
 

Introduction 

People choose what to study at a tertiary level for 
many reasons – what they enjoy, what they are good 
at, what they know about, what they are capable of 
and what will get them started on a career.  It is 
important for young people to make wise choices 
about what to study as satisfying and rewarding work 
is associated with better health, better well-being and 
fulfilling lives.  Gaining tertiary qualifications also helps 
raise the skill level of New Zealanders.  This makes 
our society more productive, creates wealth and leads 
to better social outcomes. These are some of the main 
reasons that the New Zealand Government makes 
such a large investment in tertiary education each 
year. 
 
This factsheet and the associated tables provide 
information about how much young domestic 
graduates earn in the first nine years after they 
complete their studies.  They update previous results 
in the reports Moving on up, Looking at the 
employment outcomes of tertiary education and What 
young graduates earn when they leave study1.  The 
results in this factsheet show what graduates earned 
in the 2013 and 2014 tax years.  We focus on earnings 
for young, domestic graduates: those who start that 
qualification and move to completion before 
undertaking substantial time in the workforce. 
 
Earnings are presented for graduates who are 
classified as employed.  This includes all graduates 
who have received income from wages, salaries, self-
employment, paid parental leave and accident 
compensation payments for four months or more 
during the year.  Earnings exclude unearned income 
such as rents, dividends, and interest. Some 
graduates complete qualifications at more than one 
level, in these cases their outcomes are reported for 
both qualifications in the appropriate year after study. 
 

Only graduates for whom working in New Zealand is 
their main activity in a year are included in these 
results.  Graduates who are overseas for more than 
nine months in a year, who do any further tertiary study 
(excluding industry training) and those who are on a 
benefit for the same or more months than they are 
employed are excluded. 
 

Information about the number of hours worked by each 
graduate is not available and so we cannot determine 

                                        
1 These reports are available on the Education Counts 
website:  

whether differences in earnings are due to differences 
in wage rates or in the numbers of hours worked. 
 
A detailed description of the methodology used to 
obtain these results can be found in the accompanying 
factsheet: “Young graduate outcomes – 
methodology”. 
 

What qualification level you study at 
makes a difference 

Young, domestic graduates who complete higher 
qualifications earn more on average than those who 
complete lower ones (see Figure 1).  The biggest jump 
in earnings is between those with qualifications below 
degree level and those with degrees. 
 
For example, five years after finishing study, the 
median earnings of young people who have 
completed a bachelors degree are 43 percent higher 
than those for young people who have completed a 
Level 1-3 certificate.  Median earnings remain 
consistently higher for those with higher qualifications. 
  

Figure 1 

Median earnings by qualification level for young, domestic graduates 

 
 
Source: Statistics New Zealand, Integrated Data Infrastructure, Ministry of 
Education interpretation. Note that earnings are annual, gross and in 2014 
dollars.  

http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/tertiary_ed
ucation/education-outcomes  
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In their first year out of study, more than half of young 
people who complete a qualification at bachelors level 
or higher earn above the national median earnings for 
all workers aged between 15-64 years2 (see Table 1).  
While the median starting earnings for lower-level 
qualifications is below the national median, people 
with those qualifications catch up over time.  Five 
years after completion, half of the young people who 
have completed a Level 1-3 certificate earn a very 
similar amount to the national median or more.  To 
some extent, this reflects young graduates’ skills being 
complemented by experience in the workforce and 
employers rewarding them for this. 
 

Table 1 

Median annual earnings of young domestic graduates, one, two and 

five years after study, as a percentage of the national median earnings 

by qualification level. 

Qualification level 

Years after study 

One Two Five 

Level 1-3 certificates 71% 80% 98% 

Level 4 certificates 72% 81% 99% 

Diplomas 79% 89% 108% 

Bachelors 104% 119% 140% 

Level 7 graduate certs/dips 124% 132% 157% 

Level 8 honours/postgrad certs/dips 121% 135% 165% 

Masters 118% 135% 167% 

Doctorates 158% 179% 204% 

Source: Statistics New Zealand, Integrated Data Infrastructure, Ministry of 
Education interpretation. Earnings are compared to the 2014 tax year median 
annual earnings of for those aged between 15 – 64 years in New Zealand. 

 
It is important to realise that whilst we focus on median 
earnings, there is much variation in earnings at each 
level.  These levels of variation in earnings reflect 
factors such as field of study, industry of employment 
and occupation.  Variation in earnings also reflects 
individual differences that are not evident in the data – 
such as motivation and performance on the job.  They 
may also reflect that some graduates work part-time 
rather than full-time. 
 

