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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This project aims to identify the labour market outcomes of migrant groups to 

New Zealand. It also investigates whether differences in such outcomes can be 

explained by the differing characteristics of various migrant groups. 

 

We investigate the relationships between basic labour market characteristics and 

basic labour market outcomes, and the differences between the migrant types in 

terms of these characteristics and outcomes over time. Information from migrant 

arrival cards, as well as detailed cross-section data from the 1981, 1996, 2001 

and 2006 Censuses are used. 

 

Headline observations follow: 

• 18% of New Zealand’s working-age population in 1981 were overseas born. 

This proportion increased to 25% in 2006. In the last five years, overseas 

born people represented at least 60% (or 162,000) of the increase in the 

working-age population. 

• Focusing more closely on the high labour force participation age groups of 30–

49 years old, over 2001–2006, there was a net inflow of 64,200 overseas 

born and a net outflow of 1,200 New Zealand born. Further, the 64,200 net 

inflow of migrants was spread across the whole range of birthplace regions. 

• Migrants who subsequently left New Zealand numbered at least 50,000 

between 2001 and 2006. This implies a rate of outmigration of 24 per 100 

arrivals over the 2001–2006 period. This is less than the 42 per 100 arrivals 

rate experienced over the 1996–2001 period. Interestingly, the highest rate of 

outmigration is for migrants from countries with mainly European ethnicity. 

This group presumably has few language and other constraints on their global 

mobility. Return migration is likely to be high to countries with high incomes, 

such as Australia and the United Kingdom. 

• The labour market outcomes for migrants are shown to improve as their 

length of residence in New Zealand increases. The decline in the rate of 

outmigration shows that New Zealand is increasing its ability to attract people 

to settle and stay here. Buoyant economic conditions between 2001 and 2006 

and a change in policy matching skills with employment undoubtedly play an 

important role.  

 

Within this background, we constructed models from high-level cross-tabulations 

to investigate four main labour market outcomes: income levels, sources of 

income, labour force status and occupations. The conclusions below arise from 

two sets of analysis – observations from numerous multi-way cross-tabulations of 

census data and a multivariate analysis of migrant and non-migrant-related 

influences determining labour market outcomes.  

General conclusions 

In describing differences in labour market outcomes, migrant-related 

characteristics (region of birth and years in New Zealand) were helpful in only 

some cases. Furthermore, such characteristics were of relatively small importance 

in these cases. 
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• In most cases, the large majority of the differences in labour market 

outcomes across the various sub-groups of the population could be described 

by non-migrant-related characteristics, i.e. by differences in age composition 

and highest qualifications possessed. 

• Amongst the migrant-related factors that were found to be helpful in 

describing the differences, the main one was years in New Zealand. In 

particular, inferior labour market outcomes for migrants with less than five 

years in New Zealand were observed in some cases. 

• Notably, once migrants had more than 15 years in New Zealand, labour 

market outcomes became close to indistinguishable from the New Zealand 

born in most cases. Further, birthplace (including New Zealand) was found, in 

the main, to be a relatively unimportant factor in many of the equations that 

were estimated. It should be noted that this may be a feature of the 

methodology/data, as the duration in New Zealand was split into three 

groups. An analysis with unit record data may well reveal the ‘time to 

convergence’ to be shorter. 

• Policy implications of these findings suggest, firstly, a focus on the 

qualifications as well as the matching of skills with employment of migrants 

and, secondly, a focus on their retention (i.e. ensuring they stay in New 

Zealand). 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The objective of this project is to identify different labour market outcomes for 

immigrants with different characteristics. 

 

The methodology is to investigate the relationships between basic labour market 

characteristics and basic labour market outcomes and the differences between 

the migrant types in these characteristics and outcomes over time.  

 

Investigating and determining the basic relationships between immigration and 

labour market outcomes over time presents a major challenge to integrate use of 

two sets of data. The two datasets are:  

• time series data on immigration, and some characteristics of migrants 

obtained from the arrival cards 

• detailed cross-section data on the profile of migrants settled in New Zealand 

obtained every five years in the Census of Population and Dwellings. 

 

The time series data from the arrival cards show, most importantly, the quantum 

of flow of inward migrants over time. These show the existence of reasonably 

consistent long-term trends upwards in migrant inflows and periodic short-term 

(three to five year) ‘bubbles’ in migrant arrivals. It is these bubbles that can 

cause difficulties in causing short-term distortions to the composition of migrants 

at the following census cross-section profile. 

 

The labour market data provided by the arrival card data are time series 

information on inward migrants including: 

• whether they are New Zealand born or immigrants 

• their age group and gender 

• whether they are economically active or not 

• if economically active, their occupation. 

 

The cross-section census data we have obtained are for the 1981, 1996, 2001 

and 2006 Censuses and provide the main parameters of immigrant characteristics 

and labour market outcomes. 

