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Regional Mobility Rates – Comparing 
Australia with the Northern Territory 

KEY FINDINGS 
• This research brief assesses differences in 

residential mobility patterns between regions 
in the Northern Territory and the rest of 
Australia. Patterns include overall mobility 
rates (immigration and emigration) and the 
type of movements involved (intra-state and 
inter-state). 

• The results show that in 2006 the NT had a 
high percentage of regions that experienced 
very high mobility levels compared with the 
rest of Australia, and that emigration was 
more significant than immigration. 

• The Northern Territory also had a high 
proportion of low mobility regions in the 
rural areas, and in parts of Darwin and 
Alice Springs. 

• Interstate migration was a more common 
feature of NT mobility than it was in other 
states. 

• The research suggests that the ‘problem’ of 
mobility in the NT may be more about the 
extent of the move (most movers leave the 
Territory) than the number of moves. 
Reframing the issue accordingly may help 
identify new ways of managing population 
turnover. 
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This research brief 

draws on data from the 
2006 Census of 
Population and 

Housing provided by 
the Australian Bureau 

of Statistics. The 
study is part of a 

program of 
demographic research 
funded in part by the 
Northern Territory 
Treasury and the 

Australian Research 
Council.  

 
The research has been 
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Background 

The Northern Territory has the highest rates of residential mobility (immigration, 
emigration and total population turnover) of all states and Territories in Australia, and 
has had so for at least thirty years. According to the 2006 Census, nearly one third of 
Territory residents had changed residential address since 2001, with three quarters 
of these moving into the Territory from another part of Australia. By comparison, 20% 
of New South Wales residents had changed address since 2001, and three quarters 
of these had remained in New South Wales. State level analysis (see Research Brief 
2008011) leaves little doubt that the Territory overall has a more mobile population, 
but there has been limited analysis of regional differences within the Territory, and of 
how Territory regions compare with other regions throughout Australia. 
 
Examining mobility at the regional level also allows us to use some statistical 
techniques to assess just how different NT regions are because we have more data 
points around which to construct an idea of what is ‘normal’ in terms of levels of 
mobility. This brief is concerned with where NT regions sit in regards to ‘normal’ rates 
of immigration, emigration, and population turnover. We also examine the differences 
in terms of intra-state and inter-state mobility. 
 
It is important to remember that this brief excludes overseas migration. 

Methods 

The finest geographic scale for analysing residential mobility is Statistical Local 
Areas (SLAs). There were around 1300 SLAs covering all of Australia at the time of 
the 2006 Census. Populations varied from about 2000 people to around 120 000 
people. Sizes varied from a few square kilometres to several thousand square 
kilometres. The Northern Territory had 74 SLAs. Queensland had the most (444) and 
Tasmania the fewest (41).  
 
In October, 2008, the Australian Bureau of Statistics released summaries of 
migration rates recorded at the 2006 Census for each SLA in Australia (link). 
Summaries included number of people who had moved in to the SLA since 2001 
(immigration), the number of people who had moved out in that time (emigration), the 
number of immigrants minus the number of emigrants (net migration), and the total 
number of movers (population turnover).  
 
Based on this data, we calculated ‘normal’ migration rates as a range of rates based 
on the mean and the standard deviation for all SLAs. The standard deviation is a 
statistical measure of the amount of dispersion of results around the mean. In simple 
terms, about two thirds of all scores should fall within one standard deviation of the 
mean, and 95% fall within two standard deviations of the mean. For example, we 
would expect most scores to be between 8 and 12 if we had a dataset with mean 10 
and standard deviation 2. Scores between 6 and 8 and 12 and 14 would be less 
common, while scores less than 6 and greater than 14 would be very unusual. For 
statistical testing purposes, it is common to consider that scores within two standard 
deviations of the mean (and certainly within one standard deviation of the mean) 
represent part of the ‘normal’ range. 
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A Geographical Information System (GIS) was used to show the spatial distribution of 
migration rates. 
 
The SLA data simply included counts of how many people had moved in and out of 
the region between 2001 and 2006. At the time this brief was prepared, data were 
not readily available breaking these moves down into intra-state and interstate moves 
– although that data is expected to be available in early 2009. We did have access to 
a dataset about movement between major population regions for the Northern 
Territory (greater Darwin, Nhulunbuy, Katherine, Tennant Creek, and Alice Springs) 
and Statistical Divisions (SDs) for the rest of Australia. There were 64 SDs in 
Australia (excluding the Northern Territory). SDs are the largest sub-state 
geographical areas for which Census data is available. Our data was a matrix of the 
SDs and NT regions showing place of residence in 2001 and in 2006. We could 
therefore not only describe ‘normal’ migration rates as with the SLA data set, but 
could identify both the origins and destinations of each move.  

