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Abstract 
This demographic study of the Northern Territory’s German born population identifies factors that have 

contributed to their attraction and retention as long-term residents. Policymakers are concerned with growing 

the Territory’s population by attracting more long-term residents, especially skilled workers and females. German 

born migrants are significant in this context as they have been present in the Northern Territory (NT) since the 

1800s, there have been many more females than males arriving in recent years, and the German born NT 

workforce, especially the women, is highly skilled and educated. This study profiles German born residents using 

ABS Census data and presents results from a recent online survey. Germans were found to represent a diverse 

migrant group that had moved to the NT for a variety of personal and work-related reasons, seeking work and 

lifestyle opportunities, a sunnier climate, counter-urban lifestyles and adventure in this peripheral, northern 

region of Australia.  Germans were found to be ‘sticky’ as a result of overall satisfaction with life and work in the 

NT.  

1. Introduction 

The Northern Territory (NT) has experienced slow population growth during the past five years, with interstate 

net migration stagnating, or more people leaving to go interstate than arriving in the NT (Wilson, 2017a). This is a 

concern for policy makers, who perceive population growth as a vital factor for economic development. A number 

of research briefs by Charles Darwin University (CDU)’s Northern Institute have focused on these topics (e.g. 

Carson, D.B., 2009, 2011; Taylor, 2010; Taylor and Wilson, 2016; Taylor, Payer, and Brokensha, 2015), in line with 

current policy and planning concerns to support northern Australia’s economic and population growth (‘Our 

North, Our Future: White Paper on Developing Northern Australia’, Australian Government, 2015). The NT 

population is changing, and with overseas migration being the main contributor in determining the growth rate of 

the Territory (Taylor, 2017), it is important to understand shifting migration motives and international migrant 

experiences in the NT. 

Despite its reputation as a remote ‘last frontier’ featuring a largely transient population, the NT is also a 

multicultural, vibrant place with a significant Aboriginal population of approximately 28% that over time has 

succeeded in attracting a wide spectrum of long-term residents born both overseas and in other Australian 

jurisdictions (Wilson, 2017b). Factors such as the Global Financial Crisis (GFC), reciprocal migration arrangements, 

and political and economic influences have led to a shift in international migrant profiles over the decades. 

Interstate migration has been largely driven by specific economic opportunities in the NT, such as the Inpex 
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Ichthys gas project. Although the Territory is less ‘blokey’ than it used to be (Taylor and Winter, 2012), the 

number of male residents living in the NT continue to outweigh the number of females by a ratio of 

approximately 1.06. The NT Government’s current policy and program efforts are aimed at reinvigorating 

investment in the NT and driving growth and development (NT Government, 2017).  

Germans, one group of overseas migrants residing in the Territory, appear to be ‘sticky’ in so far as there has 

been a steady flow of German migrants since the 1940s, with many ‘sticking around’ as long-term residents. Well 

known Germans such as Carl Strehlow, Ludwig Leichhardt and Paul Foelsche were part of the early European 

missionary activity, exploration and development in Central Australia and the Top End from the 1800s, and a 

German Territorian1 even co-founded the Darwin Beer Can Regatta in the 1970s. Germans actively contribute to 

today’s economy as tourists and working holiday makers, and are also long-term residents in diverse regions 

across the NT.  

Existing NT demographic studies, including many research briefs and other publications from CDU’s Northern 

Institute, have focused on general migration patterns and change, workforce issues and skilled migration, 

individual geographic regions and anticipated socio-economic outcomes (Carson, D.B., 2009, 2011; Taylor, 2010; 

Taylor, 2017; Taylor and Wilson, 2016; Taylor, Payer, and Brokensha, 2015). NT population subgroups have been 

explored to a certain extent within this literature, with data disaggregated by categories such as gender and age, 

education and employment and Indigenous status. Research has also focused on remote northern regions around 

the world, linking the NT’s population issues with those of other peripheral, sparsely populated northern regions 

of developed nations, such as the ‘settlements at the edge’ of Alaska, Canada and Scandinavia (Taylor et al, 2016). 

There are few demographic studies to date specifically targeting particular overseas born resident groups in the 

NT (one exception is Taylor et al, 2014). Probably largely due to their relatively small proportion within the total 

NT population compared to other groups excluding them from recent ‘Top 10’ lists (Germans made up 

approximately 0.4% of the NT’s total population of 228,833 in the 2016 ABS Census), there is minimal reference 

to German born residents in such studies. German migration to Australia is documented in publications describing 

the historical makeup of the Australian population (e.g. Jupp, 1988) and international migrant studies.  

                                                 

 
1 The term ‘Territorian’ in this paper is used to refer to long-term NT residents, NT residents considering the NT as their home 

rather than a temporary work place, or former and current NT residents feeling a genuine connection with NT. 
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In Germany, natural population change is increasingly negative, with deaths exceeding births2, and, as is also the 

case in the NT, population growth relying heavily on volatile international in-migration. Population projections 

note a decline in in-migration and in the working age population, and policy makers are concerned with potential 

consequences for stabilising pension schemes, health and social welfare systems as well as regional and sector 

specific skills shortages. Net migration of German citizens has been negative since 1967, with more moving away 

than returning to Germany every year, and has been the focus of studies seeking to understand the reasons 

behind German emigration. There is still limited research around international mobility of German citizens, largely 

due to the difficulties associated with collecting data from dispersed population groups (International Mobil 2015, 

p. 7).  

