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Insights Reporting Series  
Young people 16–24 years old

Key findings
Young people have recovered much 
faster from the economic effects  
of the pandemic compared to the 
Global Financial Crisis.
 › COVID-19 had a significant impact on the benefit 
system from early 2020, with a large increase in 
the number of people, particularly younger people, 
accessing support.

 › After peaking in December 2020, the number of 
young people receiving main benefits then rapidly 
decreased through 2021 and 2022.³ This decrease was 
faster compared to most other age groups, and faster 
than following the Global Financial Crisis (GFC).  
By June 2022, youth main benefit numbers were  
close to pre-COVID-19 levels.

 › This was likely driven by a combination of the 
Government’s policy response to COVID-19,  
including substantial monetary and fiscal stimulus; 
recovery in the labour market; and MSD’s continued 
focus on supporting people back into work quickly. 
At the same time, the Ministry also met the increased 
demand for hardship and housing assistance. 

MSD continues to support young people 
to engage in education, and gain the 
skills they need to enter the workforce.
 › Through the pandemic period, MSD has continued 
to support young people to engage in education and 
gain the skills they need to enter the workforce.  
MSD has also invested to expand programs for youth.

 › MSD has also continued to support people to gain 
apprenticeships or formal industry qualifications  
and get the support they need to stay in work. 

Purpose
This report focuses on young people who are 
16–24 years old as part of the Ministry of Social 
Development (MSD)’s Insights Reporting Series. 
Each report in this series focuses on a different 
group that are a priority for MSD, to better 
understand their historical, current, and  
future needs. 

This report uses analysis and data from MSD 
administrative data,¹ the Social Outcomes Model 
(SOM),² and previous pieces of research.

Longer-term trends suggest that while 
young people are doing well overall, 
some may be experiencing complex 
challenges and need more support.
 › Longer-term, several wellbeing indicators have 
improved across all young people. For example,  
there has been an increase in the proportion of  
young people who have left school achieving  
NCEA Level 2 or above.

 › However, longer term trends also suggest that young 
people may continue to need more support with their 
mental health. Both the wider youth population,  
and young people receiving benefits, are also 
estimated to spend longer, on average, receiving a 
main benefit than they were two years ago, partially 
reflecting a decline in exit rates from 2018 to 2020. 

 › Young people currently receiving a main benefit  
are estimated to spend, on average, longer  
(19.1 years) receiving a main benefit than the  
wider youth population (5.2 years) in the future. 

 › Young people receiving a benefit are more likely 
to have experienced challenges relating to health, 
justice, childhood disadvantage, and education.

 › Overall, young people with more complex needs are 
estimated to access benefit support for longer in the 
future than those with less complex needs. 
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Figure 1: COVID-19 accelerated increases in the number  
of young people receiving a main benefit.

Figure 2: Most of the increase since 2018 was due to increases  
in Jobseeker Support – Work Ready (JS –WR) clients.

Figure 3: Māori and Pacific Peoples are overrepresented  
for young people on a main benefit.⁷

Figure 4: Women are overrepresented for young people  
receiving a main benefit.

Young main benefit recipients are  
a diverse group, who are more 
likely to have experienced poor 
social outcomes than the wider 
youth population.⁴
 › Approximately 9.5 percent (54,900 out of 576,000)⁵ young  
New Zealanders aged 16–24 were receiving a main benefit in June 2022. 

 › At June 2022, Jobseeker Support – Work Ready (JS – WR) recipients 
made up the largest proportion of young people receiving a benefit (48.6 
percent), and this proportion has been increasing over time  
(see Figure 2). Young people also receive other main benefits, including 
the Youth Payment and Young Parent Payment (YP/YPP)⁶ benefits.

 › As with the total benefit population, Māori, Pacific Peoples and women 
are overrepresented in the youth benefit population, which is reflective  
of structural disadvantages. 

