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Abstract

This study compares the relative performance of New Zealand’s firms to several small ad-

vanced economies using novel cross-country microdata from CompNet. We present stylised

facts for New Zealand relative to Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Netherlands and Sweden

based on average productivity levels, as well as benchmarking laggard, median and frontier

firms. This research also employs an analytical framework of technology diffusion to evalu-

ate the extent of productivity convergence, and the impact of the productivity frontier on

non-frontier firm performance. Results show that New Zealand’s firms have comparatively

low productivity levels and that its frontier firms are not benefiting from the diffusion of

best technologies outside the nation. Furthermore, there is evidence of labour misalloca-

tion in New Zealand based on less labour-productive firms having disproportionally larger

employment shares than their more productive counterparts.

Productivity measures how efficiently
production inputs (e.g. capital, labour and
raw materials) are used to produce goods
and services. Productivity is a key driver
of sustainable income growth and an im-

portant source of cross-country differences
in per capita income.

New Zealand’s productivity performance
has been poor over the last two decades.
This position has often been labelled a ‘pro-
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ductivity puzzle’, because the country fol-
lows good practice in many policy funda-
mentals. For example, New Zealand ranks
high internationally on measures such as
ease of starting a business and ease of do-
ing business, lack of corruption, and flex-
ible labour market regulations.2 Yet, the
quality of these settings has not been suf-
ficient to propel productivity growth, and
as such improvements in labour productiv-
ity make a minimal contribution to New
Zealand’s economic growth. Yet, the qual-
ity of these settings has not been sufficient
to propel productivity growth.

The New Zealand Productivity Commis-
sion is undertaking an inquiry into New
Zealand’s frontier firms. The Government
asked the Commission to investigate how
the economic contribution of frontier firms
can be maximized through policies aimed
at 1) improving the performance of frontier
firms themselves; and 2) helping innova-
tions diffuse more effectively from frontier
firms to non-frontier New Zealand firms.

Given the research objectives of the
Commission inquiry, the Competitiveness
Research Network (CompNet) dataset is
an ideal data source for assessing the per-
formance of New Zealand firms relative to
comparable countries. These data include
a rich set of micro-aggregated productivity
indicators at both the national and macro-
sector level and allows longitudinal inves-
tigation as annual data are available from
2003 to 2016. Analysis in this study is also
broken down into two time periods: pre-

Global Financial Crises (GFC) (2003-08)
and post-GFC (2009-16). The compara-
ble countries used are the small advanced
economies (SAEs) with information avail-
able in the CompNet database. These in-
clude Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Nether-
lands, and Sweden. Other SAEs would also
be useful comparators, such as Singapore,
Ireland and Israel. However, these data are
not available in the CompNet database.

This research has three main research
objectives:

• present stylized facts regarding av-
erage productivity levels and growth
rates for New Zealand, in compari-
son to SAEs (both at the national
and macro-sector levels). This in-
cludes benchmarking laggard, median
and frontier firms;

• provide an analytical framework for
evaluating diffusion and the extent
of productivity convergence for New
Zealand relative to SAEs; and

• review the allocation of resources
(capital and labour) across the pro-
ductivity distribution in New Zealand
and SAEs.

As is evident in all three objectives, the
focus of the empirical analysis in this arti-
cle is the comparison of New Zealand with
SAEs. This provides a comparative un-
derstanding of three broad drivers of ag-
gregate productivity growth: innovation
(which translates into productivity growth
of the frontier firms and movement to-
wards the international frontier); diffusion

2 For example, New Zealand ranked 1st in both the World Bank Ease of Doing Business Index 2019; equal
1st in the Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index 2019; and 7th and 10th respectively for
the OECD indicators for product market regulation and employment protection legislation. The two OECD
indicators aim to proxy ease of starting a business; and flexibility of labour market regulations, respectively
(New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2021).
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(the spread of technology, knowledge and
practices between the frontier firms and
non-frontier firms); and reallocation (the
movement of resources across firms). The
evidence will provide greater understand-
ing of the extent to which New Zealand’s
relatively poor productivity performance
is due to weak innovation (based on dis-
tance to the comparable SAE frontier);
slow adoption of new technologies by New
Zealand frontier firms and diffusion of in-
novation to non-frontier firms; and/or the
mis-allocation of resources.