What field you study makes a 
difference to your earnings 

Qualifications can open the door to careers in certain 
industries because they provide the skills employers 
need. Students often choose their field to improve their 
employment prospects in a certain field.  Many fields 

                                        
2 In 2014, this figure is $37,613. 

(for example, accounting, automotive engineering, 
law) prepare students for specific occupations.  Other 
fields focus on generic skills that can be used in a 
variety of occupations and industries – language and 
literature, behavioural science, office studies and 
philosophy are examples. 
 

Earnings can vary considerably for graduates who 
complete qualifications in different fields at the same 
qualification level.  This is important for students to 
take into consideration when considering what to 
study. 
 
For example, young bachelors degree graduates who 
study computer science, law and accountancy all have 
high median earnings which continually increase in the 
first nine years after study (see Figure 2).  Nursing 
bachelors graduates also have high earnings in the 
first five years after graduation, but earnings then drop 
significantly.  This may be because some nurses 
reduce their hours to part-time because of caregiving 
responsibilities.  Median earnings for teacher 
education graduates are initially above the average for 
 
Figure 2 

Median earnings for selected fields of study for young, domestic 

bachelors graduates 

Source: Statistics New Zealand, Integrated Data Infrastructure, Ministry of 
Education interpretation. Note that earnings are annual, gross and in 2014 
dollars.  
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all bachelors graduates but the rate of increase in 
earnings over time is lower than average.  Median 
earnings are low for both biological sciences and 
graphic and design studies graduates initially, but 
increase significantly over time for biological sciences 
graduates: this will be partly due to completion of 
higher level qualifications by some of these graduates. 
 

Table 2 shows the narrow fields for which graduates 
have the highest and lowest median earnings for 
selected qualification levels, five years after 
completion of their studies.  Many young graduates 
who complete a qualification in a science, technology, 
engineering or mathematics (STEM) field of study 
have high relative earnings after they complete their 
studies.  Earnings can be substantially more than the 
average for all young graduates at that qualification 
level. 
 
In contrast, young graduates who study performing 
arts have low median earnings at almost all levels of 
study, as do those who study personal services at the 
Level 4 certificate and diploma levels.  Young people 
who study information systems at Levels 1-3 have the 
lowest median earnings of all graduates five years 
after study and it is likely that many of these graduates 
do not work full-time initially, whether this is due to 
choice or availability of work. 
 

How much do postgraduate level 
graduates earn? 

People with postgraduate qualifications command 
high earnings.  Half of young domestic doctoral 
graduates earn more than twice the national median 
in their fifth year out of study.  The median earnings for 
those who complete a masters degree, Level 8 
qualification or graduate certificate or diploma are 
more than one and a half times the national median 
five years after study (see Table 1).   
 
Gaining a postgraduate qualification also increases 
the median earnings of young, domestic graduates 
relative to those with lower qualifications.  For 
example, the median earnings for young people with a 
masters degree are 19 percent higher than those for 
young people with a bachelors degree, five years after 
completion of their qualification. 

Table 2  

Fields of study with the highest and lowest median earnings five years 

after graduation, by qualification level. 

Qualificati

on level 

Highest earnings Lowest earnings 

Level 1-3 
certificate 

 
Median 

earnings: 
$36,800 

Aerospace 
engineering & 
technology 
 
Electrical and 
electronic eng & 
technology 
 
Mechanical and 
industrial eng & 
technology 

$62,500 
 
 
 
$45,800 
 
 
 
$43,100 

Performing  
arts 
 
 
Human welfare 
studies and 
services 
 
Information 
systems 

$30,000 
 
 
 
$29,800 
 
 
 
$21,200 

Level 
4 

certificate 
 

Median 
earnings: 
$37,100 

Building 
 
 
Nursing 
 
 
Sales and 
marketing 

$43,000 
 
 

$41,500 
 
 

$40,900 

Personal 
services 
 
Performing  
arts 
 
Visual arts and 
crafts 

$32,600 
 
 

$31,400 
 
 

$30,600 
 

Diploma 
 

Median 
earnings: 
$40,500 

Mechanical and 
industrial eng & 
technology 
 
Building 
 
 
Other 
information 
technology 

$60,500 
 
 
 

$55,200 
 
 

$51,600 

Language and 
literature 
 
 
Personal 
services 
 
Performing 
arts 

$33,900 
 
 
 

$33,600 
 
 

$30,200 

Bachelors 
 

Median 
earnings: 
$52,800 

Medical studies 
 
 
Radiography 
 
 
Pharmacy 

$113,300 

 
 

$76,100 
 
 

