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Abstract
The so-called Asian Century has brought with it sweeping changes in the proﬁle of
migration to Australia. This paper focuses on examining post-2000 migration from
Mainland China, which has rapidly ascended to now become Australia’s top nonCommonwealth country of origin. Signiﬁcantly, the proﬁle of post-2000 Mainland
China-born (MC-born) migrants has changed to mirror broader global shifts towards
highly skilled, education-related, and investment-focused migration, all of which
reﬂect the mobility of wealthy and/or educated cohorts. Little empirical work has
focused on the degree to which this change in the proﬁle of migration has led to
the formation of novel settlement patterns. This paper aims to examine the socioeconomic characteristics of MC-born migrants in Australian cities, to identify
sub-metropolitan areas of concentration, and to visualise spatial change in settlement
patterns over time. The data indicate that although Sydney is still home to half of
MC-born migrants at a national scale, the number of migrants has increased at a
more rapid rate in medium-sized capital cities such as Adelaide and Perth. Results
reveal an increasingly decentralised and suburbanised concentration of MC-born
migrants at a metropolitan scale that is linked to areas of earlier Chinese settlement,
or corresponding to access to educational resources and employment opportunities.
The observed patterns support the segmented assimilation theory in that the spatial
settlement patterns among MC-born migrants assume variegated forms based on
individuals’ socio-economic characteristics and metropolitan-scale factors.
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Introduction
As the world’s most populous country, Mainland
China1 has a long history of emigration. The
driving forces of migration from there are tied
to both sociopolitical events in its contemporary
history and rapid economic development since
the 1980s (Ip et al., 2006, 2007). With a current
diasporic population of 45 million worldwide,
there are large numbers of Mainland China-born
(MC-born) migrants in all major regions of the
world (Tan, 2013). As a country where the demographic trajectory is largely shaped by migration,
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Australia has been, and continues to be, a major
destination for Chinese migrants. Initially tied to
the “boomtowns” of the mid-nineteenth century
(England & Albrecht, 1984, p.230), contemporary migration has been largely concentrated
within Australia’s major cities as gateways for
new migrants (Forrest & Johnston, 2001; Hugo,
2008).
Although there has been a sustained ﬂow of
MC-born migrants to Australia since the early
Gold Rush period (1850s), scholarship indicates
that both the character and composition of this
migration have been changing since the 1970s
447
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(Coughlan, 2008; Ip et al., 2007; Rogers et al.,
2015). However, less evident from current studies
are the spatial dynamics that have emerged from
the changing socio-economic and demographic
proﬁle of MC-born migrants. Thus, to address this
research gap in this paper we seek to tackle three
interrelated questions: (1) What are the current
socio-demographic, occupational, and educational
proﬁles of MC-born migrants? (2) What are the
spatial patterns of MC-born migrants across
Australia’s capital cities? (3) How have these spatial dynamics shifted from 2001 to 2011?
The paper deals with the spatio-temporal distribution of Chinese settlement in Australian capital
cities. In particular, we focus on the related
concepts of clustering and concentration. In the
Australian context of migration, an ethnic clustering or concentration corresponds to urban areas
in which migrants concentrate and form ethnic
communities. Clustering often (although certainly
not always) corresponds to centralisation, indicating co-location near cities’ central business
districts, while the opposite trend is described as
decentralisation. Decentralisation can be associated with dispersal or can indicate clustering in
non-central areas.
Various terms have been used to characterise urban ethnic concentration. An ethnic enclave is a
geographic area in which one ethnic group is
highly concentrated yet geographically surrounded
by members of other ethnic groups. Ethnic enclaves often refer to areas with social and cultural
attributes of the group such as houses of worship,
and the process of forming ethnic enclaves is
termed enclavisation (Xie & Gough, 2011). The
term ghetto is used—both academically and
colloquially—to refer to an extreme ethnic concentration, often associated with involuntary segregation, a process where a social class is forced
to exist separated from the rest of the population
(Zhou & Portes, 2012). Ghettos often retain negative perceptions and are associated with low
amenity in the form of food deserts or poor educational opportunities and, additionally, are often
deﬁned by social segregation, crime, and socioeconomic disadvantage (Powell, 2013). The
related process is called ghettoisation, which has
been witnessed in studies in the USA (Forrest
et al., 2006; Glaser, 1994; Peach, 2009). We refer
to work by Burnley (1999), who showed that ethnic concentrations in Australia are neither ghettos
as deﬁned in the USA nor enclaves in the classic
sense, because there has been no evidence showing the persistence of disadvantage in ethnic concentrations in Australian cities. However, much
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of the work on ethnic concentration was done
prior to the latest waves of Australian migration
from Asia and prior to the social polarisation
resulting from escalating urban property prices
(Rogers et al., 2015). We therefore test this assumption in a contemporary context. As recent
migration to Australian has been both more
diverse in country of origin and in migrants’
socio-economic features, to explain the observed
patterns, we apply the ‘segmented assimilation’
model (Forrest et al., 2006, p.442).
Segmented assimilation was initially proposed
by Zhou and Portes (2012) to explain how ethnic
groups form a mosaic of clusters outside the
inner-city enclaves that are variegated. These
communities demonstrate signiﬁcant within-group
diversity and are inﬂuenced by both successive
waves and generations. Segmented assimilation
has been observed in Chinese settlements in
other ethnically diverse regions such as New
York–Newark–Jersey City, San Francisco–Oakland–Hayward, and Los Angeles–Long Beach–
Anaheim in the United States (Hooper & Batalova,
2015) and in Vancouver, Canada (Li & Li, 2011).
A common trend among these cities is that
inner-city Chinatowns have ceased to be the residential and business locations of choice for more
recent Chinese migrants. Instead, suburbs in outer
metropolitan areas have developed into vibrant
and afﬂuent business and residential enclaves for
middle-class Chinese (Li & Li, 2011; Xie &
Gough, 2011). Examples include Flushing,
Queens (New York), Arcadia, California (Los
Angeles), and Markham, Ontario (Toronto).
Applying segmented assimilation theory to
explain within-group spatial diversity, we begin
with the hypothesis that settlement patterns and
their respective social outcomes differ within the
MC-born community. The analysis applies (a)
metropolitan-level variables such as metropolitan
size, existing waves of migration, and level of
suburbanisation and (b) migrants’ socio-economic
variables, including personal locational preference, education, and employment-related
characteristics.
Background
Australia is a country with a high level of international migration, with 28 per cent of the current national population born overseas (ABS, 2016).
Chinese people have a long history of migration
and are now considered to be the oldest continuous
stream of migrants to Australia (Lung, 2008). Approximately 40,000 Chinese arrived in Australia as
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers
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labourers during the Gold Rush and settled in a
concentrated manner around mining towns and
other sites of labour shortage. One of the most signiﬁcant features of early Chinese migration to
Australian cities was the formation of the so-called
Chinatowns (Inglis, 1972, p.271). In the second
half of the nineteenth century, Chinatowns developed as inner-city concentrations within capital
cities, with temples, schools, and businesses which
offered accommodation, medicinal herbs, and
fresh foods (Inglis, 2011). Notable examples
include the Haymarket–Dixon area in Sydney
(Collins & Reid, 1995; Fitzgerald, 1996), the east
end of Little Bourke Street in Melbourne (Collins
& Reid, 1995), and Fortitude Valley to the northeast of Brisbane’s central business district.
In the 50 years after the Australian government’s Immigration Restriction Act and White
Australia Policy were implemented in 1901, the
Chinese population of Australia declined in number (Lam, 2006; Lung, 2008). After these laws
and policy instruments were eased in the 1950s
and 1960s, the Australian government implemented other policies to advance cultural pluralism
in the 1970s and multiculturalism in the 1980s
(Ip et al., 1998). One effect was to encourage a
new wave of Chinese migrants from Hong Kong,
Taiwan, and the ‘Nanyang’ countries in Southeast
Asia. However, unlike many of their Chinese predecessors of the Gold Rush era, these migrants
were often highly educated and relatively afﬂuent
(Burnley, 2002). Since the mid-1980s, too, issues
related to housing affordability have driven
suburbanisation and the formation of the
‘ethnoburb’ (Li, 1998, p.479) by both established
and new migrants in outer metropolitan areas.
Chinese-owned businesses, as well as public
schools and social services dominated by or oriented to Chinese migrants, evolved in these suburbs—in many cases acting as ‘stepping stones’
for newer migrants with local support networks
(McGlinn, 2002, p.112). Examples include
Hurstville and Chatswood in Sydney, Glen
Waverly and Box Hill in east Melbourne, and
Sunnybank in south Brisbane (Coughlan, 2008).
These areas expanded in size as Chinese communities grew in number and diversiﬁed, while traditional inner-city Chinatowns took on more
symbolic functions to preserve cultural architecture and became tourist attractions as part of global
city identity politics (Inglis, 2011).
Compared with previous waves of ethnic Chinese migrants from outside Mainland China,
MC-born migrants were more heavily restricted
by domestic politics and policies until 1984,
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers

when China eased restrictions and launched the
‘open door policy’ (Huang et al., 2016, p.58).
A cohort of 37,000 young Chinese students arriving in Australia in 1989 represented the start
of the contemporary wave of MC-born migrants
(Ip et al., 1998). Students and their families settled primarily in low-income and middle-income
inner-city suburbs (Burnley, 2002), reﬂecting
both the relative affordability and centrality of
these locations. Since the mid-1990s, the Australian government has actively promoted educational service exports to China, which has led
to the resumption of a steady ﬂow of new settlers
from Mainland China to Australia. From 1995 to
1996, more than 11,000 migrants arrived in
Australia from there, accounting for 11 per cent
of the total Australian immigration intake for
the year (Ip et al., 2007). Since 1999, Australian
immigration policy has emphasised skilled migration alongside student migration, with many
MC-born migrants granted residence under the
skilled migrant visa category, especially those
who have completed their tertiary education in
China (Tang et al., 2014). Moreover, federal,
state, and local governments in Australia have
advanced various policies and strategies to encourage migration from Mainland China—for
example, translating ofﬁcial immigration
websites into Chinese. Other strategies to attract
international students from Mainland China have
also been initiated by Australian universities to
promote their degree programs in China, establish priority partnerships with Chinese universities, and implement academic engagement,
development, and alumni networks in China
(Yang, 2007).
On the other hand, strong economic growth,
socio-political reforms, and a rising middle-class
in China have also created new channels for
business and investment immigration to
Australia (Lung, 2008). Thus, MC-born migrants
arriving in Australia after 2000 are characterised
by increasing afﬂuence and geographical diversity (Gao, 2006), in contrast to those in previous
waves of migration, who mainly originating
from southern and eastern regions in China—
for example, Guangdong Province in south
China and Jiangsu Province in east China
(Inglis, 2002).
Theoretical framework
In general terms, for larger migrant cohorts, spatial
concentration or clustering in cities may have several functions in the process of social integration of
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the minority group. The effects of spatial clustering can be both immediate—reﬂecting the role of
social networks in restraining or fostering social
integration, or generational—reﬂecting the lingering inﬂuence of common shared practices such as
language and culture (Edgar, 2014). Conversely,
in general terms, those using the traditional spatial
assimilation model (commonly referred to as a
‘straight-line’ model) theorise that minority groups
leave their ethnic communities as their socioeconomic status rises and move to residential locations that match their elevated socio-economic position (Alba & Nee, 2009). The spatial outcome of
traditional spatial assimilation is that ethnic enclaves disappear over time. Conversely, those
using the ethnic disadvantage model, often termed
‘place stratiﬁcation’ (Edgar, 2014, p.365), note
that prejudice and discrimination by the dominant
group obstruct assimilation processes (Charles,
2003). Consequently, ethnic enclaves are often
stigmatised as ghettos and negatively related to social segregation, crime, and socio-economic disadvantage
(Powell,
2013).
Rather
than
dichotomising divergent spatial outcomes according to traditional spatial assimilation and place
stratiﬁcation, our hypothesis rests on the assumption that settlement patterns among migrants in
Australian capital cities are likely to be
characterised by segmented assimilation. The segmented assimilation framework provides fresh insights into the differential pathways of group
settlement. Zhou and Portes (2012) have proposed
three pathways—upward, downward, and selective assimilation—and these can all occur simultaneously, which produces a mosaic of ethnically
exclusive neighbourhoods. This perspective focuses on divergent patterns of incorporation
among contemporary immigrants. It could involve
sharp spatial divides with high concentrations occupied by ethnic groups and/or dispersed deconcentrations, indicating that migrants are mixed in
among the general population (Edgar, 2014).
Thus, segmented assimilation theorists assert that
contemporary immigrants are being absorbed in
different spatial segments of the host society,
ranging from afﬂuent middle-class suburbs to
impoverished inner-city enclaves. Because the
host society offers different possibilities to different immigrant groups, segmented assimilation results in a mixed and complex spatial distribution
of ethnic groups depending on where they settled
(Xie & Greenman, 2005).
Chinese settlement after 2000 is far more diverse
than it has been in Australia’s metropolitan areas,
and new migrants have been presented with
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numerous settlement options within wellestablished Chinese communities, including
inner-city areas, and often within or adjacent to
Chinatown areas or outer suburbs with
suburbanised
segmented
concentrations
(Coughlan, 2008). Such communities appear in
all major Australian cities, including suburbs of
Burwood, Hurstville, Kogarah, Ashﬁeld, Auburn,
Strathﬁeld, Parramatta, and Ryde in Sydney; suburbs of Clayton, Box Hill, and Doncaster in Melbourne; and suburbs of Sunnybank, MacGregor,
and Robertson in Brisbane. The diversity of
ethnoburbs is now showing more within-group differentiation (Li, 1998, p.479): for example, in
terms of relative afﬂuence in Sydney’s and
Melbourne’s northern and eastern enclaves. Ho
(2006) notes that Hong Kong-born Chinese reside
in more afﬂuent suburbs relative to MC-born Chinese. Furthermore, the relatively large diasporic
size has meant that ethnic segregation and clustering have become signiﬁcant policy issues also focused on the preservation of cultural identity
against the potential for spatial disadvantage
(Burnley, 2001; Forrest et al., 2006; Healy &
Birrell, 2003; Hugo, 2008). Even though there is
no clear evidence to demonstrate that Chinese enclaves have the potential for ghettoisation
(Coughlan, 2008), scholars have suggested that
the existence of segregation or increasing concentration of Chinese migrants is associated with unemployment, housing shortages, and economic
disadvantage (Healy & Birrell, 2003; Poulsen
et al., 2004). As Burnley (2001) has described the
matter, these diversities in the geographies of Chinese settlement are the cumulative result of Australian immigration policies, the sequences of
migration, the different origins and socioeconomic backgrounds of migrants, and the urban
environments in which they reside.
In light of these changing spatial patterns, in
the following sections we provide a baseline spatial analysis of trends over three census periods
from 2001 to 2011 for all Australian capital cities. We set out to illustrate the demographic,
socio-economic, and educational proﬁles of
MC-born migrants from 2001 to 2011 across
each of the eight Australian state capital cities;
to measure the proportion of MC-born migrants
at a local neighbourhood scale and identify
spatial concentrations in each capital city; and
to examine and visualise the change in the spatial
concentrations of MC-born migrants over time.
Although existing literature has explored Chinese
settlement in Australian cities (see, for example,
Chiang & Hsu, 2005; Coughlan, 2008; Ip et al.,
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers
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1998; Johnston et al., 2001), little of it has drawn
on data spanning multiple census periods and focusing on changes to spatial patterns over time.
Some recent studies have made passing reference
to MC-born communities in Sydney, Melbourne,
or Brisbane (Gao, 2006; Forrest & Johnston,
2001; Johnston et al., 2001; Poulsen et al.,
2004). However, we now extend both the spatial
scales of analysis and research period to identify
in new ways a range of divergent intra-urban and
inter-urban settlement patterns.
Data and method
Data were drawn from the 2001, 2006, and 2011
Australia Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Censuses of
Population and Housing. In addition, an ABS micro dataset, the Australian Census and Migrants Integrated Dataset available for 2011 was also used
to provide a cross-sectional dataset with
additional features, such as Visa Type held by immigrants. The spatial unit of analysis for the study
was Statistical Area Level 2 (SA22). The SA2 scale
enables the identiﬁcation and isolation of spatial
clusters that may exist among a smaller number
of migrants from an ethnic group. Metropolitan
boundaries reﬂect the Greater Capital City Statistical Areas deﬁned in the Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ABS, 2013). Members of the
study population were deﬁned as residents whose
birthplace was recorded as Mainland China in
any of the three censuses. These data do not include
the Australian-born offspring of the overseas-born
but include temporary residents from Mainland
China staying in Australia on census night.
Our approach comprises spatial-statistical analyses backed by a textual analysis of newspapers
and archives to provide the historical backcloth
on which the evolution of MC-born migrants’ settlement patterns has played out geographically.
First, for national and metropolitan levels, we
cross-tabulated and graphed demographic, socioeconomic, and educational proﬁles of MC-born
migrants. Both the absolute number and the
proportion of MC-born migrants at SA2 were
measured to present facts about Mainland Chinese
migration in each capital city. Second, to identify
spatial concentrations, we used four thresholds of
percentage (10%, 15%, 20%, and 25%) of MCborn migrants over total population in one SA2
(Poulsen et al., 2004). Third, we visualised spatial
patterns of concentration in each state capital city
using a mapping technique to smooth SA2 boundaries by a standardised hexagonal ﬁshnet
(Whiteaker, 2017).
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers

Analysis
Mainland China-born arrivals in Australia (1980–
2011)
In Australian cities, the presence of MC-born residents who arrived in Australia prior to 1980 was
relatively limited, with 9,474 in Melbourne,
6,821 in Sydney, and 3,572 in Brisbane (ABS,
2011). MC-born migrants arriving after 1980 more
often chose to settle in Sydney than in Melbourne,
and together, the two cities continued to host the
overwhelming majority of the migrant cohort. In
1985, following the Australian government’s decision to encourage Australian universities to recruit
more international students and provide Englishlanguage classes to non-English speaking foreign
students, many were attracted from Mainland
China. Given the implementation of this policy
alongside social unrest in China at the time, the
ﬁrst contemporary wave of MC-born migrants appeared in 1989, with nearly 37,000 Chinese students being granted permanent residence and the
right to be accompanied by their immediate family
members in that year (Ip et al., 2006). A second
wave of MC-born migrants arrived during 1995
and 1996. Since 1998, new arrivals of MC-born
migrants to all eight Australian capital cities have
risen steadily; numbers reached an all-time high
of 24,693 in 2009, followed by a drop tied to the
global ﬁnance crisis. The ebbs and ﬂows were
most pronounced in Sydney and Melbourne,
which experienced the bulk of several such
‘waves’ (Ip et al., 2007, p.80), compared with
more stable migration ﬂows to the other six capital
cities (Figure 1).
In the period from 2001 to 2011, the number of
MC-born migrants increased across all Australian
capital cities, with the largest increase in Sydney,
followed by Melbourne (Figure 2). The largest
metropolitan area in Australia, Sydney, was home
to half of the capital cities’ cumulative MC-born
migrants, followed by Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide, Perth, Canberra, Hobart, and Darwin. However, with increasing national-scale dispersal of
MC-born migrants, the proportion of MC-born migrants settling in Sydney declined from 60 per cent
of the national total in 2001 to 50 per cent in 2011
as other capital cities became home to new
migrants.
Socio-economic characteristics
Labour market participation is one of the major
socio-economic components associated with
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Figure 1 Number of Mainland China-born (MC-born) migrants arriving in each Australian capital city, 1980–2011

