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INTRODUCTION

Recent debate about the level of poverty in New Zealand has focused mainly on the adequacy of current levels of income support. The term poverty, however, is widely accepted as referring more broadly to an inadequate "standard of living". As pointed out by Mack and Lansley (1985), "current cash income gives only a 'snapshot' picture and does not indicate whether people were better off or worse off in the past: if they were better off in the past they may have built up other economic resources which improve their current living standards; if worse off, they may have debts which lower their current living standards." In addition, cash income is only one (albeit very important) determinant of living standards, which will also be influenced by a range of other considerations including life-cycle stage, household size, health status, location, capacity for home production, support from family, whānau or community, and taste and preferences, among others.

While a considerable body of work has been published on questions relating to distribution of income, there is a substantial and long-standing gap in research-based information about the living standards of New Zealanders. In 1975, the Department of Social Welfare, conjointly with the (then) Department of Statistics, conducted a survey of living standards of people aged 65 years and over. From time to time in the intervening years, proposals have been made for a survey of living standards among the broader population. However, no such work has yet been carried out. Such a survey would provide useful information, not only to inform current debate about poverty and the adequacy of income support, but also to provide a deeper understanding of the distribution of living standards across New Zealand and the determinants of a household's achieved standard of living. For example, such a survey would provide accurate information and the implications of certain levels of income for the standard of living that households and families in different circumstances are able to achieve (in terms of their ability to adequately feed, house, clothe and otherwise care for their members).

In the absence of such information, it may be useful to inquire to what extent we can use information from Statistics New Zealand's Household Expenditure and Income Survey (HEIS)
 to provide proxy measures of standard of living. Although our capacity to do this will be constrained by the limitations imposed by sample numbers, in particular an under-representation of low income and Māori households, the HEIS contains information on asset ownership, the availability of amenities and expenditure levels, all of which can, along with income, be used as indicators of the standard of living of a household.

Brownlee (1990) states that in measuring standard of living, there has often been confusion as to whether what is being measured is a way of life or the level of resources which are necessary to achieve that way of life. In this context, asset ownership, the availability of amenities and expenditure levels provide indicators of a way of life, whereas income is a resource which can be used to achieve a way of life.

An earlier paper by the author (Robins 1995) examined expenditure patterns by income group. The present paper focuses on the availability of amenities. It uses 1992/93 HEIS data to examine two issues. Firstly, how well do measures that can be derived from HEIS data serve as indicators of standard of living? Secondly, what do these measures actually tell us about the relative living standards of New Zealanders? The paper will address both of these questions using the following set of measures:

a)
the proportion of households who have available at least one of each of a range of particular amenities (such as telephone, videos and washing machines);

b)
an "amenities average". This is the average of the "measure a" proportions calculated across all of the amenities included in the analysis, for particular groups of households;

c)
a "simple amenities index". This is the proportion of households with at least one telephone, at least one vehicle and at least one washing machine (that is households that have all three amenities), calculated for particular groups of households;

d)
the proportion of households with more than one of each of a range of particular amenities; and

e)
the share that accommodation costs make up of the total expenditure of a household.

There are two major limitations to using HEIS data on amenity availability to provide indicators of "standard of living". Firstly, the HEIS does not inform us as to whether the absence of an amenity from a household reflects a reduced standard of living, as a result of limited resources, or whether it reflects the preference of the household. Secondly, the HEIS does not say anything about the quality or state of repair of the amenities. These considerations mean that it will be necessary to exercise some caution in interpreting the results of the following analyses. Nevertheless, it would still seem reasonable to hypothesise that households with a low level of amenities are existing at a lower standard of living than those with higher levels of amenities.

For the purpose of the analysis households have been classified into the following groupings
 by equivalent
 disposable income:

· lowest $0 - $14,999 (17% of all households);

· lower $0 - $19,999
 (43% of households);

· middle $20,000 - $39,999 (39% of households); and

· high $40,000 and over (18% of households); and

· all $0 and over.

