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POPULISM AND THE 

2017 ELECTION—
THE BACKGROUND

Jack Vowles

Introduction
As the 23 September 2017 general election approached, there was little 
reason to expect a significant advance of the populist right in New Zealand. 
New Zealand’s two mainstream parties, National and Labour, maintained 
their dominant roles in the party system, despite New Zealand’s mixed 
member proportional (MMP) system having been in place since 1996. 
The National Party, in power since 2008, retained a high level of political 
support, despite the retirement of popular prime minister John Key late 
in 2016. Consequently, neither party seemed in danger of capture by 
authoritarian populism.

Until the 2017 election, the party most identified with populism in New 
Zealand, New Zealand First, continued to languish in party preference 
polling, very rarely registering more than 10 per cent, significantly less 
than the numbers it had secured in its 1996 heyday, when it had briefly 
entered government in coalition with National. Admittedly, some political 
commentators were anticipating a revival of New Zealand First, given 
low polling for the main opposition (Labour) between the 2014 election 
and mid-2017. However, Labour recovered much of its lost ground a few 
weeks before the campaign began. Whatever momentum there might have 
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been for New Zealand First during the campaign was abruptly halted. 
Following the publication of leaked information that New Zealand 
First party leader Winston Peters had been overpaid in his state pension 
payments for several years, the party’s polling numbers halved.

The election results gave New Zealand First 7.2 per cent of the votes (down 
from 8.7 per cent in 2014) and nine seats in the 120-member parliament. 
Nonetheless, New Zealand First was in a pivotal position and, following 
lengthy negotiations, elected to form a government with the Labour and 
Green parties. An election that was expected to be ‘more of the same’ had 
resulted in a party widely identified as ‘populist’ gaining a considerable 
measure of power. Opinion was divided regarding the consequences: on 
the one hand, New Zealand First had entered government before, with 
few adverse effects; on the other, examples of radical right populism 
elsewhere gave reasons for concern, particularly among observers outside 
New Zealand.

This book takes these differences of perspective as its starting point. 
Does it make more sense to interpret the 2017 election, and the public 
mood that shaped it, as an exception to the international authoritarian 
populist wave? Or, alternatively, can one identify in the 2017 New 
Zealand election a somewhat distinctive, but nonetheless recognisable, 
form of the phenomenon?

The data used here were mostly gathered from the 2017 New Zealand 
Election Study (NZES), comprising a random sample of 3,455 persons 
from the electoral rolls. In the weeks following the election, respondents 
answered questions that gathered information regarding their political 
behaviour and political attitudes at the time of the election. The dataset 
also contains a module of questions specifically designed to inquire 
into populism, crafted by the planning committee of an international 
collaborative research programme: the Comparative Study of Electoral 
Systems. This chapter provides a background analysis of the 2017 election 
and addresses some key implications, in the context of the evolution of 
the party system and the potential for populist politics in New Zealand.

As explained in Chapter 1, populism is far from a new phenomenon in New 
Zealand. New Zealand First is not the only New Zealand party running 
for office at recent elections with policies and leadership compatible 
with some aspects of populism. The Conservative Party, led by property 
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manager Colin Craig, gained 4 per cent of the vote in 2014. In left–right 
terms, the Conservative Party is significantly right; however, New Zealand 
First may be classified as slightly left of centre (Vowles, 2014).

Unpacking the 2017 Election
As New Zealanders began to anticipate the 2017 election, a year or 
so before the likely date most commentators were expecting that the 
National-led government, who had been in power since 2008, would 
secure a fourth parliamentary term. It was thought that the 2017 election 
would have a similar result to the previous election in 2014.

National continued to dominate the political polls, while Labour, the key 
opposition party, continued to poll between 25 and 30 per cent, which 
was insufficient to present itself as the potential core of an alternative 
government. Its main ally, the Green Party, was tracking at approximately 
10 per cent. The two parties combined very rarely managed to close the 
gap between themselves and National, whose numbers often approached 
50 per cent. The only prospect of a change of government lay with 
New Zealand First and its pivotal position in the left–right dimension 
of the party system—one expectation of the eventual outcome that was 
borne out.

These expectations were shaken by an unexpected event. On 16 July, to 
draw attention to the inadequacy of welfare benefits to provide sufficient 
income, Green Party co-leader Metiria Turei admitted to historic benefit 
fraud. This caused a temporary poll shift—the Greens moved up to 
almost 14 per cent, gaining left-leaning support at the expense of Labour. 
In the face of this Labour poll decline, from an already low level, Labour 
leader Andrew Little resigned, paving the way for Ardern to replace him 
on 1 August. Meanwhile, further scrutiny of Turei’s claims, which made 
the news on 3 August, raised doubts regarding her integrity and threw the 
Green Party into disarray: the party’s poll surge evaporated, dropping back 
to 8 per cent. Turei resigned on 9 August, followed by polling that put 
the party at less than 5 per cent, below the threshold for representation. 
Thereafter, Labour began its poll recovery. On 27 August, information 
was leaked that stated Winston Peters had been overpaid by his pension 
for some years. Figure 2.1 displays the polling data and the shifts in vote 
intentions that followed these events.



A Populist Exception?

