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Wise targets critical
for our social progress

The theme of the 2016 State of the Nation report is
‘moving targets’. We see this as a dual metaphor.

On the one hand, it is an allusion to the way in which
some government agencies appear to be using
targets and the numbers behind them in a less than
straightforward and reliable manner. This practice
has many subtle and ingenious approaches—ranging
from changing the definitions behind indicators so
results appear better, to inventing new numbers

like pseudo-service level indicators that are difficult
to verify and have no point of reference, to simply
changing reporting formats in the name of improving
accountability without any improvement in the
reliability of the information provided. All of these
approaches have recently slipped into the reporting
practices of some government agencies.* While the
targets may not change with such practices, the
meaning behind them can. This can cause us to slip
into a ‘movable feast’ mentality, where we find any
reason to celebrate success or progress even though
we have lost our sense of the purpose behind it all.

To some extent, our State of the Nation reports have
contributed to these recent practices. When The
Salvation Army’s Social Policy and Parliamentary Unit
conceived of these annual reports in late 2007, we
were intentional about the use of a range of social and
economic indicators to measure social progress or at
least to spur public debate about such progress. There
is now a close alignment between indicators reported
in State of the Nation reports and the Government’s
better public services targets, with five of the 10
targets covered in this and previous reports. Given
the political capital the Government has invested into

these result areas and targets, there is huge pressure
on public sector managers to come up with favourable
results. And come up with favourable results they do,
asindicated in the latest results reported by the State
Services Commission.2 The problem is the people and
agencies responsible for the results are also largely
responsible for the analysis and reporting of them.

Identifying social problems and setting targets or
objectives to guide New Zealand on a path that avoids
gross inequities, and advances quality of life depends
on accurate and objective statistical collection and
analysis. These targets must be relevant to the
aspirations New Zealanders have for the future and
sufficiently compelling to motivate their energies and
imaginations.

In our 2015 State of the Nation report, The Salvation
Army called for more transparency around how
results and outcomes from public services were
accounted for. The subsequent response from
Government has been quite disingenuous.

When asked in Parliament about the prospect of
having the Better Public Services target results
scrutinised by the Office of the Auditor General, the
Associate Finance Minister said, ‘We do better than
that; we get them scrutinised by the New Zealand
public. We transparently put them out for them to
be analysed by New Zealanders.’? It is unrealistic to
expect the New Zealand public to critically examine
the often flimsy information offered by officials to
determine the integrity and accuracy of data on such
specialist fields as child abuse or early childhood
education (ECE) enrolment.

When asked a similar question about transparency in
‘delivering better public services for New Zealanders’,
the Deputy Prime Minister referred to risk analysis
on welfare dependency undertaken by Treasury.*
Few people would claim that risk analysis ever makes
things clearer, but such analysis is not the same thing
as tangible results verified by a party that does not
have a vested interest in reporting good news stories.

In his 2013 book The Great Escape, 2015 Nobel
Laureate Angus Deaton said, ‘Unless we understand
how numbers are put together, and what they

mean, we run the risk of seeing problems where
there are none, of missing urgent and addressable
needs, of being outraged by fantasies while
overlooking real horrors, and of recommending
policies that are fundamentally misconceived.”® Open
government depends critically on the availability of
comprehensive and comprehensible, relevant and
reliable information. Regrettably, there are emerging
signs that this is not always the case with information
being published by some government agencies. This
means the targets against which we might measure
performance and progress become tenuous and can
be moved to suit whichever argument is politically
expedient.

The other side of the dual metaphor of moving
targets signals the need to periodically revise targets.
The reason for such revision should not be political
expediency, but rather the need to acknowledge
progress or changing priorities so that targets remain
relevant and challenging. Changing targets should
not be about focusing on the next favourite political

hobby horse or scapegoat. Rather, new targets should
remain relevant to our priorities for social wellbeing
so we avoid the risk of ‘pursing policies that are
fundamentally misconceived’, as Deaton has warned.
For instance, the Government’s focus on children’s
health and safety and on education in their Better
Public Services target provide a sound conceptual
model for how social progress might be achieved.
However, the details of which specific targets to use
must not be set in stone, and the Government has
already acknowledged the need for revised targets
three to five years into the programme.