A second grouping was made of a subset of households reliant on income support; these were classified into households whose main source of income was social welfare benefits (referred to in further discussion as "beneficiary households") and households whose main source of income was National Superannuation
 (referred to as "National Superannuitant households").

The first section of the paper uses measures a, b, c and d to look at how the distribution of the availability of amenities varies with income and examines their distribution amongst households reliant on income support. This section provides some discussion of the factors, such as life-cycle stage, underlying these distributions.

The second section examines the way in which housing tenure and accommodation costs (using measure e) affect "standard of living" (as indicated by measures a, b and c).

The third section compares the availability of amenities within Māori households with that in the average household, and breaks this down by housing tenure and the share of total expenditure made up by accommodation costs.

The concluding section comments on how well the HEIS data serve as a source of information on "standard of living", summarises the major results pertaining to "standard of living" and focuses attention on some broad areas of concern for policy makers.

the relationship between household income

And the availability of amenities

The amenities examined in this paper are as follows: telephone, washing machine, clothes dryer, fridge or fridge/freezer, deep freeze, colour television and video. Vehicle ownership is also examined. The range of amenity variables available through the HEIS is wider than this.

The HEIS question about amenities was phrased, "Are there in this dwelling …" Therefore the analysis covers not only amenities actually owned by the household but also those that are rented, either directly (such as a television or video) or indirectly, in that the household has access to amenities that are provided with a rented dwelling. It is common practice, for instance, for rental dwellings to be equipped with a telephone, washing machine and fridge or fridge/freezer. A separate question was asked about the number of vehicles owned or borrowed by the household; however, use of the term vehicles in this paper refers only to those vehicles (including trucks and motor bikes) actually owned by a household.

The Availability of Amenities by Income Group

The proportion of households that had at least one of each of the amenities listed in Table 1 increases with household equivalent disposable income. However, the availability of amenities is less varied than might be expected from the much larger variations in equivalent income.

Across all households the most common amenities were a fridge or fridge/freezer (owned by 99% of all households), a telephone (94%) and a colour television (93%). With the exception of fridges or fridge/freezers and colour television, there is a notable gap between the proportion of lowest and lower income households, and the proportion of middle and high income households, that had each of the amenities.

The amenities with the largest variation in availability across the income groups were clothes dryers and videos. Around half of the households in the lowest and lower income groups had these items compared with around four fifths of those in the highest income group.

Eighty one per cent of households in the lowest income group and 88% of households in the lower income group had a telephone compared with 100% of households in the highest income group. The absence of a telephone reduces people's ability to stay in touch with their support networks, access services, participate in community groups and ring for help in an emergency. In some localities these problems had exacerbated as there are whole neighbourhoods without a telephone. The comparatively low level of availability of telephones in low income households also has implications for the way in which their views are represented in social research (since an increasing proportion of this work is being carried out by way of telephone surveys).

Table 1 Proportion of Households with Selected Amenities by Equivalent Disposable Income Group

	
	Lowest

(%)
	Lower

(%)
	Middle

(%)
	High

(%)
	All

(%)

	Telephone
	81
	88
	97
	100
	94

	Washing machine
	77
	77
	94
	95
	87

	Clothes dryer
	51
	49
	66
	79
	61

	Fridge or fridge/freezer
	98
	99
	100
	100
	99

	Deep freeze
	50
	51
	59
	57
	56

	Colour TV
	90
	91
	95
	96
	93

	Video
	59
	54
	77
	84
	69

	Vehicle
	76
	77
	94
	95
	87

	Amenities average
	73
	73
	85
	88
	81


Seventy six per cent of lowest income households owned at least one vehicle compared with 94% of middle income and 95% of high income households. It needs to be borne in mind that, although a household may own a vehicle, it may not meet their needs for transport if they cannot afford to maintain and run it.

Alongside these figures it is interesting to note that 79% of lowest income households incurred expenditure on vehicle operating costs
 compared with 88% of all households. Thus 1.4% of all households and 3.7% of lowest income households paid vehicle-related expenses for vehicles they did not own, but presumably made use of. Seventeen per cent of lowest and 19% of lower income households incurred expenditure on short distance public transport, similar to the 21% of all households which incurred this type of expenditure.