38

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

10–19 M
ar 2017

18–22 M
ar 2017

3–16 Apr 2017

1–14 M
ay 2017

19–24 M
ay 2017

21–31 M
ay 2017

29 M
ay –

11 Jun 2017

12-Jun-2017

1–5 Jul 2017

26 Jun –
9 Jul 2017

22–27 Jul 2017

20–28 Jul 2017

1–2 Aug 2017

2–8 Aug 2017

31 Jul –
13 Aug 2017

12–16 Aug 2017

22–30 Aug 2017

26–30 Aug 2017

1–5 Sep 2017

2–6 Sep 2017

1–8 Aug 2017

11–16 August 2017

28 Aug –
10 Sep 2017

6–11 Sep 2017

9–13 Sep 2017

13–20 Sep 2017

15-17 Sep 2017

15–19 Sep 2017

National Labour Green
NZ First 5 per. Mov. Avg. (National) 5 per. Mov. Avg. (Labour)
5 per. Mov. Avg. (Green) 5 per. Mov. Avg. (NZ First)

Figure 2.1: Political polls (March–September 2017).
Source: Clifton (2017a, 2017b); Curia (2019a–c); New Zealand Listener (2017a–c); Mills 
(2018). Includes Colmar Brunton, Reid Research, Roy Morgan and Bauer polls throughout 
and the last UMR-Insight polls during the campaign.

Table 2.1 displays the results of the election, compared with those of 
2014. The balance of votes shifted approximately 5 percentage points 
leftward; however, the combined centre-left grouping of Labour-plus-
Green still lagged behind the centre-right. Opposition votes consolidated 
behind Labour, primarily at the expense of the New Zealand First and 
Green parties. Therefore, the ‘populist vote’ shrank in 2017, particularly 
if one includes the Conservative Party in that grouping. The Conservative 
collapse from 4 per cent to only 0.2 per cent of the party vote is also one 
of the key elements of the leftward aggregate shift in the votes.

This reading of the aggregated results is confirmed in Table 2.2, which 
displays an estimation of the flows of votes between the 2017 and 2014 
elections, including those flows in and out of non-voting and the votes 
of those ineligible in 2014. Each cell represents a percentage of those 
eligible to vote in 2017. The ‘total 2017 row’ represents the percentages 
of the votes cast or not cast in 2017. Reading across the rows for each 
party indicates the sources of each party’s 2017 votes. The ‘total 2014’ row 
represents the percentages of the votes cast or not cast in 2014, including 
those ineligible to vote then. Reading up and down the columns indicates 
where the 2014 votes went in 2017. Several small parties drop out of 
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the picture, including neoliberal ACT and United Future—their party 
votes were too few for even marginally credible estimation of flows. The 
exception is The Opportunities Party (TOP), a new liberal-centre party 
founded by wealthy philanthropist Gareth Morgan. It appears that TOP 
took votes equally from the right and the left.

Table 2.1: The 2017 and 2014 elections—party votes and seats

2014 2017

% votes seats % votes seats

National Party 47.0 *60 44.4 56

Labour Party 25.1 32 36.9 46

New Zealand First (NZF) Party 8.7 11 7.2 9

Green Party 10.7 14 6.3 8

ACT 0.7 1 0.5 1

The Opportunities Party (TOP) - - 2.4 0

Māori Party 1.3 2 1.2 0

Aotearoa Legalise Cannabis Party 0.5 0 0.3 0

Conservative (CONS) 4.0 0 0.2 0

MANA 1.4 0 0.1 0

Ban1080 0.2 0 0.1 0

New Zealand People’s Party - - 0.1 0

United Future (UF) 0.2 1 0.1 0

New Zealand Outdoors Party - - 0.1 0

Democrats for Social Credit 0.1 0 0.0 0

Internet Party** - - 0.0 0

Total 121 120

Left (Labour, Green, MANA) 37.2 46 43.3 54

Right (National, ACT, CONS) 51.7 61 45.1 57

Centre (NZF, Maori, TOP, UF) 10.2 14 10.9 9

Others 0.8 0 0.6 0

Note: * National lost the Northland electorate seat to New Zealand First at a by-election 
early in 2015, bringing its seats down to 59.
** With MANA in 2014.
Source: Electoral Commission (2014, 2017).
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A significant shift also occurred in Māori politics. In 2017, the tide had 
run out for the Māori Party. Its objective had been to defend Māori rights 
under the Treaty of Waitangi, bringing Māori culture and values into the 
heart of government. By accepting a ministerial position in the National 
Government from 2008 onwards, although not within Cabinet, the party 
received its opportunity. Some progress was made—the right of Māori 
to claim customary rights over foreshore and seabed areas was restored 
and the government founded whanau ora, an innovative health initiative 
based on Māori values. However, the government was failing to address 
increasing social problems that most affected those on low incomes, 
among whom Māori remain concentrated.

Among Māori, class politics began to reassert its salience at the expense 
of indigenous rights. Following Māori Party member of parliament (MP) 
Hone Harawera’s departure from the party, and his establishment of left-
wing MANA, Harawera sought and gained support from the radical 
Pākehā left. However, he also procured an alliance with the Internet 
Party—a party formed by Kim Dotcom, a German internet entrepreneur 
accused of intellectual property theft, who was in New Zealand resisting 
extradition to the United States. This proved to be a misstep—Harawera 
lost his seat in 2014. He ran again in 2017, having made an agreement 
with the Māori Party that it would not contest his seat, in return for 
no MANA candidates in the remaining Māori electorates. The strategy 
failed—as Lara Greaves and Janine Hayward argue in Chapter 7, the 
MANA/Māori Party deal was probably irrelevant. MANA had lost its 
mana (prestige or status). Several key advisors no longer backed the party 
and had shifted to Labour (Burr & Templeton, 2017; Small, 2014). 
The votes of the discontented flowed back to Labour, both from former 
MANA and former Māori Party voters.

