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A dB Abstract 

Since the late 1970s in New Zealand, education and training have been essential elements as governments have 
grappled with maintaining and increasing the employability of the labour force. This paper reports 011 one phase of the 
Labour Market Dynamics and Economic Participation research programme which addresses the role that education 
and training institutions play in mediati11g labour supply a11d demand and promoting economic participation within 
various New Zealand regional labour markets. The paper refines and extends some of the key concepts of the Depart
ment ofLabour's Human Capability Framework to explore the effectiveness of regional education and training insti
tutions. and other intersecting regional and 11ational orga11isatiolls, in mediating regional labour market supply and 
demand. 

Keywords: Education, training. regional labour markets 

This paper reports on a major component of the second 
and final phase of the Labour Market Dynamics and Eco
nomic Participation research programme. The ·Labour 
Market Programme' , funded by the New Zealand Foun
dation for Research, Science and Technology (FoRST}, 
is an interdisciplinary research project, that was initially 
designed to explain the dynamics of economic participa
tion by exploring the interface between households and 
the labour market. In order to do that. ongoing research 
has been undertaken in the three regional labour markets 
of Hawkes Bay, West Auckland and Tokoroa. 

More specifically, the research in its flrst phase, sought to 
explain how individuals made decisions about access to, 
and participation in the labour market, with particular em
phasis on the life cycle of the household. An innovative 
·work histories' methodology was used to gather the data 
for this initial phase of the project. The first component 
of the data gathering was a face to face survey. This com
prised a life/work history schedule through which infor
mation was collected about various aspects ofthe partici
pant 's labour market and family history since 1980. In 

the case of employment transitions, such as the transition 
from paid to unpaid work, or part-time work to full time 
work, further detailed information was collected about the 
nature of the job, hours of work, salary, conditions and so 
forth. In addition the survey sought information on the 
way individuals entered and exited the labour market. The 
second major component of the data gathering was ethno
graphic in nature and was intended to illuminate and eo
rich the quantitative data already gathered. This compo
nent comprised follow up studies in the three regional la
bour markets of some 10% of the households already sur
veyed. The follow up studies involved the use of both in
terview techniques and a self-administered questionnaire. 

Key findings of the ftrSt phase of the research indicated 
that, despite signiticant differences in the characteristics 
of the three regional labour markets, the effects of the era 
of restructuring in the 80s produced remarkably similar 
themes. For instance, in both the Tokoroa and Hawkes 
Bay labour markets, a sense of insecurity was prominent 
among respondents. However, the context that shaped those 
responses was markedly different. In Tokoroa, which re-
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mains a largely one-industry town, the sense of insecurity 
stemmed from a contraction in the forestry industry which 
can only be described as traumatic. The Kinleath mill, 
which once employed over 4000 workers eventually em
ployed fewer than 700. On the other hand, the Hawkes 
Bay labour market, characterised by far greater diversity, 
experienced the restructuring of the 1980s quite differently. 
As a result, respondents were faced with a more general
ised, and therefore more diffuse sense of insecurity. An
other theme which emerged in both these labour markets is 
the on-going effects of restructuring in areas that have been 
characterised by ethnic occupational segregation. The fact 
that Maori women and men have tended to be concentrated 
in the semi-skilled blue collar occupations that were so 
severely affected by the restructuring continues to produce 
negative downstream consequences. 

In order to gauge the limitations as well as capacities of 
different regions to promote paid employment. the Labour 
Market programme also worked with the Maori Employ
ment and Training Commission to generate regional pro
fLles which were then used as a basis for identifying em
ployment barriers and opportunities. Economic, industrial 
and demographic profiles were assembled for a number of 
regions and labour force projections to 20 11 were under
taken. A further related series of surveys moved from the 
supply-side focus of previous work to investigate issues of 
labour demand. These surveys, entitled Employment Poli
cies and Business Requirements. dealt with. among other 
things, the way employers handled issues of recruitment 
and training to meet the skill needs of their enterprises. 