The difference in the proportions of households spending on vehicle operating costs between the lowest and lower income groups and all households is more pronounced than the difference in the proportion of these households spending on local public transport. This is because for low income households public transport can act as a substitute for running a vehicle, whereas for higher income households it is more likely to act as a complement to vehicle ownership.

The amenities average is a summary statistic which can be used for making general comparisons across categories. It should not be regarded as an "index of amenity availability" or as a measure of the proportion of households deprived of amenities. A major drawback is that it does not attempt to apply any other than an equal weighting to the importance of each item. The amenities average indicates a significantly lower level of amenity availability within the lowest and lower income groups compared with middle and high income households. However, it shows little difference between middle and high income households. It also shows no difference between the lowest and lower income groups.

The Availability of Amenities for Households Reliant on Income Support

There is particular interest in examining the availability of amenities within low income households. Looking at these households on the basis of their source of income contributes to an understanding of the factors, such as lifecycle stage, which underlie the distributions, as well as the implications of the lack of particular amenities. Table 2 shows the proportion of households with at least one of each amenity by source of income for low income households.

Table 2 Availability of Amenities by Main Source of Income for Households Reliant on Income Support

	
	Benefit
	National Super

	
	($)
	($)

	Mean disposable income
	15,889
	14,843

	Mean equiv. Disp. Income
	13,594
	17,742

	(%)
	(%)
	

	Telephone
	72
	95

	Washing machine
	67
	74

	Clothes dryer
	43
	40

	Fridge or fridge/freezer
	97
	100

	Deep freeze
	41
	51

	Colour TV`
	87
	93

	Video
	53
	41

	Vehicle
	66
	74

	Amenities average
	66
	71


Households whose main source of income was social welfare benefits had lower levels of amenities than households in the lowest income group (see Table 1). There was a relatively low proportion of beneficiary households with a washing machine (67%) and with a telephone (72%). Households without a washing machine may have to resort to paying to use a laundromat or doing their washing by hand. On the other hand, in some cases communal washing machines and driers may be available to those who live in large blocks of flats. Even though public telephones are available (and working) in many localities, the lack of a telephone can be a substantial hindrance to job search activity and to people's availability to be contacted for casual work opportunities. Eighty seven per cent of beneficiary households did, however, have a colour television. For those not participating in paid work, television can be an important means of feeling in contact with society.

Although National Superannuitant households had a lower level of amenities than all households (as shown in Table 1), they had a considerably higher level of amenities than beneficiary households. This is likely to be a result of their later stage in the life-cycle, which means that they have been able to accumulate amenities over time. Videos and clothes dryers have only become widely owned amongst the general public relatively recently and these are the two items for which National Superannuitant households had a lower level of availability than beneficiary households. On the other hand, the better-off position of National Superannuitant households compared with beneficiary households may be qualified by some other considerations. To the extent that the amenities in National Superannuitant households have been on average owned for a longer time than those available to other household types, they are likely to be at a lower level of maintenance. And, unlike other low income households which may be in this situation only temporarily, most National Superannuitant households can expect to remain on a low income.

The relatively low level of National Superannuitant households with a washing machine (74%) may create some difficulties for this group, particularly as elderly people are likely to experience more strain from alternative arrangements, such as hand washing or taking their laundry to another place to wash it, than younger people. In some cases a home help, district nurse or friends and relatives may be assisting with laundry.

The "Simple Amenities Index" by Income Group

Previous work by Mowbray (unpublished 1984) identified the availability of at least one vehicle, at least one telephone and at least one washing machine (that is at least all three amenities at once) as being, at that time, more closely correlated with income than other combinations of amenities that were examined. Table 3 compares this simple index with the amenities average by income group.

Table 3: Comparison of Simple Amenities Index with Amenities Average

	At least one:
	Lowest

(%)
	Lower

(%)
	Middle
(%)
	High

(%)
	All
(%)

	Telephone
	81
	88
	97
	100
	94

	Vehicle
	76
	77
	94
	95
	87

	Washing machine
	77
	77
	94
	95
	87

	m.v. & ph. & w.m.
	66
	69
	91
	94
	82

	Amenities average
	73
	73
	85
	88
	81


There is a remarkable similarity in the proportion of households with at least one vehicle and washing machine within each income group (to within one percentage point). Telephones, although having a higher level of availability, show a not dissimilar distribution. These items can therefore be added together without creating offsetting effects.

