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Time to Celebrate International Brain Exchange: New Zealanders Still
Come Home

Jacqueline Lidgard, Department of Geography, University of Waikato

Introduction

The news headlines in New Zealand in the year
2000, as in many other countries around the
globe, included many with a ‘brain drain’
theme. In October the debate in New Zealand
became quite heated after a highly publicised
advertisement was published claiming that the
country had “lost a generation” (New Zealand
Herald, 5/10/2000).

Although during the 1990s global political and
economic changes have “produced new patterns
of international population mobility” (Gould
and Findlay, 1994: 275), this ‘brain drain’
concept (the movement of human capital) is not
new. In the 1960s and 1970s the hypothesis
also produced international concern and a great
deal of literature (Fortney, 1970; Wilson and
Gaston, 1974). The fear expressed was that
flows of human capital would have serious
effects on the growth of the poorer economies.
Numerous resolutions were adopted by the
United Nations at this time and there was a call
for more information on the phenomenon and
for measures to be identified to modify this
behaviour.

The conclusion at that time was that ‘brain
drain’ is conditioned by political and economic
imbalances in the world system (Portes, 1976).
The major ‘push’ force appeared to be the
asymmetry between the capacity of a nation to
produce numbers of highly trained personnel
and its capacity to absorb them. Countries with
free entry policies to their universities often
produce far more professionals than are needed.
India and China are examples at present with
their ‘oversupply’ of information technology
workers. Under these circumstances this
occurrence might more accurately be described
as ‘brain overflow’ rather than ‘brain drain’
from India and China per se.

In a key study of ‘brain return’ from the United
States in 1978, Glaser showed beyond doubt
that the commitment to return is very strong
among high level personnel working or
studying abroad. He found that although many
people may stay away from their home country

longer than their initial planned term they still
intend to return.

A universal sense in human experience seems to
be an attachment to one’s birthplace. “A
profound attachment to the homeland appears to
be a worldwide phenomenon. It is not limited
to any particular culture and economy” (Yi-Fu
Tuan, 1977: 154). Poems and songs through the
ages are testimony to this connection with the
place of early childhood. The feeling of first
generation rural to urban migrants comes
through clearly in John Denver’s song of 1971,
Take Me Home Country Roads.

The great ‘overseas experience’ has for some
time been an established part of New Zealand
middle-class culture. Many people in New
Zealand have family or close friends who have
spent time or who are living overseas. A
significant proportion of these people, however,
retain strong ties to New Zealand. It has been
suggested by researchers that migration in
advanced industrial societies since the 1970s is
largely ‘exchange migration’ with return often a
substantial part of this exchange (Richmond,
1984).

This paper focuses on the return migration of
New Zealand nationals and suggests that the
phenomenon known as the ‘brain drain’ could
be more accurately viewed as international
‘brain exchange’. It is based on data sourced
from arrival and departure cards supplied by
Statistics New Zealand and data from research
projects on return migrants to New Zealand
conducted over the past decade. First, an
outline of the migration of New Zealanders and
the relevance of return migration is presented as
context. Second, there is a brief description of
the surveys conducted and the methodology
used to identify a national sample of New
Zealand citizens who are permanent and long-
term (PLT) migrants. Some of the
characteristics of New Zealand returnees are
discussed and their reasons for leaving and
return. Preliminary comparisons are made
between the participants in the 1991 survey and
the potential respondents in the survey
undertaken in March 2001 to indicate changes
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that may have occurred in the decade. The
paper concludes with a brief comment on
current options for young working age New
Zealanders.

Migration of New Zealanders

New Zealanders have the reputation of being a
very mobile people. This propensity for
mobility, both internally and internationally, has
been referenced in a keynote address to this
conference (Bedford, 2001: 52). However,
from a survey of New Zealanders departing for
overseas destinations on a permanent basis
conducted in October 1979 (Barrington and
Davey, 1980) it was shown that barely 10 per
cent left saying that under no circumstances
would they return to New Zealand.

The relevance of return migration

During the decade of the 1980s there were more
New Zealand citizens returning to New Zealand
after a lengthy absence overseas than there were
new immigrants arriving, planning to stay for at
least a year (Table 1). Between April 1979 and
March 1989 return migration added 227,000
citizens to New Zealand’s population compared
with 202,000 new immigrants. That is, 53 per
cent of the permanent and long-term (PLT)
arrivals were New Zealand citizens during this
period.