Figure 2 Number of Mainland China-born (MC-born) migrants in Australian capital cities, 2001–11

patterns of migrant settlement, traditional spatial
assimilation theorists asserting that the residential
concentration of ethnic groups is linked to lowincome workers, unemployed people, and pensioners (Castles & Miller, 2003; Zhou & Portes,
2012). The demise of the White Australia policy
contributed to improving the participation of nonEuropean groups in the labour force (Zhou &
Portes, 2012), a trend that was further enhanced
by the Australian government’s skilled migration
program (Inglis, 1992).
Using data on employment by birthplace derived from the Australian Census and Migrants Integrated Dataset in 2011, Figure 3 shows that
Sydney attracts the majority of the MC-born labour force (60,019 or 57.3%), with almost twice

the number employed in Melbourne. With regard
to unemployment, Adelaide and Hobart—the
emerging migrant-receiving cities—have a higher
proportion of unemployment than the other six
capital cities, reﬂecting differences in the
labour markets of larger and smaller capital cities
(Figure 3). In order to show the inﬂuence of employment in migrant locational decisions, we further examine the overall pattern of occupations
(Figure 4), revealing a balanced occupational distribution within most capital cities. Perth and
Darwin exhibit concentrations of labour-intensive
occupations, while Canberra has a relatively large
share of professionally trained employment.
The occupational distribution of MC-born migrants is also shaped by migrants’ formal
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers
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Figure 3 Employment status of Mainland China-born migrants in Australian capital cities, 2011

Figure 4 Occupations of Mainland China-born migrants in Australian capital cities, 2011

educational qualiﬁcations, categorised according
to ABS (1993), and including postgraduate degrees and above (postgraduate, master’s and doctoral degrees); graduate diplomas and graduate
certiﬁcates (graduate diploma and/or certiﬁcate
level); bachelor’s degrees; advanced diplomas
and diplomas (advanced diplomas, associate degrees, diplomas); and certiﬁcates (certiﬁcates I to
IV) (Figure 5). Our study does not include pretertiary education levels from Years 8 to 12, given
the fact that most MC-born migrants were over
18 years when they came to Australia. Bachelor’s
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers

degree qualiﬁcations account for the largest proportion in each capital city, followed by postgraduate degree, advanced diploma, and certiﬁcate.
The educational levels attained by MC-born migrants largely mirror occupational distributions,
suggesting that work in Darwin and Perth is perhaps more technically focused than in other of
the state capital cities. Overall, the proportion of
MC-born migrants holding a Bachelor’s degree
or higher is smallest in Darwin (61%) and largest
in Canberra (80%), which is much higher than
for the population at large (31%) (ABS, 2011).
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Figure 5 Qualiﬁcations of Mainland China-born migrants in Australian capital cities, 2011

