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Chapter 1

Introduction

During the second half of the 20th century labour migrants, mainly men from Southern-
Europe and beyond, like Turkey and Morocco, found their way to Western-European 
countries. Though initially their plan was to return as soon as their financial purposes 
were achieved, many of them stayed. Reunification schemes were put in order and 
consequently, wife and children accompanied male migrants. Hence, older people are 
now ageing in countries they were not born and raised in.

Gerontological studies have generally turned a blind eye to this group of older people 
(Torres, 2013). Scholars have chiefly aimed to understand the lives of those who were 
born, raised, have matured and aged in one country. In contrast, older migrants’ lives 
cannot be understood from the perspective of one country only (Johansson et al., 2013; 
Zhou, 2013). Indeed, their lives are increasingly, in a multitude of ways, unfolding across 
borders, encompassing not only, but at least the residence and the origin country (Horn, 
Schweppe, & Um, 2013).

In this doctoral research we apply a ‘transnational’ perspective to study the everyday lives 
of older people from Turkish and Moroccan descent, who migrated (predominantly) to 
the Netherlands and Germany. This dissertation understands transnational as personal 
interactions and imagined connections between two countries: the origin and residence 
country (Faist, 2012; Vertovec, 2009). Hence, we investigate ‘transnational ageing’ 
and ask: what characterizes transnational connections in older age and how do these 
connections in return shape wellbeing, specifically loneliness?

In order to concretize these connections we draw on the work of others when we 
distinguish transnational behaviour and transnational belonging (Boccagni, 2012a; Levitt 
& Glick Schiller, 2004; Zontini, 2015). Transnational behaviour refers to maintaining 
social relations from afar and other transnational practices that people engage in. We 
investigate visits and other forms of social contact from a distance with people in the 
origin country. Additionally, we examine using medical care in the origin country, 
sending remittances, owning property there and distant voting. In contrast to the more 
tangible character of transnational behaviour, transnational belonging encompasses an 
emotional attachment and orientation towards the origin country and its residents. 
Nothing physical is moving beyond national borders in transnational belonging; it 
takes place in people’s minds and so their thoughts and imaginaries are transnational. 
This does not mean that this imagination is fictitious. It is a lived consciousness of 
connectivity with the origin country and its people, despite the physical absence of them 
(Anderson, 2006). We consider emotional attachment to the origin country, which can 
also be interpreted as feelings of loss, and consideration of return-migration in this 



Ch
ap

te
r 

1

11

General introduction

thesis. We further use an analytical framework to study belonging which distinguishes 
place belonging and politics of belonging (Antonsich, 2010).

At the start of this doctoral research, studies on transnational ageing have mainly been 
occupied with the question of return after retirement (Baykara-Krumme, 2013; Böcker 
& Gehring, 2015; Bolzman, Fibbi, & Vial, 2006a; De Bree, Davids, & De Haas, 2010; 
De Coulon & Wolff, 2010; De Haas & Fokkema, 2010; Ganga, 2006; Hunter, 2011, 
2015; Razum, Sahin-Hodoglugil, & Polit, 2005). Retirement marks the beginning of 
a new phase in the life course, primarily because of changes in patterns of everyday 
activities (Van Solinge, 2013). For migrants this change may potentially be more salient 
than for the general population (Bolzman, Fibbi, & Vial, 2006). In comparison to other 
stages in life, when entanglements in work and family life dominate daily occupations, 
the question whether to return to the origin country becomes more prominent (Hunter, 
2011). Studies on this topic draw two main conclusions. First, the majority of older 
migrants remain to hold official residence in the country of settlement, retaining pension 
rights, close to children and grandchildren and with access to good quality health care. 
Second, they often employ a pendular lifestyle; travelling to and from the origin country, 
to remain in touch with significant others there, because of attachment to places and 
warmer climates.

Knowing that they divide their time between country of residence and country of origin, 
it remains the question how migrants give meaning to transnational ageing on a day-
to-day basis, as they can only be in one country at a time. This question is still largely 
underexplored (Horn et al., 2013). Burholt (2004b) quantitatively explores a variety of 
transnational behaviours among an older Asian population in the UK. She concludes 
that there are important distinctions between Asian groups regarding the extent to which 
they remit, visit and interact with relatives abroad. Buffel (2015), employing qualitative 
methods, examines practices of ‘home making’ among older migrants in Brussels. She 
finds that transnational belonging is facilitated by ethnic amenities and by communal 
and religious places that allow them to ‘be’ in Turkey in their minds, without physically 
being there.

How transnational ageing impacts wellbeing is also relatively unknown (Zontini, 2015). 
Zontini (2015) delves into both transnational behaviour and belonging qualitatively 
when she investigates Italian older migrants growing old in the UK. She concludes that 
in ageing, transnational behaviours are becoming harder to sustain because of health 
deterioration; the same cannot be said of transnational belonging, which is meaningful 
in providing wellbeing in older age. Though scholarly awareness of the intersection 
between ageing and transnational connections has increased over the last years, the field 
of transnational ageing is still in need of development.
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In this dissertation we add to knowledge on migrants’ transnational ageing. It aims to 
fill gaps regarding what impacts transnational ageing beyond the question of return. To 
do so it investigates a variety of resources and constraints and additionally delves into 
how these are different between generations and places. We compare generations to 
investigate how older migrants relate to later generations and examine the importance 
of place as transnational ageing inherently is about multiple places. Lastly, this doctoral 
research studies how transnational ageing impacts on loneliness – as an indicator of 
wellbeing –, an important and understudied relationship. In the following, some 
background information regarding the population under study is provided, after which 
we give an overview of the chapters in this dissertation.

Ageing as a migrant

The field of transnational ageing consists of several strands of research, pertaining to 
different ageing populations, with different migration motives. For instance, there are 
those who migrate later in life: the so-called ‘sunbirds’ from Europe, North America and 
Asia. (Casado-Díaz, Kaiser, & Warnes, 2004; Toyota & Xiang, 2012; Truly, 2002). They 
exchange their countries of origin for more comfortable climates and a more relaxed last 
phase of life. The concept of transnational ageing is also used for those who migrate to 
benefit from care facilities abroad (Horn, Schweppe, Bender, & Hollstein, 2016) and 
for those in wealthier countries who receive care from foreign carers (Huang, Yeoh, & 
Toyota, 2012). Although here older people are not mobile themselves, their caregivers 
sustain transnational networks all across the globe. Another type of research concentrates 
on the role of older ‘left behinds’ in transnational families, often referred to as the ‘zero 
generation’ (Nedelcu, 2009). For instance, as care receivers from their emigrated children 
(Baldassar, 2007) or as caregivers for (grand)children, when they travel back and forth 
between their emigrated children and their home country (Zhou, 2013) or even follow 
their emigrated children permanently to the residence country (King, Cela, Fokkema, 
& Vullnetari, 2014). The field of transnational ageing also encompasses those who 
have been called ‘mature-age labour migrants’ (Lulle & King, 2016). They migrate for 
economic reasons in later life, often from Eastern Europe to Western Europe. There are 
thus various types of older migrants that age transnationally. What sets them apart from 
former labour migrants – who are central to the current study –, next to their migration 
motive, is that their involvement in two countries starts in older age, while the Turkish 
and Moroccan migrants in this dissertation have grown old(er) in transnational contexts.
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Migration background
This dissertation investigates Moroccan migrants in the context of the Netherlands only. 
With regard to Turkish migrants, we also include other western European receiving 
societies, primarily Germany.

Low skilled, mainly male Moroccans came to the Netherlands from rural regions 
in Morocco, predominantly the Rif area (Fokkema, Harmsen, & Nicolaas, 2009). 
Settlement patterns and demographic characteristics of Turks differ around Europe 
based on recruitment policies, reunification schemes and integration policies (Dagevos, 
Euwals, Gijsberts, & Roodenburg, 2006; Ersanilli & Saharso, 2011). Where relatively 
many Turkish migrants in Germany came from the larger cities in Turkey, most Turkish 
migrants in the Netherlands find their origins in the rural areas of central Anatolia and 
the Black See region (Dagevos et al., 2006). Though initially the plan was to return 
as soon as their financial objectives were achieved, many of them stayed (McFadden, 
2019). Two main motives for this can be identified. First, economic conditions in origin 
countries did not improve. Second, more restricted immigration policies in receiving 
countries prevented migrants from burning their bridges to Europe (Fokkema et al., 
2009). Also, reunification schemes allowed wives and children to accompany male 
migrants in Europe (Dagevos et al., 2006), where they have stayed until today.

The influence of this migratory project is felt and experienced well into older age 
(Zontini, 2015). For instance, many have an incomplete old-age pension, resulting 
in a disadvantaged financial situation (Fokkema, 2019). Migrants were generally 
low-educated when they arrived and have not acquired any additional (language) 
education, making them socially vulnerable (Ciobanu, Fokkema, & Nedelcu, 2017; 
Warnes, Friedrich, Kellaher, & Torres, 2004). Moreover, research shows that they are 
less healthy than non-migrant older people, because of, among other issues, a history of 
heavy physical labour in precarious conditions, especially among men (Klokgieters, Van 
Tilburg, Deeg, & Huisman, 2018). Another risk factor in the lives of older migrants 
is their vulnerability to discrimination, racism and social isolation (Cela & Fokkema, 
2016). Because of these hazardous circumstances, migrants are known to age prematurely 
(Bolzman, 2013; Warnes & Williams, 2006). Therefore, the lowest age boundary this 
dissertation focusses on is 55.

The main origin country among German migrants is Turkey (Dagevos et al., 2006). 
Eurostat data (2018) suggests there are approximately 352,000 Turkish nationals aged 
55 and over living in Germany. In the same age range roughly 49,000 people reported 
Turkey and 46,000 Morocco as the country of birth in the Netherlands (Statistics 
Netherlands, 2019). Turks and Moroccans are in size the second and third non-western 
migrant groups in the Netherlands, after Surinamese, and predominantly live in larger 
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cities (Fokkema & Conkova, 2018). In Germany, Turkish migrants are overrepresented 
in the Western part of Germany, and in the major cities like Hamburg, Bremen and 
Berlin (Dagevos et al., 2006).

Legal conditions
Transnational belonging may occur regardless of national regulations on naturalisation, 
social benefits and stays abroad. Transnational behaviour though, like visiting, owning 
property in the origin country and voting, is more prone to be impacted by them. 
Therefore we shortly discuss some relevant policies prevalent in the Netherlands and 
Germany.

Turkish nationality law enables dual citizenship for its nationals, by allowing 
naturalisation elsewhere without consequences for Turkish citizenship. Due to various 
regulations, it is difficult to withdraw Turkish nationality (Kadirbeyoglu, 2010). For 
Moroccans, also for later generations, it is in practice not possible to give up citizenship 
(Perrin, 2011).

In the Netherlands, from the mid-1980’s onwards, one could acquire Dutch citizenship 
after five years of residence in the country, provided one was 18 or older, one did not 
hold a criminal record and had undergone a comprehensive process of “citizenization” 
(Bevelander & Veenman, 2006). Since the turn of the century a more restrictive policy 
is in place, the most important aspect of which is, compared to previous policy, the 
impossibility of dual citizenship. However, many exemptions are in effect that have to 
do with, for instance, military service and inheritance laws. Therefore, dual citizenship 
in practice still occurs. 2014 was the last year the Dutch government made an inventory 
on dual citizenship, after which state inquiry about it was abandoned. In 2014 64% 
of Turkish born and 76% of Moroccan born persons of 55 years and older held dual 
citizenship (Statistics Netherlands, 2014). Dual citizenship enhances possibilities to age 
transnationally, but there are also other means that allow extensive transnational ageing, 
such as residence permits in the Netherlands or the Turkish ‘blue card’ (Kadirbeyoglu, 
2010). With Dutch nationality, a stay of more than eight months abroad requires 
deregistration at the municipality; having only Dutch citizenship requires a visa for 
visiting Turkey. When receiving state pensions (AOW) though, a maximum of six 
months is in effect. For specific additional social benefits, only 13 weeks abroad are 
allowed. With a permanent (or temporary) residence permit one can stay abroad for a 
maximum of six months, longer stays will affect residence status.

Regarding Germany, since 1999 naturalisation policies gave way to facilitate German 
citizenship for migrants, though dual citizenship is, in principle, not allowed. 8% of 
Turkish-born people has German citizenship (McFadden, 2019). Children of foreign 
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born parents, of whom at least one has had legal habitual residence in Germany for 
at least eight years, have to choose nationality at the age of 18. In 2014, the ‘option 
duty’ was waived for those born in Germany and attended a German school for at 
least six years or have had residence in Germany for at least eight years before the age 
of 21. In that case, they do not have to renounce citizenship of a foreign state and dual 
nationality is allowed (Hailbronner, 2015). For first generation, older migrants, due 
to similar exemptions as in the Netherlands, dual citizenship in Germany also occurs, 
though exact numbers remain unspecified (Perrin, 2011). German old age pensions 
are payed to those with a residence permit staying abroad, provided they do not stay 
there longer than one year (Holzmann, Wels, & Dale, 2016). Non-EU resident retirees 
in Germany on welfare benefits can only spend three weeks abroad. Otherwise, re-
entry rights are granted to non-EU resident retirees for periods longer than six months 
(Baykara-Krumme, 2013).

Overview of  the papers

In this doctoral research we aim to substantiate what characterizes transnational behaviour 
and belonging in older age, and how these transnational connections in return shape 
wellbeing, specifically loneliness. In Figure 1.1, the topics of four studies with which 
we aim to do so, are summarized into a conceptual model. The figure merely represents 
the doctoral research in a concise way – it is not used as an overarching framework 
to research transnational ageing. The first study, described in Chapter 2, investigates 
what determines transnational ageing by looking at different resources and constraints 
in older migrants’ lives. This relation is represented by Arrow 1. Chapter 3 investigates 
transnational behaviour, as a dimension of transnational ageing, explained earlier. 
The study targets the relationship between partly different resources and constraints 
on the one hand and transnational behaviour on the other, which is schematically 

RReessoouurrcceess  aanndd  ccoonnssttrraaiinnttss  
Social 

Economic 
Cultural 
Health 

TTrraannssnnaattiioonnaall  aaggeeiinngg  LLoonneelliinneessss  4 

GGeenneerraattiioonnss  PPllaaccee  

1  

2 3 

Figure 1.1: Conceptual model
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represented in the dashed rectangle of Figure 1.1. This relationship is researched for 
different generations of migrants (Arrow 2), thereby comparing how older migrants’ 
transnational behaviour relates to later generations of migrants. The study reported in 
Chapter 4 once again examines the relationship shown in the dashed rectangle, but 
this time we pay specific attention to the importance of place. Belonging, as another 
dimension of transnational ageing is studied here, and a better understanding is sought 
of how older migrants feel to belong to different places (Arrow 3). Chapter 5 looks at 
the consequences of transnational ageing in the domain of social wellbeing, specifically 
loneliness. Arrow 4 represents this study.

Resources and constraints
Chapter 2 delves into the mechanisms behind transnational ageing, whereby it covers 
Arrow 1 in Figure 1.1. We aim to determine who ages transnationally and who 
does not and investigate the two interrelated dimensions of transnational ageing: 
transnational behaviour and transnational belonging. For transnational behaviour 
visiting the origin country is taken into account, whereas for transnational belonging 
considering a permanent return to the origin country and emotional attachment is 
measured. Investigated is how different domains of resources and constraints impact 
the two dimensions. We consider social, economic, cultural and health-related factors. 
This study thereby adds to the literature on transnational ageing, as it not only 
investigates the question of return (Hunter, 2011) but also transnational behaviour 
and transnational belonging. Consequently, it advances understanding of how older 
migrants give meaning to transnational lives, within the context of maintaining official 
residence in the residence country. To this end, regression analysis is employed on data 
from LASA, with interviews held between 2013 and 2014 with 264 Turkish migrants 
and 205 Moroccan migrants, aged 55–66 years.

Generations
In Chapter 3 a generational comparison is added (Arrow 2) to the relationship between 
resources and constraints and transnational behaviour – the relation caught in the 
dashed rectangle in Figure 1.1. This design allows for a different angle from which 
to approach transnational behaviour, which is a dimension of transnational ageing. 
By comparing different generations, it becomes more tangible what is unique to older 
migrants’ transnational behaviour, and what is similar to other generations. Specifically, 
it reveals to what extent transnational behaviours (still) play a role in the lives of 
different generations of migrants and to what extent impacting factors affect generations 
differently.

Although transnational studies have been occupied with second generation migrants’ 
transnational connections, systematic comparative analysis of different generations of 
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‘migrants’ remains scarce (Safi, 2017). We combine place in the family and migratory 
status when we compare a first, a one-and-a-half (Rumbaut, 2004) (those having migrated 
before the age of thirteen), a second and a third generation. To better understand expected 
generational differences in transnational behaviour, we seek explanatory mechanisms 
similar to those used in the first study, though in a different framework. We use social, 
economic and cultural factors when we take into account the number of close people 
one has living in the origin country and structural and socio-cultural integration in the 
residence country.

Data from 798 respondents from 2000 Families: Migration histories of Turks in Europe 
survey is used, with interviews held between 2010 and 2012 with members of Turkish 
migrant families. Only men are studied; as the first generation migrants in the data 
consists of only men, comparisons with other generations including women will not 
result in meaningful estimates.

Place
Chapter 4 of this dissertation once again studies the relationship shown in the dashed 
rectangle in Figure 1.1. Again, a different approach is employed; the importance of 
place in this relationship is examined (Arrow 3). We investigate how belonging, as a 
dimension of transnational ageing, is constructed among older migrants, when they are 
in the origin country. Thereby, an addition is made to the literature on belonging of older 
migrants, as, in this field, the predominant focus is on belonging as it is expressed in the 
residence country (Buffel, 2015; Hunter, 2016; Mellingen Bjerke, 2017; Palmberger, 
2016). Migrants’ life worlds are thus only partially studied, as they spend substantial 
amounts of time in the origin country. Furthermore, it underestimates the importance 
of context for belonging (Anthias, 2008). For instance, the way in which a particular 
religion may be approved or contested by the dominant group in a certain society may 
vary from country to country, impacting the way one feels to belong.

Two analytical perspectives from which to approach the study of belonging are 
distinguished: ‘place-belongingness’ and ‘politics of belonging’, based on Antonsich 
(2010). The first, place-belongingness, focuses on a personal, intimate feeling of being 
‘at home’ and feeling ‘safe’. These personal experiences of feeling at ease in a place, or at 
home, are, according to Antonsich (2010), based on five factors: autobiographical, social, 
cultural, economic and legal. Based on knowledge from environmental gerontology and 
older migrants home-making practices, we add to this a sixth factor: the importance of 
the physical environment (Buffel, 2015; Rowles, 1986). A personal feeling of belonging, 
place-belongingness, is conditioned by dominant discourses on who belongs and who 
does not. This is where politics of belonging come in; it revolves around general notions 
of in- and exclusion, prevalent in a certain context (Antonsich, 2010). For this paper, 
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we rely on qualitative data, that is: observations of and interviews with older migrants 
from Turkish origin, in their origin country. The fieldwork was conducted in May 2018. 
In the interviews a topic list is used which includes place-belongingness factors and 
questions that aim to reveal politics of belonging.

Loneliness
In the fourth empirical paper of this doctoral research, detailed in Chapter 5, the 
consequences of transnational ageing for wellbeing are investigated (Arrow 4). Several 
scholars have raised awareness for the socially vulnerable positions in which older 
migrants find themselves (Cela & Fokkema, 2016; Ciobanu, Fokkema, & Nedelcu, 
2017). As a result, older migrants have been found lonelier than age peers who did not 
migrate in the residence country (Van Tilburg & Fokkema, 2018). In this paper, the 
relationship between transnational belonging and loneliness is studied, in order to dig 
deeper into migrant-specific factors that stimulate or protect against loneliness, which 
has previously been asked for (De Jong Gierveld, Van der Pas, & Keating, 2015).

Berry’s acculturation model (1980) is applied to belonging on the national level; 
both larger society as well as the own group are found in the residence country. Our 
study argues that, on top of belonging on the national level, one can feel to belong 
transnationally. Transnational belonging in this study conveys a behavioural and an 
emotional or imagined component (Anthias, 2013) and is expected to protect against 
loneliness. This is because it acknowledges the importance of place attachment, possibly 
especially relevant for older migrants (Baldassar, 2008). Terminology here is slightly 
different than in the other studies, in which a behavioural and belonging component 
are distinguished. We deviate from the earlier categorisation in order to cohere with 
Berry’s (1980) framework for acculturation. Explicitly distinguishing a behavioural 
and a belonging dimension will unnecessarily complicate the model that is studied, 
and needlessly clouds conceptual waters. However, as the measures for transnational 
belonging in the current study capture both dimensions, transnational ageing in both its 
dimensions is studied in this chapter. We use LASA’s older migrant sample of N = 269 
Turkish and N = 209 Moroccan migrants to study this.
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Abstract

This study investigates how resources and constraints (location of family, gender, 
income, cultural distance to society of settlement and health) impact the experience 
of two interrelated dimensions of transnational ageing: transnational behaviour and 
transnational belonging. We specify transnational behaviour by visitation of the country 
of origin and transnational belonging by emotional attachment to the country of origin 
and consideration of return migration. Data come from the Longitudinal Aging Study 
Amsterdam with interviews held between 2013 and 2014 with 264 Turkish migrants 
and 205 Moroccan migrants, aged 55-66. Regression analyses reveal that transnational 
belonging and behaviour are explained by different factors. Family-in-laws’ location and 
gender only play a role in explaining transnational belonging, while cultural distance 
and self-rated health affect both dimensions, and subjective income only impacts 
transnational behaviour. Results from the stratified analysis show that for Turkish 
migrants, family location, cultural distance, and health are important in considering 
return migration, whereas for Moroccan migrants, only cultural distance plays a role. 
We conclude that the distinction between transnational belonging and behaviour is 
useful in understanding transnational ageing and that our resources and constraints 
approach extends our view on older migrants.
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Introduction

People have been migrating since time immemorial. Against a background of increased 
access to mobility and technological progress though, migration has taken a whole new 
dynamic during the last decades (Castles & Miller, 2009). The experience of ageing 
is also impacted by this development. Especially for older adults who went through 
the life-changing event of international migration, these features of the modern era 
bring new opportunities and lifestyles (Fokkema, Cela, & Witter, 2016). Increasing 
numbers of older migrants travel back and forth between their countries of origin and 
settlement, either physically (Baykara-Krumme, 2013), virtually (Baldassar, Nedelcu, 
Merla, & Wilding, 2016) or imaginary (Buffel, 2015). As migrants’ lives are no longer 
bound to one country, ‘ageing in place’ as policy, but also as gerontological ideal, needs 
problematization (Johansson et al., 2013). Ageing in place refers to staying in the same 
or a familiar place (e.g. neighborhood, community) over a sustained period of time. 
It is considered an epitome of ageing because of older people’s need for and tendency 
to value continuity in perspectives and environments (Estes, Biggs, & Phillipson, 
2003). Without bluntly devaluing the importance of continuity in later life, ageing 
in place might offer too limited a perspective for those who spend their lives across 
borders, because of its emphasis on a singular place (Zhou, 2013). Researching ageing 
from a transnational viewpoint allows for a perspective wherein multiple places can 
simultaneously be of importance to a person. We call this transnational ageing. Our 
interpretation of transnational here is explicit, as we transcend cultural or ethnic identity 
within the borders of the country of settlement. We seek to do justice to the trans in 
transnational by letting it mean ‘border-crossing’.

In the current paper we apply this transnational perspective to the ageing experience of 
first-generation, older migrants residing in the Netherlands, who migrated decades ago. 
We aim to answer the research question: how can differences in transnational ageing 
be explained? Two interrelated dimensions ‘transnational behaviour’ and ‘transnational 
belonging’ (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004) are studied. Transnational behaviour is actual, 
physical border crossing behaviour (Bolognani, 2007). Transnational belonging is an 
emotional attachment to and imagined orientation toward the country of origin (Levitt 
& Glick Schiller, 2004). We focus on several factors that could impact these dimensions, 
using a resources and constraints approach.

Previous research on older migrants who have been living in countries of settlement for 
dozens of years focused on the question of where to stay after retirement (De Coulon 
& Wolff, 2010). Options are staying in countries of settlement, returning permanently 
to countries of origin (return migration), or adopting a lifestyle of travelling between 
countries of settlement and origin (pendulum migration). The vast majority employs 
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a lifestyle of pendulum migration (Bolzman, Fibbi, & Vial, 2006). They ‘go home’ to 
their countries of origin because of affective social bonds, expectations and obligations, 
ties to a place, and environmental reasons, e.g. a warmer climate (Bolzman et al., 2006; 
Fokkema et al., 2016). Intrinsic to being a pendulum migrant is to always ‘go back’ to 
the country of settlement. This is paradoxically often for the same reasons: proximity 
to loved ones like (grand) children in the country of settlement, but also for social 
security, residence permits, and good quality health care (Bolzman et al., 2006; De 
Haas & Fokkema, 2010; Ganga, 2006). Factors that impact the factual decision to stay, 
return, or travel back and forth have been researched more than once. Yet, how older 
migrants lead their transnational lives on an emotional level has hardly been the centre 
of attention.

The current paper will add to this firstly by studying transnational ageing from a broader 
perspective, while still considering the life-changing question of return migration. It 
studies factors that impact emotional attachment to the country of origin, as well as 
transnational behaviour. Secondly, the overwhelming majority of studies on transnational 
ageing are qualitative, providing social science with many insights and meaningful 
interpretations of a complex social reality. The current research contributes to this work 
by employing quantitative data to study determinants of transnational ageing more 
systematically. We take the case of migrants of Turkish and Moroccan descent in the 
Netherlands.

Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the Dutch context
In response to a demand for low skilled workers, Turkish and Moroccan labour migrants 
came to the Netherlands during the 1960s and 1970s. Initially, plans were to stay in the 
Netherlands temporarily to save money and then return to countries of origin. However, 
as economic conditions in these countries did not improve, family reunifications started 
in the 1970s and continued well into the 1980s (Schellingerhout, 2004). The idea of 
temporary stays was largely abandoned in the 1980s and many Turkish and Moroccan 
migrants are still residing in the Netherlands. They now form, together with migrants 
from former Dutch colonies Suriname and the Dutch Antilles, the main ethnic minorities 
in the Netherlands. The first generation, of 55-year-olds and over, counts respectively 
46,000 Turkish and 44,000 Moroccan migrants in a population of 5.3 million older 
adults (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). Overall, these groups share migration histories, 
poor socio-economic conditions and religion (Islam) (Crul & Doomernik, 2003). 
However, they do differ in their position in Dutch society. For instance, the Turkish 
community is characterized by high ethnic solidarity, whereas social cohesion among 
the Moroccan community is lower (Crul & Doomernik, 2003; Phalet & Schonpflug, 
2001).
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Regarding migrants’ legal transnational possibilities, since 2012 Dutch politics allows 
for older migrants to stay a maximum of 13 consecutive weeks abroad without losing 
access to social security and benefits (Fokkema et al., 2016). Many of them make use 
of this arrangement to spend time in the country of origin (Schellingerhout, 2004). 
Most Turkish and Moroccan migrants have Dutch or dual citizenship (Bevelander & 
Veenman, 2006), making travelling across country borders relatively easy. Living costs 
in Turkey and Morocco are lower than in the Netherlands and transportation is relatively 
cheap. Furthermore, return migration is encouraged in the Dutch Remigration Scheme, 
in which it is established that return migrants have the right to a monthly allowance 
when they decide to permanently resettle in the country of origin. However, this would 
revoke their Dutch nationality.

We look at migrants aged 55-66, which demographically may seem a rather young 
cohort, hardly appropriate to be called ‘old’. However, research shows that migrants 
often age prematurely (Bolzman, 2013), because of decades of tough physical labour 
in, at times, precarious legal and social circumstances (Soom Ammann & Van Holten, 
2013). This is also the case for the population under study (Schellingerhout, 2004): 
though young in calendar years, they are ‘older’, speaking in social and physical terms.

Transnational belonging and transnational behaviour
Scholars in transnational ageing (Zontini, 2015) as well as in the wider field of 
transnationalism (Somerville, 2008) have distinguished between a behavioural and an 
imagined component in transnationalism when using the concepts of transnational 
‘ways of being’ and transnational ‘ways of belonging’ (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004). 
Ways of being refer to actual border crossing connections and practices. Transnational 
ways of belonging convey identification with and attachment to (people in) the country 
of origin through nostalgia, memory or imagination. Imagination is not fictitious here, 
but a lived consciousness of connectivity with the country of origin and its people, 
despite their physical absence (Anderson, 2006).

Inspired by the distinction between transnational behaviour and transnational belonging, 
we start by focusing on visiting the country of origin, an indicator of transnational 
behaviour. Duval (2004) defines return visits as intermittent but temporary sojourns 
undertaken by migrants to countries of origin, where significant social ties exist. 
Additionally, it is a practice that allows migrants to maintain multiple identities in 
several international places (Duval, 2004). Being one of the most tangible embodiments 
of living life across borders, return visits are at the heart of transnational behaviour. 
Especially among older migrants, who have large amounts of free time, return visits to 
countries of origin are gaining popularity (Fokkema et al., 2016).
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We further study two indicators of transnational belonging: emotional attachment to 
the country of origin and consideration of return migration. First, attachment to the 
country of origin, either in its physical or social sense, centres on notions of ‘home’ 
and ‘feeling safe’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Where does one feel at home, and ‘comfortable’? 
Migrants, without actual border-crossing behaviour, can find themselves being situated 
between different points of reference: between country of settlement and country of 
origin, between real and imagined. These sometimes take mutually exclusive forms: a 
matter of ultimate loyalty to either the place of origin or the place of settlement (Wolf, 
2002). The constant confrontation between a simultaneous home ‘here’ and ‘there’ 
(Zontini, 2015) on an emotional and imagined level is a marker of transnational 
belonging. This could be particularly prominent for older migrants under study here, as 
they spent a substantial part of their youths in the country of origin, and, in addition, 
it was found that people tend to reminisce about the past more in older age (Cohen & 
Taylor, 1998).

A second indicator of transnational belonging is pondering on a permanent return to 
the country of origin. This is relevant for older migrants, as with retirement age also the 
question of where – in what country – to grow old becomes prominent (Hunter, 2011). 
Most of them eventually employ a lifestyle of travelling back and forth (Fokkema et al., 
2016), with which the question of return often becomes the ‘myth of return’ (Anwar, 
1979). Nonetheless, with regard to the question of return, Ganga (2006) states: “It 
would be a mistake to consider return as an episode; rather it needs to be seen as a 
process, an evolution, which is intrinsic to the migrant experience, even for those who 
never go back” (p. 1395). This refers to continued deliberation on where one should be, 
a constant longing for the country of origin and its way of life, while at the same time 
living in the country of settlement. Considering return adheres more to a state of mind 
than to the planning of an actual return migration. As such, it refers to transnational 
orientation on a more symbolic level (rather than a behavioural level) and is therefore 
regarded as an indicator of transnational belonging.

Determinants of  transnational behaviour and transnational belonging
This paper explores how differences in transnational ageing can be understood, by 
looking at transnational behaviour and transnational belonging. We follow Bolzman 
et al. (2006) when they argue that migrants employ a specific way of combining their 
personal resources and cultural identity to guide the decision-making process of return 
migration. Bolzman et al.’s focus is the actual move (or stay) while we, in contrast, 
concentrate on transnational ageing from a broader viewpoint, not necessarily including 
actual, life changing actions. Nonetheless, we reason that the same categories of 
resources and of constraints impact transnational ageing. These categories are social (our 
focus is on location of family), economic (income), cultural (the cultural distance to 
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the country of settlement) and degree of autonomy (in this study health limitations). 
Different factors may have varying impacts on the two dimensions of transnational 
ageing through different mechanisms. Some resources or constraints may be crucial 
for engaging in transnational behaviour, whereas others may be more determinative for 
transnational belonging, while still others may evoke both.

