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Executive Summary 

This Phase One report is a summary of research undertaken in 2019 by demographers at Charles Darwin University’s 
Northern Institute on factors contributing to population attraction and retention in the Northern Territory and its 
regions. The research was commissioned by the Northern Territory Government in line with recommendations in 
the Northern Territory Population Growth Strategy, 2018 to 2028. In 2019 the research included the largest 
population survey ever conducted in the Northern Territory (The Territory and Me survey), focus groups and 
interviews with key stakeholders. The survey has over 5,200 responses and, in this report, we focus on analysing the 
strength of relationships between life stages, a range of variables (like age, education attainment and home 
ownership) with attraction to, retention in or migration out of the Northern Territory. Methods include Binomial 
Regression and Correspondence Analysis. This is designed to give readers an understanding of the general features 
of The Territory and Me survey dataset and the high-level trends it reveals in order to provide a basis for policies and 
initiatives to improve population prospects for the Northern Territory. 

 

The major findings in this report include: 

 The Territory and Me survey has collected a large amount of important data on current and former 
Territorians, their demographic and socio-economic profiles and migration histories and intentions. 

 Former Territorians are likely to be older than current Territorians and for all age segments were less likely 
to be born overseas. Mid-career former Territorians are more likely to be female and Australian citizens. 

 For current Territorians, 2-year retention rates increased with age, were higher for those born overseas, 
those who owned or were purchasing their home, and those who had children living in the NT. 

 For current Territorians the intention to stay varied with residence duration. For early-career and mid-
career groups intention to stay increased after two years. For pre-retirees intention to stay increased after 
five years. For retirees it increased after ten years. 

 For current Territorians the reasons for contemplating leaving are many but have a strong age component. 
 Former Territorians also left for a broad range of reasons, and their reasons also had a strong age 

component. 
 The survey confirmed around 4,000 Territory residents with interstate Medicare addresses . This is highest 

for the early-career group and decreases with age. There are good reasons to suggest the number may be 
substantially higher in reality and this affects Territory population estimates and its GST distribution. 

  

The research reveals clear opportunities to influence population growth in the following areas: 

 Continuing to attract and retain growing overseas migrant communities emerging in the Territory; 
 Retaining senior Territorians as they transition to retirement and beyond; 
 Opportunities from getting residents past two years in the Territory; especially in the early-career stage; 
 Working with the ABS and Medicare to reduce mismatches in Medicare and actual addresses for Territory 

residents, and account for the relatively high gap in population estimates. 
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Introduction 

This report is a summary of research undertaken in 2019 (Phase One) by demographers at Charles Darwin 
University’s Northern Institute on factors contributing to population attraction and retention for the Northern 
Territory and its regions. The research was commissioned by the Northern Territory Government (Department of the 
Chief Minister) as per a recommendation in the Northern Territory Population Growth Strategy, 2018 to 2028. The 
Strategy was part of the Northern Territory Government’s response to a protracted period of low population growth 
commencing in 2012 and reflected in fewer people moving to the NT as residents and more people leaving across 
all life stages. The independent research program spanning two years was labelled as “The Territory and Me” (TTaM) 
by the researchers. In 2019 the research included the largest population survey ever conducted in the Northern 
Territory, focus groups and interviews with key stakeholders. The dataset has over 5,200 responses, making it a rich 
source of information. 

 

The agreed focus for Phase One of the research was to provide insights on three key segments in the population: 

o International migrants from growing source countries; 
o The rapidly growing pre-retiree and retiree segments (or Territory seniors); and 
o Understanding contemporary Indigenous migration patterns in relation to the Territory. 

These segments were identified as being important to Territory population prospects in the short to medium term 
in a report to the Northern Territory Government in 2017 by CDU demographers (see Taylor and Carson, 2017). The 
report noted the Territory had fallen away in its ability to attract and retain people as they transitioned from one life 
stage to another (for example from late career to retirement) and was suffering from a long-term reduction in 
competitiveness in the interstate migration ‘market’. The latter was reflected in the steady decline of proportions 
and absolute numbers of people who migrated out from other States (and the ACT) and chose to move to the NT (ie 
choosing other destinations over the NT). In line with the segments above, the researchers released three 
publications from this project in 2019. These are available from The Territory and Me website 
(https://theterritoryandme.cdu.edu.au). 

 

Over-and-above the segment-based analysis which has been completed, the focus in this report is to present 
information which enhances understanding on the migration motivations, experiences and intentions of people 
contributing to the Territory’s population in the past and in the present. The aim is to provide policy makers and 
others with insights for developing strategies associated with attracting and retaining population as well as to inform 
future research. Our analysis and results in this report are designed to give readers an understanding of the general 
features of the TTaM survey dataset and the high-level trends it reveals. We uncover factors influencing population 
attraction and retention in the Territory by life stage, as well as providing a broad summary of the main findings from 
the survey statistical analysis to identify correlates with attraction and retention by applying regression and factor 
analysis methods. 
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The TTaM survey is significant because, while administrative and Census data can be used to describe migrant 
populations, they do not provide insights into factors associated with migration decisions and motivations. TTaM was 
designed as an omnibus instrument to capture migration push, pull and retention factors associated with the 
Territory.  

Data on pull factors included:  

 reasons for moving to the Territory 
 who people moved with 
 whether people received financial support or incentives to move  

Data on retention included: 

 length of time in the NT (including cumulative multiple occasions)  
 residency status 
 home ownership  
 employment status and satisfaction with current job 
 connection to the Territory including number of children and grandchildren currently living there 
 feelings of safety and participation in volunteering  
 overall feelings of satisfaction 
 what keeps residents there 

Data on push factors included: 

 current migration intentions in 2 and 5 years 
 reasons for considering out migration 
 factors that would influence out migration decisions 

A link to the full copy of the TTaM survey is provided in Appendix A. The survey was actively promoted through 
general awareness campaigns, social media, as well as community promotion through activities, attendance at 
cultural forums, newsletters and webpages. 