Given that the point-based immigration scheme for
skilled workers attributes at least 15 out of 60 possible points to people with Bachelor’s degrees or
higher qualiﬁcations, MC-born migrants often
have tertiary qualiﬁcations (Tang et al., 2014).
Other indicators of the socio-economic status of
MC-born migrants in Australian capital cities are
revealed in the analysis of income and language
proﬁciency. The income distribution by capital cities is divergent, with the highest proportion of
MC-born migrants under the relative poverty
threshold3 of personal income of AU$800 per
week based in Hobart (77%), followed by those
in Adelaide (72%), Melbourne (68%), and Sydney
(67%) (ABS, 2011). Canberra-based migrants
tended to be in the top income category earning
over AU$2,000 per week.
English proﬁciency is another key indicator of
assimilation emphasised by most migration theorists (Alba & Nee, 2009). The cumulative percentage of those speaking English well or very well is
the highest in Canberra, where it is nearly 81 per
cent; this is followed by those in Hobart (79%)
and Brisbane (69%). However, though the most
numerous in any city, MC-born migrants in
Sydney appear to have the second lowest level of
English proﬁciency (63%), the lowest levels being
in Darwin (59%). Thus, we may be witnessing the
effects of enclavisation in these cities, because
local Chinese communities with large numbers of
MC-born migrants may dampen incentives to
learn and use English after arrival.
High concentrations of Mainland China-born
migrants
While examining the individual characteristics of
MC-born migrants provides a snapshot of socio-

economic differentiation across state capital cities,
an intra-urban analysis focuses attention on speciﬁc areas with high and/or low concentrations of
MC-born migrants and the formation of group settlements over time. In the ﬁrst instance, we have
explored spatial concentrations in speciﬁc areas
deﬁned as SA2s. Following work by Johnston
et al. (2001) to identify minority groups in Sydney,
we use threshold analysis as part of a broader series of more detailed analyses to derive information about the types, characteristics, and
relationships among geographic objects (see also
Poulsen & Johnston, 2000). As noted earlier, four
thresholds of percentage are employed in order to
identify spatial concentrations: 10, 15, 20, and 25
per cent, measured as the proportion of MC-born
migrants over the total population in one SA2.
MC-born migrants arriving after 2000 follow the
settlement patterns exhibited by existing communities to some extent (Table 1). These populations
mainly settle in well-established existing Chinese
concentrations in suburbs of Sydney (Hurstville,
Ashﬁeld), Melbourne (Clayton and Box Hill),
and Brisbane (Sunnybank), although there is a tendency to dispersal to more mixed neighbourhoods
over time.
When applying the threshold of 10 per cent, the
number of concentrations increased from three to
22 in Sydney from 2001 to 2011, which exhibited
the most substantial change of all state capital
cities. The suburb of Hurstville exempliﬁes such
concentration, established communities of Hong
Kong-born and Taiwan-born migrants settling
there in the mid-1970s. Considered to be a locus
of the Chinese community and Sydney’s contemporary Chinatown (Inglis, 2011), Hurstville and
surrounding areas have evolved from an ethnic enclave to a distinctive hub for China–Australia
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers

Sydney

Table 1

(3)
Canterbury
(South)–
Campsie
Hurstville
Ashﬁeld

2001

(13)
Hurstville
Canterbury
(South)–
Campsie
Burwood–
Croydon
Ashﬁeld
South Hurstville–
Blakehurst
Narwee–Beverly
Hills
Macquarie Park–
Marsﬁeld
Riverwood
Homebush
Eastwood–
Denistone
Kogarah
Parramatta–
Rosehill
Auburn

2006

10% threshold

(22)
Hurstville
Burwood–
Croydon
Canterbury
(South)–
Campsie
South Hurstville–
Blakehurst
Macquarie Park–
Marsﬁeld
Eastwood–
Denistone
Ashﬁeld
Riverwood
Narwee–Beverly
Hills
Homebush
Auburn
Concord West–
North
Strathﬁeld
Kogarah Bay–
Carlton–
Allawah
Chatswood
(East)–
Artarmon
Carlingford
Sydney–
Haymarket–
The Rocks

2011

2001
(3)
Canterbury
(South) Campsie
Hurstville
Ashﬁeld

2006

2011
(8)
Hurstville
Burwood–
Croydon
Canterbury
(South)–
Campsie
South
Hurstville–Blakehurst
Macquarie Park–
Marsﬁeld
Eastwood–
Denistone
Ashﬁeld
Riverwood

15% threshold
2001

Concentrations of Mainland China-born migrants by capital city (number of suburbs in each city/year is shown in brackets)

(1)
Hurstville

2006

2011
(1)
Hurstville

20% threshold
2001

2006
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(Continues)

(1)
Hurstville

2011

25% threshold
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(1)
Clayton

2006

10% threshold

(2)
Civic
Acton

Kogarah
Kensington–
Kingsford
Lidcombe–
Regents Park
Parramatta–
Rosehill
Pyrmont–Ultimo
Epping–North
Epping
(7)
Clayton
Box Hill
Melbourne
Burwood
Glen Waverley—
West
Burwood East
Doncaster
(4)
Sunnybank
MacGregor
Robertson
Sunnybank Hills
(1)
Adelaide
(1)
Jandakot Airport

2011

2001

No concentrations are identiﬁed in Hobart and Darwin at the four thresholds.

