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Research brief 
Territory Mobility Survey: 
Preliminary Results for the Non-Indigenous Population 
 
 
About the survey 
 
The Northern Territory population is enormously diverse and originates from all over Australia 
and many countries of the world. Yet little is known about who moves to the Territory, why 
people come, and what they think of life here. Researchers in the School for Social and Policy 
Research at Charles Darwin University are therefore engaged in a study of mobility to and from 
the Territory. As part of this research project a telephone survey about moving to and living in the 
Territory, the Territory Mobility Survey, was undertaken in September and October 2006. There 
was a great response, with participation from 83% of people interviewers spoke to. In total, 
interviews were conducted with just over 1500 people aged 18 and over from all parts of the 
Territory. Our thanks goes to everyone who took part and made the survey such a success. 
 
This research brief provides a summary of selected key results for the non-indigenous population. 
Because of the limited number of telephones in the Indigenous community it was not possible to 
obtain a sufficiently large and representative sample of the Indigenous population. This briefing 
therefore presents findings for the non-indigenous population only. Indigenous migration will be 
the focus of future work at CDU. 
 
 
Where were you born? 
 
We begin by asking: What proportion of the 
Territory’s population consists of people 
who moved to the NT (‘in-movers’)? 
Among the non-indigenous population we 
found that: 
·  only 18% were born in the Territory 
·  60% were born in the other states and 

territories of Australia 
·  22% came from overseas. 
 
The multicultural character of the Territory 
is a reflection of the range of ‘origin’ 
countries its overseas-born population 
comes from. Our survey counted 56 
different countries of birth ranging from 
Argentina to Zambia. The largest group of  
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overseas-born people hails from England, followed by New Zealand, and then the Philippines. 
The Territory population is also diverse in its Australian origins. As the graph shows, no one 
state or territory of birth dominates the make-up of the population. 
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When did you move to the Territory? (people born outside the NT) 
 
The graph opposite tells us when non-
indigenous people born outside the 
Territory first moved here. Based on 
the survey data we estimate that nearly 
18,000 people (of those aged 18+) 
moved to the Territory in the last five 
years (2002–06), with just over 17,000 
moving in the previous 5-year period 
(1997–2001). 
 
The smaller number of people shown 
to have moved to the Territory in 
earlier years is not due to significantly 
fewer people moving here at that time. 
It is just that many who moved in 
earlier years have since left.  
 
What the graph is indirectly showing 
is the transient nature of a significant  
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* Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over, born outside the NT. For those who had 
lived in the Territory on a previous occasion only the year of the most recent 
move is counted. 

segment of the Territory’s non-indigenous population. However, it also shows that a substantial 
proportion of people who come to the Territory stay for a long time. About 60% of non-
indigenous people born elsewhere had lived in the Territory for 10 years or more, with 25% 
having lived in the Territory for 20 years or more. 
 
 
When you moved to the Territory did you intend to stay for a set period of 
time? And, if so, for how long? 
 

Intention to stay in NT on arrival and expected 
period of residence*
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* Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over, born outside the NT 

To find out more about the transient 
nature of the Territory’s population we 
asked people if they intended to stay in 
the Territory for a certain period of time 
when they first moved here. The graph 
to the left shows the results for the adult 
non-indigenous population born outside 
the NT.  
 
The survey found that 59% arrived in 
the NT with the intention of staying a 
certain period of time. Significantly, 
25% intended to stay less than 3 years, 
with a further 13% saying they would 
live in the NT for between 3 and 5 
years. Only 13% arrived with the aim of 
settling in the Territory indefinitely. 
 

Of course intentions can change over time and how long people actually stayed was sometimes 
different. What the graph shows, however, is the expectation of fairly short-term residence in the 
Territory for many in-movers. 
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The mobility of the non-indigenous NT-born population 
 

Number of times NT-born have lived outside the 
Territory*
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 * Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over, current NT residents 
 

Where the NT-born population was whilst living 
away from the Territory*
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 * Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over, current NT residents 
 

In order to get a good picture of 
Territory mobility it was important to 
also find out how often people born 
in the NT moved as well. We asked 
NT-born survey participants how 
many times they had lived outside 
the Territory, where they had gone, 
and why they went. 
 
The top graph shows how many 
times the NT-born population had 
lived outside the Territory (for 
periods of 3 months or more). Just 
over half had never lived outside the 
Territory. Most of those who had 
lived elsewhere had only lived 
outside the NT once, though a small 
number had been away on many 
occasions. 
 
The middle graph shows that for 
those who had lived elsewhere, all 
the mainland states were popular, as 
were overseas destinations. Greece, 
England and the US were the most 
popular overseas countries lived in. 
 