Of more significance for our discussion, the collapse of the Conservative 
Party mostly benefited National—half of the Conservative vote swung to 
them. Only one in six and one in seven of the Conservative Party votes 
in 2014 went to New Zealand First and Labour, respectively. Consistent 
votes for each party between the two elections can be read diagonally in the 
shaded cells in Figure 2.2. The core populist vote for New Zealand First 
and the remaining Conservatives was less than 3 per cent. The greatest 
shift of New Zealand First votes was to Labour. Approximately half of 
the new voters who were ineligible to vote in 2014 failed to vote in 2017. 
Of those who did vote, very few opted for New Zealand First.
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Figure 2.2: Content analysis (most important issue).
Note: The word cloud is based on a word-count content analysis and illustrates the 70 most 
popular words. Words with no political content were dropped and some were consolidated: 
for example, ‘taxation’ into ‘tax’, healthcare into ‘health’. The data were sourced from 
those freshly sampled in 2017, with oversamples resampled to bring them into the same 
proportions as the electoral rolls.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).

Two possible interpretations follow—either populist voters for New 
Zealand First and the Conservatives in 2014 had their populism 
overshadowed by an increased salience of left–right issues or populists 
shifted to Labour because the party had taken on board some key populist 
concerns, particularly the restriction of immigration. The salience of 
policy issues in 2017 is the next port of call for analysis, taking advantage 
of the following open-ended NZES question: ‘what was the single most 
important issue for you in the 2017 election?’ The electronically captured 
text of the responses was analysed and used to generate the word cloud 
illustrated in Figure 2.2.
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Figure 2.2 provides a visual impression of the content of the open-ended 
responses. However, it is not entirely accurate as an estimate of individual 
responses; despite the question wording, many respondents mentioned 
multiple issues. Further, the number of words captured for each respondent 
varied considerably; therefore, the cloud reflects how many words people 
wrote—some many more than others and some none at all. Table 2.3 
more accurately compares the number of words counted to the codes 
assigned on inspection of the data, one code entry per respondent, and 
makes comparison with similar codes used for the comparable question 
in the 2014 NZES (Vowles, Coffé & Curtin, 2017, p. 13).

The 2017 coding column provides a more accurate representation of issue 
salience. The figure and table provide much the same narrative; however, 
the economy pushes ahead more significantly in the table. Comparison 
with issue salience in 2014 puts the economy in the same leading 
position; however, the salience of health and housing doubled in 2017 
and immigration appeared as a primary concern for 6 per cent of those 
answering the question. In 2014, immigration scored less than 1 per cent. 
Environment was up, inequality stable and poverty down; however, this 
is in the context of increased concern regarding other social issues. The 
key insight is that the 2017 election pushed social issues (e.g. health and 
housing) significantly closer to the fore than in 2014.

Table 2.3: Issue salience (by word count and codes)

Word count (N) 2017 Coding 2014 (%) Coding 2017 (%)

Economy 211 19 14

Housing 207 5 11

Health 188 3 8

Poverty 112 7 4

Tax 110 4 6

Inequality 104 7 7

Education 92 3 4

Immigration 92 1 5

Environment 84 2 5

Welfare 18 1 3

N 2,835 3,455

Note: The issue coding frames in 2014 were slightly different—there was no top-level code 
for poverty in 2014; rather, it was included under inequality.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).
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Social issues and concerns regarding public services have traditionally 
been thought to benefit the centre-left; however, populists may also 
capture votes from people with such concerns. As explained in Chapter 1, 
two main explanations for the rise of populism have been posited. One 
identifies populism as a response to economic malaise, stagnation or 
economic crisis among those most affected. When current elites fail to 
address the problem, particularly if they belong to the centre-left, populists 
may begin to attract the votes of those who feel most vulnerable. Using 
strong emotional appeals, populists promise strong leadership, playing 
into the anti-establishment elements of populist ideology.

In 2011 and 2012, net immigration into New Zealand was effectively 
zero. By 2013, the New Zealand economy was exhibiting strong growth, 
compared to other comparator countries, and received ‘rockstar’ status 
from commentators (Vowles, Coffé & Curtin, 2017, p. 96). Immigration 
rose quickly. In 2017, New Zealand had a net gain of 70,000 immigrants, 
contributing approximately 1.5 per cent to population growth that year 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2018b). Such a high level of immigration puts 
pressure on infrastructure, services and housing, particularly where new 
arrivals are concentrated in New Zealand’s largest city—Auckland. Rising 
house prices have made life difficult for low- and middle-income home 
buyers. A shortage of housing has led to increasing homelessness and 
even affected the employed. Competition in the labour market from new 
immigrants may be responsible for little or no recent wage growth in New 
Zealand. Easy access to cheap labour may reduce incentives for business to 
increase productivity. The growth benefits of current levels of immigration 
tend to be unevenly distributed. The shift in issue salience between 2014 
and 2017 is a consequence of the unease and outright concern of many 
New Zealanders regarding the direction that has been taken by their country, 
in the context of increasing evidence of the failure of recent economic 
growth to benefit most low- and middle-income earners.

On the surface, the condition of the New Zealand economy in 2017 
did not provide much economic ammunition for populism. As shown 
in Figure 2.3, the official estimate of economic growth in New Zealand 
rose to a high point of 4 per cent in 2016, before dropping back to a 
(still apparently healthy) 3 per cent in 2017. These recent rates outstrip 
growth in comparator countries such as Australia, the United States, 
Japan and the United Kingdom. This is the ‘headline’ narrative that 
shaped most political and economic commentary regarding the National-
led government and underpinned perceptions of the government’s 
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competence within New Zealand and favourable impressions of the state 
of New Zealand’s economy internationally. However, the underlying 
picture is less rosy; due to high levels of net immigration, in terms of 
growth per person, the trend flattened at approximately 2 per cent per 
year in 2013 and more than halved in 2017 to only 0.7 per cent.