Canberra

Perth

Adelaide

Brisbane

2001

(Continued)

Melbourne

Table1

2006

2011

(1)
Civic

(1)
Jandakot Airport

(2)
Sunnybank
MacGregor

(2)
Clayton
Box Hill

15% threshold
2001

2006

2011

(1)
Jandakot
Airport

20% threshold
2001

2006

(1)
Jandakot
Airport

2011

25% threshold
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connection and exchange (Wong, 2017). In
Melbourne, Clayton—home to Monash University—is an area with the most consistent concentration of MC-born migrants from 2001 to 2011.
Nearby areas such as Box Hill, Glen Waverley,
and Burwood have histories of Chinese settlement
and, after 2006, formed a larger Chinese concentration composed of spatially adjacent suburbs
(Burnley, 2001). Furthermore, there is only one
concentration in the centre of Melbourne from
2011, possibly explained ﬁrst by the concentration
of MC-born international students enrolled at the
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology and the
University of Melbourne and second by apartment
construction targeting both students and overseas
investors (Pascoe, 2015). A similar settlement pattern can be observed in Brisbane, where MC-born
migrants concentrate in Sunnybank and
MacGregor, which were occupied mainly by
Taiwan-born migrants from the late 1980s onward
(Ip et al., 1998).
In contrast to patterns of decentralised settlement and established ethnic concentrations in
outer suburbs in Sydney, Melbourne, and
Brisbane, Adelaide, and Canberra experienced
more in the way of centralised concentration in
their inner cities where, in 2011, more than 15
per cent of MC-born migrants reside. Hong
Kong-born Chinese settled initially in Paraﬁeld in
Adelaide’s north-east, and those from South East
Asian countries settled in Regency Park and other
north and north-west suburbs (Yip, 2010). In contrast to Li’s (1998) theory on decentralisation over
time, new MC-born migrants did not follow the
pathways of Chinese whose arrivals preceded
theirs; rather, they clustered in the central city—
possibly for the same reasons as observed in
Melbourne, because the central business district
contains more opportunities for employment and
business, and several educational organisations
such as the University of Adelaide, Southern Cross
Education Institute, and University of South
Australia. A similar pattern of settlement could
also be observed in Canberra but contrasts with
the sudden emergence of a suburban concentration
of MC-born migrants in Jandakot, Perth, which is
relatively affordable and close to major transport
routes and the international airport.
Spatial patterns of concentration and/or
deconcentration within capital cities
Complementing the threshold analysis of ﬁgures
related to migration, the spatial pattern of ethnic
concentrations shows how certain geographical
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers
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areas such as SA2 housed large numbers of MCborn residents over the period from 2001 to
2011. While it may be widely assumed that the increase in numbers overall would lead to deconcentration (Champion, 1989), the opposite can also be
true in most cases as is shown in our analysis. The
increasing incidence of spatial concentrations suggests that a smaller number of SA2s housed a
larger number of the MC-born migrant community
than in previous census periods. Three spatial patterns emerge across the three census years:
Concentration–deconcentration. In Sydney,
Melbourne, and Brisbane, MC-born migrants
tend to become more concentrated in their
distribution patterns between 2001 and
2006 and then exhibit patterns of deconcentration between 2006 and 2011 (Figure 6a).
Mainland China-born migrants settle in different urban corridors associated with social classes.
In Sydney, relatively fewer MC-born migrants reside in the original Chinatown adjacent to Darling
Harbour and Ultimo. From 2001 to 2006, the proportion of MC-born migrants living in the outer
western suburbs such as Cabramatta and Liverpool
decreases. These suburbs were initially settled by
refugees and less afﬂuent populations, often as
small business owners (Collins & Reid, 1995).
The main spatial cluster appears to coalesce more
strongly in Hurstville and south-west suburbs such
as Campsie, Ashﬁeld, and Burwood, established
by Hong Kong-born and Taiwan-born migrants
in the 1970s. From 2006 to 2011, areas of high
concentrations of MC-born migrants gradually
spread out from the south and south-west to the
north (Eastwood–Macquarie Park–Chatswood).
They co-located in areas with prestigious schools
and afﬂuent populations, spreading out to outer
western and south-western suburbs such as
Lidcombe–Auburn–Parramatta, alongside rail
corridors with good connectivity and relatively
reasonable housing affordability. Similarly,
decentralised and suburbanised settlement is observable in Melbourne and Brisbane. MC-born migrants who arrived after 2000 tend to concentrate
in well-established Chinese neighbourhoods
founded by migrants who arrived in other periods.
For example, Box Hill, Doncaster, and Clayton
are the main loci in eastern Melbourne; so are
Sunnybank and MacGregor in southern Brisbane.
The suburban clusters established by Chinese immigrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan settling
during the 1990s were afﬂuent neighbourhoods
with good reputations for education and pockets
of relatively affordable housing (Ip et al., 2006).
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Figure 6 Spatial distribution of People’s Republic of China-born migrants in Australian capital cities, 2001–11

These features have attracted an inﬂux of middleclass MC-born migrants to these areas since
2000. However, concentration did not continue after 2006 and was replaced by tendencies toward
deconcentration, which may be explained by escalating housing costs tied to the resources boom of

the early 2000s. During the period from 2006 to
2011, MC-born migrants increasingly inhabit adjacent suburban areas such as Sunnybank Hills,
Browns Plains, and Calamvale in Brisbane, and
to Balwyn, Mount Waverley, Kingsbury, and
Bulleen in Melbourne.
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Figure 6 (continued)