This study is one of a number of research
inputs into the Commission’s frontier firms
inquiry.3 The article is organized as fol-
lows: Section 1 outlines the data and key
definitions; Section 2 compares the produc-
tivity patterns between New Zealand and
other SAEs; Section 3 presents descriptive
and econometric evidence on productiv-
ity convergence for both New Zealand and
other SAEs; Section 4 focusses on resource
allocation; Section 5 presents simulations
to hypothesize the counterfactual scenario
for New Zealand if there were gains in pro-
ductivity convergence as well as resource al-
location; and Section 6 provides a brief con-
clusion with directions for future research.

Data
Data come from CompNet, a unique

micro-aggregated annual database covering
19 countries. To ensure harmonized cross-
country data, CompNet implements dis-
tributed micro-data analysis developed by
Bartelsman et al (2004). In this approach,
a common Stata programme is used to
extract relevant information, aggregated
in such a way to preserve confidentiality
from existing firm-level datasets available
within each National Central Bank or Na-
tional Statistical Institute. This methodol-
ogy harmonises industry coverage, variable
definitions, estimation methodologies and
sampling procedures, as far as the underly-
ing raw data permits.4

The analysis conducted in this article is
based on the 7th vintage CompNet data.5

At the time of writing, New Zealand’s data
had not been formally included in the 7th
vintage version. Accordingly, we applied
the Stata programme provided by Comp-
Net to firm-level information in Statis-
tics New Zealand’s Longitudinal Business
Database (LBD). We also used information
from Stats NZ’s Integrated Data Infras-
tructure (IDI) for deriving the labour pro-
ductivity variable. While the New Zealand
data are sourced separately from the LBD
and IDI, it is put in the required Comp-
Net structure and so we forthwith collec-
tively refer to data for New Zealand and
comparator economies as CompNet data.6

3 For other research inputs, see https://www.productivity.govt.nz/inquiries/frontier-firms/.

4 More information can be found in https://bschool.nus.edu.sg/strategy-policy/productivity-research-network/.

5 More detailed information can be found in the following webpage https://www.comp-net.org/data/7th-vint
age/.

6 Stats NZ Disclaimer: These results are not official statistics. They have been created for research pur-
poses from the Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) and the Longitudinal Business Database (LBD) which
are carefully managed by Stats NZ. For more information about the IDI and/or LBD, please visit https:
//www.stats.govt.nz/integreated-data/.
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CompNet data contains micro-
aggregated indicators at the national and
macro-sector levels.7 These indicators
cover six broad categories including com-
petitiveness, finance, labour, productivity,
trade and firm dynamics. For this study, a
subset of indicators from the productivity
and labour categories at the national and
macro-sector levels are used. Macro-sectors
are similar to one-digit industries under the
Australia-New Zealand Standard Industry
Classification 2006 (ANZSIC 2006)8 and
this study uses the term ‘macro-sector’ and
industry interchangeably. One limitation
of these data is that the sample excludes
the financial, agricultural and mining sec-
tors.

The CompNet dataset has two samples:
the “all” sample and the “20e” sample.
The “all” sample includes firms with one
or more employees in the target popula-
tion, while the “20e” sample includes only
firms with 20 or more employees. For the
purposes of this research, the “all” sam-
ple is the preferred dataset as small firms
between 1 and 19 employees play an im-

portant part in the New Zealand economy.
These firms account for 78 per cent of the
entire firm population (excluding working
proprietors) and 31 per cent of total em-
ployment.9

For this research, SAEs are our main
focus. These include Belgium, Denmark,
Finland, Netherlands and Sweden, as well
as New Zealand. These economies are
IMF advanced economies with a population
ranging from 1 to 20 million people and
with a per capita income above US $30 000.
Skilling (2020:6) suggests “small advanced
economies are a very useful comparator
group for New Zealand in understanding
the priorities for action in strengthening
productivity performance”.