The focus of the current phase of the research shifted from 
the earlier focus on individuals in households and their 
labour market participation, to the effectiveness of regional 
institutions in promoting labour market participation. More 
specifically. the intention of the fmal phase of the project 
was to assess the capacity of institutions to respond to. and 
mediate, the labour supply decisions taken by individuals 
in households as they make transitions from one labour 
market status to another. A particular focus here was the 
role that education and training institutions play in mediat
ing labour supply and demand and promoting (or imped
ing) econo~ic participation within regional labour mar
kets. 

However, our concentration on institutional mechanisms 
produced its own set of complications to be resolved. We 
found that the focus on decisions made by individuals in 
households needed to be broadened as a result of our be
ginning to problematise the role of institutions in mediat
ing labour supply and demand. At about the same time we 
discovered in the Department of Labour 's Briefing Papers 
to incoming Ministers a way to approach these issues which 
was on the one hand both complex and sophisticated and 
on the other disarmingly simple- the Human Capability 
Framework. 

Human Capability Framework 

The Human Capability Framework provides an integrated 
view of key economic and social objectives, and of un
derstanding the role of the labour market in achieving them. 
It is a way of understanding the interactions between the 
capacity that people have to do things, and the opportuni
ties they have to derive well-being from those activities 
(DoL 1999b: 4). 

The Human Capability Framework (HCF) has as its focus 
an analysis of the development and deployment of human 
resources for the advancement of human wellbeing. As 
such, successful labour market outcomes- however those 
might be defined - are not viewed as ends in themselves, 
but rather as means to a more general end of enhancing 
wellbeing. Having said that, the HCF does assume that 
successful labour market outcomes, as means of generat
ing personal and societal wealth. are vital to the advance
ment of wellbeing. This is an important, if fine, distinc
tion however. as it he lps to explain why the HCF adopts 
such a broad analytical view within each of the three e le
ments in the model; these being Capacity, Opportunities 
and Matching (see Figure I). 

'Capacity' refers to what people are able to do (DoL I999a: 
20). Within the labour market, the issue is not just what 
individuals are able to do, utilising their skills, but it is 
also about the networks they are involved in. and the knowl
edge and anributes they possess that can be mobilised to 
exploit labour market opportunities. 'Opportunity ' refers 
to the options available to people to get financial or per
:,onaJ reward from using their capacity (DoL 1999a: 24). 
To again focus on the labour market, it is through employ
ment that opportunities are fultilled. 

As with the capacity and opportunity e lements. matching 
is conceptualised as a distinct process - or rather. set of 
processes - involved in linking people 's capacities with 
labour market opportunities. As with the previous elements. 
making such a distinction allows us to take into considera
tion the broadest possible range of factors that int1uence 
the supply of labour to meet the demands of the labour 
market, for the purposes of isolating those factors and ana
lysing their utility in the process. This is not to say that 
matching can be perceived in discrete terms: individuals' 
thoughts about using or building their own capacity are 
imbued with considerations about how that capacity is to 
be linked to opportunities. Likewise, corporate enterprises 
may make strategic decisions about the extent and location 
of future growth based on perceptions of the regional avail
ability of necessary skills. Each of the three elements of 
the framework are deeply infused with aspects of the other 
two, and as the matching phase occupies the inte rmediary 
position between capacity and opportunity it more fully 
permeates them both. Of particular interest, given the cur
rent focus of the Labour Market Dynamics and Economic 
Participation research programme, is the role played by 
various institutions in mediating between labour market 
supply and demand, specifically education and training 
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Figure 1. Elements of the Human Capability Framework 
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institutions and government, community and iwi agencies 
involved in local economic development. In particular, 
we are interested in the ways that such mediation impacts 
on capacity-building deliberations by those in the labour 
market (capacity) and on the ways in which various la
bour market players clarify and communicate their cur
rent and future skill needs (opportunities). 

As mentioned earlier, the conceptual key to the Human 
Capability approach is the breadth allowed in developing 
the range of influences over both the development of indi
vidual capacities (abilities. skills) and the creation of op
portunities to utilise those skills. By taking an enlarged 
view of those influences which help to develop both indi
vidual capacity and labour market opportunities, as well as 
the processes involved in connecting the two. the model 
encourages an examination of the broadest possible range 
of challenges to labour market participation and possible 
solutions. even when those solutions cut across different 
but interrelated- yet often perceived to be disparate- policy 
spheres. 

