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Overview of today’s talk

• Overview of findings from the first 2000 

days of Growing Up in New Zealand

• Impact of adversity across first 1000 days

• Translation of evidence (community co-

design)

• Engaging with the cohort directly at 8 yrs

• Working with partners to support  

parents and whānau in the first 1000 

days



• 6853 children recruited before their birth – via their 

pregnant mothers (6823) and fathers/partners

• Cohort recruited to ensure adequate explanatory 

power to consider trajectories for Māori (1in 4), Pacific 

(1 in 5) and Asian (1 in 6) children, and multiple ethnic 

identities (changing over time)

• Cohort is broadly generalisable to current NZ pre-

schoolers (diversity of ethnicity and family SES)

• Longitudinal follow up completed  - antenatal, birth, 9 

months, 2 years, 4.5 years, 72 months, 8 & 12 years

• Providing robust scientific evidence to inform cross—

sectoral policy about “what works” for wellbeing

The Growing Up in New Zealand study

To provide contemporary population relevant evidence about developmental trajectories for 21st

century New Zealand children in the context of their families and whānau.



Broad social determinants of wellbeing framework

Mind the gap



Information is child centered and multi-disciplinary 



Measuring ethnicity and cultural identity

• Ethnic identity (mother, partner, 
intended for child) and 
development over time 

• Multiple levels of ethnicity 
collected – self-prioritised and able 
to be externally prioritised

• Cultural values, beliefs and 
expectations

• Cultural practices
• Cultural capital
• National identity
• Sense of self
• Influence of other cultures on the 

individual 
• Attitudes about others
• Discrimination – perceived and 

context
• Religiosity/Spirituality
• Community capital



Parental and child wellbeing during the first 2000 days



Measuring “adversity” in the first 1000 days

Proximal Family Variables 
• Maternal depression (EPDS>12)
• Maternal physical wellbeing (poor/fair)
• Maternal smoking in pregnancy (after first 

trimester)
• Maternal age (teenage pregnancy)
Distal Family Variables 
• Relationship status (no partner/single)
• Maternal education (no secondary school 

qualification)
• Financial stress (regular money worries)
Home environment 
• Deprivation area (NZDep2006 decile 9 or 

10)
• Unemployment (mother not in work or on 

parental leave)
• Tenure (public rental)
• Income tested benefit (yes/no)
• Overcrowding (>=2 per bedroom)



Exposure to early life adversity - unequally distributed

H High (4 or more risk factors)

Not high

M Medium (1-3 risk 
factors)

L Low (no risk factors)

Clustering and accumulation



Impact of vulnerability on BMI at 4 years
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Persistent “adversity” in first 1000 days
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Impact of vulnerability on behavioural (SDQ) 
scores at4 years 
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Persistent “adversity” impacts child wellbeing
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Creating partnerships to facilitate translation

Study design

Data collection

Data analyses

Dissemination of results

Policy interaction

Reporting: following each data collection 
wave study reports present key findings

Policy interaction
Policy forum: representatives from 16 key 
government agencies. Advice on specific priorities 
for data collection, data analysis. 
Develop collaborative evaluation projects.

Data linkage: Opportunities for linkage to routine 
Health, Education and Social BiG Datasets (with 
informed consent) – NZ IDI structure from 2014

Policy interaction
Policy forum: advice on policy priorities for data 
analyses and for timely and relevant reporting  - link 
to Ministers

Policy interaction
Policy briefs: opportunities to provide evidence to 
policy submission processes. Minister/Ministerial 
questions answered
Data Access: Opportunities for fast-track, bespoke 
reports, external data access to datasets



Challenges around translating to inform solutions

• Strong associations necessary but not sufficient (alone) to inform action

• Need to move beyond “risk factorology” (and better defining risks)

• Causation usually multifactorial, accumulating over time and interacting over 

time, acting at multiple levels of influence – and resulting in co-morbidities



Growing Up in South Auckland – co-designing solutions 

Children growing up in South Auckland can be hidden in 
the NZ statistics, and the overall Growing Up analyses

GUiNZ collaborated with TSI to look specifically at the 
lived realities of the 1252 children and their families 
“Growing up” in South Auckland

– 9% born to a teenage mother (4.8% Growing Up)
– 25% mothers no formal school qualifications (7% 

GU) 
– 68% live in most deprived NZDep2006 quintile (27% 

GU)
– 60% in rental accommodation (45% Growing Up)
– 50% in a crowded household (21% Growing Up)

78% identify as Maori or Pasifika (45% Growing Up)

Overall 1 in 5 children in the South Auckland cohort experience high vulnerability
during their first 1000 days (compared to 1 in 10 of all Growing Up cohort) 



Protective factors – designing context relevant solutions

Protective 
factors Risk factors



Hearing the children’s own voices at 8 years

“I’m unique, there’s no one 
else in this world like me”



2019 Child and Youth Wellbeing Framework (NZ Govt)
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Children are... Topics in the NWA8 report

Accepted, respected 
and connected

Identity, talking with parents about culture, languages, 
discrimination, body image, self-worth

Have what they need Housing quality and mobility, housing costs, household debt, 
household income, material hardship, food security and 
nutrition

Loved, safe and 
nurtured

Maternal affection, parenting, screen time and online safety, 
parent child interactions, parental wellbeing, autonomy

Learning and 
developing

Engagement at school, changes of school, bullying, behaviour, 
self-regulation, academic skills, physical development

Involved and 
empowered

Helping others when they are bullied, extracurricular activities, 
atruism

Happy and healthy Child depression and anxiety scores, body size, immunisation, 
infections, allergies, sleep, physical activity, health care
Body size

Alignment to Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy



Children speak for themselves at 8yrs

Niuean



Identities emerge – connections important



Bullying – a child’s view



Connectedness - empathy



Home environments – stability and tenure

• Residential mobility is most common for families in rental accommodation 
(usually to another rental) – approx. 40% of the cohort



NZ children experience cold and damp homes

• Exposure to poor quality indoor environments is most common for those living 
in rental accommodation and experiencing poverty and material hardship



Measuring adversity in middle childhood: 
Material hardship (Dep17) – basic necessities



Material hardship experienced in middle childhood

• 10% children experienced material hardship 
(going without 6 or more necessities from a list of 17 items)

• 4% experiencing severe hardship (without >= 9 items)
• BUT remains unequal - 1 in 5 Māori and 1 in 4 Pacific children



Patterns of exposure to adversity up to 8 years

High Med Low

• Exposure to disadvantaged environments changes over time and change is 
common throughout childhood

• Persistence and instability matters for child and family wellbeing



Persistent adversity matters for child mental wellbeing 

• Children reported on their own wellbeing at eight years (as well as maternal 
reporting)

• Children who experienced the most persistent adversity throughout their early 
years had higher depression and anxiety scores compared to their peers at 8

• Greater residential mobility (instability) was also associated with increased 
depression and anxiety scores for children at 8 years of age



“Extraordinary things emerge from following ordinary lives” 
Helen Pearson (Nature 2015)

CHURN

Voice



Acknowledgements – all children and families

Dame Whina Cooper

“Take care of our children. 

Take care of what they hear, 

take care of what they see, 

take care of what they feel. 

For how the children grow, 

so will be the shape of 

Aotearoa.” 

www.growingup.co.nz
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