 

Participants in TTaM were mainly Northern Territory (herein NT or Territory) residents (72% of respondents) and 
people who had lived in the Territory in the past (24%). Those living in the Territory for part of the year were also 
included (1.5%). Around 5% of people participating identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Topics in TTaM 
included key demographic and socioeconomic variables and extensive information on the reasons cited by 
respondents for moving to, remaining in or leaving the Territory. TTaM also gathered future interstate and overseas 
migration intentions, satisfaction with the NT and sentiments towards the NT, opinions on the best and worst of 
Territory life, as well as data on which assessments on the accuracy of Medicare enrolments could be made. The 
latter is important because Medicare enrolments are a major input to the calculation of population estimates made 
by the ABS., There are anecdotal suggestions that the poor status of matching between Territory residents and their 
Medicare records contributes to an under-estimate of the Territory’s population, with downstream impacts on its 
Goods and Services Tax allocation. 
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Structure of the Report 

This report consists of a summary of the methods of analysis, including discussion on their limitations, followed by 
an overview of the Phase One survey with an analysis of respondent demographic and socioeconomic profiles. This 
section includes an investigation of factors influencing retention by life stage and a broad summary of the main 
findings from the survey. 

 

Methods 

The primary data source for this report is the set of TTaM survey responses collected from 31 May 2019 to 2 
December 2019. Our analysis and results are designed to give readers an understanding of the general features of 
the dataset and the high-level trends it reveals. To better understand migration motivations, the questionnaire 
prompted respondents to consider a range of factors that may have influenced their decisions. The question 
structure usually asked respondents to choose up to 4 reasons and then to nominate their main reason. This 
methodology allowed respondents to nominate multiple responses that are more likely to reflect the complex and 
multi-layered decisions surrounding their migration events as they relate to the Territory. An “other” open field 
response category was routinely offered to most questions. In this report where percentages were applied to 
question responses to TTaM, totals have excluded non-responses. 

 

As people age, they pass through a number of life stages. They are likely to finish their education, get a job, cohabitate 
in a significant relationship/marriage, have children, change jobs, become empty nesters, retire and age further. A 
person’s demand for services, family support and locational characteristics change as they move through the life 
stages and research has found that migration propensities also change (Barkley 1990; Greenwood 1997; Kley 2010 
Zaiceva & Zimmermann 2008). To gain further insight into the drivers of population change, and in line with the 2017 
report (Taylor and Carson, 2017) adopted in the Growth Strategy, we have taken a life-stage approach to investigate 
how socio-demographic characteristics are likely to influence retention and migration decisions for the Territory’s 
population across their life course. We divided the life course into the following broad age groups: early-career (aged 
18 to 29 years), mid-career (aged 30 to 49 years), pre-retirees (aged 50 to 59 years), and retirees (aged 60 years and 
over). 
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When dealing with simple categorical items we represent our analysis using frequency plots, with the occasional use 
of odds ratios1 to illustrate an association between binary variables (those which only have two possible values such 
as yes and no) and binomial regression2 as a tool for uncovering significant driving factors when there is good reason 
to expect correlation within a range of variables.  

 

Survey questions about reasons for coming to or leaving the Territory necessarily have responses which form a 
relatively large set of categorical items. For example, in TTaM’s question 53, where former Territory residents were 
asked their main reason for leaving, respondents were offered twenty pre-coded options as well as an “Other” option 
allowing a free-text response. In such cases it can be difficult to detect trends in the data using frequency plots alone 
since there is no natural order to the large response set. Factor and Principal Component analysis are methods which 
are suitable for uncovering order and structure within these large response sets by reducing the range of responses 
to a smaller number of explanatory factors. 

 

Phase One of the TTaM survey was primarily completed online. This delivery format enabled us to leverage the 
anonymity and ubiquity of the internet to gather detailed targeted data on Territory-specific past and future 
migration not available through any other dataset and for more than five thousand respondents. Close to one quarter 
of participants were former Territory residents which is an important group to include for a number of reasons. First, 
they represent a population that has experienced Territory life and yet has decided to leave. They can therefore give 
us important information on the demographics of those Territorians who leave as well as the most definitive factors 
leading to their out migration. Second, because some left recently and others left more than ten years ago, their 
data is representative of retention factors averaged over time, in contrast to data from current residents whose 
migration intentions are conditioned on factors prevailing in 2019. The survey has good representation across all 
decile age groups from the twenties to the seventies. This is vital because migration rate varies significantly as a 
person passes through key life stages from early adulthood, partnering and family formation, and into retirement. 

 

In spite of the large sample in TTaM and its representative nature for the analysis at hand, there are limitations 
associated with this research. These can be grouped into two types: biases and uncertainties. As with any survey, 
bias enters data through the nature of the survey design and delivery as well as through the voluntary nature of 
response collection. TTaM was most readily completed by respondents who had reliable internet access, were 
comfortable completing online questionnaires, and were proficient in English. Responses showed a strong gender 
bias (twice as many females completed the survey as males), an under-representation of people aged 18 to 29 years, 

                                                           

 
1 Odds ratios represent the amount a distribution (for example the fraction of females) differs between two populations (for 
example Territory participants and former Territory participants). An odds ratio of one indicates the distribution is the same for 
both populations. The more the odds ratio differs from one the greater the difference between the two populations 
2 Binomial regression estimates the distribution of a dependent variable which has only two possible outcomes based on one or 
more independent variables 
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and a very strong bias towards non-Indigenous urban participants. Another important bias in the data is associated 
with timing. The survey was conducted in the latter half of 2019. The Territory was at that time in a period of 
decreasing household consumption and business investment (DTF, 2020) and widespread pessimism following the 
completion of the construction phase of the Ichthys project and a fall in property prices. Those survey questions 
designed to measure sentiment, satisfaction and future migration intentions of Territory residents will therefore be 
biased towards negative sentiments and outlooks and likely not reflective of views averaged over the full business 
cycle. In spite of this, we do not anticipate the absence of these biases would significantly alter the findings presented 
here. For example, our comparative analysis of current and former Territorians emphasises the significance of age 
and country-of-birth over gender.  