Results 

The mean population turnover for all SLAs in Australia was 64.2%, and the standard 
deviation was 21%. Figure 1 describes the resulting ‘normal’ distribution of scores. 
We could expect 66% of SLAs to experience population turnover rates between 43% 
and 85% and 95% of SLAs to experience rates between 22% and 106%.  
 

-50 0 50 100 150 200

 
Figure 1: ‘Normal’ distribution of population turnover rates for SLAs, 2006. 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing, 2006. 
 
Table One shows the means, standard deviations and ‘normal’ ranges for SLA 
population turnover, immigration and emigration. The net migration rate is calculated 
as the percentage of 2006 population that was accounted for by the net migration. 
Because a number of SLAs had negative net migration (more people moved out than 
moved in), net migration rates can be negative. This is reflected in the substantial 
variation in the net migration rates (a standard deviation 2.5 times the mean, 
whereas other rates have a standard deviation approximately one third of the mean). 
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Table One: ‘Normal’ distributions of migration rates for SLAs, 2006. 
Rate 95% low 

bound 
66% low 
bound 

Mean 66% 
high 
bound 

95% 
high 
bound 

Standard 
deviation 

Population Turnover 22% 43% 64% 85% 106% 21% 

Immigration 7% 18% 29% 41% 52% 11% 

Emigration 10% 18% 26% 34% 41% 8% 

Net migration -16% -6% 4% 14% 23% 10% 

 
We identified the SLAs which were outside two standard deviations on the mean 
(very unusual) and between one and two standard deviations of the mean (somewhat 
unusual), and calculated the percentage of all SLAs in each State/Territory in these 
categories. 
 
Population Turnover 
 
As far as population turnover was concerned (see Table Two), the Northern Territory 
had the fewest SLAs in the ‘normal’ range. More than half of all NT SLAs had higher 
than normal population turnover, with 23% very unusually high. Queensland (26% 
high) and the ACT (22% high) had the next largest proportions of high turnover SLAs, 
but only 4% of Queensland SLAs and 10% of ACT SLAs were very unusually high. 
 
New South Wales had the highest proportion of low turnover SLAs (29%), but 
Victoria, Tasmania and the Northern Territory had around 24% low turnover SLAs. 
The Northern Territory had the highest proportion of very unusually low turnover 
SLAs (9%).  
 
Table Two: Percentage of SLAs within each State and Territory with low, ‘normal’, 
and high population turnover rates.  
State Total 

low 
Very 
unusual 
low 

Somewhat 
Unusual 
low 

Normal 
range 

Somewhat 
unusual 
high 

Very 
unusual 
high 

Total 
high 

New South 
Wales  

29.44 0.00 29.44 68.02 2.54 0.00 2.54 

Victoria  24.00 0.00 24.00 73.50 2.50 0.00 2.50 

Queensland  3.38 0.68 2.70 70.27 22.75 3.60 26.35 

South Australia  18.97 0.00 18.97 79.31 0.86 0.86 1.72 

Western 
Australia  

1.45 0.00 1.45 86.23 7.97 4.35 12.32 

Tasmania  24.39 0.00 24.39 75.61 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Northern 
Territory  

24.32 9.46 14.86 21.62 31.08 22.97 54.05 

Australian 
Capital Territory  

0.00 0.00 0.00 77.53 12.36 10.11 22.47 

Australia  13.32 0.77 12.55 70.82 12.09 3.77 15.86 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1380055005DO001_2006 Perspectives on 
Regional Australia: Population Turnover, 2006 
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The spatial distribution of SLAs (Figure 2) with unusual population turnover rates 
reveals a band of low and very low rates across the interior, including central and 
southern Northern Territory. There are some SLAs in this broad ‘outback’ region with 
high turnover – Laverton in Western Australia, Petermann in the Northern Territory, 
and some of the Gulf SLAs in Queensland. The Northern Territory’s high and very 
high turnover SLAs are almost all located within Darwin and Alice Springs, and in fact 
encompass almost all of the suburbs of both centres except East Arm, Winnellie, and 
Lee Point (all in Darwin). 
 

 
 
Darwin Alice Springs 

  
Figure 2: Spatial distribution of population turnover rates by SLA, 2006 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing, 2006. 

