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2. Insight of Note by the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet 
 Assessing the Impact of COVID-19 on Mental Wellbeing in New Zealand 

Key points 

• The COVID-19 pandemic has likely had a negative impact on mental wellbeing outcomes in New 
Zealand through extended social isolation, economic uncertainty and impacts on health outcomes.  

• While there are indications of the impacts of COVID-19 on mental wellbeing observed in various data 
sources, these must be considered in the context of much longer-term trends and cannot necessarily 
be attributed to the pandemic.  

• Youth, women, people with disabilities, people already experiencing poor mental health and some 
ethnic groups have likely been exposed to a disproportionate burden of pandemic-related challenges 
to mental wellbeing. The pandemic therefore likely has the potential to significantly increase inequity 
in mental wellbeing outcomes across our population. 

• While data shows that levels of mental wellbeing have been decreasing since the pandemic began, this 
is part of a wider trend of declining mental wellbeing outcomes over the last ten years. There are 
currently no mechanisms to identify what contribution the pandemic is making to this trend. 

• Implications of the pandemic on mental wellbeing will likely be long lasting, particularly for youth. 
Monitoring mental health and wellbeing levels for youth over the long-term will be important as New 
Zealand continues to respond and adapt to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Those living with a mental illness are more likely to face severe outcomes or death as a result of COVID-
19 infection. COVID-19 infection and the experience of long-COVID may also increase the likelihood of 
developing a mental disorder. 

• Some evidence suggests calls to crisis response services for mental wellbeing, and demand for digital 
and telehealth mental health services has increased over the course of the pandemic, though further 
analysis is required to confirm this trend.   

• Since 2019, the Government has progressed a range of initiatives to grow a diverse mental health and 
addiction workforce, including cultural and peer support, and has significantly increased provision of 
primary mental health and addiction services.    

Assessing the Impact of COVID-19 on Mental Wellbeing Factors 

1. The COVID-19 pandemic and response in New Zealand has likely had a negative impact on mental 
wellbeing outcomes through three primary forces: extended social isolation, economic disruption, 
and impacts on health outcomes. The New Zealand Government’s COVID-19 elimination strategy since 
March 2020 has protected the community from the mental wellbeing impacts of significant fatalities, 
which has enhanced protective factors for mental wellbeing. For example, many children’s and young 
people’s lives have been severely disrupted with the loss of parents and caregivers in countries that 
have experienced significantly higher numbers of COVID-19 deaths. However, the level of public health 
restrictions needed to eliminate and reduce the virus across various community outbreaks has 
increased factors known to contribute to poor mental wellbeing. Several lockdowns, closed 
international borders, non-essential business closures, disruption to education, capacity and gathering 
limits and the eventual introduction of COVID-19 into the community have exacerbated known 
contributors to mental distress. These include social isolation, loneliness, unemployment and job loss, 
long-term stress, bereavement, the prevalence of long-term health conditions, racism and 
discrimination, among others.1 

2. Youth*, women, those with disabilities, people already experiencing poor mental health and 
addiction issues as well as some ethnic groups, have likely faced higher pandemic-related challenges 

 
* Ages 15-24. 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed



RESTRICTED 

7 

RESTRICTED 

to their mental wellbeing. Those with intersecting identities across several of these groups have 
likely been particularly impacted. 

• Youth have faced significant impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic in New Zealand (and 
internationally), including disruptions to education, increased isolation from peers and social 
groups, and increased susceptibility to family violence.2 3 Youth are also more likely to face 
employment disruption or termination because of lockdowns and economic slowdowns, 
particularly given their high prevalence in low paying, casual roles.4 

• People already experiencing poor mental health and addiction issues have faced impacts driven 
by reduced or changed access to services and other supports, including services needing to move 
much of their provision to online options, staff shortages created by illness and isolation 
requirements and some services being re-purposed to address COVID-19 imperatives. This group 
have also been impacted the social isolation and consequential limitations on access to usual social 
supports.  

• Women in New Zealand were more likely to face job losses as a result of lockdowns, making up 90 
percent of all redundancies in June 2020.5 Women are also overrepresented in sectors which were 
directly impacted by lockdowns, such as hospitality, sales and retail.6 7 Pre-existing gender wage 
gaps have left women more susceptible to economic hardships exacerbated by the pandemic.8 
Preliminary data also shows that women are nearly twice as likely to suffer from long-COVID after 
initial infection, facing long-term issues such as trouble breathing, brain fog and fatigue.9 

• People with disabilities faced significant issues across the pandemic, particularly with the 
introduction of the highly contagious Omicron variant into the community, placing disabled people 
at higher risk given they have an increased likelihood of severe outcomes or death as a result of 
COVID-19 infection.10 Disabled persons also experienced disruptions to critical support services, 
experienced longer levels of isolation, faced increased risk to health through potential COVID-19 
infection, and often lacked resources to isolate safely.11 