Social
Visiting the country of origin is a social activity, often implying cultural and/or social ties 
that were formed before emigration and are maintained by these visits (Duval, 2004). 
These social ties are often familial connections (Zontini, 2015). An obvious determinant 
of return visits is hence whether family lives in the country of origin. We argue that 
having extended family such as siblings, family-in-law and other family in the country 
of origin may not only contribute to more transnational behaviour, but also to stronger 
transnational belonging (Burholt, Dobbs, & Victor, 2016). Visiting family in person 
and sharing sustained periods of time with them may arouse a heightened awareness of 
the country of origin when in the country of settlement, and a feeling of ‘home’ attached 
to it. We therefore hypothesize (Hypothesis 1): when family members live in the country 
of origin, transnational behaviour is more likely and transnational belonging is stronger.

Offspring of the generation under study is largely located in the country of settlement 
(Schellingerhout, 2004). When older migrants consider whether to stay in the country 
of settlement or to return, the location of children is generally decisive (Bolzman et al., 
2006). This is even more the case for women than for men, as women are often more 
reluctant to leave children and grandchildren behind (De Coulon & Wolff, 2010). Men 
may therefore evaluate the possibility of ageing in the country of origin as more viable. 
We hence expect transnational belonging to be less apparent for women than for men.

We call on another argument for gender differences in transnational belonging. Migration 
to the more ‘developed’ countries is usually accompanied by a greater institutional focus 
on gender equality, often leading to status gain and more independence for women. As 
a by-product of this development, men experience status loss (Goldring, 2001). Women 
consequently tend to prefer to stay in the country of settlement and preserve their newly 
attained liberty, whereas men are more likely to desire a permanent return to foster and/
or restore their socially solid position in the country of origin (De Haas & Fokkema, 
2010). Based on the location of children and how this influences men and women 
differently, and on divergent gender norms in the country of origin and settlement, 
Hypothesis 2 reads: women have a weaker transnational belonging than men.
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Economic
Differences in economic resources have frequently been found to impact levels of 
engagement in transnational behaviour (e.g. Itzigsohn & Saucedo, 2002). Although 
travelling to Turkey or Morocco is not too expensive, sufficient income is still required 
to maintain regular return visits. But what presents itself as an even bigger expenditure 
is the gifts that are handed out during those stays, either to live up to the expectations 
of those left behind, or to demonstrate that the emigration was an economic success 
(Bolognani, 2007; Hunter, 2011). We thus formulate Hypothesis 3: the higher the 
income, the more likely transnational behaviour is.

Cultural
Itzigsohn and Saucedo (2002) identify ‘reactive transnationalism’, i.e., negative 
perceptions of the society of settlement and feeling socially excluded. As a result, 
homesickness and nostalgia may occur, for a country where one does feel ‘at home’. 
Consequently, it gives rise to transnational belonging, either because of an imagined, 
emotional involvement in the country of origin, or because the question of return is 
once again being contemplated. Simultaneously, visiting the country of origin can 
be a comforting escape, resulting in increased transnational behaviour. Accordingly, 
we expect in Hypothesis 4: the more cultural distance is perceived, the more likely 
transnational behaviour is and the stronger transnational belonging is.

Health limitations
Poor health could limit the extent to which migrants are physically able to travel back, 
thereby curbing transnational behaviour (Bolzman, 2013). Moreover, Turkish and 
Moroccan older migrants tend to prefer informal care, provided by children and in-laws, 
to formal care (Fokkema et al., 2016). As children are primarily located in the country of 
settlement (Schellingerhout, 2004), poor health could also diminish the extent to which 
one considers return migration. Hypothesis 5 is: the poorer the health, the less likely 
transnational behaviour is and the weaker transnational belonging is.

Methods

Sample
To analyze the hypotheses, we used data from LASA, which is a multidisciplinary, 
ongoing cohort study, focusing on four domains of functioning of older adults: physical, 
emotional, social, and cognitive (Huisman et al., 2011). In 2013 and 2014 a migrant 
cohort was sampled, exclusively consisting of older adults of Turkish and Moroccan 
origin residing in the Netherlands. Face-to-face interviews were conducted by trained 
interviewers who offered a Dutch and translated interview (in Turkish, Moroccan 
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Arabic/Darija, and Tarafit). Next to the general survey, migrant specific topics were 
covered, such as acculturation, transnationalism, and cultural identity. The cooperation 
rate was 45%. The sample consists of 479 respondents.

We excluded five respondents who were not born in either Turkey or Morocco, because 
we are interested in first-generation migrants from these countries. We also excluded 
four respondents who were institutionalized and one respondent with a premature 
termination of the interview, leaving a total sample of N = 469, of which 264 had a 
Turkish background and 205 a Moroccan background. On average, respondents spent 
36.6 years in the Netherlands and their age ranged from 55 to 66, with a mean age of 
60.9.

Measurements
Transnational behaviour was measured by a dichotomous variable which assessed whether 
people had been visiting Turkey/Morocco at least once in the last five years for a sustained 
period of at least two months (coded as 1) or not (0). Of the respondents 30% reported 
they had not been in the country of origin in the last five years, 51% reported they had 
been there once for a period of at least two months, and the rest of them more than 
once for this period of time. Transnational belonging was indicated by two variables: 
emotional attachment and considering return migration. Emotional attachment was 
gauged by three statements, “I belong here less than in Turkey/Morocco”, “Although I 
live here, it does not feel as my country” and “Turkey/Morocco is always in my mind 
and in my memories” (selection of Lowlands Acculturation Scale, Mooren et al., 2001). 
Respondents were asked whether they did not (0) or did (1) agree with these statements. 
Scores were summed to obtain a scale ranging from 0 to 3; for Turkish migrants 
reliability rho is .71, and Loevinger’s homogeneity .58; for Moroccan migrants rho is 
.68, and homogeneity is .60. Considering return migration was assessed by one question: 
“Are you considering going back to Turkey/Morocco permanently?” Response categories 
were “no” (1), “I do not know” (2) and “yes” (3). The three dependent variables we 
used to operationalize transnational ageing revealed low correlation. Considering return 
migration and feelings of loss correlated (Spearman) .20 (p < .001). Visiting the country 
of origin indeed seems to be a different dimension: it did not correlate significantly with 
the other two variables.

Four variables were used for social resources. We measured family members’ residence 
by three variables, indicating whether one’s siblings, family-in-law, and extended family 
are predominantly living in Turkey/Morocco (1) or not (0). Children in the Netherlands was 
measured in the opposite way: having most of the children (and/or children-in-law) in 
the Netherlands (1) versus having no children (and/or children-in-law) or not having 
most of them in the Netherlands (0). Gender was coded male (0) or female (1). Income is a 
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variable containing 11 categories of income levels per month per respondent and partner 
(if applicable). Response categories ranged from up to 907 euro per month (1) to 2723 
euro per month and higher (11). For income satisfaction we asked: “Are you satisfied with 
the standard of living you attain on your income?” Response categories ranged from 
“dissatisfied” (1) to “satisfied” (5). To indicate cultural resources we measured whether 
one perceives cultural distance (Kleijn & Verboom, 2004) to Dutch society. Three items 
were presented: “I sometimes get visits from Dutch acquaintances”, “I would like to 
speak to Dutch acquaintances about what worries me” and “It is all right for a Dutch 
acquaintance to babysit my children”. Response categories ranged from “strongly agree” 

Table 2.1: Descriptive statistics for pooled and stratified samples

All Turkish 
migrants

Moroccan 
migrants

   

N = 469 N = 205 N = 264

M SD M SD M SD t/χ2

Dependent variables

Visiting Turkey/Morocco 0.7 0.5 0.8 0.4 0.6 0.5 16.0 ***

Emotional attachment (0-3) 1.8 1.0 2.0 1.0 1.7 1.0 2.6 **

Considering return migration 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6

Independent variables

Siblings in Turkey/Morocco 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 2.0

Family-in-law in Turkey/Morocco 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 4.1 *

Extended family in Turkey/Morocco 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.4 0.1

Children in the Netherlands 0.9 0.3 0.9 0.3 0.9 0.3 0.0

Gender (female) 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.5 1.5

Income (1-11) 5.0 2.9 5.0 2.8 5.0 2.9 0.0

Income satisfaction (1-5) 2.5 1.5 2.2 1.3 2.8 1.5 -3.9 ***

Cultural distance (3-12) 7.6 2.5 7.2 2.0 8.1 3.0 -3.4 **

Physical functioning (0-28) 23.3 5.5 22.2 6.1 24.8 4.4 -5.3 ***

Self-rated health (0-4) 2.5 1.1 2.5 1.0 2.6 1.1 -0.9

Control variables

Age (55-66) 60.9 3.0 60.8 3.1 61.1 2.9 -1.2

Having a partner 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.4 0.5

Level of education (5-18) 7.3 3.3 7.2 3.0 7.4 3.5 -0.6

Having a paid job 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.4 3.8

Length of residence in the Netherlands 
(7-46)

36.6 7.3 37.0 7.0 36.1 7.6 1.4

Moroccan (vs. Turkish) 0.4 0.5

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001       
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(1) to “strongly disagree” (4). Scores were summed to obtain a scale ranging from 3 to 
12; for Turkish migrants reliability alpha is .64, for Moroccan migrants reliability alpha 
is .77. The last resource is good health, gauged by two variables. Physical functioning 
reflected the ability to perform seven activities of daily living (Katz et al., 1963): walking 
up and down a staircase of 15 steps without resting, dressing and undressing oneself, 
sitting down and standing up from a chair, cutting toenails, walking outside for five 
minutes without stopping, using public transportation, and taking a shower or a bath. 
Response options ranged from “no, cannot” (0) to “yes, without help” (4). Scores were 
summed to obtain a scale ranging from 0 to 28; for Turkish migrants reliability alpha is 

Table 2.2: Logistic regression of  transnational behaviour and transnational belonging (N = 469) 

Transnational 
behaviour

Transnational belonging

Visiting  
Turkey/Morocco

Emotional  
attachment

Considering 
return

B SE B SE B SE

Constant -4.65 2.59 2.04 2.24

Cut point 1 (Emotional attachment = 0) 0.98 1.99

Cut point 2 (Emotional attachment = 1) 2.96 1.99

Cut point 3 (Emotional attachment = 2) 3.96 * 2.00

Siblings in Turkey/Morocco -0.49 0.25 -0.15 0.19 0.03 0.21

Family-in-law in Turkey/Morocco 0.08 0.25 0.41 * 0.19 -0.36 0.22

Extended family in Turkey/Morocco 0.02 0.31 0.12 0.23 0.27 0.26

Children in the Netherlands 0.34 0.33 -0.37 0.27 -0.42 0.30

Gender (female) -0.42 0.25 0.11 0.20 -0.82 *** 0.22

Income (1-11) 0.04 0.05 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.04

Income satisfaction (1-5) -0.22 ** 0.08 -0.07 0.06 -0.08 0.07

Cultural distance (3-12) 0.10 * 0.05 0.16 *** 0.04 0.02 0.04

Physical functioning (0-28) 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.02 -0.04 0.02

Self-rated health (0-4) 0.36 ** 0.13 -0.22 * 0.10 -0.08 0.11

Age (55-66) 0.07 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.00 0.04

Having a partner 0.18 0.32 0.42 0.26 -0.03 0.29

Level of education (5-18) -0.05 0.04 0.00 0.03 -0.02 0.03

Having a paid job 0.19 0.32 -0.02 0.24 -0.29 0.27

Length of residence in the Netherlands (7-46) 0.01 0.02 -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01

Moroccan (vs. Turkish) -1.02 *** 0.24 -0.55 ** 0.19 0.23 0.21

Pseudo R² (Nagelkerke)     0.19     0.12     0.08

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001   
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.86, for Moroccan migrants reliability alpha is .75. Self-rated health was assessed by one 
question: “How is your health in general?” Response options ranged from “poor” (0) to 
“excellent” (4).

Control variables were age and partner status, i.e., having a partner (1) versus not (0). 
Further, we accounted for differences in level of education (5 to 18 years), having a paid 
job and length of residence in the Netherlands in years.

Procedure
First, we established whether or not Turkish and Moroccan migrants differ significantly 
in their scores on the dependent and independent variables, using t-tests for continuous 
variables and χ2-tests for categorical variables. To test if and how explanatory variables 
impact transnational ageing differently for Turkish and Moroccan migrants, we analysed 
them separately. However, computing z-scores for the differences in effect sizes (Brame 
et al., 1998), we found that the effect sizes only differed significantly for very few 
explanatory variables. Hence, we decided to only show the results of the regression 
analyses for the pooled sample in the subsequent tables. We controlled for differences 
between migrants from Turkish (0) and Moroccan (1) descent.

Given the measurement scales of the dependent variables, we used binary logistic 
regression for visiting the country of origin, ordinal logistic regression for emotional 
attachment, and multinomial logistic regression for considering return migration. 
Regarding the latter, response option “do not know” is somewhat ambiguous, taking 
into account that the question asks whether one considers. We observed no differences 
for the contrasts between “yes” and “do not know” and the reference category “no”. 
Consequently, we combined “yes” and “do not know” in one category and performed 
binary logistic regression. We mention the explanatory variables that significantly differ 
in their impact on the dependent variables between Turkish and Moroccan migrants. We 
tested whether the negative effect of having children in the Netherlands on transnational 
belonging is stronger for women than for men (moderator effect; Hypothesis 2) but 
as there were very few women in the sample with no children in the Netherlands, we 
could not incorporate it in the final model. Multicollinearity testing did not reveal any 
problems.

Results

Transnational behaviour and transnational belonging
Table 2.1 presents descriptive statistics of the variables for the full sample, as well as for 
Turkish and Moroccan migrants separately. The last column shows whether or not the 
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two groups differ significantly. Turkish and Moroccan migrants differ in their return-
visiting behaviour as well as in their emotional attachment to the country of origin. 
More Turkish migrants (79%) report that they visited Turkey in the last five years for an 
uninterrupted period of at least two months than their Moroccan counterparts (62%) 
visited Morocco. Turkish migrants, on average, have a stronger emotional attachment to 
Turkey than Moroccan migrants have to Morocco. Turkish and Moroccan migrants do 
not differ in considering return migration.

Most respondents report that their family predominantly live in the country of origin and 
almost all respondents state that most of their children live in the Netherlands. Turkish 
migrants report significantly more often than Moroccan migrants that the majority of 
their family-in-law lives in the country of origin. The results further indicate that the 
two groups differ significantly in income satisfaction, perceived cultural distance, and 
ability to perform activities of daily living. Moroccan migrants are more satisfied with 
the standard of living they can attain on their income, perceive a greater distance to 
Dutch society, and perform better in activities of daily living than Turkish migrants. No 
differences in control variables are found.

Resources and constraints
Table 2.2 depicts the results of regression analysis of the three variables for transnational 
ageing. Regarding Hypothesis 1, when family members live in the country of origin, 
transnational behaviour is more likely and transnational belonging is stronger, we 
find partial support. Contrasting our expectation, transnational behaviour is not 
impacted by the presence of family members in the country of origin. For transnational 
belonging we do find an effect of family members in Turkey or Morocco in the expected 
direction: when one has family-in-law in Turkey or Morocco, emotional attachment 
to the country of origin increases with .41. In the pooled sample, we only find it for 
emotional attachment and not for considering return migration. Moreover, we find this 
effect just for family-in-law, not for siblings, other kin, nor for children. In the stratified 
sample, we find that Turkish migrants have a decreased likelihood of considering return 
migration when family-in-law reside in the country of origin (B = .87, p < .01). There is 
no association among Moroccan migrants (B = .18, p > .05; z = -2.3, p < .05).

Hypothesis 2 reads that women have a weaker transnational belonging than men. We 
find support for this presumption. Women’s likelihood of considering a permanent 
return is significantly lower than men’s (B = -.82). An effect for emotional attachment is 
not detected. Turkish migrants with children in the Netherlands are much less likely to 
consider returning to Turkey than childless Turkish migrants or those with children in 
Turkey (B = -1.27, p < .01), while there is no such difference among Moroccan migrants 
(B = .26, p > .05; z = 2.4, p < .05).
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For Hypothesis 3, the higher the income, the more transnational behaviour, the results 
show no support. Even more so, we detect a countered effect: an increase in satisfaction 
with the standard of living one can attain reduces the likelihood of having spent a period 
of at least two months in the country of origin in the last five years (B = -.22).

Hypothesis 4 is supported. The more one perceives cultural distance to Dutch society, 
the more likely one is to have spent at least once in the last five years a period of two 
months or longer in the country of origin. Next to that, the greater the perceived cultural 
distance, the stronger the emotional attachment to the country of origin. The effects are 
.10 and .16 respectively for every increase on perceived cultural distance. Furthermore, 
Moroccan migrants who perceive greater cultural distance are more likely to consider 
returning to Morocco permanently (B = .13, p < .05), while we see, in contrast to the 
hypothesis, a reversed effect among Turkish migrants (B = -.17, p < .05; z = 3.1, p < .01).

Concerning Hypothesis 5, which discussed the impact of health on both transnational 
behaviour as well as transnational belonging, we find mixed support. With respect 
to transnational behaviour, health evaluation has the expected effect: better self-rated 
health increases the likelihood of having spent time in the country of origin in the 
last five years (B = .36). However, it impacts transnational belonging in the opposite 
direction: an increase in self-rated health causes a decrease in emotional attachment to 
the country of origin (B = -.22). A similar effect is observed among Turkish migrants 
for the effect of physical functioning on considering return migration (B = -.10, p < .01; 
among Moroccan migrants B = .04, p > .05; z = 2.7, p < .01).

We further observe that almost none of the control variables significantly impact any 
of the indicators of transnational ageing, except for age of Moroccan migrants on 
emotional attachment (B = .13, p < .01; among Turkish migrants B = -.03, p > .05; z = 
2.5, p < .01). This effect of age points in the same direction as the effect of health. We 
also detect that being born in Morocco versus in Turkey explains a rather large share 
of the variance in visiting behaviour (B = -1.02) and emotional attachment (B = -.55), 
additional to the effect of the other explanatory variables. Finally, we observe that the 
variables we use for explaining the variance in visiting the country of origin, emotional 
attachment to the country of origin and considering return migration explain 19%, 
12% and 8% respectively.

Discussion

We investigated how several resources and constraints influence transnational ageing 
among older Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands. Specifically, we looked 
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at how location of family, gender, level of income, differences in cultural distance to 
society of settlement, and health affected two interrelated dimensions of transnational 
ageing: transnational behaviour and transnational belonging. We specified transnational 
behaviour by visiting the country of origin and transnational belonging by emotional 
attachment to the country of origin and considering return migration.

We did not find an effect of having family members in the country of origin on 
transnational behaviour (Hypothesis 1). Perhaps visiting the country of origin has 
above all an emotional meaning; with ties being attached more to place than to people 
(Vingerhoets, 2005). For transnational belonging we found, as expected, that when 
family members live in the country of origin, even though it only applies to family-in-
law, emotional attachment increases.

However, for Turkish migrants having family-in-law in the country of origin is a reason 
not to consider return migration. Perhaps affective ties with partners’ family could also 
pose a burden when returning there for good, because of potentially imposed care duties. 
Datta, Poortinga and Marcoen (2003) found, for instance, that non-western migrants 
have more instrumental than affective relationships with in-laws in comparison to 
western European natives. Yet, this explanation does not provide us with any insight on 
why this would differ between migrants from Turkey and Morocco. We suggest further 
comparative research that explicitly focuses on different types of family and how this 
impacts transnational aging.

We found support for Hypothesis 2, which is consistent with earlier found gender 
differences in desiring return migration (Böcker & Gehring, 2015). Having children in 
the country of settlement is a reason for Turkish migrants to not consider a permanent 
return, but not for Moroccan migrants. This could relate to differences between 
Turkish and Moroccan migrants in opinions on the place of the family. Phalet and 
Schonpflug (2001) observed that Turkish parents in the Netherlands transmit ideals on 
the importance of family relatedness more intensely to their children than Moroccan 
parents.

The results signify that when satisfaction with income is higher, return visits are less 
likely. This contradicts our idea (Hypothesis 3) that costs of travelling and visiting are 
more affordable for those with high income. It might be that, the more one has to spend 
(assuming satisfaction with income is related to objective spendable income), the more 
relatives and friends in the country of origin expect the visitor to buy them presents. 
Consequently, people who are satisfied with their income may become hesitant to visit 
their country of origin. Fokkema et al. (2016) also discuss migrants’ possible reluctance 
to visit the country of origin because of high responsibilities and social obligations.
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We found convincing evidence for Hypothesis 4 that cultural distance toward the 
society of settlement increases the likelihood of return visits and enhances transnational 
belonging. We must be careful not to interpret this association as an argument for 
understanding transnational ageing and integration into the society of settlement as 
opposite ends of a continuum. Research has shown repeatedly that this is not the case 
(Erdal & Oeppen, 2013). Cultural distance in this study measures whether migrants 
allow citizens of the society of settlement in their personal spheres. This is far from a 
comprehensive measure of integration into the society of settlement, as integration is 
more complex, entailing many different dimensions, like participation, identification 
and culture adoption (Snauwaert, Soenens, Vanbeselaere, & Boen, 2003). The finding 
that Turkish migrants are less likely to consider eventual return migration when cultural 
distance is greater (in contrast to Moroccan migrants, who showed a pattern supportive 
of the hypothesis) also illustrates that cultural distance and transnational belonging are 
not contradicting concepts.

Supporting Hypothesis 5 we found a reduced likelihood of transnational behaviour 
when one’s health was poor. However, better health diminished transnational belonging. 
This may be explained explicitly by the ageing component in transnational ageing. As 
people become older and health deteriorates, not only do they reminisce about lost 
times and places, but they also contemplate more on where to die (Becker, 2002; Cohen 
& Taylor, 1998).

Overall, the resources and constraints approach we used to explain differences in 
transnational ageing among Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands is well 
chosen. Most of the determinants were indeed contributing to some of the differences 
in transnational ageing, although not always for all three dependent variables in 
the hypothesized direction. Bearing in mind the associations we found for the two 
dimensions, we conclude that the distinction between belonging and behaviour is useful 
in understanding transnational ageing. Additionally, there are indeed different factors 
influencing the two dimensions; while family-in-laws’ location and gender only play a 
role in explaining transnational belonging, cultural distance and self-rated health affect 
both dimensions. Subjective income on the other hand, only impacts transnational 
behaviour. These findings suggest that for Turkish and Moroccan older migrants in 
the Netherlands largely the same factors are impacting their transnational experience. 
Therefore, studying them in a pooled sample appears to be a fruitful procedure. 
However, for some of the associations we find differences between the two groups, 
which were mainly detected for considering return migration. To understand these 
differences, future research could focus on the national circumstances in the country 
of origin. For instance, Al-Ali, Black and Koser (2001) stress the importance of taking 
into account historical contexts and the interplay of social, political and institutional 
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factors in countries of origin (Bosnia and Eritrea), when explaining uneven patterns 
of transnational activities. With regard to the population under study here, internal 
affairs seem to be causing political instability in Turkey. Various developments might 
be of importance to interpret differences between Turkish and Moroccan migrants in 
their transnational involvements. We observed differences in the average frequency of 
visiting the country of origin and the average level of emotional attachment. We also 
detected differences in factors that influence considering return migration (as shown 
in the stratified regression analyses). However, we lack sufficient insights for a further 
discussion of differences between Turkish and Moroccan migrants and did not formulate 
hypotheses on these differences.

In this paper, the ageing part of transnational ageing might not have had the same level 
of theoretical focus as ‘transnational’. Yet, our focus was not on studying how ageing 
impacts transnational orientation, but how transnational engagements come about in 
older age and how these can be understood. Throughout the paper we make clear why 
certain transnational involvements are potentially salient when being older, of which 
considering return migration (Hunter, 2011) is the most obvious – but we also discuss 
how visiting the country of origin and emotional attachment to it are of importance in 
older age (Cohen & Taylor, 1998; Fokkema et al., 2016). Furthermore, we study specific 
features of old age that could impact transnational ageing, like poor health.

A few other nuances and limitations should be mentioned. First, formulation of the 
question about family location was hardly determinative: respondents reporting that 
their family members were not predominantly living in Turkey or Morocco could still 
have family members there. This could therefore still be a reason to travel to Turkey or 
Morocco, thereby diminishing the explanatory power of family location.

Second, the Netherlands is ‘home’ to many first- and second-generation Turkish and 
Moroccan migrants (Crul & Doomernik, 2003). We did not investigate if being well 
embedded in the Turkish or Moroccan community in the Netherlands might compensate 
or supplement transnational ageing (Snel, Engbersen, & Leerkes, 2006).

Third, although transnational behaviour and transnational belonging do not necessarily 
go hand in hand, they do often come together (Boccagni, 2012b; De Bree, Davids, 
& De Haas, 2010). In addition, transnational behaviour and belonging may present 
themselves at different times in a person’s life. Moreover, the two can be compensatory: 
elevated transnational belonging may compensate incapability of visiting the country of 
origin. We did not unravel these processes but focused on what factors influence specific 
dimensions of transnational ageing. Follow-up research is necessary to study whether 
and how transnational behaviour and belonging cohere among older migrants.
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Fourth, this research has focused on older migrants who migrated relatively early in 
life and grew old in a foreign country. We studied their transnational ageing, which 
means the findings reported here do not necessarily hold true for the ‘sunbirds’ from 
Europe, North America and Asia, for the older care givers and care receivers who cross 
international borders to do so, or for those who migrated from Europe to Canada after 
World War II in search of economic betterment, or for still others who may also lead 
highly transnational lives in old age (Ciobanu, Fokkema & Nedelcu, 2016). In addition, 
when reflecting on the findings of this study, we should not take for granted the national 
context in which the described processes take place (Ersanilli & Koopmans, 2011), and 
discern the possibility that our findings deviate from research among, for example, older 
Turkish migrants in Germany and older Moroccan migrants in France.

Despite these limitations, we add to existing research on transnational ageing, firstly, 
by decomposing transnational ageing into a behavioural and an emotional, imaginative 
component and arguing that different factors may have different impacts on the two 
dimensions. We thereby go beyond the ‘mere’ question of return after retirement, on 
which some previous studies have focused (Böcker & Gehring, 2015; Bolzman et al., 
2006; De Coulon & Wolff, 2010). Secondly, by using quantitative data, we were able to 
more systematically study determinants of transnational ageing, a not much undertaken 
effort. Third, scholars often lump Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands 
together as ‘ethnic minorities’, because of similar migration histories, health and socio-
economic conditions (Denktaş, 2011). We explored and observed some differences in 
transnational ageing between Turkish and Moroccan older migrants and described them.

Conclusion

In this research, we studied what inspires transnational behaviour and transnational 
belonging among ageing migrants. We observed that family-in-laws’ location and 
gender play a role in explaining transnational belonging, subjective income impacts 
transnational behaviour, and cultural distance and self-rated health affect both 
dimensions. We thus find both practical as well as more personally subjective factors 
to impact the two dimensions of transnational ageing, suggesting that older migrants’ 
lives are, in multiple domains, imbued with transnational experiences. For social work 
knowledge, this implies that we should take into account that other reference category 
– the country of origin – in relation with older migrants, or when possibly judging 
their ageing lives as “non-participating”. There just might be a chance we only see a 
part of their lives in the country of settlement. Also, social work organizations should 
acknowledge these highly transnational lives and aim to remove potential barriers that 
older migrants face in receiving social services when engaging in pendulum migration. 
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The need for these practical adaptations is a function of diverse societies and flows from 
the main finding of this study: transnational ageing is a salient reality with life conditions 
both ‘here’ and ‘there’ continuously shaping older lives in the society of settlement.
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Abstract

This paper compares generations (G1, G1.5, G2, G3) of male Turkish migrants to 
Europe in their transnational behaviours: contact frequency, visits, remittances, property 
ownership and voting. We aim to explain differences by generational differences in 
transnational convoy size and integration into residence countries. Data from 798 
members of migrant families were obtained from 2000 Families. Generations differ 
in visiting, remitting, property ownership and voting, not in contact frequency. Using 
regression analyses, the transnational convoy cannot explain transnational behaviours. 
Structural and socio-cultural integration impact various transnational behaviours 
within generations. Generally, waning of transnational ties across generations cannot 
be attributed to differences in transnational ties or integration. We add to knowledge 
on generational differences in transnational behaviour until the third generation and on 
determinants of transnational behaviour, but conclude that the field of transnational 
studies is in need of further refinement of operationalization and theory to understand 
generational differences in transnational behaviour.
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Introduction

Transnational studies provide knowledge of how migrants’ lives are simultaneously 
embedded in residence and origin countries (Glick Schiller, Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 
1992b). To understand social change in societies that are impacted by migration, it 
is important to grasp how transnational connections change with generations (Ryder, 
1965). Acknowledging this, scholars have studied second-generation transnational 
involvements (Wessendorf, 2013), and concluded that the frequency and intensity of 
their transnational activities diverge from those of their parents (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 
2004). However, exactly how different generations of migrants compare to the first 
generation in their transnational behaviours is still poorly investigated (Safi, 2017). In 
this paper, we first aim to provide a detailed image of how migrant generations, until 
the third generation, differ in transnational behaviours. We distinguish consecutive 
generations of male ‘migrants’ from Turkey to Europe and examine five behaviours: 
contact frequency, visits, remittances, property ownership and voting. Our second aim is 
explaining the differences in transnational behaviour by generational differences in three 
domains of social involvement, i.e., transnational ties and structural and socio-cultural 
integration into the residence country. Transnational ties are gauged by ‘transnational 
convoy’: having close ties in the origin country. Structural integration involves a 
person’s position in various domains of stratification. Socio-cultural integration refers to 
behavioural and affective changes in conformity to the residence society.

The scarce literature considering generations when studying transnational behaviour 
often employed generational status as an indicator for social processes. For instance, 
Schans (2009) interpreted generational status as differences in transnational family ties, 
Tamaki (2011) as variations in exposure to the residence country, and Waldinger (2008) 
as disparities in social and affective attachments. Consequently, what ‘generation’ means 
for transnational behaviour has not been studied extensively. In this paper, we intend 
to open the black box called ‘generation’ in transnational behaviour. We do so using a 
unique large-scale dataset on multiple generations of Turkish migrants (Guveli et al., 
2016).

Differences in transnational behaviour across generations
The transnational behaviours of first generation migrants have extensively been studied 
(Vertovec, 2009). It is now also established that their descendants engage in transnational 
behaviour in various domains: social (Mason, 2004), economic (Fokkema et al., 2012) 
and political (Mügge, 2011). Social transnational behaviour refers to the ways in which 
migrants and their offspring stay connected to origin country inhabitants, such as 
contact by information and communication technology (ICT) and visits (Mason, 2004). 
Remittance sending is a form of economic transnational behaviour and often represents 
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the key motivation to migrate (Carling, 2008). Owning property in the origin country 
is also classified as economic transnational behaviour; it fosters symbolic and emotional 
ties to the origin country (Dalakoglou, 2010). Voting in elections is the most notable 
of political transnational behaviour (Boccagni, Lafleur, & Levitt, 2016). It voices an 
interest in the country’s destiny and opposition or support for the homeland political 
regime (Østergaard-Nielsen, 2001). The transnational behaviours that descendants 
of migrants employ differ in intensity from the first generation (Safi, 2017). We first 
hypothesise (Hypothesis 1): Transnational behaviour diminishes across generations.

