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Photographs by 
Peter James Quinn

Greymouth mines rescue ‘proto-
team’ Phil Chandler, Wayne Stewart, 
Russell Smith and Doug Burt during 
a training drill in a disused bath-house 
at Runanga, West Coast. A levy on coal 
funds the Mines Rescue service in 
New Zealand (1994)
In 2013 there were 663 people who gave 
their occupation as ‘miner’.

The Speaker, Jonathan Hunt, Clerk 
of  The House, David McGee, and 
Serjeant-at-Arms, Brent Smith, with 
the ceremonial mace, Parliament, 
Wellington (2002)
Between 2006 and 2013 the number 
of clerical workers fell from 186,132 to 
158,211. In the same period, the number 
of ICT professionals increased from 30,390 
to 40,017, while the number of chief 
executives, general managers and 
legislators rose from 67,965 to 71,562.

Mauga Tuia’s Otahuhu barbershop, 
Great South Road, Auckland. Tuia 
had recently migrated from his 
native Samoa in 2000 (2002)
In 2009 more than nine out of ten migrants 
stated they were either satisfied or very 
satisfied with life in New Zealand.

Work is a part of our individual and 
collective identities and consumes a 
major part of our daily lives. Peter James 
Quinn has been capturing images of 
New Zealanders at work for the past 
thirty years. Over the span of his career, 

major shifts in what work looks like 
in New Zealand can be seen.
The employment rate has risen over 
the last 30 years. The composition of the 
workforce has also changed over time: 
more women and people over the age of 

60 are now in employment. At the same 
time, young people are staying in study 
or training for longer.

Beyond the personal stories captured 
by Quinn, data-driven insights from Stats 
NZ help us see the bigger picture.

Why are we working?

Blood-soaked Base Westrupp, after 
a day docking lambs at Kiteroa 
Station, East Cape, using the cruder 
‘cut-and-bite’ method for collecting 
‘mountain oysters’ (1994)
In 2012 eight out of ten people employed 
as labourers stated they were satisfied or 
very satisfied with their job.

People in employment have higher overall life 
satisfaction than people who are unemployed.
Nearly nine of ten employed people are either ‘satisfied’ 
or ‘very satisfied’ in their main job.
Almost one-third of all working women are mothers. 
Flexible start and end times, and the option of part-time 
work were the more common types of flexible work 
arrangements offered by businesses. Having flexibility at 
work helps both single parents, and families where both 
parents work, to balance their work and family needs.
8 of 10 employed people are either satisfied or very 
satisfied with their work-life balance.
People who are very satisfied with their job are more likely 
to have high overall life satisfaction. Those employed also 
more likely to feel their income is enough or even more than 
enough to meet everyday needs.



How much are  
we earning?

Auckland City Council worker, 
Makoni Tonga, has spent 15 years 
cleaning the streets since moving 
to New Zealand from Tonga. 
Karangahape Road, Auckland (2013)
In 2010 the number of Pacific Peoples in 
the NZ workforce was 102,200. By 2018 
this figure had risen to 156,700. In 2010 
the employment rate for Pacific Peoples 
was 52% rising to 60.7% in 2018.

In Wellington, Dictionary of New 
Zealand Biography assistant editor, 
Nancy Swarbrick, fact checks some 
15,000 files to ensure accuracy 
before publication (1998)
In 2017 New Zealand’s book publishing 
industry made $113,000,000 employing 
530 people. 

Pastoral Co-ordinator, Sister Catherine 
O’Neill, of the Sisters of Mercy order, 
attends to residents at the Atawhai 
Assisi Home for The Elderly (2000)
An increasing number of New Zealand 
residents aged 65+ are employed. In the 
week before the 2013 Census, 129,513 
people aged 65+ were in full-time or part- 
time employment. This was up from 81,369 
in 2006 and 49,935 in 2001.

Paralympian, Kevin Aleksich, had 
his cancerous left leg amputated 
just after his 21st birthday in 1987. 
It hasn’t stopped him representing 
New Zealand in competitive downhill 
skiing competitions, Queenstown 
(1998)
In the June 2018 quarter, 22.3 percent 
of disabled people were working. This 
compares with 70.0 percent of 
nondisabled people.

At the East St corner, Kirra Lee 
begins a Saturday night shift on 
Karangahape Road, Auckland (2013)
The Prostitution Reform Act came 
into effect in 2003. However, in the 
2013 census 60 people gave their 
occupation as ‘Sex Worker or Escort’.

What are we  
doing for work?

Cable logging “skiddy” crew 
members, Shane Learmond (centre) 
and Mike Derrett prune and process 
logs on a “dump” site in the 
Raukumara Range, East Cape (2002)
Between 2002 and 2018 the contribution 
to the economy from forestry and logging 
increased from $1 billion to $1.5 billion.

On Opiki Station, Te Puia Springs, 
Highway 35, East Cape, shearers 
Robin Chaffey and Rob McKenzie 
take a break to oil their handpieces 
(1995)
Sheep numbers decreased in all regions 
between 1994 and 2017, with national 
numbers decreasing 44 percent (from 49.5 
million to 27.5 million). In the same period 
numbers of dairy cows increased by 70%. 

Divine Coffee Roasters barista, Dana 
Morgan, in her mobile coffee cart 
that has held the same position for 
eight years at the Saturday market in 
Montgomery Square, Nelson (2011)
In 2013 the number of people who put 
‘Barista’ down as their occupation was 
4,872. For the 2006 Census there is no 
mention of ‘Barista’ on the classification 
counts. 