Figure 2.3: Real GDP and real GDP per capita in New Zealand  
(2007–2017).
Source: Reserve Bank of New Zealand (2018); Statistics New Zealand (2018a).

Discussion of immigration into contemporary New Zealand leads to an 
exploration of the second alternative explanation of the development 
of populism: the cultural dimension. In Europe and the United States, 
populism often represents white nationalism that is triggered by rising 
rates of immigration and, most of all, rising numbers of refugees from 
other cultures that threaten the dominance of established ethnic groups. 
People with lower levels of education are particularly likely to embrace 
populism on these grounds. In Australia, populism in the form of the One 
Nation Party also represents resistance to the recognition of Indigenous 
Aboriginal peoples and to efforts to improve their status. In New Zealand, 
by contrast, as explained in Chapter 1, populism in the form of New 
Zealand First is inclusive of indigenous Māori. Several New Zealand First 
MPs, including Winston Peters himself, are of Māori descent and identify 
as Māori. Despite this, New Zealand First takes a conservative position on 
New Zealand’s founding document, the Treaty of Waitangi between the 
Crown and Māori, opposing granting it any form of constitutional status. 
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Like the lobby group, Hobson’s Pledge, led by former National Party and 
ACT leader Don Brash, New Zealand First stands for ‘One Nation’ and 
is opposed to what it interprets to be ‘separatism’ among Māori. Under 
Brash’s leadership between 2003 and 2006, the National Party adopted 
a strong ‘One Nation’ platform with strong populist undertones and was 
rewarded by a dramatic boost in polling preferences. However, following 
2008, National governed with the support of the Māori Party and set 
aside populist appeals to ‘One Nation’. It presided over several significant 
Treaty settlements and, while continuing to oppose the existence of the 
Māori parliamentary seats in principle, refrained from implementing 
their abolition in practice.

Immigration into New Zealand over the previous 30 years has made it one 
of the most culturally diverse countries in the world. Despite occasional 
outbursts of racism in individual behaviour and in public discourse, new 
immigrants are, for the most part, accepted. New Zealand is the most 
recently peopled landmass of a significant size. The first Māori settlers 
arrived less than 1,000 years ago and other peoples arrived only in the last 
two centuries. Many New Zealanders are descended from relatively recent 
immigrants or are immigrants themselves. The Māori word for New 
Zealand Europeans is ‘Pākehā’.1 The population remains majority Pākehā 
at just over 70 per cent; however, incoming migrants have increasingly 
mixed origins. The recently released 2018 census puts the foreign-born 
population at 27 per cent. Over the period 2015–2017, the main source 
countries were Australia, predominantly comprising New Zealanders 
returning home, followed by the United Kingdom, China and India. 
More broadly, of those permanently entering the country, approximately 
a third have come from Asian countries, a quarter from Europe and a fifth 
from Australia (Statistics New Zealand, 2018c). Increasing diversity 
can produce a cultural backlash, to which the Asian population has 
been most vulnerable. Since inception, the New Zealand First Party has 
been a focus for criticism of Asian immigration (see e.g. Peters, 2005). 
Meanwhile, the National Party welcomes immigrants from everywhere, 

1	  According to the Māori dictionary (n.d.), ‘Pākehā’ means ‘New Zealander of European 
descent’—probably originally applied to English-speaking Europeans living in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand. According to Mohi Tūrei, an acknowledged expert in Ngāti Porou tribal lore, the term is a 
shortened form of pakepakehā, which was a Māori rendition of a word or words remembered from 
a chant used in a very early visit by foreign sailors for raising their anchor (TP 1/1911: 5). Others 
claim that pakepakehā was another name for tūrehu or patupairehe (mythical human-like beings with 
fair skin and hair). Despite claims made by some non-Māori speakers, the term does not normally 
have negative connotations.
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particularly valuing those who bring investment into New Zealand, many 
of whom come from mainland China. Labour has also tended to welcome 
immigration, particularly from the Pacific Islands, and Pacific Island 
communities continue to provide Labour with strong electoral support.

Figure 2.4: Parties closest to voters’ positions on different issues.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).

NZES respondents were asked which party was the closest to their 
position on the issue they identified as most important. Only 16 per cent 
did not, or could not, name a party that championed their issue. 
As expected, those who named immigration were most likely to choose 
New Zealand First. Figure 2.4 demonstrates that New Zealand First has 
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a distinctive command of immigration, but no other issue, much as the 
Green Party has a commanding position on the environment. Similarly, 
National is dominant in approval of its conservative positions on the 
economy and taxes and Labour is dominant on approval of its positions 
on social issues—housing, health and inequality. There is no evidence of 
a New Zealand First breakthrough on any issue other than immigration. 
Instead, the strongest impression is one of Labour successfully mobilising 
opinion on its issues of traditional strength: support for public services, 
more active housing policies and the reduction of poverty. Nonetheless, 
Labour also identified high levels of immigration as a contributing factor 
to pressures on infrastructure, social services and housing, and entered the 
2017 election with promises to reduce immigration by 20,000–30,000 
annually (New Zealand Labour Party, 2017). New Zealand First promised 
even greater restrictions: to a net 10,000, annually.