Data source and profile
Table 1 provides the sample size on an

annual basis for each comparator SAE and
New Zealand. Note that for the majority
of economies data exist for the period 2003
to 2016.10 The exceptions are the Nether-
lands, whose the sample begins in 2007;
and Denmark, whose sample is restricted to

7 The Competitiveness Research Network (CompNet) is a research network originally founded by the European
System of Central Banks in 2012 to foster the debate on competitiveness issues among policy institutions
and researchers. It produces micro-founded datasets covering productivity indicators for a growing number
of countries. Since 2017, CompNet is an independently funded and regulated network, hosted at the Halle
Institute for Economic Research (IWH). The dataset, now at its 7th vintage, is available to researchers on
request. More information available at https://www.comp-net.org/about-us/the-network/

8 Macro-sectors have been broadly matched to the appropriate ANZSIC category, based on descriptions in both
classification manuals.

9 These figures are based on the Business Demography Statistics 2019 from Statistics New Zealand.

10 Note that this sample approximately covers 80 per cent of total employment across the nine macro-sectors in
each of the SAEs. The data for Denmark actually begins in 2000, but due to a structural break in the labour
productivity variable between 2003 and 2004, we focus on data from 2004 onwards.

11 It is also worth noting that the Belgian data is of a higher-level aggregation relative to other countries with
firm-level data in our sample. It is based on data from Bank of the Accounts of Companies Harmonised
(BACH) and European Committee of Central Balance Sheet Data Offices (ECCBSO), which build aggregated
financial statements from firm-level data. These data are then reconstructed into the structure designed by
CompNet. As such, the small sample size counts for Belgium in Table 1 are not firm counts, but numbers of
aggregate cells.
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Table 1: Sample Size of the CompNet Database (Number of Firms)

Year Belgium Denmark Finland Netherlands New Zealand Sweden

2003 23 728 97 702 49 452 111 140
2004 24 203 142 553 97 970 51 942 109 827
2005 23 588 140 482 96 189 54 438 111 022
2006 23 087 144 926 99 362 56 484 109 841
2007 23 189 145 709 101 157 83 292 57 801 108 875
2008 22 189 148 974 104 821 88 808 59 412 101 740
2009 21 543 142 087 103 721 89 919 58 833 98 819
2010 21 152 141 963 104 270 90 562 57 189 105 483
2011 23 714 145 689 101 465 94 061 57 387 108 783
2012 24 142 146 979 105 636 93 581 57 552 108 595
2013 20 421 146 004 100 704 93 096 59 208 109 166
2014 19 526 144 747 98 758 93 353 61 320 111 503
2015 18 576 142 146 98 093 93 989 62 391 111 007
2016 17 054 146 909 97 838 95 538 61 209 111 724

Note: The sample size indicates the number of annual average firm-level observations (except for Belgium)
used in the calculation of value-added labour productivity. Sample size may slightly vary for other variables
due to different variable definitions and treatment of outliers.
Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

Table 2: Firm Shares by Macro-Sector (% of all Firms in CompNet Database)

Belgium Denmark Finland Netherlands New Zealand Sweden

Manufacturing 8.7 8.0 11.2 12.4 12.9 10.9
Construction 15.0 15.6 19.1 11.7 21.0 14.1
Wholesale & retail trade 30.0 22.6 21.9 32.3 16.0 25.8
Transport & storage 4.1 5.7 10.4 5.0 5.6 5.4
Accommodation & food 9.5 6.6 5.5 4.9 13.4 5.7
Information & communication 4.7 6.2 4.0 7.0 1.4 5.6
Real estate & rental services 5.7 12.6 6.5 - 7.2 6.0
Scientific & technical services 16.4 15.0 15.3 19.5 16.2 21.2
Admin & support services 5.8 7.6 6.1 7.3 6.2 5.2
Notes:
1. Firm shares are average over the period 2003-16.
2. The real estate and rental services sector is not available in the Netherlands.
Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

starting in 2004. Sources of data for coun-
try are provided in Appendix A. 11

Table 2 provides contextual background
regarding industry composition across the
countries that are part of this empirical
analysis.12 It provides firm shares by
macro-sector. Relative to the SAEs, New
Zealand appears to have greater concen-
tration of firms in manufacturing (12.9 per
cent), construction (21.0 per cent) and ac-
commodation and food service sectors (13.4
per cent). At the other end of the firm
share scale, New Zealand has a smaller

proportion of firms in wholesale and retail
trade (16.0 per cent) and information and
communication (1.4 per cent), again rela-
tive to other SAEs.