• Māori, Pasifika and Asian groups faced significant impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic and 
response. Pasifika people faced high levels of employment disruption and were disproportionately 
employed in front-line and essential services which faced high risks of COVID-19 infection.12 13 This 
likely contributed to increased worry and stress levels. Māori and Pasifika people are also 
overrepresented as COVID-19 cases and are more likely than other groups to face severe outcomes 
due to COVID-19 infection, at younger ages.14 15 16 17 Restrictions on gatherings also prevented 
funerals and other culturally significant events from occurring likely impacting the collective 
mental wellbeing of Māori and Pasifika whānau.18 Across various points in the pandemic many 
ethnic groups, particularly Asian people, have also reported high levels of discrimination and 
racism, Māori and Pasifika groups have also reported higher levels of racism.19 20 

Measuring Mental Wellbeing across Aotearoa since 2020 

3. While data shows that levels of psychological distress† have been increasing since the pandemic 
began, this is part of a wider trend of declining mental wellbeing outcomes over the last ten years. 
Data from the most recent New Zealand Health Survey (NZHS) for 2020/21 shows the percentage of 
adults experiencing high or very high levels of psychological distress in the last four weeks rose from 
7.5 percent in 2019/20 to 9.6 in 2020/21.21 However, this increase follows a wider ten-year trend of 
distress levels increasing since 2011/12 and cannot necessarily be attributed solely to the wider 
pandemic.  

4. Consistent with long-term trends, Youth‡ as well as those with a disability are more likely to report 
mental distress, as well as feelings associated with depression and anxiety. Survey data from May 
2022 shows that 64 percent of surveyed youth and 54 percent of those surveyed with a disability 
reported that the Omicron outbreak led to feeling down, depressed and hopeless, compared to 37 
percent of the population overall.22 The survey also showed that youth and those with a disability are 
more likely to report feelings of heightened anxiety as a result of the Omicron community outbreak, as 

 
† Psychological, or mental, distress (aged 15-plus years) refers to a person’s experience of symptoms such as anxiety, psychological 
fatigue, or depression in the past four weeks. 
‡ Aged 18 to 24. 
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compared to the general population§.23 The 2020/21 NZHS also shows that youth between 18 and 24 
reported the highest percentage (20.7 percent) of high or very high mental distress in the four weeks 
prior compared to any other age cohort**. The NZHS also found that adults with a disability were 4.5 
times more likely to report feelings of mental distress than non-disabled adults.24 This is consistent 
with longer-term trends related to mental distress. 

5. Māori, Pasifika, those living in areas with the highest levels of deprivation and women were more 
likely to experience mental distress, when compared with other groups. The 2020/21 NZHS survey 
found that Māori were 1.6 times more likely to report feelings mental distress in the prior four weeks, 
as compared to non-Māori groups.25 Pasifika people were 1.4 times more likely than non-Pasifika 
people to report mental distress. 26 Those living in neighbourhoods with the lowest levels of 
deprivation were 2.2 times less likely to report mental distress than those in areas with the highest 
deprivation. 27 Men were also less likely to report levels of mental distress as compared to women.28 
This is consistent with longer-term trends related to mental distress.  

6. Female youth (aged 10 to 24) have seen a rise in the number of self-harm hospitalisations in the first 
year of the pandemic, which is expected to continue increase across 2021. Data shows that the level 
of youth hospitalised for self-harm increased by 9 percent, rising from 5,186 in January 2020 to 5,652 
in January 2021. This represents the largest increase in the number self-harm hospitalisations in nearly 
five years, though this number has steadily increased since 2016.29 This is consistent with Australian 
data, analysis of emergency department data regarding presentations of young women there showed 
this group was more likely to be young women experiencing distress from low deprivation communities 
and that this did not translate into higher rates of suicide amongst that group.  

Additional Considerations & Resource Demand 

7. People living with mental illness, particularly young people, are more likely to suffer severe disease 
or death as a result of COVID-19 infection. Evidence indicates that COVID-19 related hospitalisation 
and mortality risk increase for those with mental health disorders, with the risk increasing with younger 
age and disorder severity.30 Overseas studies have shown that the risk of death from COVID-19 went 
up by 50 percent for those with a history of mental illness, compared to those with no history.31 This 
is potentially a greater risk for Māori and Pasifika groups who have a significantly younger age structure 
to their populations.32 

8. Preliminary evidence suggests a link between COVID-19 infection/long COVID with poor mental 
wellbeing outcomes. Research indicates those infected with COVID-19 are at an increased risk of 
developing a mental health disorder.33 Chronic physical health conditions have also been linked to poor 
mental wellbeing outcomes, with preliminary research showing that as many as 25 percent of those 
who experience long COVID develop a mental health issue. 34 35 The impact of long COVID on quality of 
life or ability to work are believed to be key contributors to negative mental health and wellbeing 
outcomes.36 affect quality of life or ability to work which can lead to negative mental health 
outcomes.37  