Very Unusually High

Somew hat Unusually High

Normal

Somew hat Unusually Low

Very Unusually Low
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Immigration 
The Northern Territory had almost as many SLAs with low or very low immigration 
rates (26% of NT SLAs) as it had SLAs with high or very high immigration rates 
(28%). New South Wales had a similar proportion of low rate SLAs (29%) and 
Queensland and the ACT had a similar proportion of high rate SLAs (26% and 24% 
respectively), but these jurisdictions were very much skewed towards one end of the 
distribution.  
 
Table Three: Percentage of SLAs within each State and Territory with low, ‘normal’, 
and high immigration rates.  
State Total 

low 
Very 
unusual 
low 

Somewhat 
Unusual low 

Normal 
range 

Somewhat 
unusual 
high 

Very 
unusual 
high 

Total 
high 

New South 
Wales  

29.44 0.00 29.44 68.53 2.03 0.00 2.03 

Victoria  18.50 0.00 18.50 78.50 1.00 2.00 3.00 

Queensland  4.73 0.45 4.28 69.14 19.14 6.98 26.13 

South 
Australia  

18.10 0.00 18.10 79.31 2.59 0.00 2.59 

Western 
Australia  

7.25 0.00 7.25 86.96 4.35 1.45 5.80 

Tasmania  12.20 0.00 12.20 87.80 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Northern 
Territory  

25.68 4.05 21.62 45.95 14.86 13.51 28.38 

Australian 
Capital 
Territory  

0.00 0.00 0.00 76.40 8.99 14.61 23.60 

Australia  13.16 0.38 12.78 73.06 9.16 4.62 13.78 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1380055005DO001_2006 Perspectives on 
Regional Australia: Population Turnover, 2006 
 
The spatial distribution of immigration rates is similar to that for population turnover, 
except that there are no large outback SLAs with high or very high rates. Alice 
Springs is much more in the ‘normal range’ for immigration, but Darwin still 
demonstrated unusually high rates in the city centre and Palmerston SLAs. 
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Darwin Alice Springs 

  
Figure 3: Spatial distribution of immigration rates by SLA, 2006 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing, 2006. 
 
 
Emigration 
 
The patterns observed for population turnover and immigration are even more stark 
when it comes to emigration. More than half (56%) of all NT SLAs had high or very 
high emigration rates, while 28% had low or very low emigration rates. New South 
Wales (26%), Victoria (24%) and Tasmania (27%) are comparable in terms of 
proportions of SLAs with low rates, but the NT has nearly double the proportion of 
high rate SLAs than the next ranking jurisdictions (ACT with 30% and Queensland 
with 24%). 
 
Table Four: Percentage of SLAs within each State and Territory with low, ‘normal’, 
and high emigration rates.  

Very Unusually High

Somew hat Unusually High

Normal

Somew hat Unusually Low

Very Unusually Low
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State Total 
low 

Very 
unusual 
low 

Somewhat 
Unusual low 

Normal 
range 

Somewhat 
unusual 
high 

Very 
unusual 
high 

Total 
high 

New South 
Wales  

25.89 0.00 25.89 73.10 1.02 0.00 1.02 

Victoria  23.50 1.00 22.50 75.50 1.00 0.00 1.00 

Queensland  4.95 0.90 4.05 70.72 21.85 2.48 24.32 

South 
Australia  

14.66 0.00 14.66 83.62 0.86 0.86 1.72 

Western 
Australia  

5.80 0.00 5.80 75.36 12.32 6.52 18.84 

Tasmania  26.83 0.00 26.83 73.17 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Northern 
Territory  

28.38 12.16 16.22 14.86 31.08 25.68 56.76 

Australian 
Capital 
Territory  

2.25 1.12 1.12 67.42 25.84 4.49 30.34 

Australia  13.78 1.23 12.55 70.13 12.70 3.39 16.09 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1380055005DO001_2006 Perspectives on 
Regional Australia: Population Turnover, 2006 
 
The spatial patterns of emigration rates presents more of a mixed picture than those 
for population turnover and immigration. The ‘outback’ has a balance of low and high 
rate SLAs, although high rate SLAs are mainly in WA and Queensland rather than in 
NT or SA. The patterns in Alice Springs and Darwin, on the other hand, resemble 
very closely the patterns for population turnover. 
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Darwin Alice Springs 

  
Figure 4: Spatial distribution of emigration rates by SLA, 2006 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing, 2006. 
 
 
Net Migration 
 
The Northern Territory has a distribution of net migration rates among SLAs far more 
similar to other States and Territories than its distribution of population turnover, 
immigration and emigration rates. Nearly 80% of NT SLAs are within the ‘normal’ 
range for net migration. 8% experience high or very high net migration (where 
immigration far exceeds emigration), but this is fewer than Queensland (15%) or the 
ACT (17%). Conversely, 14% of NT SLAs experience low or very low net migration 
(where immigration is less likely to outnumber emigration), far fewer than Western 
Australia (26%) and similar to the ACT (10%). It can also be observed that relatively 
fewer of the NT ‘unusual’ SLAs are very unusual in terms of net migration rates. 
 