Eighty two per cent of all households had at least one motor vehicle, telephone and washing machine. A considerably lower proportion of lowest and lower income households were in this position (66% and 69%, respectively) and a higher proportion of middle and high income households (91% and 94%, respectively).

If, despite the caveats mentioned earlier, the amenities average is viewed as a crude indicator of standard of living, it indicates a narrower range of variation in standard of living across the income groups than does the simple index developed by Mowbray
.

The very high frequencies for telephones, washing machines and vehicle ownership among the middle and high income groups indicate that these are regarded as necessities in "middle New Zealand", so that any household which lacks at least one of these can be considered to be in a state of relative deprivation. This gives the simple amenities index some validity as a measure of living standard.

Households with More than One of an Amenity

Table 4 shows the percentage of households which had more than one of a range of selected amenities. As the table shows, households with more than one colour television, vehicle and fridge or fridge/freezer are not uncommon across all income groups. Around one fifth of households in the lowest and lower income groups had more than one colour television compared with half of high income households and 34% of all households. Around 30% of households in the lowest and lower income groups had more than one vehicle compared with over half of the households in the middle and high income groups.

Table 4 Proportion of Households With More than One of a Selected Range of Amenities

	
	Income Groups
	Income Support

	
	All

(%)
	Lowest

(%)
	Lower

(%)
	Middle

(%)
	High

(%)
	Ben

(%)
	N.S.

(%)

	Fridge or fridge/freezer
	14
	8
	9
	16
	22
	4
	11

	Colour TV
	34
	19
	22
	41
	49
	13
	25

	Vehicle
	45
	30
	29
	55
	63
	24
	20


Beneficiary households had a lower level of multiple amenities than the lowest income group; for example only 13% of beneficiary households had more than one colour television and 24% had more than one vehicle, compared with 19% and 30% respectively.

A higher proportion of National Superannuitant households had more than one fridge or fridge/freezer (11%) and colour television (24%) than beneficiary households (4% and 13%, respectively). However, only 20% of National Superannuitant households owned more than one vehicle, slightly less than the 24% of beneficiary households, reflecting their smaller average household size.

impact of housing tenure and leveL of acCommodation

Costs on "standard of living"

Accommodation costs
 make up 21% of the average household expenditure of the lowest income group compared with 16% of that for all households. They represent a fixed cost in that as long as a household stays in its current dwelling there is little flexibility to adjust the level of expenditure. The share that accommodation costs make up of the total expenditure
 of a household therefore can have a determinate influence on that household's standard of living. However, it should also be recognised that the quality of the home makes a contribution to a household's "standard of living". Some people may opt for higher cost accommodation because they place a higher priority on the quality of their home, while others may prefer to live in lower cost housing and free up money for other expenditures.

This section of the paper first examines the relationship between housing tenure and the availability of amenities. It then examines the relationship between the share that accommodation costs make up of total expenditure and the availability of amenities.

Relationship Between Housing Tenure and Availability of Amenities

A major determinant of the level of household accommodation costs is housing tenure. Table 5 examines the relationship between housing tenure and the availability of the three amenities - telephone, washing machine and vehicle.

