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Abstract 
In New Zealand, disabled children are more likely to live in a one-

parent household than are non-disabled children. The primary carers 

of disabled children have a higher unemployment rate than one-

parent households in general. As a result, households with disabled 

children are significantly more likely to experience income poverty. 

This is not the case in the United Kingdom, where households with 

disabled children tend not to be at greater risk of income poverty. A 

key factor in preventing a greater risk of income poverty is the higher 

disability-related allowances in the United Kingdom: the median 

payment rate is almost three times higher than the New Zealand 

equivalents. There is a clear case for increasing the payment rate 

of the New Zealand disability-related allowances. There is also a 

clear case for an overhaul of support for households with disabled 

children to better enable carers/parents to work and to provide more 

equitable and effective support.
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In New Zealand, having a disabled 
child increases your chances of living 
in a low-income household. The 

key point of this article is that the link 
between poverty and disability can, and 
should, be broken. In the United Kingdom, 
disability-related allowances appear to 
be more effective at reducing the higher 
risk of poverty than their New Zealand 
equivalents. Alongside better support to 
enable parents/carers of disabled children 
to work, if they choose, higher disability-
related allowances would reduce, or 
eliminate, the increased risk of poverty for 
households with disabled children. 

Disability has been the focus of several 
reports in New Zealand on child poverty. 
Donna Wynd, for example, wrote a 
monograph for the Child Poverty Action 
Group on children, disability and poverty 
(Wynd, 2015). The Expert Advisory Group 
on Solutions to Child Poverty focused their 
21st working paper on child poverty and 
disability (Expert Advisory Group on 
Solutions to Child Poverty, 2012). Jessica 
Suri and Alan Johnson have researched the 
uptake of the child disability allowance 
(Suri and Johnson, 2016). 
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This article builds on the existing work 
by combining the available information 
with unpublished data from the 2013 
Disability Survey and data from the 
Ministry of Education’s Ongoing Resourc-
ing Scheme (ORS), which is for students 
with high and very high learning support 
needs. It also compares United Kingdom 
and New Zealand data on household 
income and disabled children, as well as 
the disability-related allowances available 
in each country. 

Limitations

This article’s primary purpose is to expand 
the data and analysis available on child 
poverty and disability in New Zealand. 
The article makes some preliminary 
suggestions for ways to reduce the high 
rate of income poverty that disabled 
children and their whänau experience in 
New Zealand. It is only a starting point, 
however, and the subject deserves  far more 
in-depth treatment. This article also has a 
limited focus on selected socio-economic 
indicators and household income, and 
does not seek to examine the diversity 
among disabled children and their whänau 
or the depth of their experiences in society. 

Terminology

The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2008) 
uses the term ‘children with disabilities’. 
The New Zealand disability strategies use 
the term ‘disabled children’ (New Zealand 
Government, 2001). These terms have a 
similar meaning, but can have a different 
emphasis. Using the term ‘disabled people’, 
or ‘disabled children’, stresses that a 
disability identity can be a source of pride 
and community for individuals. This is 
linked to a social model of disability which 
emphasises the role of society in creating 
the disadvantage and discrimination that 
disabled people experience. The disabled 
person is not the issue; the issue is the 
barriers and attitudes in society (Office for 
Disability Issues, 2016, p.13). This article 
uses the terminology of the New Zealand 
disability strategies. 

Poverty in this article refers to the 
income of households being a certain 
percentage below the median household 
income (three different thresholds are 
used). This can be more accurately defined 

as income poverty. Income poverty is 
ultimately an inadequate way to capture 
the full risks of financial and material 
hardship for households with disabled 
family members. This is because, as will be 
discussed, disability can generate additional 
costs. This means households with disabled 
family members can still experience 
hardship and profound disadvantage even 
at median, or higher, household income 
levels. The available data only allows us, 
however, to adequately examine income 
poverty. 