In the following, we describe how generations differ in transnational convoy relationships 
and structural and socio-cultural integration (Hypotheses 2a, 3a and 4a) and how these 
factors impact transnational behaviour (Hypotheses 2b, 3b and 4b).

Connecting to a transnational convoy
Research suggests that generations differ in the importance of transnational relationships 
for transnational involvement (Safi, 2017). Where first generation migrants’ transnational 
behaviours would mainly be triggered by transnational relationships (Itzigsohn & 
Giorguli-Saucedo, 2002), the second generation’s would be more reliant on reception 
contexts (Espiritu, 2003). No convincing support for this idea was found in comparative 
research (Safi, 2017). Consequently, we do not differentiate in explanations for different 
generation’s transnational behaviour. Instead, a more general rationale is employed for 
all generations.

In the convoy model of social relations (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980), the social network 
is presented as a protective and supportive foundation to which members can turn in 
difficult times. The convoy surrounds a person through life and is subject to situational 
alterations. Colleagues, for instance, are often only temporarily involved. Other 
connections in the convoy, like close family members, take a sustained form throughout 
life. International migration implies a major disjuncture of a person’s social life. 
Migrants leave social convoys in departure countries and face the challenge of forming 
new convoys in residence countries. It is likely that some members of the social convoy 
in the origin country, especially close ties, remain involved in migrants’ lives. This is 
not only true for first-generation migrants. Scholars observed that children of migrants 
are socialised into their parents’ social networks and lifestyles, spanning countries of 
residence and origin (Levitt, 2009). We consider close ties in the origin country that 
remain involved in migrants’ – and their children’s – lives the transnational convoy. 
Especially close ties are likely to accompany a person throughout large parts of life – if 
not forever – and are therefore important relationships to maintain, for each generation. 
We reason that different generations have different transnational convoy sizes.
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G1 migrated in adulthood and spent formative and young adulthood years in the origin 
country. This enabled the development of substantive social networks there, including 
many close ties. Those who migrated with parents before the age of thirteen are considered 
G1.5 (Rumbaut, 2004). They dwelled some – although maybe short – times in a country 
their parents grew up in and leave it in a different social context than those preceding 
them. Their transnational convoy is presumably smaller, containing fewer close ties in 
comparison to G1. G2 was raised in their ancestors’ residence country and entered 
social networks in Europe (King & Christou, 2010). They never resided in parental 
origin countries and are likely to possess even fewer close-knit ties there than G1.5 or 
G1 (Fokkema, Cela, & Ambrosetti, 2013). G3 can hardly be called ‘migrant’. Their 
grandparents migrated, and their parents spent their lives in the residence country (Alba 
et al., 2002). G3’s social connectedness with the origin country is a spinoff from their 
parents’ and grandparents’ transnational networks (Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007), leaving 
them with an even smaller transnational convoy than their predecessors. Hypothesis 
2a reads: Earlier generations have greater transnational convoys than later generations.

In the process of maintaining transnational convoys, migrants and their descendants 
employ transnational behaviours, as discussed above. Greater transnational convoys 
require greater investment and thus more transnational behaviour to uphold 
relationships. Closing the path between generations, transnational convoys and 
transnational behaviour, Hypothesis 2b is: The greater the transnational convoy, the 
more transnational behaviour.

Integration
A second explanation for generational variety in transnational behaviour calls upon 
integration into the residence country (Safi, 2017). We distinguish structural and 
socio-cultural integration. Structural integration pertains to levels of education and 
labour market positions (Snel, Engbersen, & Leerkes, 2006). Socio-cultural integration 
encompasses less tangible features, such as language competence (Ersanilli & Koopmans, 
2010), feelings of belonging (Erdal & Oeppen, 2013), and informal contact with the 
majority population (Dagevos, 2001).

Although not always clearly linearly shaped and notwithstanding discriminatory 
practices impeding structural integration, research confirms that later generations 
‘do better’ in terms of educational and labour market accomplishments than earlier 
generations (Algan et al., 2009; Crul & Vermeulen, 2003). Accordingly, Hypothesis 3a 
reads: Later generations are more structurally integrated into the residence society than 
earlier generations.
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Research suggests that socioeconomic resources are required to behave transnationally 
(Carling & Hoelscher, 2013; Tamaki, 2011). For instance, migrants (and their 
descendants) need money and familiarity with institutional and legal procedures to visit 
the origin country, remit, vote or own property there. We introduce Hypothesis 3b: The 
more structural integration into the residence society, the more transnational behaviour.

We expect later generations to be more socio-culturally integrated into the residence 
society, as they lived there longer than earlier generations (Rumbaut, 2004). Indeed, 
duration of residence is sometimes used as indicator of socio-cultural integration 
(Waldinger, 2008). Hypothesis 4a is thus formulated: Later generations are more socio-
culturally integrated into the residence society than earlier generations.

Theorising how socio-cultural integration relates to transnational behaviour is a 
more complicated venture. We depart from the idea that socio-cultural engagements 
are finite; migrants and their descendants invest in the country to which they feel 
greater belonging and attachment. Consequently, simultaneous participation in the 
other country becomes limited (Levitt, 2003). Supportive findings show that a longer 
length of residence and citizenship in the residence country decreases the frequency 
of contact with origin country-based relatives (Schans, 2009). Even so, citizenship 
would reduce voting in home elections, remitting, and visiting (Waldinger, 2008). 
This indicates a straightforward relationship between socio-cultural integration and 
transnational behaviour: more of one is associated with less of the other. In our view, 
this relationship is more ambiguous. We suggest that little socio-cultural integration 
into the residence society may be compensated for in two ways. First, by employing 
transnational behaviour. Social and cultural embedding is then sought in the origin 
country (Glick Schiller, Basch, & Blanc Szanton, 1992b). A second strategy is to pursue 
these in the migrant community and seek comfort from people from the origin country 
in the residence country (Ehrkamp, 2005). Integration into one of these social avenues 
is not static. Migrants and their descendants are likely to combine different socio-
cultural strategies at specific times (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004). However, one of 
those presented above could become dominant at certain times. Because our aim is to 
understand generational differences in transnational behaviour and not socio-cultural 
integration in varying forms, Hypothesis 4b states: The more socio-cultural integration 
into the residence society, the less transnational behaviour.

Pertaining to Hypotheses 3b and 4b, expecting that integration is related to transnational 
behaviours: both integration and transnational behaviours are broad, multi-dimensional 
concepts in need of conceptual development and clarification (Boccagni, 2012a; 
Scholten, 2011). We formulated the hypotheses in more overarching ways but do not 



Ch
ap

te
r 

3

47

Comparing generations of  migrants’ transnational behaviour

disregard the possibility that (dimensions of ) the mechanisms proposed influence the 
five transnational behaviours in differing ways and to various extents.

Methods

Sample
Data come from 2000 Families: Migration histories of Turks in Europe (Guveli et al., 
2016), collected from 2010 to 2012. It explores, among other topics, migration 
processes among Turkish migrant and non-migrant families and their members across 
four generations. Hundred units (rural villages or urban streets) were randomly sampled 
using population registers in five migrant sending regions in Turkey (Ganzeboom et 
al., 2015). After arriving at a unit, interviewers knocked on every door in rural areas 
and followed a skip-one-door rule in urban areas, turned left at the end of the street 
and right at the end of the next. Migrant families – non-migrant families are not used 
in the current study – were selected based on having a male ancestor who 1) may be 
dead or alive; 2) is or would have been between 65 and 90 years old; 3) grew up in the 
region; 4) moved to Europe between 1960 and 1974; and 5) stayed there. Ancestors 
and descendants were traced across Europe. To sample second and third generation 
members, first names were alphabetically ordered; first and last were recruited.

We selected respondents who participated in personal interviews – predominantly by 
telephone – which were held in Turkish (Figure 3.1). As the first wave of labour migrants 
from Turkey to Europe was almost exclusively male, the 2000 Families survey sampled 
only men for the first generation. We consequently selected only men in the subsequent 
generations. We excluded respondents not living in Europe and those living in two 
countries. The remaining sample contained people from G4, who were excluded.

Two variables offered information on current place of residence. The first (“In which 
country do you live?”) was used to exclude everyone not living in Europe (upper part 
of Figure 3.1). The second contained information on current place of residence and 
migration history (lower part of Figure 3.1). Four subsamples were derived. G1 comprises 
of first-generation migrants born in Turkey leaving for Europe after their eighteenth 
birthday, N = 250. G1.5 is a subsample of the demographic second generation. G1.5 
includes those who were born in Turkey and left the country for Europe before the age 
of thirteen, presumably along with their parents, and stayed there, N = 171. G2 consists 
of those born in Europe, from Turkish migrants, who are still residing in Europe, N = 
118. G3 is composed of the demographic third generation and includes people who 
were born in Europe and stayed there, N = 259. N = 38 persons of G3 are children from 
G1.5 and are, according to migration literature, second generation migrants. N = 4 
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persons of G3 are children from our sample G2 and are thus ‘genuine’ third generation 
migrants; those born in the country of settlement, whose grandparent(s) were born 
abroad but whose parents were not (Alba et al., 2002). Of the other people in our G3 
sample, we do not have information on whether their parents are G1.5 or G2. Table 3.1 
displays how the (family study) data structure relates to our migration literature inspired 
sample composition. Although the data consist of families, our subsamples are not fully 
related: 61% of the respondents are the only ones from their family participating in 
our study; 39% have a participating relative. This means that (grand)children of first-
generation return- or deceased migrants, who are in the data but not in our G1, can be 
a part of our G1.5, G2 or G3.

Table 3.1: Samples’ relation to (data) family structure

Migrant in 
adulthood

Migrant before 
age thirteen

Father is migrant;  
born in Europe

Grandfather is migrant;  
born in Europe

Grandfather G1

Father G1.5 G2

Grandson G3 G3

1

Total sample: N = 48980

From migrant family: N = 37008

Excluded:
- Non-migrant family: N = 11970
- Missing migrant family: N = 2

Personal interview: N = 4824

Excluded:
- No personal interview: N = 32184

Males: N = 3031

Excluded:
- Females: N = 1792
- Missing gender: N = 1

Living in Europe: N = 1310

Excluded:
- Not living in Europe: N = 1635
- Living transnationally: N = 81
- Missing residence country: N = 5

Excluded:
- Not: born in Turkey;

moved to Europe;
still mostly living in
Europe: N = 5

G2: N = 596

G1.5: N = 457

Excluded:
- Age at migration:

> 12: N = 276
- Missing age at

migration: N = 10

Excluded:
- Not: born in

Europe; still
residing in Europe:
N = 476

- Missing migration
status: N = 2

G1: N = 265

G1: N = 250

Excluded:
- Not: born in Turkey;

moved to Europe;
still mostly living in
Europe: N = 139

G1.5: N = 171 G2: N = 118

G3: N = 446

G3: N = 259

Excluded:
- Not: born in

Europe; still
residing in
Europe: N = 186

- Missing migration
status: N = 1

Excluded:
- Age at migration

< 18: N = 5
- Missing age at

migration: N = 5

G1, G2 or G3: N = 1307
Excluded:
- G4: N = 3

Figure 3.1: Sampling strategy
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Measurements
Transnational behaviour. Contact indicated how often one is in contact (by phone, 
texting, email, internet, letter, or in person) with friends or relatives (excluding parents) 
living in Turkey. Answers varied between “less than a few times a year or never” (coded 
1) and “most days” (5). Visits measured how many times Turkey was visited in the 
last five years (discrete variable). Remittances assessed whether respondents had (1) sent 
money to Turkey to support family, friends or the local community in the last twelve 
months. Property evaluated whether one owned a house, business or land (shared or full 
ownership) in Turkey (1). Voting assessed whether one had voted (1) in the last national 
election in Turkey in June 2011.

Transnational convoy. We assessed whether parents were alive and where they lived. When 
at least one parent lived in Turkey, we coded 1, otherwise 0. In G1.5 and G2, there 
were six and nine respondents respectively, indicating that their parent(s) were living 
in Turkey and in another country. We coded them 1. Making use of several variables, 
close people counted the number of close people living in Turkey. One question was 
formulated: “Let us now talk a bit about the people who are important to you and who 
you feel close to”. Parents, partners and children were supposed to be excluded; other 
relatives could be included. For the first three mentioned, residence country was asked. 
We coded three close members in Turkey as two because of low frequencies.

Structural integration. Level of education, i.e., from “primary drop out” (1) to “higher 
tertiary” (10), and having a paid job (1) assessed migrants’ structural position in society. 
Another variable indicated whether one owned property in the residence country (a house, 
business or land; shared or full ownership) (1).

Socio-cultural integration. We used residence country language proficiency with response 
options varying from “not very well or not at all” (1) to “very well” (3). “How closely do 
you feel connected with [country] nationals?” with answers ranging from “not at all” (1) 
to “entirely connected” (5) was gauged in connectivity with residence country nationals. 
We captured religious attendance to account for integration into the migrant community 
in the residence country (Ehrkamp, 2005). Answers varied between “never” (1) and 
“every day” (6). We further considered having a Turkish partner (1) (Fokkema & De 
Haas, 2015). Those not having a (Turkish) partner were coded 0.

Control variables. Poor health limits the ability to behave transnationally (Bolzman, 
2013). Self-rated health varied between “poor” (1) and “excellent” (5). We also controlled 
for age. Residence country shows where respondents live in Europe. Residence countries 
that were home to less than 10% of the total sample were grouped into ‘other countries’ 
consisting of Austria, Denmark, Italy, Sweden and Switzerland.
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Procedure
Depending on measurement levels, we used ANOVA, Kruskal Wallis and Chi2 tests 
to evaluate generational differences in transnational behaviour, transnational convoy 
and integration. We thereby tested Hypotheses 1, 2a, 3a and 4a. When the overall test 
showed significant results, we analysed which generations differed from each other 
using Bonferroni, Mann-Whitney U and Chi2 tests. We do not control for socio-
demographic factors (such as age and socio-economic status) here. Life-course effects 
in a generational comparison such as employed here cannot be controlled for, as socio-
demographic factors are at the heart of what constitutes the different generations. The 
five dependent variables (contact frequency, visiting, remitting, property ownership 
and voting) revealed low Pearson or Spearman correlations (r ≤ .25). Consequently, we 
analysed them separately. We used multiple imputations to handle the missing data, for 
which we included the dependent variables used in the regression analyses (Von Hippel, 
2007), with twenty iterations. Descriptive statistics and differences between generations 
did not differ much before and after imputation (results not shown).

To test Hypotheses 2b, 3b and 4b we employed linear and binomial and ordinal logistic 
regression analyses of four (non-imputed) indicators of transnational behaviour. In 
G2 and G3, very few people voted in Turkey’s national election, causing insufficient 
variance for the statistical analyses to produce any meaningful estimates. Hence, we left 
out regression analysis for voting. We used (imputed) independent variables. Model 
1 shows how subsequent generations differ from G1, controlled for self-rated health, 
age and country of residence. Model 2 tests whether indicators of the transnational 
convoy and integration can be held accountable for the generational differences in 
transnational behaviour. Dummy variables were used for generations. Age was centred 
per generation to prevent collinearity with the generation variables. Model fitting 
indices were generated for each of the twenty imputed datasets. Models were compared 
by the F-change statistic and by testing whether deviance in the -2 log likelihood was 
significantly reduced. Multicollinearity testing did not reveal problems.

Results

Comparing generations
Table 3.2 presents descriptive statistics of all (non-imputed) variables used in the 
analyses. Table 3.3 shows whether generations’ average scores on these variables differ 
significantly. Frequency of transnational contact averages between 3.4 and 3.6 across the 
generations, i.e., between “once a month” and “once a week”; the differences are non-
significant. G1, on average, visits Turkey about once a year. The average number of visits 
(displayed per five years) decreases across generations. Regarding remittances, only G3 
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substantially deviates; where on average approximately half of all respondents among 
earlier generations remit, for G3 this is only a third. Owning property in Turkey shows 
a downward pattern across generations, from 90% of G1 to a third of G3 respondents. 
In voting, only G1 is markedly represented: 43% voted. We find partial support for 
Hypothesis 1: Transnational behaviour is diminishing from first to third generation for 
four transnational behaviours, though not always in a linearly decreasing form.

As G1 has a mean age of almost 71, it is not surprising that only a few people have 
a parent living in Turkey. Among G1.5 and G2, approximately one-third of the 
respondents have a parent in Turkey. In G3, hardly anyone reported having a parent in 
Turkey. There are few respondents having close people in Turkey. G1 has the most with 

Table 3.3: Significance of  differences between generations

G1 vs. 
G1.5

G1 vs. 
G2

G1 vs. 
G3

G1.5 vs. 
G2

G1.5 vs. 
G3

G2 vs. 
G3

Transnational behaviour

Contact (1-5)

Visits (per 5 years) (0-30) ** *** *** *

Remittances (0-1) *** *** ***

Property (0-1) *** *** *** ** ***

Voting (0-1) *** *** *** *

Transnational convoy

Parents in Turkey (0-1) *** *** *** ***

Close people in Turkey (0-2) *** *** *** **

Structural integration

Level of education (1-10) *** *** *** *** ***

Having a paid job (0-1) *** *** *** *** ***

Property in residence country (0-1) *** * ** *** *

Socio-cultural integration

Residence country language proficiency 
(1-3)

*** *** *** *

Connectivity with residence country 
nationals (1-5)

** *** ***

Religious attendance (1-6) *** *** ***

Turkish partner (0-1) *** *** *** *** ***

Control variables

Self-rated health (1-5) *** *** *** *** *

Age (18-90) *** *** *** *** *** ***

Residence countries *

Before imputation. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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a mean of .6 (scaling is 0-2) persons. For G1.5, this is .4, and for G2 and G3, this is .2. 
We find partial support for Hypothesis 2a: Earlier generations have greater transnational 
convoys than later generations.

For structural integration, we observe an ascending pattern for educational level across 
generations. Unsurprisingly, G1 is often not employed. G3’s lack of employment is 
explained by many people who are still in education. In G1.5 and G2, approximately 
85% have a paid job. We observe a descending configuration for property ownership in 
the residence country, with G1.5 most often owning property and G1 being similar to 
G2. Partial support is found for Hypothesis 3a: Later generations are more structurally 
integrated into the residence society than earlier generations.

Among socio-cultural indicators, residence country language proficiency improves 
along generations, with G1 averaging between “not very well or not at all” and “well” 
and G1.5 to G3 all averaging between “well” and “very well”. The later the generation, 
the more connectivity with residence country nationals is experienced, although all 
generations cluster around “somewhat connected” (extremes being M = 2.7 for G1 
and M = 3.2 for G3). Religious attendance decreases across generations, but again, G1 
significantly deviates (on average going weekly) from the other generations (on average 
going monthly), while the rest show no differences. Although the number of people 
who report having a partner whose origins lie in Turkey decreases across generations, 
the percentages of Turkish partnerships are consistently high across generations. With 
a mean age of 23 in G3, it is not surprising that their number of (Turkish) partners 
is substantially lower. Although not always showing an evenly descending pattern, we 
found support for Hypothesis 4a: Later generations are more socio-culturally integrated 
into the residence society than earlier generations.

Regarding control variables, obviously later (and younger) generations report being 
healthier than earlier generations. Age varies greatly: G1 is on average 71 years old 
and G3 23. Main residence country is Germany, followed by Belgium, France and the 
Netherlands. Only G2 and G3 differ in the composition of residence countries. This 
difference is mainly found in the extent to which they live in Belgium and in ‘other 
countries’: G3 more often lives in Sweden in comparison to G2, the difference being 
five percentage points.

Explaining generational differences
Table 3.4 presents results from regression analyses of transnational behaviour. In 
Model 1, only generations and control variables are incorporated. Model 2 includes 
all variables. Generations did not differ in contact frequency with friends and family in 
Turkey, meaning that we cannot explain differences in transnational behaviour between 
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them. We observe that the transnational convoy is not related to transnational contact 
frequency. One indicator of socio-cultural integration is significant (Hypothesis 3b): 
religious attendance (B = .15). Those attending every day are 17 percentage points more 
likely to have contact on most days, in comparison to those who never go. People who 
live in ‘other’ countries are less likely to have transnational contact in comparison to 
those living in Germany (B = .41), though in practice the difference between them 
is less than one percentage point, for all categories of contact frequency. Testing with 
other reference countries produces similar associations (results not shown). The -2 log 
likelihood of Model 1 is not reduced in Model 2. Variation in the transnational convoy 
and integration are consequently not enlarging our comprehension of contact frequency, 
even despite individual variables yielding significant effects.

Generations differ on all other transnational behaviours, and support was found for 
later generations having smaller transnational convoys (Hypothesis 2a, partially) and 
being more structurally (Hypothesis 3a, partially) and socio-culturally (Hypothesis 4a) 
integrated. We can thus test whether generational differences in transnational behaviour 
can be understood by means of our explanatory framework.

For visiting Turkey, contrary to Hypothesis 2b, the transnational convoy is not 
meaningful. Two indicators of structural and one of socio-cultural integration play a 
role in understanding visiting. Having a paid job (B = .53) and owning property in the 
residence country (B = .53) are associated with more visits (Hypothesis 3b). A stronger 
connection to residence country nationals relates to fewer visits to the origin country 
(B = -.24) (Hypothesis 4b). Controlled for measures of integration (and transnational 
convoy), those living in France (B = .89) and in ‘other’ countries (B = .61) visit more in 
comparison to those in Germany.

Changing reference countries additionally reveal that Turkish men living in the 
Netherlands more often travel back to the origin country than those in France (B = .87; 
p = < .05). The independent variables add to the differences between the first generation 
and subsequent generations instead of explaining them. Further analyses with alternating 
reference categories (results not shown in Table 3.3) reveal that the difference between 
G1.5 and G3 can be explained by having a paid job and a feeling of connectivity with 
residence country nationals (Model 1: B for G1.5 vs. G3 = .84 p = .002; Model 2: B = 
.56 p = .092). F-change was significant in all twenty imputed datasets; p < .05.

While the transnational convoy is not relevant (Hypothesis 2b), both structural and 
socio-cultural indicators of integration are important for understanding remitting. 
Those owning property in the residence country are 21 percentage points more likely 
to remit than those who do not (B = .56) (Hypothesis 3b). More religious attendance 
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is associated with the likelihood of remitting (B = .26). Those attending everyday are 
30 percentage points more likely to remit than those never attending (Hypothesis 4b). 
Belgian residents are more likely to remit than German residents; a change in reference 
categories does not result in different findings. Regarding the difference in remitting 
between the generations; Model 2 shows a change in log-odds compared to Model 1. 
However, converted into percentages, no difference is noticeable. Additional analyses 
with alternating reference categories yield similar results. Model 1 and the extension 
to Model 2 increase our understanding of remittance behaviour in all twenty imputed 
datasets (p < .001).

For transnational property ownership, only structural integration seems important. 
Compared to their counterparts not possessing assets in the residence country, those 
who do are thirty percentage points more likely to also own property in Turkey (B = 
1.70) (Hypothesis 3b). Living in ‘other’ countries increases the likelihood of owning 
property in Turkey, in comparison to living in Germany. Additional analysis with 
alternating reference countries shows that living in ‘other’ countries also differs from 
living in Belgium (B = .94; p < .010), France (B = .84; p < .05) and the Netherlands 
(B = 1.20; p < .010). Model 2 in Table 3.4 suggests that generational differences in 
owning property in Turkey increase compared to Model 1. However, as with remittance 
sending, when we transform log odds to percentages, generational differences in the 
likelihood of owning property in Turkey do not change. Subsequent analyses with the 
other generations as reference categories result in similar findings. Model 1 and the 
extension to Model 2 show an improved fit in all twenty imputed datasets (p < .001).

Summarising the results of the regression analyses, few independent variables and 
some control variables contribute to a further understanding of differences between 
generations. No sustenance was found for Hypothesis 2b. We found partial support for 
Hypothesis 3b, i.e., for three transnational behaviours and for two structural integration 
characteristics. We also found some support for Hypothesis 4b; two of the four indicators 
of socio-cultural integration that we employed were relevant to understanding specific 
transnational behaviours.

Discussion

This paper investigates differences in transnational behaviour among generations of 
Turkish migrants in three domains: social (contact frequency and visiting), economic 
(remittances and property ownership in the origin country) and political (voting). 
Specifically, we examined whether and how a transnational social convoy and indicators 
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of structural and socio-cultural integration account for generational differences in 
transnational contact, visits, remittances and property.

We find that visiting, remitting, property ownership and voting diminish across 
generations (Hypothesis 1). For visiting and property ownership in Turkey, we see a 
linear descending pattern from G1 to G3. This may be because these behaviours are 
particularly important for those considering a permanent return to the origin country. 
Boccagni (2015) shows that assets such as houses, entrepreneurial activities or plots 
of land in the origin country are important if one aspires to return permanently. 
Maintenance on the property is done during these visits; having invested in property also 
imposes an obligation to go there (Van der Horst, 2010). Visits can foster a connection 
to the country that one may someday return to, as physical presence in the longed-for 
place remains the gold standard in transnational contact (Mason, 2004). The wish for 
return migration is likely to descend across generations. In fact, G2 and G3 cannot even 
return; they never actually migrated.

Remitting and voting descend across generations in a more differentiated manner. 
Scholars have disputed the linear erosion of transnational behaviours for later 
generations (Jones-Correa, 2002). Using a generational comparative perspective, our 
study confirms these predominantly only second-generation targeted studies. For 
contact frequency, no generational differences were observed, even despite a smaller 
transnational convoy across generations and despite visiting behaviour diminishing 
linearly. This is a remarkable finding underlining the importance of “the power of 
being raised in a transnational social field” (Levitt, 2009, p. 1225). As such, children 
of migrants are imbued with norms, practices, people, objects and know-how from 
ancestral homelands, enabling them to negotiate transnational lifestyles. Our results 
add to this much-referenced notion by indicating that this mechanism extends to later 
generations as well. The currently low-cost character of transnational contact via ICT 
might facilitate this process. Scholars have argued that ICT opportunities have altered 
the potential for transnational connections (Waldinger, 2008).

Hypotheses 2a and 2b considered the transnational convoy; the first explanatory concept 
underpinning transnational behaviour. Hypothesis 2a expected earlier generations to 
have greater transnational convoys than later generations, which was partly supported. 
Although this finding may seem common knowledge, little comparative research among 
multiple generations and transnational network sizes has been done. Systematic analysis, 
such as employed in the current study, is therefore a valuable addition to the field. 
Relatively many respondents of G1.5 and G2 have parents in Turkey. This possibly 
reflects the sampling frame: the 2000 Families survey started sampling in Turkey, thereby 
excluding families and social networks who emigrated in their entirety and stayed in 
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Europe. Hypothesis 2b, the greater the transnational convoy, the more transnational 
behaviour, was not supported. We captured the transnational convoy by parents and 
close people living in the origin country. According to the convoy model of social 
relations (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980), they are, together with other immediate family 
members, closest to the focal person. There may be other close relationships in the origin 
country that are imperative for transnational behaviour that we did not detect. Another 
explanation could be found in ‘place-belongingness’ (Antonsich, 2010). In addition to 
people, memories of a certain place can provide belonging, which is why people may 
engage in transnational behaviours. For instance, childhood playgrounds or ancestors’ 
former houses may be crucial to people’s personal histories. These sources of transnational 
behaviours were beyond the scope of this study. Because the transnational convoy had 
no meaning in determining transnational behaviour, differences in transnational convoy 
size were not able to illuminate generational differences in cross-border activities.

Hypotheses 3a and 3b investigated the effect of structural integration on transnational 
behaviour and formed the second explanation to understand generational differences 
in transnational behaviour. Hypothesis 3a expected that later generations are more 
structurally integrated than earlier generations and was partially supported. Pertaining to 
Hypothesis 3b, we find that indicators of structural integration increase (the likelihood 
of ) some transnational behaviours. We find this for indicators of financial resources, not 
for educational level. This is unsurprising, as two indicators of economic transnational 
behaviour (remitting and property ownership) were impacted by financial resources 
and one of social transnational behaviour (visiting). The latter also requires financial 
means because of travel and staying costs. Zooming into the dynamics undergirding 
these findings lays bare some of the complexity involved in generational comparisons. In 
G1, few people have a job, whereas many people in other generations work; meanwhile, 
visits are highest in G1. G1’s unemployed respondents are apparently similar to the 
other generations’ employed respondents when it regards visiting Turkey. This seems to 
indicate that structural resources are more important for later generations in predicting 
visiting frequency than for G1. However, this conclusion may be farfetched: G1’s 
structural integration is, possibly, to a lesser extent caught by indicators used than other 
generations’. We used information on educational level, employment status and owning 
property in the residence country. Income is at the heart of structural resources. Yet, 
information on peoples’ income was left out of analyses because of missing data that 
were unaccounted for. Especially for G1, employment status as a proxy for income 
might not apply because most of them are retired. We are thus reluctant to conclude 
that structural integration is more important for later than for earlier generations in 
steering transnational behaviour. Comparing generations at non-similar ages inevitably 
results in some issues regarding the distribution of variables, as age effects are found 
among many aspects of life (Safi, 2017). Only cohort-sequential analysis may resolve 
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this problem, but data collection enabling such a design is long-lasting and costly, and 
hitherto unavailable. The 2000 Families survey provides us with more possibilities to 
allow generational comparisons than other data.

A last theoretical clue highlighted the role of socio-cultural integration. We found 
support for Hypothesis 4a: socio-cultural integration into residence society was more 
developed for later than for earlier generations. Although scholars have advocated for the 
coexistence of integration into residence society and transnational connections (Erdal 
& Oeppen, 2013), our results lend some support for more socio-cultural integration 
to weaken transnational participation (Hypothesis 4b). Prior studies yielded similar 
findings (Cela, Fokkema, & Ambrosetti, 2013; Fokkema et al., 2012). The positive 
effects of religious attendance is contrary to the idea of ethnic social networks in the 
residence country superseding the need or longing for the country of origin. Quite the 
opposite, often going to the mosque intensifies contact frequency and probability of 
remittance sending. A complementary mechanism may be at work (Snel, Engbersen, 
& Leerkes, 2006): relationships with people with similar migration backgrounds might 
install a yearning for a country (and its inhabitants) left behind – although perhaps 
by forefathers. Thus, embedding in the migrant community in the residence country 
reinforces transnational behaviour, rather than ‘replacing’ it. Yet, another explanation 
for the effect of religious attendance on remittance sending is viable: remitting to the 
origin country can be a means of Islamic alms giving (Erdal, 2012b). Though the effect 
of religious attendance on transnational contact may also be an expression of piety, for 
the association between connectivity with residence country nationals and visits, an 
alternative explanation is less obvious. We therefore conclude, based on our results, 
that we cannot simply disregard a negative influence of socio-cultural integration on 
transnational behaviour.

We found that generations differed in their levels of integration and that both indicators 
of structural and socio-cultural integration influenced transnational behaviours. This 
resulted in an improved understanding of why G1.5 and G3 differ in their visiting 
behaviour. If they were employed to the same extent and if they had equal feelings of 
connectivity to residence country nationals, their number of visits to Turkey would be 
alike. However, it seems puzzling that we were unable to explain further generational 
differences and to illuminate what generation means when we observe generational 
differences in transnational behaviour. Perhaps the differences between generations 
or effects of independent variables were not strong enough to stay afloat in a pooled 
sample. There may also be contrary mechanisms being at work in different generations 
(Safi, 2017), ultimately defusing the outlined mechanisms. As discussed above, the 
distance between concepts (structural and socio-cultural integration) and indicators is 
relatively large. Though studies have investigated the interaction between integration 



Ch
ap

te
r 

3

61

Comparing generations of  migrants’ transnational behaviour

and transnational engagements, the field is not theoretically mature (Erdal & Oeppen, 
2013). Improved operationalisation and theoretical persuasiveness are required to 
better explain the differential impact of integration on transnational behaviours across 
generations.

