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Findings from the

2019  
Employers’
Survey



We Have
You Covered
Whether you need quick advice right now, 
someone to come in and visit you or an 
expert employment lawyer to represent 
you; at the EMA we have your employment 
relations covered.

AdviceLine
As an EMA member if you need free prompt advice from 
an employment relations specialist you can call or email 
the AdviceLine service, operating 8am–8pm Mon-Thu  
& 8am-6pm Fri.

Legal
Should you need legal advice and/or legal representation
EMA Legal is your first port of call. EMA Legal is a team of 
highly experienced employment lawyers who solely act 
for employers at exclusive EMA member rates. 

Consultants
If you want someone to come in and work alongside you in 
your organisation to handle difficult employment relations 
issues, then an EMA consultant is there to help you.

Call us today and let us help you, 0800 300 362.
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We Have
You Covered
Whether you need quick advice right now, 
someone to come in and visit you or an 
expert employment lawyer to represent 
you; at the EMA we have your employment 
relations covered.

AdviceLine
As an EMA member if you need free prompt advice from 
an employment relations specialist you can call or email 
the AdviceLine service, operating 8am–8pm Mon-Thu  
& 8am-6pm Fri.

Legal
Should you need legal advice and/or legal representation
EMA Legal is your first port of call. EMA Legal is a team of 
highly experienced employment lawyers who solely act 
for employers at exclusive EMA member rates. 

Consultants
If you want someone to come in and work alongside you in 
your organisation to handle difficult employment relations 
issues, then an EMA consultant is there to help you.

Call us today and let us help you, 0800 300 362.

Read the full 2019 Employers’ Survey findings at ema.co.nz/resources

Pictured on front cover:  Blair McKolskey - Director of PLN Group
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The EMA exists to help member businesses and their people succeed, for the benefit of all. 

More than 7,600 member companies collectively employ over 300,000 people ranging across all industries 
and locations from Taupo North. 

Member businesses are of all sizes, but mostly in the SME sector, and are from the Local Government, 
technology, professional services, education, export, manufacturing, retail, construction, Chinese and 
healthcare sectors.

The EMA helps members with their growth, compliance and learning, and advocates for them on key issues 
most relevant to them. 

We also help them connect with each other and celebrate their success through networking events, awards 
and case studies, primarily in our BusinessPlus magazine. 

The 2019 Employers’ Survey was completed by 135 members between October 30 2019 and November 15 
2019. 

Background

45%

52%

68%
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62%

46%
Have	recruited	

migrants

Say the RoVE reform 
will not help their 

business to secure 
the skills needed

Have	conducted	a	payroll	
audit on their business  
with	40%	finding	no	

defects

Expect overall business 
conditions to get 

worse in the next year 
(compared to 39% 2018)

 Rank lack of skills as 
the main barrier to 

improving productivity

45%

41%

44%

51%
Expect technology 

to have an impact on 
their workforce

Are	dissatisfied	with	
the level of work 

readiness in school 
leavers

73%70%
Say the proposal to 

legalise cannabis will 
have an impact on their 

business

 Say there is, or soon 
will be, a skill shortage 
in their industry sector

52% Say an ageing workforce 
will have an impact on their 

business

68%
Find poor literacy and 
numeracy will have an 

impact on their business

38%
Expect their own 

business to grow over 
the next year (compared 

to 42% in 2018)

EMPLOYERS’	SURVEY
Highlights

48%

20 
19
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1. Summary
This report summarises key findings from the EMA Employers’ Survey 2019. 

The purpose of the end-of-year survey is to collect information and gain a better understanding of employer-related 
practices and perspectives on the workplace. The results shape our advocacy and service offerings to assist member 
businesses to reach their goals. 

The information is used by the EMA to advocate for public policy and establish a position on behalf of members. 

The main employment sector contributing to the survey was manufacturing (28 per cent), followed by wholesale trade 
(12 per cent), construction (seven per cent), professional, scientific and technical services (six per cent) followed by 
health care and social assistance (five per cent). 