The number of disabled children in  

New Zealand

The New Zealand 2013 Disability Survey 
estimated that there are around 95,000 
disabled children up to the age of 14, 11% 
of all children in this age group (Statistics 
New Zealand, 2014d). For children, the 
New Zealand Disability Survey uses a 
series of questions about the difficulty of 
undertaking certain activities, as well as 
more diagnostic questions, to determine 

if the child has a disability (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2015, p.23). 

The definition of a child used in the 
New Zealand Disability Survey was an 
individual aged 0 to 14 (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2014e). Because different 
questions were asked in the child and adult 
versions of the survey, the two cannot be 
easily combined to provide accurate data 
for wider age ranges. As a result, there is no 
choice but to use the 0–14 age range for 
New Zealand Disability Survey data. Using 
wider age ranges would allow us to better 
match the eligibility criteria for support 
such as the child disability allowance and 
ORS, as well as definitions in domestic law 
and international conventions (the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child; the 
New Zealand Vulnerable Children Act 
2014). 

A smaller number of children access 
disability-related support. Looking at a 
similar time period to that covered by the 
2013 Disability Survey, as of September 
2013, 8,705 children and young people 

Box 1: Key findings
In 2013:
· New Zealand households with disabled children were significantly more  

likely to be in income poverty than all households. This was not the case  
in the United Kingdom. 

· The median payment for children from disability-related allowances  
in New Zealand was NZ$45.62 a week. 

· The median payment for children from disability-related allowances  
in the UK was NZ$134.36 a week.

· The disability-related allowances in the UK reduced the percentage of 
households with disabled children under one income poverty measure  
by four percentage points.

· 30% of the disabled children in New Zealand lived in one-parent households. 
· 86% of the disabled children in New Zealand who lived in households  

earning less than $30,000 a year were in one-parent households.
· The unemployment rate of primary carers of disabled children in  

New Zealand was 17%. 
· 63% of New Zealand households with disabled children say they earn  

just enough or not enough money.

Between 2008 and 2017:
· Disabled New Zealand students who received support through the Ongoing 

Resourcing Scheme became more concentrated in lower decile schools. 

In 2017:
· Disabled New Zealand students who received ORS support made up  

1.7% of all students in decile 1–5 schools, compared to 0.7% of all  
students in decile 6–10 schools.
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aged 0–14 were receiving Ministry of 
Health-funded disability support services, 
although a significant number may be 
receiving only carer support (Ministry of 
Health, 2015, p.8). As of July 2013, 5,423 
students aged 0–14 were receiving ORS 
funding (Indicators and Reporting Team, 
Ministry of Education, 2017a). 

Poverty measures and disabled children

Unfortunately, we have no New Zealand 
data available on disabled children and 
household disposable income (income 
after tax), household income after housing 
costs, or household income adjusted for 
household composition. This is because 
disability status is currently not collected 
in the Household Economic Survey. As 
a result, we are unable to use several key 
poverty measures to assess households 
with disabled children (Boston, 2017). 

From the 2013 Disability Survey it is 
possible to get data on the total/gross 
household income of households with 
disabled children before housing costs. The 
survey data uses the 2013 census household 
income bands, which means precise 
matches to poverty lines are not possible. 
We can get relatively close, though: we have 
data on the number of households with 
disabled children that earn less than 
$25,001 a year (this is 39.2% of median 

total/gross household income in the 2013 
census), $30,000 a year (47% of the median 
total/gross household income in the 2013 
census) and $40,000 a year (62.7% of the 
median total/gross household income in 
the 2013 census) (Statistics New Zealand, 
2014b, p.36).

Comparing child poverty among  

disabled children in New Zealand  

and the United Kingdom 

International comparisons of data on 
disabled children are often difficult 
because of the different definitions and 
methodology used, particularly around 
disability (Blackburn, Spencer and Read, 
2010, p.20). Some countries lack data on 
disabled children and household income: 
for example, no Australian data is available 
(Australian Council of Social Service and 
the Social Policy Research Centre, 2016, 
p.34). The United Kingdom, however, is 
one country that does collect statistics on 
disabled children and household income, 
through the annual Family Resources 
Survey. This provides an interesting 
comparison because, as the following 
section will look at, the United Kingdom 
has higher disability-related allowances 
than New Zealand. We must be mindful, 
however, of the differences between the 
data sources. 