9. Some evidence suggests calls to crisis response services for mental wellbeing, and demand for digital 
and telehealth mental health services have increased since the start of the pandemic, however 
further analysis is required to confirm this trend. St. John Ambulance reported a 30 percent increase 
in mental health related calls in 2021 as compared to those received in 2020.38 Police records have also 
reported an 87 percent rise in calls around threatened and attempted suicides, and a 66 percent 
increase in the number of mental health related calls overall.39  Several digital and phone-based 
platforms that offer mental health related services have also seen increases in use, during and 
following various lockdowns. By the end of 2021, calls and texts to helpline Lifeline Aotearoa increased 
by 88 percent compared to 2019 levels, receiving more than 10,000 calls and text messages per week 
during the September 2021 lockdown.40 There has also been an increase in demand for private 
specialist mental health services and psychiatrists, with surveys showing an marked increase in demand 

 
§ 72 percent of youth surveyed reported feeling nervous, anxious or on edge, compared to 50 percent of the general population. 61 
percent of youth and 52 percent of those with disability reported not being able to stop or control worrying, compared to 41 percent 
of the general population. 
** The second highest age group were 15-17 at 15.6 percent, with the third highest age group were 24-34 at 11 6 percent. 
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and overall complexity of cases.41 Increased calls for service, however, do not necessarily translate to 
increased levels of aggregate population distress. 

10. The Government is increasing provision of primary mental health and addiction services and a range 
of other supports, while existing mental health services have maintained existing service provision. 
Since 2019 the Government has increased provision of primary care for people with mild-to-moderate 
levels of mental distress, through the Budget 2019 Access and Choice programme††. This programme 
is rolling out primary mental health and addiction services nationally, which are delivered in a range of 
settings, including general practice and Kaupapa Māori, Pacific and youth settings. Integrated mental 
health and addiction services delivered in general practice alone (excluding services provided in Māori, 
Pacific and youth settings) are now available at no cost to an enrolled population around 2.2 million. 
Combined, as of 30 April 2022, the Access and Choice programme has delivered over 400,000 sessions 
to people since the rollout began. Regarding specialist mental health and addiction services, the Mental 
Health and Wellbeing Commission has recently reported that the public specialist mental health system 
has been able to maintain service provision during the pandemic.42

 

Thank you to the following teams which contributed to this insight: the Ministry of Health and the New Zealand Police.

 
†† This program is currently halfway through its five-year rollout. 
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5. Border Executive Board Report    
5.1 Border Executive Board Meeting 22 June 2022 
The Board met on 22 June 2022.  The main agenda items are noted below.  

Port Infrastructure 

The Board considered the existing port infrastructure for cruise vessels and the levers available to influence 
change, acknowledging the dispersed ownership model of port companies. No ports have dedicated passenger 
processing facilities with agencies setting up temporary processing areas for the season.  These areas are often 
in multi-use spaces to enable the port to be flexible with their limited footprint. 

The Board noted that the overall direction for longer-term opportunities is via the New Zealand Freight and 
Supply Chain Strategy, led by Te Manatū Waka Ministry of Transport. The Board recognised change was 
needed in a shorter time period to support the return of cruise vessels and passengers. The main avenue will 
be discussions with Ports as part of the readiness for the return of cruise vessels and passengers.  

The Board agreed to share advice on the issue with the Minister for Transport. The Board requested a proposed 
paper come to a board meeting in about four weeks for consideration.  

Maritime Pathway – Operational Readiness 

The Board received its regular update on readiness to ensure successful reopening of the maritime border 
from 11.59pm, 31 July 2022. No issues were raised for the Board to address. 

The Board approved the high trust compliance approach for checking vaccination requirements of maritime 
arrivals. The next step is to consult with industry and provide you with advice to support changes needed to 
the Maritime Border Order.  

New Zealand Traveller Declaration Programme – Monthly Update 

The Board received its regular update on the New Zealand Traveller Declaration, as the overall governance 
body for the Programme.  No issues were raised for the Board to address. 

The Board sought assurance that the Programme was able to support the reopening of the maritime pathway.  
The Programme is carrying out analysis to confirm capability and compliance requirements to support use by 
maritime passengers. Once complete, the availability date will then be confirmed.  

Border Agency Testing and Vaccination Plans 

The Board received an overview of the approach by border agencies to testing and vaccination requirements 
once these are no longer mandated.  The Required Testing Order will be revoked and is due to come into effect 
from 11.59pm on 30 June 2022. 

The item follows on from earlier conversations where the Board indicated its preference to have health and 
safety practices aligned where staff from multiple border agencies share the same work environment.  Overall, 
the agencies are comfortable with the approach with a preference to use N95 masks for front-line workers. 