 

Uncertainty enters survey analysis and datasets in a number of ways. While 5,200 respondents are a large number 
it is still finite and distributed over a number of important but mutually exclusive categories (e.g. gender, age, country 
of birth, and location). Uncertainty due to finite sample size will at times place a limit on how fine the data can be 
disaggregated. There are also forecast uncertainties that will be present in questions which ask respondents about 
future intentions as well as backcast uncertainties present in questions about the timing and motivation of past 
actions. In essence, people’s future actions do not always match their anticipated actions as laid out at a previous 
point in time (forecast uncertainty); and people are subject to recall errors in relation to their responses on the 
motivating factors for past actions and decisions (backcast uncertainty). These two uncertainties are difficult to 
quantify beyond the general trend that they will increase with the time horizon (forecast) and time elapsed 
(backcast).  

 

In the presence of the above biases and uncertainties our approach has been to not ‘push’ the numbers too far and 
to validate results based on whether they are in accordance with past research and/or analysis of other data sources 
like Census data. Our advice to readers in relation to the analysis presented here is that our findings are intuitive and 
robust, often persisting across all age groups or repeating for different populations.  
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Results 

Overview of TTaM participants 

 

5,255 people completed the TTaM survey at a completion rate of 87%. Two thirds of respondents were female, 77% 
were born in Australia and almost all were Australian citizens, with an additional 3.5% being permanent residents 
who intended to apply for citizenship and 2.6% being temporary residents who intended to apply for permanent 
residency. Around 72% were currently living in the Territory and another 24% had lived in the Territory in the past. 
81 people (1.5%) indicated they lived in the Territory for part of the year. 

 

Figure 1 compares the age distribution of TTaM respondents with the Territory estimated resident population from 
the ABS (2019). Relative to the Territory’s resident population TTaM included a lower percentage of respondents 
aged 18 to 34 and those 75 and over, and a higher percentage of respondents aged 40 to 74. Because much of our 
analysis is segmented by early-career, mid-career, pre-retiree, age groups these differences will not greatly affect 
our results.  

 

Figure 1 Age Distribution of Survey Respondents 
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Figure 2 shows the age-specific sex-ratio (number of males per 100 females) for TTaM compared to figures derived 
from ABS (2019). We see that, while the Territory’s sex ratio is greater than 100 across all age groups, except 75 
years and over, on aggregate (and for all age groups below 60 years) female respondents exceed male respondents 
by at least a factor of two. This is a common problem with voluntary surveys which tend to have a significantly higher 
female than male sample (Curtin et al, 2000; Moore & Tarnai, 2002; Smith, 2008). However, in comparing results 
across genders for the variables we have focused on here, the differences were not large. This means the main 
findings would be unlikely to change if the sample was more gender balanced. 

 

Figure 2 Age-specific Sex Ratio of Survey Respondents 
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not. Some of the Territory residents at the time of survey completion will also be return residents. Comparisons of 
demographic and socio-economic profiles of these two populations can therefore give us information on the 
characteristics of Territory residents who have decided to leave.  

 

Figure 3 Relationship to the Territory 
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Figure 4 Age Distribution of Current and Former Territorians 
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Figure 5 Sex Distribution of Current and Former Territorians 
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Figure 6 Country of Birth for Current and Former Territorians 
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Figure 7 Citizenship Status of Current and Former Territorians 
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Current Territorians 

 

In Question 35, current Territorian participants were asked where they intended to be living in two years. Using 
responses to this question we calculated a two-year retention rate (although this measure is intended retention and 
not actual retention). This is the fraction of respondent who indicated they would by still be living in the Territory in 
two years. Overall, results showed that 2-year retention rates increased across the life stages, from 57% for those in 
their early-career to 82% for those at retirement ages (Figure 8).  

 

Figure 8 Two-year Retention Rate by Life Stage 
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Figure 9 Two-year Retention Rate by Country of Birth 
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Figure 10 Two-year Retention Rate by Highest Education Achieved 
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Figure 11 Two-year Retention Rate by Labour Force Status 
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Figure 12 Two-year Retention Rate by Home Ownership 
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Figure 13 Two-year Retention Rate by Location of Children 
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The influence of length of existing residency in the NT on intended 2-year retention rates generally suggests that for 
life stages other than pre-retirees, those whose residency was 1 – 2 years had the highest out migration intent (Figure 
14). In contrast, respondents who were resident in the NT for less than a year or for more than 5 years had some of 
the highest rates of intending to stay. In the retirement stage, however, residency of 11 years or longer increased 
intended 2-year retention rates significantly (from 59% to 85-87%). These results suggest that people who move to 
the Territory expect to stay for around 2 years, and those who can be retained for more than 5 years have a greater 
likelihood of sticking. 

 

Figure 14 Two-year Retention Rate by Current Length of Stay 
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the main reason they were considering leaving. They were given twenty options to choose from and an “Other” 
option which accepted free text. The “Other” responses were reallocated to the existing response categories where 
appropriate and additional response categories were created as required. Table 1 provides the final list of main 
reasons for considering leaving. 
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Table 1 Main Reasons for Considering Leaving 

Reason Description   

Retirement Retirement plans   

Children To live closer to children/grandchildren   

Health Access to healthcare   

 Access to aged or disability services   

Other Other reasons   

Economy Low confidence in the Territory economy   

Expensive High cost of living   

Government From Others: Lack of confidence in public administration   

Lifestyle From Others: Do not like the lifestyle   

Crime Crime and safety worries   

Climate The climate   

Isolation Everything is too far away   

Airfares High costs of airfares/not enough services   

Friends To live closer to friends and social networks   

Recreation Opportunities associated with sport, hobbies or interests   

Family To live closer to other family   

Housing High cost of housing/not enough housing   
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Education Schooling (for me or family member)   

 University or Training (for me or family member)   

Work Opportunities associated with work/business (for me, other family member)   

 Don't like my job   

Defence Transfer Defence transfer (for me or family member)   

Change From Others: For a change   

 

Correspondence Analysis (Principal Component Analysis for categorical data) was used to reduce the dimensionality 
of the table with the aim of identifying life-stage related trends associated with respondent’s intention to leave in 2 
or 5 years. We found that 95% of the structure of the full contingency table could be produced by two factors which 
we call the Young-Mature factor (Factor 1) and Established-Transitioning factor (Factor 2). To understand what these 
two factors represent it is helpful to display the decomposition using a biplot (Figure 15) which graphs each reason 
for considering leaving and each life stage as a scatter plot using their projection onto each factor. The horizontal 
axis is the component for the first factor, which accounts for 84% of the structure of the contingency table, and the 
vertical axis is the component for the second factor, which accounts for 14% of the contingency table. 