People lived away for a variety of 
reasons (bottom graph). Work was 
the principal motivation for about 
one-fifth of people, as was the desire 
for a change in life, to go travelling 
or to experience other parts of 
Australia or the world. About 12% 
went away for education (mostly 
higher education), while some people 
lived away for family or relationship 
reasons. Others lived temporarily 
outside the Territory following the 
Cyclone Tracy evacuation.  

Reason for NT-born people moving away*
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 * Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over, current NT residents. Answers were given 
in response to an open-ended question and then grouped into categories. 
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Why did you move to/return to the Territory? 
 
While there is much anecdotal 
information about why people 
move to the Territory, prior to 
this survey there was no real 
evidence to tell us why people 
actually moved. 
 
The reasons survey respondents 
gave for moving to the Territory 
were many and varied. These 
have been grouped into a small 
number of broad categories, 
shown separately for: 
·  people born outside the NT 

who haven’t lived here 
before (top graph) 

·  people born outside the NT 
who have lived in the NT on 
a previous occasion (middle 
graph) 

·  NT-born people who have 
lived elsewhere and returned 
(bottom graph). 

 
As expected, work reasons 
dominated for people not born 
in the Territory, though as the 
top and middle graphs show, 
other reasons were important 
for a significant minority of 
people. Reasons to do with 
lifestyle, climate and needing a 
change were cited by quite a 
number of survey respondents. 
Partners, family and friends 
were, not surprisingly, cited 
more often by those who’d 
lived in the NT previously. As 
for those frequently heard 
stories of ‘we live in the NT 
because it’s where the van 
broke down’ and ‘we just came 
on holiday and stayed’, we 
found that 6% of first-time 
movers were just visitors who 
never left. 
 

Reason for moving to the NT for first-time movers*
(born outside the NT)
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Reason for returning to the NT for return movers*
(born outside the NT)
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 * Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over. Answers were given in response to an open-
ended question and then grouped into categories 
 

Reason for NT-born people returning to the NT*
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 * Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over. Answers were given in response to an open-
ended question and then grouped into categories 

The bottom graph shows that for the NT-born, there were rather different reasons for moving back 
to the Territory. Partners, family and friends as well as the desire to return ‘home’ were the most 
important sets of reasons. 
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Satisfaction with life in the Territory 
 

  

Things people like most about living in the Territo ry: top ten most 
frequently mentioned aspects * 

Aspect of life %‡ 

Laid back/casual/easy lifestyle 53 
Climate/weather 34 
People/friendliness 29 
Fishing/sailing/camping/sports/outdoor activities 15 
Everything is close by/small size of town/place 11 
Scenery/landscape/outback/open spaces 11 
Ease of obtaining work/work opportunities 8 
Presence of family/friends 6 
Peaceful/few people 5 
Good for children 5 

* Non-indigenous population, aged 18 and over. Answers were given in response to an 
open-ended question and then grouped into categories 
‡ percentage sums to more than 100 because multiple answers were allowed 

 
Things people like least about living in the Territ ory: top ten most 
frequently mentioned aspects * 

Aspect of life %‡ 

Build-up/humidity/heat/weather 26 
Remoteness/distance to places 16 
Cost of living/food/petrol 12 
Antisocial behaviour/crime – general comments 10 
Flights – cost/choice/timing 10 
Antisocial behaviour/crime – Indigenous population 10 
Limited range of shops/services/no big department store 6 
Nothing – no complaints 5 
Lack of or few bands/shows/concerts/arts 5 
Lack of specialist medical care/poor health system 4 

* Non-indigenous population, aged 18 and over. Answers were given in response to an 
open-ended question and then grouped into categories. They were not prompted. 
‡ percentage sums to more than 100 because multiple answers were allowed 

  
Overall satisfaction with living in the NT * 

Opinion % 

Very satisfied 50 
Satisfied 46 
Dissatisfied 3 
Very dissatisfied 1 

* Non-indigenous population, aged 18 and over 
  

Survey participants were 
asked: 
·  What do you like most 

about living in the 
Territory? and 

·  What do you like least 
about living in the 
Territory? 

In addition to being of 
interest in itself, this 
information was collected to 
inform policy-makers about 
what elements of Territory 
life need to be improved in 
order to encourage people to 
remain in the Territory 
longer. Answers to these 
open-ended questions were 
recorded verbatim by the 
interviewers and later 
classified into broad 
categories by the project 
research team. 
 
The top ten most frequently 
stated responses for best 
aspects of living in the 
Territory are shown in the 
top table. These include the 
laid back/casual lifestyle, 
the climate, the people/ 
friendliness and outdoor 
activities such as fishing, 
sailing and camping. 
 
