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Settlement and Circulation of New Zealanders Living in Australia:  

Patterns, Dynamics and Analysis 

 

Report for Year 3 (2007) 

 

Summary 

 

This programme has more than achieved what we set out to do. The research on the 

subsequent movement behaviour of 126,193 New Zealand (NZ) citizens who moved across 

the Tasman between August 1999 and July 2002 with the intention of staying for at least 12 

months, complemented by a similar group of migrants from the United Kingdom (UK, a 

“control group”), is contributing to new knowledge and understandings of circulatory 

behavior of migrants between developed countries. In addition, we used the longitudinal 

dataset to develop econometric models of subsequent mobility behaviour of new residents. 

We also studied the trends in movements between NZ and Australia using arrivals, departures 

and census data from both countries. 

 

We found that policy changes in 2001 that removed labour market-related social security 

eligibility of new NZ migrants to Australia increased the probability of remigration from 

Australia among those who had intended to settle permanently. Moreover, subsequent 

migrants also make more overseas trips and stay away from Australia for longer. Comparison 

of the NZ and UK migrant groups shows a significant degree of repeat and return mobility 

among New Zealanders. Observed patterns of movement differ substantially from stated 

intention, with large numbers of NZ migrants either prolonging or reducing their intended 

stay. Immigration regulations clearly play a huge role in the timing of departures, with UK 

citizens constrained by maximum time limits and much more likely to depart as intended. Life 

cycle factors are also important, affecting both the probability of departure and the extent of 

repeated international travel. 

 

We also found that New Zealanders in Australia are a young population and have a high level 

of labour force participation. However, controlling for age differences the New Zealand and 

Australia-born populations are similar. This is not the case for the Australia-born in NZ. The 

latter are quite a selective group in terms of income, education and occupation.  

 

In the third and final year of the project, several lines of inquiry were further developed in 

greater depth. The first of these was estimation of the impact of the 2001 social security 

changes in Australia on the mobility behaviour of specific groups of NZ citizens who 

migrated to Australia between August 1999 and July 2002. The second line of inquiry was to 

model, both theoretically and empirically, the determinants of visits to family and friends 

back in NZ by New Zealanders living in Australia. A third area of research was to embed the 

recent trends in trans-Tasman migration in a historical setting going back to 1881. This line of 

inquiry, reported in a public policy seminar hosted by Motu in Wellington in November 2007, 

received considerable media attention, given that the monthly reported international migration 

statistics at that time showed a trend of increasing net emigration to Australia. 

 

In 2006, there were 389,000 NZ born in Australia and 63,000 Australia born in NZ. The stock 

of NZ citizens in Australia rose from 471,000 at 30 June 2006 to 504,430 at 30 June 2007. 

Since then, the net outflow to Australia has increased to close to 30,000 on an annual basis, 

similar to the 2001 peak outflow, but less than previous peaks in 1989 and 1979. The research 

on historical trends, to be published in an invited article in Asia Pacific Migration Journal, 
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shows that cyclical fluctuations in trans-Tasman migration have been present since the late 

19th century, but that on average the flows were balanced until 1967 and were highly 

consistent with a cornerstone model of economic geography: the gravity model. Since 1967, a 

trend of cumulating net emigration to Australia, with cyclical variation superimposed, has 

been a simple but stark indicator of declining relative economic fortunes in NZ, as measured 

by OECD standard of living indicators. Within Australasia, however, NZ performed better 

than South Australia and Tasmania. Inter-state migration flows at the macro level reflect these 

relative economic fortunes. Moreover, it should be noted that the increased presence of New 

Zealanders in Australia coincides with greater „churning‟ with an increasing incidence of 

temporary migration and circulation. 

 

Following the earlier econometric modelling, the impact of the 2001 social security changes 

was assessed in this final year of the project by means of a detailed difference-in-differences 

methodology. For narrowly defined groups (by age, gender and skill level) the mobility 

behaviour a NZ cohort arriving before 2001 was compared with that of a post 2001 cohort. 