Definitions
Table 3 defines the key variables of

interest. A key firm performance mea-
sure is labour productivity. It is the ratio
of real value-added over labour and cap-
tures the amount of output produced per
worker in a firm. One downside of using
labour productivity as a performance mea-

12 According to OECD national accounts, the selected nine macro-sectors account for roughly 65 per cent of total
GDP across the SAEs.
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Table 3: Key Variables Definitions

Variable Definition

Value added Gross annual revenue minus cost of intermediate materials.
Labour Headcounts of the number of employees (yearly average) with employed

shareholders/owners excluded.
Labour productivity Value-added per unit labour input.
Unit labour cost Ratio of labour cost over value-added.
Price-cost margin The ratio of value-added to labour and capital costs.
Foreign ownership Share of firms that have more than 50% of their shares controlled by

foreign owners.
Young firms Share of firms that have been established in the last 5 years.
Exit firms Share of firms that exit the market in subsequent year.

Note: Value-based variables (value-added, labour productivity and unit labour cost) are expressed as
real euros at the 2005 price by taking country-industry specific deflators and country-level PPP from
the Eurostat-OECD PPP programme.
Source: CompNet user guide.

sure is that it does not capture the im-
pact of other inputs, such as capital and
intermediate materials. The common al-
ternative performance measure is multi-
factor productivity (MFP), which quanti-
fies labour, capital and materials in pro-
duction functions. However, when making
cross-country comparisons of MFP, strict
assumptions are required regarding iden-
tical technologies across countries, which
means that MFP may suffer more measure-
ment bias than labour productivity. Con-
sequently, this study employs labour pro-
ductivity as the key metric of interest, par-
ticularly given its common use in the lit-
erature and the ease with which it allows
cross-country comparisons.13

Within our data sample, firms in a given
industry within the same country are di-
vided into mutually exclusive productivity
deciles in each time period of interest. This
division allocates an equal number of firms
in each decile based on their labour pro-
ductivity levels. Decile 1 (10) represents

the least (most) productive firms situated
at the bottom (top) 10 per cent of the pro-
ductivity distribution at a point in time.

In this study, we adopt the following def-
initions to classify firms into three classes
in each industry.

• Laggard firms - firms situated at or
below the 10th percentile (decile 1) of
the labour productivity distribution
in the industry within a country.

• Median firms - firms situated be-
tween the 40th and 60th percentile
(deciles 4 and 5) of the labour pro-
ductivity distribution in the industry
within a country.

• Frontier firms - firms situated at or
above the 90th percentile (decile 10)
of the labour productivity distribu-
tion in the industry within a coun-
try.14

In the upcoming empirical analysis, we
also focus on frontiers at the national level.
This is derived for each of the six SAEs.

• National frontier – the weighted

13 All subsequent descriptive and econometric analysis in Sections 2 and 3 were also conducted using MFP as
the outcome of interest (for robustness purposes), and results were qualitatively similar.

14 This definition is broadly similar to the existing literature (Bartelsman et al., 2008; Griffith et al., 2009). Other
studies use the top 5 per cent or top 50 or 100 of firms with the highest productivity distribution (Andrews et
al., 2015; OECD, 2015). Their empirical results generally show similar productivity patterns and movements
and do not appear to be sensitive to the choice of frontier firm definition.
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Table 4: Industry SAE Frontiers by Macro-Sector

First Second Third

Manufacturing Belgium Sweden Netherlands
Construction Netherlands Finland Sweden
Wholesale & Retail Denmark Sweden Belgium
Transportation & Storage Belgium Sweden Netherlands
Accommodation & Food Sweden Finland Netherlands
Information Communication Belgium Sweden Netherlands
Real Estate & Rental Services Sweden Belgium Finland
Professional Services Belgium Netherlands Sweden
Administrative Services Belgium Sweden Netherlands
Note: First, second, third indicate ranks of industry productivity frontier in each industry.
Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

average of a country’s nine industry
frontiers. Weights are based on the
number of firms in each industry from
the business register in the country.

Finally, in the productivity convergence
analysis in Section 3 of this study, we also
construct an SAE frontier to then derive
the productivity gap with each country’s
national frontier. To construct the SAE
frontier, we start by first defining an In-
dustry SAE frontier, which is the average
of the industry frontiers of the three coun-
tries that have the highest average labour
productivity over the whole data period.