On the other hand, the most 
disliked aspects of Territory 
life include the Build-up and 
humidity, remoteness and 
long distances between 
places, and cost of living   
aspects such as food and petrol (middle table). Significantly, a small percentage of people explicitly 
stated that there was nothing they disliked about living in the Territory. 
 
Additionally we asked people to state whether, all things considered, they were very satisfied, 
satisfied, dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with life in the Territory. As can be seen in the bottom 
table, the vast majority of people were happy with life in the Territory. It should be mentioned, 
however, that this is representative only of current NT residents, and not everyone who has ever 
lived in the Territory. Most people dissatisfied with Territory life will already have moved away. 
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Do you consider yourself to be a Territorian? 
 
Given that a large proportion of the non-
indigenous population was born outside the 
Territory, the survey asked if people considered 
themselves to be Territorians. No definition of 
‘Territorian’ was provided – we preferred to leave 
it to respondents to interpret the term themselves. 
The question was asked to provide a rough and 
ready indication of how attached to and at home 
people feel in the Territory. 
 
The graph shows that the vast majority of people 
do consider themselves to be Territorians. Fully 
98% of non-indigenous people born in the NT 
think of themselves as Territorians.  
 

Do you consider yourself to be a 
Territorian?*
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* Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over 

 

Of those born elsewhere, 76% describe themselves as Territorians. The survey results show that 
there are no great differences between Australian-born people and those born overseas in this 
regard. The crucial determinant is the number of years spent in the Territory. The more years lived 
in the Territory the greater the percentage of people describing themselves as Territorians. The 
critical cut-off appears to be after about four years – more than half of those not born in the NT 
identify as Territorians after four years. 
 
 
Do you think that you will move away from the Territory in the future? 
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Survey respondents were 
asked if they would move 
away from the Territory in 
the future.  
 
For the non-indigenous 
population as a whole (‘All 
non-indigenous’) 37% said 
they would move away at 
some point, while 55% 
indicated they would stay 
permanently. Just 8% of 
people did not know what 
they would do in the future. 

As the graph above shows, there were some differences in future moving intentions between those 
born in the NT and those born elsewhere. The NT-born population is more likely to move away 
from the Territory at some point in the future, particularly those who have not lived away before.  
 
A larger percentage of the non-indigenous population born outside the NT said they were likely to 
stay in the Territory (57%). However, this is notably lower than the percentage found in some 
other states. In a survey of Queensland several years ago, 74% of interstate in-movers said they 
intended to stay in that state permanently. 
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Where do you think you are likely to move to? 
 
Those people who indicated that 
they were likely to move away 
from the Territory at some point in 
the future were asked where they 
thought they might go. As the 
graph clearly shows, the most 
common answer was Queensland. 
 
State/territory of birth has some 
influence on where people think 
they will move to. For all five 
mainland states a significant 
proportion of potential movers are 
those people born in that particular 
state. Queensland is also attractive 
to large numbers of people born in 
other states/territories. In fact more  

Where do you think you are likely to move to?*
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* Non-indigenous who indicated that they were likely to move away from the 
Territory at some point, aged 18 and over 
 

Territory residents say they intend to move there than Queensland-born NT residents. This is also 
the case, to a lesser extent, for Western Australia and the ACT. 
 
 
Is there anything that might encourage you to live in the Territory 
permanently? 
 

 

Things that might encourage people to stay in the T erritory: top five 
most frequently mentioned aspects* 

Aspect of life % 

If pay/conditions/work opportunities were better 36 
If there was better education 15 
Partner/family connections/responsibilities in NT 9 
If cost of living was lower 7 
If family moved to NT 5 

* Non-indigenous, aged 18 and over. Answers were given in response to an 
open-ended question and then grouped into categories. 

  

Of those people who said that they 
would leave the Territory within 
ten years, we asked if there was 
anything that would encourage 
them to stay permanently. Fifty 
per cent said ‘yes’.  
 
What sorts of things were 
mentioned? The table to the right 
shows that better employment and 
education featured most strongly,   
while family connections/ responsibilities were important factors for many people. 
 
However, many other aspects of life were mentioned by survey participants. NT residents said 
they might stay in the Territory permanently if: 
·  the cost of living was lower 
·  flights and travel were cheaper 
·  there was less crime and antisocial behaviour 
·  housing was cheaper 
·  they found a wife/husband/partner 
·  Indigenous behavioural issues were less serious 
·  there was more entertainment, such as bands, arts and other activities. 
·  there was better shopping. 
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