 

When we order life stages by their component on the first factor, we get an ordering by age: Early-Career < Mid-
Career < Pre-retire < Retire. For this reason, we call the first factor the Young-Mature factor. When we order life 
stages by their projection onto the second factor we get: Pre-retiree < Mid-Career < Early-Career < Retiree. We call 
the second factor the Established-Transitioning factor because it orders life stages in decreasing levels of familial and 
career responsibilities and entry into a stage that transitions from relative dependence to relative independence. 
Since our four life stages each fall in a different quadrant they can be labelled as Early-career (Young, Transitioning), 
Mid-career (Young, Established), Pre-retiree (Mature, Established), Retiree (Mature, Transitioning).  

 

When interpreting the biplot, readers should observe the relationship of each “reason” to each Factor axis. For 
example, if we consider “Defence Transfer” the plot indicates a negative weight on the Young-Mature factor 
(horizontal axis). So young people are more likely than older people to move for this reason. “Retirement” has a 
positive weight on the Young-Mature factor and is therefore more influential as an out-migration decision of older 
people. Reasons associated with “Government” have a negative weight on the Established-Transitioning factor 
(vertical axis) and therefore have greater influence for people in the established aged groups while cost of living 
reasons (“Expensive”) has a positive weight and hence is more likely to be an out-migration driver for people in the 
transition phases. 
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Figure 15 Current Territorians: Factor Loadings for Main Reason for Considering Leaving 

 
 

In Figure 16 we show the frequency distribution of reasons for considering leaving for each life stage arranged by 
the biplot quadrants. Plots on the left are “Young”, on the right “Mature”, below are “Established”, above are 
“Transitioning”. The reasons for considering leaving have been ordered in terms of their Young-Mature component 
by projecting each point in Figure 15 onto the Factor 1 axis. We see that, while there is a large amount of overlap 
across the distributions, as we move progressively though each life stage the distributions shift “upwards” indicating 
a strong age-related ordering of each reason. The two sets of reasons with the strongest bias toward Youth (Defense 
Transfer, Work, and Education) and Maturity (Retirement, Children, and Health) are those with the largest negative 
and positive weights on the Youth-Maturity factor respectively as shown in the biplot. Climate has the smallest 
weight on the Youth-Maturity factor and hence it shows only a small variation from left (Young) to right (Mature). 

 

While the Youth-Maturity factor accounts for most of the variation across life stages the Established-Transitioning 
factor is important for understanding the variation across life stage of two high-profile reasons for considering leaving 
the Territory: Low confidence in the economy (Economy) and High cost of living (Expensive). While both of these 
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factor have opposite signs. This means that within Youth or Maturity life stages there is a decreased sensitivity to the 
economy and an increased sensitivity to cost of living moving from Established to Transitioning. Likewise considering 
leaving the Territory to live closer to other family (Family) has a positive component on the Established-Transitioning 
factor and it also becomes more frequent reason for considering out migration as people move from Established 
(Mid-career, Pre-retiree) to Transitioning (Early-career, Retiree). 
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Figure 16 Territorians: Main Reason for Considering Leaving 
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Former Territorians, reasons for leaving 

Respondents who had already left the Territory were asked for the main reason they left. They were given twenty 
options to choose from and an “Other” option which accepted free text. “Other” responses were reallocated to 
existing categories as appropriate, with additional categories added as required. Table 2 provides the final list of 
reasons why respondents left the Territory. The life stage at time of leaving was estimated by adjusting their current 
age group by how long ago the respondent left the Territory.  

 

Table 2 Main Reasons for Leaving the Territory 

Reason Description   

Children To live closer to children/grandchildren   

Retirement Retirement plans   

Airfaires High costs of airfares/not enough airline services   

Health To access healthcare, aged or disability services   

Partner From Others: Moved because partner moved   

Carer From Others: To be a carer   

Climate The climate   

Crime Crime and safety worries   

Isolation Everything was too far away   

Change From Others: For a change   

NoWork No work here/business closed   

Other Other reasons   

Housing High costs of housing/not enough housing   

Family To live closer to other family   
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Friends To live closer to friends and social networks   

Relationship From Others: Start or end of a relationship   

Provincial From Others: NT too provincial   

Expensive High cost of living   

Job A specific job opportunity (for me)   

 A specific job opportunity (for someone else in my family)   

 From Others: Better job opportunities elsewhere   

Education Education (for me or family member)   

Visa My visa expired   

Lifestyle From Others: Do not like the lifestyle   

Recreation Opportunities associated with sport, hobbies or interests   

Defence Transfer Defence transfer (for me or family member)   

Travel From Others: To travel   

 

As for current Territorians we used Correspondence Analysis to reduce the dimensionality of the table with the aim 
of identifying significant factors for retention. We found that 89% of the structure of the full contingency table could 
be produced by two factors. A biplot of the life stages and reason for leaving is shown in Figure 17. We see the same 
dominance of a Youth-Maturity factor (75%) and a secondary Established-Transitioning factor (14%) as was apparent 
in the responses of Territorians who were considering leaving. 
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Figure 17 Former Territorians: Factor Loadings for Main Reason for Leaving 

 
 

 

In Figure 18 we show the frequency distribution of responses to question 53 for each life stage arranged by biplot 
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to anticipate a move to be closer to family and friends compared to the Established groups (mid-career, retiree), for 
former Territorians they were less likely to have done so. 
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Figure 18 Former Territorians: Main Reason for Leaving 
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Analysis of Medicare addresses information 