Related demographic research projects utilising surveys, both local and international, can be used to compare and 

contrast German NT migrant experiences to others. International Mobil, a large-scale 2015 study carried out by 

the Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and Migration, the Federal Institute for Population 

Research and the University of Duisburg-Essen, profiled ‘internationally mobile’ Germans as ‘adventurous, helpful 

and healthy’, predominantly highly qualified and between the age of 18 to 40 (International Mobil, 2015). CDU’s 

Territory Mobility Survey (TMS) surveyed 1500 NT residents in September and October 2006 by telephone.3 A 

2017 study surveyed international (predominantly German) ‘lifestyle migrants’ in northern Sweden (Carson, D.A. 

et al, 2017). 

In general, German born migrants have a tendency to assimilate quickly to their new environments in Australia 

and have “[…] had a relatively low public profile as a group. They tend to be widely dispersed, switch to the use of 

the English language quickly and have cross-married frequently” (Jupp, J., and Australian Bicentennial Authority, 

1988, p. 377). A recent study of German migrants in New Zealand found they did not often desire to disclose they 

were German, nor did they necessarily desire to associate with other Germans, in part due to German history ‘still 

cast[ing] its shadows over German migrants’ (Buergelt et al 2008, p. 296). Instead, they easily integrated 

themselves into New Zealand culture and transcended cultural boundaries. 

Locally, preliminary analysis of the 2016 ABS Census showed German born Territorians to be a diverse migrant 

group, predominantly female and often highly qualified and educated. This research project aims to utilise 2016 

                                                 

 
2 The Statistisches Bundesamt reported a net loss of 118,000 for natural population growth in 2016 (911,000 deaths over 
792,000 live births). Pressemitteilung Nr. 408 vom 15.11.2017, https://www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/ 
Pressemitteilungen/2017/11/PD17_408_126.html, retrieved 14/12/2017.  
3 The 2007 summary of findings focused on the non-Indigenous population. Due to limited number of telephones in the 

Indigenous community it was not possible to obtain a sufficiently large and representative sample of the population. 

https://www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2017/11/PD17_408_126.html
https://www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2017/11/PD17_408_126.html
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ABS Census data and results from an online survey to profile the NT’s German born population, identify factors 

that have contributed to their attraction and retention as long-term residents (why they are ‘sticky’) and explore 

reasons for the predominance of women. It provides a demographic case study, and a useful tool for 

policymakers, demonstrating how ABS Census data can be used to identify patterns for a particular migrant 

group, with deeper analysis enabled by the associated survey. 

2. Methodology 

Part A of this study is a profile of German born Territorians utilising ABS data from the 2016 Census. Part B 

presents findings from an online survey conducted between September and October 2017 with German born 

Territory residents and past residents. 

Part A – ABS Census Data 

ABS Census data is a useful tool for exploring details associated with departing NT residents and arriving migrant 

groups. Disaggregation of this data into elements such as age, gender, occupation and qualifications can not only 

be used to assess in-migration and out-migration’s potential impacts on social and economic change, but can 

further assist policymakers to interpret reasons behind arrival and departure, supporting the implementation of 

better strategies to retain and grow the current population, and meeting identified development needs. 

2016 Census data was released by the ABS in several stages throughout 2017. The ABS TableBuilder software was 

utilised to profile German Territorians, gain an understanding of general migration patterns and help frame the 

survey questions in Part B. 

Part B – German Territorian Survey (GTS) 

An online survey was carried out during September to October 2017. Potential participants were recruited via 

regional German social groups, including an informal German social group in Alice Springs and the German Club in 

Darwin, also via social media (Facebook) and email distribution lists, a CDU news article and two Australian 

German language radio programs. An online link to the survey was disseminated via these channels, aiming for a 

snowball effect seeing it distributed to other eligible individuals. Complete responses were received from 135 

participants who identified as German migrants and were either current or former NT residents.   

The survey, referred to in this paper as the German Territorian Survey (GTS), was designed using the 

SurveyMonkey software. Questions aimed to profile respondents by establishing their age group, gender, highest 
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educational attainment, occupation, household composition, country of birth of partner/spouse (if applicable) 

and length of residency in the NT. Participants also responded to a series of questions about their experience of 

living in the NT – why they would stay or leave, what they loved the most and least about the NT, and where they 

felt there was room for improvement. The multiple-choice questions were constructed to allow a quantitative 

analysis of results, while respondents were also given the opportunity to provide additional commentary via 

available comment fields. An open-ended question at the end of the survey explained that the ABS Census 

showed there to be more German born women living in the NT than men and encouraged survey participant 

speculation as to why this might be the case. Being one of the research questions framing this study, the purpose 

here was to invite qualitative answers based on respondents’ personal experiences and knowledge rather than on 

statistical data.  