The two key differences between the 
New Zealand and UK data are the 
definitions of a child and of a disability. 
The definition of a child in the Family 
Resources Survey is an individual under 16 
years of age, or an unmarried or non-
cohabiting 16–19-year-old in full-time 
non-advanced education (Department for 
Work and Pensions and Office for National 
Statistics, 2014b, pp.12, 44). As noted above, 
the 2013 Disability Survey uses the 
definition of an individual aged 0–14. 

Different disability identification 
questions are also used in each survey, 
although both question sets are based, at 
least partially, on the World Health 
Organisation’s International Classification 
of Functioning, Disability and Health 
(Office for National Statistics, 2015; 
Statistics New Zealand, 2015, pp.5, 10). The 
Family Resources Survey bases the 
thresholds for disability on the UK Equality 
Act 2010. There are two thresholds used: a 
core threshold, under which an estimated 
7% of children have a disability, and a wide 
threshold, under which an estimated 13.4% 
of children have a disability (Department 
for Work and Pensions and Office for 
National Statistics, 2014a, p.61). As 
mentioned, the 2013 Disability Survey 
estimated that 11% of New Zealand 
children had a disability (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2014d). All three thresholds are 
used in Figure 1. 

As Figure 1 shows, in New Zealand, 
households with disabled children are 
more likely to be in income poverty. This 
is not the case in the United Kingdom. The 
only exception is disabled children under 
the wide definition for the 62.7% threshold, 
where they have a slightly higher chance of 
being in income poverty. 

Comparing the disability-related  

allowances available in New Zealand  

and the United Kingdom

The Committee on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities notes that financial 
support for family carers is crucial to 
counteract limited access to the labour 
market and the higher risk of poverty 
(Committee on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities, 2017, pp.1, 12–13). The 
Committee on the Rights of the Child 
similarly stresses the importance of 
children with disabilities being allocated 

Figure 1:  Percentage of households under each household income threshold 2013 
(gross/total income before housing costs)
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* means sample size is smaller than recommended, see endnote i for more information.1

Sources: Statistics New Zealand, 2014c, n.d.; UK Data Service, 2018
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adequate budgetary resources as well 
as having access to poverty reduction 
programmes (Committee on the Rights 
of the Child, 2007, p.2). 

In New Zealand there are two disability-
related allowances available for disabled 
children. The disability allowance, which 
is also available for adults, and the child 
disability allowance. The disability 
allowance is means-tested and is designed 
to meet specific disability-related costs, 
such as doctors’ fees, heating or medical 
alarm rental. The amount each child gets 
depends on the relevant disability-related 
costs identified, up to a maximum rate. The 
child disability allowance is not means-
tested and is a fixed amount. 

The UK equivalent of these allowances 
is the disability living allowance (DLA), 
which is divided into a care component and 
a mobility component. Neither component 
is means-tested. The care component has 
three payment rates and the mobility 
component has two payment rates. In the 
UK there are also disability tax credits for 
which disabled children and their family 
can qualify (Revenue Benefits, 2018). For 
a household which qualified for both types 
of disability tax credit elements, this could 
add another NZ$144.56 per week to the 
household’s income (National Archives, 
n.d.). There is no equivalent in New 
Zealand to these disability-specific tax 
credits; whänau with and without disabled 
children qualify for the same Working for 
Families tax credits.

A higher percentage of children in New 
Zealand receive at least one type of 
disability-related allowance. The 
allowances in the United Kingdom are, 
however, far higher. In 2013 a disabled 
child in New Zealand could receive a 
maximum of $106.16 from disability-
related allowances per week, and $60.54 of 
that is means-tested and only for specific 
purposes, compared with a maximum of 
$244.06 per week in the United Kingdom. 
With both disability tax credit elements, 
the maximum in the UK is $388.62 per 
week (National Archives, n.d.).