Question 28 asked current Territory residents the location of their registered Medicare address. In question 29 those 
who indicated that their Medicare address was not in the Territory were asked the reason for not updating it. From 
responses to question 28 and 29 we estimated the fraction of survey respondents who were willing and able to 
change their Medicare address from interstate to the Territory but had not done so. By life stage the fractions are: 
Early-career (3.8%), Mid-career (1.2%), Pre-retiree (1.1%), and Retiree (0.3%). Applying these fractions to the 
Estimated Resident Population we can estimate the number of people resident in the Territory who are not 
registered in the NT for the purposes of Medicare addresses (see Figure 19). Here we have assumed that the under-
count fraction for Youths (ages 0-17 years) is the same as their parents, which we have taken as an average of Mid-
career and Pre-retire groups. Using these assumptions, we estimate that approximately 4,071 persons could be 
added to the Territory official resident population estimate by persuading them to update their Medicare address. 
This, however, is a conservative estimate because we can reasonably assume those motivated to complete surveys 
are more likely to have their administrative details with government departments up-to-date. In addition, the TTaM 
sample includes far more female respondents than males. Males are significantly less likely to maintain accurate 
records with government departments or participate in surveys fully and correctly. In short, this could mean that the 
actual effect on Territory population estimates is far greater than the number estimated here. 

 

Figure 19 Estimate of Number of People Missing from NT Medicare Address Register 
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Summary of results 

The TTaM survey is a significant piece of research on those who currently or have previously called the Northern 
Territory home. The number of completed responses, at more than 5,200, makes the data a robust and an insightful 
source for policies and initiatives targeting population growth. Our analysis of the data from TTaM in this report has 
included a range of methods to test the strength of relationships between factors associated with coming to, staying 
in or leaving the Territory. While there are some limitations associated with the data, notably the female bias on 
responses and a lower proportion of young people responding in comparison to the actual population, the findings 
here are statistically representative. 

 

In this section we summarise what we consider to be the main findings from our analysis of TTaM and offer some 
thoughts on the potential reasons for and implications from each of these. 

 

1. Respondents who were former Territorians were more likely to be female, however this was only 
statistically significant for female citizens in their mid-career. This suggests females aged 30 to 49 years 
may be more likely to leave than others. The finding ties in with increased out migration rates once 
females in these age groups start a family; likely reflecting the desire to have extended family support 
available prior to and during child rearing. It may also be indicative of forming relationships with someone 
from elsewhere, following a partner whose career takes them elsewhere or seeking career advancement 
or job opportunities elsewhere. 
 

2. Respondents who were former Territorians were less likely to be overseas born. This confirms that 
overseas migrants may be less likely to leave the Territory than others, providing encouragement to efforts 
to bring more overseas born people to the Territory and emphasising the need to encourage them to stay. 
In our Research Brief Attracting and Retaining the Territory’s Growing Multicultural Communities we 
provide a range of factors as being important to attracting people from the growing source nations in the 
Territory and helping to keep them living here. 
 

3. In line with the young age profile in the Territory’s population (the Territory has the lowest median age of 
any State or Territory), TTaM data also suggested that respondents who were resident Territorians were 
more likely to be in their early or mid-career. This suggests that the Territory continues to be favoured as a 
destination for employment migration to escalate careers. However, by definition, a person must be 
relatively older to be a former Territorian, therefore some caution is needed when interpreting this result. 
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4. Our assessment of factors associated with retention in the Territory was calculated from responses to a 
question on intentions to leave the Territory within two years. Results suggested that respondents’ 
intention to leave decreased as they moved through the life course with those in the early-career cohort 
most likely to consider leaving within two years. Overseas born respondents had higher 2-year intended 
retention rates, more so in the early-career cohort. These responses may reflect visa conditions for 
overseas born respondents who are current Territory residents, and particularly for overseas students. 
 

5. Respondents with a trade certificate as their highest education were the least likely to be retained across 
the life course – particularly so in early-career and pre-retiree stages and likely because trades people are a 
more mobile population than those with other forms of education (and therefore other careers, for 
example professionals). Trades people may also be more likely to be pushed out of the Territory by 
economic slowdowns and more affected by hot weather conditions (ie less durable in the long-term). 
Young professionals also have higher mobility when they are in their early-careers but residents in the pre-
retiree stage who are professionals appear to be much more attached to the Territory. This no doubt 
reflects a lower appetite for career risk as age increases and greater opportunities in early-career stages. 
 

6. Those in permanent employment in their early-career had a lower intention to stay in the Territory while 
those in permanent employment in mid or pre-retiree stages had the highest intention to stay rate. Early-
career people are generally more mobile anyway and those in permanent employment tend to have higher 
mobility rates as they develop their careers (for example in the relative security of the public sector). 
  

7. Home ownership makes people ‘stick’ in the Territory with respondents either owning or purchasing their 
dwelling consistently more attached across each life stage. The influence of having children on remaining 
in the Territory appears greater when children are more dependent (ie in the early, and mid-career), but 
weakens when they are less so (pre-retiree) before strengthening again in retirement. The latter is likely 
related to providing care for grandchildren or looking to their own children for support in their own care. 
 

8. This research has found the intention to stay varied with the duration of residence in the Territory. For 
early and mid-career groups the intention to stay increased after two years of residence in the Territory. 
For pre-retirees it increased after 5 years and for retirees it increased after 10 years. Retiree respondents 
who have lived in the NT for more than 10 years were the most likely to think they will stay. Across all life 
stages respondents appear to move to the NT with an intent to stay for at least 1 year but can then be 
pulled away. Between one and two years of residence is the critical ‘danger area’ for losing population; 
highlighting this as a possible area for initiatives or policy attention focused on retaining residents beyond 
two years. Once respondents have lived in the Territory for two years or more, the intention to leave falls; 
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and particularly so after five years.  
 