Such a vantage responds to a principal critique of human 
capita l theory, the approach commonly used by policy 
makers and analysts. and recommended by the OECD to 
be the framework in which to examine issues to do with 
employment and employability (OECD 1997). One con
cern about the human capital approach is its assumption 
of individuals as rational maximisers of individual utility: 
that is, that people make decisions about maximising their 

own opportunities and develop their potential to maxim
ise future opportunities based upon rational considerations 
of self-interest and unlimited choice. The HCF allows for 
a more holistic - and realistic - view of individuals as 
being embedded in a variety of social relations that affect 
their choices and aspirations in a way that human capital 
simply does not. 

The Human Capability Framework also allows closer ex
amination of the effectiveness of education and training, a 
dynamic which- in the human capital frame of reference 
can easily be assumed to be unproblematic. Those assump
tions may translate in this way: 

1. People increase their knowledge-base and skill-lev
els and their human capital rises as a result. 

2. People with higher levels of human capital are more 
employable than those with lower levels 

3. Therefore, raising the level of people's human capi 
tal makes them more employable. 

By conceptualising the process of Matching as an overt 
feature, the Framework allows us to move from the as
sumption that education and training increase capacity to
wards beginning to question what types, and under what 
conditions education and training meaningfully increase 
people's capacity, leading to a match of that capacity to 
opportunities in the labour market (Rubinson and Browne, 
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cited in Dupuis, de Bruin and Firkin, 2000: 58). In effect 
the approach acknowledges that capacity finds fulfilment 
in labour market opportunities only through effective 
matching of the two. 

The DOL Briefing to Incoming Ministers defmes Match
ing as all the processes involved in connecting people's 
abilities to opportunities that utilise them. These proc
esses include rewards for skills, safety nets, rules around 
contraction, dispute resolution systems, and information 
that helps people make informed choices (DOL 1999b: 32). 
We suggest that this last feature is an essential pivot-point 
in the matching process: flows of information affect not 
on1y the choices that people make regarding current and 
future labour market opportunities and the skill sets which 
may be required to exploit those opportunities. but they 
also impact on what choices people may have available to 
them. That is, with regard to education and training, infor
mation concerning labour market growth and the current 
and projected strategic demand for labour supply within 
regional markets must flow from those markets to the in
stitutions providing courses to build those skm s. The in
stitutions, in turn, must be able to effectively translate that 
information into action -developing. providing and pro
moting education and training programmes which equip 
people to take advantage of opportunities as they become 
available. Although other factors may certainly promote 
or impede positive labour market outcomes, it is the qual
ity of information. and the effectiveness of the information 
flows, which is of primary importance in the Matching 
phase of the Framework, and it is to the flow of informa
tion that we wish to direct our attention. 

A critical point to reinforce is that Matching involves a 
range of processes within and across aU the elements of 
the Capability Framework: Matching doesn't 'just hap
pen ' - if indeed it happens at all- but rather it can be pro
moted, managed, constrained or abandoned according to 
(among other things) the effectiveness of the mechanisms 
at the interface between labour supply and the labour mar
ket. And that effectiveness is defmed in the first instance 
on the quality of the information flow available. In fact , 
the effective exchange of information across and between 
all the elements involved in the labour market is essential 
for matching io be most successful. In the ideal type model 
presented in Figure 2, education and training institutions 
provide opportunities for people to build their capacity 
through programmes designed to meet particular skill needs 
in the labour market, which has communicated to the edu
cation/training sector the need for certain types of skill
sets. Various funding agencies (such as the Department of 
Work and Income or the Ministry of Education), also in 
communication with the labour market, agree to fund par
ticular programmes on the basis that they teach people spe
cific skills that will help them gain employment. Those 
people, who may (or may not) be aware of the opportuni
ties in the labour market and recognise the need to gain 
new skills - and some of whom may meet various eligi
bility criteria for government-funded training programmes 
-contract with the education and training institutions to 

build their capacity. On completion of the period of edu
cation or training and armed with their new skills, those 
people attempt to enter the labour market and test the qual
ity of the information they have gained (in terms of their 
skills on the one hand, and on the other in terms of their 
understandings of the need for those skills in the labour 
market and the appropriateness of their training). The fund
ing agencies, by collating the numbers of people in various 
training programmes who have entered paid employment, 
also are able to test the appropriateness of those programmes 
and adjust their negotiations with providers accordingly. 
Of course, this assumes that the agencies are asking ques
tions about the connections between the trainees' employ
ment (in terms of skills utilised) and the skills gained in 
the training programmes. Such assumptions are problem
atic. 

