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Two of the key demographic issues that frame society around the globe today are 

migration and the ageing of the population. Every country around the globe is now 

facing an ageing population. And this is certainly true for Australia. This presentation 

is going to explore the nexus of these two issues from a slightly different perspective 

as part of an emerging new trend.  
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There are 3 key links between ageing and migration: Firstly, migration is often 

floated as a policy solution to an ageing population, and this is particularly the case in 

Australia as the migration process is strictly controlled in terms of numbers and also 

very selective by age, with a strong bias towards young working age adults. However, 

migrants age too and what we then see is an ageing-in-place of migrant groups, as we 

are now facing with the ageing of the post-war migrants in Australia. Added to this, is 

the increased mobility of the world’s population. People move around the globe at a 

greater rate and with more frequency than ever before – creating more complex and 

dispersed family, friendship and support networks. The rise of these transnational 

family ties and social networks often leads to transnational caring for the older 

generation and/or the migration of parents and grandparents later in life to join 

younger migrant family members – either permanently of temporarily; something we 

will come to in a little while.  
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Moving on now to look at mobility later in life – we can identify three main trends 

within the Australian population: older people migrating to Australia (generally as 

part of a family reunion with younger migrant families); older people leaving 

Australia (either as a return migration journey to a birth country or third country to 

join younger family members; or alternatively older Australians making a lifestyle 

move at retirement) and increasingly circular mobility – that is older people who are 

spending regular periods of time with younger family members in Australia but not 

making a permanent move to Australia. 

We will now explore each of these in a little more detail….
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Looking first at people moving to Australia later in life. Migration to Australia is a 

very age selective process – most of our migration quota is made up of skilled 

migrants and international students with family reunion visas just over 30% of all 

migrant visas in 2015/16; compared to skilled migration which made up more than 

67% of all permanent migration. Older migrants are very unlikely to be able to come 

to Australia under any of the skilled or work visa categories other than a small 

number who may enter under the special business migrant category – ie: those with 

lots of money to invest in Australia! 

So there are barriers in place to migrating to Australia later in life…
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This last point brings up the fact that the ‘Family’ visa category is complex and does 

not only refer to parents…
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The size and composition of all visa categories, including the family reunion visa, are 

closely managed – planning levels are set annually and there is monthly monitoring 

of the visa numbers. The family stream comprises of four categories and by far the 

largest proportion of visas go to partners or spousal reunions. So all those young 

Australians who travel around the world and fall in love or the working holiday 

maker form overseas who comes here and falls in love with an Australian and then 

decide to marry take precedence in the family visa queue. Cynically seen perhaps as 

a win-win for Australia – we gain another young, working age, tax paying body to fill 

the gap the baby boomers are making in our workforce. 
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While this data shows 2013/14 data the family stream visa allocations (mainly 

because I couldn’t find a neat updated set of recent figures like this!) but the 

proportions and numbers have remained pretty steady anyway.  So, as we can see 

here the family stream was divided by those four categories with nearly 80% of the 

awarded visas going to partners, about 14.5% going to parent visas. And this trend 

has remained the same for more or less the past ten years. This highlights the 

government’s reluctance to encourage parent/child family reunions in Australia –

chiefly because of the perceived costs to Australia for their care as they age. It’s a fair 

bet that any spouse being granted a visa to Australia will contribute to the economy 

through work and taxes and producing children; whereas the older generation are 

considered a net sum drain on resources for Australia. 

You will note here that the parent visa is further divided into two types of visa: the 

straight parent visa where only 2,250 visas were awarded and the ‘contributory parent 

visa’ where the majority of the visas were awarded. This is described here as ‘off 

setting the cost to Australia of Parent Visas” and has a much shorter waiting list. In 

fact the current waiting list for a regular, non-contributory parent visa is over 30 

years. 

In the 2017–18 Migration Programme year:

1,500 places have been allocated to Parent (non-contributory) visas (subclasses 103 

and 804)

7 175 places have been allocated to Contributory Parent visas (subclasses 173/143 
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and subclasses 884/864).  - a total of 8,675 places. 

To be eligible for the Contributory Parent Visa the eligible family member must act 

as a sponsor for their parent undertaking to provide support for their parent(s) for 

their first two years in Australia. During this period, you must provide: support,  

accommodation and all financial assistance. In addition to this they are responsible 

for repaying to the Australian Government any social security payments they might 

have received during the 10-year period after their parent’s arrival in Australia or 

after they have been granted the visa in Australia, whichever applies. As you can 

imagine this is a very big commitment for younger migrant families to undertake. 