Corresponding changes were calculated for the control group of UK migrants. The NZ-UK 

difference between the observed changes in behaviour from the pre to the post 2001 cohort 

can be interpreted as a measure of the impact of the social security change, which affected NZ 

migrants but not UK migrants. In virtually all cases, the social security changes appear to 

have increased the proportion of NZ migrants returning to NZ, decreased the share of time 

that NZ migrants spend in Australia and increased the frequency of their overseas trips. The 

latter aspect, short-term trips overseas by immigrants, was also investigated in great depth 

during this third year of the project. At the theoretical level, a model of social capital 

maintenance was developed in which migrants face a trade off: each trip back home increases 

the stream of benefits they receive from interactions with family and friends, but at a rate 

diminishing with increased duration of the visit, while an increasing frequency of family visits 

increases the total annual travel costs and foregone earnings. The theory derives an optimal 

intensity of contact with relatives and friends. Several hypotheses that followed from the 

theory were subsequently confirmed with the longitudinal data. It was found that the higher 

skilled make more family visits (but of shorter duration), that visits exhibit a u-shaped relation 

with age, that family visits are more commonly done by females and that those who 

eventually return to NZ maintained stronger links with the home country while they lived in 

Australia. The research also uncovered that the elasticity of total time spent abroad with 

respect to the number of trips is on average about 0.4. This means, for example, that when 

people decide to double the number of trips they make abroad, their total time away increases 

by roughly 40 percent. 

 

Other major achievements of the programme include: 

 Contribution to new methodologies for locating migrants in their family contexts 

using NZ and Australian censuses. A breakthrough has been made in the analysis of 

the Australian unit record census data files, the Basic Confidentialised Unite Record 

Files (Basic CURF) and procedures have been developed for extracting multi-level 

(individual, family, household) census data on migrants in the family contexts. In 

addition, new skills have been developed in terms of an understanding of panel data 

and development of econometric models for mobility behaviour. 

 Development of new research capabilities. A research student, Ms Lynda Sanderson, 

has been involved in the programme since May 2005 and her MPhil thesis was 

completed in 2006. Presentation of some aspects of this research by Ms Sanderson at 

the 2006 NZ Association of Economists conference won the Jan Whitwell Prize for 

the best student paper. Following the completion of her thesis, Ms Sanderson returned 
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to work as a researcher at the Ministry of Economic Development. She has continued 

to collaborate on this project in that capacity. Ms Sanderson will commence PhD 

research in economics at the University of Waikato during 2008. The research will 

focus on international linkages and firm behaviour, using longitudinal business data. 

 Development of collaborative linkages with other researchers in NZ and overseas. 

Since the late 2006, the project has benefited from extensive input of Professor Philip 

McCann in the Department of Economics at the University of Waikato. Professor 

McCann has specifically contributed to the development of theoretical underpinnings, 

using microeconomic theory, for certain behavioural regularities that were detected, 

but not anticipated, in the empirical data. Collaboration with Robert Didham of 

Statistics NZ has resulted in a joint paper on the flows of Pacific peoples to and from 

Australia at the International Metropolis Conference in Melbourne in October 2007, as 

well as a research report providing substantive analysis of all permanent and longterm 

(PLT) arrivals and departures who had Australia as their country of last/next 

permanent residence over the 30 year period 1 January 1978 to 30 December 2007. In 

addition, Wendy Searle of the Department of Labour and Alan Gamlen from the 

University of Oxford were invited to contribute to a research workshop run by 

Professor Richard Bedford on NZ diasporas at the International Metropolis 

Conference in 2007. Professor Jacques Poot presented a paper on the Marsden project 

at the Centre for Research and Analysis of Migration (CReAM) of University College 

of London in June 2006. He accepted a an invitation to join this Centre as an External 

Fellow from 2007 onwards. 

 

Introduction 

This project is concerned with the mobility behaviour of New Zealanders who migrated to 

Australia between August 1999 and July 2002. The settlement and subsequent mobility of 

New Zealanders in Australia is important from demographic, socio-economic and policy 

perspectives because one in ten New Zealand citizens lives in Australia and New Zealand is 

Australia‟s second largest country source of migrants, after the United Kingdom. Moreover, 

Trans-Tasman migration is a major driver of New Zealand‟s international migration system. 

Besides micro-level (unit record) cross-sectional data derived from the Australian census in 

August 2001, the project also uses a unique longitudinal dataset provided by DIMIA on New 

Zealand citizens arriving in Australia for stays of 12 months or longer between 1 August 1999 

and 31 July 2002. This dataset tracks all subsequent moves of these migrants out of and back 

into Australia, up to July 2005. This information is of considerable interest to gain a better 

understanding of the notable volatility in trans-Tasman migration and to assess the impact of 

the removal of labour market-related social security eligibility for New Zealanders in 

Australia, implemented since March 2001. 