As a result. the conceptual boundary between the capac
ity-building and matching phases is made somewhat more 
porous, as we read education and training acti vities not 
only as capacity-building activities, but also as part of a 
process of matching individuals' capabilities to labour 
market demands. This cross-elemental position is most 
evident in the work of matching agencies such as Skill New 
Zealand, which contracts education/training providers to 
train job-seekers in a given set of skills. but which requires 
in those contracts certain labour market outcomes. In ad
dition to their own research into local labour market de
mand , Skill New Zealand makes an explicit assumption 
that the providers themselves have effective links into those 
markets, and have the ability to place at least some of their 
graduates into jobs in the industries for which they have 
heen trained. Such assumptions are not held only by gov
ernment agencies: employers expect providers to be re
sponsive to labour market demand, and to take specific 
action to introduce or modify courses when particular in
dustry-specific skill sets are found to be in short supply. 
whether the industries affected are forestry or - as we have 
heard in the last few days - nuclear medicine. Such in
stances highlight the essential link between labour market 
opportunities and the matching, not only of indi vidually
held capacity, but also of the capacity-building activities 
aimed to meet those opportunities. 

Of particular interest in this phase of the Labour Market 
Dynamics research programme is the ability of · matching' 
institutions to respond to. and mediate, capac ity-building 
decisions taken by individuals as well as current and fu
ture labour market opportunities defined by industry em
ployers as skHI needs. The flow of infom1ation is vital in 
this process. and it is this - the information flows across 
regional labour markets- which is the focus of the research. 
lnstitutions tie into information flows in any number of 
ways, but their effectiveness is in large part determined by 
the strength and reliability of the communication lines they 
maintain with other labour market institutions. Whether 
those cornn1Unications are formal, structured, purposeful 
and institutional, or rather more informal. casual and prem
ised on personal and social relationships, or some combi
nation of these, communication lines are vital to the flow 
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Figure 2. Information Flows Across Labour Market 
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o f information across regional labour markets. By track
ing the flow of information, via an examination of the lo
cation and context of communication lines amongst the 
various institutional players, we intend to generate a map 
to represent the flow of information across each of the three 
labour markets under investigation - Hawkes Bay, South 
Waikato, and West Auckland. 

Methodology 

Much o f the reasoning that informs this research appears 
at flfSt glance to be simple common sense . Of course edu
cation and training institutions, and those agencies con
cerned with regional economic development, need good 
information about the needs of those labour markets. Of 
course the quality of strategic decision-making at a policy 
level depends upon accurate assessments of what is actu
ally happening at local and regional levels. However when 
we began to talk with others about the research we quickly 
learned that while everyone can agree on the importance 
o f good information, the process of determining methods 
employed by various players to both receive and commu
nicate labour market information is far from clear. 

One early task of the research team was to identify 
stakeholders and beg in a process of dialogue with them, to 
draw upon their expertise and insights at both national and 
regional levels, as well as gain input about how we might 
ensure that a piece of research like this was actually able to 
produce useful information for all concerned. Given the 
nature of this research, and its potential implications for 
the development and implementation of social policy in 
the key areas of employment, education, income support 

Labour 
Market 

and regional economic development, the research team 
decided that our first point of contact needed to be Wel
lington. Following consultation with agencies such as 
Treasury, WINZ and the Ministry of Economic Develop
ment we began to move into the regions themselves. There 
we almost immediately encountered an important ethical 
issue well known to social researchers in Aotearoa New 
Zealand: what obligations and opportunities were presented 
by our Treaty relationship with the tangata whenua? 