Table 5 Amenity Availability by Housing Tenure

	
	Income Groups
	Income Support Households

	
	All
	
	
	Lowest
	
	Benefit
	
	Nat Super

	
	R
	M
	F
	R
	M
	F
	R
	M
	F
	R
	M
	F

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	% in group

	23
	34
	40
	40
	32
	24
	55
	27
	16
	17
	6
	76

	Telephone
	82
	97
	98
	69
	88
	91
	64
	82
	84
	85
	96
	97

	Washing machine
	74
	94
	89
	63
	86
	87
	57
	80
	80
	44
	81
	80

	Vehicle
	73
	94
	89
	61
	85
	87
	55
	78
	80
	44
	81
	80

	Amenities average

	68
	87
	83
	62
	79
	82
	59
	73
	77
	52
	72
	75

	Simple index
	62
	91
	87
	47
	77
	81
	40
	70
	70
	36
	73
	77


R=renting, M=owned with mortgage, F=  mortgage free
"Amenity availability" refers to the situation where an amenity exits in a household even if the amenity is actually owned by a landlord or other person who is not a member of the household. Even so, renting households, among all the groups examined in Table 5, had a lower level of amenity availability than mortgaged or mortgage-free households, which had a similar level to each other. The level of amenity availability of those with a mortgage-free home in the lowest income group is similar to that for all mortgage-free households, whereas households paying rent or mortgage in the lowest group had a considerably lower level of availability than the average of all households with these costs. This reflects the later stage in the life-cycle of those with mortgage-free homes such that they have had more time to accumulate amenities.

The amenities average and the simple amenities index indicate a wider gap in amenity availability between households who rent and those who own homes than between those owning homes with and without a mortgage. The difference between renting and mortgaged households in the level of amenity availability might be even greater were it not for the tendency of many people when they decide to raise a mortgage and buy a house to accept a trade-off in terms of lower standard of living.

A higher proportion of beneficiary households rent their own homes than National Superannuitant households (55% compared with 17%)
. Beneficiary households renting their homes had the lowest level of telephone availability (64%). National Superannuitant households renting their homes had, at 44%, the lowest level of availability of a washing machine, although renting beneficiaries (at 57%) also had a low level. Again this raises the question of what alternative arrangements these renting households are making for their laundry requirements. Some of these households may have access to a community laundry facility - within a council flat complex, for instance. But for many others, the lack of a washing machine may pose some difficulties. Renting National Superannuitant households also had low levels of ownership of vehicles (44%).

Impact of Level of Accommodation Costs on

The Availability of Amenities

To examine the impact of the level of accommodation costs, households have been divided into two groups, those whose accommodation costs make up less than 25% of total expenditure (referred to in following discussion as "low-share accommodation-cost households") and those whose accommodation costs make up 25% or more of total expenditure (referred to in following discussion as "high-share accommodation-cost households").

Table 6 gives the proportion of households having selected amenities in the high and low-share accommodation-cost groups. The table also shows the proportions of households in the high and low-share groups. As the table shows, 58% of beneficiary households had high-share accommodation costs, compared with only 15% of National Superannuitant households and 28% of all households.

Table 6 Availability of Amenities by Share that Accommodation Costs Make Up Of Total Expenditure

	
	Income Groups
	Income Support Households

	
	Lowest
	All
	
	Benefit
	Nat Super

	Accom cost % Exp
	<25
	25+
	<25
	25+
	<25
	25+
	<25
	25+

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	% in group
	54
	46
	72
	28
	42
	58
	85
	15

	Amenities:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Telephone
	89
	72
	97
	85
	82
	64
	97
	87

	Washing machine
	86
	66
	91
	78
	81
	58
	79
	44

	Vehicle
	85
	64
	91
	77
	80
	56
	79
	44

	Amenities average
	79
	65
	83
	73
	74
	60
	86
	62

	Simple index
	77
	50
	88
	66
	68
	41
	76
	30


The amenities average and the simple amenities index indicate that across all households those with high-share accommodation costs had lower levels of amenity availability than those with low-share accommodation costs. For the lowest income group there was a particularly large difference between the high and low-share accommodation-cost groups in the availability of washing machines and ownership of vehicles.

For National Superannuitant households, too, there was a significant difference in levels of availability of washing machines and vehicles when households are broken down by accommodation-cost share. The proportion of National Superannuitant households with high-share accommodation costs that had a washing machine (at 44%) and a vehicle (also 44%) was the same as the proportion of renting National Superannuitant households with these items (also both 44%).