Note that the definition of the industry
SAE frontier takes long-run averages of the
industry productivity frontier over 2003-16
across six economies and uses those with
the highest three averages. The main ad-
vantage of this definition is to fix a constant
set of industry productivity frontiers over
time. Once an industry productivity fron-
tier is selected, it remains as the industry
SAE frontier for the entire sample period.

Table 4 presents the list of countries that
define the Industry SAE frontier across the
nine macro-sectors. For example, in the
manufacturing sector, the top three pro-
ductivity frontiers are Belgium, Sweden
and Netherlands. Collectively, they form
the manufacturing SAE frontier.

We then use the industry SAE frontiers
to derive the SAE frontier as follows:

• SAE frontier - the weighted average
of the Industry SAE frontiers from
Table 4. Weights are based on the
number of firms in a country-industry
at the Industry SAE frontier from
business registers.

Productivity patterns
To generate insights on the performance

of New Zealand firms across the productiv-
ity distribution relative to its SAE counter-
parts, this section presents stylized facts on
average productivity, as well as benchmark-
ing laggards, median and frontier firms.

Average productivity
Average labour productivity across the

SAEs for the period 2003 to 2016 is shown
in Chart 1. The estimates are converted
into a standard currency (euros) and de-
flated to constant 2005 prices. Sweden is
the highest performing country with re-
spect to this metric and produces 77,700
euros per employee on average, over the pe-
riod 2003 to 2016. This was followed by the
Netherlands (€56,700), Belgium (€54,700),
Denmark (€51,700) and Finland (€37,600).
New Zealand had the lowest average labour
productivity, generating 31,000 euros per
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Chart 1: Average Labour Productivity Levels across SAEs.

Notes:
1. Each line shows the average labour productivity of a country over the 2003-16 period. Average labour

productivity is the weighted average of labour productivity at the macro-sector level.
2. Denmark and Netherlands data start from 2004 and 2007 respectively.
3. Estimates are converted into a standard currency (Euros) and deflated by taking country-industry specific

deflators and country-level PPPs from the Eurostat-OECD programme (2005 prices).
4. The dip of the Swedish average labour productivity in 2007 is likely attributable to inadequate adjustments

for a large reclassification of sectors.For the sake of robustness, we test whether the empirical findings in
Section 4 change if we exclude pre-2008 Swedish data and find the general findings are qualitatively similar.

Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

employee.
New Zealand’s average labour productiv-

ity levels over the sample period equate to
a relative productivity of approximately 53
per cent of the SAE average. This is a
stark finding as the interpretation is that
an average New Zealand firm produces just
over half of the total amount of output pro-
duced by the other countries using the same
amount of labour input. Despite being sub-
stantially behind the labour productivity
levels in other SAEs, New Zealand exhibits
little sign of catching up. The labour pro-
ductivity growth rate is broadly similar to
the average comparable rate for the other
SAEs (0.51 per cent per annum compared
to 0.49 per cent per annum for the other
SAEs).

The next set of descriptives breaks down

the national labour productivity levels into
macro-sectors (Chart 2 and Table 5). Com-
paring relative productivity levels pre and
post-GFC (ie, 2003-08 vs 2009-16), we find
that six out of nine macro-sectors in New
Zealand were less productive over time rel-
ative to the average of their SAE counter-
parts. This includes manufacturing, con-
struction, wholesale and retail trade, real
estate and rental services and administra-
tive and support services. Among these
industries, the wholesale and retail trade
sector had the lowest relative productivity
ratio post-GFC of just below 40 per cent
over the period 2009-16.

As Chart 2 shows in three out of nine
macro-sectors, there was a marked im-
provement in New Zealand’s relative pro-
ductivity between 2003-08 and 2009-16.
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Chart 2: Labour Productivity by Macro-Sector in New Zealand, Relative to Small
Advanced Economies

Note: Relative labour productivity is the ratio of average labour productivity level in New Zealand over
average labour productivity in the other five SAEs.
Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

Table 5 provides context for these trends.
It shows that for two of these sectors
(transport storage; accommodation and
food), the improvement in relative pro-
ductivity was primarily driven by a nega-
tive labour productivity growth rate across
other SAEs. Only in the sector of informa-
tion communication did relative produc-
tivity improve due to a substantially higher
positive labour productivity growth rate in
NZ compared to the average across other
SAEs.