Respondents were located from Taupo northwards, with 55 per cent in Auckland, 24 per cent in the Bay of Plenty, 15 per 
cent in the Waikato and one per cent in Northland. More than 64 per cent of respondents had fewer than 50 employees.

One of the topical things for us in this year’s survey is member businesses’ resounding response to the cannabis 
referendum. 73 per cent of them said legalising cannabis would have an impact on their business. 

We are already across this issue and the challenge for employers in terms of health and safety risks and managing liability, 
as cannabis will now effectively be classified the same as alcohol or tobacco.

70 per cent of members also said there is, or soon will be, a skill shortage in their industry sector, with 44 per cent ranking 
lack of skills as the main barrier to improving productivity. 

Forty-six per cent said they would meet their skills needs in the coming year by employing people with basic skills and 
then upskilling them, although that is a drop of nine per cent from 2018, likely as a result of minimum wage increases and 
the removal of 90-day trials.

These are matters our members will be hearing more from us about. 

2. Business Outlook
While business confidence remains fairly steady compared to the 2018 Survey, it is lower than it 
should be, in line with the rest of the country. 

That matches feedback from members at our recent Spring Briefings, where many were concerned about rising wage 
and compliance costs, and plans to provide more skilled people either not coming to fruition or taking too long. 

Forty-seven per cent expect overall business conditions to stay the same in 2020, while 41 per cent expect conditions to 
worsen. 

Only 12 per cent expect business conditions to improve, compared to 14 per cent at the end of 2018.

Thirty-eight per cent of members are also expecting their business to grow over 2020, softened slightly from a year ago 
when 42 per cent said the same. 
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3. Demand for Skills
During the past year, 59 per cent of respondents have not increased their numbers of employees, 
while 40 per cent have. Another 44 per cent are unsure if they will increase their numbers in 2020.

For skilled positions, employers are finding it difficult, or very difficult to recruit (81 per cent, up from 79 per cent from the 
2018 survey). For positions generally, 70 percent of employers are also finding it difficult or very difficult to recruit, which 
is the same as the previous year. 

Employers are experiencing skill shortages in the following occupations

The majority of employers (70 per cent) say there is, or soon will be, a skills shortage in their industry sector. 

Most businesses say they are meeting their skill needs over the next 12 months by employing people with basic skills and 
up-skilling them (46 per cent). This is down from 55 per cent in the previous year.  
 
An increased number of employers will employ people with required experience (up from 38 per cent in 2018 to 42 
per cent in 2019); less employers will use casual workers or contractors (down from 31 per cent to 26 per cent); and 
significantly less employers will look at hiring more youth, down from nine per cent in the previous year to five per cent. 

A lesser number of respondents said they would seek less migrants from offshore compared to the 2018 survey (down 
by five per cent). 

How	business	intends	to	meet	its	skill	needs	next	year

2015 % 2016 % 2017 % 2018 % 2019 %
Technicians 24 33 27 32 34
Professionals 32 31 28 28 19
Machinery	operators 13 17 20 20 20
Managers 22 24 19 18 17
Service workers 11 11 10 16 15
Sales workers 15 11 18 16 18
Clerical/Administrative 6 8 13 11 8
Other 28 24 24 18 22

Year 2017 
%

2018  
%

2019 
%

Variance on
2018 %

Employ people with basic skills and up-skill them 49 55 46 -9
Retrain	existing	staff	on	the	job 51 44 36 -8
Employ people with required experience 50 38 42 +4
Seek	skilled	migrants	from	offshore 23 33 28 -5
Employ casual workers or contractors 24 31 26 -5
Take on apprentices and trainees 27 26 26 0
Encourage employees to continue working beyond 
entitlement age (65 years) 13 20 19 -1

Redesign	job	roles 19 17 13 -4
Employ more youth 8 9 5 -4
No action planned 7 6 8 +2
Other 4 6 12 +6
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4. Impacts of Technology on the Workforce 
Most businesses (51 per cent) say technology will have some impact on their workforce. 