Conceptual ambiguity and a lack of clear, tested indicators also apply to the concept of 
transnational behaviour. It is illustrative that our indicators correlate only in a negligible 
way. Others have also questioned ‘transnational behaviour’ as a concept. For instance, 
Waldinger (2008, p. 24) states: “As a rule, cross-border activities and exchanges do not 
cluster together”. There may even be a compensatory or amplifying mechanism between 
two or more of these behaviours. We did not unravel these processes and suggest future 
research investigates how different transnational behaviours relate to each other.

We find that residence countries are important to control for. Transnational behaviours 
are, even with the effect of integration held constant, partly dependent on residence 
country. In this paper, we did not aim to test how transnational behaviours vary by 
residence country. As also no clear pattern in importance of residence countries is 
detected, no further discussion is devoted to these findings.

There are a few other issues demanding consideration. We only studied men, not 
women. The gendered impact of transnational convoys on transnational behaviours 
has, to the best of our knowledge, not been extensively studied. Previous studies 
found differences between men and women pertaining to the influence of structural 
integration (Bachmeier, Lessard-Phillips, & Fokkema, 2013) and socio-cultural 
integration (Itzigsohn & Giorguli-Saucedo, 2005) on transnational behaviours. Our 
results are therefore only generalizable for Turkish men living in Europe, and, due to the 
sampling method, only for those with family living in Turkey. As Turkish migrants are 
known to be highly transnational (Ehrkamp, 2005), we also emphasize the particularity 
of the findings here and are reserved in generalizing to other populations.

The way we drew our generations from the data also requires some attention. From a 
migratory point of view, our G3 sample consists of second-generation migrants and 
third generation migrants, which are conceivably incomparable (Rumbaut, 2004). 
However, we know that for all G3 respondents their grandfather was the first migrant to 
Europe in their family and not their parent(s). This makes the ‘second generation’ label 
also not fully applicable to them. In addition, the 2000 Families survey is a family study; 
therefore, we followed the data structure and did not distinguish between the two types 
of the demographic third generation.
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External voting is a prominent indicator of transnational political engagement (Boccagni, 
Lafleur, & Levitt, 2016) and provides us with an understanding of generational 
differences in transnational political behaviour. Though important, it is a rather lean 
operationalisation of transnational political engagement. Using secondary data, we were 
unable to incorporate other modes of political organisation, such as membership in 
a political party in the origin country, active involvement in political campaigns or 
membership in hometown civic associations (Guarnizo, Portes, & Haller, 2003).

In conclusion, our contribution to the field of transnational behaviours is fivefold. 
First, we provided insight into which and how transnational behaviours wane across 
generations and which do not, for the population under study. It is a notable finding 
that transnational contact with friends or relatives has not changed across generations. 
For visiting and property ownership we see a more or less linear shaped decline across 
generations, while this is different for voting and remitting. This underscores the 
suggestion that different generations employ different constellations of transnational 
behaviours (Safi, 2017). Second, to gain a more established understanding of the drivers 
of transnational behaviours, we added to research showing that structural integration is 
associated with more transnational behaviour (Carling & Hoelscher, 2013; Fokkema 
et al., 2012; Tamaki, 2011). We showed that this is the case across generations, not 
only among first- or second-generation migrants. Third, our findings contrast with an 
emerging line of reasoning in which scholars suggest that socio-cultural integration is 
independent of transnational behaviours (Carling & Hoelscher, 2013; Snel, Engbersen, 
& Leerkes, 2006). Two of the four indicators we employed for socio-cultural integration 
impact – to different degrees – transnational behaviours. Moreover, connectivity 
with residence country nationals can be held partially accountable for annulling the 
difference between G1.5 and G3 in our sample. Future research should theorise more 
on exactly which forms of socio-cultural integration are independent of transnational 
behaviours and for whom. Fourth, our findings suggest a larger role for integration to 
associate transnational behaviours than the transnational convoy. Apparently, one’s 
relationship with the residence country is more important for transnational behaviour 
than relationships with close others in the origin country. To the best of our knowledge, 
previous research has not specifically focused on the relationships between the social 
convoy and integration on the one hand and transnational behaviours on the other. 
We lack sufficient insights to interpret this finding further. We suggest, however, that 
it merits future scholarly attention. Fifth, in a more generic sense, by investigating 
one of Europe’s largest migrant populations’ successive generations, this study aids in 
describing the change in patterns of integration and transnational behaviours in Europe 
(Ryder, 1965). We detected changes in transnational social convoys, in integration and 
in transnational behaviour. Nonetheless, our conclusion is that migrant offspring lives, 
until the third generation, continue to be shaped by factors both ‘here’ and ‘there’.
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Abstract

This paper investigates belonging among older migrants during their stays in the 
origin country. The few studies that cover belonging among this population, primarily 
examined belonging within confines of residence countries. Migrants’ life worlds 
are thus only partially studied, as they are in origin countries a lot. Furthermore, it 
underestimates the importance of context for belonging. Antonsich’s (2010) framework 
is used to research belonging, distinguishing place-belongingness and politics of 
belonging. Based on observations in Turkey and 21 interviews with older migrants, we 
find that autobiographical, social and cultural factors were most determinative for place-
belongingness. Belonging is also affected by politics, the framing of which is subject 
to the context in which these are researched. Older migrants effectively use pendular 
lifestyles to navigate elements of belonging located in different places that feel like home. 
Though the type of factors nourishing belonging have been found before, the colouring 
of these is affected by context.
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Introduction

In response to a demand for low-skilled workers in Northwest Europe during the 1960’s 
and 1970’s, many young Turkish labourers migrated to European countries. Plans on 
leaving for home as soon as financial objectives were achieved vaporized, though often 
leaving a strong whish for return some day (Buffel, 2015). Hence, many migrants stayed 
and grow old in European societies. Accompanying their attachment to the residence 
country, origin countries remain an existential point of reference to them (Bolzman, 
Kaeser, & Christe, 2016; Buffel & Phillipson, 2016; Zontini, 2015). Accordingly, parts 
of older migrants’ lives take place in the origin country: physically when going there 
visiting (Baykara-Krumme, 2013), virtually from behind a computer screen (Hunter, 
2015) or emotionally when imagining and longing for it (Ganga, 2006). These 
multistranded border crossing connections were termed ‘transnational’ (Glick Schiller, 
Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 1992a). In this paper, we aim to further understand what lies 
at the geographical ‘other end’ of the transnational and ask: how is a sense of belonging 
to places negotiated and experienced among first-generation older migrants during their 
stay in the origin country?

The few studies that are specifically concerned with how older migrants belong to a 
plurality of places, are conducted within the confines of residence societies (Hunter, 
2016; Mellingen Bjerke, 2017; Palmberger, 2016). In so doing, these studies are unable 
to draw a complete picture of the social space in which older migrants are ingrained. 
This is because they leave us with little knowledge on the lived experiences when being 
there, in the origin country. Obviously, what is being missed there is different from 
what is missed in the residence country. Moreover, this may carry different meaning and 
weight, because of a change of perspective. Being in the residence country sometimes 
evokes feelings and expectations regarding the origin country and vice versa that are 
intensely felt from a distance, but not, or overshadowed by others, when actually 
being there (Stock, 2014). Furthermore, the way that people belong to places, relies 
on people’s changing social positions, dependent on context (Yuval-Davis, 2006). For 
instance, a religious minority in one country, can be the religious majority in the next. 
Consequently, belonging may be experienced and articulated differently in the origin 
country than in the residence country, because of a change of context. Exploring how this 
plays out, where nuances to current knowledge – gained chiefly in the residence country 
– can be made and where more accentuation is needed in what we already know about 
belonging in the residence country, is the aim of this paper. Where most scholars have 
researched belonging among older migrants in the residence country (Hunter, 2016), 
and some in both the origin and residence country – engaging in multi-sited fieldwork 
(Tiaynen-Quadir, 2016) –, we research older migrants’ belonging in the origin country. 
We ambition to determine migrants’ belonging to both the origin and the residence 
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country when we conduct qualitative research among European dwelling older migrants 
from Turkish descent, during their stay in Turkey.

Belonging
Much has been written on the notion of belonging in various disciplines, such as 
sociology, geography, psychology and cultural anthropology (Antonsich, 2010). It has 
been passingly mentioned and conflated with other concepts such as identity, citizenship 
and wellbeing (Ehrkamp, 2006; Ramji, 2006; Wiles et al., 2009), but its analytical value 
has also been more thoroughly explored (Antonsich, 2010; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Duyvendak, 2011; Fenster, 2005; Morley, 2001; Yuval-Davis, 2006). For instance, 
Baumeister and Leary (1995), coming from psychological doctrine, claim that the 
need to belong is a desire to form interpersonal attachments, which is a fundamental 
human motivation. To achieve this sense of belonging, they argue that two requirements 
should be met. First, frequent and affectively pleasant interactions with other people. 
Second, these interactions should take place in the fairly stable and safe context of 
enduring concern for each other’s wellbeing. Baumeister and Leary (1995) thus position 
belonging in relation to others. From a more sociological point of view, Yuval-Davis 
(2006, p. 197) understands belonging as an emotional attachment, about feeling “at 
home” and “safe”. According to her, belonging is dependent on “social locations” that 
are impacted by the grids of power in that specific location (man-women, gay-straight, 
etc.). What these notions of belonging agree upon, is that belonging is always a dynamic 
process, and not a fixed attribute. This process is not only directly influenced by people 
(like in the work of Baumeister and Leary (1995)), but also more indirectly in terms of 
location and context (Anthias, 2008). Next to the example with regard to religion in 
the introduction, another example includes migrants’ belonging to higher rungs on the 
societal ladder in one place than another (Anthias, 2018). Visiting the origin country 
may arouse an increase in status as they display relative wealth in comparison to those 
who never migrated.

For the current paper we follow Antonsich (2010) when he proposes an analytical 
framework for the study of belonging. We do so because he is specifically occupied by 
‘territorial belonging’ captured in the everyday claim ‘I belong here’. This is particularly 
suited to the present research aim, as we are also interested in how older migrants, living 
their lives across borders, belong to different places. Antonsich trails the work of Yuval-
Davis (2006) and Fenster (2005) when arguing that there are two analytical levels from 
which to approach belonging. The first is what he calls “place-belongingness” (p. 4). This 
is belonging as a personal, intimate experience of feeling ‘home’ and ‘safe’. “…‘home’ 
stands for a symbolic space of familiarity, comfort, security, and emotional attachment” 
(Antonsich, 2010, p. 6). The second level is belonging in a more relational form, which 
is called ‘politics of belonging’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006). This is where discourses of ‘we-ness’ 
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and ‘other-ness’ are constructed, and where membership to social groups is granted or 
denied (Anthias, 2008; Fenster, 2005). Put bluntly, politics of belonging covers the 
question: who belongs to what group in what place and who decides that? Antonsich 
(2010) pertains that studies on belonging should take into account both dimensions 
because they complement each other. Place-belongingness is conditioned by context, 
and, similarly, studying only politics of belonging would imply belonging is merely the 
product of discourses of in– and exclusion.

In what follows, we discuss factors (auto-biographical, social, cultural, economic, legal 
and environmental) that contribute to place-belongingness to the origin and residence 
country for older migrants. In describing these, we deliberately discuss factors playing 
a role in the origin country in sharp contrast to the residence country, for it is in this 
contrast that belonging is articulated (Stock, 2014). After addressing the factors that 
induce place-belongingness, we reflect on politics of belonging, relevant to our research 
population.

Place-belongingness
Experiences, relations, celebrations and memories are all captured by what Antonsich 
(2010) calls autobiographical factors. Recollections of playgrounds and lives of ancestors 
may be tied to places (Baldassar, 2008; Rowles, 1986), just like the birth or upbringing 
of a child in a particular dwelling (Ballantyne & Burke, 2017). To prepare for the last 
phase of their lives, older people tent to reminisce and recollect memories (Westerhof 
& Bohlmeijer, 2014), making autobiographical factors particularly relevant to study 
among older people.

The next factor is of a social nature; it involves the personal ties that are located in 
a specific place (Antonsich, 2010; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). These can be familial 
bonds, but also ‘weak ties’ that exist in the community. Social relationships bind people 
to origin and residence countries (Buffel & Phillipson, 2016).

Cultural elements can also provide belonging. Antonsich (2010) highlights language 
as a marker of culture in this regard. This goes beyond knowing a language; it is about 
making yourself understood by expressing what you mean. Other such ‘material’ aspects 
of culture concern food; shared nutritional values contribute to a sense of belonging 
(Chapman & Beagan, 2013). Non-material aspects of culture that may vary between 
origin- and residence countries are norms on the role of the family in support systems 
(De Valk & Schans, 2007) or the societal position of gender (Zontini, 2015).

Another factor generating belonging is economic (Antonsich, 2010) when it creates a 
safe and stable financial situation (Van der Graaf & Duyvendak, 2009). This regards 
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the right to state pensions and social security benefits in the residence country, but 
migrants also often own properties like land, businesses and especially houses in the 
origin country (Baykara-Krumme, 2013). Home ownership has been found to function 
as a ‘safety net’ in case of an unsuccessful emigration, and has been linked to symbolic 
and emotional attachments that migrants foster to the origin country (Erdal, 2012a).

A last factor that Antonsich (2010) distinguishes, is legal. Citizenship or residence 
permits in residence countries are important in providing a sense of security, and shape 
preconditions for belonging. Almost all Turkish-European older people kept their 
Turkish passports (Baykara-Krumme, 2013) and have a residence permit in Europe, 
so entering both countries is fairly unproblematic. However, some European countries 
have set a limit regarding the amount of time that one can spent abroad without losing 
access to social security benefits (Fokkema, Cela, & Witter, 2016). Research shows 
that transnational lives are conditioned by welfare institutions in various ways (Kilkey 
& Merla, 2014). This influences the extent to which belonging is achieved, as legal 
conditions may conflict with the wish for longer stays in a place one feels to belong.

A factor that Antonsich (2010) does not mention in his analytical framework but seems 
to be important nonetheless, is the physical environment of a place (Rowles, 1986). 
Baldassar, Baldock and Wilding (2007) find that migrants long for physical elements 
of the places of their past, like breathing air or touching soil. Migrants also construct 
the origin country as a ‘healthy place’ (Razum, Sahin-Hodoglugil, & Polit, 2005) in 
which they lower the amount of medication they take (Van der Horst, 2008). Hence, 
something about the make-up of (places in) the origin country may appeal to a sense 
of belonging. Likewise, concerning the residence country, Buffel and Phillipson (2016) 
show that older migrants have altered their physical environments to nourish their 
belonging, for instance by establishing a mosque in the neighbourhood.

The politics of  belonging
Scholars argued that in European societies, dominant discourses portray migrants and 
their descendants as ultimately belonging to their countries of origin (Ghorashi, 2017). 
Consequently, their utmost loyalty and belonging will never lie with the residence 
country. Older migrants’ belonging to the residence society may well be hampered by 
such discourses. Yet, also in the origin country, where they are no longer viewed as 
belonging to communities and towns but to Europe, older migrants are confronted 
with discourses of exclusion and non-belonging (Buffel & Phillipson, 2016). Another 
discourse of exclusion relevant here is found when we zoom into the population under 
study. We therefore describe the societal position of our informants in Turkey and in 
Western Europe.
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Alevis in Turkey and Western Europe
We gained access to informants all conforming to Alevism. Alevism is often portrayed 
as a current of Islam, but it is also regarded a cultural or ethnic group (Massicard, 
2011). There are many Alevi subgroups in Turkey, estimated to comprise about ten to 
thirty per cent of the total population of 82 million Turks (Eurostat, 2019; Shankland, 
2003). It is the largest religious minority in Turkey (Kocan & Oncu, 2004). They all 
have their own interpretation of being Alevi but the core of Alevism is to strive for 
‘purity of heart’, and somewhat resembles the basic principles of humanism (Shankland, 
2003). Piety is not measured by rituals but by lifestyle. Furthermore, women are of 
equal status as men. For instance, both the woman as a second provider – next to the 
man, who often is breadwinner – as well as the position of women in the public realm is 
less contested in Alevism than in Sunnism (Erman, Kalaycioǧlu, & Rittersberger-Tiliç, 
2002). Furthermore, Alevi women rarely wear headscarves.

To understand the position of Alevis in Turkey, we provide a quick overview of the 
history of ‘nation building’ in Turkey. Before the founding of the Turkish Republic 
by Atatürk in 1923, Turkey was home to an ethnically mixed population. They 
predominantly adhered to Islam. The new nation was built on the premise that the 
variety of peoples should not matter for citizenship: as long as Turkish’ inhabitants 
endorsed ‘Turkishness’ as the founding principle of national identity, Turkish citizenship 
was granted (Shankland, 2003). Turkey officially became a secular state, in which state 
and religion were separated. However, to provide citizens with a sense of solidarity, and 
to establish social and cultural norms of in- and exclusion, Sunni Islam practices were 
formalized and actively promoted (Kocan & Oncu, 2004). Thus, two strands of national 
identity were offered: secular Turkish, or Sunni (Lord, 2017; Shankland, 2003). Hence, 
Alevis are formally acknowledged as full citizens of the state based on their Turkishness, 
but their identity as Alevi is not granted equal rights as compared to Sunni. In the 
current Turkish political arena, the societal position of Alevis is worsened: increasing 
importance is allocated to Sunnism (Yilmaz & Bashirov, 2018). Alevis feel marginalized 
and threatened in Turkish society. They fear a loss of freedom to express their opinions 
and generally vote for opposition parties (Aktürk, 2018).

Mainly in demand for labourers in Western Europe but also as politically motivated 
asylum-seekers, Alevis have been migrating to Western Europe since the 1960’s, 
overwhelmingly to West-Germany. With few parents actively educating their children 
in Alevism rituals, many Alevis value their Alevi identity more than they practise it. They 
benefit from a relatively good public image in Europe, unlike their ‘mainstream’ Sunni 
counterparts (Massicard, 2011).
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Methods

Research site and data
We relied on a convenience sample. A colleague of the authors in the Netherlands, 
who himself originates in the research location, introduced us to a small Turkish village 
in rural Central Anatolia. The exact location and name of this village (from now on: 
TV) remain unspecified, as some informants specifically requested that. Access to 
TV provided us with a unique opportunity to investigate European older migrants, 
while they were in Turkey. TV is home to around 2000 permanent inhabitants and 
characterized by its long history of exchange with Europe, through migration. Similar to 
other places in the region (Öztürk, Hilton, & Jongerden, 2013), TV swells in summer, 
when European migrants come to stay in the place they were born and raised. This 
makes for a town in which every family is somehow related to Europe, through family 
members or other acquaintances who settled there.

Recruiting informants was done by snowballing and by the help of the mayor of TV. As 
in most European countries social benefits are dependent on the economic condition 
of the recipient, state inspectors regularly check assets abroad (Van der Horst, 2008). 
Potential informants sometimes were afraid that European researchers were, in fact, 
European state inspectors. As trust in the mayor was extensive, his involvement in 
recruiting informants was fruitful.

In total, 21 informants were interviewed. Saturation was reached earlier, however, we 
continued collecting additional exemplary material. Characteristics of informants are 
summarized in Table 4.1. We interviewed ten men and eleven women. All informants 
had been or still were married and had children. Informants varied in age from 63 
to 84 (M = 73). They left Turkey on average at age 27, the mean year of emigration 
was 1972. Since their (early) retirement most informants stayed in Turkey from mid-
spring to mid-autumn. The lion’s share lived in Germany the remainder of the year, 
seven informants lived in Berlin, the others in other urban residential areas. Most were 
not or low educated. They had been working in low-skilled labour, or had never been 
employed.

Interviews and observations
Interviews were held by the first author (from now on: FA), in collaboration with a 
female research assistant, born and raised in the Netherlands, with parents born and 
raised in Turkey who migrated to the Netherlands. She was fluent in Turkish and Dutch 
(the first language of FA) and experienced in interpreting from Dutch to Turkish and vice 
versa. She had an important role in making the first contact, thereby making informants 
feel comfortable to tell us their story. The research assistant acted as a ‘cultural broker’; 
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Table 4.1: Characteristics of  informants

Pseudonym Sex Marital 
status

Age Year of 
migration

Country 
of official 
residence

Education Former employ-
ment in country of 
official residence

Erdem* Male Married 78 1969 Germany Low Construction; 
automotive 

Mehmet Male Married 73 1969 Germany Low Construction

Seyda Female Divorced 72 1973 Germany Not 
educated

Cleaning 

Filiz* Female Married 65 1976 France Not 
educated

Never employed

Berat Male Married 63 1977 Germany Low Domestic appliances 

Meryem* Female Married 70 1975 Netherlands Low Cleaning 

Emine Female Widowed 77 1968 Germany Not 
educated

Domestic appliances 

Eray Male Married 73 1967 Germany Low Construction

Yavuz Male Married 72 1970 Germany Not 
educated

Construction; 
automotive 

Gizem** Female Married 71 1970 Belgium Not 
educated

Never employed

Havva** Female Married 68 1969 Germany Not 
educated

Cleaning; domestic 
appliances 

Halil* Male Married 76 1968 Netherlands Low Automotive 

Cem Male Married 66 1970 Germany Middle Construction; 
automotive 

Onur Male Married 78 1969 Germany Low Domestic appliances 

Yigit Male Married 70 1974 France Middle Textile 

Semiha* Female Married 76 1968 Germany Not 
educated

Textile 

Pinar Female Widowed 83 1980 Netherlands Not 
educated

Cleaning; chicken 
factory

Dilek* Female Married 77 1975 France Not 
educated

Never employed

Cansu* Female Married 73 1973 Germany Low Employed, no 
information on what 
industry 

Derya* Female Married 76 1976 Germany Low Employed, no 
information on what 
industry 

Adem Male Married 84 1969 Germany Low Construction; paper 
mill

* During (parts of ) the interview other people were present, usually the spouse 
** Spousal presence and interference throughout entire interview
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a person that can bridge a cultural gap between the researcher and the informant (Jones 
& Boyle, 2011). Like the informants, the research assistant had an Alevi background, 
which proved to be a compelling reason for informants to trust us with their stories, even 
when being critical of the Turkish political situation. The research assistant translated 
questions, reactions and comments of the interviewer into Turkish and translated what 
informants said mostly simultaneously, otherwise sequentially into Dutch. Although 
FA had the lead during the interviews, the research assistant sometimes interrupted or 
clarified when needed, without further interference by FA.

Semi-structured interviews were employed. After receiving permission from informants, 
interviews were tape-recorded. To leave space for other sources of belonging than the 
ones we had identified in advance, we started the interview with general questions about 
belonging. Informants were free to initiate topics that they deemed important, but FA 
intervened when the conversation headed too far astray of belonging. We called this 
the ‘open’ part of the interview. Questions asked were (among others): “What do you 
like about being here and why?” and “What do you miss for which reason when being 
here?” The ‘structured’ part of the interview covered the place-belongingness factors of 
Antonsich (2010). Questions were for instance: “Could you tell me something about 
the place you were born and grew up in?” (autobiographical); “How does daily life 
look like when you are in Turkey?” (cultural). Clarifying comments or examples were 
sometimes necessary to get the informant on track.

Including the simultaneous translation, interviews lasted 1,5 to 2,5 hours. During ten 
interviews, other people than the informant, FA and the research assistant were (at 
times) present, usually the spouse and sometimes also others. They occasionally added 
to the interview. In two cases the interview was held with a couple, as the spouse insisted 
on participation. Interviews took place in people’s homes (fifteen times) or in a separate 
room of the town hall (six times).

FA and the research assistant stayed with residents of TV throughout May 2018. This 
allowed for an opportunity to not only interview older migrants there, but also to observe 
and experience how life is encountered in TV and thus to gain deeper knowledge on 
how older migrants’ belonging is lived. For instance, we came across informants during 
their daily grocery shopping, we joined men playing cards out on a terrace, and women 
making ‘yufka’: Turkish flat bread. Next to visiting people’s homes we attended a funeral, 
a meeting with the province governor and a national memorial day. Field notes were 
taken from these happenings and from spontaneous encounters in the field that helped 
put the information of the interviews in perspective. Analytic memos were written in the 
field to enable reflexivity vis-a-vis the data and to optimize the topic-list and interview 
strategies (Saldana, 2013).
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Analysis
Analysis materialized in three stages. Stage one consisted of verbatim transcribing the 
tape-recorded data. This was executed by the research assistant and a second research 
assistant, also fluent in Turkish. The work of the second research assistant allowed for 
validity checks of the translations made during the interviews. Though the two research 
assistants sometimes differed in their translations, the meaning of words was generally 
agreed upon.

In a second stage, the data was manually coded by FA. The open part of the interview 
was coded in a descriptive manner, to answer questions like: “what is going on here?” 
(Saldana, 2013). As we set out to learn about place-belongingness among older migrants 
with a pre-established idea of what factors might be important (Antonsich, 2010) and 
structured the second part of the interview accordingly, we structurally coded that data 
(Saldana, 2013). This means we organized codes, categories and subcategories into the 
conceptual framework of belonging that we entered the field with.

Reviewing, reorganizing and discussing the results with co-authors provided the third 
stage. Here we analysed how the factors of Antonsich (2010) play a role in older 
migrants’ belonging and determined which factors were negligible or additional to what 
we had pre-identified.

Results

We established that data in the open part of the interview brought forward roughly the 
same topics and codes as the structured part, with approximately the same intensity. 
We consequently do not distinguish between these in the remainder of the article. 
We present the results arranged by the six place-belongingness factors, after which we 
discuss how politics of belonging plays a role among our sample. This section ends with 
an additional finding that cannot be interpreted using Antonsich’s (2010) framework.

Autobiographical
Life histories were frequently called upon during the interviews. In capturing how 
personal histories relate to belonging to places, two main topics came up: childhood 
in TV and working life in Europe. Berat reported enthusiastic accounts of a childhood 
spent in school and on the streets, where he played with whatever was at hand.

“Sometimes I go the school that I used to go to as a child and drink the water there. Every time 
I go to the cemetery, I also pass by the school because it’s on the same road.”
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He confirms these places still mean a lot to him, but he also explains how they recall 
mixed feelings and nostalgia.

“Those people from that time are not there, they all live in the Netherlands or Germany or 
Alanya. It’s no longer possible to see each other... We can’t find that atmosphere anymore.”

Though all informants exited the labour market, their former integration in it was 
something that provided them with a deep sense of belonging. Yavuz recollects:

“We spent our youth there, Germany is my second homeland. [...] I made my living there. 
God gave us food and drinks there. We went there to work.”

Knowing that working was their sole reason to go to Europe it is not surprising that 
this was a defining development in their lives. Like Yavuz, many informants equated 
working with “youth” and “living life” in general.

Eight female informants had also been ingrained in the labour force in Europe, of whom 
we received similar accounts in relation to belonging. Pinar reflects on boredom in her 
current life, in relation to earlier times when the situation (in the Netherlands) was 
“better”, thereby also revealing a social dimension of working:

“When I was still working, it was good, I went to friends, I was happy. I had a company car 
and it took me everywhere.”

Related to the autobiographical component of place-belongingness is the articulation of a 
temporal home that is located in the past. Like Berat, above, Mehmet contemplated: “It’s 
not like we’re very attached to this place anymore. It’s rather the missing of the past”. Although 
Mehmet explicitly refers to times past, informants would also more implicitly discuss the 
past. When making comparisons between Turkey and their European residence country, 
people would slowly slide off topic and talk about how things used to be done in these 
countries, in comparison to current times. For example, informants would narrate about 
how respect and sociability has made way for rudeness and withdrawal.

Social
Social relationships was by far the most dominant belonging providing factor in the 
interviews. In many interviews, it came up instantly when asking about what people 
longed for most when coming back to Turkey or what they did first when arriving in 
TV. Informants would tell us that in general, a ‘welcoming party’ would be organized on 
one of the first days after arrival. Neighbours, acquaintances and occasionally a family 
member would welcome them ‘home’ at these occasions. We attended one of these 
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parties. What stood out the most on that occasion, secured in a field note, was the 
casualty with which people who had not seen each other for months and who normally 
lived thousands of kilometres apart, greeted each other. The encounter came across 
as though they had just seen each other last weekend. This shows how normalized a 
transnational lifestyle is for older migrants and the people surrounding them.

Social relationships as a source of belonging is divided into three categories, varying 
in importance but all prominent in the data: children, spouses and extended (non-)
kin. In the first category, children have a huge role in providing belonging, and are the 
main source of belonging in Europe. Seyda simply indicated: “I belong to my children”. 
Women would be more inclined to talk a lot about their children and grandchildren 
during our conversations, but for men too having children in Europe is an important 
reason to spend time there. Three components can be distinguished in exactly how 
children play a role in belonging. The first is the role children play in health care. Many 
accounts – not only in interviews but also in casual encounters that were later written 
down as a field note – were given of children joining their ageing parents to doctors, 
or in general looking after them. Some of the informants were brought to Turkey by 
their children and would afterwards also be collected by them. There was even one 
woman whose daughter stayed with her throughout the whole period of four months 
that her mother was in Turkey to take care of her, leaving her own children behind in 
the Netherlands. The second component of children’s share in nourishing belonging are 
the titles, jobs, homeownerships and families they have in Europe. These are a source 
of pride; the tangible proof of the parents’ migration being a success. Like Filiz reflects:

“They all went to college [...] They have all built up their own lives and their own homes, that 
is what we have achieved and that brings us peace.”

The third way in which children are meaningful in belonging, is in a belonging contesting 
way. Most informants do not see their children as much as desired. This is the case both 
in Europe, where children are occupied by jobs and families, and in TV, where no more 
time is spent than needed to install parents. Regarding the latter, informants have houses 
with multiple floors that are often fully equipped as separate home. These are for visiting 
(grand)children, but they never stay long enough to fully take advantage of the facilities.

The second category of social relationships that shapes belonging is spouses. Halil stated:

“I want to be where my wife is. She doesn’t want to be here. She dresses me. Without my wife, 
it’s hard.”
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This quote touches upon a tension that is felt in more relationships: husband and wife 
want to be together, but they do not always agree on whether to be together in Europe or 
in Turkey. Older women are often more reluctant to consider a permanent return than 
men, because children live in the immigration country (Zontini, 2015) and because 
women’s societal position is usually better than in the origin country, as opposed to men’s 
relative position (Bolzman, Kaeser, & Christe, 2016). Though we did not specifically 
aim to detect gender differences in this study, women in our population pointed to 
convenience of life in Europe as a reason not to return to Turkey permanently.

A third category of social relationships is with extended kin and neighbours. These 
people are found in the residence country as well as in Turkey. Across the board, the data 
yield no clear distinction or preference for these relationships in either Europe or Turkey. 
Simultaneously, informants proclaimed that they feel deeply rooted in TV because they 
know each other’s families and histories. When Mehmet is asked about who are in his 
social network, he answers that he is mostly in touch with the older villagers in TV. The 
quote below is his response to the question whether he can also rely on ‘close’ people in 
Germany.

“Most important people are here [in TV]. Because the people there [Germany] will get to 
know you later. I’ve been here [in TV] since I was a child, so... Because you even know the 
father and mother from the people here, and have had contact with them for much longer, 
you have a very different relationship than with people in Germany... There you only have 
one-on-one conversations, because you don’t know their father and mother.”