In this issue we were guided by Professors lan Shirley and 
Paul Spoonley, both of whom have extensive experience 
in research with and for Maori organisations (see for ex
ample Spoonley, et at 1993; and Maori Employment and 
Training Commission 2000). Given the history of aca
demic research on Maori which has been used against Maori 
interests, the tangata whenua are justifiably cautious when 
Pakeha and tauiwi researchers approach them with research 
proposals. Our challenge was to demonstrate that the re
search team would give due diligence to the Treaty part
nership despite the fact that our approach to the Maori or
ganisations in each of the three regions would occur after 
the foundational decisions about the research framework, 
concepts and design had already been made. 

Our response to this challenge has been to enter into dia
logue, focusing on two points. The first is that we have 
been careful to lay emphasis on the fact that this research 
is not on Maori. We are exploring institutional processes 
in which Maori individuals and agencies have and interest 
play an important role. However this research is conce~ 
tually quite different from other types of social research 
which in the past have been used to formulate arguments 
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of some ty~ of Maori cultural deficit as an explanation 
for negative social outcomes (Smith 1992). Our other re
sponse has been to pursue a partnership relationship with 
the tangata whenua of each of the regions under study by 
offering them the opportunity to participate meaningfully 
in a piece of research from which they may benefit. This 
opportunity will be manifest most clearly in the reporting
back phase of the research, where we have offered a 'pre
view presentation' of the workshop (described more fully 
below), presenting the issues and exploring with them the 
implications of the research for Maori, and consulting with 
them as to bow their concerns might be effectively pre
sented for the general workshop which would follow. This 
dialogue in on-going. 

The Survey 

The major questions we wanted to ask centred around the 
inter-related concepts of information flows and communi
cation lines. Specifically, we wanted to know from all par
ticipants 

• how they got their information about the regional la
bour market; 

• with whom they communicated within the regional 
labour market about labour demand and supply issues; 

• the nature of their communication with those they 
viewed as significant contacts; and 
any perceived barriers to effective communication 
within the regional labour market. 

We quickly encountered a technical difficulty in that we 
were surveying participants from three distinct constituen
cies: in each region we were asking questions of industry 
employers, of education and training institutions, and of 
government and community agencies. And while many 
of the basic questions were the same for each group (Does 
your organisation have any forms of communication with. 
.. ?), the detailed follow-up questions, and other subse
quent questions, were different. How were we to direct 
participants to the appropriate questions without creating 
a questionnaire that was full of confusing instructions as 
to which questions to answer or skip? · 

Our solution was to have only one filter question, on the 
first page, asking respondents to place themselves into one 
of those three labour market groups. We then directed par
ticipants to complete only that section of the questionnaire 
that was tailored for that group. These different sections 
were printed on different-coloured paper so that they were 
easily distinguished. This method also had the benefit of 
making the questionnaire appear smaller, which was very 
helpful indeed, since the three sections combined made 
the survey instrument over forty pages long. 

The penultimate phase of the research is a dual process of 
reporting back the survey results to participants and other 
interested parties in each region and allowing the research 

team to take a reflexive pause before producing the final 
research reports. The mechanism for this phase is a work
shop to be conducted in Wellington and in each of the re
gions surveyed for participants and stakebolders. This 
mechanism was suggested to us by Professor lan Shirley 
as one which worked well for the research conducted for 
the Maori Employment and Training Commission. 

At these workshops, to be delivered early in the new year, 
the research team will aim to present the survey results as 
a type of map of the information t1ows in each of the la
bour markets surveyed. This map will be a representation 
of the types and nature of information flows, and give an 
indication of respondents' differential access to informa
tion flows. The intention is to offer participants and other 
interested parties in each of the regional labour markets 
the opportunity to discuss the issues raised in an open fo
rum: to acknowledge those parts of the labour markets in 
which there are open communication lines and satisfac
tory flows of information; and to address what participants 
have identified as significant barriers to good communica
tion lines. It is intended that the workshops should pro
vide a model forum in which all interested players have 
equal access to good information about what is happening 
in a given regional labour market. 