Limitations of research 

Due to small numbers associated with German residents in the NT, there were restrictions to the levels of data 

disaggregation using the ABS TableBuilder software in Part A.4 The GTS aimed to overcome some of these 

limitations by providing an additional level of detail otherwise not discernible, for example by establishing a 

survey participant’s year of arrival, more detailed descriptions of occupations and the country of birth of 

partners/spouses. However, survey results are representative of the subgroup of German migrants recruited for 

participation in the survey, and not necessarily representative of the estimated one thousand German migrants 

residing in the NT at the time of the 2016 Census. 

The recruitment of eligible survey participants and the ensuing collection of response data presented several 

issues in Part B. Anticipated, and experienced, shortcomings using the distribution methods described above 

included a limited ability to recruit German residents not connected to other German residents or German social 

groups. It also presented accessibility issues for those not able to access the internet or not comfortable with the 

online survey format, which was the case in at least two known instances and led to non-participation in both 

cases. Although outside of scope for this study, similar surveys in the future would likely benefit greatly from a 

more flexible, multifaceted approach. In addition, a mixed methods design which may include qualitative based 

in-depth interviews would likely produce a more comprehensive picture of what makes German migrants to the 

Territory ‘sticky’. 

                                                 

 
4 ABS suppresses small numbers and randomly adjusts table cells to prevent the possible identification of individuals and 

dissemination of confidential data. 
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Map created using ABS Tablebuilder. 

Figure 1: Distribution of German born 
NT residents 

 German Territorians – who are they? 

According to the 2016 ABS Census, German born residents 

constituted a small yet notable group of approximately 931 

individuals. They mainly resided in the Darwin area (444 

residents, or 48%), Palmerston (118), Litchfield (85), and Alice 

Springs (119).  The map on the right illustrates distribution of 

German born residents across the NT in 2016 (Figure 1). 

In line with other overseas arrival trends, there has generally 

been a decrease in the arrival of German migrants in recent 

years, with many moving away to interstate locations. German 

residents have been around for longer than most overseas born 

migrant groups, with 38.3% of current residents having arrived 

between 1941 and 1980 compared with 18.3% of all overseas 

born groups (Table 1). 

 

 

Table 1:  Arrival of German born and all  overseas born current NT residents 

Year of arrival 1941-1960 1961-1980 1981-2000 2001- 2016 

German born 18.9% 19.4% 16.8% 40.2% 

All overseas born 3.1% 15.2% 18.5% 58.7% 

 
Source: Table by author using 2016 ABS Census data. 

 

Unlike overseas born residents from most other Western countries, there were more German women than men 

living in the NT in 2016 at 514 women compared to 415 men (a ratio of 1.24 women per man). ABS data also 

shows that this gender disparity is mainly visible in towns, and not in more remote areas, where the numbers are 

more even. The female predominance appears to be, upon further analysis of census data, a recent phenomenon, 

due to a decrease in the overall and male German born population while large numbers of female migrants have 

continued to arrive.  
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Table 2 below shows that more than a third of current female German residents, and twice as many women than 

men, arrived between 2006 and 2015.  

Table 2:  Current German born NT residents, by gender and year of arrival  

Year of arrival 1946-
1955 

1956-
1965 

1966-
1975 

1976-
1985 

1986-
1995 

1996-
2005 

2006-
2015 

Jan-Aug 
2016 

Female 52 42 38 41 43 76 184 22 
Male 73 58 76 37 25 41 94 10 

Ratio Female: Male 0.71 0.72 0.5 1.11 1.72 1.85 1.96 2.2 

Source: ABS 2016 Census Data using Table Builder.  

 

In the 2016 Census, the median age of German residents was 51 years, making them much older when compared 

with all overseas born (median of 38 years) and Australian born residents (median of 29 years). German born 

women living in the NT were younger than their male counterparts (Figure 2, below). The median age group for 

German men was 50-59, while the median age group for German women was 40-49. German women in their 

thirties and German men in their sixties represented the largest age groups for each gender. Age and gender 

distribution in this graph likely reflects changes in arrival figures described above.  

 

Figure 2: Age and gender distribution of German born NT residents  

 
Source: Graph by author using 2016 ABS Census data. 

 

ABS Census data shows that in addition to being older than other overseas born and Australian born Territorians, 

Germans were not very religious, held a range of occupations in diverse industries, and were mainly couples 

without children. Of German residents, 42.9% stated they had no religion, which is quite high compared to other 
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overseas born (24.5%) and Australian born (34.9%) groups.  Working in diverse industries in the NT, the largest 

occupation group for Germans was professionals (24.0%), followed by technicians and trades workers (15.8%) 

and managers (15.4%). Of women, 29.5% were professionals, while men were more often employed in the other 

two occupation groups (30% and 22.8% respectively). Most Germans were in relationships without children 

(61.7%), which is high compared with all overseas born (41.2%) and Australian born (32.2%). Fewer Germans 

were couples with children, at 31.4% compared with overseas born (49.3%) and Australian born (44.8%). 

German women were more highly educated than their male counterparts, and they also had higher educational 

attainments than the other NT resident groups depicted in Table 3 below. Overseas born residents in the NT 

generally had higher educational attainment levels than non-Indigenous Australian born residents5, which in part 

can be attributed to Australia’s immigration policies and requirements for skilled migration. German born 

migrants had similar or lower educational levels compared to all overseas born residents (27.5% of Germans had 

a Bachelor level degree or above, compared with 32.9% for overseas born and 14.5% for Australian born). 