Table 1: Permanent and long-term (PLT) arrivals of
New Zealand citizens and non-citizens, 1 April 1979 to
31 March 2000

Year ended NZ citizens Non-citizens Total
31 March Number % total Number % total PLT

1980-89 226,727 52.8 202,364 47.2 429,085

1990-99 234,864 38.6 374,247 61.4 609,201

1980-99 461,591 44.5 576,611 55.5 1,038,286
2000 22,583 37.0 38,506 63.0 61,089

Source: Unpublished tables provided by Customer Services
Section, Statistics New Zealand

During the 1990s, due to a combination of
factors, the return of New Zealand citizens was
far outweighed by the arrival of new immigrants
even though the number of New Zealanders
returning (234,864) was larger than in the
previous decade (226,727). The substantial net
migration gains of the early 1990s were, in part,
a response to government strategy to encourage
immigration to New Zealand, especially
immigration from countries in Asia. In the
1990s 61 per cent of the PLT arrivals to New
Zealand were new immigrants compared with
47 per cent in the 1980s (Table 1).

While the yearly average return for both the
1980s and 1990s (and the year 2000) was
23,000 citizens, in the 1980s on a yearly
average twice as many people left as returned.
There was an overall loss of 230,000 New
Zealanders on a PLT basis during this period
(Table 2). In the 1990s the net long-term loss of
New Zealand nationals for the decade was
146,000 people, equating to an average yearly
net loss of 15,000. However, the actual loss
was greater in this decade. Clearly, more New
Zealanders have left the country than have come
back in the past 21 years. This total loss
(348,000) can be exaggerated when only the
PLT figures are used (408,000) (Table 2).

Table 2: Net migration gains and losses of New Zealand
citizens and the total population

Year ended NZ citizens Total citizens
31 March PLT Total PLT Total
1980-89 -229,874 -148,496 -145,285 -49,466
1990-99 -146,229 -177,505 99,305 114,531
1980-99 -376,103 -326,001 -45,980 65,065

2000 -31,874 -21,880 -8,987 2,149
Source: Unpublished tables provided by Customer Services
Section, Statistics New Zealand

This problem occurs because the categorisation
of people is taken from information supplied on
arrival and departure cards. It must be kept in
mind that people fill in the cards based on their
intentions. The phenomenon known as
‘category jumping’ has been well documented
(Carmichael, 1993) and appears to be quite
common, particularly for non-New Zealand
citizens. People who change their intentions
have quite a significant impact on migration
flows. Over the past 21 years this type of
immigrant makes it appear that the country has
lost 60,000 more New Zealand citizens than
when only the PLT figures are analysed (Table
2). In the year 2000 alone the difference
between the net PLT and net total migration of
New Zealanders was 10,000 people.

Undeniably, the number of New Zealand
citizens departing is rising again after low levels
of loss (under 10,000 people per annum) in the
early 1990s (Figure 1). In the year ended 31
March 2000 the net loss of New Zealand
nationals on a PLT basis was almost 32,000
(Table 2). This annual loss, however, was not
as large as the yearly PLT net loss of citizens in
1980 (37,000) and 1989 (37,200).

People leaving for ‘overseas experience’, with
the intention of returning rather than remaining
permanently overseas, make up a large part of
what is termed ‘emigration’ from New Zealand.
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Since the early 1980s, return migration of New
Zealanders aged mainly in their late 20s has
been bringing back to the country over 20,000
citizens on a PLT basis each year (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: PLT arrivals and departures of New Zealand
citizens, 1 April 1979 to 31 March 2000
Source: Unpublished tables provided by Customer Services
Section, Statistics New Zealand

Clearly, when the net total migration figures are
examined the number of New Zealand citizens
departing has been much larger than the number
returning (Figure 2). The development of a
large pool of people living overseas means that
even a small percentage returning may create a
relatively large stream. It is estimated that there
are now around 600,000–700,000 New Zealand
nationals living overseas (Bedford, 2001: 52).
If ten per cent returned that number would be
over one per cent of the usually resident
population (3,792,654).

-50,000

-40,000

-30,000

-20,000

-10,000

0

10,000

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000

Net Total

Figure 2: Net total migration of New Zealand citizens,
1 April 1979 to 31 March 2000
Source: Unpublished tables provided by Customer Services
Section, Statistics New Zealand

It is clearly important to recognise the return
flows of New Zealanders because they are
outside the control of the immigration
authorities. This fact is often overlooked when
new policy is being formulated. These
hundreds of thousands of New Zealand citizens

and other people with residence rights, living or
travelling overseas, can come back to New
Zealand whenever they please, whatever the
immigration criteria. Indeed, the emigration
and return migration of New Zealanders means
that the government has a relatively low level of
direct control over international migration.

The contribution made by return migrants to the
economic and social development of New
Zealand is rarely appreciated or acknowledged
by politicians. This is partly because the
intention of emigrants to return to New Zealand
is disguised in the statistics on net migration
losses of New Zealanders (Figure 2). If the net
migration statistics are given undue weight by
politicians when they review migration policy,
an important dimension of immigration to New
Zealand is overlooked.