Cultural
Tangible cultural differences like language and food habits did not play a substantial role 
in the data. Perhaps this is a function of having spent several decades in two countries; 
over the years people found their way around obstacles or means to fulfil preferences. 
However, informants were eager to tell us how ‘kind’ European people are and did not 
hesitate to make comparisons with Turks in Turkey, with the latter failing to reach the 
level of ‘decency’ of Europeans. This topic often spontaneously entered the conversation. 
Asking Derya for instance, about what she likes about Germany, she explains:

“In my own country here [Turkey], I can’t sleep if I don’t lock the door. You can’t go out at 
night and visit someone, that’s not possible. Imagine meeting a bad person who could bother 
me […] But in Germany, I can go wherever I want all day, no one says anything about it. In 
Germany, when you queue up at the supermarket with lots of heavy stuff, the German says: 
“Do you want to go first?” You can’t find that kindness here [in Turkey]. [...] and because my 
husband is well cared for there, he has been ill for 24 years, and the children can manage 
there, I love Germany...”
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Reflecting the complexity of culture and the numerous ways in which it can impact on 
belonging, European locations are not only regarded as providing belonging, but also 
typified as individualized and life there as closed off, cramped, and socially isolated. For 
instance, Seyda said:

“They [Germans] don’t say hello... In our apartment [in Germany] we are the only Turkish 
family. I’ve been in the hospital for months and I’ve been here for months. Never has a 
neighbour asked: “Where is that lady actually?” or: “Where was she?”. The difference here [in 
TV] is, when I’m in here [inside house], my neighbour visits me.”

Economic
That a house provides a strong sense of belonging, is widely experienced. In response to 
the question where he belongs, Adem says:

“I have a house that belongs to me. As soon as I am in my place of birth, I feel most comfortable 
in my own home. I feel at home in both houses [in TV and European residence]”.

Houses in TV are large, with multiple floors and informants often insisted on giving us 
a ‘guided tour’ through houses and gardens, or invite us there when the interview took 
place elsewhere. As buying a house and some land in Turkey was a key motivation to 
migrate, they felt proud to show us around.

Informants implicitly regard homeownership as their ‘justification’ for being in Turkey, 
but would sometimes use circular reasoning to explain this. They would then depict their 
house as a reason to spend time in TV, but at the same time, informants rhetorically 
asked us whether we would expect them to stay with family or friends had they not 
owned a house in TV. This ambivalence shows that spending time in Turkey is self-
explanatory to them. Life in Turkey is so ingrained in their yearly routine, that not 
having a house there, or not going there at all, quite frankly is not an option.

Legal
Though there were accounts of preferred institutional systems, we did not find much 
‘proof ’ of it providing belonging. Citizenship however was used to navigate legal 
possibilities to optimize security, comfort and belonging. Summarizing the interview 
with Cem in terms of where he feels to belong the most, he constantly refers to TV as his 
‘ultimate home’ where his “heart beats faster”. In reply to the question whether he would 
forever stay in TV if his wife would not cherish Germany, he says:
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“Then I would never go there [Germany]. Then I’d just go back and forth so as not to let my 
passport expire. Human rights are better there. […] If I go to the hospital there or something, 
your rights are better, all those things are better than here [Turkey].”

Lives were frequently narrated in terms of health and health restrictions. Of all that 
Germany has to offer, Semiha missed the doctors the most, because they are so well 
aware of her diabetes condition. Good quality health care was thus an important feature 
in their lives to feel safe and secure, and citizenship gave them access to it.

Not only Western European citizenship was used to access a greater good. Havva claims 
belonging to TV’s villagers because of (a form of ) Turkish citizenship: “We’re part of them 
because your thing is here, your Identity Document, you were born here”.

Environmental
The physical characteristics of places are important in various ways. Mehmet mentions 
some important elements in his response to the very first question: “To which things in 
particular do you look forward when coming here in TV?”

“When you’re born and raised here [in TV]... The soil, our lands, our people and the weather. 
When I’m here, I’m not on any medication. [...] We grow our own vegetables. These are the 
things we come here for.”

In his first sentence, Mehmet stated: “being born and raised here”. Many informants used 
this phrase. When asked what exactly they meant, they often repeated themselves, or 
rhetorically asked FA to think about her own ‘home ground’ the place where she was 
born and raised, to make themselves understood. The salience of being ‘born and raised’ 
somewhere in order to belong, was self-evident to them.

Mehmet went on mentioning the more tangible things that make him look forward 
to spending time in Turkey when in Europe. A better climate and having a garden are 
commonly seen as important reasons to go to Turkey. Informants’ European houses 
often lack gardens. Informants associate the garden with health benefits, because they 
grow their own “biological” fruits and vegetables there. Whereas health conditions 
are thus a reason to spend time in Europe – because of children’s support and better 
healthcare (see above; social and legal) – it was likewise a reason to spend time in Turkey. 
Our observations in TV, captured in field notes, confirm the significance of a garden; 
houses of both migrants and the general population were surrounded by large gardens 
to which lengthy times were devoted.
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Informants more explicitly elaborated on how they felt at home in Turkey’s physical 
environment, than on how they felt with regard to their inner city-life in Europe. 
However, urban convenience is touched upon in the conversations, showing again that 
health conditions are important in determining what places are comfortable to live in.

Politics of  belonging
Informants reported that fellow villagers would ironically call them ‘German’ (or 
otherwise, depending on official residence country), thereby implicitly devaluing their 
‘Turkishness’ and questioning their belonging to TV. These accounts were narrated 
in roughly two opposing ways. The first was that this labelling did not impact them. 
Asking Havva to confirm that she does not feel like a guest in TV, she replies: “No, not 
at all, we’re used to it. [...] I have my ID, so it doesn’t affect me either.” This rationale was 
frequently brought up. Informants seemed to have emotionally internalized ‘objective 
justifications’ for being in Turkey, namely that they owned a house (see above; economic) 
and that they had (a form of ) Turkish citizenship. They would therefore not qualify 
these remarks as compromising their belonging. Furthermore, Cansu claims: “90% 
of this village is like us anyway, from abroad.” This possibly also provides an argument 
for why the informants do not feel excluded. Rather, they feel synchronized with the 
current – somewhat European – composition of TV.

The following quote from Derya illustrates the second way in which exclusionary 
practices of fellow villagers were experienced:

“I’m bothered by it, yes. After all, I came to my house here. If someone says this [Alemanci, 
meaning: German), I don’t like it very much. I don’t have that in Germany. Nobody says, 
“Hey, you’re a Turk, go back to your [country]”.”

A notable issue here is that Derya reveals that she only feels a sense of exclusion in 
Turkey, and not in Germany. This adheres to a shared experience in the data. Of course 
there are stories in which Europe would present the informants with similar occurrences 
(being called “Turk” or “guest worker”) but the experiences in Turkey would often be 
reflected upon in more detail and indignation.

The following excerpt shows that dominant discourses and practices of exclusion vary 
by location:

“I can’t just have coffee at a restaurant with a woman, at liberty. A woman can’t have tea here 
[in Turkey], but in Germany she can. [...] There we live in freedom and modernity. [...] I can 
give my opinion there with much more freedom, it’s much more democratic there. For [TV] 
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it also goes that I can express myself freely but as soon as I’m outside [TV], I can no longer 
freely express my opinion.”

This political way of (non) belonging came up frequently and spontaneously. Sometimes 
it was very explicit, like in the quote above, at other times it was more implicit. When 
asked to elaborate, one would dismiss the topic as “you know what it is like here”. 
The exceptional position of TV in relation to wider Turkey, referred to in the quote 
above, stems in part from the socio-religious character of TV and its inhabitants. As 
TV ‘is’ Alevi and to a certain extent European, people feel familiar and ‘at home’ there. 
Eray refers to the funeral we attended, together with practically the whole village, to 
underline the solidarity among TV’s people, in contrast to life outside of TV.

Belonging
In the above, we discussed how the factors that Antonsich (2010) distinguished as 
being important in belonging, were apparent in our population. However, there was 
an alternative manner in which informants articulated their belonging, which was in a 
more overarching way, in direct relation to the two places in which they lived. These were 
manifested in the interviews but they also regularly occurred in the field notes. Remarks 
like: “We love it here and there, we don’t differentiate” (Derya) or “It doesn’t matter whether 
I stay here or there.” (Havva) were regularly heard. This reveals that, regarding belonging, 
no priority is given to either one of the two locations that we researched. Yet, this does 
not mean that their belonging to different places are not causing friction at times (as 
also became apparent in the above factors), or simultaneous feelings of belonging and 
‘non-belonging’. Gizem also captures this when she said: “You go there [Belgium] because 
you miss your children, and you come here [TV] because you miss your village.”

Discussion

We investigated how a sense of belonging to places is negotiated and experienced among 
first-generation older migrants during their stay in the origin country. As a point of 
reference we used Antonsich’s (2010) analytical framework in which he distinguishes 
place-belongingness and politics of belonging and employed fieldwork in Turkey to 
answer this research question.

We find that autobiographic histories, social relationships, cultural, economic, legal, and 
environmental factors, all influence belonging to a place. Autobiographical, social and 
cultural were most dominantly surfacing in the interviews, with social factors clearly 
rising above the others. Health was also an important aspect of their live, influencing 
choices that provided belonging. Our main conclusion is that older migrants effectively 
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use their pendular lifestyle to navigate elements of belonging located in different places. 
For instance, older migrants engage with their (grand)children and celebrate democratic 
values in Europe, all the while feeling a deep connection to the inhabitants of their 
residence in Turkey (TV) and enjoying their gardens there. All of these elements are 
important in their belonging in life, which is why it is obvious to them to spend time 
in both places. Despite this, older migrants’ belonging can cause friction–children are 
significant in providing belonging but precisely because they are so important cause 
disappointment by being absent. Also, belonging is ambivalent at times–people feel to 
belong to TV because of home ownership, but may simultaneously feel not to belong 
because fellow villagers do not regard them as such. However, older migrants in our 
study have found their ways to negotiate belonging and non-belonging, and do not 
narrate their lives in two countries in a contested or problematized way. Rather, they 
have come to terms with it, and therefore convincingly speak about it optimistically.

Previous work on older migrants’ belonging, conducted in the residence country, also 
found that they were attached to different places for different reasons. For instance, 
Palmberger (2019) shows that Turkish older migrants in Austria experience Turkey as 
home because of a childhood spent there, and Austria is regarded just as much as home 
because of (among other things) family life taking place there. Even so, Hunter (2011), 
in his work on African seniors in France finds that healthcare is a reason to be in France, 
whereas kinship is a reason to be in African countries. In other instances, the beneficial 
health effects of the climate in the origin country are discussed (Mellingen Bjerke, 2017) 
and the importance of politics of belonging when older migrants lament about not 
feeling welcome in their origin country (Buffel & Phillipson, 2016). How then, has the 
different context in which we asked our informants about their belonging, impacted the 
conclusions we draw?

We learned that a changed context does not so much influence the type of factors that 
provide a sense of belonging, but that the colouring of these factors is dependent on 
context. We elaborate on four of these different colourings. First, more than would 
be possible when collecting data in residence countries, we have been able to signal 
the important, intertwined role of economic and social factors in Turkey in providing 
belonging. Physically being in migrant’s houses offers the opportunity to see abundantly 
decorated, uninhabited storeys, on top of the informant’s fully equipped living space. 
This allows for a conversation about who occupies these storeys. Here we find that 
although houses are still an important factor to feel at home, these same houses also 
testify of (grand)children visiting them in TV less than is anticipated, which compromises 
belonging. Though it is known that people own houses in countries of origin and this 
is a reason to travel there (Bolzman et al., 2016) and to return permanently (Baykara-
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Krumme, 2013), we have sketched a more nuanced image of what these houses mean 
and represent for their owners, by being there.

Second, the significance of the physical environment was tangible when being offered 
fresh food, produced in informants’ gardens and drinking water straight from garden 
wells. The origin country as a ‘healthy place’ (Van der Horst, 2008), is thereby further 
refined: not only is the climate or ‘peace and quiet’ in Turkey positioned as ameliorative 
for ones’ health. Our study shows that the physical environment in the form of gardens 
that enable the cultivation of fruit and vegetables are also part of that.

Third, our informants more often set TV apart from the rest of Turkey, than that they 
would distinguish their specific city or town in Europe, from the larger country they 
lived in there. With other words, they were more inclined to lump the whole of–for 
example–Germany together, than they were to pool the whole of Turkey. Being in 
Turkey allowed informants to concretely sketch the differences between TV and larger 
Turkey, and enabled observations concurrent with these stories. It is unlikely that this 
had been possible if the research was carried out in residence countries. The notion of 
‘locality’ is of interest here. Scholars have argued that in the context of an increasingly 
mobile and interconnected world, in which time and place seem to carry ever less 
weight, the significance of specific localities should not be neglected (Ralph & Staeheli, 
2011). What it means to belong to Turkey was highly localised for our informants. 
Buffel (2015) also shows that locality is of importance in the lives of Turkish older 
migrants in Brussels. There, specifically the place of residence in Europe was narrated in 
localised terms. This indicates that the place where research is conducted matters for the 
way informants talk about places. We propose that researchers are more aware of this 
when researching belonging among migrants, for it is particularly ‘between the lines’ 
and in the superficiality of conversations that places are passingly being mentioned in 
terms of countries and/or specific localities.

Fourth, context mattered with respect to politics of belonging. We aimed to study sources 
of belonging and, relying on convenience sampling, established access to a specific 
village in Turkey to do so. This village was characterized by its residents conforming 
to Alevism. In the Results section we have pointed out that our informants’ socio-
religious identity has shaped where to and through which mechanisms they belong. 
Striking was that informants more often declared experiences of exclusion and political 
discomfort in relation to their experiences in Turkey than in Europe, even though in 
Europe exclusionary discourses are (also) manifold (Ghorashi, 2017). This may indicate 
that being in Turkey more poignantly brought out their ‘Alevi-identity’, because they 
were in an environment (wider Turkey) they experienced as hostile. In their European 
context, their Alevism may be experienced in a less contested manner, while their 
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‘migrant-identity’ might induce discrimination and exclusion. We regard this finding 
as a product of the research taking place in Turkey and tentatively suggest that this is 
different for Sunni Muslims. Whereas Sunnism is the norm in Turkey, being Muslim 
is highly contested in Western European societies. Public discourses on belonging in 
relation to Islam hardly differentiate between different Muslim identities (Ehrkamp, 
2007). Our results suggest that, despite these homogenizing discourses, Alevis are not 
affected by these discourses in the same manner as Sunnis.

With regard to place, there are different places older migrants refer to in their stories. 
There are the two places we specifically set out to learn about: the residence and the 
origin country. The notion of locality has already been mentioned. We also want to 
bring forward older migrants’ labelling of a temporal place: the past (Fenster, 2005). We 
should be hesitant to interpret this as migrant-specific. Many older people reminisce 
about times past, migrant or not. It serves to attribute meaning to life and to make sense 
of important life events (Westerhof & Bohlmeijer, 2014). What is migrant specific, is 
that they speak of temporal places in two countries. Our study shows that both of these 
play an important part in their reflection on life, not only the one they originated from, 
which sometimes seems to be public opinion (Ghorashi, 2017).

Referring to the analytical framework of Antonsich (2010) to research belonging; we find 
that it identifies the main factors that shape place-belongingness. Although we did not 
specifically aim to test the analytic framework, based on our findings, we propose three 
ways it could be altered to adequately research belonging in older migrant populations. 
First, Antonsich (2010) does not explicitly distinguishes the physical environment as a 
factor of place-belongingness, but our results show that the physical environment was a 
source of belonging among our population. Second, though not a source of belonging 
in itself, health restrictions determine belonging in several ways. All of our informants 
were still physically able to travel and live independently. Nonetheless, this paper shows 
how health conditions and the need for care influence different belonging providing 
factors, like the physical environment, social relationships and welfare. We propose 
that constraints posed by the physical body may inform studies of place-belongingness, 
particularly among older populations, and the development of future frameworks for 
researching belonging. Third, the autobiographic factor is not very determinative. 
Especially for older people, a whole life of experiences, events, celebrations and memories 
can be categorized under autobiographic factors, among which some are social, others 
cultural or economic. In other words, belonging providing factors are intermingled 
and some quotes or explanations of quotes adhere to more than one factor. We aimed 
to research older migrants’ belonging to places and used the belongingness factors of 
Antonsich (2010) to that end. This generally proved to be a fruitful way, even despite 
the impossibility to distinguish social life into clean-cut belonging factors.
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Potential bias, inherent to social science research, demands discussion. First, there were 
numerous differences between the first author (FA) who conducted the interviews, and 
the research informants, in terms of age, ethnicity, religion, socio-economic status, 
language comprehension and familiarity with Turkish culture. This could potentially 
have biased the results. For instance, informants may have been prone to socially desirable 
responses, in order not to offend the FA or cause awkwardness. We employed the skills 
of a cultural broker to circumvent these situations and are under the impression that 
informants felt free to speak their mind, also when speaking negatively about Europe. 
We found enough variance in the data to exclude severe bias coming from our strategy 
to recruit informants via the mayor.

Second, the presence of other people than the informant during the interview may 
have caused bias. It is however impossible to reflect on how this may have impacted the 
results as our relationship with informants was not so developed that we could detect 
differences between answers with or without others present.

With regard to generalization, another characteristic makes this sample particular. All of 
our informants spend roughly as much time in Turkey as they do in Europe and most 
have been doing this for many years. This population was suitable to study belonging 
among older people who live transnationally, because it may to a lesser extent be 
biased by relative length of residence in the two countries. This allows for an improved 
analysis of the different factors that lead to belonging. This is however not necessarily 
representative for other Turkish older migrants who are not able to live in two countries 
to such an extent. Nonetheless, our paper shows the ability of older migrants to make 
sense of their belonging in two countries, by employing a transnational lifestyle.
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Abstract

This research investigates how a sense of belonging functions as protective mechanism 
against loneliness. Inspired by the work of Berry (1980) on acculturation strategies (i.e. 
integration, assimilation, separation and marginalization), we distinguish migrants who 
feel a relatively strong or weak sense of belonging to larger society and those who feel a 
strong or weak belonging to the ‘own group’. We expect that more national belonging 
contributes to less loneliness. We add a transnational perspective by arguing that feelings 
of belonging to the own group can take place in the country of settlement, but can 
also be transnational, i.e. a feeling of belonging to the country of origin. Transnational 
belonging can protect against loneliness, as it acknowledges the importance of place 
attachment. Using data from the Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam on older 
migrants aged 55 to 66; we employ latent class analysis and find five national belonging 
clusters, interpretable in terms of Berry’s acculturation strategies. Further analyses reveal 
mixed evidence: some aspects of transnational belonging vary with belonging to the own 
group, but other aspects point to a third dimension of belonging. Regression analysis 
shows that those marginalized are loneliest and that a transnational sense of belonging 
contributes to more loneliness. We conclude that Berry’s (1980) typology is useful 
for interpreting older migrants’ national belonging and that a transnational sense of 
belonging is apparent among older migrants, but needs to be explored further.
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Introduction

Today, many Western countries face two salient phenomena that profoundly change 
the way societies are organized: population ageing and the globalization of migration 
(Torres, 2013). Consequently, increasing numbers of people age in a foreign land. Due to 
an accumulation of risk factors, such as low socioeconomic position (Reijneveld, 1998), 
poorer health conditions (Denktaş, 2011) and facing difficulties that are associated with 
international migration such as discrimination and social exclusion (Silveira & Allebeck, 
2001), older migrants are considered socially vulnerable (Cela & Fokkema, 2016). 
Exemplary of this social vulnerability is the finding that older migrants are lonelier than 
their native peers (Fokkema & Naderi, 2013; Victor et al., 2012). Regarding loneliness 
among this population, there is a specific need to not only study structural factors leading 
to loneliness, such as low socioeconomic position, as has often been done (Victor et al., 
2005). Instead, more focus is desired on how belonging from a migrant’s perspective, 
with all sociocultural precariousness that comes with migration, explains variation in 
loneliness among older migrants (De Jong Gierveld et al., 2015).

Inspired by Berry’s (1980) model for acculturation strategies, we distinguish between 
different forms of belonging from a migrant’s perspective. Belonging can take place 
within the country of settlement, but can also be oriented towards the country of origin: 
i.e. a transnational belonging. An understanding of how older migrants give meaning 
to a sense of belonging in an increasingly transnational world is still largely unexplored 
(Torres, 2013). We aim to fill this knowledge gap and study how a sense of belonging 
functions as protection against loneliness. First, we explore profiles of belonging among 
older migrants. Second, we determine how these profiles are associated with loneliness. 
We study Turkish and Moroccan older migrants in the Netherlands, a receiving country 
for many labour migrants in the 1960s and 1970s. Turkish and Moroccan migrants 
now form the main migrant groups in the Netherlands, together with Surinamese and 
Antillean migrants.

Belonging and loneliness
Departing from loneliness and wellbeing literature, belonging centres around having 
social attachments to and interactions with other people (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
Elsewhere, belonging is posed as a vital mental health concept and defined in more 
generic terms: belonging requires a personal involvement in a ‘system’ or ‘environment’ 
(Hagerty et al., 1992). This is where one can say: ‘We belong together’ or: ‘I am one 
of them.’ For migrants, belonging is hardly self-evident. After migration ties to family, 
friends and community in the country of origin are put under pressure (Treas & Batalova, 
2009). Insecurity about how to socialize and about social expectancies in the new country 
obstructs the development of a new social network (Watt & Badger, 2009). In migration 
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studies as well as in human geography, belonging is brought in relation to a feeling of 
being ‘at home’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006), in which ‘home’ represents a “symbolic space of 
familiarity, comfort, security and emotional attachment” (Antonsich, 2010, p. 650). The 
significance of home arguably becomes stronger in the context of migration: the sheer 
fact of being in a different place with different customs and social norms compromises 
the extent to which one feels a sense of belonging and might lead to uncertainties 
regarding identity (Lee et al., 2010). Lynd (1958, p. 210) simply put it this way: “Some 
kind of answer to the question: ‘Where do I belong?’ is necessary for an answer to the 
question: ‘Who am I?’” A lack of belonging can result in loneliness, deprivation, feeling 
an outsider and valuing life as unfulfilled and shallow (Verkuyten, 2004). Loneliness is 
a situation experienced by an individual as one where there is a dissatisfying quality or 
quantity of personal relationships (De Jong Gierveld, 1998). This definition concerns 
the subjective evaluation of actual social relationships and interactions. The notions of 
belonging mentioned above, tapping into social embeddedness, belonging somewhere 
and being someone are combined when we bring ‘national’ and ‘transnational’ belonging 
in relationship with loneliness in this paper.

Although related, the concepts of belonging and loneliness are not the same (Hagerty et 
al., 1992). Loneliness is the negative evaluation, or feelings of ‘missing’, of a particular 
situation, and results from a deficiency to effectuate certain standards regarding 
social relationships (De Jong Gierveld, 1998). Belonging is a description of the social 
world and not a subjective evaluation. For instance, a person may belong to a certain 
group (‘I am one of them’), but this is not an evaluation in itself, and can thus still 
experience loneliness. We explain variations in loneliness by studying different forms of 
belonging (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995). We articulate belonging using two components. 
First, behavioural practice, like social interactions (Anthias, 2013). Second, imagined 
belonging, reflecting being part of a bigger whole, and being at home (Antonsich, 2010; 
Hagerty et al., 1992).

Belonging to larger society and belonging to the ‘own group’
Migrants’ sense of belonging can be multifaceted. We use Berry’s work (1980) on 
acculturation to illustrate some options (although simplified). Acculturation is the 
process whereby groups with distinctive cultures engage in contact (Berry, 2005). 
Berry (1980) distinguishes four responses to this intercultural contact from a migrant’s 
perspective, along the lines of orientation towards one’s own group and towards the 
mainstream population. These responses are integration, assimilation, separation and 
marginalization (Table 5.1), and contain different implications for wellbeing (Berry, 
2005; Sonn, 2002): migrants who maintain their own identity and preserve their 
own culture are generally better off than those who do not (LaFromboise et al., 1993; 
Phinney et al., 2001).
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Table 5.1. Four acculturation strategies

    Maintenance of heritage culture and identity

Belonging to ‘own group’

Relationships 
sought among 
groups

Belonging 
to larger 
society

+

+ –

Integration Assimilation

National Transnational National Transnational

–
Separation Marginalization

National Transnational National Transnational

Source: Berry (2005, p. 705); in italic: own addition.

We added to this model our own focus of study: a sense of belonging. We draw a parallel 
on the rows in the model, and show in Table 5.1 that having a strong (+) sense of 
belonging to the ‘own group’ is corresponding to a relative preference (+) for ‘maintenance 
of heritage culture and identity’ in Berry’s (1980) model. In the columns, something 
similar happens. With ‘relationships sought among groups’, Berry aims to capture an 
attitude that prefers to actively seek contact with, and participate in larger society, which 
also encompasses ‘other’ (minority) ethno-cultural groups. Again, we draw a parallel: 
relative preference (+) for engagement in larger society is analogous to having a strong 
(+) sense of belonging to larger society. In our model, the outcomes shown in Table 5.1 
do not refer to a position in society where one is (un)able to participate economically 
or socially, or where adaption of cultural norms and values takes place (Berry, 2005). 
They are, instead, an indication of an individual experience of being socially embedded 
(behaviour) and being at home (imagination), whatever the position in society. Thus, 
‘integration’ in Berry’s terminology, i.e. participating in society, in our model means a 
feeling of belonging to the own group as well as to larger society.

A sense of belonging is associated with less loneliness (De Jong Gierveld et al., 2015; 
Prieto-Flores et al., 2011). Hence, we propose that marginalized older migrants 
(those belonging nowhere), are loneliest. Older migrants who have a separated and 
assimilated sense of belonging are expected to be less lonely than older migrants who 
face marginalized belonging, because both have a strong belonging towards either 
larger society or the own group. Least lonely, we argue, are those integrated, because 
of their strong belonging to larger society as well as to the own group. Hypothesis 1 is: 
older migrants with a marginalized belonging experience the most loneliness, followed 
by those with assimilated and separated belonging, whereas older migrants with an 
integrated belonging are least lonely.

Transnational belonging
Berry (2005) focuses on acculturation within the country of settlement. In our model, 
a sense of belonging to one’s own group could be directed to both the own group in the 
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country of settlement (Table 5.1; national belonging), but also to the own group in the 
country of origin (transnational belonging).

The complex whole of affiliations and connections that migrants employ during their lives, 
thereby linking their societies of origin and settlement, was termed ‘transnationalism’ 
(Glick Schiller, Basch & Blanc-Szanton, 1992a). In the field of transnationalism, 
behaviour is distinguished from imagination. There, other terminology is prevalent. 
‘Ways of being’ (behaviour) is referred to as actual border-crossing behaviour and 
social relations. ‘Ways of belonging’ (imagination) signal an identity-component: the 
transnational way of life is a central element of the self, through memory, imagination 
and nostalgia (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004). We do not follow this terminology, but 
differentiate between transnational belonging as behaviour and imagination. Combining 
the two to indicate a transnational orientation is not new to the field of transnationalism 
(Boccagni, 2012b; Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004). We argue that (a lack of ) belonging 
within country borders, as we have discussed using Berry’s (1980) acculturation model, is 
complemented by another dimension: transnational belonging. Transnational belonging 
crosses borders between countries of origin and settlement, behaviourally or imaginary.

Transnational belonging acknowledges the importance of place and could therefore play 
a decisive role in explaining loneliness. Surely, being in the country of settlement and 
immersing in the own group within this country, is not the same as travelling back and 
forth between both countries, keeping in touch with people in the country of origin and 
being involved in that place of origin. Place attachment has caught scientific interest 
and refers to peoples’ attachment to physical locations (Gustafson, 2001; Rubinstein 
& Parmelee, 1992). Place attachment increases with old age and gains importance for 
its impact on wellbeing in older age (Buffel, 2015; Wiles et al., 2009). Homesickness is 
a common reaction to geographical relocation and captures missing social bonds, but 
also missing places (Vingerhoets, 2005). Therefore, although people may have migrated 
together with their spouse and children and reside among other migrants from the 
same community, homesickness for childhood neighbourhoods or countries of birth 
still occurs (Baldassar, 2008). For first-generation older migrants, this ‘longing for a 
place’ is significant. They were born and raised in a different place and vivid memories 
thereof lead to nostalgia for the old country in its social and physical sense (Baldassar, 
2008). Many travel back and forth on a regular basis (Baykara-Krumme, 2013). 
Moreover, approaching retirement age, some consider returning to the country of origin 
permanently (De Haas & Fokkema, 2010), possibly reinforcing place attachment. A 
sense of belonging to the own group within the country of settlement will probably 
not obviate feelings of homesickness for a place. Visiting the country of origin, either 
behaviourally of imaginary, might be more able to fulfil this yearning for a locality 
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or could prove to have a protective function against the psychological ill effects that 
acculturation poses.

To resume, we propose that next to belonging within the country of settlement, a 
transnational sense of belonging is a dimension of belonging, which does not blindly go 
along with the extent to which one feels to belong to the own group in the country of 
settlement or the larger society of settlement. As for other forms of belonging, we expect 
that transnational belonging protects against loneliness. This leads to Hypothesis 2: A 
transnational belonging has a protective effect on loneliness above belonging to larger 
society in the country of settlement and the own group in the country of settlement.

Methods

Sample
Data were obtained from an older migrant sample of LASA (Huisman et al., 2011). 
The survey was held in 2013 and 2014 and is based on a sample of Turkish (N = 269) 
and Moroccan (N = 209) migrants born between 1948 and 1957. The majority of 
older migrants live in large cities and therefore municipality registers of fifteen Dutch 
cities with population sizes ranging from 85– and 805 thousand inhabitants provided 
the sampling frame. Face to face interviews were conducted by trained interviewers 
who offered a Dutch and translated interview (in Turkish, Moroccan Arabic/Darija and 
Tarafit). The cooperation rate was 45%.

We exclude three respondents who were institutionalized, five who were not born in 
either Turkey or Morocco because we are interested in first-generation migrants from 
these countries, and nine respondents with a premature termination of the interview, 
leaving a sample of N = 461. On average, respondents had spent 36.8 years in the 
Netherlands and their age ranged from 55 to 66, with a mean of 60.9.

Measurements
Loneliness is measured by an eleven-item scale (De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 1999). 
Exemplary items are: “I miss a really good friend” and “There are plenty of people I can 
lean on when I have problems.” Scale values ranged from 0 to 11 (M = 5.19); reliability 
is .83.

For national belonging we measure a feeling of belonging to larger society by three 
variables indicating behaviour and two indicating imagination. We inquired about 
Dutch language proficiency, as this is a symbol of group belonging (Vedder & Virta, 
2005). We use three items (Kleijn & Verboom, 2004), e.g. “I can understand spoken 
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Dutch well.” Response categories ranged from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” 
(4). Scores are summed; reliability is .84. Participation in social organizations provides 
the context for a sense of belonging and meaningful social engagement (Sonn, 2002). 
We asked if respondents were active in social organizations, such as interest groups. If 
so, we asked if there were many Dutch members in the organization. We distinguished 
“not active, or only in organizations with few or no Dutch people” (0) and “active 
in one or more organizations with predominantly or many Dutch people” (1). The 
relationship between contact with people from the mainstream population and a sense 
of belonging to the country of settlement was postulated by De Jong Gierveld et al. 
(2015). Contact frequency with Dutch nonkin (De Graaf et al., 2010) contains two 
items, e.g. “How often do you have contact with Dutch or ‘other’ neighbours?” Answer 
categories ranged from “few times a year or less” (1) to “every day” (4). We use the 
mean score. Cultural distance inquired about the extent to which older migrants allow 
citizens of the society of settlement in their personal spheres and thus touches upon 
notions of belonging (Antonsich, 2010). Three items were presented, e.g. “I would like 
to speak to Dutch acquaintances about what worries me” (Kleijn & Verboom, 2004). 
Response categories ranged from “strongly agree” (1) to “strongly disagree” (4). Scores 
are summed; reliability is .73. Self-identification was asked as “To which ethnic group 
do you consider yourself to belong?” Responses were: “Dutch,” “Turkish,” “Kurdish,” 
“Moroccan Arabic,” “Moroccan Berber” and “other.” In the last category 33 respondents 
identified themselves as “Turkish/Moroccan and Dutch.” This response and the response 
“Dutch” is taken as an indication of belonging to larger society (Stronks et al., 2009).