Interestingly, 12% of German females had postgraduate degrees, which is much higher than German males (6%), 

all overseas born (7%) and non-Indigenous Australian born residents (3%). Of German women, 34% had a 

Bachelor Degree or above, similar to tertiary education levels for all overseas born residents, but again higher 

than their German male counterparts (18%) and non-Indigenous Australian born residents (11% for males and 

21% for females). 

Table 3:  Highest educational attainment, by country of birth and gender  

  German born  All overseas born Non-Indigenous 
Australian born 

All NT residents 

  Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 
Postgraduate Degree  6% 12% 7% 7% 2% 4% 4% 5% 

Graduate Diploma and 
Graduate Certificate 

2% 2% 1% 3% 1% 4% 1% 3% 

Bachelor Degree 11% 19% 17% 23% 8% 14% 11% 17% 

Advanced Diploma and 
Diploma  

9% 12% 9% 10% 7% 8% 7% 9% 

Certificate III & IV  38% 12% 20% 8% 27% 12% 25% 10% 

Secondary education/ 
Certificate I 

22% 23% 27% 31% 28% 29% 28% 30% 

Other 13% 18% 18% 19% 28% 29% 25% 26% 

 

Source: 2016 ABS Census data using TableBuilder. 

                                                 

 
5 Indigenous Territorians are excluded as their educational outcomes, key indicators of Indigenous disadvantage, remain below 
those for non-Indigenous Australians. If included, outcomes for Australian born NT residents in Table 3 would be much lower. 
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3. Results from the German Territorian Survey (GTS) 

With ABS statistics having established a brief profile of German born Territorians, the online survey provided 

further insights into the motivations of German migrants who moved to the NT, what aspects of life and work in 

the NT incited them to stay and why they would leave. Many German residents had apparently ‘stuck around’ for 

a long time, while more recent arrivals from Germany, many of these female and highly educated, appeared to 

have a different profile. 

Compared with the German resident population represented in ABS data, current GTS residents in the GTS were 

similarly spread out across the NT, but younger, more were female, and more were highly educated. About half 

lived in Darwin, 20% in Alice Springs, 11% in Palmerston, 5% in the Litchfield region, 5% in Katherine, and some 

were also located in very remote regions across Central Australia and the Top End. Of the 135 survey participants 

that had migrated to the NT sometime between 1961 to 2017, 103 still lived in the NT, while 32 had left to live 

elsewhere. About 80% were female, and most respondents represented couples with children (47%) or couples 

without children (30%). They held a wide range of occupations, and 53% were highly educated (Bachelor degree 

or above).  

Why respondents moved to the NT 

When asked why they moved to the NT, GTS survey participants listed a number of reasons which have been 

consolidated in the graph below (Figure 3). Only one response was allowed for this question, in order to establish 

the primary migration motive6. For those moving to the NT, 41% moved for work related reasons (a specific job 

offer or work opportunities). Almost 25% of Germans initially arrived on a holiday or working holiday and decided 

to stay. Others were prompted by personal connections in the NT (13% had family and friends, 10% a partner in 

the NT), lifestyle factors (9%), were seeking an escape or adventure (5%) or initially came to study or undertake 

research (4%). The first four reasons listed in the graph below were multiple choice options, while the remaining 

four were coded retrospectively from a free text ‘other’ option selected by respondents.  

                                                 

 
6 See Figure 5: What Germans loved most about the NT below for a related question, where multiple responses were allowed. 
Here, lifestyle opportunities featured the highest. 
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Figure 3: Why German Territorians moved to  the NT 

 
Source: German Territorian Survey 2017, “Why did you move to the NT?”, 135 responses. 

 

Results in the GTS, when broken down by gender, provide further insight (Figure 4 below). Almost 40% of German 

men and just over 25% of women moved for a specific job offer – either for themselves or their partners or 

spouses. 37% of women moved for a work-related reason, compared with 61% of men. Interestingly, 25% of 

women were on a (working) holiday and decided to stay, compared with only 11% of men. Jobs were important, 

but so were other factors, such as lifestyle (over 20% of men). 20% of men and 25% of women named family, 

friends or partners in the NT as their reasons for moving to the NT.  

Figure 4: Why German Territorians moved to the NT –  by gender 

 
 
Source: German Territorian Survey 2017, “Why did you move to the NT?”, all responses by gender. 
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What respondents loved most about the NT 

The GTS also focused on what German residents enjoyed most about life in the NT. Lifestyle factors received the 

highest score (65% of German respondents). 46% of respondents rated work opportunities highly. Germans also 

enjoyed the climate (42%) and social aspects in the NT (38%). In available comment fields – German respondents 

mentioned the attractive natural environment, low population density and cultural aspects (such as opportunity 

to experience Aboriginal culture, or multicultural, open minded communities).  

Figure 5: What Germans loved most about the NT 

 

Source: German Territorian Survey 2017, “What do you love most about the NT?”, all responses. 

What’s not to like? 

The survey also sought to understand negative experiences of German residents and asked why they would leave 

or had left. Multiple responses were allowed, and all except the first five reasons (Figure 6 below) were coded 

from comment fields. Germans were worried about the climate and distance from family and ageing parents. 

