar khe
community. We have talked to people who want to work but cannot get
employment. We have talked to employers from large companies, employers
in small to medium-sized businesses, family businesses, and the self-
employed. We met employees, employers, community groups and unions. We
met people in board rooms, smoko rooms, community halls, offices, on
marae, around kitchen tables, in cafés, classrooms and hotel lobbies.

The first conversations were held in November 2008 and the last in May 2010.
During that time the global economic crisis changed the employment market
and questions about the effects of the recession were included in our
conversations from the time of labour market change.

We visited each of the sixteen regions of New Zealand, and for each a
regional report was compiled and published on-line on the NEON website at
www.neon.org.nz. In each region we approached local government and, in
particular, economic development agencies to advise us on key businesses
and industries in the region. We wrote to Members of Parliament about the
project to inform them of regional visits and to seek business and community
contacts. We attempted to cover as wide a range of population groups as we
could, especially those we knew to be disadvantaged at work, such as
migrant groups and people with disabilities. We were keen to meet groups
who were working in non-traditional fields. In many regions we sought
meetings with successful MUori busi
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Methodology

The project was made possible by the generosity of employers, managers,
union organisers, community leaders and individuals in giving us their time
and arranging meetings for us. Very few companies of the hundreds we
approached turned down our request to meet, and consequently, we went to
many workplaces and met many people who had no previous contact with the
Commission. Meetings were generally an hour long.

The following key questions were asked of all
employees in the National Conversation about Work:

Awhat do you I|ike
Awhat would make
equality at work?

The following questions were asked of employers:

Awh at ar e your mo s t pr e
employment?

ADo vyou need assistance
workplace?

AWhat kind of assistance

These questions were followed by a general discussion about equality and
fairness at work and what is needed to effect the desired change. Typically
these discussions elicited a wealth of personal stories about work, both
positive and negative and highlighted a number of issues related to fairness at
work.

Participants in the National Conversation about Work included population
groups identified as EEO target groups in legislation because of their well
documented disadvantages in getting work and in their conditions of
employment. These groups include peopl e wi t h di sabi l
ethnic groups and women. Insights provided by these groups are included in
the aspect of work which most impacts on them.

At the conclusion of each regional engagement, conversations were written
up in regional reports with anonymised comments unless specific permission
was provided by the participants. Draft reports were sent to participants for
verification before they were finalised and published on the website.
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Employment myths

During the course of the project three big myths about work were shattered.
While they may linger in popular wisdom, they are not the day to day reality in
workplaces. These were that everyday work is awful and that only leisure is
bliss, all fbossesareb a st ar d s 0 faarkdrs drehskadkersa |. |

The first myth is that wo r k  Mandagpthréugh Fridays ort of dyi ngo.

of work as a burden that people bear out of necessity, participants
overwhelmingly indicated that work is a critical source of well-being and

identity expres sed by the whakatauki : AMaur i Ma h i
Maur i Mated (A wor kouhg soul i's a healthy
The second myth is that all fbosses areb a s t a tt Was our observation that

employers we met, especially in smaller businesses were more likely to treat

their staff as extended family than as labour units.

Many of the employers we spoke to were r

needs, such as family responsibilities, emergencies and other life events, and
were devastated by the emotional trauma of redundancies when they had to
lay off staff. The nature of New Zealand firms is that 99 per cent of New
Zealand businesses employing 60 per cent of our workers are small to

medium enterprises (SMEs).INnSMEs fAeveryone knows your

i | |l ook after my staff as m
off. | pay for medical insurance. | recognise long service
and will help my staff when they are cash strapped. Over
the | ast year | 6ve investe

courses and other learning and development opportunities.
We pay for everything. 0

The third myth is that fivorkers are slackersa There was almost universal
enthusiasm by employees not just for the socialisation of work but of the
tasks, functions and professionalism required of them by the changing labour
market.

iWor k defines me, i
want to go to work, be challenged and

i nspired. o

Most of the people we spoke to enjoyed their work, cared about the people
they work with, were proud of the services or product they delivered and loved
the daily challenges of working life. Income is not the only thing lost when a
person loses a job. They lose social networks, purpose, and pride as well.

Employees in the economic recession were acutely aware of the pressures
employers were under.
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Framework of this report

Rather than present the findings as a list, this summary report is presented
against the Right to Work framework developed by the Human Rights
Commission to analyse employment-related human rights.

Right to Work framework

The inner circle adopts an employment cycle approach, moving from pre-work
situations such as protection from unemployment contained in Article 23 of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, through pathways to work. It then
moves to the multiplicity and complexity of on-the-job issues that affect
employers and employees while at work. Finally, exiting the labour market,
either temporarily or permanently, is another major transition point in the
employment cycle. The major critical issues from the wide range of issues and
insights detailed in the regional reports have been selected by the
Commission and presented against the Right to Work framework.

In the next section of the report, issues that relate to Protection from
Unemployment are outlined. The challenges and opportunities relating to how
people access employment are then discussed in Pathways to Work. The
myriad of on-the-job issues that arose in the regions are debated next,
followed by a section on older-worker issues in Transition from the Labour
Market.
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Protection from unemployment

Transition from
the labour
market

Pathways to On-the-job
work issues

The importance of work to New Zealanders as a source of well-being beyond
an economic transaction became starkly clear during the course of the
conversations. This insight came when participants talked about what they
liked about their work and when people talked about the emotional and social
impact of redundancy, retirement and trying to enter or re-enter the workforce.
While income sufficiency is important, work clearly provides more than a pay-
cheque. This was illustrated, for example, by the wall art at Matahiwi Marae in
Ha wk e 0 svhicB ®ly of the long-term impact of the closure of the Whakatu
meatworks on community well-being.

Employers are currently caught between ensuring essential skills are retained
in anticipation of the economic recovery and staying economically viable. We
heard many employers expressing their reluctance to take a chance on new
staff as the economy recovered. Employers in some sectors are nervous
about hiring and are seeking alternative ways of ensuring sufficient labour to
make their business profitable or stable. Strategies include doing more work
themselves, expanding the range of work required of employees, casualising
jobs using variations of temporary, short-term, casual and seasonal
employment and adopting more conservative hiring practices.

We observed that many employers were less willing to give people a go,

because they were keen to operate a lean labour force. In particular this

appears to be impacting on younger people and those with disabilities. A

Nel son participant who ran a disability su
low unemployment and people were struggling to fill jobs, employers were

opening their eyes to possibilities in the labour market (of employing people

with disabilities). The pressure is off n
The triple bottom line approach i nvol ving épeopl e, planet a
social and environmental as well as economic impacts of business. A support

worker in Whakatane told us about a young disabled woman who had recently

lost her part-time job. The consequences for her and the people around her

were profound. Her distress at the loss of meaningful employment and the

high level of anxiety this provoked meant that she required a much higher

level of support than she had required previously.

Gl obally, the psospecoverfyd Mgbodebmee n f | agg

are frequently marginalised in the labour market, such as people with
disabilities and young people with minimal academic qualifications, are
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