Very Unusually High

Somew hat Unusually High

Normal

Somew hat Unusually Low

Very Unusually Low
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Table Five: Percentage of SLAs within each State and Territory with low, ‘normal’, 
and high net migration rates.  
State Total 

low 
Very 
unusual 
low 

Somewhat 
Unusual low 

Normal 
range 

Somewhat 
unusual 
high 

Very 
unusual 
high 

Total 
high 

New South 
Wales  

7.11 0.51 6.60 90.36 2.54 0.00 2.54 

Victoria  4.00 0.00 4.00 91.00 1.50 3.50 5.00 

Queensland  5.86 1.35 4.50 79.50 7.88 6.76 14.64 

South 
Australia  

4.31 0.86 3.45 93.97 0.00 1.72 1.72 

Western 
Australia  

26.09 5.07 21.01 67.39 3.62 2.90 6.52 

Tasmania  2.44 0.00 2.44 97.56 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Northern 
Territory  

13.51 0.00 13.51 78.38 5.41 2.70 8.11 

Australian 
Capital 
Territory  

10.11 0.00 10.11 73.03 4.49 12.36 16.85 

Australia  8.39 1.15 7.24 82.99 4.31 4.31 8.62 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1380055005DO001_2006 Perspectives on 
Regional Australia: Population Turnover, 2006 
 
Figure 5 shows an absence of the ‘band’ patterns previously observed for outback 
Australia. Instead, there is a band of low net migration (overall population loss to 
interstate migration) extending north and south through the central parts of 
Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria. Regional NT is largely ‘normal’ except 
for high net migration in the Victoria SLA. Alice Springs is all within the normal range, 
but there is a varied pattern in Darwin. Parts of Palmerston and the city centre have 
high net migration rates, but other parts of Palmerston and Darwin’s northern 
suburbs have low net migration rates. 
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Darwin Alice Springs 

  
Figure 5: Spatial distribution of net migration rates by SLA, 2006 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing, 2006. 
 
Intra- and Inter- State Migration 
 
Regions in the Northern Territory had consistently low and very low rates of intrastate 
migration (or, conversely, very high rates of interstate migration). Overall, 58% of all 
residential movers in Australian regions were in the same State or Territory in 2001 
as they were in 2006. The standard deviation was 19%. Only two regions had very 
unusually low rates of intrastate immigration – Canberra at 0.1% and Darwin at 16%. 
All other Northern Territory regions were somewhat unusually low, except Tennant 
Creek, which was in the ‘normal’ range at 46%. High regions (i.e. sourced most of 
their immigrants from within the same State or Territory) include five in Western 
Australia and two each in Queensland, South Australia and New South Wales. Each 
sourced more than 81% of immigrants from intrastate. Table Six lists the regions with 
unusually low and high rates of intrastate immigration. 

Very Unusually High

Somew hat Unusually High

Normal

Somew hat Unusually Low

Very Unusually Low
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Table Six: Unusual rates of intrastate immigration 

State Region 

Intrastate 
immigration rate 
(%) 

LOW 

ACT Canberra 0.11 

NT Darwin 16.16 

NT Nhulunbuy 23.25 

NT Katherine (T) 26.27 

TAS Mersey-Lyell 27.41 

NT Alice Springs (T) 27.50 

TAS Northern 30.45 

NT Rural NT 32.05 

NSW Murray 32.56 

QLD Gold Coast 36.83 

VIC Melbourne 38.51 

HIGH 

VIC Gippsland 78.37 

QLD West Moreton 78.45 

WA Central 78.98 

SA Outer Adelaide 79.01 

VIC Central Highlands 79.64 

NSW Illawarra 79.91 

SA Yorke and Lower North 80.32 

NSW Central West 80.61 

WA South West 81.79 

WA Lower Great Southern 82.93 

WA Midlands 89.30 

WA Upper Great Southern 91.11 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing, 2006. 
 
There were four very unusually low intrastate emigration regions (i.e. those that sent 
relatively few of their emigrants to other parts of the same State or Territory). Three 
of these were in the Northern Territory – Darwin, Alice Springs and Nhulunbuy. The 
fourth was Canberra. Katherine appeared as an unusually low region, while Tennant 
Creek and Rural NT were in the normal range (41% and 45% of emigrants went 
elsewhere in the NT respectively). 
 