 › Young people receiving a main benefit are more likely to have 
experienced poor social outcomes than the wider youth population.  
This gap has widened over time (see Figures 5–7, overleaf).
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Figure 5: Young people receiving a main benefit are much  
more likely to have interacted with Oranga Tamariki than the 
general youth population.

Figure 6: Young people receiving a main benefit are much  
more likely to have achieved less than NCEA Level 2 than the 
general youth population.

Figure 7: Young people receiving a main benefit are much  
more likely to have used mental health and addiction related 
services than the general youth population.

An influx of young people entered the benefit system following COVID-19, 
but they then recovered faster than most other age groups.

The rapid decrease in youth main benefit numbers 
was supported by the Government’s policy response 
to COVID-19, recovery in the labour market, and 
MSD’s focus on supporting people to return to work.
The decrease in youth benefit numbers was driven by a combination of 
factors, such as the Government’s policy response to COVID-19,  
including the substantial monetary and fiscal stimulus. 

In addition, employment outcomes for young people held up better than 
expected, generally returning to pre-COVID-19 levels by June 2021 and 
remaining strong through to June 2022.¹³ The employment rate for young 
people (15–19 years old) was 68.2 percent for the June 2022 quarter,  
up from 66.9 percent in the June 2020 quarter.¹⁴ 

To meet the unprecedented demand for income support during the 
pandemic period, MSD also expanded its employment services to support 
both people at risk of poor labour market outcomes and those closer to  
the labour market, so they could return to employment quickly.  
This was to help them avoid becoming entrenched in the benefit system,  
as occurred during the GFC. At the same time, MSD also responded to the 
considerable increase in demand for hardship and housing assistance.

MSD also continued to support young people to engage in education and 
gain the skills they needed to enter the workforce, as well as expanded 
programmes for youth (see p.6 for more information).
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COVID-19 changed the characteristics of young 
people receiving main benefits.
COVID-19 had a significant impact on the benefit system from early 2020, 
with a large increase in the number of young people accessing support. 
This significantly contributed to the increase in the benefit population with 
18–34 year olds accounting for 60 percent of the increase in grants across 
all working age people.⁸

Young people tend to be a group severely affected by economic shocks, 
which reflects their more vulnerable position in the labour market. 
They are more likely to have lower skill levels, more casual employment 
arrangements, and high levels of employment in sectors like the service 
industry, which are more exposed to the effects of economic downturns.⁹ 
Benefit number increases for young people following the March 2020 shift 
to higher Alert Levels reflected this general vulnerability.

Many of the young people who entered the benefit system in 2020 had little 
or no recent benefit history compared to young people already accessing 
support.¹⁰ This changed the overall characteristics of young main benefit 
recipients (see Figures 5–7¹¹). For example, there was a decrease in the 
proportion of young benefit recipients who had interacted with  
Oranga Tamariki in the past, or had achieved less than NCEA Level 2. 

Following increases in 2020 associated with 
COVID-19, youth main benefit numbers recovered 
over 2021 and into 2022.
After peaking in December 2020, youth main benefit numbers then rapidly 
decreased through 2021, and decreases continued through to June 2022.¹² 
This decrease also occurred at a much faster rate than following the GFC, 
when high benefit numbers for young people were sustained for a longer 
period. By June 2022, youth main benefit numbers were closer to  
pre-COVID-19 levels than was the case for most other age groups.
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A growing number of young people are 
estimated to need more support in the future.

Some young people may be experiencing more 
complex challenges.
However, other wellbeing indicators suggest some young people are 
experiencing complex needs and may need more support. For example, 
over the last 10 years, there has been a growing number of young people 
accessing mental health and addiction services. In the March 2010 quarter, 
5.2 percent of young people had accessed mental health and addiction 
services, and this more than doubled to 13.3 percent by the June 2019 
quarter (see Figure 7). More recent data from the What About Me¹⁷ survey 
also suggests this deterioration in mental health for young people has 
continued.