9. Reasons for considering leaving the Territory have been shown to be strongly associated with life stage. 
Two factors were identified to explain the main reasons chosen by respondents who were current 
Territorians. A dominant age-related factor indicated that out migration decisions for younger people are 
about pursuing education, starting work, seeking out recreation opportunities, and as people age, they 
look to balance their work and lifestyle and then plan for their retirement. They become more concerned 
about their health and interaction/contact with older children as they age which may influence out-
migration for retirees. The additional factor is related to whether people are in a transitioning phase of 
their lives or an established phase. Decisions around out-migration change as people become more 
attached to “place” such as buying a home, establishing families and their careers, with higher concerns 
around how government actions and the economy impact their lives. People in the transition phase are 
less encumbered and appear to have more choice in where they decide to live. Small differences were 
found in the interaction of reasons provided by former Territorians for leaving and life-stage, but the same 
dominant factors could be used to structure the reasons. Both factors are defined by their life stage - the 
first factor describes “needs” that increase or decrease with age, while the second factor increases or 
decreases as people progress to or away from family formation and child rearing. This story persists for 
both current and former Territorians. 
 

10. The data on respondents’ registered Medicare address indicates a large group of Territory residents at any 
given point in time do not have their Medicare address registered in the Territory. Fractions are highest in 
the younger life stage cohorts. These impact on official population estimates which also flows through to 
affect the Goods and Services Tax allocation to the Territory. Our conservative estimates suggest more 
than 4,000 people could be added to the Territory population if people were reminded of the importance 
of updating their address details and acted on this reminder. Of course, each year around 16,000 people 
migrate to the Territory from interstate and a system of reminding them to change their Medicare details 
would be well worth investing in. There is clearly an impetus to discuss these TTaM findings around 
Medicare addresses with the ABS’s Demography section and Medicare itself. 
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Summarising policy implications 

While it is not the role of the researchers to propose policy initiatives, the analyses in this report provide a good basis 
for consideration and development of policy aimed at improving population attraction and retention in the Territory. 
In combination with the three research briefs released prior to this report, a relatively clear picture of the areas 
where resources and activities might best be directed has emerged. Before outlining these, however, it should be 
noted there is no definable ‘silver bullet’ solution to improving Territory population attraction and retention. This is 
partly because of an entrenched trend of fewer people choosing the Territory as a migration destination. This is 
especially the case for the most transient and largest migration life stage, the early-career group. The nature of 
migration exchanges with the rest of Australia, with a focus on early-career in migration and mid-career out 
migration, will continue to make the Territory a place of high population churn, with many of those arriving 
determined to stay for a fixed or short time. 

 

Equally, and perhaps as an extension of this, when considering policy options there is no robust evidence that a 
stronger Northern Territory jobs market leads routinely to sustained improvements in Territory population growth. 
The link between the two has never been empirically established for the Territory. However, work by Carson (and 
summarised in Taylor and Carson, 2017) purported that a relatively poor housing market (falling or stagnating prices 
and rents) and poor youth unemployment conditions ‘down south’ has in the past coincided with a return to positive 
net interstate migration for the Territory. Conditions outside of the Territory are, of course, not controlled by the 
Territory and consequently, unlike other parts of Australia, Territory governments may not see the same extent of 
returns from stimulating jobs because the link between jobs and population growth appears tenuous. The extremely 
large number of jobs associated with the construction of the INPEX gas plant near Darwin during (primarily) 2012 to 
2019, for example, coincided with successive record losses in net interstate migration; a likely indication that 
employment and multiplier effects were not sufficient to arrest flagging population growth at the time. 

 

Under these conditions, the approach of the current Northern Territory Government in seeking to improve 
attraction and retention in a number of areas (including jobs) seems appropriate. Phase One of The Territory and 
Me research program has identified nuances around specific population segments, life stages and markets which 
should help to direct efforts. The areas of most promise are: 

 Continuing to attract and retain growing overseas migrant communities emerging in the Territory; 
 Retaining senior Territorians as they transition to retirement and beyond; 
 Opportunities to get residents past two years of stay in the Territory; with a particular focus on the early-

career life stage; and 
 Working with the ABS and Medicare to have the issue of a high estimated number of Territory residents 

(relative to the population size) at any given point in time having their Medicare details registered outside 
of the NT recognised and accounted for in population estimates. 
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Rather than repeating specific findings already released from Phase One research in relation to the opportunities 
above, in the sections below we direct the reader to the relevant research and offer some thoughts on approaches 
to each segment.  

 

Growing overseas communities in the Territory 

In our Research Brief Attracting and Retaining the Territory’s Growing Multicultural Communities we emphasised the 
importance of settlement experiences for retention, including that settling-in needs vary according to the source 
community. For example, while jobs and a match of jobs to the skills and qualifications of the individual are important 
to most communities, some, like the Filipino and Indian communities, place strong emphasis on family reunion 
migration (ie an ability to bring their relatives to the NT). Migrants identified ways to promote the Territory overseas 
to help achieve increased attraction and grow their communities in the NT. Meanwhile, the overseas student market 
might become longer term residents by enhancing education to employment pathways, perhaps by creating specific 
roles to interface migrants with industry to arrange NT workplace experience (a lack of experience was noted as the 
key issue for employers and leading to departures from the Territory). All of this re-iterates the need to provide new 
arrivers from overseas with information relevant to their circumstances, with a sense of welcoming and with a sense 
of having a future career in the Territory. 

 

Research in this Phase One report has re-emphasised the importance of overseas born communities as a group who 
are ‘stickier’ (better retained) in the Territory’s population. Most notably, we found that differences in retention 
rates between overseas (higher) and non-overseas born residents (lower) are greatest in the early-career stage. This 
is the stage where population losses are largest, and retention is poorest in the non-overseas born population. 
Purchasing or owning a home improves retention rates for all people. Consideration might be given to facilitating 
home ownership for newly arrived overseas migrants. In terms of future research, a focus on testing the design and 
intent of specific initiatives based on geographical location might be considered on the basis that location within the 
Territory might create special needs in relation to settlement experiences and therefore retention. For example, the 
Indian population outside of Darwin is expanding rapidly, while the Filipino population in Darwin is likewise fast-
growing and large. 