A second dimension of national belonging is to the own group; two variables indicate 
behaviour and two imagination. With regard to religious identities, Ehrkamp (2007) 
argues that communal places offer a sense of community, home and belonging to 
its members. We thus take into account frequency of mosque attendance. Response 
categories ranged from “never” (1) to “once per week or more often” (6). Having contact 
with neighbours from the same country of origin enhances belonging to the own group 
(Buffel et al., 2013). Contact frequency with Turkish/Moroccan nonkin (De Graaf et al., 
2010) is assessed similarly as described above. Cultural identity indicates a sense of 
belonging to a group or culture (Van Oudenhoven et al., 2006) and consists of a four-
item scale. It measures how often respondents participated in activities in conjunction 
with their own group or their own language, thereby expressing cultural identity, values, 
attitudes and abilities (Yamada et al., 1998). The scale specifically focuses on activities in 
the Netherlands. An example is: “Talking to or discuss what’s new with others from the 
Turkish/Moroccan group.” Response categories were “never” (1) to “often” (4). Scores 
are summed; reliability is .67. Lastly, the self-identification variable, response categories 
are “Turkish, Kurdish, Moroccan or Berber.” As the self-identification question did not 
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specify a locality, but only asked for ethnic group, we did not take this response option 
as an indicator for transnational belonging.

Transnational belonging is grasped by four variables measuring behaviour and two 
measuring imagination. The country of origin plays a prominent role in ones’ life when 
it hosts close family members (Burholt et al., 2016). Hence, frequent contact with family 
members living in Turkey/Morocco indicates transnational belonging. Frequent contact 
with children in Turkey/Morocco combines contact frequency with children and residence 
of children. We distinguish between “weekly or daily contact with children in Turkey/
Morocco” (1) versus “all other frequencies of contact and residence of children” (0). We 
follow the same procedure for frequent contact with extended family in Turkey/Morocco. 
Visiting the country of origin is an obvious indicator (Duval, 2004). Therefore, visiting 
frequency Turkey/Morocco assessed whether respondents had “not visited in the last five 
years” (1), “had visited in the last five years” (2) or “visited in the last year” (3). Actively 
seeking medical care in Turkey/Morocco, instead of making use of care provisions in 
the country of settlement, reveals attachment to the country of origin and a sense of 
‘home’ associated with it (Lee et al., 2010). Hence, we assessed if respondents recently 
received dispensable medical care in Turkey/Morocco (1), versus not or receiving help 
because one got sick while being on holiday (0). Considering return migration asked if 
respondents were considering going back to the country of origin permanently, an issue 
particularly relevant for older migrants (Hunter, 2011) and an indicator of belonging to 
the country of origin (Ganga, 2006). We distinguish between “no” or “I do not know” 
(0) and “yes” (1). We presented five statements related to feelings of loss with regard to 
the country of origin, and hence disclose attachment to it, e.g. “I belong here less than 
in Turkey/Morocco.” Scores for not (0) or applicable (1) are summed; reliability is .70.

We take into account demographic characteristics associated with loneliness. Loneliness 
is higher among people that are older, which has often been explained by the loss of 
age peers and incapacity of older adults and their network members to participate in 
social activities (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001). We thus control for age. Previous research 
also established that loneliness is higher among women, which has been linked to 
socialization processes and less opportunities for women to maintain non-kin ties due 
to care roles, leading us to control for gender; female (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001). 
Loneliness was also found to be higher among those with low socioeconomic status as 
people with higher socioeconomic status tend to have more personal and social resources 
to maintain social relationships (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001). Therefore we control for 
level of education (low, middle and high; values 1 to 3; M = 1.3), and employment status, 
indicated by having a paid job (24%) or not. We distinguish between married (78%) 
versus not married (primarily widowed), as those that are not married are less likely to 
have an intimate attachment (De Jong Gierveld, 1998). Poor health is also related to 
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loneliness, since poor health can limit mobility and hence hinder maintaining social ties 
(e.g. De Jong Gierveld, 1998). Physical functioning reflects the ability to perform seven 
activities of daily living (ADL; Katz et al., 1963); response options are “no, cannot” (0) 
to “yes, without help” (4). Sum scores are used (M = 23.4); reliability is .84. For self-
rated health we asked: “How is your health in general?” with response options “poor” 
(0) to “excellent” (4) (M = 1.5). Length of residence in the Netherlands (M = 36.8 years) 
is accounted for, because those that lived in the country of settlement for a longer 
period of time experience less loneliness, since they have had more time to build up 
social networks there (Neto, 2002). Lastly, we controlled for being of Turkish (56%) or 
Moroccan descent.

Procedure
First, we employ latent class analysis in Mplus to group respondents who have a high 
similarity in scores on variables for national belonging, i.e., belonging to larger society 
and the own group. We expect to find clusters coined by Berry (2005) as marginalized, 
separated, assimilated and integrated. Comparing the mean score on every variable for 
each cluster determines the labelling. A second cluster analysis shows that transnational 
belonging variables do not converge into distinct clusters. The last step is regression 
analysis to determine which cluster is least lonely (Model 1) and if and how different 
indicators of transnational belonging impact loneliness (Model 2). The final Model 3 
includes control variables.

Results

National belonging
In the latent class analysis, five clusters is the best fitting solution, which are interpretable 
in terms of Berry’s (1980) categorization; the fifth shows similarities with two strategies. 
Table 5.2 shows the cluster means for each variable, by acculturation category.

In the marginalization cluster scores indicate low belonging to one’s own group, but also 
low belonging to larger society. For instance, participation in activities in conjunction 
with the own language or cultural group is lowest and comprehension of Dutch is poor. 
In addition, frequency of contact with Turkish/Moroccan, as well as with Dutch non-
kin is lowest. One cluster, which we termed marginalization/separation, shows most 
similarity with the marginalized cluster, but with a little extra focus on the own group. 
Only mosque attendance differs substantially, with the marginalized/separated cluster 
indicating a higher score. Also, respondents in the last mentioned cluster identify 
themselves as Dutch to a lesser extent than the marginalized cluster. The integration 
cluster contains average scores on many variables as well, but is characterized by a 
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relatively strong sense of belonging to the own group (mosque attendance and cultural 
identity levels are high), as well as to larger society. Dutch proficiency is high, cultural 
distance to Dutch larger society is low and there is frequent contact with Dutch nonkin, 
as well as with nonkin in the own group. Scores in the assimilation cluster are indicative 
of a sense of belonging to larger society. Scores are highest on the self-identification 
dummies that indicate belonging to Dutch larger society and mosque attendance is low. 
Further, cultural distance is lowest and participation in organizations with many Dutch 
members highest. The separation cluster conveys strong belonging to the own group. 
All respondents identify themselves as Turkish, Kurdish, Moroccan or Berber. They go 
to the mosque the most and participate frequently in activities in conjunction with 
the own language or cultural group. The separation cluster experiences great cultural 
distance and has most contact with Turkish/Moroccan nonkin, in comparison to the 
other clusters.

Transnational belonging
Next, we employ analysis of variance on the indicators for transnational belonging 
(Table 5.2). The five clusters differ in their visiting frequency to Turkey/Morocco 
and their feelings of loss. Those in the separation cluster have the highest frequency 
of visiting the country of origin, followed by those in the marginalization/separation, 
the marginalization, the integration and the assimilation cluster. For feelings of loss a 
similar pattern was observed. Thus, two of the six indicators are not independent from 
Berry’s categorization, but four are. Consequently, the results are not unambiguous with 
respect to whether or not transnational belonging is a different dimension of belonging. 
Because correlations between the six aspects are low (|r| ranges between .01 and .12), 
we additionally suggest the indicators are not unequivocally measuring transnational 
belonging as one concept.

National and transnational belonging and loneliness
In the regression of loneliness, the separation cluster functions as reference category for 
the clusters of belonging (Table 5.3). Supporting Hypothesis 1, the results from this 
analysis and subsequent analyses with other categories of reference (results not shown) 
reveal that the marginalization and the marginalization/separation clusters are lonelier 
than the integration, assimilation and separation clusters; there are no differences among 
the two and three clusters, respectively.

In Model 2, we add variables for transnational belonging. Associations for the clusters 
do not change substantially. Of the transnational variables, only feelings of loss are 
independently associated with loneliness. A higher level of transnational belonging (as 
it is embodied by feelings of loss) contributes to more loneliness, which is contradictory 
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to Hypothesis 2. Visiting Turkey/Morocco, which significantly differed between the 
clusters (Table 5.2), is not associated with loneliness.

Model 3 brings control variables to the fore. Still the marginalized marginalized/
separated remain lonelier than the separated, although the difference is smaller compared 
to Models 1 and 2. Feelings of loss also continue to be associated with more loneliness. 
Being born in Morocco decreases the likelihood of reporting loneliness compared to 
being born in Turkey. The same goes for being female, being married, having a higher 
education and having better self-rated health.

Table 5.3. Regression of  loneliness on national belonging clusters, transnational belonging and 
control variables (N = 461)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B SE B SE B SE

Constant 4.54 0.36 *** 3.47 0.63 *** 12.64 3.27 ***

Marginalization (vs. Separation) 1.54 0.51 ** 1.63 0.51 ** 1.16 0.52 *

Marginalization / Separation (vs. Separation) 1.81 0.49 *** 1.82 0.48 *** 1.36 0.47 **

Integration (vs. Separation) -0.02 0.46 0.04 0.46 -0.01 0.44

Assimilation (vs. Separation) 0.13 0.51 0.46 0.53 0.42 0.53

Frequent contact with children in Turkey/
Morocco (0-1)

-0.06 0.59 -0.32 0.57

Frequent contact with extended family in Turkey/
Morocco (0-1)

-0.42 0.37 -0.26 0.35

Visiting frequency Turkey/Morocco (1-3) -0.13 0.19 -0.26 0.18

Medical care in Turkey/Morocco (0-1) -0.01 0.50 -0.11 0.48

Considering return migration (0-1) 0.43 0.34 0.33 0.33

Feelings of loss (0-5) 0.35 0.10 *** 0.24 0.10 *

Age (55-66) -0.01 0.05

Female (vs. male) -1.02 0.33 **

Level of education (1-3) -0.60 0.25 *

Having a paid job (vs. no paid job) -0.29 0.36

Married (vs. not married) -1.13 0.36 **

Physical functioning (0-28) -0.05 0.03

Self-rated health (0-4) -0.57 0.15 ***

Moroccan (vs. Turkish) -0.87 0.31 **

Length of residence in the Netherlands 0.00 0.02

R2 0.06 0.09 0.22

F change 7.6 *** 2.6 * 7.8 ***

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001



Ch
ap

te
r 

5

103

National and transnational belonging: Protective against loneliness?

Discussion

In this study, we investigated whether migrants’ belonging impacts loneliness. We 
studied three dimensions of belonging: to larger society and to the ‘own group’ in the 
country of settlement, and transnational belonging. Latent class analysis on the first two 
dimensions of belonging identified five clusters: marginalized, marginalized/separated, 
integrated, assimilated and separated migrants. We found evidence that transnational 
belonging is a separate dimension of belonging but results also indicate that it is partly 
an extension of belonging to the own group in the country of settlement. Hence, we 
conclude that we have not unravelled whether transnational belonging is a different 
dimension of belonging.

We found some support for Hypothesis 1: migrants in the marginalization and 
marginalization/separation cluster are lonelier than migrants in other clusters that 
have a stronger sense of belonging, i.e. integration, assimilation and separation. Yet, 
the integration cluster did not show less loneliness than the assimilation or separation 
clusters. This means that some form of belonging to a certain group is important as a 
protection against loneliness, but that this does not necessarily has to involve the larger 
society of settlement. A strong sense of belonging to the own group (separation) is just 
as effective against loneliness as is integration (or assimilation).

Hypothesis 2 proposed that transnational belonging also functions as a protective 
mechanism against loneliness. We did not find support for this hypothesis. Where 
visiting frequency of Turkey/Morocco played a role in distinguishing different levels of 
transnational belonging between the clusters, it did not decrease loneliness. Even more 
so, the only significant effect we found for indicators of transnational belonging pertains 
to feelings of loss and was directed oppositely: more transnational belonging increases 
loneliness. We further find that the additional effect of personal socio-demographic 
resources reduces the risk of loneliness, which has been found in studies among non-
migrants (De Jong Gierveld, 1998).

That transnational belonging does not decrease loneliness might be explained theoretically. 
Scholars have argued that being ingrained in two places makes for ‘betwixt and between’ 
identities (Grillo, 2007), or ‘double absence’ (Sayad, 1999). Where the relation between 
nearby social relationships and loneliness is rather obvious, the same apparently does not 
hold for distant ones. In previous research on ICT-based ‘co-presence’ in transnational 
relationships, it was concluded that the golden standard remains to be face-to-face social 
contact (Baldassar, 2008). This could mean that a transnational lifestyle contributes to 
homesickness and loneliness, instead of alleviating it, and causes ‘uprootedness’, i.e. a 
diminished sense of belonging.
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There appears to be a second explanation for why feelings of loss result in more 
loneliness. Even though the variable feelings of loss captured an orientation towards the 
country of origin conceptually, the scale contained negatively presented items that were 
closely related to the concept of loneliness, such as “I miss people…” Feelings of loss 
were expected to be telling of transnational belonging in combination with the other 
variables (such as visiting the country of origin), but by itself it may have tapped into 
loneliness more.

This brings up some methodological issues. Against the backdrop of a lack of large-scale 
survey data among older migrant populations (Fokkema & Naderi, 2013), the LASA 
data provided us with a unique opportunity to systematically study older migrants’ 
loneliness. Nevertheless, innate to secondary data analysis as we have employed here, 
this has also brought some limitations regarding the relation between variables and 
concepts. For instance, perhaps our measurements of transnational belonging are not 
exhaustively grasping the concept. However, extensive research on this topic has not 
resulted in true consensus or clear articulation of what transnational belonging exactly 
entails, let alone offered unambiguous operationalization of the concept (Boccagni, 
2012a). Moreover, the data available did adhere to many of the elements that were 
mentioned in the literature in relation to transnational belonging, as described in the 
measurements section. Framed into the body of knowledge on explaining differences 
in loneliness, distinguishing an interlinked behavioural and imagined component in 
belonging (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995; Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004) was helpful.

Further, we relied on cross-sectional data, which implies that the findings in this study 
are only a snapshot of reality. Belonging to a group of people, to a place and to a plethora 
of other social categories is not a stable feature over time (Yuval-Davis, 2006). This 
means that the dimensions of belonging are not ‘end-states’ or ultimate destinations, 
nor do they relate to each other steadily over time. It further means that we were not 
able to test causal mechanisms. We interpreted the results congruent with the theoretical 
foundation for belonging to lead to loneliness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) instead of 
the reversed.

The acculturation model, gaining wide popularity in social science as well as in the 
public debate since Berry’s (1980) use of it, has been widely critiqued (Rudmin, 2003). 
It was put forward as too simplistic (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008), as presenting an 
erroneously static and homogenous interpretation of culture with the fourfold categories 
opted by Berry as end-states of a linear process (Hermans & Kempen, 1998), thereby 
leaving no room for the dynamics and complexity of human development, nor for its 
interaction with context (Bhatia & Ram, 2009). Despite valid critiques, the acculturation 
model succeeds to identify factors that are prominent in migrants’ experiences (Burholt, 
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2004a). Especially when explaining loneliness among older migrants, there have been 
repeated calls to not only study migrant’s vulnerability for loneliness (as a group), but to 
look specifically at differences – among others, in socio-cultural embeddedness – within 
this group and thus explain how loneliness varies among migrants (De Jong Gierveld 
et al., 2015; Fokkema & Naderi, 2013; Wu & Penning, 2013). Moreover, we did not 
aim to present larger society and the own group as socially cohesive or homogenous. We 
approach the model from the viewpoint of individuals finding a sense of belonging and 
a ‘home’ in society, rather than adapting to a specific set of cultural norms. The fact that 
we find groups interpretable of Berry’s (2005) categorization also suggests that its merit 
in reflecting social reality is still tenable.

In the Netherlands, Turkish and Moroccan migrants have experienced conditions that 
are commonly found among migrant populations in Europe and beyond: on average 
they have a lower socio-economic position and worse health than the native population. 
Due to this dominant pattern of disadvantage and their similar migration backgrounds 
as guest workers and subsequent family reunifications, we did not study Turkish and 
Moroccan migrants separately (Denktaş, 2011). The focus on people with a migratory 
past for whom a sense of belonging is not obvious, applies to both migrant groups. 
Moreover, both are known to have strong ties with their country of origin (Fokkema 
et al., 2016). However, it might be the case that a sense of belonging to larger society 
and to the own group, as well as a transnational belonging differs between Turkish 
and Moroccan migrants, which would obscure our results. For example, we were left 
with the finding that Turkish migrants are lonelier than Moroccan migrants, which was 
similarly observed in a previous Dutch study (Uysal-Bozkir et al., 2015).

Despite these limitations, this study has various innovations. We have connected a theory 
on loneliness provoking factors with theoretical insights on migrants’ social integration. 
Thereby it provides new insights on variations in loneliness among migrants, which has 
repeatedly been called for. Second, we added a transnational lens, which, until recently, 
has mostly been neglected in research on ageing (Torres, 2013). Third, we empirically 
added a transnational dimension to a two dimensional acculturation model, something 
that was previously suggested by Van Oudenhoven et al. (2006). Although theorizations 
and qualitative research on transnational orientations are manifold, we find mixed 
evidence for transnational belonging as a separate dimension of belonging and that this 
was not vital for understanding differences in loneliness. Yet, transnational belonging 
is apparent for all forms of belonging distinguished in this paper. Consequently, more 
attention and prominence should be given to transnational belonging in empirical 
research among older migrants in general, and further understanding on how it relates 
to wellbeing specifically.
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Main findings

This thesis aimed to study what characterizes transnational connections in older age 
and how transnational connections affect loneliness. Three studies were performed to 
investigate the first aim and one to study the second. The four empirical chapters in this 
thesis are summarized in Figure 6.1, which was introduced earlier, in Chapter 1.

Chapter 2 studied the resources and constraints that transnational ageing is partly 
dependent on, represented by Arrow 1 in Figure 6.1. Both dimensions of transnational 
ageing were investigated: transnational behaviour and transnational belonging. 
Resources and constraints were argued to be found in the following domains of life: 
social, economic, cultural and health. To research this, we made use of the Longitudinal 
Aging Study Amsterdam (LASA), comprising a relatively young cohort of older migrants 
in the Netherlands (Hoogendijk et al., 2019). They were from Turkish and Moroccan 
origin and between 55-66 years old. We found that indicators of all domains impacted 
at least one dimension of transnational ageing. We observed that gender and family-
in-laws’ location (social) play a role in explaining transnational belonging, subjective 
income (economic) impacts transnational behaviour, and cultural distance and self-
rated health affect both transnational behaviour and belonging.

Chapter 3 also investigated resources and constraints but the focus was on transnational 
behaviour only. Arrow 2 denotes this study. We combined place in the family 
and migratory status when comparing a first, a one-and-a-half (Rumbaut, 2004) 
(those having migrated before the age of thirteen), a second and a third generation. 
Furthermore, we aimed to explain the differences we found by transnational ties – which 
we called ‘transnational convoy’ – and structural and socio-cultural integration into the 
residence society. Chapter 3 thereby covered some of the same domains of resources and 
constraints as Chapter 2, namely social, economic and cultural, but in a different fashion. 
Chapter 3 analysed data (2000 Families: Migration histories of Turks in Europe) from 

RReessoouurrcceess  aanndd  ccoonnssttrraaiinnttss  
Social 

Economic 
Cultural 
Health 

TTrraannssnnaattiioonnaall  aaggeeiinngg  LLoonneelliinneessss  4 

GGeenneerraattiioonnss  PPllaaccee  

1  

2 3 

Figure 6.1: Conceptual model 



Ch
ap

te
r 

6

109

General discussion

several generations of Turkish migrants to a range of European countries, specifically 
Germany, Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Austria, Denmark, Italy, Sweden and 
Switzerland (Guveli et al., 2016). The first generation was on average 71 years old. The 
other generations were, on average, 42, 33 and 23 years old. We found that visiting, 
remitting, property ownership and voting diminished across generations – contact with 
friends and relatives in the origin country did not. Based on previous studies the pattern 
of decreasing transnational behaviour was expected. Hence, the finding that contact 
frequency is stable across generations was a remarkable finding. The transnational 
convoy did not impact transnational behaviour, but the various indicators of both 
structural as well as socio-cultural integration did. However, overall, structural and 
socio-cultural integration could not be held accountable for the generational differences 
in transnational behaviours. To better capture the differential impact of integration 
on transnational behaviours across generations, two advances are required in the field 
of integration and transnational studies. First, improvement of operationalisation of 
integration measures, in order to restrain the distance between concepts and indicators, 
across generations. Second, theoretical persuasiveness is necessary to better understand 
how precisely integration matters for which generation in transnational behaviour.

Chapter 4, visualized by Arrow 3, qualitatively examined transnational belonging. It 
did so by interviewing and observing older migrants during their temporary sojourns in 
the origin country, in this case Turkey. Based on Antonsich (2010), place-belongingness 
and politics of belonging were distinguished. Place-belonging is the personal, 
intimate experience of feeling ‘home’ and ‘comfortable’. It built on some of the same 
domains of resources and constraints as the other chapters: autobiographical, social, 
economic, cultural, legal and environmental. Politics of belonging is the more relational 
component of belonging and covers processes and discourses of in- and exclusion in a 
certain context. Chapter 4, using qualitative data, investigated Turkish migrants, with 
a particular socio-religious background: Alevism. Similar to Chapter 3, they reside 
in more than one European country: specifically Germany, France, Belgium and the 
Netherlands. They varied in age between 63 and 84. We find that autobiographical, 
social and cultural factors were most determinative for place-belongingness. Antonsich 
(2010) did not distinguish (good) health as a belonging providing factor, but we found 
that health issues were an important aspect of older migrants’ lives, steering choices 
and factors that nourished belonging. Politics of belonging played a role in these older 
migrants’ lives when their socio-religious identity as Alevi in Turkey is contested. We 
concluded that older migrants use pendular lifestyles to navigate elements of belonging 
located in different places, with which they effectively meet their needs and desires in 
older age. This is a consequence of spending many years living in two countries. This 
chapter showed that examining belonging in the origin country – instead of in the 
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residence country, in which most research hitherto has taken place – matters for the 
relative emphasis certain factors receive when belonging is narrated.

Chapter 5 is represented by Arrow 4 and researched how transnational ageing impacted 
loneliness among older Turkish and Moroccan migrants. We considered both behaviour 
and belonging in this study – though we captured both these dimensions under the 
header of ‘transnational belonging’ so as to stay close to other concepts used in this 
chapter. Quantitative data analysis from LASA – the same as used in Chapter 2 – revealed 
that belonging to ‘any’ group, whether it be the majority population or the own ethnic 
group in the residence country, helps to protect against loneliness. Some results indicated 
that transnational belonging is independent of belonging whereas others suggested it is 
an extension of belonging to the own group in the country of settlement. Feelings of 
loss regarding the origin country – an indicator of transnational belonging – increased 
loneliness. Perhaps this indicator was conceptually close to loneliness, which is why it 
generated a positive effect. Another explanation may be that transnational belonging 
actually invigorates loneliness because of the constant remembrance of a country and 
its people that is being missed. We concluded that applying a transnational lens to the 
study of loneliness was helpful in understanding it, but that more research is needed to 
fully apprehend how transnational ageing relates to wellbeing.

Conclusion

In this section we answer the research question: what characterizes transnational 
connections in older age and how do these connections in return shape wellbeing, 
specifically loneliness?

In Chapter 2 we argue that to understand how differences in transnational ageing 
come about, it is important to distinguish two dimensions of transnational ageing: 
transnational behaviour and transnational belonging (Boccagni, 2012a; Levitt & Glick 
Schiller, 2004; Zontini, 2015). Transnational behaviour refers to maintaining social 
relations from afar and other transnational practices that people engage in. Transnational 
belonging encompasses an emotional attachment and orientation towards the origin 
country and its residents. The findings of Chapter 2 support the idea that it is useful 
to distinguish the two dimensions in order to improve understanding of transnational 
ageing, as different resources and constraints impact the two dimensions in varying 
ways. We therewith laid the foundation for how to understand transnational ageing 
and conducted the remainder of the research accordingly. The findings suggest this was 
a fruitful approach. For instance, in Chapter 2 social ties in the origin country are not 
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of influence for transnational behaviour, but they are for belonging. Chapter 3 and 
Chapter 4 yielded findings in the same line.

Throughout this dissertation, we found that transnational ageing is impacted by several 
domains of resources and constraints: social, economic, cultural and health. We discuss 
each of them with respect to transnational behaviour and belonging. Social ties were 
not found to be meaningful for transnational behaviour in Chapter 2 and 3. This 
may suggest that transnational behaviour is undertaken out of habit or expectation of 
others (Fokkema, Cela, & Witter, 2016). Another explanation is that people undertake 
transnational behaviour, such as visiting and property owning, because of belonging to 
a place (Antonsich, 2010). Social relationships were impacting transnational belonging in 
Chapter 2 – though it only regarded family-in-law – and 4: having social relationships 
in a country increased belonging to that country. This suggests that, for older migrants, 
social relationships are more important on an emotional level than on a behavioural 
level. Perhaps this is an implication of changing (preferences for) social networks in 
older age (Heylen, 2010): social relationships do not instigate certain behaviours, but 
they do matter much for where one feels at home.

Economic resources were associated with more visiting in Chapter 2 and 3. We call 
attention to the importance of owning a house or other property for both transnational 
behaviour as well as belonging. In Chapter 3 we find that owning property in the 
residence country impacts three of the four transnational behaviours we studied there. 
Also in Chapter 4, where we researched belonging, owning a house was regarded a 
belonging providing factor. It may be that owning property merely represents having 
enough financial means, which enables transnational behaviour and secures livelihood – 
thereby influencing belonging. Chapter 4 suggests there may be more to it: these houses 
were the main reason to migrate in the first place and therefore also carry symbolic 
meaning (Van der Horst, 2010).

Cultural resources are, across chapters, consistently influencing both transnational 
behaviour and transnational belonging. In the quantitative chapters (Chapter 2 and 3) 
this means that compliance to cultural traits of the receiving society goes along with less 
engagement in the origin country – this was found for transnational behaviour as well as 
for transnational belonging. In the qualitative study (Chapter 4) however, we show that 
different sources of belonging are found in different places, enabling particular cultural 
resources to play a dominant role in belonging to one country, while other cultural 
resources may cause belonging to the other country. For instance, informants would 
value the “decency” of Germans in Germany, making them more comfortable and at 
ease there, than in Turkey. Simultaneously though, Turkish society offered them much 
more social engagement and less superficiality. These are two different aspects of culture, 
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that both yield different implications in terms of belonging to a place. It is therefore, 
as also proposed in Chapter 3, of upmost importance that quantitative indicators of 
such concepts improve and theoretical understanding of exactly how different aspects of 
culture play which role for belonging, progresses.

Lastly, we discuss the importance of health conditions for transnational ageing. Chapter 2 
shows that a better subjective evaluation of health associates more transnational behaviour 
and less transnational belonging. The first finding may be rather straightforward, i.e., 
poor health hampers physical mobility. The second finding seems less obvious. We seek 
an explanation for this relation in the anticipation of death and burial. Whereas during 
lifetime no definite choice has to be made between places of residence and origin, death 
confronts a person with an end-stage, a final resting place (Hunter, 2016). Especially 
in the case of Islamic death rituals where burial is the preferred option – which applies 
to most of the older migrants in this study – a definite location is insurmountable 
(Venhorst, Venbrux, & Quartier, 2011). Therefore, older age, deteriorating health and 
the last phase of life may provide an enhanced awareness of the duality of places in which 
older migrants find themselves, and may thereby tap into transnational belonging. This 
is also in line with the findings of Chapter 4, where health conditions control the ways 
older migrants navigate different sources of belonging.

Regarding the second part of the research question, in Chapter 5 we found evidence 
that transnational ageing is associated with loneliness. We detected it for one of the six 
indicators that we aimed to capture transnational ageing with. This indicator, termed 
‘feelings of loss’, captured transnational belonging rather than transnational behaviour 
and was, perhaps, conceptually close to loneliness, as argued in the discussion of Chapter 
5. Another explanation for the inconclusive results of Chapter 5 can be found in our 
qualitative work in this dissertation. Chapter 4 shows, for instance, that children in the 
residence country provide a great sense of belonging, as does the physical environment 
in Turkey. Being in Turkey alleviates the longing for gardening and a better climate, but 
can install the missing of children. In Chapter 5, an opposing mechanism may thus be 
at work: ageing transnationally may be protective against loneliness when it eases the 
missing of the origin country, while simultaneously reinvigorating loneliness because 
the residence country is missed.

Theoretical reflections

Ageing migrants in perspective
One of the first questions that arises intuitively when discussing transnational ageing is 
how older migrants’ transnational behaviour and belonging relates to that of younger 
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people. That is: would middle aged or young adult first generation migrants’ transnational 
behaviour and belonging be similar to that of older first generation migrants? This is not 
an easy question to answer. There are several issues to account for, like migrant trajectory, 
migrant generation, migration motive and migration context in terms of historical time. 
Although it has not been a central aim in this dissertation, we briefly discuss some 
insights to understand the relationship between migrant trajectory, migrant generation, 
migration motive and migration context on the one hand and transnational involvement 
on the other. For migrant trajectory, migrant generation and migration context we draw 
on some results of this dissertation, although these by no means capture the full picture. 
Nonetheless, we aim to place older migrants’ transnational lives in a somewhat broader 
perspective, to improve understanding of them.

First, migrant trajectory, with which we indicate the time since migration. Migrant 
trajectory pertains to evolving time within the life course, not across generations. The 
notion of “linear transnationalism” predicts that migrants are highly transnational 
straight after migration, only to withdraw from transnational involvement as time 
progresses and advanced incorporation in residence societies takes place (Itzigsohn & 
Saucedo, 2002). Numerous studies have shown that a linear conception of transnational 
behaviour and belonging has been caught up by reality. People stay involved in the 
origin country throughout their lives–though not at all times in the same intensity 
(Bolzman, Keaser, & Christe, 2016). Our findings also support this view. On average, 
migrants’ transnational ageing was fairly high. Results presented in Chapter 2 show that 
70% of the older migrants had visited the origin country for an uninterrupted period 
of at least two months in the past five years. Also, they reported quite some emotional 
attachment to the origin country and half of them considered return migration. Besides, 
analyses in Chapter 3 reveal that older, first generation Turkish migrants on average have 
transnational contact several times a month, that they visit the origin country every year, 
that half of them remit, that 90% of them owns property there and that more than 40% 
voted in Turkey’s 2011 national elections. Thus, transnational behaviour and belonging 
is considerable in older age, even despite migration taking place decades ago. Migrant 
trajectory and age are, obviously, intermingled. The longer the time since migration, 
the older one gets. Our qualitative work in Chapter 5 suggests that the way belonging 
to different places is experienced in older age is a product of spending many years in 
two countries. In both places migrants have (had) significant social ties, events and 
attachments, which all shape how they belong in older age.