Employers made the following comments on how technology was impacting on their workforce: 

• “Looking to see if we can use robotics to replace people on the line to reduce costs which are soaring as a result of   
the increased minimum wage. This alone has a huge impact on our costs and international competitiveness. We are   
going to have to reduce people numbers and use more overseas offices to do our work. We have shift a number of   
roles to other countries already.”

• “Trying to develop / invest in automation to resolve skill shortages.”

• “We are increasing the quantity of automation not the level of sophistication so are training existing staff first as   
operators then if they are proficient train as setters.”

• “Looking for more skilled staff to be able to maintain the equipment.”

• “Cross-skilling, literacy training, leadership training/coaching.”

• “Increased access to computers on shop floor.”

• “Awareness and upskilling.”

Employers see the biggest challenge to introducing Industry 4.0 technologies is a lack of qualified staff (43 per cent).
A further 38 per cent perceive the main issue with introducing Industry 4.0 technologies is the excessive investment cost.
There are also concerns about data security for 25 per cent of respondents.

Resistance to innovation and change in management, board and staff is perceived as an issue for 13 per cent, and not 
knowing where to start is an issue for 16 per cent. 

The EMA and The Manufacturers’ Network is working with the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) 
to identify the training gaps in the manufacturing sector to introduce Industry 4.0 technologies to address needs into the 
future.

5. Productivity
Employers were asked to rank the main barriers to improving productivity. 

Skills

Cost of Automation

Processes

Distance of product to markets

Regulations

Skills

Distance of product to markets

Cost of Automation

Processes

Regulations

2018 2019
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6. Ageing Workforce
Most businesses (52 per cent) say an ageing workforce will have an impact on their business, while 32 
per cent say it would not. 

Despite the impacts 60 per cent say they are prepared for an ageing workforce, which is a decrease from 2018 when 72 
per cent said they were prepared for this changing demographic. 
 
The EMA has worked with the Government on the Aging Workforce Strategy, and will be releasing additional policies and 
tools for members to help tackle this next year.

7. Employing Youth 
There continues to be a high level of ambivalence around how ready school leavers are for work. 

The majority of employers (62 per cent) are dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the work-readiness of school leavers, 
while 7 per cent were very satisfied or satisfied (up from 4 per cent a year ago). 

Dissatisfied employers made the following comments on employing youth: 

• Though it depends on the individual and the job, we have had real challenges holding young people. Too risky as    
they are sometimes unreliable vs an older candidate.”

• “Family background seems to have more impact than the school - e.g. do they have good work ethic - this    
 comes more from family than school.”

• “We really struggle with youth due to slack attitude to work.”

By comparison, 16 per cent of respondents are satisfied or very satisfied with tertiary graduates work-readiness, while 33 
per cent are dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with tertiary graduates. A significant number of employers (48 per cent) are 
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with the work readiness of graduates.

Employers rank the following as important criteria for employing tertiary graduates:

Most employers have not developed any links with secondary schools, universities or polytechnics over the past year (42 
per cent), while 22 per cent have developed links with secondary schools, 21 per cent with universities and 19 per cent 
with polytechnics. 

Fit in with your business culture

Relevant work experience

Qualifications obtained

Personal skills/team work/problem solving

Technology skills

The particular university or polytechnic attended

Subjects undertaken

International capabilities

Student results obtained

1 6

2 7

3 8

4 9

5
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Policy type % employers with policy
Drugs 84
Bullying/Harassment 74
Technology/equipment use 63
Family Violence 56
Wellbeing 53
Flexibility 41

Disability 32
Diversity 31
Sustainability 30
Ethnicity 22

Employment	for	younger	staff 21
Gender 21
Ageing workforce 12

8. Workforce Literacy
Poor literacy and numeracy skills in staff have an impact on 68 per cent of respondents. 

This is an increase from the previous year when 58 per cent said it impacted on their business. 

For those employers it does impact, the main impacts are: 

• Mistakes (work has to be redone)

• Poor paperwork (forms, reports and job costing completed incorrectly)

• Excess wastage and

• Customer complaints

EMA Learning courses and access to Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) workplace literacy funding is a good way for 
employers to overcome workplace literacy issues.