Beneficiary households with high-share accommodation costs also had a lower level of amenity availability than those with low-share accommodation costs. The proportion of beneficiary households with high-share accommodation costs that had a telephone (at 64%), a washing machine (at 58%) and owned a vehicle (at 56%) was the same or very similar to the proportion of renting beneficiary households which had these items (64%, 57% and 55% respectively).

Beneficiary households were less likely to have telephones than National Superannuitant households (among both low and high-share accommodation-cost groups). Washing machines and vehicles, however, showed more complex patterns. Among the low-share accommodation-cost group, beneficiary and National Superannuitant households had similar levels of availability of these items, while among the high-share group, National Superannuitant households were less likely to have either a washing machine or a vehicle.

Overall, it appears from the results of the two preceding analyses that households which rent their homes or whose accommodation costs make up a high share of their total expenditure, and are also reliant on income support, have a substantially reduced capacity to afford to either own or rent (directly, or indirectly along with a dwelling) a range of amenities. This would appear to indicate a reduced standard of living among these particular groups.

THE "standard of living" of MĀori HOUSEHOLDS

COMPARED WITH ALL HOUSEHOLDS

The average "Māori household"
 has a disposable income of $27,105, which is 86% of the average disposable income of all households. On an equivalent income basis, the income of the average Māori household is 78% that of all households, which reflects the larger size of Māori households. Lower incomes, together with the younger age structure of the Māori population, make it unsurprising that, as shown in Table 7, the level of amenities available to Māori households was lower than that for all households. There is a lower proportion of Māori households with a telephone (79% compared with 94% of all households). The implications of a lack of a telephone were discussed earlier in the paper.

Table 7 Availability of Amenities by Housing Tenure for Māori Households Compared with All Households

	
	Amenity
	Amenity Availability by Housing Tenure


	
	Availability
	Renting
	Mortgage
	Freehold

	
	Māori
	All
	Māori
	All
	Māori
	All
	Māori
	All

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	% in groups

	11
	100
	33
	23
	20
	34
	43
	40

	Amenities:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Telephone
	79
	94
	67
	82
	88
	97
	90
	98

	Washing machine
	81
	87
	70
	74
	90
	94
	89
	89

	Clothes dryer
	49
	61
	35
	40
	66
	74
	50
	62

	Fridge or fridge/freezer
	98
	99
	98
	98
	99
	100
	100
	100

	Deep freeze
	52
	56
	35
	31
	53
	59
	80
	66

	Colour TV
	89
	93
	85
	88
	93
	95
	91
	95

	Video
	66
	69
	53
	55
	80
	81
	72
	66

	Vehicle
	80
	87
	69
	73
	89
	94
	88
	89

	Amenities average
	74
	81
	64
	68
	82
	87
	83
	83


There is a greater similarity in levels of amenity availability between Māori and all households when the figures are broken down by tenure. As shown in Table 7, a higher proportion of Māori households were paying rent compared with all households, whereas a lower proportion were paying off a mortgage. The proportion of Māori households with freehold homes was similar to that for all households. Māori households that were renting and those paying off a mortgage appeared to have a slightly lower level of amenity availability than all households in these tenure categories. However, Māori freehold households appear to have a similar level of amenities available to that of all freehold households, although the pattern of availability was different. For instance, the proportion of freehold households with deep freezes and videos was higher amongst Māori, whereas the proportion with telephones and clothes dryers was lower.

As shown in Table 8, Māori households with low-share accommodation costs had a similar level of amenity availability to that of all households with low-share accommodation costs. Māori households with high-share accommodation costs had a lower level of amenity availability on average than all households with high-share accommodation costs. Māori households with high-share accommodation costs had a level of amenity availability not dissimilar to beneficiary households, however, the proportion with a telephone was lower at 65%.