 

 

Retaining senior Territorians as they transition to retirement and beyond 

Population ageing is a major demographic ‘force’ impacting now, and in coming decades will considerably change 
the structure of the Territory’s population. In the past, retention rates for Territorians transitioning from pre to post-
retirement have been low. But even if these remain low, the size of the Territory’s senior population will grow 
significantly. As a result, in proportional terms the Territory is now Australia’s fastest ageing population. 
Consequently, as we outlined in our Research Brief We’re Still Here! Territory seniors population trends and futures, 
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there are opportunities to lower leaving rates to improve population growth; however, the seniors (over 50s) market 
is not one segment and must be viewed differently (at a minimum to the pre and post-retirement stages).  

 

We suggested in our Brief that those in their 50s might be the focus for initiatives to encourage them to consider the 
Territory as a place to retire. While many will have already made their mind up, ‘converting’ even a small proportion 
who might otherwise have left will have strong effects on population growth. The challenge revealed in our Brief is 
that many in their 50s have not started to consider retirement and do not consider themselves as ‘seniors’. As a 
result, they are not actively engaged in seniors activities or with seniors groups (like COTANT). Because of this, most 
are not actively thinking about retiring in the Territory and may need encouragement to do so.  

 

This Phase One report suggests that retirees have the lowest intention of migrating to elsewhere which again 
emphasises this group as having real potential for population growth. Further research might focus on working with 
those in their 50s and retirees to develop initiatives which enhance a sense of considering retiring in the NT (at least, 
recognising the growing trend to dual residency in retirement, for part of the year). This might draw on other findings 
from the research on what keeps people in the NT - such as the landscape, proximity to Asia and other lifestyle 
factors. Meanwhile, negative perceptions about costs of living will need attention. 

 

Opportunities to get residents past two years of stay in the Territory; especially in early-career  

Research in this Phase One report analysed the intention to stay in the Territory beyond two years across life stages 
and by a range of factors. These serve as proxies of retention rates. While the two-year timeframe is possibly 
arbitrary, notable differences have emerged when disaggregating the data. Of note, retention rates improve during 
life stages with early-career rates the lowest. As these make up 60% of outgoing Territory migrants to other States, 
any small improvements in retaining this age group will help grow the population. The target age groups in this 
respect might be those 25-35 years because these are transitioning to mid-career. It is at these ages that the pull of 
family formation and associated family support networks draws people away from the Territory (especially women). 

 

Factors which enhance retention rates include owning or purchasing a house in the Territory, having children who 
live in the Territory and working in or having qualifications in a profession. Conversely for the latter, those with trade 
qualifications have very poor intended retention in the Territory. While this all might seem obvious, this research is 
the first to empirically demonstrate the effects of these factors on retention in the Territory. In theory, a host of 
initiatives might be designed accordingly to enhance the proportion of professionals in the workforce, to alter the 
educational make-up of the population or to encourage home ownership. Some efforts are already underway such 
as the Home owner assistance scheme, however, similar schemes are available in other jurisdictions and 
consequently further differentiation for the Territory may be necessary in the form of allied initiatives. 
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Working with ABS and Medicare to factor address mismatches into population estimates 

Our conservative estimate of 4,071 Territory residents with a Medicare address outside the Territory could, if 
immediately reflected in the population estimates, turn the Territory’s population growth completely around from 
near zero to circa 1.5%. There are two broad policy approaches towards achieving this. First, Territory residents can 
be encouraged to ensure theirs’ and their family’s details are up to date. We are aware of significant efforts from 
Government in the past year to bring about improved awareness of this issue and to encourage residents to check 
and update their details. Because around 16,000 people move to the Territory each year, efforts in this area would 
be worth continuing. It would also be very worthwhile to obtain Medicare data to assess whether a spike in 
enrolments to the NT has occurred in response to these initiatives, and therefore could direct future awareness 
efforts or incentive schemes. Research around awareness and actions in relation to Medicare for new arrivers might 
also be considered for Phase Two of this research program.  

 

Secondly, in relation to the Medicare and population estimate issue, it is clear that, because the Territory has by far 
the highest population churn (aside from the ACT where the highly professional basis of the workforce helps maintain 
a relatively good match with Medicare) and a youthful age migration profile, there is scope to lobby the ABS to 
consider applying an adjustment factor to the NTs official population estimates. Prior to this, however, evidence 
needs to be garnered from Medicare data itself to compare movements in population estimates with Medicare 
enrolments in the Territory. The researchers have in the past attempted to obtain Medicare data but were not 
successful. We have also raised the idea of a joint project examining this issue with the ABS, however their capacity 
constraints have to date, prevented this. 

 

Though not overtly analysed in this report, our third Research Brief in Phase One of the research program was on 
Northern Territory Contemporary Indigenous Migration Trends. It highlighted that the increasing net loss of 
Indigenous residents of the Northern Territory to interstate was being driven by relatively well educated and mostly 
employed Indigenous cohort and that rates of out-migration for ‘Territory born and bred’ Indigenous people (as 
defined by the main language spoken at home) were far lower. It also identified an opportunity to attract more 
Indigenous (and other) Australians to experience the NT and its Indigenous cultures. This research showed a spatial 
association in terms of migration flows with South Australia and northern regions in Queensland. This geographical 
link is similar in other research on the broader population and sub-segments within it, such as skilled labour (see our 
Research Brief Analysis of migrant flows for the 2018 Northern Territory Skilled Occupation Priority List). 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the TTaM survey has provided a rich and insightful dataset on which considerations about strategies 
to improve the Territory’s population prospects can be made. The overall findings in the research outlined in the 
“Summary of results” section above dovetail well with those from the three Research Briefs already released as 
outputs from Phase One of the research. 

 

All reports conclude that people’s decisions around migration are complex and multi-dimensional, but inextricably 
linked to life-stage. Initiatives and incentives around attracting population need to be responsive to these well-
defined phases in people’s lives to ensure their migration costs are outweighed by the benefits of moving to the 
Territory. Likewise, retention is also life-stage dependent, posing the challenge of how to keep people living here.  