Deconcentration–concentration. In contrast to the
segmented deconcentration in Melbourne,
Sydney, and, to a lesser extent, in Brisbane, the
spatial pattern of MC-born migrants in Adelaide
shifted from deconcentration to concentration
and centralisation from 2001 to 2011. As a state
with slow economic growth relative to some
others, South Australia was also experiencing
low levels of immigration and population growth
compared with Australia as a whole. However,
© 2018 Institute of Australian Geographers

immigration numbers increased between 2003
and 2008 as the South Australian government initiated a population policy designed to increase
economic and immigration growth to meet skill
and labour shortages and to attract more MC-born
migrants (Yip, 2010). As Figure 6(b) shows,
‘hotspots’ in Port Adelaide and Regency Park,
where Hong Kong-born Chinese concentrated
before 2000, largely vanished between the 2001
and 2006 censuses.
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Figure 6 (continued)

While prior to 2000 Chinese migrants to South
Australia were predominantly from Hong Kong
and Taiwan (Bernie, 2017), from 2001 to 2011,
settlement occurred in inner-city and eastern suburbs such as Norwood, rather than the original
Chinatown on and around Moonta Street in the
city centre. However, the original enclave continues to play an important role in settlement, with
MC-born migrants concentrated most strongly in
and around this area by 2011.
Perth also experienced an increase in the spatial
concentration of MC-born migrants although,
unlike in Adelaide, shops and restaurants in Chinatown along William Street to Roe Street in
Northbridge did not signiﬁcantly attract settlement. Instead, concentration occurred to the
south-east of the city, namely, in Bentley near Curtin University, in Wilson–St James, and from
Riverton–Shelley–Rossmoyne to Bateman–Bull
Creek, where many Malaysian-born Chinese
reside (Louw & Mersham, 2001). Further concentrations are found in Crawley and Murdoch–
Kardinya, patterns attributable at least in part to