 

The basic relationships between immigrant characteristics and labour market 

outcomes relate mainly to the core trend flows of migrants, perhaps separately 

from the short-term inflows in the bubbles. The four tasks in the process we 

follow to investigate these basic relationships are listed below: 

1. Complete initial analyses of the time series data to determine profiles of 

immigration, especially in the five years prior to each census. 

2. Create spreadsheet models with the census cross-section data that can deliver 

analyses of the relationships between immigrant characteristics and labour 

market outcomes, with the ability to isolate the recent arrivals, i.e. those 

arriving since the last census. 

3. These cross-section spreadsheet models can then track (through inter-census 

comparison and ‘date of arrival’ data) the profile of changes in labour market 
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outcomes of migrant groups during their period of living in New Zealand since 

their immigration. 

4. Determine the extent of recent changes in immigrants’ labour market 

outcomes. This acknowledges the context, in particular, of major behavioural 

changes in the labour market over the 2001–2006 period. 

 

Section 2 provides headline analysis and context of migrant flows, their 

characteristics and labour market outcomes over the 1981–2006 period.  

 

Section 3 takes a closer look at the interaction between immigration flows and 

the working-age population over the 1981–2006 period. This section reports on 

the influence of outmigration, as well as inter-census changes in the birthplace of 

migrants. 

 

Thereafter, we proceed to an analysis and investigation of the data from the four 

censuses. In section 4, we outline propositions that motivate our investigation, 

define the terms and variables used in the discussion and provide a summary of 

the findings of the investigation. 

 

In particular, this investigation has two parts. One part makes observations from 

numerous cross-tabulations of the data. Of course, not all cross-tabulations can 

be covered in this report. However, a spreadsheet tool has been developed to 

enable desired comparisons to be easily generated and depicted. A selection of 

these comparisons is provided in sections 5–8. 

 

Another part undertakes a formal diagnosis in the form of multivariate regression 

models of the migrant- and non-migrant-related influences determining labour 

market outcomes. The appendix section 10 details this examination. 

 

Section 9 contains our concluding comments. 
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2 IMMIGRANT CHARACTERISTICS OVER TIME 

2.1 Migration and the labour market 

The scope of this research programme is migrants and the labour market; hence, 

it includes consideration of inward New Zealand born migrants as well as 

overseas born immigrants. Nevertheless, the main interest is in the labour market 

characteristics and behaviour of the overseas born immigrants. 

 

This section is concerned with showing the pattern of flows of migrants over time, 

and following sections are concerned with showing the labour market behaviours 

of migrants. 

 

This section covers three aspects of the patterns of migrants. By way of 

introduction, we use time series information from arrival and departure cards to 

provide: 

• a long-term general picture of the rate and shape of inward migration since 

1951 

• the New Zealand born contribution to the shape of migration since 1979 

• a picture of labour demand from 1986–2006. 

 

In section 3, we follow this analysis with an examination of census data from the 

1981, 1996, 2001 and 2006 Censuses. This examination provides details of the 

patterns of migrants in New Zealand from 1981–2006, especially of working age, 

and the implied inter-census flows. 

2.2 A picture of inward migration 1951–2006 

A general picture of the time pattern of inward migration is obtained from the 

track of data arising from arrival cards for people who classify themselves as 

‘permanent and long-term arrivals’ or PLT inflows. There are a number of issues1 

around using the data generated by Statistics New Zealand from the arrival and 

departure cards, and these issues include the number of ‘category jumpers’ who 

have a certain intention on entering or leaving and then change their intention. 

For example, some people say they are arriving in New Zealand permanently or 

for the long term (i.e. at least for more than a year), but go home or to another 

country within 12 months. In these cases, they are not PLT on leaving New 

Zealand. 

 

The PLT inward migration flows can indicate a level of immigrant settlement 

greater than actually taking place because of this category jumper effect. For this 

reason, this phenomenon of ‘outmigration’ is attracting much attention in the 

research community and among policy makers.2 

                                            
1 See, for example, Glass, Hayden and Wai Kin Choy, Brain Drain or Brain Exchange?, Treasury 
Working Paper 01/22, page 15, for a more complete discussion of these issues. 
2 Bedford, Richard, Elsie Ho, Jacqueline Lidgard, International migration in New Zealand: Context, 
Components and Policy Issues. Discussion Paper, Migration Research Group and Population Studies 

Centre, Department of Geography, University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand. October 2000. 
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With these caveats in mind, the time series of the PLT flows show an upward 

trend in inward migration since 1951 and three main bubbles of inflow. The 

impact of migrants is indicated by the gross migrant inflow in relation to the 

resident New Zealand population. 

 

Figure 2.1 Annual gross migration inflows 1951–2006 
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Over the relatively long term from 1951–2006, the trend of long-term migrant 

inflow per 1,000 residents was 10–12 migrants per 1,000 in the 1950s, lifting to 

about 12–15 per 1,000 residents from 1960–1985 and then trending upwards 

quite strongly to be about 20 per 1,000 in 2006. 