Further, very few children in New 
Zealand receive both allowances or 
anywhere close to the maximum amount 
for the disability allowance. In March 2013, 
39,795 children received at least one of the 
two allowances, but only 4,710 children 

received both. The median rate of payment 
for children who received both allowances 
was just $60.12, and for the disability 
allowance component just $14.50. 76% of 
the children who received a disability-
related allowance received just the child 
disability allowance of $45.62 per week. As 
a result, $45.62 is the median payment per 
week for children who received a disability-
related allowance in New Zealand.2

By comparison, in May 2013, 95% of 
children who received the DLA received 
$76.26 or more a week from the DLA; 80% 
of children received the DLA received 
$114.39 or more a week from the DLA; 
34% received $181.89 or more a week; and 
12% received the highest amount of 
$244.06 per week. The median payment for 
children from the DLA was $134.36 per 
week (Department for Works and Pensions, 
2018).

The UK data allows us to exclude 
disability-related allowances from 
household income. Unfortunately, we can 
only do this for after-tax income adjusted 
for household composition, so we cannot 
directly compare the data with the New 
Zealand Disability Survey household 
income data. Nevertheless, it allows us to 
see the impact of the allowances. In the 
2012/13 financial year, the DLA reduced 

the percentage of households with disabled 
children under the 60% of median 
household income before-housing-costs 
poverty measure by four percentage points. 
This meant that the gap between 
households with and without disabled 
children was less than one percentage point 
(Department for Work and Pensions and 
Office for National Statistics, 2014b, p.99; 
Department for Work and Pensions, 2018). 
This matches older research from 2008/09 
which found that the DLA caused a four 
point drop in the percentage of children in 
households with disabled children under 
the 60% of median household income 
poverty threshold (Children’s Society, 2011, 
p.10).

Disabled children are more likely to live  

in a one-parent household

A key factor that increases the risk of 
disabled children experiencing poverty 
in New Zealand is the disproportionate 
number of disabled children living in 
one-parent households. In the 2013 New 
Zealand Disability Survey, 30% of disabled 
children lived in one-parent households 
(23% in just one-parent households 
and 7% in one parent with other people 
households). By comparison, 17% of 
non-disabled children lived in one-parent 

Table 1: Disability-related allowances and tax credits in the United Kingdom and  

New Zealand in 2013

Type of allowance Percentage of all children/
young people aged 17 and 
under receiving disability-
related allowances 

Payment rate a week 
in March 2013 NZ$

UK DLA care and/or mobility 
3.0%

$38.13–$244.06
$134.36 (median)

UK DLA care
3.0%

$38.13–$143.73
$96.23 (median)

UK DLA mobility 
2.3%

$38.13–$100.33
$38.13 (median)

UK disabled child element (child tax 
credit)

data not available $103.01

UK severely disabled child element 
(child tax credit)

data not available $41.55

New Zealand child disability 
allowance and/or disability allowance 

3.8%
$106.16 (maximum)
$45.62 (median)

New Zealand child disability 
allowance

3.3% $45.62

New Zealand disability allowance 
0.9%

$60.54 (maximum)
$11.40 (median)

Source: Department for Work and Pensions, 2013, 2018; Work and Income, 2013; Inland Revenue, 2013; Office for National 
Statistics, 2017; Stats New Zealand, 2018a; National Archives, n.d.; Official Information Act responses from the Ministry of Social 
Development
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households (14% in just one-parent 
households and 3% in one parent with 
other people households) (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2016, p.4).

We should consider the increased 
chance of being in a one-parent household 
alongside data on carers/parents’ well-
being. In the 2013 Disability Survey, 60% 
of carers/parents of disabled children 
reported not having enough time for 
themselves and 41.5% reported often 
feeling stressed in the last four weeks; a 
further 38.3% reported sometimes feeling 
stressed in the last four weeks (Statistics 
New Zealand, n.d.). This matches previous 

New Zealand studies that have found high 
degrees of stress among carers of disabled 
adults and children (Milner, Mirfin-Veitch 
and Milner-Jones, 2016; Jorgensen et al., 
2010). It is reasonable to assume that 
feeling stressed and lacking time may 
increase the chance of relationship 
breakdowns and prevent new relationships. 