Table 8 Availability of Amenities by Level of Accommodation Costs for Māori Households Compared with All Households

	
	Māori
	
	All
	

	Accom cost % Exp
	<25
	25+
	<25
	25+

	Ave persons in hld
	3.5
	3.1
	2.7
	2.9

	% in group
	59
	41
	72
	28

	Amenities
	
	
	
	

	Telephone
	88
	65
	97
	85

	Washing machine
	90
	68
	91
	78

	Clothes dryer
	57
	38
	64
	53

	Fridge or fridge/freezer
	99
	97
	97
	98

	Deep freeze
	63
	35
	61
	41

	Colour TV
	94
	83
	94
	90

	Video
	74
	56
	70
	64

	Vehicle
	89
	66
	91
	77

	Amenities average
	82
	64
	83
	73


CONCLUSIONS

This paper has used 1992/93 HEIS data to examine two issues. Firstly, how well do measures that can be derived from HEIS data serve as indicators of standard of living? Secondly, what do these measures actually tell us about the relative living standards of New Zealanders?

In addressing the first question, it was noted that a major limitation to using HEIS data to provide indicators of "standard of living" is that the HEIS does not inform us as to whether the absence of an amenity from a household reflects a reduced standard of living as a result of limited resources, or whether it reflects the preference of the household. In particular this made it difficult to compare households at different stages of the life-cycle (e.g. National Superannuitant compared with beneficiary households) as these household types tend to have different preferences and tastes. In addition, the HEIS does not provide any information on the quality and state of repair of amenities. Quality and state of repair are related to the age of the amenity, which is also related to the life-cycle stage of the household. These considerations mean that the findings should be treated with some caution.

Despite these limitations, the indicators do provide information on the range of material resources available to households and hence serve as an indirect measure of their way of life or standard of living. In addition, amenity availability is positively correlated with income and negatively correlated with the proportion of household expenditure on accommodation costs, which provides further support for their use as measures of living standards. Thus we can be reasonably confident in concluding that, where the data show particular types of households to have low levels of amenities, these households are existing at a lower standard of living than those with higher levels of amenities.

In examining what the measures told us about the relative living standards of New Zealanders, it was found that:

· the proportion of households with each of the amenities examined increased with household equivalent disposable income. Nevertheless, the range of variation in levels of amenity availability was somewhat less than might be expected from the large range of variation in equivalent income.

· both the amenities average
 and the simple amenities index indicate a significantly lower level of amenity availability within the lowest and lower equivalent disposable income groups than middle and high income households. These statistics showed little difference between middle and high income households;

· both National Superannuitant and beneficiary households had a lower level of amenity availability on average than all households, although national Superannuitant households had a considerably higher level of amenity availability than beneficiary households, reflecting for the most part their much later stage in the life-cycle - as amenities have been able to be accumulated over time;

· households whose accommodation costs made up 25% or more of their total expenditure (referred to as high-share accommodation costs) had lower levels of amenity availability than those with low-share accommodation costs;

· households which are reliant on income support and which either rent their homes or had accommodation costs greater than 25% of their total expenditure, have, on the basis of the indicators used in this paper, a particularly low standard of living; and

· the level of amenities available to Māori households was lower than that for all households with a relatively low proportion (79%) of Māori households with a telephone. Māori households with high-share accommodation costs had lower levels of amenity availability again, indicating that they were at a further degree of disadvantage. Only 65% of Māori households with high-share accommodation costs had a telephone and 68& had a washing machine, compared with 85% and 78% respectively of all households with high-share accommodation costs. By comparison, 94% of all households had a telephone and 87% had a washing machine.

Policy Implications

Although the level of analysis undertaken in this paper does not lend itself to specific policy conclusions, some concerns stand out as requiring further attention.

· For households reliant on income support, the share that accommodation costs make up of total expenditure appears to have a strong association with the standard of living a household is able to achieve. However, it needs to be borne in mind that some people may opt for higher cost accommodation because they consider the quality of their home to contribute to their standard of living.

· The lack of availability of a telephone and a washing machine to many low income households, particularly those that are renting or have high-share accommodation costs relative their overall budgets, is of some concern.

· The lowest levels of telephone availability were found amongst beneficiary households which either rented their accommodation or had high-share accommodation costs. Only 64% of these households had a telephone available. Even though public telephones are available (and working) in many localities, the lack of a telephone reduces people's ability to stay in touch with their support networks, access services, participate in community groups, ring for help in an emergency and, in the case of job seekers, can be a substantial hindrance to job search activity and to people's availability to be contact for casual work opportunities.