Preliminary Results 

Although we have begun to receive responses from the 
Hawkes Bay phase of the research, it is too early to be able 
to offer more than an impressionistic view of information 
tlows across that labour market. However even some of 
these initial impressions are worth noting- particularly 
where they illustrate misunderstanding or contlict over dif
fering expectations and goals. For instance, when employ
ers were asked about barriers to good communication lines 
with education and training providers, some commented 
that specific providers offered ··outdated and irrelevant 
courses relative to industry needs,'' while others were con
cerned about the cost of training, both in terms of fees and 
also- in the case of on-going training- in terms of the loss 
in time of productive labour. On the other hand, education 
and training providers noted as barriers to good communi
cation lines with employers a general indifference on the 
part of many employers to the need for employee training 
and upskilling, as well as a suspicion of current training 
practices and concepts. None of these issues appear to be 
insurmountable, but are indicative offundamental barriers 
to the effective flow of good information across the labour 
market. 

At least some of the employers and training providers 
amongst the early respondents acknowledged that some of 
the difficulties they encountered relating to the other con
stituent groups in the survey resulted from the different 
imperatives that each of the groups is pursuing within the 
labour market. Commented one employer: 

lndusfl)' & agencies are coming from different 
perspectives: industl)' is looking for the most 
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skilled reliable labour available, and agencies 
(e.g. WINZ) are looking to place long-term 
unemployed as a priority. 

Several education/training providers expressed frustration 
that at times contractual requirements from the agencies 
ran counter to demands placed upon them by employers, 
occasionally by other government funding agencies, and 
by their other clients, the students themselves. 

Respondents were not without constructive ideas about how 
to overcome some of the barriers they encountered. One 
employer suggested that the local Polytech altered their 
academic year so that students could be available for sea
sonal work. While one educator cautioned that they were 
careful not to call meetings of 'very busy employers' on 
their advisory comminees unless they were of vital, imme
diate importance, a large employer suggested that a semi
annual workshop of all interested parties could be produc
tive in addressing various regional labour market issues. 
A number of employers indk ated a desire for more- and 
more regular - information and communication, although 
one small business opposed that move: 

would like to have less communication with 
both government and industry service pro
viders. Our operations are unique and we 
know 'how to' berter than theorists and idiot 
compliance policies. At this poiflf we are 
suceeding /sic} in spite of the governments 
/sic] best efforts to make our job almost 
impossible. 

This respondent did not indicate interest in attending the 
follow-up workshop. 

Future Research 

As happens with nearly any piece of research, the process 
of exploring issues pertinent to regional labour market dy
namics has inspired a variety of diverse questions which 
could yield fruitful research. We have found the Human 
Capability Framework to be an invaluable conceptual tool. 
and one which is resilient enough to be extended and ap
plied to any number of questions about labour, employ
ment and work, such as the integration of community or 
cultural aspirations into the process of capacity-building, 
the development of labour market opportunities, and the 
matching of the two. Of course more work is needed on 
the concept of information tlows across regional labour 
markets: while our research aims to provide a map of such 
information tlows in three regional labour markets at a given 
point in time, there is much to be done in terms of how the 
players in those markets might improve the information 
tlows and the lines of communication that facilitate them. 
For instance, are informal networks the most productive 
conduits for good information available, or could a model 
of more structured, institutional communication be devel
oped within local labour markets? 

Several early respondents (and more than a few 
stakebolders, in conversation) highlighted long-term em
ployment as a unique and problematic issue for all the con
stituent groups involved in the research. Clearly some new 
solutions and approaches are needed in terms of the build
ing of capacity and the development of new labour market 
opportunities for the long-term unemployed, and more ef
fective measures deployed to match capacities to jobs. 

Other, more peripheral questions presented themselves in 
our discussions with key players in the regions, and in early 
survey responses. One concerns the prevalence of small 
businesses in New Zealand, and the relevance of much in
ternational literature on labour market issues (such as in
employment training as a component of life-long learning, 
for example- see OECD Working Paper, 1997) which carry 
assumptions about typical business sizes which may be 
vastly different from the New Zealand experience. Re
lated to this issue is one that was explained to us by a 
stakeholder in our research in these terms: " Many small 
business owners are so busy working in their businesses 
that they neglect to work on them." 
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