the presence of international students at the University of Western Australia and Murdoch University. However, after 2006, the spatial pattern
shifted to concentrating in the Maddington–
Thornlie–Canning Vale corridor, with an extremely high concentration (65%) forming in
Jandakot.
A similar pattern of suburbanisation is observed
in Darwin. Chinese businesses and services were
largely responsible for the growth of Darwin as a
port and northern gateway. Although approximately 50 shops form the Chinese community
around Cavenagh Street, MC-born migrants rather
concentrated in the northern suburbs such as
Nakara, Alawa, and Brinkin around the main campus of Charles Darwin University.
Concentration–concentration. In Canberra, due
to relatively small MC-born populations, coupled
with the fact that settlement is often tied to educational enrolment, the spatial distribution pattern of
MC-born migrants shifted from the relative dispersal in the north-west suburbs (Holt–
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Macquarie–Bruce) along Molonglo Nature Reserve in 2001 to the concentration in Dickson in
2011 (Figure 6c). Dickson in Canberra is known
as the Chinatown and is a centre for the city’s
Asian community. A large number of Asian students study at The Australian National University
and Asian families have moved into this area,
which is characterised by busy commercial centres, eastern medicine practices, Asian restaurants,
and a handful of grocery stores along Woolley
Street.
A similar trend is also observable in Hobart,
reﬂecting the fact that MC-born migrants tend to
concentrate near the central business districts in
areas such as North Hobart and Battery Point and
near the University of Tasmania in Sandy Bay.
Even though there has never been any city precinct
that could truly be called a Chinatown in Hobart,
there are long-established Asian food stores and
restaurants in the suburb of Sandy Bay, and a collection of cafes catering largely to Chinese and
Asian students, and this trend is on the rise with
the advent of inner-city university accommodation
for students.
Discussion
Mainland Chinese migration has become prominent in Australian cities in both relative and absolute terms. As our analysis shows, spatial patterns
vary from concentration to deconcentration and
are largely contingent upon the size of the MCborn population overall. There has been a substantial increase in the number of MC-born migrants
across all capital cities in the period between
2001 and 2011, with the most marked increase in
Sydney, followed by Melbourne, Brisbane,
Adelaide, and Perth. The primacy of Sydney as
the most popular settlement destination for MCborn migrants has been weakened, and other capital cities have become more attractive to settlers
since 2000.
With regard to socio-economic characteristics,
we have found that MC-born migrants work in different occupational categories and have attained
levels of educational qualiﬁcations relatively
higher than is the Australian average. Their language skills and personal incomes reﬂect some
variations between the capital cities—those which
are larger (Sydney, Melbourne, and Brisbane) and
smaller (Hobart and Darwin)—with concentration
being most apparent in larger cities, yet stratiﬁed
between inner and outer suburbs.
We have also shown that there appears to be a
distinct pattern of concentration that varies
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spatially and temporally by the size of migrant
group and at different spatial scales. On a national
scale, Sydney remains the state capital city with
the largest number of MC-born migrants by
2011, possibly due to its greater cultural diversity,
larger labour market, and more extensive social
networks. At the metropolitan scale, we ﬁnd
sustained centralisation and concentration in capital cities with smaller populations (Hobart and
Canberra), while medium-sized cities (Perth
and Adelaide) exhibit deconcentration until
2006, and increasing concentration after 2006.
The formation of concentration appears to correspond to housing costs and labour market needs
in Perth; while it is highly education-driven in
capital cities that are small (Hobart and Darwin)
and medium-sized (Canberra and Adelaide). Large
capital cities (Melbourne and Sydney) exhibit
decentralisation and ‘stratiﬁed concentration’, in
which MC-born migrants initially follow the settlement patterns of those Chinese migrants who
preceded them, and gradually spread out from enclaves to surrounding areas to form larger ethnic
clusters (such as in Brisbane) or emerge as new
communities in more mixed neighbourhoods
(such as in Sydney and Melbourne). Wellestablished ethnic suburbs are predominantly attractive for the MC-born migrants arriving after
2000 and have the advantage of being close to
good education, transport, and shopping centres,
reﬂecting patterns in the United States (Li, 1998)
and around Australia (Ip et al., 2006). In common
with many cities in the United States and, indeed,
the United Kingdom, inner-city Chinatowns in
large Australian cities lose their residential functions and become symbols of cultural and architectural heritage, and tourism icons. Consequently,
suburbanisation, urban growth, and within-group
socio-demographic differences play important
roles in segmented assimilation. Evidence also
suggests that deconcentration occurs once a particular threshold is met (such as the number of migrants beyond the local housing affordability)
and that groups will then spill over to places where
attributes extend beyond national origin.
Another important insight relates to the importance of international tertiary students, who have
contributed to the formation of settlement patterns
among MC-born migrants in recent years. MCborn international tertiary students tend either to
concentrate in existing Chinese communities or
to form new Chinese concentrations in close proximity to educational institutions. Attracting tertiary
students to study in Australia is becoming a progressively more important feature of the Australian
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migration system (Yang, 2007), and MC-born students now constitute the large component of this
emerging migration stream. The effect of this trend
is to add a new dimension to current patterns of
MC-born migration to Australia, one which follows segmented assimilation theory insofar as the
integration of migrants is based on both urban contexts and migrant-speciﬁc characteristics.
Conclusion
In contrast to spatial assimilation theory, segmented assimilation theory inﬂected with urban
geographic perspectives integrates the knowledge
of traditional migration studies with spatial thinking and provides a spatio-social way of understanding the complex processes of migration. The
segmented patterns revealed in this study demonstrate a possible weakening of the mechanism at
the core of the spatial assimilation model—the link
connecting residential improvement, individual
advantages, and dispersal among Australian-born
populations. Aligned with observations in American cities (Hooper & Batalova, 2015; Li & Li,
2011), in the Australian context, we ﬁnd that ethnic Chinese migrants driven by education and
skills exhibit differential residential pathways
resulting from socio-economic characteristics.
Among these are educational level, English proﬁciency, and income. However, we ﬁnd that
metropolitan-scale variables play an even more
important role in shaping residential patterns,
namely, that larger cities with longer co-ethnic histories are more likely to witness segmented assimilation. In other words, as various waves of
migration map on top of one another, and generation effects factor into group assimilation, a complex pattern of residential settlement emerges. In
the cases of Sydney, Melbourne, and Brisbane in
particular, we see metropolitan size, existing residential geographies, and levels of suburbanisation
impacting spatial assimilation. Thus, a key point is
that deconcentrating is explained not necessarily
by decreasing local concentration, but often by
multiple concentrations, as has been witness in
Australia and elsewhere vis-à-vis suburbanising
Chinese populations.
Three avenues of needed work emerge from our
ﬁndings. In terms of temporal coverage of the analysis (2001 to 2011), new research might cover
three decades back to 1986, when the ﬁrst recent
inﬂux of MC-born migrants to Australia began in
earnest. Appending the latest census data from
2016 would add to the proﬁle of MC-born migrants, particularly as the post-2012 economic
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downturn may have altered the course of both migration and settlement. Second, the temporal scale
could be extended to several generations. Intergenerational case studies focusing on where different immigrants settle and on how settlement
changes across cohorts would provide greater details about the spatial assimilation in the long term,
the lack thereof among and across groups, and
about the implications of these patterns for urban
planners, policy-makers, and city managers
charged with enhancing social equity and integration. The third avenue for new research would be
to examine comparatively how speciﬁc withingroup characteristics affect concentration and/or
deconcentration. Such an analysis could explain
the driving forces for the formation of spatial settlement patterns and provide insights for
policymakers in relation to hard or soft infrastructures to support communities. Nonetheless, this
study reveals that there is no universalising trend
across space, but group formation appears to follow a number of structural patterns over time.
Finally, uncovering the evolving spatial settlement patterns exhibited by new migrants is an important endeavour worth further investigation. Of
relevance to urban geographers, planners, and
policymakers, our ﬁndings go some way to revealing the characteristics and dynamics of these patterns for Australia’s largest non-Commonwealth
migrant group. This work provides empirical evidence to support the theory of segmented assimilation of migrants in the Australian context. It marks
an important ﬁrst step to developing a more complete understanding of MC-born migrant pathways
and of how these pathways intersect with longer
term integration in the social and economic fabric
of the host society.
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Notes
1. This paper uses the term ‘Mainland China’ to reﬂect the fact
that Hong Kong and Macau are special administrative regions of the People’s Republic of China and that Taiwan
is a contested political territory. Mainland China data are reported as People’s Republic of China in Australian statistical databases, but Mainland China provides greater clarity
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to the reader, particularly as migrants from Taiwan and
Hong Kong comprise signiﬁcant proportions of overall
Chinese migration to Australia.
2. The Population and Housing Census data for 2011 are available at the SA2 level, but for 2006 and 2001 censuses are
based on Census Collection Districts which were concorded
to SA2s using correspondences ﬁles provided by ABS. The
correspondences ﬁle employs a mathematical method of
reassigning data from one geographic region to a new
geographic region to keep spatial units consistent over time.
3. The Australian Taxation Ofﬁce deﬁnes the low-income
class as income earners less than AU$37,000 per year
(roughly $770 per week). Referring to the Australian Taxation Ofﬁce, this study uses the personal income less than
$800 as the standard, which has been used in the previous
studies (Edgar, 2014).
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