Return migration surveys

Locating return migrants in the community at
large is costly and time-consuming. In 1990, I
conducted a pilot study exploring various
methodologies for locating New Zealanders
who had returned to live in Hamilton City after
periods of residence overseas of at least 12
months. Although this approach identified a
significant number of potential respondents
(Lidgard, 1991), it was not possible to
generalise about the sample because there was
no way of knowing how representative it was of
all returnees during a particular period.

There is an excellent source of information on
all New Zealand citizens returning to the
country: the arrival cards. In order to obtain a
national sample of returning New Zealanders at
a particular time a procedure was developed, in
consultation with the New Zealand Immigration
Service and Statistics New Zealand, using
information supplied on these cards.

This procedure, (described in some detail in
Lidgard 1993), involved the New Zealand
Immigration Service sending an invitation to all
those New Zealanders who had returned after an
absence of 12 months or more during the month
of November 1990. The nationality, age, name
and address information given on the arrival
cards was used to identify who should receive
this letter. A reply paid card was included,
addressed to me. Those who agreed to
participate in the project returned this card with
their names and addresses noted and they were
subsequently sent a questionnaire.
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From an initial mailing list of just over 2,000
identified names and addresses on arrival cards
collected in November 1990, the invitation to
participate in the research was taken up by just
under 800 of these people. The postal
questionnaire sent to the participants sought a
wide range of information. This included a
basic demographic profile, work experience
both overseas and in New Zealand, the
motivation behind their travel and reasons for
return, and whether or not they planned to leave
New Zealand again for an extended period.

In November 2000 funding was negotiated with
the Department of Labour to replicate the 1990
national study. The questionnaire was designed
to enable the results of the survey in 2001 to be
comparable with the research conducted a
decade ago. The New Zealand Immigration
Service posted invitations to participate in the
research to 1,817 people in mid February 2001.
Preliminary observations from the sorting of
these arrival cards will be briefly commented on
later in this paper. The journal articles and
published conference papers from the 1990 and
1991 surveys are listed in the references. The
results of the March 2001 survey will be
reported in future publications.

Some characteristics of returnees

Both the pilot study conducted in Hamilton in
1990 (35 interviews) and the 1991 survey (740
questionnaires) confirmed that strong
attachments to people and places in New
Zealand had played a significant role in the
decisions made by New Zealanders to return
‘home’. ‘Family ties’ was listed as the most
important reason for choosing to return to New
Zealand for permanent residence. When
migrants found that suitable employment was
not as readily available as they had expected in
their ‘home country’ an economic dimension to
their return also became important. “Not
coming back to any work is the hardest situation
to deal with and all other items feed off this, e.g.
extra cash, new friends, house, car etc.” (25-29
year old male).

Where returnees come from

Return migration flows to New Zealand have
within them three major streams. First, there is
the continuous, proximate stream ‘backwards
and forwards’ across the Tasman. Population
has flowed freely between New Zealand and
Australia since the beginnings of European
settlement in Australasia.

Second, there is the stream that was initiated by
and is preserving ‘colonial’ and family ties.
Although, since World War II the settler flows
of families from the United Kingdom to New
Zealand have gradually become smaller. At the
beginning of the 21st century the linkage is
maintained by the ‘temporary’ flow of young,
single New Zealanders going to the United
Kingdom for a ‘working holiday’.

Third, the stream from ‘other countries’ is much
smaller than the previous two and is more
diffuse. Mobility as part of career advancement
and travel make up a major part of this stream.

Reasons for leaving

The main reason for going overseas given by
the survey population was ‘travel’. Overall 57
per cent recorded this reason for leaving New
Zealand. A further 26 per cent cited work-
related reasons, often in combination with other
reasons such as visiting friends, study and a
holiday. The great majority (75 per cent) of
respondents had family or friends living in the
country they went to, and 60 per cent had
travelled overseas with someone else.

Reasons for return

Most of the respondents (three-quarters) intended
to return to New Zealand within two years and
only 10 per cent left intending to stay away for
five years or longer. Those returning from
Australia were likely to have been away from
New Zealand longer than those returning from
the United Kingdom, where visa requirements
often ‘force’ New Zealanders to return.

As already mentioned, for most of the returnees
surveyed attachment to people and places in New
Zealand was the most important reason behind
them making the decision to return. Almost 75
per cent of the respondents to the March 1991
survey had returned to the city/town/rural district
in which they had lived before they left New
Zealand. The attraction of the ‘old home area’
was friends, relatives, familiar surroundings, and
for a few a job ‘back home’. Even when
employment prospects did not appear to be
particularly bright in the area, the presence of
family offered the support needed to disregard
this fact – at least initially.