Many Germans were also generally open to migrating again for better lifestyle choices, work opportunities and 

new experiences and adventures elsewhere. The climate was a major concern, especially for Top End residents 

where 43% of all respondents mentioned climate as a reason for leaving, and in comment fields worried about 

the effects of climate change and noted health and age influences on their ability to handle the heat. 

The GTS included a separate question about potential areas for improvement (Figure 7), focusing on factors that 

can be influenced, such as costs and infrastructure, rather than those that can’t, like remoteness or climate. 

German born residents viewed the cost of travel as the biggest problem, closely followed by the cost of 

housing/living. Interestingly, aspects such as costs of housing/living/travel, work and lifestyle opportunities were 

weighted differently here than for the ‘reasons for leaving’ question. Although respondents thought these costs 
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needed to be improved, they would not necessarily incite them to move away. Instead, German Territorians 

would move away because of the climate and harsh environment, they wanted to be closer to family, or simply 

because they had already migrated at least once and might do so again for the same reasons they had chosen the 

NT. In available comment fields, over 5% of GTS survey participants also highlighted a need to invest in renewable 

energy, focus on sustainability issues and protect the environment and wildlife.  

 

Figure 6: Reasons for Leaving 

 

Source: GTS 2017, “Why would you leave?”, “Why would 

you move away?” all responses combined. 

 

Figure 7: GTS- Need for improvement 

  

Source: GTS 2017, “Where do you feel the NT most needs 

to improve in terms of attracting and retaining long term 

residents?” all responses
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Survey participants were asked how likely they would be to leave the NT, from extremely likely to having no 

intention of leaving. 42% Germans said they had little or no intention of leaving, 29% were somewhat likely and 

another 29% very or extremely likely to leave. GTS participants were more likely to move to other parts of 

Australia than overseas if they migrated. Interestingly, 84% of Germans that had originally arrived to the NT as 

working holiday makers and tourists to the NT said they had no intention of leaving the NT, and none said they 

were extremely likely to leave. 

The graph below combines answers to two questions by comparing what respondents love most with their 

likelihood of leaving. For example - over 70% of the respondents with no intention of leaving loved the NT 
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climate. In comparison, the climate scored lowest for those extremely likely to leave. Lifestyle opportunities also 

received a high rating of 60% or above by all respondents except for those extremely likely to leave. Work 

opportunities were the biggest drawing card for those extremely and very likely to leave. For those extremely 

likely to leave, only work opportunities received a rating of 50%, with all other answers scoring less than 30%. 

Figure 8: What do you love most about the NT? Responses by intention of leaving  

   

Source: German Territorian Survey 2017, “What do you love most about the NT?”, by “How likely are you to leave the NT?”, 

top 8 responses. 

Regional differences 

Although results were generally consistent across respondents’ places of residence in the NT, there were 

nevertheless some regional differences. When German residents were asked why they would leave the NT, Top 

End respondents were more likely to leave the NT for a different climate or better work opportunities than 

Central Australian respondents, while more representatives from the latter group stated they would move for 

retirement. The proximity to Asia was, of course, only relevant to Top End residents, while interstate travel costs 

were a more prominent concern for Central Australian residents. Darwin respondents in particular saw a need to 

improve public transport. Climate and work opportunities as attractive factors scored more highly in Central 

Australia, while respondents across the NT rated lifestyle and nature very highly. From a demographic 

perspective, the Central Australian population was older, there were more single households, and respondents 

had higher educational attainment levels. 
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Gender specific results 

Female predominance, already visible in the 2016 ABS Census, was even greater in the GTS, where 80% of 

respondents were female.7 As the graph below shows (Figure 9), at the time of the survey most of these female 

respondents were in relationships with an Australian born partner. Most of the male respondents in a 

relationship, however, had a German partner.  

Figure 9: GTS - Country of birth of partner/spouse 

 

Source: German Territorian Survey 2017, “What is the country of birth of your partner or spouse (if applicable)? 

In an open-ended question at the end of the survey, when asked to speculate why there were more women than 

men living in the NT, according to the 2016 Census, one survey participant’s response was:  

“In my German group of friends there are certainly mostly German women and few German men. Many women come here to 

travel or work/travel and then fall in love and stay or come back. The German men that I know here had either won a job or 

used migration to get here. They come with a German partner. Funny, isn't it.”  

Some respondents speculated Australian partners wouldn’t be able to cope as well with culture shock, language 

barriers and the climate if they moved to Germany together. Others suggested that careers in the NT were a big 

drawing card for women in particular – especially for the more highly qualified women, for whom there were lots 

of exciting career opportunities (e.g. in arts and culture, health and social services) in combination with good 

leave conditions and decent salaries. Not all responses to this question were serious, with survey participants 

                                                 

 
7 This is partly reflective of the higher likelihood of females participating in such studies, especially educated females. 
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joking that women might be looking for a romance with ‘a real bush man like Crocodile Dundee’ and might be 

tougher than their male counterparts, who perhaps were not able to handle the NT’s harsh climate. Others 

contemplated that these women might be looking for adventure more than their male counterparts (who seemed 

more work driven) – the NT, with its ‘last frontier’ appeal, was therefore attractive. The beauty of the NT was 

noted – the amazing wildlife, breathtaking environment and sunny climate.  GTS respondents also suggested that 

German women were more likely to form relationships with Australians than vice versa, reiterating results from 

Figure 9 above.  