The next Board meeting is 29 June 2022. 

Reconnecting New Zealanders Programme 

The requirement to complete a pre-departure Test was removed at 11.59pm on Monday 20 June 2022. Early 
feedback on the removal of PDT has been positive from both passengers and operational staff with no issues 
to report.  

The Boarder Executive Board will update you on the remaining two steps closer to implementation, which are 
Step 4 on 4 July 2022 (Accredited Employer work visas and Work Visas) and Step 5 on 31 July 2022 (Visitor and 
Student Visas). 
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6. New Zealand Customs Service Weekly Report    
  Compliance Checking at the Air Border 

As part of Reconnecting New Zealanders, the COVID-19 Public Health Response (Air Border) Order 2021 came 
into force on 28 February 2022. Customs staff undertake compliance checks for all passengers on arrival for 
evidence of pre-departure testing or exemption, vaccination verification or exemption or a travel pass. 

Travellers who do not provide the required evidence may incur an infringement offence fee between $500 and 
$4,000 depending on the nature of the offence. Non-New Zealand citizens who do not provide the required 
evidence of vaccination status will be referred to the Ministry of Health officials for further intervention. 

For the period 14 to 20 June 2022 (both dates inclusive), a total of 46,362 passengers travelled to New Zealand. 
Of this number, 83 were considered to not meet the requirements for air travel into New Zealand: 

• two travellers were issued warning letters, and 81 travellers have been issued with an infringement 
offence fee for not meeting pre-departure testing requirements 

• no travellers have been issued with an infringement offence fee for not meeting vaccination verification 
requirements, and no travellers have been referred to the Ministry of Health for further intervention. 

From 11.59pm, 20 June 2022 amendments to the COVID-19 Public Health Response (Air Border) Order 2021 
came into force:  

• the requirement for passengers to undertake Pre-Departure Testing was removed 

• the classification of risk for Vaccination non-compliance has reduced to medium risk, which means the 
maximum amount for an infringement fee that Customs may issue for non-compliance is now $1,000 

Customs staff continue undertake compliance checks for all passengers on arrival for evidence of vaccination 
verification or exemption or a travel pass 
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 New Zealand Traveller Deceleration system 
Since the announcement that travellers arriving into New Zealand no longer need a COVID-19 pre-departure 
test (which came into effect 11.59pm, 20 June 2022), media interest and social media activity has been high.  

A common theme across both media and social media is querying whether travellers are still required to 
complete a New Zealand Traveller Declaration and the purpose of the New Zealand Traveller Declaration.  

Following the removal of the pre-departure test requirement, a significant decrease in the number of 
passengers considered to not meet the requirements for air travel into New Zealand is expected because 
vaccination certification will be the only criteria and this has been less of a compliance issue. 

To coincide with the removal of pre-departure test requirements, Customs have a global campaign that went 
live on 14 June 2022 to educate and remind travellers of the need to complete a New Zealand Traveller 
Declaration. Campaign messages focus on continuing to raise awareness of the need to complete a Traveller 
Declaration, with supporting messaging to alert travellers to the removal of the pre-departure test 
requirement This ensures travellers continue to meet requirements before travelling to New Zealand. 
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7. COVID-19 Chief Executives Board 
The COVID-19 Chief Executives Board (CCB) will meet on 28 June 2022. The agenda will include: 

• updates on the COVID-19 Response; 

• lessons from the Omicron Response to date; 

• updates on the post-winter strategy and legal framework; 

• updates on planning around the transition of centrally held response functions to a more business as usual 
approach; and  

• the CCB’s enduring role and membership through the COVID-19 system transition. 

8. Strategic COVID-19 Public Health Advisory Group  
The Strategic COVID-19 Public Health Advisory Group did not meet this week and are next scheduled to meet 
on Wednesday 29 June 2022. Officials from the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment will attend 
to discuss the National Quarantine Plan and Ministry of Health officials will also attend to continue discussions 
regarding mortality from COVID-19.  

Next week’s meeting will be the final meeting under the current terms of reference and with Sir David Skegg 
as chairperson and Philip Hill as a member. The DPMC Secretariat are continuing to progress the extension of 
the Group until 30 December 2022 and the appointment of new members and chairperson.  The Secretariat 
are also working with your office to arrange a time for you to meet with the Group in July to welcome the new 
members.  

9. Business Leaders Forum 
The Business Leaders Forum does not currently have a date for its next meeting.  

10. Community Panel 
The Community Panel did not meet this week and are scheduling their final meeting for Thursday 30 June 
2022. This will be held at Parliament in Wellington for those members available to travel and you are attending 
for the first part of the meeting.  

11. Government Modelling Group 
There are no updates from the Government Modelling Group this week. Future updates will be provided where 
significant. 
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12. Upcoming Cabinet Papers 
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