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NEW ZEALAND WORKERS ARE CONSTANTLY ON THE JOB  

The way of working has rapidly changed in recent 
history. Increased utilisation of remote working, 
new digital technologies, and the growth of 
artificial intelligence has created never before seen 
expectations of connectivity and accessibility to work. 

The reality of this for workers is the constant blurring of the line 
between work and non-work time, intensification of work, and 
concerns about increased surveillance and data sovereignty 
outside of their work time. The impact on workers is a rising 
incidence in workplace health and safety issues, both physical 
and mental, arising from psychosocial harm such as stress, 
anxiety, and burnout.

Long hours of work, and overtime are already commonplace for 
Kiwi workers. Internationally, New Zealand works longer hours 
than many OECD countries. 

A LEGISLATIVE 
RIGHT TO 
SWITCH-OFF

Work is now 24/7: Tech and 
remote work have erased 
the line between work and 
home. 
 
Unpaid overtime is on the 
rise: We’re working long 
hours and much of it unpaid. 
 
Burnout is widespread: 
Many workers report stress, 
anxiety and exhaustion. 
 
The law hasn’t kept up: 
Current rules don’t protect 
workers’ time or wellbeing. 
 
A Right to Disconnect works: 
Other countries are cutting 
burnout and unpaid work, we 
should too.
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And many workers are finding that the demands of their work 
continue to grow both on work time and non-work time. For 
instance, the Aotearoa Legal Worker Union’s “New Zealand 
Industry Employment Report 2022-2023” found that the 
average amount of overtime worked had jumped 25% since 
2021, with the vast majority of this overtime being unpaid.1

It’s not surprising that workers are reporting that burnout and 
stress is on the rise: 

“In 2022, 53% of New Zealand employees reported feeling 
burnt out. In 2024, that number has jumped to 61%.

“83% of Kiwis are experiencing stress at least a few times 
a month or more. Alarmingly, 43% of New Zealanders 
indicated that they feel stressed at work a few days a week 
in the last 3 months, followed by 29% indicating they feel 
stressed a few days a month.”2 

The connection between long-hours of work, and the impact 
of an ‘always on’ work culture has on the health and safety 
of workers is well researched.  For instance, one study found 
that employees who have supervisors expecting them to 
respond to work messages after work, compared to groups 
who did not, reported higher levels of psychological distress 
(70.4% compared to 45.2%) and emotional exhaustion (63.5% 
compared to 35.2%). They also reported physical health 
symptoms, such as headaches and back pain (22.1% compared 
to 11.5%).3

And WorkSafe segmentation data confirms that many workers 
are reporting issues relating to psychosocial risks:

1: https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/
PO2305/S00168/legal-industry-
report-released-unpaid-overtime-
on-the-rise.htm 

2: Wellness at Work 2024 report 
Employment Hero.

3. https://theconversation.com/
do-you-answer-emails-outside-
work-hours-do-you-send-them-new-
research-shows-how-dangerous-
this-can-be-160187

Source: WorkSafe New Zealand Mahi Haumaru Aotearoa
A right-to-disconnect law is critically necessary to address the 
growing crisis of illness and injuries in the workplace.

Yes No

Any work-related mental health
or wellbeing issue

37

63

Work-related
depression

20

80

Work-related
stress

60

40

Work-related
anxiety

31

69

Psychosocial risks experienced by New Zealand Workers
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The only law in New Zealand that specifically concerns working 
hours is the Minimum Wage Act which limits working time to 40 
hours a week unless otherwise agreed. New Zealand privacy 
laws are limited in providing workers protection from intrusive 
data collection, and no specific privacy laws exist in the context 
of employment.

Health and safety laws prescribe a duty on workplaces to 
do everything reasonably practicable to eliminate the risks 
of harm (which includes the mental and physical harm from 
psychosocial harm). But this is not well understood in New 
Zealand, and incoming changes from this government are 
seeking to minimise its importance. Minister for Workplace 
Relations and Safety Brooke van Velden has gone as far as to 
specifically state that SMEs won’t need to have a psychosocial 
harm policy under these incoming changes.

Globally, many countries are front footing the issue of work 
creep by adopting strong ‘right to disconnect’ laws. France, 
Ireland, and Germany have done so in the last decade, 
and recently Australia introduced such a law in its ‘Closing 
Loopholes” Act. 

The Australian right to disconnect law provides a strong basis 
for a New Zealand law. It focuses on limiting the time when 
employers can actively contact workers (outside of agreed 
contractual arrangements) by giving workers a right to not be 
unreasonably contacted outside of work hours. This law brings 
balance back into worker’s lives and empowers them to decide 
whether to respond to out-of-hours contact, based on the 
reason for the contact. It strengthens the law that workers must 
be paid for all the work they do.

Research from the Australia Institute’s Centre for Future Work 
indicates that unpaid overtime hours were fewer in 2024 than 
in previous years, following the Australian Right to Disconnect 
law coming into force.3 

A right to disconnect law for New Zealand also needs to ensure 
that workers are protected from surveillance, tracking, and 
recording on their time off, which are issues and concerns that 
are on the rise from an unregulated approach in relation to the 
rise of AI technology.

It is important to note that a right to disconnect law is not a 
blanket ban on contacting employees outside their scheduled 
work hours, rather it simply protects workers from being 

3: https://futurework.org.au/report/
taking-up-the-right-to-disconnect-
unsatisfactory-working-hours-and-
unpaid-overtime/

NEW ZEALAND’S LAWS 
HAVE NOT KEPT UP WITH 
THE DEMANDS OF WORK 
ON PERSONAL TIME.

A “RIGHT TO DISCONNECT” 
LAW FOR NEW ZEALAND.
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penalised for refusing unreasonable work contact outside of 
work hours.  

The right to disconnect would be enacted through an 
amendment to the Employment Relations Act 2000.

REIMAGINING AOTEAROA TOGETHER 
RECOMMENDATION 

We are calling on political parties to pass a  
Right to Disconnect law as soon as possible.

We are setting out a comprehensive vision for change that 
can’t be ignored by those in power. With all of us working 
together, we can build an Aotearoa that works for the many.

The New Zealand Council of Trade Unions Te Kauae Kaimahi is 
the national representative body for trade unions in Aotearoa 
New Zealand. Our 30 members represent over 300,000 
working people in Aotearoa. Established in 1987, we are 
advocates for the rights and interests of workers across a range 
of industries. The focus of our work is to improve working 
conditions, promote fair wages, and ensure workplace safety. 
We play a pivotal role in shaping labour policies and advancing 
social justice initiatives to create a more equitable society for all 
New Zealanders.

reimagineaotearoa.nz

Reimagining Aotearoa 
Together is a response 
to the continued failure 
of government to deal 
with the inequality and 
unfairness at heart of 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s 
society and economy.

https://www.reimagineaotearoa.nz/