Alignment and Stability of the Party System
Another correlate of the development of populism elsewhere has been 
the dealignment or realignment of party systems. Party systems have 
fragmented, allowing new parties to emerge. Voting choices have become 
more volatile from one election to the next, making governments 
more likely to change more frequently than in the past and potentially 
affecting governability. Figures 2.5 and 2.6 situate New Zealand in the 
international context of other members of the Organisation for Economic 
Development and Cooperation (OECD), comparing changes in the 
number of effective elective political parties and in net vote volatility 
between 1991 and 2007, and 2008 and 2016. Compared with most other 
OECD countries, relative to their number weighted by shares of votes 
cast, New Zealand’s party system is smaller post 2008 than it was before 
and vote choices between elections have become less, rather than more, 
volatile. The contexts of different countries matter, of course. The first 
period marks New Zealand’s transition to an MMP system and the 
second the stabilisation of vote choices that followed this (Vowles, 2014). 
Post‑communist countries were also in transition during the 1990s and 
have somewhat stabilised since.
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Figure 2.5: Change in number 
of effective parties in OECD 
countries (2016–2007/2007–1990).
Note: The effective number of electoral 
parties is weighted by the proportional 
shares of votes cast, estimated as 1 divided 
by the squares of the fractional vote shares 
of all parties scoring 1 per cent or more (i.e. 
as fractions of 1).
Source: Gallagher (2019).

Figure 2.6: Change in electoral 
volatility in OECD countries 
(2016–2007/​2007–1990).
Note: Net electoral vote volatility is estimated 
by adding the absolute differences between 
party vote shares between the election in 
question and the previous one and dividing 
the resulting sum by 2. This figure is also 
based on unpublished data generously 
provided by Scott Mainwaring (for which 
thanks are due).
Source: Alcántara (2012); Emmanuele 
(2015); Mainwaring, Gervasoni and 
Espana-Najera (2017).
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If we refocus analysis away from change and examine the absolute levels 
of  recent and current estimates of effective party system size and vote 
volatility, New Zealand has scored comparatively low on both counts since 
2008. The average number of effective elective parties across the OECD 
countries between 2008 and 2016 was five and the average vote volatility 
between elections was 18. In New Zealand, over the three elections 
between 2008 and 2014, the comparable figures were 3.1 and  8.8. 
In 2017, the effective number of elective parties slightly shrank to 2.9; 
net  volatility had risen to 13.5, which was still well below the OECD 
average. In comparative contexts, electoral politics in New Zealand is 
stable, particularly when compared to many of the long-established 
democracies in western Europe.

Acknowledging this, like citizens in other OECD countries, New 
Zealanders are in two minds regarding political parties and the 
governments formed by them. As later chapters will discuss in greater 
depth, public trust in parties and politicians has not fully recovered from 
a crisis of legitimacy in the late 1980s and early 1990s, which followed 
rapid neoliberal economic and social reforms that led to electoral system 
change in 1996. Consistent cognitive or affective ties to political parties 
have not recovered either—levels of party identification are considerably 
lower than those estimated before the mid-1980s.

Nonetheless, approximately 60 per cent of the NZES sample chose 
a party when asked if they thought themselves ‘generally speaking’ close 
to a particular party; 38 per cent chose the ‘no party’ option. The phrase 
‘generally speaking’ is included to elicit ties to parties that persist beyond 
a single election. However, in practice, this estimate still demonstrates 
much between-election volatility (Aimer, 1989). Those nominated as 
‘very close’ comprised only 7 per cent of the whole sample; most who 
nominated parties as ‘close’ chose the ‘fairly close’ option (37 per  cent 
of all respondents). National had the most who were particularly close: 
28 per cent of respondents compared to Labour’s 20 per cent. The Green 
Party scored just over 5 per cent and New Zealand First only 3.5 per cent. 
The low level of core partisan commitment to New Zealand First is notable.
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The ideological and structural alignment of the New Zealand party 
system up to the mid-20th century was classically defined by Chapman 
(1962), who characterised it as predominantly urban versus rural but also 
crosscut by differences between higher or lower socio-economic groups. 
In terms of ideology, the cleavage was both one-dimensional (between the 
interests of owners and wage workers) and two-dimensional (in terms of 
social structure). Chapman identified signs of this pattern changing in the 
early 1980s; others similarly identified de-alignment (Aimer, 1989; Bean, 
1984; see also Vowles 1998). The process that occurred from 1984 to 
1990 may be interpreted as a realignment that failed, requiring a change 
of electoral system to recognise that New Zealand had become a moderate 
multi-party system—moderate, but still ‘multi’.

The nature of the post-MMP realignment, if it can be identified as such, 
continues to unfold as successive elections produce various iterations of 
outcomes within their apparent parameters. Since 2005, the number 
of parties has stabilised and vote choice volatility has decreased, giving 
some grounds to assume that a new pattern is emerging. However, on 
face value, the urban–rural divide seems alive and well, particularly since 
2008. Figure  2.7 plots the effects of the urban–rural characteristics of 
general electorates on Labour and National voting across the electorates 
since 1972, using census data broken down by electorate, and the 
percentage employed in agriculture as a proxy for the urban–rural divide.2 
The Māori electorates are left out of this picture, because their numbers 
are few and they overlie the general electorates, which makes combined 
analysis problematic. The percentage of the labour force in agriculture 
is simply regressed against the vote percentages for the two parties, the 
unstandardised parameter estimates or coefficients providing the data 
plotted in Figure 2.7. Averaged over time, there appears to be a consistent 
pattern—for each 1 percentage difference across the urban–rural divide, 
the National Party vote is approximately half a percentage point up towards 
the rural electorates and Labour is approximately half a percentage point 
down (that is, towards the urban electorates).