Benchmarking laggard, median and
frontier firms

Expanding the above analysis on aver-
ages, this section takes a closer looks at
the distribution of firm performance (with
respect to labour productivity) for New
Zealand relative to the other five SAEs.
Chart 3 presents relative productivity lev-
els and reveals three insights:

• New Zealand’s laggard firms show
gradual improvements in labour pro-
ductivity from 51.8 per cent in 2003
to 65 per cent in 2016, relative to lag-
gards in other SAEs. This upward
trend is mainly driven by large pro-

15 The catch-up of laggard firms in New Zealand could reflect, amongst other things, within-firm improvements
in productivity of surviving firms, and/or an increasing connection between firm exit and productivity. Future
research could delve further into modelling and thus decomposing the alternative channels of catch-up.
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Table 5: Labour Productivity Growth by Macro-Sector in New Zealand and Five
Small Advanced Economies, 2003-16 (Average Annual Rate of Change)

New Zealand SAEs

Manufacturing 0.5 1.2
Construction -0.2 0.1
Wholesale & Retail 1.4 3.6
Transportation & Storage 0.7 -2.3
Accommodation & Food 0.2 -2.5
Information & Communication 4.4 0.6
Real Estate & Rental Services 0.8 2.8
Professional Services 0.1 0.0
Administrative Services 0.3 0.3
Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

ductivity declines in SAEs: -1.1 per
cent per annum on average compared
to 0.6 per cent per annum in New
Zealand.15

• The performance of New Zealand’s
median firms remains stable relative
to the corresponding labour produc-
tivity levels across the SAEs – aver-
aging at 54.6 per cent.

• The productivity of New Zealand’s
national frontier steadily declined rel-
ative to that of frontier firms in SAEs,
from 51.5 per cent in 2003 to 43.5
per cent in 2016. This relative drop
reflected slower average productivity
growth among New Zealand frontier
firms, 0.4 per cent per annum vs 1.7
per cent per annum in SAEs.

These insights highlight both positive
and negative news - the converging trend
for New Zealand laggards and the diverg-
ing trend for New Zealand frontier firms,
relative to their SAE counterparts at the
bottom and top of the labour productivity
distribution, respectively.

To breakdown the insights from Chart
3 by macro-sector, Table 6 illustrates the
change in relative labour productivity be-

tween the time periods of 2003-08 and
2009-16 for each sector. The productivity
divergence for New Zealand’s frontier firms
is observed in six out of nine macro-sectors.
For five of these six, the decline was greater
than 5 percentage points, as indicated by
the double downward arrow in Table 6. A
single downward arrow reflects a decline in
relative labour productivity of less than 5
percentage points.

There are three sectors where frontier
firms in New Zealand performed better
than their SAE counterparts – the same
three that were also the best perform-
ers when looking at all firms. Further-
more, the same pattern emerges that for
two of these sectors (transport and ware-
housing; and accommodation and food)
this is attributable mainly to a decline in
average labour productivity in SAE fron-
tier firms; while for just one sector (infor-
mation communication), this is driven by
large positive labour productivity growth
of New Zealand frontier firms.16 Overall,
these results clearly show that most of New
Zealand’s best performing firms have strug-
gled to keep pace with frontier firms in
other SAEs.

16 Over the period 2003 to 2016, the average labour productivity growth rate for NZ frontier firms in information
and communication was 4.35 per cent, while the corresponding estimate for SAEs was 1.12 per cent.
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Chart 3: Labour Productivity, by Laggard, Median and Frontier Firms in New Zealand
Relative to Small Advanced Economies, 2003-2016

Note: Each line is the ratio of the labour productivity level in New Zealand to average labour productivity
across the other SAEs in a specific class of firms (laggard, median and frontier).
Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

Table 6: Change in Relative Labour Productivity in New Zealand Between 2003-08
and 2009-16, by Macro-Sector

Frontier Median Laggard

Manufacturing ↓↓ ↓ ↑
Construction ↓↓ ↓↓ ↑
Wholesale & Retail ↓↓ ↓↓ ↑
Transportation & Storage ↑ ↑ ↑
Accommodation & Food ↑ ↑ ↑
Information Communication ↑ ↑ ↑
Real Estate & Rental Services ↓↓ ↓↓ ↓↓
Professional Services ↓ ↑ ↑
Administrative Services ↓↓ ↓ ↑↑
Note: ↓↓, ↓, ↑ and ↑↑ indicates respectively that relative productivity dropped by more than 5% points,
dropped between 5% and 0% points inclusive, increased between 0% and 5% points inclusive, and in-
creased by more than 5% points.
Source: Authors’ calculations.