In New Zealand, one-parent households 
with disabled children make up most of 
the low-income households with disabled 
children (see Figure 2). 86% of disabled 
children who live in households earning 
less than $30,000 a year are in one-parent 
households (Statistics New Zealand, n.d.).

Unemployment is high among carers/parents 

of disabled children

In the 2013 Disability Survey, an estimated 
17% of primary carers of disabled children 
were unemployed (see Figure 3) (Statistics 
new Zealand, n.d.). To be counted as 
unemployed the primary carer must have 
said they had looked for work in the last 
four weeks. This is a higher unemployment 
rate than for one-parent households 
in general or mothers in two-parent 
households.

Having a disabled child appears to have 
a similar effect on a primary carer’s 
employment prospects as being a sole 
parent. A high number of carers of disabled 
adults and children report that providing 
care has had an impact on their employment. 
Carers also report that employment is 
valuable for them, both for its ability to 
improve their material well-being and for 
the social benefits (Milner, Mirfin-Veitch 
and Milner-Jones, 2016, pp.36–8).

The high rate of primary carers saying 
they want to work clashes with government 
policy, which has not prioritised support 
to help primary carers to work. In some 
cases, government policy is even hostile to 
the idea of primary carers working. For 
example, the government bans the use of 
the carer support subsidy while the carer 
is at work (Ministry of Health (2018a). 
This is significant because carer support is 
one of the main forms of support for 
carers/parents with a disabled child/young 
person under 19. As of September 2016, 
12,129 carers/parents of a disabled child/
young person aged under 19 were allocated 
carer support (Ministry of Health, 2017, 
p.31). The Ministry of Health does plan to 
remove the ban on carers working while 
using carer support next year (Ministry of 
Health, 2018b).

Income adequacy and extra costs

The available evidence is clear that having 
a disability generates significant extra 
financial and time costs for disabled 
children and their whänau (Mitra et al., 
2017, p.480; Brown, 2010, p.65). There is 
wide variation in the international data 
and research on the exact extra costs. 
Different research methods generate 
different estimates. What support the 
government provides or funds also makes 
a large difference.

Figure 2:  The percentage of disabled children in household income levels by
selected household composition

Note: the estimate for one-parent households in the $50,001 or more income range had a sampling error between 30% and 50%, 
due to low sample size.

Source: Statistics New Zealand, n.d. 
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Figure 3:  Employment status 2013
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Extra costs mean that more income is 
needed for disabled people and their 
whänau to have the same opportunities as 
non-disabled people (Kuklys, 2004, p.28). 
They also mean that households with 
disabled family members may be effectively 
in poverty and/or material hardship at 
higher income levels than for households 
without disabled family members (Parish 
et al., 2009; Mont, 2014, p.5). UK estimates 
are that families with disabled children 
need 10–18% higher incomes than similar 
families without disabled children to have 
the same living standard (Blackburn, 
Spencer and Read, 2010, p.9). This means 
that while the UK disability-related 
allowances and tax credits are effective at 
eliminating the increased risk of income 
poverty, they may still be insufficient to 
meet the full extra costs associated with 
disability. Families receiving these 
allowances may still be in material hardship 
(Children’s Society, 2011).

While we lack data on extra costs for 
New Zealand disabled children, in the 2013 
Disability Survey carers/parents of disabled 
children were asked about income 
adequacy. Some 63% of households with 
disabled children said they earn just 
enough or not enough money (see Figure 
4). By comparison, only 43% of all 
households say they earn just enough or 
not enough money (Stats New Zealand, 
2017, n.d.). This lower level of income 
adequacy is likely to be the result of lower 
incomes and extra costs. 