$75,100 

Graphic and 
design studies 
 
Performing  
arts 
 
Visual arts and 
crafts 

$43,900 
 
 

$39,300 
 
 

$39,100 

Level 8 
honours/ 
postgrad 
cert/dipl 

 
Median 

earnings: 
$61,900 

Medical studies 
 
 
 
Accountancy 
 
 
Computer 
science 

$78,000 
 
 
 

$75,100 
 
 

$74,000 

Communication 
and media 
studies 
 
Language and 
literature 
 
Performing  
arts 

$45,700 
 
 
 

$43,400 
 
 

$33,700 

 
Source: Statistics New Zealand, Integrated Data Infrastructure, Ministry of 
Education interpretation. Note that earnings are annual, gross and in 2014 
dollars.  Only fields of study where there are 100 or more graduates are 
shown.  A complete set of tables of earnings for all qualification level by field 
of study by year after study combinations can be found here: 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/tertiary-
education/life_after_study  

http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/tertiary-education/life_after_study
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/tertiary-education/life_after_study


 

Median earnings are very similar for masters and 
Level 8 graduates in the first nine years after study 
(see Figure 1), reaching around $62-$63,000 in the 
fifth year after study.  Those with a graduate certificate 
or diploma earn slightly less, with median earnings of 
$59,200 in the fifth year after study.  Doctorate 
graduates have the highest median earnings overall, 
reaching $76,600 five years after study and more than 
$80,000 in the seventh and subsequent years. 
 
However, there is considerable variation in graduate 
earnings within each postgraduate qualification level.  
Which field a student has studied explains some of this 
variation, with those who have acquired high levels of 
specialised skills and knowledge in particular areas 
being highly valued by the labour market and 
rewarded accordingly.  For example, five years after 
graduation, the top quarter of young, domestic 
graduates who have completed a Level 8 qualification 
in medical studies earn $114,400 or more, those in 
banking, finance and related studies earn $94,900 or 
more, and those in accountancy, law, computer 
science and economics and econometrics earn 
between $85,000 and $88,000. 
  

Other resources 

The accompanying tables of earnings to this report, 
which are for young, domestic graduates for all 
qualification level by field by year after study 
combinations can be found here: 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/tertiary-
education/life_after_study 
 
The Compare Study Options tool on the Careers New 
Zealand website is easy to use and provides 
information about median earnings and graduate 
destinations for many qualification level by field 
combinations: 
 https://www.careers.govt.nz/tools/compare-study-
options/ 
 
The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment 
publishes Occupation Outlook which gives education, 
employment and income information on sixty key 
occupations in New Zealand.  There is also an 
associated ‘app’ available for download.  See: 
http://www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/employment-
skills/labour-market-reports/occupation-outlook 
 

IDI disclaimer  

The results in these factsheets and associated 
tables are not official statistics, they have been 
created for research purposes from the 
Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) managed by 
Statistics New Zealand.  
 
The opinions, findings, recommendations and 
conclusions expressed are those of the authors 
not Statistics NZ. 
 
Access to the anonymised data used in this 
study was provided by Statistics NZ in 
accordance with security and confidentiality 
provisions of the Statistics Act 1975. Only people 
authorised by the Statistics Act 1975 are allowed 
to see data about a particular person, 
household, business or organisation and the 
results in this report have been confidentialised 
to protect these groups from identification. 
 
Careful consideration has been given to the 
privacy, security and confidentiality issues 
associated with using administrative and survey 
data in the IDI. Further detail can be found in the 
Privacy impact assessment for the Integrated 
Data Infrastructure available from 
www.stats.govt.nz.  
 
The results are based in part on tax data 
supplied by Inland Revenue to Statistics NZ 
under the Tax Administration Act 1994. This tax 
data must be used only for statistical purposes, 
and no individual information may be published 
or disclosed in any other form, or provided to 
Inland Revenue for administrative or regulatory 
purposes. 
 
Any person who has had access to the unit-
record data has certified that they have been 
shown, have read, and have understood section 
81 of the Tax Administration Act 1994, which 
relates to secrecy. Any discussion of data 
limitations or weaknesses is in the context of 
using the IDI for statistical purposes, and is not 
related to the data's ability to support Inland 
Revenue's core operational requirements.  

http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/tertiary-education/life_after_study
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/tertiary-education/life_after_study
https://www.careers.govt.nz/tools/compare-study-options/
https://www.careers.govt.nz/tools/compare-study-options/
http://www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/employment-skills/labour-market-reports/occupation-outlook
http://www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/employment-skills/labour-market-reports/occupation-outlook