Second, migrant generation. Research suggests that first generation migrants – those 
migrating themselves – are more transnationally active than later generations, like the 
second – who did not migrate, but were born in the country their parents migrated to 
(Safi, 2017). Our study supports this idea. Chapter 3 shows that later migrant generations 
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(one-and-a-half, second and third) are increasingly less engaged in transnational 
behaviour. Transnational contact provides an exception though: it remains relatively 
high across all generations. Also noteworthy: a substantial involvement in transnational 
contact, visits, remittances and property owning is still apparent in the third generation. 
In sum: migrant generation matters for transnational behaviour, with later generations 
engaging less than earlier ones.

Third, migration motive, which is related to the timing of migration in the life course, 
which, in turn, also relates to migrant trajectory and age. People may migrate out of 
economic motivations, to optimize household incomes. Migration is then predominantly 
timed in young or middle-aged phases of the life course (King, Warnes, & Williams, 
1998). However, there are also those who migrate later in life, for instance to exchange 
their countries of origin for more comfortable climates and a more relaxed last phase 
of life (Gustafson, 2008). Transnational behaviour and belonging may be different for 
these different sorts of migration, because of, among other things, differences in daily 
occupations (working and caring for young children versus retirement and grown-up 
children), influencing mobility options.

Fourth, migration context, in terms of historical time. Again, migration context relates 
to, or maybe even conflates with other factors mentioned here, like migration trajectory 
and motive. We will inevitably not do justice to the complex and multi-layered nature of 
how historical times impact on transnational involvements. Nevertheless, we aim to raise 
awareness for the fact that transnational behaviour and belonging do not come about in 
isolation. Instead, they are also the product of dialectical processes between integration 
policies, public discourses and migrant agency. We take the case of the Netherlands and 
start with the first years after migration.

As labour migration was supposed to be temporarily, no official measures were taken 
to integrate migrants into receiving societies. Hence, migrants often lived together in 
pensions (Bouras, 2012) and were encouraged to retain ethnic identities (Entzinger, 
2006). This would ensure an effortless return home. During the 1970’s and 1980’s, 
family reunifications took place, re-joining husbands, wives and children (Fokkema, 
Harmsen, & Nicolaas, 2009). In 1979 the Dutch government acknowledged that many 
of these migrants were in the Netherlands to stay (Penninx, 1979) and integration 
into the majority population became much more of an issue (Vasta, 2007). Bouras 
(2013) maintains that retaining a cultural and ethnic identity in the 1980’s was still 
facilitated and encouraged, but now, instead of paving the way for a smooth return, 
a different rationale was used. It was supposed to emancipate ‘ethnic communities’, 
easing integration into Dutch society. By means of children being educated in their 
mother tongue and enabling migrant organizations and consultative associations, this 
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encouragement even gained an institutional character (Dagevos, Euwals, Gijsberts, 
& Roodenburg, 2006; Entzinger, 2006). However, during the late 1980’s and 1990’s 
several reports from governmental research institutes revealed that too little progress 
was made in education and the labour market. Migrants were lagging behind non-
migrants, and the facilitating and segregating policies of the 1980’s were to blame 
(Bouras, 2013; Entzinger, 2006). In the second half of the 1990’s, political tenor 
changed and the discussion on migrant integration increasingly resonated in the public 
debate as well. Migrants themselves were held responsible for their own integration in 
the socio-economic domain and preserving a cultural identity was regarded an obstacle 
to integration (Vasta, 2007). Particularly since the events of September 11, 2001, this 
alleged refusal to integrate also took a religious character in the public discourse. Fears of 
Muslims being connected to terrorist organizations catalysed the perception that strong 
ties within migrant communities and to origin countries are harmful for social cohesion 
(Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006). Nowadays, Ghorashi (2017) shows that migrants’ ‘natural’ 
and ‘normal’ identity is perceived to be rooted in the country of origin, with which 
they can never become ‘full’ members of another society. This demonstrates that in the 
public discourse, ties to the country of origin are considered a symbol of disloyalty, an 
obstacle to integration, and a threat to the social fabric of residence societies (Bouras, 
2013; Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006).

In Chapter 3 we researched indicators of structural and sociocultural integration 
and showed that some measures of structural integration are positively associated 
with transnational behaviour, but increased sociocultural integration – or at least the 
indicators we used – impedes transnational behaviour. Chapter 3, however, did not 
take into account integration policies or public discourses, but merely the individual 
migrant perspective. Research suggests that integration policies are impacting the 
structural integration of migrants on the labour market and in the educational system 
(Van Tubergen, Maas, & Flap, 2004; Crul & Schneider, 2010), and that they only have 
a modest effect on the extent to which migrants adopt the residence country culture 
(Ersanilli & Koopmans, 2011). This would imply that the relationship between structural 
integration and transnational involvement is dependent on policy measures, whereas the 
relationship between socio-cultural integration and transnational involvement is not, or 
only to a small degree. However, integration is a multi-faceted concept, encompassing 
a variety of dimensions, aspects and indicators. Therefore, we should be careful in 
drawing rigid conclusions about the effect of policies on transnational involvements and 
transnational ageing. With respect to public discourse, research indicates that perceived 
discrimination is associated with increased transnational involvement (Snel, ’T Hart, 
& Van Bochove, 2016). Others have also detected a negative impact of discourses that 
portray ‘true’ belonging as inherently tied to culture or geographical territory, on feelings 
of belonging of migrants and their children (Ghorashi, 2017; Crul & Schneider, 2010). 
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Integration policies have been differing around Europe (Ersanilli & Koopmans, 2011). 
Pertaining to public discourse, the emergence of populist radical right parties in Europe 
testifies to increasingly polarised standpoints in the discussion around migrants’ place in 
society (Mudde, 2011). How exactly these differing policies and discourses have affected 
transnational involvements still remains to be a question, that we did not aim to answer 
in this dissertation. Yet, when taking note of the results of this study, one should be 
aware of specific migration contexts.

Back to the question whether the transnational behaviour and belonging of middle 
aged or young adult first generation migrants’ is similar to that of older first generation 
migrants. Based on the above, we summarize that transnational involvements are 
connected to many factors, that are in itself also related to age. Therefore, it is impossible 
to disentangle the unique contribution of age in explaining transnational behaviour and 
belonging across different age stages. Existing research, but also to be initiated research, 
has limited possibilities to investigate first generation migrants’ transnational ageing as 
a product of specific circumstances and conditions, and data from previous periods is 
lacking.

Dual engagement
Already in the first, seminal work of Glick-Schiller et al. (1992) on the topic of 
transnational involvements, a simultaneous engagement in the residence and origin 
country was implied. Later, this double engagement was called ‘simultaneity’ and more 
explicitly focused upon by Levitt and Glick-Schiller (2004). Tsuda (2012) argues that 
scholars of transnational involvements have predominantly focused on the relations that 
migrants develop and sustain across borders, at the expense of a simultaneous engagement 
in both countries. A migrant merely being physically present in the residence society, 
would technically qualify as being embedded in it. However, an important point Tsuda 
(2002) makes here, is that simultaneous engagement requires more than that, namely 
active involvement in the residence society. In all chapters of this doctoral dissertation 
experiences of, or integration into the residence society are taken into account, as 
important drivers of transnational ageing.

As discussed earlier, the results of this doctoral research show that these drivers can be 
subsumed in four domains of resources and constraints: social, economic, cultural and 
health. This was found before (Bolzman, Fibbi, & Vial, 2006) in relation to a more 
specific issue: whether to return to the origin country or not. We show, across chapters, 
that these categories of resources and constraints are important to take into account 
when studying a broader phenomenon: transnational ageing. Lack of social, economic 
and cultural resources may not be reserved to older migrants (Carling & Hoelscher, 
2013; Snel, Engbersen, & Leerkes, 2006; Tamaki, 2011; Waldinger, 2013). Yet, the 
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prevalence of health limitations is more tied to age, and thus more relevant to older 
than younger migrants. The importance of health conditions for transnational ageing 
was salient in the current research. In Chapter 2 we find that a subjective measure of 
health affects both transnational behaviour and transnational belonging. In Chapter 4 
the importance of health care services and taking care of oneself in the context of fragile 
health also featured as an important aspect in navigating transnational belonging. Health 
limitations among older migrants have hitherto predominantly been brought in relation 
to restrictions in physical mobility (Bolzman et al., 2006; Buffel, 2015; Zontini, 2015). 
The findings of our study show, in addition to its effect on transnational behaviour, that 
health deterioration is also of importance in shaping transnational belonging.

Loneliness
To show how transnational ageing shapes wellbeing, we could have chosen from a wide 
array of indicators. We chose to study loneliness. Loneliness is a considerable societal 
problem, receiving evermore attention in media and policy. Research shows that older 
migrants with a different cultural background than the majority population are found 
to be lonelier than their non-migrant peers (De Jong Gierveld, Van der Pas, & Keating, 
2015; Fokkema & Naderi, 2013; Van Tilburg & Fokkema, 2018; Victor, Burholt, & 
Martin, 2012). Hitherto, explanations for these higher levels of loneliness have mainly 
been sought in general risk factors for loneliness, such as low socio-economic position, 
poor health, and lower mastery. These risk factors are accountable for almost half of the 
difference in loneliness levels between migrants and non-migrants in the Netherlands 
(Van Tilburg & Fokkema, 2018). To increase our understanding of migrant loneliness, 
migrant-specific factors could be explored (De Jong Gierveld et al., 2015). With Chapter 
5 we aimed to cover some migrant-specific factors by investigating their feelings of 
belonging to the residence country and the origin country. We found that feelings of 
belonging indeed improved our understanding of migrant loneliness, in addition to the 
‘usual suspects’ of loneliness.

Everyday transnational ageing
In this dissertation, we have examined predominantly ‘everyday’ experiences of 
transnational behaviour and belonging (in contrast, scholars have also distinguished 
institutionalized and more sustained activities (Vertovec, 2009)). Näre et al. (2017) 
argue that it is through the study of the daily realities of people’s lives, and the meanings 
they attach to it, that we are to understand the transnational in older age. Furthermore, 
by means of everyday transnational experiences on the micro level, insight can be gained 
into structural conditions on meso and macro levels (Boccagni, 2010; Horn, Schweppe, 
& Um, 2013; Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007; Näre, Walsh, & Baldassar, 2017). Although 
we have not researched how our population impacts those around them by their 
transnational ageing, we provided insights into older migrants’ remitting, transnational 



118

Chapter 6

property owning, voting (Chapter 3), and medical care seeking (Chapter 5). Therewith, 
one engages with the lives of non-migrants in the origin country. We also show how 
transnational belonging is impacted by meso and macro notions of who fits in and who 
does not, in Chapter 4. Hence, we indirectly contribute to knowledge on how older 
migrants’ transnational lives impact and are impacted by larger social structures.

Place
Many authors have argued that despite increased mobility, globalization and progressing 
cultural same-ness, the meaning and importance of specific, or local places has not ceased 
(Brickell & Datta, 2011; Lewicka, 2011). Especially for older people, attachment to a 
place can increase wellbeing, because they draw purpose and security from places (Wiles 
et al., 2009). One could argue that different places are key to any study of transnational 
involvements. However, Gielis (2009) contends that temporary scholars of transnational 
migrants have often used a social network approach to study transnational involvement. 
He argues for a ‘place’ lens because this would uncover how social networks operate. 
To illuminate, investigating specific places of migrants (like houses) would show how 
these function as meeting places for migrants and non-migrants. Furthermore, from 
these sites, migrants can reach out to other places, for instance through the Internet. We 
implicitly respond to his call for a place lens in Chapter 4 when we take a specific locality, 
the village of origin, as the basis from which to study transnational belonging among our 
population. We also reflect on how place is of importance in drawing conclusions about 
belonging. Furthermore, in Chapter 5 we motivate why transnational belonging could 
be a separate dimension of belonging (next to a national understanding of belonging), 
because of its consideration of the impact of place.

Gielis (2009) does not pay extensive attention to the importance of the physical 
characteristics of a place in his plea for a place lens. We have also shown, in Chapter 
4, that Antonsich’s framework for researching belonging unjustly lacked the physical 
environment as a factor in providing belonging. Moreover, in studies on older migrants’ 
belonging and attachment to places, a focus on how the physical environment can 
impact older migrant lives seems to lag behind the more popular emphasis on social 
ties (exceptions are: Buffel & Phillipson, 2011; Lager, Van Hoven, & Meijering, 2012). 
Although we likewise show that the social ties connected to a place are prominent in 
how place carries meaning for belonging, the physical characteristics of place should not 
be underestimated (Raymond, Brown, & Weber, 2010).
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Methodological reflections

Measurement of  transnational ageing
All chapters adhere to a rather broad definition of what is transnational: personal 
interactions and imagined connections between origin and residence countries (Faist, 
2012; Vertovec, 2009). This enabled us to effectively use three sources of data, both 
quantitative as well as qualitative, to investigate experiences of transnational ageing. As 
briefly discussed in the main findings, these datasets comprise of different populations. 
The main characteristics of these datasets are summarized in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1: Data characteristics

Chapter Data Data collec-
tion

Age 
range

Population Particularities

2, 5 LASA 2013-2014 55-66 Turkish and 
Moroccan migrants 
to the Netherlands

Sample from 15 cities

3 2000 
Families

2010-2012 18-90 Turkish migrants to 
Europe

In particular to Germany, 
Belgium, France and the 
Netherlands and few to 
Austria, Denmark, Italy, 
Sweden, Switzerland

4 Qualitative 
data

2018 63-84 Turkish migrants 
to Germany, 
Belgium, France, 
the Netherlands

Population adhered to 
Alevism; data collection 
took place in Turkey

Chapter 2 and 5 investigate LASA data, held among 269 Turkish and 209 Moroccan 
migrants to the Netherlands, between 2013 and 2014 (Hoogendijk et al., 2019). This is 
a relatively young cohort of older migrants: they were 55-66 years old. As migrants are 
known to age prematurely (Bolzman, 2013; Warnes & Williams, 2006), these studies 
focus on transnational ageing at the beginning of older age. Chapter 3 employs data from 
2000 Families: Migration Histories of Turks in Europe, collected between 2010 and 2012, 
and analyses information of 798 Turkish migrants to a range of European countries 
across four generations (Guveli et al., 2016). Specifically, they went to Germany, 
Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Austria, Denmark, Italy, Sweden and Switzerland. 
The first generation, which is of specific interest in this dissertation, vary in age between 
59 and 90 years old, with a mean age of almost 71. We thereby cover a broader age range 
than in Chapter 2 and 5, and capture almost all ages in later life. Next to the age range 
and examining multiple generations instead of just one, the population of Chapter 3 
differs from that used in Chapter 2 and 5 with respect to origin (only Turkey) and 
residence country (all over Europe). A third data source, used in Chapter 5, was realized 
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during May 2018 and consists of observations of and semi-structured interviews with 
21 Turkish older migrants during their time in Turkey. This dataset thus also covers 
only Turkish migrants, with a particular socio-religious background: Alevism. Similar 
to Chapter 3, they reside in more than one European country: specifically Germany, 
France, Belgium and Netherlands. The Alevis in Chapter 4 vary in age between 63 and 
84 and thus also cover a wider age-range, like Chapter 3.

The result of analysing multiple sets of data is a comprehensive conception of the 
two dimensions of transnational ageing, behaviour and belonging, among different 
populations. Measures of transnational behaviours were to some extent similar across 
chapters, like contact frequency with friends and relatives and visiting the origin country 
in Chapters 2, 3 and 5. Others, such as transnational property owning, remitting, 
external voting and using medical care in the origin country were investigated only 
in specific Chapters: 3 and 5. We also captured various appearances of transnational 
belonging, some of which were pre-established, like in Chapter 2 and 5, while others 
were more subject to the interpretation of older migrants themselves, as in Chapter 4. 
This richness yielded a broad understanding of transnational ageing, along a spectrum 
of transnational involvements.

The abundance of measures and populations may have evolved at the expense of a rigid 
and more comparable notion of transnational ageing. For instance, one appropriate 
measure of transnational ageing or only one dimension used across chapters, would 
allow for more in-depth conclusions with regard to what determines transnational 
ageing under what conditions. Instead, we are left with seemingly incompatible results 
across chapters. In Chapter 2, for example, multiple measures for having social ties in 
Turkey and the Netherlands are taken into account to estimate transnational belonging. 
Only family-in-law proved to be meaningful. In Chapter 4, however, social relationships 
are found to be a main source of transnational belonging. An explanation for these 
contradictory findings can be found when we zoom into both chapters’ understanding of 
transnational belonging. Both adhere to the broad definition of what can be considered 
transnational in this dissertation. However, while Chapter 2 uses emotional attachment 
to the origin country and considering return, the interpretation of transnational 
belonging in Chapter 4 is more fluid, encompassing multiple factors that contribute 
to belonging. Transnational ageing is still a young field of research where concepts 
and theories are only beginning to evolve (Horn & Schweppe, 2017) and quantitative 
data is scarce (Ciobanu & Ludwig-Dehm, 2020). Therefore, exploratory work using 
broad definitions among various populations, such as employed in this dissertation, 
adds knowledge to the field. Chapter 2 also testifies to the value of a broad research 
design, when both dimensions of transnational ageing are studied across a wide range 
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of determinants. This approach yielded valuable insights into domains of resources and 
constraints that impact transnational ageing.

Language
This dissertation investigates a population that is known to experience difficulties in 
residence country language proficiency (Pot, Keijzer, & De Bot, 2018). Therefore, 
translated versions of interviews were used. For the LASA data (used in Chapter 2 and 
5) Turkish, Moroccan Arabic (Darija) and Moroccan Berber (Tarafit) questionnaires 
were developed. If no translated and validated scales or questionnaires were available, 
the skills of two professional translators were employed, who used the back-and-forth 
method to get to an accurate translation (Hoogendijk et al., 2019). A translated version 
of the loneliness scale used in the LASA data was tested and found to be valid and reliable 
as a measure of loneliness (Uysal-Bozkir, Fokkema, MacNeil-Vroomen, Van Tilburg, & 
de Rooij, 2015). For the 2000 Families data (used in Chapter 4), an English version of 
the interview was initially developed, after which it was translated into Turkish. Native 
Turkish speakers developed the translation in close collaboration with a successful 
bidding company, specialized in survey data collection (Ganzeboom, 2015). Although a 
translated interview in many European languages was available, only in a very few cases 
non-Turkish interviews were used. In the qualitative chapter (Chapter 5), the skills of a 
Dutch-Turkish research-assistant were employed, who had experience with interpreting 
from Dutch into Turkish and vice versa. She was elaborately informed on the aim of the 
study and some additional literature on the topic was made available to her. The topic-
list and a translated version were discussed in advance and optimized during fieldwork. 
Interviews were transcribed by both the research-assistant that worked alongside the first 
author in the field, and by another research-assistant, who was also fluent in Turkish. 
This allowed for validity checks of the translations used during the interviews. Although 
the two research-assistants sometimes differed in the exact wording of translations, they 
generally agreed on the meaning of words. We are under the impression that we have 
carefully dealt with language barriers in this doctoral research, but we cannot completely 
ignore the possibility of bias based on linguistic misunderstandings.

Societal relevance

With regard to how this research yields implications for society, we restrict this discussion 
to the contemporary situation of the Netherlands. This dissertation has shown that 
transnational ageing is an important aspect of migrant lives. Enabling older migrants 
to live a meaningful old age in transnational contexts, implies tailored policies for this 
group of people, for instance, with regard to housing and care (Yerden, 2017). First, 
older migrants’ long stays abroad implicate unattended, but paid for houses in the 
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residence country, that are more vulnerable to burglary. Especially when it pertains to 
social housing, this causes uneasiness with housing associations, that have to deal with 
long waiting lists. Several alternative housing options in the country of residence, taking 
into account transnational ageing, have been explored, among which shared housing 
with other pendular migrants or with family, or temporary sub-letting during stays 
abroad (Weltevrede, Seidler, & De Boom, 2013). As long as these alternative options 
are not mainstream, municipalities are confronted with laws and regulations that are 
not suitable to the wishes and mobilities of older migrants. Second, transnational care 
arrangements, enabling older migrants to maintain residencies in two countries may 
be a required step towards more appropriate care provisions (Yerden, 2017). Currently, 
care ‘arrangements’ are far from optimal. No medical information is transferred when 
migrants use care in the origin country. This results in gaps with regard to medical 
history and medicine prescriptions, causing potentially hazardous medical situations 
(Şekercan et al., 2018). More exchange between care providers in different countries 
is needed to safeguard migrants medical conditions. Furthermore, societal discussions 
about ‘culture-specific care’ (Ciobanu, Fokkema, & Nedelcu, 2017) often revolve 
around being able to consume halal foods in care homes, or having the opportunity to 
engage in ritual cleansing. However, not only ‘culture’ (or, rather, religion) is an essential 
part of older migrants life worlds. This dissertation shows that a lively connection to the 
origin country is also relevant. Supporting the use of ICT to be in touch with people 
there, should thus perhaps be part of institutional programmes (Salma & Salami, 2019).

In Chapter 5 we found that belonging to any group (majority population and ‘own 
group’) in society was protective against loneliness, on top of factors that are also known 
to be protective among non-migrants. This means that interventions combatting 
loneliness can partly rely on measures also employed among non-migrants. A sense of 
belonging to wider society however, is also of importance. Although it is challenging to 
translate this finding into concrete measures, we urge policy makes to not be blinded by 
the promises of integration, as belonging to the own group is just as protective against 
loneliness.

In sum

This dissertation has studied transnational ageing, firstly by investigating the dynamics 
that undergird transnational connections in older age. Transnational ageing is a 
considerable feature of older migrant lives. We find that they are highly engaged in 
transnational behaviour and they also show relatively high scores for indicators of 
transnational belonging. Though migration took place decades ago, the importance of 
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the origin country on both a behavioural and a more emotional level, should not be 
underestimated.

Next, the results in this dissertation show that the drivers of transnational ageing can be 
subsumed in four domains of resources and constraints: social, economic, cultural and 
health. Having social relationships in a country increased belonging, but not behaviour, 
suggesting a differential role for social relationships in transnational ageing. Economic 
resources increased transnational behaviour and transnational belonging, of which the 
ownership of property, specifically a house, was particularly important. Quantitatively it 
seemed that more adherence to cultural characteristics of the residence society generates 
less transnational behaviour and less transnational belonging. Qualitatively a more 
nuanced image comes to the fore with regard to belonging: different elements of culture 
play different roles for belonging to a particular country. Poor health, measured in a 
self-evaluation hampers physical mobility and affects transnational behaviour. Health’s 
negative effect on transnational belonging may be understood by the confrontation with 
the last phase of life, in which an ultimate resting place is sought.

Second, this dissertation has aimed to show what effect transnational ageing has on 
loneliness. The inconclusive results suggest that ageing transnationally may be protective 
against loneliness when it eases the missing of the origin country, while simultaneously 
reinvigorates loneliness because the residence country is missed.

This doctoral research has studied different samples (i.e. LASA, 2000 Families 
and qualitative data) and made use of partly different methods to analyse data (i.e. 
regression analysis, and descriptive and structural coding). It sketches a broad picture of 
transnational ageing, across populations and age ranges. We have thereby gained new 
insights into how migrants give meaning to their transnational ageing, beyond the mere 
question of what to do after retirement.
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Summary

As a result of large-scale migration streams from the Mediterranean – among which 
Turkey and Morocco – Western European societies are increasingly confronted with an 
aged population that is heterogenous in terms of migration background. Gerontological 
studies have chiefly aimed to understand the lives of those who were born, raised, 
have matured and aged in one country. In contrast, older migrants’ lives cannot be 
understood from the perspective of one country only. Indeed, their lives are unfolding 
across multiple countries. Virtually when being in touch with significant others in the 
origin country via Information and Communication Technology (ICT), physically 
when going there visiting, and emotionally when imagining and longing for it. These 
personal interactions and imagined connections were termed transnational. In this 
doctoral research we apply a transnational perspective to the study of older migrants 
and aim to answer the question: what characterizes transnational connections in older 
age and how do these connections in return shape wellbeing, specifically loneliness?

To study this research question, we make use of a frequently used conceptual distinction 
between transnational behaviour and transnational belonging. Transnational behaviour 
refers to the more tangible transnational exchanges like maintaining social relations from 
afar via ICT, remitting, owning property and distant voting. Transnational belonging is 
less palpable and refers to an emotional attachment and orientation towards the origin 
country and its residents and takes place primarily in people’s minds. Throughout the 
following chapters, we delve into a variety of resources and constraints that may impact 
transnational ageing, subsumed into four main categories: social, economic, cultural 
and health. Four sub studies are performed to answer the aforementioned research 
question, presenting Turkish and Moroccan former labour migrants in predominantly 
the Netherlands and Germany.

Study 1: Transnational ageing among older Turkish and Moroccan 
migrants in the Netherlands: Determinants of  transnational behaviour 
and transnational belonging
In this first empirical chapter (Chapter 2), we investigate how differences in transnational 
ageing may be explained. We do so by looking at the earlier introduced distinction 
between transnational behaviour – in the form of visiting – and transnational belonging, 
captured as the consideration of a permanent return to the origin country and emotional 
attachment to it. This chapter thereby contributes to the literature on transnational 
ageing, as it does not only studies the question of return after retirement, on which most 
of the literature hitherto has focused. It advances understanding of how older migrants 
give meaning to transnational lives in the domain of transnational belonging, within 
the context of maintaining official residence in the immigration country. To determine 
which factors are important in transnational ageing, we use a resources and constraints 
approach, that has been successfully applied to the study of return migration among 
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older migrants. We consider social, economic, cultural and health-related factors. We 
hypothesize that not all domains of resources and constraints impact both dimensions – 
transnational behaviour and transnational belonging – to the same extent, which is why 
it is important to differentiate the two. 

Regression analysis is employed on quantitative data from the Longitudinal Aging Study 
Amsterdam (LASA), with interviews held between 2013 and 2014 with 264 Turkish 
migrants and 205 Moroccan migrants, aged 55 – 66 years. The results show that indicators 
of all domains impacted at least one dimension of transnational ageing. We observed 
that family-in-laws’ location plays a role in explaining transnational belonging (social), 
subjective income impacts transnational behaviour (economic), and cultural distance 
(cultural) and self-rated health (health-related) affect both transnational behaviour and 
belonging. Considering the differential impact of the resources and constraints on the 
two dimensions of transnational ageing, we conclude that it was useful to conceptualize 
transnational ageing in this fashion. Furthermore, the resources and constraints approach 
is valuable in identifying important determinants of transnational ageing.

Study 2: Comparing generations of  migrants’ transnational behaviour: 
The role of  the transnational convoy and integration
To determine how transnational ageing is specific, comparison to younger cohorts may 
prove to be insightful. To this end we compare different generations’ transnational 
behaviour in Chapter 3, specifically contact frequency with friends and relatives in the 
origin country, visits to the origin country, remitting, property ownership in the origin 
country and external voting. Differences between generations of migrants are not often 
considered in the study of transnational behaviour. When generations are taken into 
account, they often function as a proxy for integration. Therefore, exactly what the 
meaning is of ‘generation’ in predicting transnational behaviour, is still poorly understood. 
To lay bare this ‘black box’ we investigate three domains of resources and constraints 
of which we argue that potential generational differences – specifically Generation 1, 
Generation 1.5, Generation 2 and Generation 3 – in these domains explain generational 
differences in transnational behaviour. First, these are differences in the size of the 
transnational convoy. We consider close ties in the origin country that remain involved 
in migrants’ lives – and their children’s – the transnational convoy. Second, these are 
generational differences in structural integration, pertaining to different spheres of 
stratification in the residence country, like level of education and labour market position 
in the residence country. A third resource in which generational differences are likely, 
is socio-cultural integration in the residence society, which encompasses less tangible 
features of integration, like language competence, feelings of belonging and informal 
contact with the majority population. Chapter 3 thus covers some of the same domains 
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of resources and constraints as Chapter 2, namely social, economic and cultural, albeit 
in a different fashion.

Quantitative data from 798 male respondents from the 2000 Families: Migration 
histories of Turks in Europe survey is used, with interviews held between 2010 and 
2012 with members of several generations of Turkish migrant families. We find that 
visiting, remitting, property ownership and voting diminish across generations – 
contact frequency with friends and relatives in the origin country did not. Across the 
board, earlier generations have greater transnational convoys than later generations, and 
structural and socio-cultural integration are more advanced for later, than for younger 
generations. We are largely unable to explain generational differences in transnational 
behaviour. This is surprising because we found (large) differences across generations and 
established that various indicators of structural and socio-cultural integration impact 
the transnational behaviours.

Study 3: “We love it here and there”: Turkish older migrants’ belonging 
to places
Transnational ageing is inherently about different places to which people connect and 
belong. In studying the second dimension of transnational ageing – transnational 
belonging – we therefore pay particular attention to place. The few studies that 
cover belonging among an older migrant population, primarily examined belonging 
within confines of residence countries. Thereby, migrants’ transnational ageing is only 
partially studied, as they often spend substantial amounts of time in the origin country. 
Furthermore, it underestimates the importance of context for belonging, as the way that 
people belong to places relies on people’s social positions in society, that may change 
with a change of country. For instance, migrants’ societal position is different in the 
residence country in comparison to the origin country, because of relative wealth in these 
countries. Two analytical perspectives from which to approach the study of belonging 
are distinguished: ‘place-belongingness’ and ‘politics of belonging’. Place-belongingness 
focuses on a personal, intimate feeling of being ‘at home’ and feeling ‘safe’. We examine 
six resources and constraints that may impact place-belongingness: autobiographical, 
social, cultural, economic, legal and environmental. A personal feeling of belonging, 
place-belongingness, is conditioned by politics of belonging: dominant discourses on 
who belongs and who does not.

For this chapter we rely on qualitative data: observations of and interviews with 21 
older migrants from Alevi Turkish origin, while they are in their origin country. The 
fieldwork was conducted in May 2018. A topic list was used which included place-
belongingness factors and topics that aimed to reveal politics of belonging. We find 
that autobiographical, social and cultural factors were most determinative for place-
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belongingness. Health issues were an important aspect of older migrants’ lives, steering 
choices and factors that nourished belonging. Politics of belonging played a role in these 
older migrants’ lives when their socio-religious identity as Alevi in Turkey is contested. 
We concluded that older migrants effectively use pendular lifestyles to navigate elements 
of belonging located in different places. This chapter showed that the place in which 
belonging is examined matters for the relative emphasis certain factors receive when 
belonging is narrated.

Study 4: National and transnational belonging among Turkish and 
Moroccan older migrants in the Netherlands: Protective against 
loneliness?
In the final empirical chapter of this dissertation we move on to the last part of the 
overarching research question: how do transnational connections shape wellbeing, 
specifically loneliness? Ethnic minority elders in Western countries have been found 
lonelier than their native peers. In explaining older migrants’ loneliness, structural 
factors like socio-economic position, health conditions and marital status have been 
included, as they have often been compared to non-migrants in the residence country. 
In Chapter 5, we investigate, in addition to structural factors, migrant specific factors 
in a sole migrant-sample to understand loneliness among older migrants, which is a not 
much undertaken endeavour. We look at the notion of belonging to do so and use Berry’s 
acculturation model to distinguish two broad, general groups to whom older migrants 
may feel to belong: the larger society and the ‘own ethnic group’, both to be found on 
the national level, in the residence country. Belonging is expected to protect against 
loneliness. On top of and independent of belonging on the national level, one can feel 
to belong transnationally. As transnational belonging acknowledges the importance of 
place for older migrants’ belonging, we also expect it to protect against loneliness.