The impact of partially funded support

The way disability support services are 
provided may in fact increase inequality. 
Apart from ACC, disability-related 
support is often not designed to meet the 
full costs associated with disability. For 
example, carer support is a subsidy that 
only partially meets the costs of hiring 
a relief carer, although this may change 
next year with a major reform of carer 
support promised (Ministry of Health, 
2018a, 2018b). In 2016 research, 66% of 
carers of disabled people reported using 
their own financial resources to make up 
the difference between the carer support 
payment and the actual cost of respite; 
22% of carers had spent more than $1,500 
a year on respite (Milner, Mirfin-Veitch 
and Milner-Jones, 2016, p.41).

Contributory support and subsidies are 
likely to be regressive for people with lower 
incomes and/or fewer natural supports. In 
other words, the ability to use partially 
funded support is likely to decrease for 
these people. A contributory disability 
support system may, therefore, increase 
inequality between higher and lower 
income whänau with disabled children, as 
well as between whänau with disabled 
children and whänau without disabled 
children. 

Decile data from the Ongoing  

Resourcing Scheme

One source of data through which to 
examine socio-economic trends amongst 
households with disabled children is the 
decile data on students who receive ORS 
funding. ORS is for students with high 
or very high learning support needs and 
funds support and services for those 
students (Ministry of Education, 2018). A 
relatively small number of students receive 
ORS funding: 6,661 students in 2008 and 
9,049 students in 2017 (Indicators and 
Reporting Team, Ministry of Education, 
2017a).

The school decile system measures five 
socio-economic indicators in meshblocks 
where students of each school live.3 This is 
based on data from the census and schools.
The five indicators used, and weighted 
equally, are:
· the percentage of households with 

equivalent income in the lowest 20%, 

adjusted for the number of adults and 
children as well as the age of children; 

· the percentage of employed parents in 
low-skill occupations; 

· the amount of household crowding; 
· the percentage of parents with no 

qualifications; and
· the percentage of parents on income 

support. 
A decile 1 school is in the 10% of 

schools that have the highest proportion 
of students who live in disadvantaged 
meshblocks, according to these five 
indicators. (Note that while each decile has 
roughly the same number of schools, they 
do not necessarily have the same number 
of students (Ministry of Education, 
2017c).)

The indicators are weighted by the 
number of students attending the school 
in each meshblock. This means that if 
students receiving ORS funding are few in 
number at a school and tend to live in 
different areas than other students at a 
school, then the school decile rating may 
not accurately represent the socio-
economic indicators in their meshblocks 
(ibid.). We can, however, compare two 
different types of school: special schools, 
where 92% of all students receive ORS 
funding, and all other schools, where only 
0.74% of students do.4 I will use the term 

‘mainstream schools’ as a generic term for 
all non-special schools. 

It is possible that the students who 
receive ORS funding are not representative 

Figure 4: Income adequacy 2013
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of students with high or very high learning 
support needs. The ORS application 
process is meant to be collaborative 
between parents/carers and educators 
(Ministry of Education, 2017a). The 
application process, or eligibility criteria, 
could favour, or be easier for, certain 
groups of students, parents/carers and/or 
early childhood centres/schools. Despite 
the limitations, the ORS data is currently 
one of the most easily accessible and 
regularly updated data sources that can 
point to socio-economic trends for 
students with high and very high learning 
support needs.

The general trend between 2008 and 
2017 was for the number of students in 
higher decile schools to increase by far 
more than the number of students in lower 
decile schools: 93% of the total increase in 
student numbers was in decile 6–10 
schools. Students receiving ORS support 
do not follow that trend and see larger 
increases in decile 1–5 schools.5 

Prior to 2008, students receiving ORS 
funding were already more likely to be 
attending a lower decile school, but the 
differing trends have widened the gap. 
Students receiving ORS support now make 
up 1.7% of all students in decile 1–5 
schools, an increase of 34% on the 2008 
percentage, compared to 0.7% of all 
students in decile 6–10 schools, an increase 
of 26% on the 2008 percentage (Indicators 
and Reporting Team, Ministry of 
Education, 2017b, 2018b). As a result, in 
2017 a student receiving ORS funding is 
54% more likely to be in a decile 1–5 school 
than all other students. The impact is 
greater on ethnic groups that are less likely 
to be attending a lower decile school in 
general. For example, European/Päkehä 

students receiving ORS funding are 103% 
more likely to be in a decile 1–5 school than 
all European/Päkehä students. Asian 
students receiving ORS funding are 96% 
more likely to be in a decile 1–5 school than 
all Asian students (Indicators and 
Reporting Team, Ministry of Education, 
2017b, 2018b).

