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Challenges, benefits and costs to consider for policy options to the Parent Category 

Executive Summary 

The Parent Resident Visa (Parent Category) is part of the New Zealand immigration policy being criticised. Its long-time 
suspension is decrementing government credibility.  Its focus on sponsoring children’s income raises questions on how the New 
Zealand society evaluates the contributions made by migrant families. These issues are disserving the category’s purpose to 
attract and retain skilled and productive migrants. 

This policy brief discussed the challenges to this category, the asymmetrical benefits and costs related and policy options that 
could provide certainty and mitigate costs while acknowledging the non-economic contributions made by the parent category. 

 

The Status quo 

The parent category was created as part of the family stream immigration in 2012. Adult New Zealand residents or citizens can 
sponsor their parents' residency if they meet income and sponsorship requirements. The Productivity Commission 
(2021)identified the policy purpose as to "attract and retain skilled, high-contributing migrants".  

In October 2016, the new selection of Expression of Interests (EOI) was suspended. In 2019, the Coalition government 
announced a smaller quota and much higher income criteria for the parent category under pressure from the New Zealand First 
Party  (Moir, 2019). The sponsorship period remained at ten years. EOI selection under the new policy was suspended again in 
2020 due to COVID-19.  

The annual quota for this category was reduced from 5,500 to 2,000 to 1,000. There are currently 5,462 EOIs in this category, 
with 4,810 offshore and 610 onshore applicants.  

Policy actions needed 

 Public dissatisfaction is high.  

The new income requirements mean a single person’s income needs to be above twice the national median income for two out 
of three years to sponsor one parent. It was deemed impossible for most professions in New Zealand and could deter skilled 
migrants to other countries (Pointon, 2019). This dynamic interventionist immigration policy also disadvantages low skill and 
low-income migrants from the Pacific or Asia (Simon-Kumar, 2015). 

Five years of EOI suspension saw multiple petitions, protests and extensive media coverage. Deteriorating migrant wellbeing, 
family disconnection, and state inaction dominated public discussions on government failure (Parmar et al., 2019). New Zealand 
could miss out on talents who have parent obligations. (Bonnett, 2021). 

 Window opportunity opens up to re-design this category. 

The majority government has larger policy spaces to its committed changes for this category than the Coalition government, 
where New Zealand First Party insisted on an anti-immigration stance (Trevett, 2020). 

COVID-19 has deferred new income requirements to give opportunity for an “Immigration Reset”. 

 Internationally, countries are creating better parent visa options to attract skilled migrants.  

Canada, Australia, UK and the US have similar parent immigration policies. Notably, Canada reduced the income criteria for the 
2020 tax year, citing the impacts of COVID-19 on financial terms.  

Another policy trend overseas is to create alternative, non-resident visa options for migrant parents, such as the Parent and 
Grandparent Super Visa in Canada and Sponsored Parent (Temporary) Visa in Australia.  

 

Benefits and Costs  

The benefits and costs bring by parent migrants are 
asymmetrical, with benefits being largely non-economic 
hard to calculate and costs highly financially visible. 

Benefits 

• Attract and retain migrants  

• Economic gains  

• Family and cultural supports  

MBIE report  (2019) found a more substantial commitment 
to New Zealand from the migrants who sponsored parents 
than those who did not. Adult migrants whose parents live 
with them are more likely to find a job and work longer 
hours, especially when they have young children. Migrant 

families also benefit from parent advice, cultural 
connection and a multi-lingual environment.  

Costs 

• State superannuation  

• Public healthcare and social welfare 

The Fair Residency Amendment Bill will see migrants 
residing in New Zealand for at least 20 years to be eligible 
for state pension, essentially reduces this cost by the 
parent category. Parents’ age could see them inevitably 
accessing public healthcare. Meanwhile, commercial health 
insurance is hardly an option for this category in New 
Zealand. However, it has been designed to minimise 
taxpayers’ costs by requiring an acceptable standard of 
health. There is a 10-year sponsorship obligation for paying 
back any social welfare costs if they occur.  



 

What are the policy alternatives? 

 Short-term options 

1. Continue the suspension. Wait until the border restrictions change and design this category accordingly. In the meantime, 
temporary visas could be more proactively granted to those onshore applicants to ensure their legitimate stay. This approach 
may see public dissatisfaction become higher. The uncertainty is discouraging skilled migrants.  

2. Alternatively, start selecting EOIs for the existing 610 onshore applicants. It gives some certainty to the migrants who 
“fearing parents’ deportation” (Bonnett, 2021). However, the temporary opening of a category that may be changed in the long 
run could be deemed policy inconsistency.  It also seems infeasible given the current workload and focus of Immigration New 
Zealand on border exemptions and critical workers.  

 Long-term options 

1. Re-design the category. Explore the feasibility of adopting a pointing system consistent with the current skilled migrant 
category to reflect on the benefits and mitigation of the costs. Multiple factors such as income, commitment and sponsorship, 
non-economic contributions, settlement results need to be considered.  

The migrant community needs to be engaged to understand how does parent obligation affect migrant decisions with different 
cultures and how should this be considered in policymaking to achieve its designated goal to attract high-contributing migrants. 

The feasibility of special-designed state insurance or extended sponsorship obligation for longer years or covering public 
healthcare may be explored in policy design.  

The co-design work with the migrant community and stakeholders should start this year to prepare for the border reopening.  

2. Explore an alternative, non-resident visa category from adopting international practises for the more extended stay of 
parents. Immigration New Zealand should work with migrant communities to identify the needs for such visa options and design 
accordingly by adapting the overseas models.   

3. Close the category should not be considered unless an alternative is available.  

 

Conclusion and further discussion 

Parent category helps attract skilled and productive migrants and create economic and non-economic gains for the country. 
However, it is part of the immigration policy failure drawing public dissatisfaction in New Zealand.  Policy actions are needed to 
provide certainty to migrant families both in the short term and long run to answer further following questions: 

1. How could immigration policies better reflect the non-economic contribution of migrants?  

2. How can the policy better address migrant settlement outcomes besides recruiting (Spoonley, 2015)? 
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