New Zealand citizen returnees in
November 1990 and November 2000

In November 1990, the total PLT arrivals count
for that month was 4,870, of which 2,824
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identified themselves as PLT returning New
Zealanders. That is, 58 per cent of all PLT
arrivals in November 1990 were returning New
Zealand citizens. Of these, 2,432 people were
aged 15 years and above and were the ‘base
population’ for the 1991 survey. The initial
mail-out list was 2,175 (letters were only sent to
names that had given legible, full postal
addresses). That is, the initial sample group
comprised 77 per cent of the total population of
returning New Zealand citizens (Table 3).

Table 3: Comparisons between numbers in survey
populations, November 1990 and 2000

Year Long-term NZ citizen % Initial %
arrivals arrivals NZ sample total

1990 4,870 2,824 58 2,175 77

2000 5,922 2,191 37 1,817 83

The number of New Zealand citizens returning
on a PLT basis in November 2000 was 2,191
out of a total PLT arrival count of 5,922. That
is, the percentage of PLT New Zealand citizens
arriving was 37 per cent of the total arrivals for
the month. The mail-out list just completed
contains 1,817 names (all those aged 15 years
and over). The initial sample group for the 2001
survey will be 83 per cent of the base
population of all ages.

Age composition of 1990 respondents

The most distinctive characteristic of the
migration flows, both into and out of New
Zealand, is the age composition. A third of the
returnees in the ‘base population’ for the 1991
survey were aged between 25 to 29 years, with
61 per cent aged between 20 and 29 years. In
the survey population there were 40 per cent in
the 25-29 year age group.

The proximate flow from our trans-Tasman
neighbour had a more dispersed age distribution
and contained quite a high proportion of
Australian-born children. In comparison, the
‘colonial’ flow from the United Kingdom was
dominated by women concentrated in the under
30 year age group, reflecting the impact that an
imposed age limit on ‘working holiday permits’
had on the age structure of a migrant group.
The dominant group returning was young
women who had never been married returning
from the United Kingdom after completing their
‘overseas experience’ (Lidgard, 1992, 1993).

Age composition of year 2000 sample

While direct comparisons are unable to be
made until the 2001 questionnaires are
completed, from anecdotal evidence the sample
in the year 2000 was dominated by people in
their late 20s. It was noted in passing that the
year 1973 kept recurring on the birth date
recorded and that many of these people were
returning from the United Kingdom after being
overseas for one to two years.

Temporary and/or permanent return

Some general trends were found while looking
through 295,020 arrival cards (Statistics New
Zealand, 2000). First, far greater numbers of
New Zealand citizens were returning for short
periods (days or weeks) after an absence of
years in comparison to the number coming
back to live permanently. A count for one day
established that on 9 November 698 New
Zealand citizens, who had lived outside of New
Zealand for at least a year, arrived intending to
spend a few days or weeks in New Zealand.
On the same day 50 citizens arrived back
stating they intended to stay permanently.

Many of the people planning a short stay still
recorded themselves as “living in New
Zealand”. This was in spite of the fact that
they had been living outside the country for at
least a year and had no intention of staying
permanently on this occasion.

Conclusion

A period of residence in either Australia or the
United Kingdom continues to be a popular
choice for the young, working-age New
Zealander. Historical linkages provide familiar
institutions, language, and cultural and social
ties which perpetuate established patterns of
movement. This highlights the influence of
historical and structural relationships on the
movement of all individuals and the necessity
of including these influences in all studies of
migration.

The current ‘brain drain’ debate, like New
Zealand’s international migration flows since
the 1960s, appears to be cyclical (Lidgard and
Bedford, 1999). The only certainty I see is that
at the beginning of the 21st century the potential
exists for large uncontrolled flows of New
Zealand citizens to return at any time.
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At present, global competition for the young,
working age group has enabled more young
people than ever before to become part of a
labour force with transnational careers and
multi-local lives. These people are the current
labour market ‘winners’ and their movement
has been characterised as ‘circulation of the
elite’ (Morrison, 2001). This phenomenon is
better described as international ‘brain
exchange’ rather than ‘brain drain’.

Undeniably, New Zealand citizens are
continuing to emigrate as they have for decades.
Rather than viewing their departure as nothing
but a loss to the country there should be more
awareness and celebration of the new ideas,
experience, networks and money (Gibson,
2001) that returnees and expatriates contribute
to New Zealand society.

The significance of the return of its citizens to
the local labour and housing markets still
remains largely ignored in New Zealand. This
study will hopefully contribute to a better
understanding of the implications of ‘brain
exchange’ on the local labour market and dispel
some of the myths associated with recurring
debate on ‘brain drain’.
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