On the other hand, New Zealand’s lag-
gard firms have a converging trend towards
their SAE counterparts. There is only one
macro-sector where this trend was not evi-
dent – real estate and rental services.

Firm characteristics
Table 7 provides descriptive statistics

for firm characteristics available in Comp-
Net between New Zealand and other SAEs.

Comparisons are made across the three
firm types (laggard, median and frontier
firms), while our commentary focusses on
frontier firms in particular. Several pat-
terns are evident. As expected, value-
added increases as we move from laggard
to median and then onto frontier firms.
It is notable though that the increase in
value-added when moving from a median
to a frontier firm in New Zealand is ap-
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Table 7: Firm Characteristics, Average 2003-16

New Zealand SAEs

Variables Laggard
firms

Median
firms

Frontier
firms

Laggard
firms

Median
firms

Frontier
firms

Value-added 74 005 326 890 1 037 890 86 487 348 608 3 068 407
Labour 7.31 12.17 8.42 3.85 7.73 12.17
Labour productivity 10 124 26 860 123 265 22 464 45 098 252 129
Unit labour cost 1.64 0.62 0.26 1.41 0.59 0.33
Price-cost margin 0.08 0.29 0.46 0.34 0.35 0.53
Foreign ownership (%) 1.7 2.4 6.1 0.9 1.3 3.1
Young firms (%) 43.0 27.4 25.4 30.3 15.7 15.0
Exit firms (%) 14.3 8.0 5.9 8.7 3.8 2.4
Notes:
1. Figures for SAEs are the firm-population weighted averages of four selected economies (Belgium, Denmark, Fin-
land and Sweden). Netherlands is not included in these descriptives as firm characteristics are not available
2. Definitions of all variables are found in Table 3.
Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

proximately a 3-fold increase, whereas the
comparable jump in SAEs is close to 9-fold.
New Zealand frontier firms are also gener-
ally smaller in size than those in the other
SAEs, on average employing 8.4 employees
compared to 12.2 employees.

In terms of unit labour cost and price-
cost margins, frontier firms in New Zealand
and SAEs are broadly similar. The unit
labour cost is defined as the average cost
of labour per unit of output (value-added)
produced (as explained in Table 3). It is
often viewed as a broad measure of (inter-
national) price competitiveness. Price cost
margin is a measure of a firm’s mark-up
and thus captures a firm’s ability to in-
crease prices above marginal costs. The
similarity in both unit labour cost and
price-cost margins across New Zealand and
SAE frontier firms suggests that both sets
of firms operate in a relatively competi-
tive environment and produce goods and
services with more competitive prices com-
pared to laggard and median productivity
firms.

With respect to the other firm charac-
teristics available, New Zealand’s frontier
firms are generally younger, more likely to

be foreign-owned and more likely to exit
the market in the subsequent year com-
pared to their SAE counterparts. For ex-
ample, 15 per cent of frontier firms across
SAE comparator countries are defined as
young, ie, established in the last five years.
The corresponding proportion for frontier
firms in New Zealand is 25 per cent.