A good example in terms of new targets is that of ECE.
When the first State of the Nation report was released
in 2008, the Labour-led Government of the time had
rapidly expanded the availability of ECE subsidies
through its 20-hours free programme. This expansion
almost doubled the cost of ECE subsidies in four years
and was partially justified on the basis that access to
ECE would close educational gaps between children
from low-income and middle-income families.® There
was substantial empirical evidence to support this

as an organising idea.” The reality, though, was that
most of the value of this expenditure went to middle-
class families simply because there were few ECE
centres in low-income neighbourhoods and suburbs.
Large gaps in access to ECE between middle and
low-income communities, and in particular between
Maori and non-Maori families, persisted. Previous
State of the Nation reports drew attention to these
inequities. To its credit, the present Government has
rapidly expanded the provision of ECE centres in low-
income communities and the results are noted in this

report. It seems likely that the Better Public Services
target of having 95% of pre-schoolers enrolled in ECE
will be met through this initiative.

The problem is that the target—and indeed, the State
of the Nation reports’ advocacy—have focused on
quantity rather than quality. Quality in some ECE
centres is now emerging as an issue, although the
overall extent of this problem has not yet been well
documented.® The ultimate test of the effectiveness
of the $1 billion expansion in ECE subsidies over the
past decade is whether or not the cognitive ability and
school readiness of the poorest 20% of new entrants
have improved. These outcomes should be the

focus of ECE targets, rather than quantity or quality
measures, but such targets are difficult to quantify
and measure.

The Better Public Services targets are a commendable
effort at focusing on tangible results from the public
sector and a good way of popularising the idea that
public services should contribute to social progress
and address inequality. But this may eventually be
seen as political or bureaucratic chicanery if there is
no independence in how results are accounted for,
and if targets become redundant because they are no
longer relevant to the emerging concerns of the time.
The absence of a target or two around housing is one
such example.

This, the ninth State of the Nation report, continues
The Salvation Army’s efforts to raise questions around
our social progress as a nation and highlight both
good and bad aspects of New Zealand’s social and
economic conditions.

The indicators we offer have not altered
fundamentally, although some of the measures used
to illustrate them have changed, partly in response
to changes in the format of information offered by
government agencies. We hope the change toan
online delivery format this year will provide the
information from this report to a wider audience.

1 Two examples of these practices are cited in this
report. These are Child, Youth and Family’s decision
to downgrade the importance of emotional abuse
and neglect of children as forms of child abuse worth
investigating and changes in reporting of crime
statistics in the name of transparency, which leave
large gapsin the information provided. A further
example is the Department of Correction’s recent
move to stop reporting on the number of prisoners it
isaccommodating, and instead report on internally-
generated prison performance measures—see
http://www.corrections.govt.nz/resources/prison_
performance_tables.html

2 See State Services Commission’s website at http://www.
ssc.govt.nz/better-public-services

3 Hansard (debates) for 30 April 2015 at http://www.
parliament.nz/en-nz/pb/debates/debates

4 Hansard (debates) for 9 December 2015 at http://www.
parliament.nz/en-nz/pb/debates/debates

5 Deaton, A.(2013) The Great Escape: Health, Wealth, and
the Origins of Inequality. Princeton University Press, p.16.

6 Budget expenditure tables report spending on ECE
operating subsidies rising from $408 million in the
2003/04 financial year to $807 million in 2007/08 and $1.58
billion by 2014/15.

7 See, for example, Mitchell, L. Wylie, C. and Carr, M. (2008)
Outcomes of Early Childhood Education: Literature
Review, New Zealand Council for Educational Research,
available at http://www.nzcer.org.nz/system/files/885_
Outcomes.pdf

8 SeeKirsty Johnston’s articles on ECE quality in the New
Zealand Herald on 20/04/15,07/10/15 and 20/10/15, and
2012 reports to the Minister of Education from the
Early Childhood Sector Advisory Groups on ECE sector
quality, available at https://assets.documentcloud.org/
documents/1994969/ece-sector-advisory.pdf
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