· The lowest levels of availability of a washing machine were found amongst National Superannuitant households which either rented their accommodation or had high-share accommodation costs. Only 44% of these households had a washing machine available. Renting beneficiaries also had a low level of washing machine availability (at 57%). Elderly people are likely to experience more strain from alternative arrangements, such as hand washing or taking their laundry to another place to wash it, than younger people. However in some cases a home help, district nurse or friends and relatives may be assisting with laundry. It should also be noted that these figures may underestimate the availability of washing machines, since people living in council flats may have access to communal laundry facilities.

In conclusion, the availability of amenities to households, while affected by income level, housing costs, age groups and ethnicity, is less varied than might be expected from the much larger variations in equivalent income. Nevertheless, despite the relatively high levels of amenity availability across the general population, there is some evidence of relative deprivation among particular sub-populations, which raises questions about their well-being.
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� This survey is now known as the Household Economic Survey, but the former title is used in this paper, since the data examined are for a year when it was known by its former title


� Households with negative equivalent disposable incomes have not been included in either of the groupings. Households whose main source of income was from self-employment, wages and salaries or "other" have not been included in the (ii) grouping.


� Using the Jensen 1988 revised scale.


� Although the Lowest income group is entirely contained by the Lower group, it is of interest to examine the two separately because their compositions are quite different in terms of main source income. Within the lowest group, 51% of households had social welfare benefits as their main source of income compared with 26% in the lower group. Eight percent of lowest group households had National Superannuation as their main source of income compared with 37% of the lower group. Within both groups, 29% of households were wage/salary earners. In comparison, across all households, 56% had wages/salaries, 12% had social welfare benefits and 21% had National Superannuation as their main source of income.


� The mean disposable income across all households was $31,573 and the mean equivalent disposable income was $28,115.


� National Superannuation has been referred to as New Zealand Superannuation since 1 April 1994. The term National Superannuation has been retained in the paper, however, because it was known as this at the time of the survey.


� Those not examined in this report are oven, microwave, dish washer, black and white television, subscriber TV decoder, home computer and a range of heating appliances and fixtures including central heating.


� Vehicle operating costs consist of fuel for road vehicles, vehicle supplies (such as oil, antifreeze and brake fluid), parts and equipment for vehicle repair and maintenance, statutory fees for road vehicles, maintenance, repair and modification services for road vehicles and parking fees, but do not include vehicle accessories, hire of rental cars or vehicle selling costs.


� Apart from the fact that the domain of items included in each measure is different, the difference between the results from the two measures can be explained by the fact that the former is an average measure, while the latter is a cumulative measure (in that it adds together the effect of deprivation on the three items, so that if any household is missing any one item it will reduce the value of the measure). For this reason, the simple index would be expected to give lower values than the average figure where the domain of items included in both statistics is the same. In this case, however, the amenities average contains items whose frequency is lower on average than the items contained in the simple index which explains the higher values of the amenities average for the middle and high income groups.


� This table does not examine telephone and washing machine because in the database used for this analysis these variables were only available in a form which indicated whether the household had at least one of them or not. Clothes dryer, deep freeze and video have been excluded as levels of multiple ownership are low.


� Accommodation costs represent the sum of expenditures on mortgage payments, property rent, rent for private dwellings, boarding house and student accommodation (not paid with formal fees) and payments to local authorities.


� Gross expenditure less refunds and winnings from gambling. In contrast to the common practice of Statistics New Zealand, insurance claim receipts and the value of trade-ins have not been subtracted from gross expenditure.


� Households in rental-free homes are not included in this table.


� This average is calculated across the eight amenities listed in Table 1.


� As a result of this, each tenure group of beneficiary households has a higher average level of amenity availability than each tenure group of National Superannuitant households, despite the overall higher average of all National Superannuation households (as shown in Table 2).


� Households with at least one Māori adult.


� Rental-free households are excluded from this table.


� The proportion of Māori households and of all households which were in each tenure category.


� The proportion of households which had at least one of a particular amenity, averaged across eight selected amenities, for a particular group of households.





