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Introduction to the new measure

Purpose

This report describes a new measure of determining the contribution of international migration to
changes in New Zealand’s resident population. The measure uses linked travel histories and a rule
for determining a change in resident status. This rule is independent of the individual’s legal
residence status and also independent of the information stated on arrival and departure
passenger cards.

We provide summaries of migrant arrivals and departures classified by the ‘12/16 month rule’, and
include some comparisons with the official released figures of permanent and long-term (PLT)
arrivals and departures.

We describe the operational rules underlying the 12/16-month rule for classifying migrant status.
The paper also outlines the data integration process of border movements that is necessary for
creating individuals’ travel histories, including a quality assessment of this process.

Background to the new measure

Observing individual passengers’ sequences of border movements over time presents an
opportunity for measuring changes in resident status that are based on actual patterns of stay in,
or absence from, New Zealand.

Applying a measurement rule to individuals’ travel histories over time, to classify their migrant
status, may produce different results from the passenger-type class determined by information
they initially record on the passenger cards.

Based on passenger cards, currently, a person may transition from being reported as an ‘overseas
visitor arrival’ to being reported as a ‘New Zealand-resident departure traveller’ if their stay is
eventually 12 months or longer. For example, when the person transitions onshore from a short-
term permit on arrival to extended permits or subsequent longer-term temporary resident-visa
approvals. By doing this, they satisfy the period of residence in New Zealand required for
classification as a New Zealand resident. Similarly, a New Zealand resident intending to make a
short-term overseas trip may decide to live abroad for a longer time period than they report on
their departure card.

Differences between actual travel histories, and reported intended stay or time away from New
Zealand on the passenger cards that result in shorter or longer stays or absences, may affect the
relevance or accuracy of the initial classification of migrant movements (using the passenger card
information). This can result in estimates of migrant arrivals and departures being over- or under-
reported when the passenger card is the primary information source used to determine migrant
status.

Integrating passengers’ border movements over time enables us to observe their actual patterns
of stay in New Zealand. An appropriate measurement rule applied to their travel histories allows
us to classify migrant status as well as determine other passenger type categories (eg overseas
visitor or New Zealand-resident traveller).
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The new measure also introduces added opportunities for us to extend the measures of
international migration statistics. For example, there may be interest in alternative measures of
short-term as well as long-term migration. Further, traveller histories represent a longitudinal data
source that enables other statistical measures of migration (eg return migration and step-
migration).

Integration of individuals’ histories of migrant arrivals and departures classified by the 12/16-
month rule with Stats NZ’s Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) will also facilitate other analysis of
migration trajectories and outcomes.

Summary of new data series and measure

We prepared a historical series of migrant arrivals and departures classified by the 12/16-month
rule for July 2001 onwards. The classification method uses a month as a reference period. Any
traveller with at least one border movement in a given month has their resident status reviewed.
The combined information on the assumed resident status at the start of the month, the direction
of the last movement in the month, and the 16-month follow-up travel history, determines the
traveller’s final migrant status.

We used regular releases of border movements data, including associated movement and
passenger identities, to Stats NZ for production of a historical series of estimated migrant arrivals
and departures using the 12/16-month rule. Individuals’ travel histories were prepared for all
border movements from 1999 onwards. The new classification method requires a ‘start-up’ period
to allow a build-up of archival resident status changes.

A data quality assessment of the integrated border movements indicated results that were
comparable with results from other main data integration projects undertaken by Stats NZ, such
as the IDI.

Migrant arrivals and departures by the 12/16-month
rule: examples

In this section we compare historical estimates of migrant arrivals and departures classified by the
12/16-month rule with the official series of PLT arrivals and departures (Statistics NZ, Migration
statistics) as measured by the passenger cards.

Migrant arrivals and departures classified by the 12/16-month rule are consistently estimated at
higher levels than released figures based on the passenger card information (figure 1). Passengers’
reported intentions of staying or leaving permanently are under-estimating the actual outcomes.
From 2012 onwards, there was a consistently smaller difference between estimated migrant flows
using the 12/16-month rule and the official series when compared with earlier years.
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Figure 1
Migrant arrivals and departures
By 12/16-month rule and PLT measures
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Comparing net migration estimates for the two definitions shows the 2001-08 period was
characterised by an under-estimation of net migration gains by the PLT series (figure 2); it peaked
at 22,500 in 2001. For 2010-14, net migration gains by the PLT series were over-estimated; it
peaked at 7,200 in 2011 but this gap was consistently estimated at around 3,000 a year in 2013-14.

Figure 2

Difference in net migration between 12/16-monthrule and PLT measures
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Patterns of under-estimation of total migrant arrivals and departures based on the passenger card
information differ by country of citizenship, and by border entry visa. Passengers who are New

Zealand citizens arriving in New Zealand are often likely to report short-term stay intentions, while
the actual outcomes, shown by a 16-month follow-up period, suggest they have returned to live in
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