In other words we are steadily moving towards a system where the only older people 

who will be allowed to join their younger families who have migrated to Australia 

will be those who can afford to pay. 
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As you can see for the last 12 months China has dominated each of the Parent Visa 

streams, and this has been the case for several years now….we will come back to 

why this may the case a little later. 
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Turning now to look at the other side of the equation….those older Australians who 

are emigrating later in life….
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As we can see from this figure, the number of older people leaving Australia 

permanently over the past 20 years has been steadily increasing. The darkest bars 

show the numbers of Australian-born people aged 65 years and over who leave 

Australia permanently while the medium grey lines show the number of overseas 

born Australians who have left Australia permanently in this time. Obviously it is this 

overseas born group who make up the majority of the departures but increases have 

occurred over time in both population groups at about the same rate. 
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But as we saw in the previous figures there is a small, but steadily growing number of 

Australian-born older people who are making lifestyle emigration moves. Most of us 

have heard the figures for the 1,000s of Australians (purported to be over 5,000) 

Australians now living in Bali, but also increasingly we are seeing growing numbers 

in Malaysia and Thailand and other destinations. In fact the Malaysian Government 

has a generous retirement program that includes such things as: a valid 10 year social 

visit pass that allows you to come and go at will, no pre-requisite to purchase real 

estate in Malaysia, vaccinated pets can come too – however on the downside you 

have to be responsible for your own healthcare and support your own retirement – but 

of course Australians are still eligible for the aged pension when living overseas and 

this is likely to go a lot further in some destinations. 

In fact the number of Australians being paid pensions while living overseas has 

almost tripled in two decades, In 2016 nearly $800 million in pension payouts were 

made to Australians living overseas.

No one really knows as yet, long term what the likelihood is of this cohort staying 

overseas throughout their later years, or how many will return to Australia when they 

are much older, and in need of family or formal support for aged care and advanced 

health care. What we may see both in this cohort of older migrants, and with those 

coming into Australia to join younger family members (themselves an increasingly 

mobile sector of the population) is…..
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Are we now seeing a shift from permanent migration to circular migration. This sense 

of mobility and duplicity of belonging is, in part, exacerbated by current policy shifts: 

In all visa categories for immigration in Australia there is an emphasis on temporary 

migration and in May 2017, the Government announced the introduction of the new 

temporary sponsored parent visa for parents of Australians during the 2017–18 

Migration Programme year. The new visa will allow Australians to sponsor their 

parents to stay in Australia for up to five years at a time. This temporary sponsored 

parent visa is designed to allow the parents of Australians to spend longer periods of 

time with their children in Australia without placing additional burden on Australia's 

health care system. This is still before the Senate for review. 
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While there has been some research done on return migration and lifestyle emigration 

in later life there is less research on the third dimension of mobility later in life –

which relates to reduced fertility, higher levels of global migration and increased 

longevity. The latter means that increased numbers of older people in OECD 

countries are reaching very old age where they have a greater propensity to have a 

disability and be less independent. At the same time, reduced fertility means that they 

have fewer children who they can turn to for support. Moreover, higher levels of 

migration and global mobility mean that all or most of their children may live in 

another community or region; or increasingly, in another country. 

China, for example, presents a striking example where the longstanding one child 

policy, in conjunction with increased migration amongst younger Chinese means 

increasingly older people will not have a child living in China to support them in 

their older age. This has significant implications for the ageing parents, the 

government in both countries and the adult children who have migrated. This 

situation transforms ageing and care of the aged from a domestic issue to a global 

one. And we saw this reflected earlier in the data for parent visas in Australia. 

This also equates to an increased likelihood of grandparents and grandchildren living 

in separate countries. In many societies grandparents are a vital source of child care 

for working parents and grandparents have a strong wish to be a part of their 

grandchildren’s and children’s lives.  As such, the settlement of adult children in their 
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adopted countries and subsequent family formation is often followed by the 

permanent immigration or increased circular mobility of their elderly parents, in 

some case to more than one country to be a part of their children’s and 

grandchildren’s lives. It can be argued that the emigration of adult children 

transforms the lives of their elderly parents situations from “aging ‘in place’ into 

aging on the move”.  
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So we need to ask ourselves, in this globalised and highly mobile world where every 

country is facing an ageing population….

1. To what extent is transnational circulation replacing migration in later life? This

is an emerging trend for migrants of all ages and the impacts of circular 

migration, high levels of mobility, and transnationalism impact on older people 

both as late life migrants maintaining family networks and ties but also as family 

members that have highly mobile migrants and transnational family ties (ie: as 

‘victims’ of family migration) 

2. We need to think more carefully about how older people are ageing between two 

cultures – emotionally and culturally and literally if they are part of an ongoing 

cycle of late life migration. What impacts does this have on sense of identity? On 

family support and social networks? On loneliness and social isolation? On 

wellbeing? 

3. With these new emerging patterns of migration having huge impacts on health, on 

access to and use of medical care and service use and access? 

4. And of course we do not yet understand what late life migration means for ageing 

well – do people have better opportunities by being connected to more than one 

culture? Is it better to age close to family or close to what is familiar, in terms of 

your own home and neighbourhood, language and culture? What happens to your 

sense of who you are if you choose to have both – and travel between family 

AND the familiar in later life? 

17



Thus, we need to invest more research into understanding the long term implications 

of international mobility – for both migrants who moved early in life and are now 

ageing in place, but also increasingly the impacts of the shifting nature of mobility –

late life migration that is both permanent and circular in nature; and transnational 

family caregiving and support networks and what are the impacts of this are on 

ageing well? 
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