Education and employment 

In the GTS, 34% of Germans, and 30% of those with a postgraduate degree, were not working in a field related to 

their highest educational attainment. Some commented that their qualifications were higher than their current 

position and not really the field they were specialised in, or that it was impossible to get their profession 

recognised or accredited in Australia. However, those respondents that were outside of the workforce mainly 

stated they were retired, fulltime parents or studying. This is corroborated by ABS data, which shows negligible 

unemployment rates for German NT residents. 

4. Discussion 

Census data highlighted a changing German demography in the NT, and the GTS offered some additional insights 

into German migration motives and personal experiences of life and work in the NT. Census data and GTS results 

also highlighted gender specific migrant attributes, both personal and professional, and provided some clues 

about German ‘stickiness’ and inspiration for future research. 

Women, men, and relationships 

Many German women appeared to be in relationships with Australian born NT residents. Detailed ABS data on 

country of birth of spouses or partners to corroborate these findings is, however, not readily available. ABS 

Census QuickStats do show that 49.7% of NT residents born in Germany had a spouse or partner born overseas, 

while 44.6% had a spouse or partner born in Australia. In comparison, only 29% of all overseas born and only 

12.7% of Australian born Territorians had a spouse or partner born overseas (Table 4).  
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Table 4:  ABS Census 2016 QuickStats;  People in NT born in Germany; STE by BPLP  

 

Based on the theory that most of the relationships were between German women and Australian men, these 

percentages would show Australian spouses/partners ranking even higher for German women and even lower for 

German men if broken down by gender. One way of delving deeper into available ABS data on birthplace of 

spouses/partners is to compare country of birth for current NT residents’ parents; in 2016, there were 

approximately 1370 current NT residents with at least one German parent. Figure 10 below presents these results 

by age group. Children and adolescents (0-19 years) in this cohort were most likely to have a German born 

mother and Australian born father, while representatives from older age groups were most likely to have two 

German born parents.8 This data could suggest that, as implied by the GTS, many of the recently arrived German 

women settled in the NT to be with an Australian born partner, with whom they have had children. In other parts 

of Australia, 2016 Census data shows that it was also very common for German migrants to have an Australian 

partner, and for residents with at least German born parent to also have an Australian parent, reaffirming that 

German migrants frequently cross-marry in their destination countries. The gender-biased results are, however, 

NT specific. 

Figure 10: NT residents with at least one German parent, by age group  

 

Graph by author using 2016 ABS Census data 

                                                 

 
8 Nota bene, this chart does not take into account where NT residents were born or when they arrived in the NT. 
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According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the emigration of highly 

educated women is a growing phenomenon worldwide. In 2010/11, 52% of all highly educated migrants in the 

G20 were women, up from 49% in 2000/01. In numbers, females increased by 68% compared with just 52% for 

highly educated men (OECD, G20 Global Displacement and Migration Trends Report 2017, p. 12). International 

Mobil utilising data from the Statistisches Bundesamt found that while there were fewer women than men 

emigrating in 2015, a larger proportion of men returned to Germany (International Mobil 2015, p. 22). The study’s 

findings were inconclusive as to whether this was because female migration was less work driven and more family 

driven, and therefore less circular, or whether female migration overseas was simply more successful due to 

better assimilation (International Mobil 2015, p. 22).  

Career opportunities likely also play a major role in attracting and retaining these female migrants. Although 

women have traditionally been viewed as dependents, ‘moving as wives, mothers or daughters of male migrants’ 

(Docquier et al 2008, p. 1), a trend also corroborated by some GTS participants, the role of female career 

opportunities in the NT should not be underestimated as a migration motive. Many German women may have 

been migrating with Australian men attracted by the NT’s resource economy. Highly educated female 

professionals, survey respondents noted, were however also able to seize career opportunities, especially in 

‘feminised’ career fields like the health, social care and arts and culture sectors, while enjoying attractive salaries 

and leave conditions9. Research has shown that women, despite blurring of boundaries been the male and female 

workforce over time (Docquier et al 2008, p. 1), still seek, and are often recruited for, ‘primary’ jobs likes nursing 

(Carson et al 2008, p. 124), where they enjoy more job security and industry rewards are intrinsic, or a sense of 

contributing to a greater good, rather than focusing on extrinsic, principally financial rewards. Survey participants 

suggested that the job opportunities available in the otherwise largely resource economy-based Territory were 

not necessarily in fields attractive to highly qualified German men, who found more lucrative opportunities 

interstate or overseas.  

How does the GTS compare with other studies? 