Productivity convergence
The key takeaway from the descrip-

tives in Section 2 is that when comparisons
are made to other SAEs, New Zealand’s
firms are the least productive, with fairly
weak productivity growth over the period
2003-16, and no evidence of productivity
convergence. The concept of productivity
convergence suggests that poor-performing
economies (value-added per worker in this
case) will tend to grow at a faster rate
than better-performing economies due to
diminishing returns (particularly, to cap-
ital). The lack of productivity conver-
gence in New Zealand, which is consistent
with earlier work using national account
statistics (Conway, 2017; de Serres et al.,
2014; Nolan et al., 2019), indicates per-
sistent productivity gaps with many SAEs
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Exhibit 1: A Simplified Framework of Technology Diffusion

Source: Adapted from OECD (2015).

and larger advanced economies.
One of the potential reasons for New

Zealand’s poor productivity performance,
particularly by our frontier firms, is a
“breakdown of the diffusion machine”
(OECD, 2015:12). In an OECD (2015) re-
port on future of productivity, it was ar-
gued that the productivity slowdown in
many OECD countries is in part due to the
diminished pace of frontier technology dif-
fusion. Global frontier firms have the ca-
pability and capacity to innovate, can op-
timize production processes across global
value chains (GVCs), and have the neces-
sary human capital and organization struc-
ture to replicate and diffuse new technology
and knowledge. Non-frontier firms can im-
prove their performance by adopting fron-
tier technology. The result of poor tech-
nology diffusion is a widening productivity
gap between non-frontier firms and global
frontier firms.17

Technology diffusion can be defined as
the process of transferring information,
knowledge and innovation. The scope for
technology diffusion from global frontier
firms to non-frontier firms depends on sev-

eral factors. This includes global connec-
tions, foreign direct investment (FDI), par-
ticipation in global value chains (GVCs),
and the mobility of skilled labour (OECD,
2015). For New Zealand, remoteness from
foreign markets and weak international
connections could therefore be important
barriers to achieving productivity accelera-
tion.

This section of the article is focussed on
understanding and evaluating the efficiency
of technology diffusion in New Zealand.18

To achieve this aim, we apply an analytical
framework from the productivity conver-
gence literature (Andrews et al., 2015; Bar-
telsman et al., 2008; Griffith et al., 2009).
Under this framework (Exhibit 1), and our
focus on SAEs in this study, technologies
from the SAE frontier are first adopted
by the national frontier, the most produc-
tive firms in a country. National frontier
firms then replicate and adjust these tech-
nologies to fit local conditions, which per-
mits greater within-country technology dif-
fusion. If the process of diffusion works
well, one may expect to see productiv-
ity catch-ups towards both frontiers. In

17 Global frontier firms is the globally most productive firms in advanced economies. Specifically, these frontier
firms are the 100 most globally productive firms in terms of multi-factor productivity in each industry (OECD,
2015).

18 Conway et al (2015) explored technology diffusion within New Zealand and focussed on multi-factor productiv-
ity. That study highlighted that convergence to the frontier is both statistically and economically important.
Further, Zheng (2016) explored technology diffusion within New Zealand at both the local region and national
level and found that geographic proximity between firms was important in the speed of diffusion.
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Chart 4: Relative Labour Productivity of the National Frontier to the Small Advanced
Economies (SAEs), 2003-16

Notes: 1.Each line is a ratio of the relevant national frontier to the SAE frontier.
2. Denmark and Netherlands data start from 2004 and 2007 respectively.

Source: Authors’ calculations using CompNet.

other words, non-frontier firms converging
towards frontier firms within an economy,
and the national frontier converging to-
wards the SAE frontier.

To assess the extent of both cross-
country and within-country diffusion we
begin with descriptives, before using econo-
metric models to quantify the rate of tech-
nology diffusion.

Cross-country and within-country
productivity gaps

Chart 4 shows the relative labour pro-
ductivity of the national frontier to the
SAE frontier. Recall that the SAE fron-
tier is the weighted average of the Industry
SAE frontiers. This chart, therefore, illus-
trates cross-country productivity gaps.

It is evident that the national frontier
in New Zealand not only has the largest

productivity gap to the SAE frontier, but
this gap has been widening over time. In
2003, the relative labour productivity ratio
was 48 per cent. This has deteriorated to
45 per cent by 2016. Chart 4 also shows
that there was a substantial decline in rel-
ative labour productivity for New Zealand
around the time of GFC, in 2008. From
the data behind the graph we know that
this was because the SAE frontier grew at
a faster rate than New Zealand’s national
frontier.

Chart 4 shows that the productivity gap
to the SAE frontier has also widened for
Finland, and to a smaller extent, Denmark.
In comparison, it has decreased for Bel-
gium, most notably since 2012.

We next focus on within-country produc-
tivity gaps, by assessing the relative labour
productivity between laggards and frontier
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