 

The increase in the rate of the average inflow during the late 1980s coincides with 

the 1986 Immigration Policy Review and the subsequent Immigration Act 1987. 

This introduced a residence system based on specified migrant streams (skills and 

business, family, and humanitarian) rather than national or ethnic origin. The 

most important category was the skilled and business category, with the October 

2001 New Zealand Immigration Programme subsequently establishing the 

proportions for each stream at 60%, 30% and 10% respectively. An increasing 

focus on attracting skilled as well as business migrants since 2001 has seen 

numerous changes and modifications to immigration rules. These have involved 

language criteria, as well as increases in the overall points level required. 

However, the overall trend in migrant arrivals has continued upwards, with policy 

changes being targeted more at influencing the composition of migrants as 

opposed to discouraging such arrivals. 

 

In terms of total numbers of migrants, this seems to have followed a relatively 

steady trend from about 20,000 in 1950 to about 45,000 in 1990. This is an 

average trend increase of about 600 per annum. From 1990–2006 (years ending 

March), the trend appears to have increased from about 45,000 per annum in 
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1990 to about 80,000 per annum in 2006. This is an average trend annual 

increase of over 2,000. 

 

Superimposed on these trends have been three major bubbles of migrant inflow. 

These were in 1972–1976, from 1995–1997 and from 2002–2004. In each of 

these bubbles, the gross inflow was about 23–25 migrants per 1,000 of the then 

resident population. 

 

The peak years in these last two bubbles were 1996 and 2003. Both were notable 

for strong inflows from Asia – the first coinciding with the change in governance 

in Hong Kong and the second with a major increase in Asian students coming to 

New Zealand. The first of these was characterised by Bedford et al as “the Asian 

invasion of the mid-1990s”. 

 

The strong upward trend has been maintained through the latter two cycles, and 

we can be reasonably confident of a trend inflow of migrants increasing by about 

2,000 per annum. However, in terms of determining labour market outcomes 

from recent migrants, we must be aware of the effect these bubbles will 

potentially have had on the profile of immigrants in New Zealand at Census 2001 

and Census 2006. 

2.3 Returning New Zealanders and other migrants 1979–
2006 

The inward migrant flows discussed above include immigrants and returning New 

Zealand citizens. In the comparable data we have available for migrant arrivals 

since 1979 (calendar years),3 the number of New Zealand citizens returning has 

been remarkably steady over the period, sitting in the range of 18,000–29,000. 

The average inflow was 23,000, and in all but four years of the 26-year period, 

the inflow was in the range of 21,000–25,500. 

 

This implies that most of the variation in the total long-term migrant arrivals has 

been in the number of non-New Zealand citizen arrivals, as shown in Figure 2.2. 

 

                                            
3 Glass and Choy noted an issue with data from arrival and departure cards as a result of changing 

seasonality in arrivals, departures and net flows, and that calendar years are not the optimal 
measure. Indeed, March years are a better option. 
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Figure 2.2 Migrant arrivals – New Zealand citizens and non-New Zealand citizens 
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The pattern has been that, at the beginning of the period in the early 1980s, the 

number of returning New Zealand citizens was about equal with the inflow of non-

New Zealand citizens. From 1992 onwards, the number of non-New Zealand 

citizens began to trend upwards and, following two sharp bubbles of inflow, 

appears to be settling at about 30,000 more per annum than the returning New 

Zealand citizens. It certainly seems that the increase in the overall trend inflow 

we identified as occurring in about 1990 was due to an emerging trend increase 

in arrivals of immigrants. 

 

It can also be concluded that the shape of the number of migrant arrivals over 

time is largely determined by the number of arrivals of non-New Zealand citizens. 

This, in turn, means that the two most recent bubbles in the inflow were due to 

immigrants, not returning New Zealand citizens.  

 

Looking at the returning New Zealand citizens, the rate of inflow per 1,000 

residents in the 1980s and early 1990s fluctuated really widely in the range from 

6 per year per 1,000 to 9 per year per 1,000 residents. The average during the 

period was 7 per year per 1,000 residents. Since 1992, the rate has been mostly 

in the range 6.5–7.0 per year per 1,000 residents except in the peak and trough 

years. The implication is that the relative impact on the population of returning 

New Zealand citizens is declining somewhat over time. In fact, given that the 

stock of New Zealanders overseas is increasing, it shows that the propensity of 

New Zealanders to return to New Zealand is declining. 

 

On the other hand, the impact of non-New Zealand citizens on the population had 

a reasonably steady increase from 6.5 per year per 1,000 residents in the early 

1980s to 7.5 per year per 1,000 residents in the early 1990s. Since then, the 

trend has increased strongly from about 10 per year per 1,000 residents in 1993 

to 15 per year per 1,000 residents in 2005. 