Lower decile schools receive more 
general state funding per student and a 
slightly higher special education grant per 
student (Ministry of Education, 2017b). 
This may mean that lower decile 
mainstream schools are more welcoming 
of disabled students and/or have better 
facilities. This, in turn, may make it more 
likely for a student receiving ORS support 
to attend a lower decile mainstream 
school, even if the student does not live 
in a lower decile neighbourhood. This 
may drive some of the trend we see for 
students receiving ORS funding at 
mainstream schools. It cannot, however, 
drive the trend for students receiving ORS 
funding at special schools. Students 
receiving ORS funding are the 
overwhelming majority of students at 
special schools, so the decile data will 
accurately reflect the neighbourhoods 
they live in. 

Discussion

The 2013 Disability Survey data shows 
that households with disabled children 
are more likely to be under the 39.2%, 
47% and 62.7% of median household 
income (total/gross and before housing 
costs) thresholds than all households with 
children. This data also shows that disabled 
children are more likely to live in one-
parent households and that their primary 
carer is more likely to be unemployed. 

The ORS data covers changes over time 
amongst a smaller, and possibly less 
representative, group of disabled children/
young people with high learning support 
needs. The ORS data suggests that trends 
for disabled children/young people can run 
counter to those for other children/young 
people. In particular, between 2008 and 
2017, students receiving ORS funding 
failed to follow the general trend towards 
students living in less socio-economically 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. 

Linking the two data sources together 
suggests that this lack of improvement may 
occur because disabled children are more 
likely to live in one-parent households. 
Further, even when the disabled child is 
not in a one-parent household, the impact 
of disability has similar effects on the 
primary carer’s employment prospects as 
if they were a sole parent. In addition, there 
is the impact of extra financial and time 
costs associated with disability, including 
the time costs involved in accessing and 
using government-funded support. These 
extra costs can increase the material 
hardship of the household, as well as make 
economic and educational participation 
more difficult for carers/parents and for 
children. Partially funded support is likely 
to help only some carers/parents meet 
these costs, specifically those with higher 
incomes and/or more natural support. 

As a result, households with disabled 
children may be unable to take advantage 
of improving economic and educational 
opportunities to the same degree as 
households with non-disabled children. 
For example, the growing employment rate 
since 2013 is unlikely to benefit households 
with disabled children as much as 
households without disabled children 
(Stats New Zealand, 2018b). This would 
put households with disabled children at 
a disadvantage, greatly increasing the risk 
of relative poverty. 

The United Kingdom data shows that 
sufficient disability-related allowances and 
disability-specific tax credits can sharply 
reduce the increased risk of income poverty. 
There is a clear case for increasing the 
payment rate of the current New Zealand 
disability-related allowances, and for 
exploring disability-specific tax credits. 
Alongside higher disability-related 
allowances, we need to improve the ability 

Table 2: Students at decile 1–5 and 6–10 schools in 2008 and 2017

Total 2008 Total 2017 Increase

All students at decile 1–5 schools 317,502 320,273 2,771

All students at decile 6–10 schools 433,539 469,065 35,526

Students receiving ORS funding at 
mainstream schools deciles 1–5

2,205 2,986 781

Students receiving ORS funding at 
mainstream schools deciles 6–10

2,176 2,743 567

Students receiving ORS funding at special 
schools deciles 1–5

1,942 2,599 657

Students receiving ORS funding at special 
schools deciles 6–10

237 544 307

Source: data from the Ministry of Education data requests team
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of support to help a carer/parent work, 
switch partially funded support to fully 
funded support, and provide more support 
to reduce the stress of carers/parents and/
or give them more time. This, in turn, 
should reduce the unemployment rate of 
carers/parents, as well as help prevent 
relationship breakdowns or enable sole 
parents to find new relationships. 