Youth overall, and those already receiving benefits, 
are now estimated to need more support from the  
benefit system.
Across the wider youth population, the 2019 SOM estimated that young 
people would spend an average of 3.8 years in the future receiving a main 
benefit over their future working lives. By 2021, this had increased to 5.2 
future years. When looking specifically at young people currently receiving 
a benefit, the 2019 SOM estimated that they would spend an average of 16.5 
years receiving a main benefit over their future working lives; this increased 
to 19.1 years in 2021. This increase may partially reflect the increasing 
complexity of need for some young people. 

Overall, young people are doing well on some 
wellbeing indicators. 
Longer-term, several wellbeing indicators have been trending positively for 
the wider youth population. For example, there has been an increase in the 
proportion of young school leavers achieving NCEA Level 2 or above, from 
75.6 percent in March 2011 to 84.6 percent in March 2021. 

There has also been a decrease in the proportion of young people who have 
an intergenerational benefit history,¹⁵ which decreased from 29.1 percent 
in the March 2010 quarter to 25.2 percent by March 2021. This can have 
a long-term effect on young people. Research has shown that children 
from higher socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to earn a higher 
income and achieve higher qualifications by the age of 30.¹⁶ 
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Young people already receiving a benefit tend to have 
more complex needs than young people generally.
Young people who are receiving a main benefit tend to have more complex 
needs than the general youth population (see Figure 8).¹⁹ They are more 
likely to have experienced challenges relating to health, justice, childhood 
disadvantage, and education. This may then affect their future outcomes.

Overall, young people currently receiving a main benefit are estimated  
to receive a main benefit for longer in the future compared to the wider 
youth population.

Figure 8: Young people who are receiving a main benefit are more 
likely to have experienced challenges than the general  
New Zealand youth population.

Figure 9: Young people with more complex needs are estimated  
to need increasingly longer support from the benefit system.

Some young people with more complex needs  
may require more support from the benefit system.
Across the wider youth population, young people who experience more of 
these risk indicators are also estimated to spend longer receiving a benefit 
in the future. For example, the 2021 SOM estimates that young people with 
seven risk indicators will spend, on average, 24.8 future years receiving a 
benefit, compared to 2.3 years for young people with no risk indicators. 

Young people with more risk indicators are also estimated to be 
unemployed for longer, earn less,²⁰ stay in public housing for longer,  
and access mental health and addiction services for longer, which is 
consistent with previous research.²¹ However, this doesn’t take into 
consideration other factors which are not measured in the data that  
may impact a person’s resilience.

Compared to 2019, outcomes for young people with more risk indicators 
have also worsened (see Figure 9). For example, young people with seven 
risk indicators are estimated to be supported for, on average, 24.8 years by 
a main benefit in 2021, up from 19.8 years in 2019.

Declining exit rates prior to 2020 have  
contributed to more young people needing  
support from benefits for longer.
The number of young people receiving main benefits has returned to close 
to pre-COVID-19 levels, and employment outcomes for young people have 
remained strong through to June 2022. However, between 2018 and early 
2020, there was a general decline in the rate at which people left the 
benefit system, and an underlying softening of economic conditions.  
During this time, MSD was responding to increasing demand for hardship 
and emergency housing grants, potentially decreasing the time available 
for case managers to focus on employment services. 

These factors may have contributed to more people spending longer in 
the benefit system and an overall increase in the number of young people 
receiving a benefit.  For young people, the likelihood of exiting a main 
benefit decreased from 50.7 percent in the year to June 2018, to 43.4 
percent in the year to June 2020.¹⁸
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MSD has continued to support young people to engage in 
education and gain the skills they need to enter the workforce.

MSD continues to support young people to engage  
in education and gain the skills they need to enter  
the workforce.
MSD continues to support young people to engage in education and gain 
the skills they need to enter and remain in the workforce. 