2	  It must be acknowledged that this proxy variable is approximate and does not fully account 
for both urban growth and changes in agricultural production and employment over the period. 
However, any error associated with these measurement issues is likely to be very minor and, therefore, 
unlikely to affect the broad patterns uncovered.



A Populist Exception?

52

Figure 2.7: The urban–rural divide and major party voting (1972–2017).
Source: Author’s research based on data from Statistics New Zealand and the Electoral 
Commission.

Figure 2.7 indicates fluctuations in this general pattern. Interpretation 
is complicated by electoral system change and the crisis in legitimacy 
that preceded this. The single electorate vote prior to MMP continues 
after the change in the form of the electorate or candidate vote: the new 
party vote is an addition. However, MMP introduced a new logic—the 
party vote determining the overall seat count—with electorate outcomes 
simply incorporated within the totals. Casting an electorate vote under 
MMP is not the same as it was under the old system, where one could 
cast a personal vote without worrying regarding its consequences for the 
overall outcome. MMP changes the data in a further way. The number of 
general electorates decreased from 95 to 60 in 1996 and, since this time, 
has crept upward only marginally. This affects the urban–rural boundary, 
with more mixing between provincial urban and rural communities 
within electorates. In 1993, across the 95 general electorates, the average 
percentage in agriculture was 9.9 per cent and the standard deviation as 
11.2. In 1996, with 60 general electorates, the average was 9.5 per cent 
and the standard deviation was 9.9. While the narrowing of the standard 
deviation is lower than might have been expected, caution is still required. 
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The most significant point is a reduction in the number of solidly rural 
electorates, making a lower proportion of cases responsible for plotting 
the rural end of the slopes estimated.

While one can read consistency into these data over the long term, 
significant variations are also apparent. From the mid-1970s until 1987, 
as the blue and red lines in Figure 2.7 move further apart, the urban–
rural dimension became more significant in shaping vote choices for 
both major  parties: an intensification of that alignment, rather than 
a weakening of it. From 1987 to 1996, the alignment weakened, and then 
began to strengthen again as the party system stabilised from 1999 and 
2002 onwards. The urban–rural effect on National’s electorate vote in 
2008 was particularly significant. Meanwhile, the other two parties’ party 
votes were much less affected. However, comparing the electorate votes 
of 1972 and 1975 with the party votes of 2017 reveals little difference. 
Chapman’s primary social structure dimension remains alive and continues 
to underpin the New Zealand party system.

Further scrutiny suggests that the story is not quite so simple. Figure 2.8 
illustrates the R-squared statistic that estimates the variance explained by 
each model, from which estimates were derived for Figure 2.7. These drop 
precipitously following the transition to MMP; however, they rise again 
for National between 2002 and 2008. The lower R-squared value tells us 
that, if we plotted the regressions for each party and election (drawing 
the slope estimates or trend lines), more of the data points representing 
electorates would be further from those lines, indicating further variation 
that is not explained post-MMP—more electorates that are ‘out-of-
line’ relative to their position, when plotted against the overall pattern. 
The lower number of purely rural electorates provides one explanation; 
however, further investigation indicates non-linearity elsewhere, when the 
R-squared value is low.3 A pattern consistent with the urban–rural divide 
remains, but intermediate electorates diverge from this. Although fewer 
mixed electorates fit the pattern as closely as in the past, the urban–rural 
divide continues as strongly as before when one compares communities 
that are most strongly urban or rural.

3	  Thanks are due to Alistair Gray for his help in uncovering these subtleties.
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Figure 2.8: Variance explained by the urban–rural divide on the 
electorate vote (1972–2017).
Source: Author’s research based on data from Statistics New Zealand and the Electoral 
Commission.

Regarding the second dimension of the social structure, the de-alignment 
process is more clearly apparent, as Figure 2.9 shows. Here, we define 
class voting as the difference in the Labour party vote between those 
households dependent primarily on manual and service occupations and 
those dependent primarily on wage and salary earners in non-manual 
occupations: managers, professionals, semi-professionals, clerical and 
sales workers (excluding non-voters).4 The progressive decline of this form 
of class voting in the old established democracies is so widely known as 
to become a cliché of electoral politics: the new element is its close-to-
complete collapse at the 2017 election, for which there occurred a 2002 
precedent. This very closely replicates findings from recent elections in the 
United Kingdom, Germany, France and the United States: an apparent 
death of class voting (Dalton, 2020, p. 163).

4	  This follows Alford (1962). In multiple working-adult households, we classify occupational 
class of the household by the occupation of the male in the household (the respondent himself or 
the respondent’s partner). This reflects the reality of gender pay inequity, meaning that, in most 
cases, the occupation of the male is a better guide to the economic position of the household. The 
NZES does not ask for the gender of respondents’ partners; however, because the majority of couples 
comprise a male and a female, this classification is the best reflection of the economic position of 
a male–female household that can be estimated from our data.
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Figure 2.9: The Alford Index of class voting in New Zealand (1963–2017).
Source: Levine & Robinson (1975); Bean (1984); New Zealand Election Studies (1987–
2017).