The key to reducing inequality between 
households with and without disabled 
children is to enable the carers/parents of 
disabled children to benefit more from 
improving economic and educational 
opportunities, either directly through 
support to work and study or indirectly 
through greater income redistribution, or, 
preferably, both. 

Data gaps

Disability identification questions are 
currently not included in the crucial 
Household Economic Survey. This is the 
key to getting better data on households 
with disabled children, including data 
on disposable income and income after 
housing costs, as well as income adjusted 
for household composition. Stats New 
Zealand is actively exploring ways to 
integrate a disability screening question set 
into the Household Economic Survey. The 
challenge is to develop a relatively short 
question set that adequately identifies a 
broad and inclusive sample of disabled 
children and adults. 

Unfortunately, the main disability 
identification question set now being used 
by Stats New Zealand, the Washington 
Group on Disability Statistics short set, is 
unsuitable for collecting data on disabled 
children (Statistics New Zealand, 2015, 
p.10; Washington Group on Disability 
Statistics, 2017, p.3). This is because 
disabled children have a very different 
impairment profile to adults in New 

Zealand. The two most common 
impairment types for disabled children are 
learning and psychological impairments, 
two areas the short set does not adequately 
cover. The main areas covered by the short 
set are areas where disabled children are 
under-represented, with the exception of 
communication/speaking (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2014d; Washington Group on 
Disability Statistics, 2010).

One possible solution is to use the child 
functioning question sets developed by the 
Washington Group and UNICEF 
(Washington Group on Disability Statistics, 
2016). The length of the child functioning 
question sets is a barrier, however, to their 
inclusion in non-disability-specific surveys. 
A solution could be for Stats New Zealand 
in partnership with others, including non-
government organisations, to develop a 
shorter localised version of the child 
functioning question sets. An alternative 
would be a shorter version of the questions 
for children used in the 2013 Disability 
Survey. 

Until a reasonably short, but reliable, 
question set is developed for measuring 
disability status in children, we are likely 
to lack data on disabled children and their 
whänau. Without reliable data on disabled 
children and their experiences, they will be 
largely invisible in current data initiatives, 
such as Treasury’s Living Standards 
Dashboard, the targets in the Child Poverty 
Reduction Bill, and Stats New Zealand’s 
Indicators Aotearoa New Zealand (Smith, 
2018; Stats New Zealand, 2018). This is 
unacceptable from a human rights and 
social justice point of view, because 
disabled children and their whänau are 
among the most disadvantaged and 
discriminated against groups in society. For 
this reason, United Nations agencies, 
disabled persons organisations and non-
government organisations recommend 

that immediate action is taken by national 
statistics offices to disaggregate more data 
on disability, especially data on the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (Inter-
agency and Expert Group on SDG 
Indicators, 2016). 

1 The UK data is from the Family Resources Survey and 
has been weighted by the recommended grossing factor. 
Note that the estimates for the UK households with 
disabled children – core definition for the 39.2% and 
47% thresholds and the UK households with disabled 
children – wide definition for the 39.2% threshold fall under 
the recommended minimum estimate size (50,000) for 
reliability used by Department of Work and Pensions and 
Office for National Statistics, 2014b. For the New Zealand 
Disability Survey data, the total responding figure is used as 
the denominator as recommended by Statistics New Zealand 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2014c).

2 Responses to Official Information Act requests to the Ministry 
of Social Development.

3 Meshblocks are areas where around 50 households live 
(Ministry of Education, 2017c). 

4 Data from the education data requests team at the Ministry 
of Education.

5 Ibid.
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School of Government Brown 
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School of Government. These Brown Bag 
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•	 Human	capital	theory:	the	end	of	a	
research	programme?

•	 How	do	we	do	things?
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Contact us to go on the mailing list for upcoming sessions at  
sog-info@vuw.ac.nz