A lot has changed in 30 years — in our economy 
and our society — and the workforce is no exception.
For example, the workforce is now more highly qualified, 
with more people having a degree compared to 30 years 
ago. In the last 15 years we have seen more people being 
employed in management and professional roles, while 
the number of labourers has declined. We have also seen 
an increase in the number of self-employed managers.
Today, more than one in seven people employed 
people work in retail trade, accommodation and food 
services. The largest proportion of men in employment 
work in either manufacturing, construction industries, 
or professional, scientific, technical, administration and 
support services. One in three women work in the health-  
care and social assistance or retail and accommodation 
industries.

In the last ten years, average annual household income 
increased by more than 40 percent. However, one-third 
of people feel their current household income is either 
not enough or only just enough to meet their everyday 
needs.
Median hourly earnings from wages and salaries were 
$25.00 in 2018, compared to $19.55 in 2009. The gender 
pay gap has been trending down — falling by more than 
40 percent since 1998. However, while the gap has been 
closing, on average women are still paid less for an hour’s 
work than men.
The gender pay gap is caused partly by men and 
women working in different occupations and industries, 
or by interrupted and changing working patterns due to 
parenthood.
Median weekly income for disabled people is currently 
about half that of non-disabled people. Disabled people 
are more likely to receive some or all their income from 
government payments and are less likely to earn income 
from wages and salaries, or self-employment.



Who is working?

Seasonal worker, Niral Devi from 
Punjab, works on Great South Road 
in Bombay, Auckland at the packhouse 
Master & Sons, who have been in the 
onion business for more than 60 years 
(2002)
The majority (82.1 percent) of jobs in the 
horticulture industry are short term and 
last 1–9 months. In 2003 around one in 
three short-term jobs were seasonal or 
held by an overseas worker temporarily 
in New Zealand. The remaining two-thirds 
were held by casual workers living in 
New Zealand.

Auckland Hospital neurosurgeon, 
Mr Edward Mee, performs a four- 
hour long operation on a patient 
to remove a brain tumour (1998)
In 2018 the median individual net worth 
for someone whose highest qualification 
was a Masters or Doctorate degree was 
$210,000, while for someone whose 
highest qualification was a level 4 
certificate the figure drops to $152,000.

Ngati Haka Patuheuheu kapa haka 
performers depart the Tūhoe Ahurei 
festival in Ruatoki (2013)
In 2017 there were 2,529 businesses 
classified as creative artists, musicians, 
writers and performers, employing 
730 people, and earning $313m.

After losing his best friend to cancer, 
Rex Innis of Hikutaia has let the 
Cancer Society pick daffodils from 
his Hauraki Plains plot for their 
annual appeal each spring (1998)
People who earn between $500 and 
$1,000 a week are more likely to do 
volunteer work directly for other people, 
whereas those who earn $1,500 and over 
are more likely to do volunteer work for 
an organisation.

Where are we working? Norman Num (centre right), the 
owner of Diamond Chinese 
Takeaways, directs staff (he brought 
to New Zealand from remote rural 
Cantonese villages) on a busy Friday 
night in his family owned business, 
operating in Greenlane, Auckland for 
29 years when this image was made 
(2002)
In 2017 the Takeaway food services 
industry made $2,512,000,000 and 
employed 25,600 people.

Midwife, Jenny Johnston, does 
a final weighin at six weeks in the 
harbour-side home of Elizabeth 
Church and Peter Kopp, the baby’s 
parents in Whitianga. Each year, 
Jenny travelled over 40,000 
kilometres around the torturous 
roads of the Coromandel Peninsula 
(1996)
In 2013, 2478 people gave the occupation 
as ‘midwife’. In 1996, that number was 1956.

Stock-man, Ron Brown and his side- 
kick Luke Abbott herding cattle along 
Highway 35, Opape, East Cape (1995)
As at 2012, just under half of New 
Zealand’s land area was covered by natural 
land cover types, like native forest (26 per 
cent). By contrast, 51 percent of our land 
area had modified land cover, like urban 
areas, farmland and exotic vegetation.

Over the last 30 years the workforce has become 
more diverse.
Women now make up almost half the paid workforce 
(48 percent). This compares with about 42 percent in 
1986. However, more women than men are employed 
in part-time jobs.
People aged 65 years and over are staying in paid 
work longer than 30 years ago. Back then, just over one 
percent of people employed were aged 65 years and 
older. Now the 65+ share is six percent.
The New Zealand workforce has also become more 
ethnically diverse. Asian and Pacific peoples each now 
make up a larger proportion of those in employment 
than they did ten years ago.
Almost a quarter of disabled people are in employment. 
This is three times less likely than non-disabled people. On 
average, employed disabled people worked fewer hours 
per week than employed non-disabled people, and were 
more likely to work part-time.

Employment rates are highest in the Taranaki and 
Wellington regions, but the Auckland region has the 
highest overall number of people in employment. 
Auckland is also the region with the fastest growing 
population — all 21 local boards showing recent growth. 
Auckland has the highest percentage of the population 
driving a car to work, and Wellington has the lowest —  
instead it has the highest percentage of people walking 
or taking the bus to work.
For a long time New Zealand has been known as a highly 
urbanised country. Over 84 percent of the population 
lives in urban areas. Moves from rural to urban areas are 
mostly driven by economic and employment reasons, 
but education can also be an important factor. Moves 
from urban to rural areas are mainly prompted by 
environmental/lifestyle factors.

Tickets, please,” asks guard (“clippie,” 
in rail lingo) Peter Taera as the 5.24 
pm commuter train leaves the city 
bound for Porirua (1996)
In 2013 travelling to work by train was 
most common in the territorial authorities 
around Wellington.