 

Personal relationships are strong migration drivers and appeared throughout our research findings as an important 
dimension. All ages and genders are impacted by how people are connected to each other, so population growth 
strategies need to have a deeper appreciation of motivations beyond more obvious economic drivers. For example, 
the familial impacts of relationship formation and breakdown, the requirements to care and support others, and the 
strength of friendship networks and connections to people’s satisfaction with where they live. This is why a survey 
designed to document people’s migration experiences is an important source of information for policy. The database 
created from the Survey will remain a valuable resource for use by NT Government and others into the future. 

 

  



 

41 
 

References 

ABS (2019) 3101.0 Australian Demographic Statistics, June 2019. 

Barkley, A.P. (1990). The Determinants of the Migration of Labor out of Agriculture in the United States, 1940-85. 
American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 72 (3), 567:573. 

Curtin, R., Presser, S., & Singer, E. (2000). The effects of response rate changes on the index of consumer sentiment. 
Public Opinion Quarterly, 64: 413-428. 

DTF (2020). Northern Territory Department of Treasury and Finance. URL: https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/economic-
growth. Accessed 20 Jan 2020. 

Greenwood, M.J. (1997). Internal migration in developed countries. In Handbook of Population and Family 
Economics, Vol 1, Part B, pp. 647:720. 

Kley, S. (2010). Explaining the Stages of Migration within a Life-course Framework. European Sociological Review, 
27(4), 469-486. 

Moore, D.L., & Tarnai, J. (2002). Evaluating nonresponse error in mail surveys. In: Groves, R.M., Dillman, D.A., Eltinge, 
J.L., and Little, R.J.A. (ed.), Survey Nonresponse, John Wiley & Sons, New York, pp. 197:211. 

Smith, W.G. (2008). Does Gender Influence Online Survey Participation? A Record-linkage Analysis of University 
Faculty Online survey response Behaviour. San Jose State University. 

Taylor, A. and Carson, D. (2017). Synthesising Northern Territory Population Research. Darwin: Northern Institute. 

Zaiceva, A., & Zimmermann, K.F. (2008). Scale, diversity and determinant of labour migration in Europe. Oxford 
Review of Economic Policy, 24(3), 427:451. 

  



 

42 
 

Appendix A: The Territory and Me survey instrument 

The full survey instrument for The Territory and Me survey conducted during 2019 can be accessed from our website 
at https://theterritoryandme.cdu.edu.au. Readers should note that respondents were sequenced through to 
selected questions according to their answers to prior questions (ie respondents were not required to answer all 
questions in this survey). Readers please note that the survey is subject to IP caveats and should not be replicated in 
full or part without consent of the researchers and must be done so with appropriate acknowledgement. 

  



 

43 
 

Appendix B: Binomial Regression 

In this appendix we summarise our analysis to determine how much of the differences we see in the sex, county of 
birth, and citizenship structures of current and former Territory residents cannot be explained by differences in age. 
We performed a binomial regression of location against sex, country of birth, and citizenship status, controlling for 
age by segmenting along the four life-stage categories: early-career, mid-career, pre-retiree, and retiree. Specifically, 
for each age segment 𝐴, we modelled the dependence of the probability 𝑞  that respondent 𝑖 is a former Territorian 
by the logit link function: 

 

log
𝑞

1 − 𝑞
= β + βSEX[Male] + βCOB[OverseasBorn] + βCIT[NonCitizen]  

 

and estimated the regression weights 𝛽  , 𝛽SEX , 𝛽COB , and 𝛽CIT that controlled the sex, country-of-birth, and 
citizenship dependence of 𝑞  by maximising the binomial likelihood function 

 

𝐿 = (𝑞 [LivedNT] + (1 − 𝑞 )[LivesNT] )
∈   

 

 

In these expressions the symbol [𝑋]  is 1 if respondent 𝑖 has attribute 𝑋 otherwise it is 0. Since our explanatory 
variables are categorical rather than numerical, β  represents the contribution of the base case rather than a 
constant. The base case for this model is a respondent who is female, born in Australia, and who holds Australian 
citizenship. We expect β  to be close to -1 on average because there are approximately three times more Territory 
residents in our dataset than former Territory residents (𝑞 /(1 − 𝑞 ) ≈ 1/3) and log(1/3) ≈ −1.1. Of interest to us 
is whether deviations from the base case have any explanatory power, that is whether any of the weights βSEX , βCOB 
, and βCIT are significantly different from 0. A positive value indicates an increased probability of being a former 
Territorian relative to the base case and a negative value indicates a decreased probability.  

 

Table 3 summarizes our results, showing both estimates of the coefficients and their standard errors. Estimates 
which were significantly different from zero are indicated by asterixis, the number of which indicates the p-value 
threshold. The smaller the p-value the more significant the difference from zero. First note that for all age segments 
the country of birth coefficient was significant at the five-percent level and negative indicating respondents born 
overseas were less likely to be former Territorians than those born in Australia. The only age segment for which the 
sex and citizenship coefficients were significantly different from zero was the Mid-career group. Again, the estimates 
are negative indicating that in this life stage male or non-Australia respondents were less likely to be former 
Territorians. 
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Table 3 Binomial Regression of Territory Residence by Sex, Country of Birth, and Citizenship 

 

Variable Life Stage Estimate Standard 
Error 

β  

Early-career -1.603*** 0.150 

Mid-career -0.984*** 0.064 

Pre-retiree -0.608*** 0.081 

Retiree -0.795*** 0.090 

βSEX 

Early-career  0.014 0.305 

Mid-career -0.373*** 0.119 

Pre-retiree -0.034 0.137 

Retiree -0.112 0.135 

βCOB 

Early-career -2.647*** 1.008 

Mid-career -0.402** 0.161 

Pre-retiree -0.707*** 0.196 

Retiree -0.469*** 0.171 

βCIT 

Early-career  0.285 1.041 

Mid-career -0.581** 0.256 

Pre-retiree  0.525 0.325 

Retiree  0.254 0.466 

Observations 4,995   

Log Likelihood -2,735.192   

Note: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p <0.01   

 