 

To identify the effects of the social security arrangements on other factors influencing 

migration flows at the time, a similar data set for a „control group‟ of United Kingdom 

citizens is also obtained. The policy changes did not affect the latter group. Consequences of 

the policy change on both the likelihood of onward (or return) migration and migrants 

„attachment‟ to Australia are investigated. The results, together with an analysis of the living 

arrangements and socio-economic characteristics of New Zealand migrants to Australia using 

2001 census data for both Australia and New Zealand, allow us to establish the social and 

economic contexts within which recent New Zealand migrants are situated. In addition, the 

study provides evidence of growing complexity of circulatory patterns in the trans-Tasman 

migration system, that are consistent with the new paradigm of international migration. 

 



 

4 

 

Progress 

Objective 1: trace patterns of circulation/return migration using the flow data and ID 

matching procedures focussing on movement experiences between August 1999 and August 

2005. 

Significant progress was made along this line of inquiry that attempts to identify relationship 

between ongoing mobility patterns, and personal and environmental circumstances, including 

institutional barriers. The results confirm that ongoing migration patterns are far more 

complex than traditional migration paradigms suggest, with repeat and return migration and 

ongoing mobility being an important part of actual migration experiences. Differences 

between intended duration of stay as recorded upon arrival and actual duration are also 

analysed. It was found, for example, that as the intended duration increases from one to five 

years, the proportion of people actually carrying out their intention decreases from about 60% 

to about 10%. Much of this descriptive work is forthcoming in an article in International 

Migration Review. The impact of the social security and other changes affecting NZ migrants 

to Australia was assessed by means of a difference-in-differences methodology that compared 

NZ and UK cohorts before and after the 2001 changes. The results were reported in the 

summary above. 

 

Objective 2: situate these trans-Tasman migrants in their social contexts using 2001census 

data thus enabling the mover population to be examined with reference to a relevant total 

population and all the associated socio-economic data on this population. 

Testing of the Australian census data files for analysis of the family context of New 

Zealanders in 2001 continued following the breakthrough in method for achieving this using 

CURF data in Adelaide in 2006. Initial 2006 census data on New Zealanders in Australia 

were obtained and analysed, but because the Basic CURF for the 2006 census is not yet 

available at the time of reporting, further analysis and outputs from this research will continue 

over the next 12 months.  

 

Substantive analysis of arrival and departure data on the trans-Tasman mobility of New 

Zealanders continued. As reported in the summary above, a research report on the PLT flows 

between NZ and Australia between 1978 and 2007 was completed. Through examining trends 

in trans-Tasman migration over the 30 year period, the paper seeks to address the trend 

towards „loss‟ of men in our statistics. The findings show that for all of the age groups 

between 20 and 49 years the sex ratio of the net loss during the third decade (1998-2007) was 

smaller than that of the net loss in the first decade (1978-1987). Not only was the sex ratio 

becoming more balanced in the net losses, but the absolute surpluses of males over females in 

the net losses were also lower for most age groups in 1998-07 than they had been between 

1978-97. Trans-Tasman migration was making a contribution to the deficit of males in the 

broad age group, especially amongst those aged 20-24 and 25-29. However, for those aged in 

the 30s and 40s the contribution of trans-Tasman PLT migration to the widening gap between 

numbers of males and females in NZ at similar ages was much smaller. Through a range of 

presentations at three workshops in the 12th International Metropolis Conference in 

Melbourne in October 2007, the project continued to achieve significant milestones in the 

final year in terms of disseminating new knowledge to policy makers and academic 

researchers in NZ and overseas. These workshops focused on the subsequent movement 

patterns of migrants from China, India and the Pacific after they have taken up residence in 

their new homes, and on the more general policy debates about engaging diasporas. The 

workshops attracted considerable interest internationally. In November Professor Bedford and 

Dr Ho joined an international team of researchers and prepared a grant application to the 

Swiss-based Population, Migration and Environment Foundation (PME) and the Canada-
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based International Metropolis Project for financial support of a pilot research project on the 

re-migration of Chinese and Indian skilled migrants in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the 

United Kingdom and the United States of America (see section on “Future research” below). 

 

Objective 3: use the linked (by association) flow and stock data on contemporary trans-

Tasman migration to develop models that have the potential to assist with interpreting and 

forecasting patterns of movement by New Zealanders living in Australia. 