High intrastate emigration regions (i.e. most of their emigrants resettled in the same 
State or Territory) included four in Western Australia (Central, Lower Great Southern, 
Midlands and Upper Great Southern) and four in Queensland (North West, West 
Moreton, South West and Central West). All sent more than 81% of emigrants to 
other locations in the same State. Table Seven lists the regions with unusually low 
and high rates of intrastate emigration. 
 
Table Seven: Unusual rates of intrastate emigration 

State Region 

Intrastate 
immigration rate 
(%) 

LOW 
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ACT Canberra 0.08 

NT Darwin 7.84 

NT Alice Springs (T) 17.46 

NT Nhulunbuy 17.48 

NSW Murray 26.32 

NSW Richmond-Tweed 31.75 

TAS Greater Hobart 31.80 

NT Katherine (T) 31.81 

ACT Australian Capital Territory - Balance 33.81 

NSW Far West 34.03 

TAS Northern 35.40 

HIGH 

WA Central 82.96 

QLD North West 83.29 

QLD West Moreton 85.80 

QLD South West 85.81 

QLD Central West 87.00 

WA Lower Great Southern 87.07 

WA Midlands 91.72 

WA Upper Great Southern 94.13 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing, 2006. 
 
It was difficult to discern an overall spatial pattern of the distribution of intrastate 
migration rates. Instead, high rates tended to be clustered around the capital cities in 
each state except the Northern Territory, ACT and Tasmania. 

Discussion 

The Northern Territory has a reputation for having high residential mobility, but at a 
regional level we have observed areas of high mobility and areas of unusually low 
mobility. The Northern Territory is a jurisdiction of contrasts, with often the most 
pronounced differences between NT and the rest of Australia being the lack of NT 
SLAs with ‘normal’ migration characteristics.  
 
Migration patterns in NT regions outside of Darwin and Alice Springs tend to be 
similar to those experienced in other ‘outback’ regions around Australia with 
generally lower mobility of all forms. The relative lack of residential mobility (as 
defined by the Census) of Indigenous people is one possible explanation for this 
pattern, although many of the outback regions do not share the NT’s high proportion 
of Indigenous population. There may well be other geographic factors that contribute 
to the observed patterns, and further research is required to investigate those. 
 
The extreme volatility of NT migration patterns is due almost exclusively to the 
behaviour of Darwin and Alice Springs residents. It is not unusual for more urban 
regions to have greater mobility, but what sets Darwin and Alice Springs apart is the 
nature of moves. Well in excess of 80% of moves out of Darwin and Alice Springs 
are moves out of the Northern Territory altogether – contrasting with other urban 
regions (except Canberra) which tend to be in the ‘normal’ range of 50% of moves 
out being to other regions in the same state. This is also the case for immigration, 
although Melbourne and the Gold Coast are other urban exceptions. Across the NT 
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as a whole, only Tennant Creek exhibits somewhat ‘normal’ patterns of intrastate 
migration. 
 
The research in this brief raises some issues that warrant further investigation – 

• NT regions are not universally exposed to high mobility. There has been very 
little research done on the mobility patterns within regions that are closer to 
‘normal’ or that, in fact, have low mobility rates. We do not know what 
explains the variation (although high proportions of Indigenous populations 
are commonly proposed as an answer) or whether something could be 
learned from low mobility regions that would help reduce the ‘churn’ in high 
mobility regions; 

• We do not know whether regional migration rates are converging (NT rates 
with other regions in Australia, different regions in the NT with each other) or 
diverging or neither. This analysis would be important to help identify 
historical factors that could explain the current situation and help predict the 
future; 

• Even where regional migration rates are not extreme, the imbalance between 
intrastate and interstate migration is marked. The Northern Territory may 
have a lack of internal alternatives (alternative work places, alternative social 
environments, alternative housing types and so on) which means that a move 
to a new job, or new social circle, or new house corresponds necessarily with 
a move out of the Territory.  

 
Migration patterns within the NT population are more complex than Territory level 
statistics can reveal on their own. There are substantial region level variations, and 
some important correlations between patterns in NT regions and patterns in regions 
in other parts of Australia. This brief has commenced an important task of identifying 
where the similarities and differences lie within the NT, and where similar regions 
exist elsewhere. This process can help put the ‘problem’ of the NT’s patterns of 
mobility in a broader context and lead to an understanding about what aspects of ‘the 
problem’ are unique to the Territory (and perhaps amenable to specific NT solutions) 
and what aspects have broader explanations that may be less susceptible to local 
interventions. 