Specific programmes for young people include:

 › the Youth Services Programme, which provides 16-19 year olds with  
one-on-one mentoring and tailored support for their individual goals. 
Over the past ten years, Youth Services has supported 40,000 young 
people into education and training which has contributed towards some 
YP and YPP clients gaining higher qualifications.²³ 

 › He Poutama Rangatahi (HPR) consists of 63 programmes for rangatahi 
Māori aged 15-24 years old. Since it started in 2018, 8,560 rangatahi  
have taken part and nearly 3,900 have moved into employment, 
education or training. For example, Mauri Mahi, Mauri Ora is a holistic 
career-development programme supporting 16-19 year old rangatahi  
who attend an eight-week intensive phase which includes driver 
licensing, first aid, budgeting and cooking, along with help with CVs, 
cover letters, job hunting and interviews. Rangatahi continue to receive 
one-on-one support for 10-months after this phase.²⁴

 › Māori Trades Training Fund (MTTF) similarly offers a range of  
employment programmes run by Māori for Māori. They support Māori 
entities to design and deliver unique employment programmes tailored 
for Māori in their communities with wrap-around support. Over the last 
year, over 460 people took part in MTTF training programmes, with 260 
gaining employment.²⁵

MSD also supports people gain apprenticeships  
or formal industry qualifications and stay in work. 
 › The Apprenticeship Boost programme supports people to learn a trade 
whilst working, helping to fill skill shortages in New Zealand. In its first  
two years, 50,000 apprentices were supported.²⁶

 › For people who are at risk of needing long-term benefit support, Mana 
in Mahi supports people into sustainable employment while gaining an 
apprenticeship and formal industry qualification, as well as providing 
pastoral care. With additional funding, this programme was expanded 
between August 2020 and August 2022 to support people from 12 months 
to up to 24 months. Extra educational support such as literacy and 
numeracy training is also available.²⁷

Some youth will continue to need more support.
While there have been rapid decreases in main benefit numbers for  
young people who recieve a main benefit, some vulnerabilities remain.  
As described above, young people who are receiving a main benefit are 
more likely to have experienced more challenges than the general  
New Zealand youth population. In addition, young people with more 
complex needs are estimated to need increasingly longer support from  
the benefit system. 

Youth mental health is also likely to be an on-going area of need.  
Cross-agency programmes such as Oranga Mahi can help bridge the gap  
to support people’s wider well-being and improve their social outcomes.

Supporting young people to engage with, or stay 
in, education, as well as gain the skills they need to 
enter the workforce, can build their independence.
Young people who have left school without a qualification, or have 
achieved less than NCEA Level 2, are more likely to spend more future 
years on benefit. They may also earn less over their working life compared 
to those who have achieved NCEA Level 2 or a higher qualification. 

Given the disruptions caused by the pandemic, this is an area that  
benefit recipients are likely to continue to need support. As at March 2021, 
young people who had left school and were receiving a main benefit were 
2.2 times more likely to have achieved less than NCEA Level 2 than young 
school leavers in general. 

The OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) 
recommends that young people do not enter the labour market without a 
recognised and valued qualification. For low-skilled youth, this could also 
be achieved through apprenticeships where they can acquire skills and 
work experience at the same time.²² Keeping people connected to  
the labour market also reduces their need for benefit support.
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IDI Disclaimer 
These results are not official statistics.  
They have been created for research purposes  
from the Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI)  
which is carefully managed by Stats NZ.  
For more information about the IDI please visit 
www.stats.govt.nz/integrated-data. 

The results are based in part on tax data  
supplied by Inland Revenue to Stats NZ under  
the Tax Administration Act 1994 for statistical 
purposes. Any discussion of data limitations or 
weaknesses is in the context of using the IDI for 
statistical purposes and is not related to the  
data’s ability to support Inland Revenue’s core 
operational requirements.
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qualifications by the age of 30 is based on analysing the ranking 
of the incomes of parents when children were 15–19 years old 
and comparing that to the ranked income of these children 
when they reach 30 years old. This analysis also investigated the 
relationship between a parent’s ranked income to their child’s 
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