While the decline has been progressive since 1963 (the first data 
available), the 1990 height of the legitimacy crisis highlights the New 
Zealand story; in 1987, approximately 45 per cent of people in manual 
or service households voted Labour and, in 1990, only 32 per  cent 
did so. Labour has never recovered this earlier share of the votes of its 
traditional supporters  (Vowles, 2014, p. 40). In 2017, 30 per cent in 
this group continued to vote Labour. Meanwhile, in NZES samples, 
households mostly dependent on people in manual or service occupations 
have declined  from approximately 40 per cent to 30 per cent of the 
total. To compensate for this compounded loss of votes, Labour has 
survived as a major party by collecting more votes from people in 
non‑manual households.

In the 21st century, analysis of party system alignment comprises more 
than occupational categories, which have become more complex and less 
strongly associated with overall social positions and other definitions of 
class. More encompassing models of social structure are required to allow 
identification of relationships with vote choice after controlling for how 
each aspect of social position is mutually affected by all other relevant 
factors. Table 2.4 lists the variables from our baseline multinomial, 
multivariate model of the social and demographic correlates of voting 
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choice—this is the appropriate approach, because the various party 
choices and non-vote are unordered categories. Vote National is the base 
category in the model (details of which are found in Table A2.2); the other 
categories are non-vote, Labour, Green, New Zealand First, Conservative 
and ‘Other’. We include non-vote in the model but do not report it 
here because it is a significant element in overall voting choice, which 
affects the distribution of party choices. The baseline model accounts for 
approximately 10 per cent of the variation in voting choices in 2017.

Table 2.4: The social and demographic structural correlates 
of voting choice

Baseline model

Occupation household No occupation reported

Farming household

Manual/service household

(Ref.: non-manual household) 

Sector of employment Public sector

Self-employed

(Ref.: private sector wage salary)

Assets High-risk assets

Low-risk assets only

(Ref.: no. assets)

Income quintiles (1–5)

On benefit Yes

(Ref. No)

Education School qualification

Post-school qualification (excluding university)

University

(No qualification)

Gender Female

(Ref.: male) 

Age (18+)

Ethnicity Māori

Asian

Pasifika

(Ref. Pākehā)
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Baseline model

Living in urban area Major urban (100,000+ inhabitants)

(Ref. not major urban)

Membership union Yes

(Ref.: No)

Church attendance Never–at least once a week (0–1, five-point scale)

Note: Bracketed categories are reference categories in the analyses: the category to which 
an effect is estimated. For example, ‘female’ is estimated against the reference category 
‘male’. Low-risk assets are defined by answering yes to one of three questions: do 
respondents own a home, house or apartment; any savings or a contributory pension plan? 
High-risk assets are defined by answering yes to owning one of a business; a property, 
farm or livestock or stocks, shares or bonds? Ethnic identity is defined as strongest where 
multiple identifications were reported. Income is based on breaking household income into 
quintiles, augmented by a five-category question on relative income. Union household is 
defined by anyone in the household indicating that they were a member.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).

Table 2.4 outlines the key variables. Occupational differences are crosscut 
by location in the public or private sectors; public sector employees are 
more dependent on a strong public sector for their security and incomes. 
Low-risk assets, such as owning a home, having savings or a contributory 
pension scheme, offer people security without much risk. High-risk assets, 
such as owning a rental property, a business or stocks and shares, may 
provide higher reward but also greater risk. This assets variable is categorised 
into those with no assets, those with low-risk assets only and those with 
high-risk assets. This group contains a few who possess high-risk assets but 
no low-risk assets; however, this is a very small group. Household income 
also shapes opportunities and security, as does receiving some kind of 
benefit (excluding New Zealand Superannuation, the universal pension 
available to all at age 65). Education shapes opportunities, income and 
social attitudes; people who are more educated tend to adopt more 
liberal positions.

Compared to occupation, other categories—assets, income, age, 
gender and ethnicity—are even more fundamental attributes affecting 
opportunities and life choices. Age is relevant for generational differences 
between older people, who have been able to benefit from rising house 
prices, and younger people, for whom acquisition of such assets has 
become more difficult. Gender and ethnicity also have well-known 
implications for social position. Finally, union membership tends to 
mobilise people towards the left and forms a residual element of Labour 
tradition. Church attendance is expected to mobilise people towards more 
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socially conservative positions. We report the findings from this model 
in Figures 2.10–2.13, plotting predicted probabilities for all significant 
variables, plus 95 per cent confidence intervals. The full model is given 
in Table A2.2.

Figure 2.10: Probabilities of party vote for the National Party.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).
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The vertical line in Figure 2.10 represents National’s party vote as 
a  percentage of the entire electorate, including non-voters, making it 
possible to benchmark the probability estimates to the entire enrolled 
electorate. As expected, the National Party was more likely to receive the 
votes of older people and Pākehā and less likely to appeal to Māori. Despite 
the gender contrast between the Labour and National leaders, women 
were slightly more likely to vote National than men. National took votes 
relatively evenly across all educational categories but was more likely than 
average to receive the votes of those with only a high school qualification. 
It should be no surprise that farmers strongly support National; however, 
National’s appeal to manual/service voters matched its overall level of 
electoral support. High incomes and both kinds of assets attract people to 
National. As expected, people in those households dependent on public 
sector employment and union members are less likely to support National. 
This picture of the National Party vote is exactly what one would expect, 
indicating that the New Zealand party system is still strongly aligned 
in reference to differences in social locations and opportunities. NZES 
data appear to indicate that National did marginally better in major 
urban electorates than elsewhere; however, comparison with official data 
indicates that this is probably an artefact of a slighter lower response rate 
among National rural voters.