9. Employment Policies
Employers have a formal policy or programme initiative in place for the following key areas according to the 
survey:

The EMA has a wide range of comprehensive policies in all of the areas above, and many more, that are accessible by 
members and we encourage them to do an audit to ensure they are up-to-date.
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2015 
%

2016 
%

2017 
%

2018
% 

2019 
%

Part-time work 82 90 86 78 80
Flexi-time 66 66 67 64 69
Telecommuting 38 64 65 49 59
Job sharing 30 24 33 17 19

10. Flexibility in the Workplace
One of the ways employers are responding to the tight labour market is by using flexible work 
practices. Part-time work remains the most preferred flexible work practice.

The options employers are using are:

11. Collective Employment Agreements
Five per cent of employers have had requests to increase the number or scope of collective 
employment agreements within their businesses in the past year.
The terms of these agreements were between one and two years

The EMA’s Consulting team includes a number of long-standing collective bargaining experts across all sectors who can 
assist employers with their negotiations.

12. Payroll Audits
The majority of employers (45 per cent) have conducted a payroll audit within their organisations.
For 40 per cent of companies that carried out an audit, they found no defects. For 11 per cent they found some defects 
with minor monies owing to staff, and there were no cases where they found major gaps with significant monies owing to 
staff.

We know that it is difficult for our members to get to grips with legislation on payroll to avoid poor processes, so our 
Learning team has developed a course that provides a working knowledge of legal requirements, and next year we will run 
a payroll conference.
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13. Immigration
The survey collected information on employers who were recruiting using immigration. 

Overall, 46 per cent are using the immigration process to recruit staff, compared to 53 per cent in 2018, 49 per cent in 
2017, 38 per cent in 2016 and 27 per cent in 2015. 

Most rate the process of using immigration as difficult to very difficult (80 per cent), which has increased significantly 
from 53 per cent in 2018. 

A number of employers were in the Accreditation scheme (33 per cent). 

It was taking employers 3-4 months for an application for a migrant visa to be approved. 

Employers have employed migrants in the following occupations:

2017 
%

2018  
%

2019 
%

Technicians and Trades 52 63 73
Professionals 37 37 35
Sales 11 13 12
Labourers 10 7 2
Clerical 9 6 4

 The following are employers’ views on how the immigration process could be improved:

• “It is very confusing and changes often and rapidly making it difficult to understand - for everyone. It involved    
highly paid solicitors and other experts to help us prepare the right documents and the company had to spend quite a lot on 
becoming an accredited employer - all of which uses funds needed to expand the business and provide new and more jobs. 
The current immigration arrangement/changes now mean it is too expensive to employ more immigrants. The base rate 
changed from $59.5 to $79.5K per year and this is not feasible when recruiting new unproven people to NZ jobs.”

• “Minimum wage threshold means only university-qualified staff can be employed - no use at all for filling the skills shortage gap 
in Composite workers.”

• “Speed up the process, we compete on a world market for qualified medical staff.”

• “Faster and simpler so we know whether someone will get a visa before starting the application.”

• “Streamlining of processes and reduction in required skills level.”

• “We are luckily enough to be on the long term skills shortage list. The new pay rate is ridiculous!”

• “Speed up the process and make it clearer.”

• “Turnaround time; not insisting that we have to go to WINZ to try and recruit highly technical staff; being able to make 
intelligent decisions where the company can readily prove their efforts to recruit within NZ have been exhausted.”

• “Someone who could help you rather than just raise barriers to frustrate the process.”

• “When there is a shortage in an area of a skill set, please allow points to count for moving family into Auckland area”

• “Lighten up, get real, we need skilled labour.”

• “Speed and ability to communicate on applications.”

• “Drivers need to be added to the skills shortage list.”

• “If they have the qualifications and are vetted by employer it should be easier.”
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• “Recognition that there is a skills gap in our industry. Faster processing times. Simpler process.”

• “It needs to be robust however when there is clear shortages of skills in the market needs to have a quicker turn around as 
most small business cant plan requirements months out. They are normally reacting to a sudden requirement.”