International migration patterns are driven by a complex and ever evolving mix of factors, including political, 

economic and social influences both in the country of origin and destination. Skilled migrants are also motivated 

by a mix of professional, personal/family, lifestyle, community, and economic factors, with each individual having 

                                                 

 
9 Interestingly, Germany has recently been found to have one of the worst gender pay gaps in the European Union (EU), with 

women being paid on average 22% less than men (Statistisches Bundesamt 2018, Retrieved 10 January 2018 from 
https://www.destatis.de/Europa/DE/Thema/BevoelkerungSoziales/Arbeitsmarkt/GenderPayGap.html). 

https://www.destatis.de/Europa/DE/Thema/BevoelkerungSoziales/Arbeitsmarkt/GenderPayGap.html
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a different mix of these factors (Allan and Ball, 2008, as quoted in Carson D.B. et al, 2008, p. 122). Too often, 

research has assumed a “sameness in the interpretation of motivations and in the assessment of what might work 

to improve recruitment and retention”, such as across job types (Carson D.B. et al, 2008, p. 122). With a diverse 

population such as that of the NT, this must be a multifaceted approach considering equally diverse needs of the 

Indigenous, Territory born and various interstate and international migrant groups. To demonstrate the distinct 

migrant nature of German Territorians, results from the GTS were compared with a German survey, International 

Mobil, the 2006 Territory Mobility Survey (TMS) and a recent study on ‘lifestyle migrants’ in northern Sweden. 

Compared with current and former German migrants in International Mobil and all non-Indigenous Territorians in 

the TMS, GTS respondents’ diverse migration motives stood out. International Mobil’s international German 

migrants moved for cultural reasons (72%), such as gaining new experiences or expanding horizons, work (67%), 

relationships/family (51%), lifestyle (47%), dissatisfaction with life in Germany (41%) and study (17%). 

International Mobil acknowledged a methodological weakness in allowing multiple responses, as these were 

probably weighted differently in importance by respondents but indiscernible in the evaluation of results. For 

International Mobil respondents who gave only one reason, work and relationship/family were rated most 

important, while less importance was attributed to cultural reasons. GTS participants, only able to produce a 

single response, also migrated for work (41%) and relationships/family (23%). The main difference was the high 

component of NT working holiday makers and tourists that had decided to stay, which accounted for almost 25% 

of GTS arrivals.  

The TMS found that over 60% of respondents moved for work, comparable with International Mobil findings and 

almost 20% more than the GTS. TMS results, like International Mobil, incorporated multiple responses, which 

makes the lesser weighting of all non-work-related factors (10% or less) even more striking. Compared with the 

almost 25% of German visitors in the GTS that had ended up staying, only 8% of TMS respondents became 

Territorians after a visit. Only about 10% of TMS respondents moved to be with partners, family or friends. 

Reasons prompting German migration to the NT proved quite diverse, with non-work-related motives carrying 

substantially more weight. In contrast to why they initially arrived, German Territorians in the GTS seemed to 

‘stick’ due to work satisfaction combined with lifestyle, climate and social environment factors. Interestingly, 46% 

of German born Territorians rated work opportunities as something they loved the most about the NT, while the 

ease of obtaining work only mattered to 8% of TMS respondents. While the GTS focused on why German 

residents would leave (Figure 6), TMS asked what residents liked least about the NT. While results are not directly 
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comparable, Germans were more worried about the climate10 (40% versus 26%) and less concerned about 

remoteness in terms of distance from things (other places, shops, services) than about remoteness as distance 

from people (family, ageing parents). 

A recent study of ‘lifestyle migrants’, predominantly German, in remote northern Sweden (Carson, D.A. et al, 

2017) identified comparable key migration drivers to those of Germans in the NT.  Study participants, mostly 

German, fulfilled their wish for counter-urban lifestyles, a better work-life balance, outdoor hobbies, and escaping 

home countries described as ‘too crowded’. Surveyed German born Territorians were also often ‘lifestyle 

migrants’, specifically choosing the NT because it was ‘different’ and fulfilled their need for adventure and a 

counter-urban lifestyle, presented exciting and unique work opportunities that suited personal career aspirations 

and offered a good work life balance. The move to northern Sweden reflected ‘a desire to look for a place with 

more space, fewer people and a quiet environment to enjoy experiences of solitude, peace and personal 

freedom’ (Carson, D.A. et al. 2017, p. 11). German Territorians in the GTS claimed they were tired of big cities, 

enjoyed the simplicity, low population density, nature at their doorsteps, the space, and opportunity for 

adventure, comparable to the migrants in Sweden, who were seeking similar lifestyles in another northern 

peripheral region of the world. 

GTS respondents’ mobility differed from TMS and International Mobil results. 42% of German Territorians in the 

GTS said they had little or no intention of leaving, 29% were somewhat likely and 29% very or extremely likely to 

leave. The TMS found that about 55% of surveyed Territorians were likely to stay permanently, 37% were likely to 

move away and only 8% were not sure. This implies that German Territorians, as international migrants, may be 

more comfortable with mobility – with fewer people planning on staying permanently and more people being 

undecided about their plans. However, International Mobil found 41% of Germans abroad planned to return to 

Germany and only a third planned to stay overseas, the rest being undecided. While German Territorians in the 

GTS considered a move away from the NT in the future, most thought they would stay in Australia (68%) rather 

than returning overseas (12%). 