Figure 2.11 confirms that, all else equal, Labour’s new female leadership is 
associated with a gender gap—women are more likely to vote Labour than 
men. Labour’s strong support among Māori is also apparent (see Chapter 6 
for more details). This confirms the absence of a manual–non-manual 
divide among those who vote Labour. However, income, high-risk assets 
and support among beneficiaries and those in union households confirm 
the persistence of a significant residue of Labour’s traditional support. 
Sector of employment has little apparent effect on voting. Regarding 
education, with all else being equal, it seems that Labour appeals more to 
those with higher rather than lower education; however, the confidence 
intervals overlap. Youth enthusiasm for Labour, evident during the election 
campaign, is not reflected in these data. Labour performed best in major 
urban areas, net of all other factors in the model. Further analysis indicates 
a linear relationship across the urban–rural divide; Labour fared worse in 
rural areas, better in country towns, better again in provincial towns or 
cities and best in urban areas, which is consistent with official data.
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Figure 2.11: Probability of Labour Party vote.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).

Age and education are the two strongest associations with party vote 
for the Green Party, as shown in Figure 2.12. The Green Party does not 
fare so well among ethnic minorities, aside from Māori, among whom it 
receives votes equivalent to its overall share of the vote. Lower income and 
dependence on non-manual and public sector jobs also shape the Green 
Party vote. The Green Party is confirmed as a party of predominantly 
middle-class, young and relatively well-educated radicals, which is quite 
different to the support profile of the Labour Party, excepting a slight 
tendency to appeal more to members of union households and to major 
urban residents.
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Figure 2.12: Probability of vote for the Green Party.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).

As shown in Figure 2.13, New Zealand First, in some respects, represents 
the other side of the coin to the Green Party. It appeals more to the older 
population and to men and has effectively zero support among ethnic 
minorities, other than Māori, who are slightly more likely to vote for the 
party than average. The lower the education level, the more likely a vote 
for New Zealand First. This is one of the indicators of a populist party; 
however, confidence intervals do overlap. In other respects, New Zealand 
First shares with Labour and the Green Party an appeal to those on low 
incomes and to union members. New Zealand First’s possible appeal to 
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Pasifika people merits further investigation. However, caution is advised, 
because the confidence intervals are very wide and Pasifika responses rates 
to the NZES are very low. New Zealand First’s left–right orientation 
on these factors is consistent with its membership of a centre-left-led 
coalition. In terms of its profile on age and education, and in its slightly 
greater appeal to those outside major cities, New Zealand First has more 
in common with the National Party.

Figure 2.13: Probabilities of party vote for New Zealand First.
Source: New Zealand Election Study (2017).
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Conclusions
Comparatively speaking, New Zealand’s electoral politics are stable. Two 
centre-focused major political parties remain dominant; however, when in 
government, they are required to share power with much smaller parties 
that may exert some leverage over their major party coalition parties. 
One of these, New Zealand First, owes much of its appeal to populism, 
despite being a party of the centre on the left–right dimension. However, 
its foundation of electoral support is small and the party lost ground at 
the 2017 election.

To the extent that any election can signal a national shift of priorities, 2017 
saw New Zealand take a step to the left—embodied by concern regarding 
healthcare, housing and other social issues. Increased concern for the 
environment helped to keep the Green Party in parliament and increased 
concern regarding high rates of immigration provided a foundation for 
New Zealand First. However, greater control of immigration was also 
a Labour issue, framed in terms of economic and social consequences 
rather than in relation to nationalism or ethnocentrism. Therefore, the 
coalition government announced in October had an underlying logic 
and coherence.

In the United States and Europe, immigration is a matter of concern 
because many newcomers are refugees or enter illegally—borders have 
proven difficult to control. Due to New Zealand’s geographical distance 
and separation from other landmasses, almost all illegal immigration 
is limited to those who overstay previously granted rights of entry. 
Refugees are admitted through official channels; however, the quota is 
low relative to those of other countries. Those refugees that are admitted 
are provided with significant support to adjust to New Zealand and do 
not present a matter of wide concern; indeed, the New Zealand First Party 
is on record for advocating a modest increase of the quota and agreeing 
to this in government. The numbers of immigrants received by New 
Zealand are among the highest in the world (by head of population), 
yet concern regarding immigration is relatively low. Opinions consistent 
with ethnocentric and nationalist populism can be found in New Zealand 
but there is little or no foundation for mobilising these widely. Although 
a cultural dimension that spans the differences between social conservatives 
and social liberals can be identified in public opinion and party policies, 
it remains secondary rather than dominant.
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The economic and social pressures created by high levels of legally sanctioned 
immigration have been more effectively mobilised across the traditional 
left–right dimension. Representing this ideological cleavage, despite the 
neoliberal revolution of the late 1980s and early 1990s, electoral system 
change and the global financial crisis, the party system remains relatively 
well-aligned across the urban–rural dimension, crosscut by differences 
between social groups in terms of incomes, assets and opportunities. While 
this socio-economic dimension is no longer based on occupational status, 
its foundations in differences between those who own more and those who 
own less, little or nothing remain strongly apparent. The focus of class 
politics has shifted away from status-based occupational differences towards 
those rooted in production, assets and property. With a government of the 
centre-left in office, authoritarian populists are likely to advance only if that 
government is perceived to fail and disappoint; however, New Zealand’s 
apparently populist party is part of that same government. Winston Peters 
(aged 74 in early 2020) is unlikely to maintain his political career for much 
longer. There may be a more successful future for authoritarian populism in 
New Zealand than in 2017, or even 2020; however, it is as yet impossible to 
predict what this might be.
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