The EMA’s Advocacy team liaises regularly with MBIE officials, the Immigration Minister and Opposition Minister have 
both spoken at member forums, and immigration was a focus of the Employment Relations conference run this year.

14. Drugs in the Workplace
Eighty-six per cent of respondents had included provisions for drug testing in their employment 
agreements. A number of employers had taken disciplinary action in relation to employee’s use of 
drugs (48 per cent). 

Half of those surveyed (50 per cent) required employees to undergo a drug test at pre-employment, 52 per cent post 
event following an accident or injury, 77 per cent based on reasonable cause where behaviour indicates possible drug use 
and 40 per cent at random. 

The majority of employers (73 per cent) feel the proposed referendum to legalise the personal recreational use of 
cannabis will impact on their business.

• “Safety, quality, productivity.”

• “More people using them than you realise.”

• “The ‘bad’ (P, Heroin) drugs are difficult to detect. The ‘good’ drugs (alcohol and cannabis) are easy.”

• “Responsibility is all on employer - none on employee.”

• “How to detect and control it.”

• “Toothless laws and the prospect of it getting worse not better.”

The EMA offers member businesses drug and alcohol policies, and runs a Drug and Alcohol in the Workplace webinar to 
give employers a better understanding of requirements and how to deal with drugs in the workplace. 
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15. Staff Health Monitoring
Most employers (71 per cent) undertook to give staff hearing tests (audiograms). This was followed 
by lung function test (57 per cent) and diabetes testing (39 per cent).

16. WorkSafe New Zealand
Most	employers	say	WorkSafe	interacted	well	with	their	business	in	the	following	areas:

17. The Biggest Issue Facing Employers
Employers were asked to list the single biggest barrier or issue facing them today.

Most employers cited skill shortages as their biggest concern.

Recent labour law changes also raised concerns with employers, as did the increasing cost of compliance.

Comments received include:

• “Lack of skilled and willing workers.”

• “Labour force and the ageing population especially in rural areas.”

• “Getting experienced qualified people.”

• “Getting good staff while unemployment rates are low and hiring of immigrants is tight.”

• “A lack of motivated, drug-free and reliable youths who are willing to work.”

• “Finding and keeping good staff.”

• “Lack of quality staff wanting to actually work.”

• “Finding good staff with the culture work ethic skills fit”

• “Labour force and the ageing population especially in rural areas.”

• “Lack of skilled staff under 50.“

• “Quality staff and retaining them and being able to pay them a decent wage.”

• “Current Labour legislation and immigration policy.”

• “Being able to discipline staff without the fear of a PG.”

• “Uncertainty in employment legislation.”

Policing % Inspection % Responding to 
requests %

Offering	
assistance %

Not very well 7 9 12 15
Well 30 35 31 27
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• “Increasing pay rates.”

• “Cost competitiveness with less regulated countries.”

• “Lack of decision making by Government (constant committees or commissions).”

• “All the massive compliance requirements requiring disproportionate resources. For example, we are a small business, actively 
compliant in H&S practices at an enormous cost to us. Yet we can’t recoup this cost when tendering as disadvantages us cost 
wise. However, other companies are not as active or compliant, therefore tender at a lower price, but there is no check on 
these enterprises to make a fair playing field.”

• “Over regulated with far too much time tied up in paperwork.”

18. Employment Wish-list
Most	commonly,	employers	would	like	to	see	the	Government:

• “ Reintroduce 90-day policy for all size business.”

• “ Ease the criteria for skilled migrants.”

• “Simplified Holidays Act.” 

As well as the annual survey, we gather members view and share information at Forums, Roadshows, Briefings, 
networking events and through our publications and newsletters. The EMA’s Policy Advisory Group analyses members’ 
views and issues and this informs our Advocacy work.  

Read the full 2019 Employers’ Survey findings at ema.co.nz/resources



Call us today and let us help you, 0800 300 362.

In-house  
& Tailored 
Training
Our best courses, customised 
& delivered to your business