Using the longitudinal data on subsequent international mobility of NZ and UK migrants to 

Australia arriving between August 1999 and July 2002, a range of statistical models that were 

developed during the second year of the model were further refined and estimated with Stata 

software. One set consisted of Cox Proportional Hazard models of duration of stay and the 

likelihood of re-migration from Australia. It was found that the likelihood of remigration 

among New Zealanders declines nonlinearly with age and is less for migrants from NZ who 

were born in third countries (sometimes referred to as “backdoor migrants”). Hazard rates 

initially increase during the first few months after arrival, but then decrease due to what is 

referred to in the literature as „cumulative inertia‟. So-called „competing risk‟ models tested 

differences among those who re-migrated from Australia between those who returned to NZ 

and those who moved elsewhere. As expected, non-New Zealand born migrants to Australia 

are less likely to return to NZ. In addition, highly skilled migrants and relatively younger 

migrants are more likely to move on to other destinations rather than return to NZ. This has 

implications for policies aiming to maintain links with New Zealand‟s diaspora in order for 

these migrants to make a contribution to economic development. Other models analysed the 

likelihood of prolonging or curtailing the intended duration of stay in Australia, the proportion 

of time migrants spend abroad and the number of trips made.  

 

In many of these lines of inquiry there has also been an assessment of the impact of the 

removal of labour market-related social security eligibility and some other policy changes 

affecting New Zealand migrants to Australia, implemented between February and June 2001. 

United Kingdom migrants to Australia, who were not affected by the policy changes, 

provided the „control group‟. Using hazard models, we found that the policy changes 

increased the probability of remigration from Australia among those who had intended to 

settle permanently.  

 

Competing risk models suggested no difference between the impact of the policy changes on 

onward or return moves. Settlers arriving after the policy changes were more likely migrate 

again, to have lower attachment to Australia, and to make more trips away. 

 

Additional work 

Specifying the hypotheses to be tested in the empirical research required a theoretical 

foundation for the new paradigm of international migration which encompasses the growing 

complexity of patterns of settlement and short-run mobility over the life course. The new 

paradigm replaces the traditional perspective of migration as a once-in-a-lifetime change of 

country of residence. A mathematical model has been developed that describes the cost 

benefit calculus that migrants must undertake when considering international migration. 

Although such cost-benefits models have a long tradition in economics, the novel aspect of 

our model is that it takes the costs and benefits of subsequent mobility, i.e. regular trips back 

home, into account. The model captures these aspects within a framework of achieving the 

best expected outcome up to a time of planned retirement. The model was published in an 

invited article in Jurnal Ekonomi Malaysia. 
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During the third year of the project, a second model was completed that captures specifically 

the issue of the costs and benefits of maintaining links with family and friends back home, 

while living overseas. The basic framework is that a migration decision may explicitly 

coincide with a series of planned trips to visit the home country, which may be subsequently 

modified by exogenous shocks and new information. The key variables in the model are the 

proportion of available time spent in the home country (referred to as home country 

attachment) and the frequency of trips home. Trips back home permit a replacement of 

depleted social capital, the enjoyment of home country amenities, and the face-to-face 

presence of family and friends, but incur travel costs, foregone earnings and reduced labour 

market experience in the host country. The steady state solution to the migrant‟s dynamic 

optimisation problem is characterised by home country attachment being approximately a 

square root function of travel frequency, keeping distance constant. This suggests that the 

total time spent abroad with respect to the frequency of trips is about 0.5. Travel frequency is 

inversely related to distance and transportation costs, positively related to the psychological 

costs of separation and positively related to earnings, because the positive income effect of a 

higher wage on the demand for trips outweighs the negative substitution effect of the 

increased opportunity cost of time spent abroad. Empirical evidence in support of these 

theoretical predictions is found in a large sample of longitudinal data up to July 2005 on New 

Zealand and UK citizens who first migrated to Australia between 1 August 1999 and 31 July 

2000. Interestingly, the empirical data suggest that the elasticity of total time spent abroad 

with respect to travel frequency is about 0.4 on average rather than the theoretical prediction 

of 0.5. The elasticity increases with distance between the home and host country. The 

elasticity is also greater for lower skilled workers and for older workers. 

 

Future research 

A cross-national comparative research proposal has been submitted to the PME and 

International Metropolis Project. The proposed pilot project will extend our Marsden research 

by examining the processes of re-migration of Chinese and Indian new migrants in five host 

countries (Australia, Canada, NZ, the UK and the USA), and the effectiveness of various 

policies to encourage return to source areas (China, Hong Kong and India). Results of this 

Marsden research will contribute to the development of a new paradigm for examining 

international migration that takes much better account of the complex nature of most 

movement that is regulated through immigration policies. 