Research has highlighted benefits of international labour mobility, including increased knowledge flow and ‘brain 

circulation’ (International Mobil, 2015). International Mobil found the overseas movement of German citizens did 

not really lead to ‘brain drain’, but rather ‘brain circulation’ – with most migrants eventually planning to return to 

                                                 

 
10 NT and Germany have both experienced significant economic and demographic change over the last decade. Concerns 
about regional housing costs in the NT may have become less important due to changes in the housing market, and 
heat/climate change may have become a more universal issue for all residents since 2006. 
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Germany with new knowledge and expanded networks. The study highlighted benefits of knowledge flow both 

for destination and source countries and encouraged German policymakers to make proactive use of 

international labour mobility. Similar approaches will also continue to benefit the NT, whose strength lies in its 

multicultural, skilled, resilient population that is committed to local communities, invested in environmental 

sustainability and empowers the Territory through knowledge flow and international connectivity.  

So, are Germans really that ‘sticky’?  

Without the recent influx of female arrivals, the overall German born population in the NT would have seen a 

more visible decline in line with general outmigration trends.  However, many German Territorians have ‘stuck 

around’ and are planning to stay. They have formed relationships and grown families in the NT, often with 

Australian partners. In a 2016 SBS German language radio interview, Darwin’s German Club president Ralf 

Scharmann said many of the Germans he knew couldn’t even imagine living anywhere else (SBS German Radio, 

2016). The German Club celebrated its 50th anniversary in existence in 2017, despite obstacles over the years such 

as the NT’s high population turnover and their club house facing destruction twice, first during Cyclone Tracy and 

then through a gas explosion that also killed two people (German Club Darwin, 1987; German Club Darwin, 2002). 

The GTS highlighted factors that would lead to some German Territorians’ departure over time. The climate, 

ironically also a major drawing card, was a major issue for respondents, who drew correlations between age, 

health and ability to handle the heat. Concerns about health and education services might also lead to emigration 

during particular life stages, such as when children started primary or secondary school, ageing parents needing 

support or when they themselves faced old age and retirement. Despite ongoing efforts by NT policymakers to 

In the studio of a Berlin radio station, a visiting young German Territorian couple is being interviewed about their busy, 

happy lifestyles back in the NT. While it’s currently cold, dark and snowing in Germany, it’s summer over in Australia. The 

Top End will likely be hot and steamy, with interludes of monsoonal rain.  

They had been hesitant about their move at first, they explain, even having to check where Darwin is on the map, when a 

former colleague from Zanzibar first recruited them to the Top End. They both hold PhDs and are biomedical researchers, 

although on some Dry Season evenings they also run a very popular German-Austrian food stall. Life is incredibly easy and 

relaxed. It’s great raising kids there, they add. It’s always warm; instead of having to organise after-school activities, the 

kids just run from yard to yard, pool to pool. Camping in the dry. And it’s a big deal when the kids start school and all of a 

sudden have to wear shoes. Then you get to the supermarket, unload the kids, and realise they are barefoot again.  

“Knoedel unter Palmen”, WDR 2 Sonntagsfragen, 14.01.2018 [loosely translated from the German original] 



 

German residents in the NT – why are they ‘sticky’?  page 23 

improve service provision, such as through telehealth11 and online/distance learning, to provide incentives for 

entrepreneurs and families, and substantial investments in attracting visitors and diversifying business – people 

will continue to emigrate due to the nature of northern remote regions.  

To neutralise this population loss from inevitable outmigration, NT policymakers must continue to invest in 

marketing strategies to meet skills shortages and sustained development needs by attracting new migrants 

(Taylor, A, Payer, H and Brokensha, H, 2015, p. 2). ABS data and the GTS found German NT residents to have 

particular attributes that define their migration patterns and differentiate them from other resident groups, 

including diverse reasons for arrival and specific career expectations. Recruitment efforts may benefit by focusing 

on the particular attributes across population groups and job types (Carson et al 2008, p. 125), as well as 

collaborating and exchanging knowledge with other peripheral regions across the world, like the northern 

Sweden example, that may attract similar migrants. There is still ample opportunity to build on existing studies 

which examine the attraction and retention of migrants, and the Internet and social media provides powerful new 

tools for data gathering. Despite addressed limitations, many GTS respondents were able to be recruited via 

social media channels, helping to overcome geographical challenges caused by the dispersed German ex-

Territorian population, both within the remote NT and around the world.12   

GTS responses highlighted opportunities for recruiting skilled women in particular, by specifically marketing 

attractive careers, competitive salaries, employment conditions and career progression opportunities. 

Policymakers should also consider solutions to challenges raised in the GTS that could be influenced, such as 

recognition of education and qualifications, or a better support system for newly arrived skilled migrants without 

existing personal and professional networks. The high number of GTS participants who had arrived as working 

holiday makers and tourists and had little or no intention of leaving also highlights the importance of tourism to 

attract long-term residents. Finally, as remarked by both Central Australian and Top End respondents, the NT has 

the advantage of an attractive natural environment, a sunny climate and multicultural, friendly communities. 

While many immigrants will eventually move interstate or return overseas, a substantial number will also ‘stick’. 

 

                                                 

 
11 Media Release, NTG Newsroom, 9 March 2017, Retrieved on 1 December 2017 from 
http://mediareleases.nt.gov.au/mediaRelease/22921. 
12 Indigenous participation remains an issue, due to remoteness of communities and lack of telephone and internet 

connectivity. Both the 2016 ABS Census and the TMS acknowledged shortcomings in the inclusion of Indigenous 
participation.   

http://mediareleases.nt.gov.au/mediaRelease/22921
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