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A modest lift in labour market confidence, ahead of the Iran conflict. 

	• The Westpac-McDermott Miller Employment Confidence Index rose by 1.8 points 
to 95.6 in the March quarter, the highest reading since early 2024. A level below 
100 indicates that there are more households who are pessimistic about the 
outlook than those who are optimistic. 

	• The main driver was an improvement in households’ perceptions about current 
job availability. Job advertisements have been gradually picking up over recent 
months, though they remain some way below pre-Covid levels. 

	• Households remain more cautious about their earnings prospects and job 
security, with only small improvements in the last quarter. 

	• These results on their own would be consistent with the unemployment rate 
having reached its peak, and perhaps even falling, in the early part of this year.

	• We note though that this survey was conducted over 1-12 March. While that 
encompassed the early days of the Iran conflict, it may be that households (and 
employers for that matter) only became aware of the consequences towards the 
end of this period, as fuel prices began to rise sharply. As such, it’s unclear to 
what extent this level of confidence will be maintained in the months ahead. 

SUMMARY
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Westpac labour market forecasts 
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EMPLOYMENT 
CONFIDENCE INDICES
Nationwide

Mar-26 Dec-25 Change

Employment Confidence Index 95.6 93.8 1.8

Current Employment Conditions Index 83.9 78.3 5.6

Employment Expectations Index 103.4 104.1 -0.7

Current job opportunities -45.8 -54.5 8.7

Expected job opportunities -17.5 -13.6 -3.9

Past earnings growth 13.6 11.1 2.5

Expected earnings growth 22.2 21.7 0.5

Own job security 5.6 4.2 1.4

Employment confidence by region

Mar-26 Dec-25 Change

Northland 84.7 85.5 -0.8

Auckland 97.3 95.6 1.7

Waikato 99.0 88.9 10.1

Bay of Plenty 96.1 89.7 6.4

Gisborne/Hawke's Bay 100.1 93.5 6.6

Taranaki/Manawatu-Whanganui 88.0 89.1 -1.1

Wellington 90.8 80.5 10.3

Nelson/Marlborough/West Coast 89.4 100.8 -11.4

Canterbury 91.8 91.9 -0.1

Otago 89.1 97.2 -8.1

Southland 92.9 90.2 2.7
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Job opportunities vs unemployment rate 
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Data adjusted from Sep 2019 
due to structural break

	• A net 46% of respondents in the March survey felt that it’s hard to find a job at 
the moment. That was the least negative reading since December 2024. 

	• This measure has tended to be a good leading indicator of the unemployment 
rate for the quarter. The latest reading is consistent with the unemployment rate 
having peaked at its current level of 5.4%, and may have even started falling in 
the March quarter. 

	• A broader range of indicators also suggest that the labour market had made 
a solid start to the year. The Quarterly Survey of Business Opinion found that 
hiring intentions had turned net positive for the first time in two years, while job 
advertisements have been gradually tracking higher, though they remain well 
below pre-Covid levels. Weekly snapshots of the number of filled jobs, which are 
taken from tax data, are now running slightly higher than a year ago. 

	• Households were more circumspect about the availability of jobs a year from 
now. This measure fell slightly in the March quarter, and remains near the lows 
that it has occupied over the last couple of years.

JOB 
OPPORTUNITIES

Job opportunities in a year’s time 
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Earnings in paid work compared to last year 
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	• The earnings growth measures were only slightly higher in the March survey. 

	• A net 14% of households reported a rise in their earnings over the last year, 
while a net 22% expect a lift in their earnings in the year ahead. Both of these 
measures remain low relative to history. 

	• For those getting wage increases, they have tended to be more moderate than in 
previous years. Stats NZ’s Labour Cost Index shows an ongoing shift towards pay 
rises in the 2-3% range, with far fewer roles seeing pay rises of 5% or more. 

	• The degree of slack in the labour market means that workers’ negotiating power 
has decreased compared to a few years ago. This reduces the scope for the 
recent pickup in inflation (and the expectation of more to come in response to 
the Iran conflict) to be passed through into cost-of-living increases for workers.

EARNINGS 
GROWTH

Earnings in paid work this time next year 
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Personal job security over the next year 
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	• On balance, New Zealanders were more optimistic about their own job security 
over the year ahead. 

	• The lift in perceived job security was seen among men and older workers. 
Younger workers were slightly less confident, though that followed a strong lift 
in the December quarter. 

	• The results were mixed by earnings, with middle-income workers seeing the 
biggest improvement, while low-income workers were less confident. 

	• High-income earners saw a smaller improvement in job security, although they 
were the most confident in the first place. 

	• The Household Labour Force Survey suggests that the number of people out of 
work due to their job disappearing may be peaking. 

	• That said, layoffs have only been part of the story in recent years. There has also 
been a rise in the duration of unemployment, as once people are out of work 
they’ve found it hard to get back in again.

JOB 
SECURITY

HLFS: Reason for leaving last job 
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	• Perceptions of the labour market were mixed across the country, with only one 
area reaching (just) above the 100 mark. Employment confidence rose in six 
regions and fell in five over the March quarter. 

	• The biggest gains in confidence were seen in Waikato, the East Coast, and 
perhaps surprisingly Wellington. In each case this was driven by an improvement 
in current job opportunities, and one or both of the earnings growth measures. 

	• Confidence fell in the Nelson/Marlborough/West Coast regions. However, this 
didn’t fully reverse the steep rise seen in the December quarter. 

	• Confidence was also lower in Otago. A rise in current job prospects was 
outweighed by declines in the other measures.

	• The March results somewhat reversed the findings of the December survey, in 
that the North Island was on balance more confident than the South. To date, 
economic data has generally pointed to stronger outcomes in the South Island, 
at least partly stemming from its greater exposure to the strong returns from 
rural exports. While it’s normal for the unemployment rate to be lower in the 
South Island, what’s notable is that it has actually fallen over the last year in 
Canterbury, Otago and Southland, against a rise at the national level.

REGIONAL 
CONFIDENCE

Employment confidence by region 
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Unemployment rate by region 
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TECHNICAL 
DETAILS

Employment Confidence Indices
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Do you think jobs are plentiful or hard to get in NZ? 
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Survey description.

The Westpac-McDermott Miller Employment Confidence Index summarises responses to five questions: households’ perceptions of current and future job 
opportunities, their own actual and expected earnings, and expected changes in their own job security. 

The questions about current job opportunities and earnings are summarised in the Current Employment Conditions Index, while the questions about the 
year ahead are summarised in the Employment Expectations Index. 

Survey interviews were conducted over the period 1-12 March. The sample size was 1,550. The margin of error of the survey is 2.5%.

Summary charts.
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