Based on quantitative data from LASA – the same as used in Chapter 2 – we search for 
profiles of belonging using latent class analysis and find five that are interpretable in 
terms of Berry’s acculturation model. Some results indicate that transnational belonging 
is independent of belonging on the national level, whereas others suggest it is an 
extension of belonging to the own group in the residence country. Regression analyses 
on loneliness reveals that belonging to ‘any’ group, whether it be the majority population 
or the own ethnic group in the residence country, helps to protect against loneliness. A 
further step shows that one of the six indicators of transnational belonging – feelings 
of loss regarding the origin country – increased loneliness. Perhaps this indicator was 
conceptually close to loneliness, which is why it generated a positive effect. We may also 
explain this finding by the notion of ‘double absence’: strong transnational belonging 
causes a person to feel to belong ‘nowhere’, thereby invigorating loneliness. We conclude 
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that applying a transnational lens to the study of loneliness among an older migrant 
population clarified variation in loneliness.

Conclusions
This dissertation has aimed to answer the research question: what characterizes 
transnational connections in older age and how do these connections in return shape 
wellbeing, specifically loneliness? Regarding the first part of the research question, the 
results in this dissertation show that the drivers of transnational connections – behaviour 
and belonging – can be subsumed in four domains of resources and constraints: social, 
economic, cultural and health. These affect the two dimensions to varying degrees. 
Having social relationships in a country increased belonging (to the country where 
these relationships are found), but not behaviour, suggesting that, for older migrants, 
social relationships are more important on an emotional than on a behavioural level. 
Economic resources increased transnational behaviour and transnational belonging, of 
which the ownership of property, specifically a house, was particularly important. In 
some chapters, in which quantitative methods were used, more adherence to cultural 
characteristics of the residence society generated less transnational behaviour and less 
transnational belonging. In the qualitative chapter a more nuanced image comes to 
the fore with regard to belonging: different elements of culture play different roles for 
belonging to a particular country. Poor health, captured by self-evaluation, hampers 
physical mobility and thereby affects transnational behaviour. Health’s negative effect on 
transnational belonging may be understood by the confrontation with the last phase of 
life, in which an ultimate resting place should be sought.

Furthermore, this dissertation has sought an answer to the question what effect 
transnational ageing has on loneliness: the second part of the overarching research 
question. In Chapter 5 we found evidence that transnational ageing is associated with 
loneliness. We detected it for one indicator of transnational belonging. This indicator, 
was, perhaps, conceptually close to loneliness. Chapter 4 shows that belonging is found 
in both countries in which older migrants reside and suggests that being in one country 
may cause dissatisfaction concerning belonging providing factors in the other country. 
An opposing mechanism may thus be at work: ageing transnationally may be protective 
against loneliness when it eases the missing of the origin country, while simultaneously 
reinvigorating loneliness because the residence country is missed.

Reflections
Intuitively, a question that comes to mind is whether the transnational behaviour and 
belonging of middle aged or young adult first generation migrants’ is similar to that of 
older first generation migrants. This is not an easy question to answer. Transnational 
involvements are not only related to the resources and constraints studied in this 
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dissertation, but also to migrant trajectory, migrant generation, migration motive and 
migration context in terms of historical time. These factors are in themselves also related 
to age. Migrant trajectory pertains to the time since migration within the life course. 
“Linear transnationalism” predicts that migrants are highly transnational straight 
after migration, only to withdraw from transnational involvement as time progresses 
and incorporation in residence societies takes place. Our findings contrast this view: 
transnational behaviour and belonging is considerable in older age, even despite 
migration taking place decades ago. Research suggests that first-generation migrants – 
those migrating themselves – are more transnationally active than later generations, like 
the second – who did not migrate, but were born in the country their parents migrated 
to. Our study supports this idea: migrant generation matters for transnational behaviour, 
with later generations engaging less than earlier ones. Migration motive is related to the 
timing of migration in the life course, which, in turn, also relates to migrant trajectory 
and age. Transnational behaviour and belonging may be different for different sorts of 
migration motives and timings, because of, among other things, differences in daily 
occupations (working and caring for young children versus retirement and grown-
up children), influencing mobility options. Migration context is also important, as 
transnational behaviour and belonging do not come about in isolation. Instead, they are 
also the product of dialectical processes between integration policies, public discourses 
and migrant agency.

All chapters of this dissertation adhere to a rather broad definition of what is transnational: 
personal interactions and imagined connections between origin and residence countries. 
This enabled us to effectively use three sources of data, both quantitative as well as 
qualitative, to investigate a wide variety of experiences of transnational ageing. This 
richness yielded a broad understanding of transnational ageing. The abundance of 
measures and populations may have evolved at the expense of a rigid and more comparable 
notion of transnational ageing. For instance, one measure of transnational ageing would 
allow for more in-depth conclusions regarding what determines transnational ageing 
under what conditions. Transnational ageing is still a young field of research where 
concepts and theories are only beginning to evolve and quantitative data is scarce. 
Therefore, exploratory work using broad definitions among various populations, such as 
employed in this dissertation, adds knowledge to the field.

In sum
This doctoral research has studied transnational ageing using a resources and constraints 
approach, employing varying methods to analyse data. It sketches a broad picture of 
transnational ageing, across populations and age ranges. We find that older migrants 
are transnationally engaged, depending on social, economic, cultural and health-related 
resources and constraints. The importance of the origin country in later life should 
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not be underestimated, even despite maintaining official residence in the immigration 
country.
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Als gevolg van grootschalige migratie uit het Middellandse Zeegebied – waaronder 
uit Turkije en Marokko – in de jaren 1960 en 1970, worden West-Europese 
samenlevingen tegenwoordig in toenemende mate geconfronteerd met een wat 
betreft migratieachtergrond heterogene bevolking. In Nederland rapporteert het 
Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 10% westerse en 5% niet-westerse ouderen met een 
migratieachtergrond in 2019. Gerontologische studies hebben zich vooral gericht op het 
begrijpen van het leven van hen die in één land zijn geboren, opgegroeid, en volwassen 
en oud zijn geworden. Het leven van oudere migranten kan echter niet worden begrepen 
vanuit het perspectief van één land: hun leven ontvouwt zich over landsgrenzen heen. 
Virtueel wanneer ze via informatie- en communicatietechnologie (ICT) in contact 
zijn met mensen in het land van herkomst, fysiek wanneer ze daar op bezoek gaan, en 
emotioneel wanneer ze het land van herkomst en de mensen die er wonen verbeelden 
en ernaar verlangen. Deze persoonlijke interacties en verbeelde connecties worden 
‘transnationaal’ genoemd. In dit onderzoek passen we een transnationaal perspectief toe 
op de studie van oudere migranten en geven we antwoord op de vraag: wat kenmerkt 
transnationale connecties op oudere leeftijd en hoe beïnvloeden deze connecties het 
welbevinden, met name eenzaamheid?

Om deze onderzoeksvraag te bestuderen maken we gebruik van een veelgebruikt 
conceptueel onderscheid tussen transnationaal gedrag en transnationale ‘verbondenheid’ 
of ‘thuis voelen’ (belonging). Transnationaal gedrag verwijst naar ‘tastbare’ uitwisseling 
over grenzen heen, zoals het van een afstand onderhouden van sociale relaties via ICT, 
geld sturen, het bezitten van eigendom en stemmen. Transnationale verbondenheid is 
minder tastbaar en verwijst naar een emotionele binding met en oriëntatie op het land 
van herkomst en haar bewoners en is vooral een mentale aangelegenheid. In de volgende 
hoofdstukken verdiepen we ons in een verscheidenheid aan hulpbronnen en beperkingen 
die van invloed zijn op transnationale veroudering, onderverdeeld in vier categorieën: 
sociaal, economisch, cultureel en gezondheid. Vier studies worden uitgevoerd om de 
onderzoeksvraag te beantwoorden, waarbij voormalige arbeidsmigranten, afkomstig uit 
Turkije en Marokko in voornamelijk Nederland en Duitsland, centraal staan.

Studie 1: Transnationale veroudering onder Turkse en Marokkaanse 
migranten in Nederland: Determinanten van transnationaal gedrag en 
transnationale verbondenheid
In het eerste empirische hoofdstuk (Hoofdstuk 2) gaan we na hoe verschillen in 
transnationale veroudering kunnen worden verklaard. We doen dit door te kijken naar 
het eerder besproken onderscheid tussen transnationaal gedrag – in de vorm van bezoek 
– en transnationale verbondenheid – zoals dat tot uiting komt in de overweging van 
een permanente terugkeer naar het land van herkomst en emotionele verbondenheid 
met dit land. Eerder onderzoek heeft zich vooral gericht op de kwestie van terugkeer na 
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pensionering. Dit hoofdstuk kijkt naar een breder pallet van transnationale veroudering 
en bevordert daarmee het begrip over hoe oudere migranten die hun officiële verblijfplaats 
in het immigratieland hebben, betekenis geven aan hun transnationale verbondenheid. 
Om te bepalen welke factoren belangrijk zijn voor transnationale veroudering, richten 
we onze aandacht op sociale, economische, culturele en gezondheid gerelateerde 
hulpbronnen en beperkingen, een benadering die succesvol is toegepast op de studie van 
terugkeermigratie onder oudere migranten. We veronderstellen dat niet alle domeinen 
van hulpbronnen en beperkingen in dezelfde mate invloed hebben op de twee dimensies 
– transnationaal gedrag en transnationale verbondenheid. Juist daarom is het belangrijk 
om deze twee te onderscheiden.

Er wordt gebruik gemaakt van regressieanalyse van kwantitatieve gegevens uit de 
Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam (LASA). Interviews zijn gehouden tussen 2013 en 
2014 met 264 Turkse en 205 Marokkaanse migranten in de leeftijd van 55 – 66 jaar. Uit 
de resultaten blijkt dat indicatoren van alle hulpbronnen en beperkingen tenminste één 
dimensie van transnationale veroudering beïnvloeden. De locatie van de schoonfamilie 
speelt een rol bij de verklaring van transnationale verbondenheid (sociaal), subjectief 
inkomen bij transnationaal gedrag (economisch), en culturele afstand (cultureel) en 
subjectieve gezondheid (gezondheid gerelateerd) bij zowel transnationaal gedrag als 
transnationale verbondenheid. Gezien de verschillende impact van de hulpbronnen en 
beperkingen op de twee dimensies van transnationale veroudering, concluderen we dat 
het nuttig was om transnationale veroudering op deze manier te conceptualiseren. De 
benadering waarbij we ons richtten op hulpbronnen en beperkingen is waardevol bij het 
identificeren van belangrijke determinanten van transnationale veroudering.

Studie 2: Generaties van migranten vergeleken in hun transnationaal 
gedrag: De rol van het transnationale konvooi en integratie
Om te bepalen hoe specifiek transnationale veroudering is, kan een vergelijking met 
latere generaties inzichtelijk zijn. In deze studie richten we ons op transnationaal gedrag. 
Transnationale verschillen naar generaties, worden niet vaak onderzocht. Wanneer 
generaties wel de revue passeren, fungeren zij vaak als indicator voor integratie. Wat 
precies de betekenis is van ‘generatie’ bij het voorspellen van transnationaal gedrag, is 
daarom nog steeds nagenoeg onbekend. Om deze ‘black box’ bloot te leggen vergelijken 
we in Hoofdstuk 3 het transnationaal gedrag van verschillende generaties. We combineren 
hierbij twee soorten generaties: migratie generatie en familiegeneratie. Migratiegeneratie 
geeft aan of iemand zelf is gemigreerd (G1); als kind is gemigreerd aan de hand van 
diens ouders (G1.5); geboren is in het immigratieland en kind is van gemigreerde ouders 
(G2); of geboren is in het immigratieland en kleinkind is van gemigreerde grootouders 
(G3). Familiegeneratie geeft verwantschap aan; zo is G1 de grootouder van sommigen 
uit G3. We kijken naar de frequentie van contacten met vrienden en familieleden in 
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het land van herkomst, bezoek aan het land van herkomst, geld sturen, eigendommen 
aldaar (huis, onderneming of land) en het (op afstand) stemmen tijdens verkiezingen. 
We onderzoeken drie domeinen van hulpbronnen en beperkingen waarvan we 
stellen dat potentiële generatieverschillen in deze domeinen generatieverschillen in 
transnationaal gedrag verklaren. Ten eerste zijn dit verschillen in de grootte van het 
transnationale konvooi van sociale relaties. Dit konvooi bestaat uit nauwe relaties met 
personen in het land van herkomst, die betrokken blijven bij het leven van migranten 
en hun kinderen. Ten tweede gaat het om generatieverschillen in structurele integratie, 
zoals het opleidingsniveau en de arbeidsmarktpositie in het vestigingsland. Een derde 
bron waarin generatieverschillen waarschijnlijk zijn, is de sociaal-culturele integratie 
in het vestigingsland, zoals taalvaardigheid, het gevoel verbonden te zijn met de 
meerderheidsbevolking en informeel contact met hen. Hoofdstuk 3 bestrijkt dus een 
aantal van dezelfde hulpbronnen en beperkingen als Hoofdstuk 2, namelijk sociale, 
economische en culturele bronnen.

Er wordt gebruik gemaakt van kwantitatieve gegevens van 798 mannen uit de 2000 
Families: Migration histories of Turks in Europe. Voor deze data zijn tussen 2010 en 2012 
interviews gehouden met leden van verschillende generaties Turkse migrantenfamilies 
in Duitsland, Nederland en een aantal andere West-Europese landen. We vinden 
dat het bezoek, het geld sturen, het bezit van eigendommen en het stemmen over de 
generaties heen afneemt – de contactfrequentie met vrienden en familieleden in het 
land van herkomst is niet afgenomen. Eerdere generaties hebben grotere transnationale 
konvooien dan latere generaties, en de structurele en sociaal-culturele integratie is 
voor latere generaties verder gevorderd dan voor jongere generaties. Toch konden we 
generatieverschillen in transnationaal gedrag niet verklaren door deze verschillen in 
konvooi en structurele- en socio-culturele integratie. Dit is verrassend omdat we (grote) 
verschillen tussen generaties hebben gevonden en hebben vastgesteld dat verschillende 
indicatoren van structurele en sociaal-culturele integratie invloed hebben op het 
transnationaal gedrag.

Studie 3: “We houden van hier en van daar”: De verbondenheid met 
plaatsen van Turkse oudere migranten
Transnationale veroudering gaat inherent over verschillende plaatsen waar mensen 
zich mee verbonden voelen en waartoe ze behoren. Bij het bestuderen van de tweede 
dimensie van transnationale veroudering – transnationale verbondenheid – besteden we 
daarom bijzondere aandacht aan plaats. De weinige studies die verbondenheid onder 
oudere migranten onderzoeken, hebben dit voornamelijk in het vestigingsland gedaan. 
Daarmee wordt de transnationale veroudering van migranten slechts gedeeltelijk 
bestudeerd, omdat ze vaak veel tijd doorbrengen in het land van herkomst. Bovendien 
wordt het belang van context voor het verbonden voelen met een land onderschat, 
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omdat de manier waarop mensen tot een plaats behoren afhankelijk is van de sociale 
posities die mensen innemen in de samenleving. Zo is de maatschappelijke positie van 
migranten in het vestigingsland vaak lager dan die in het herkomstland, vanwege de 
verschillen in welvaart tussen deze landen. Voor dit hoofdstuk onderscheiden we twee 
analytische invalshoeken van waaruit de studie van verbondenheid wordt benaderd: 
‘plaats-verbondenheid’ en ‘politiek van verbondenheid’. Plaats-verbondenheid gaat over 
een persoonlijk, intiem gevoel van ‘thuis zijn’ en ‘veilig voelen’. We onderzoeken zes 
soorten hulpbronnen en beperkingen die plaats-verbondenheid kunnen beïnvloeden: 
autobiografische, sociale, culturele, economische, juridische en omgevingskenmerken. 
Plaats-verbondenheid wordt geconditioneerd door de politiek van verbondenheid. 
Dat zijn dominante discoursen over wie er wel en wie er niet op een bepaalde plaats 
thuishoort.

In deze studie baseren we ons op kwalitatieve gegevens verkregen door observaties van 
en interviews met 21 oudere migranten van Alevitisch Turkse afkomst, terwijl ze in 
hun land van herkomst zijn. Zij wonen officieel in Duitsland, Nederland, Frankrijk en 
België. Het veldwerk is uitgevoerd in mei 2018. Er is gebruik gemaakt van een topiclijst 
waarmee zowel de factoren van plaats-verbondenheid als de politiek van verbondenheid 
getracht werd te vangen. We vinden dat autobiografische, sociale en culturele factoren 
het meest bepalend zijn voor de plaats-verbondenheid. De gezondheid was een 
belangrijk aspect van het leven van oudere migranten, die inspeelde op de factoren die 
plaats-verbondenheid beïnvloedden. De politiek van verbondenheid speelde een rol in 
het leven van deze oudere migranten omdat hun sociaal-religieuze identiteit als Aleviet 
in Turkije wordt betwist. We concludeerden dat hun pendelende levensstijl het voor 
oudere migranten mogelijk maakt om te navigeren langs de verschillende elementen 
van verbondenheid, die hen aan beide landen verbindt. Dit hoofdstuk toont aan dat 
de locatie waar een gevoel van verbondenheid wordt onderzocht van belang is voor de 
relatieve nadruk die bepaalde factoren krijgen wanneer migranten erover vertellen.

Studie 4: Nationale en transnationale verbondenheid onder Turkse 
en Marokkaanse oudere migranten in Nederland: Bescherming tegen 
eenzaamheid?
In het laatste empirische hoofdstuk van dit proefschrift behandelen we het laatste deel 
van de overkoepelende onderzoeksvraag: hoe beïnvloeden transnationale connecties het 
welbevinden, met name eenzaamheid? Eerder onderzoek laat zien dat oudere migranten 
eenzamer zijn dan hun niet-gemigreerde leeftijdsgenoten. In dergelijk vergelijkend 
onderzoek wordt veelal gekeken naar structurele factoren zoals sociaaleconomische 
positie, gezondheid en burgerlijke staat. In Hoofdstuk 5 onderzoeken we, naast structurele 
factoren, ook migrant-specifieke factoren zoals (transnationale) verbondenheid om de 
eenzaamheid van oudere migranten te begrijpen. We gebruiken het acculturatiemodel 
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van Berry (1980) om twee groepen te onderscheiden waarmee oudere migranten zich 
verbonden kunnen voelen: de ‘meerderheidsbevolking in het vestigingsland’ en de 
‘eigen etnische groep’ aldaar. Om goed in het acculturatiemodel te passen wijken we 
hier af van de terminologie van de rest van het proefschrift: verbondenheid wordt hier 
geoperationaliseerd door zowel gedrag als emotionele verbinding. We verwachten dat 
verbondenheid met de genoemde groepen beschermt tegen eenzaamheid. Naast en 
onafhankelijk van een gevoel van verbondenheid op het nationale niveau, kan men 
zich ook ‘transnationaal verbonden’ voelen. Omdat transnationale verbondenheid het 
belang van plaats voor oudere migranten onderkent, verwachten we ook daarvan dat 
het bescherming biedt tegen eenzaamheid. Ook voor transnationale verbondenheid 
gebruiken we indicatoren waarmee we zowel gedrag als emotionele verbinding vangen.

Op basis van de kwantitatieve gegevens van LASA – dezelfde als gebruikt in Hoofdstuk 2 
– zoeken we naar profielen van verbondenheid met behulp van latente klasse-analyse en 
vinden er vijf die te interpreteren zijn in termen van Berry’s acculturatiemodel. Sommige 
indicatoren van transnationale verbondenheid hangen samen met verbondenheid met de 
eigen etnische groep, terwijl anderen hiermee niet samenhangen. Regressieanalyse toont 
aan dat verbondenheid met een groep, of het nu gaat om de meerderheidsbevolking 
of de eigen etnische groep in het vestigingsland, bijdraagt aan de bescherming tegen 
eenzaamheid. Eén van de zes indicatoren van transnationale verbondenheid, namelijk 
gevoelens van verlies met betrekking tot het land van herkomst, doet de eenzaamheid 
toenemen. Mogelijk overlapt deze indicator conceptueel met eenzaamheid of is er 
sprake van ‘dubbele afwezigheid’: sterke transnationale verbondenheid zorgt ervoor dat 
een persoon zich ‘nergens’ thuis voelt en wakkert zo eenzaamheid aan. We concluderen 
dat het toepassen van een transnationale lens op het onderzoek naar eenzaamheid onder 
oudere migranten de variatie in eenzaamheid meer inzichtelijk maakt.

Conclusies
Dit proefschrift geeft antwoord op de onderzoeksvraag: wat kenmerkt transnationale 
connecties op oudere leeftijd en hoe beïnvloeden deze connecties het welbevinden, 
met name eenzaamheid? Met betrekking tot het eerste deel van de onderzoeksvraag 
laten de resultaten zien dat de drijfveren van transnationale connecties – gedrag en 
verbondenheid – kunnen worden onderverdeeld in vier domeinen van hulpbronnen 
en beperkingen: sociaal, economisch, cultureel en gezondheid. Deze vier domeinen 
beïnvloedden de twee dimensies in verschillende mate. Het hebben van sociale relaties 
in het herkomstland verhoogde het gevoel verbonden te zijn aan dat land, maar niet 
het transnationaal gedrag. Dit suggereert dat voor oudere migranten, sociale relaties 
belangrijker zijn op een emotioneel niveau dan op een gedragsniveau. Economische 
hulpbronnen versterkten het transnationaal gedrag en de transnationale verbondenheid, 
waarvan het bezit van eigendom, met name een huis, in het bijzonder belangrijk was. In 
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de hoofdstukken 2, 3 en 5 waarin kwantitatieve methoden werden gebruikt, zorgde het 
conformeren aan culturele kenmerken van het vestigingsland voor minder transnationaal 
gedrag en minder transnationale verbondenheid. In het kwalitatieve Hoofdstuk 4 
kwam een genuanceerder beeld naar voren met betrekking tot het verbonden voelen 
met een bepaald land: sommige culturele kenmerken zorgden voor een verbondenheid 
aan het herkomstland, en anderen voor verbondenheid met het vestigingsland. Een 
slechte ervaren gezondheid belemmerde de fysieke mobiliteit en beïnvloedde daardoor 
het transnationaal gedrag. Het negatieve effect van gezondheid op transnationale 
verbondenheid kan worden begrepen vanuit de confrontatie met de laatste levensfase, 
waarin een definitieve rustplaats wordt gezocht.

Verder heeft dit proefschrift een antwoord gezocht op de vraag welk effect transnationale 
veroudering heeft op eenzaamheid, het tweede deel van de onderzoeksvraag. In 
Hoofdstuk 5 vonden we een aanwijzing dat transnationale veroudering geassocieerd is 
met eenzaamheid. Voor transnationale verbondenheid vonden we dit voor één indicator, 
die conceptueel dicht bij eenzaamheid lag. Hoofdstuk 4 liet zien dat verbondenheid 
wordt gevonden in zowel het vestigings- als het herkomstland en suggereert dat het 
verblijf in het ene land het gemis van verbondenheid aan het andere land blootlegt. Er 
kan dus een tegengesteld mechanisme aan het werk zijn: transnationaal ouder worden 
kan bescherming bieden tegen eenzaamheid wanneer het gemis van het herkomstland 
wordt verlicht, terwijl het tegelijkertijd de eenzaamheid versterkt omdat het land van 
verblijf wordt gemist.

Reflecties
Intuïtief komt de vraag op of het transnationaal gedrag en de transnationale 
verbondenheid van eerste generatie migranten van middelbare leeftijd of jongvolwassenen 
vergelijkbaar is met dat van oudere eerste generatie migranten. Dit is geen eenvoudige 
vraag om te beantwoorden. Transnationale betrokkenheid is niet alleen gerelateerd aan 
de hulpbronnen en beperkingen die in dit proefschrift worden bestudeerd, maar ook 
aan het migratietraject, de migratiegeneratie, het migratiemotief en de migratiecontext 
in termen van historische tijd. Deze factoren zijn op zichzelf ook gerelateerd aan leeftijd. 
Het migratietraject heeft betrekking op de verblijfsduur in het vestigingsland sinds 
migratie. ‘Lineair transnationalisme’ voorspelt dat migranten direct na migratie zeer 
transnationaal zijn, om vervolgens de transnationale betrokkenheid te verminderen 
en zich te integreren in de samenleving van het land van vestiging. Onze bevindingen 
contrasteren deze zienswijze: transnationaal gedrag en transnationale verbondenheid is 
aanzienlijk op oudere leeftijd, ook al vond de migratie tientallen jaren geleden plaats. 
Onderzoek suggereert dat migranten van de eerste generatie – degenen die zelf migreren – 
meer transnationaal actief zijn dan latere generaties, zoals de tweede – die niet migreren, 
maar geboren zijn in het land waar hun ouders naartoe zijn gemigreerd. Ons onderzoek 
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ondersteunt dit idee: de migratiegeneratie is belangrijk voor transnationaal gedrag, waarbij 
latere generaties minder betrokken zijn dan eerdere. Het migratiemotief is gerelateerd aan 
de timing van de migratie in de levensloop, die op zijn beurt ook betrekking heeft op 
het migratietraject en leeftijd. Transnationaal gedrag en transnationale verbondenheid 
kunnen verschillend zijn voor verschillende soorten migratiemotieven – en de timing 
daarvan, onder andere door verschillen in dagelijkse bezigheden (werken en zorgen 
voor jonge kinderen versus pensionering en volwassen kinderen), die mobiliteitsopties 
beïnvloeden. De migratiecontext is ook belangrijk, omdat transnationaal gedrag en 
transnationale verbondenheid niet op zichzelf staan. In plaats daarvan zijn ze ook het 
product van wederkerige processen tussen integratiebeleid, het publieke en politieke 
discours, en het handelen van migranten zelf.

In alle hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift wordt een brede definitie gehanteerd van wat 
transnationaal is: persoonlijke interacties en verbeelde connecties tussen herkomst- en 
vestigingsland. Dit stelde ons in staat om effectief gebruik te maken van drie databronnen, 
waarvan twee kwantitatief en één kwalitatief, en zo een grote verscheidenheid aan 
ervaringen van transnationale veroudering te onderzoeken. Deze rijkdom heeft geleid 
tot een breed begrip van transnationale veroudering. Het grote aantal meetinstrumenten 
en de variatie daarin, en de verschillende populaties, passen bij dit brede begrip. Tegelijk 
kan dit ten koste zijn gegaan van een meer verdiepende uitwerking van transnationale 
veroudering die beter vergelijkbaar was tussen de studies, en waarmee een meer rigide 
toetsing van hypothesen kon worden uitgevoerd. Transnationale veroudering is een 
jong onderzoeksgebied waar concepten en theorieën zich pas recent ontwikkelen en 
kwantitatieve gegevens schaars zijn. Daarom voegt verkennend werk dat gebruik maakt 
van brede definities onder verschillende populaties, zoals in dit proefschrift is gedaan, 
essentiële kennis toe aan het veld.

Tot slot
Dit proefschrift bestudeerde transnationale veroudering met behulp van een hulpbronnen 
en beperkingen benadering, waarbij gebruik werd gemaakt van verschillende datasets en 
methoden om gegevens te analyseren. Het schetst een breed beeld van transnationale 
veroudering, over bevolkingsgroepen en leeftijdscategorieën heen. We stellen vast dat 
oudere migranten transnationaal betrokken zijn, en dat hun betrokkenheid afhangt 
van sociale, economische, culturele en gezondheid gerelateerde hulpbronnen en 
beperkingen. Ondanks dat de officiële verblijfplaats veelal het immigratieland is, is het 
land van herkomst van groot belang voor oudere migranten.
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Een dankwoord! Menigeen weet dat ik hier al een ‘tijdje’ een ding van maak (of niet 
Joukje?), maar uiteindelijk heb ik besloten dat dit toch maar een mooie manier is om 
een paar dingen tegen een paar mensen te zeggen. Komtie:

Ik vind het wat overtrokken om van iedereen maar te stellen dat zonder hen dit 
proefschrift er niet had gelegen, maar voor een aantal mensen is dat zonder meer waar. 
Het is lastig om alles wat jullie voor mij hebben betekend adequaat op papier te zetten, 
maar hierbij een poging. Theo, in mijn sollicitatiegesprek heb ik aangegeven dat ik 
meer een vrager dan een uitzoeker ben. Daarmee had ik mooi wat ruimte voor mezelf 
gecreëerd om elke anderhalve (of gewoon elke?) dag zonder aankondiging jouw kantoor 
binnen te walsen en jij nam ALTIJD de tijd. Dat heb ik erg bijzonder gevonden. Naast 
dat je een ongelofelijk goede wetenschapper bent waar ik op vele fronten van heb 
geprofiteerd, dank ik je vooral voor de ruimte die je me liet om mijn eigen wegen te 
kiezen, en de mentorrol die je hebt aangenomen, zelfs nu ik je PhD niet meer ben 
(hoewel ik wel gedaald ben op de prioriteitenlijst ;)). Tineke, ook jouw betrokkenheid 
bij mijn proefschrift (en leven!) is zeer groot geweest, hoewel je fysiek verder weg was. 
Jou kon ik altijd bellen en toen ik een periode op het NIDI werkte hebben we menig uur 
weggebabbeld. In een begeleidersteam van gerontologen bracht jij kennis van migratie, 
een relevant netwerk en je ontzettend scherpe onderzoekersgeest met je mee en daar heb 
ik veel van geleerd en van genoten. Je openheid over van alles en nog wat heb ik zeer 
gewaardeerd. Bedankt dat je ook nu nog altijd klaar staat voor een praatje, advies, steun 
en domweg, tijd – waarvan ik weet dat die schaars is. Bianca, jouw indrukwekkende staat 
van dienst op jouw leeftijd zou intimiderend kunnen zijn maar de combinatie daarvan 
met jouw zachte karakter en toegankelijkheid maakten ook jou tot een fantastische 
begeleider om mee samen te werken. Je wist een tekst feilloos beter leesbaar te maken 
en zag altijd het grotere plaatje. Je voelde uitstekend aan wanneer ik wat extra stimulans 
behoefde en had als geen ander oog voor mijn ‘work-life balance’. Dank ook voor je 
support in mijn onderwijs struggles, en je niet-aflatende vermogen tot relativering, waar 
ik me menigmaal aan heb kunnen optrekken.

Verder uiteraard dank aan de respondenten voor het prijsgeven van allerlei gegevens 
over jullie levens. Sevgili Türkiyede yaşıyanlar, bana sadece doktoram için anlattığınız 
hayathikayelerinizin yanında Türkiyede çok güzel bir zaman geçirmemi sağladınız. 
Sizlere çok teşekkür ederim. Dank ook aan hen die betrokken zijn geweest bij het 
genereren van deze data, in het bijzonder Meltem Halaceli en Ibrahim Yerden voor hun 
hulp bij Hoofdstuk 4.

Dear members of the reading committee, thank you for devoting time and effort to 
reading my dissertation. I am looking forward to exchanging views on my dissertation 
during my defence.
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Veel collega’s van de afdeling sociologie, SoCA, LASA en NIDI hebben mijn promotie-
traject leuker, interessanter en gemakkelijker gemaakt; dank daarvoor. Joukje, Maarten 
and Sebastien, you have supported me at the VU, have (hopefully!) enjoyed numerous 
lunches, dinners and drinks with me and, above all, you have made me laugh! Thanks!

Paranimfen, ik vind het superleuk om mijn PhD traject met jullie beleefd te hebben, 
en daarom ben ik blij dat jullie straks naast me staan. Paulina, our PhD trajectories 
have in multiple ways been very similar; starting on the same date, making similar 
progress, having the same extension period, thereby also saying goodbye on the same 
date. The weirdest of all is probably that we both got a job in Rotterdam afterwards, 
which allowed us to also make the same commute on the exact same train (although 
this is not really part of the PhD, but who cares: I don’t have to reason coherently in 
the acknowledgements section as well, do I?!). Furthermore, you knew as no other what 
is was like to spend time abroad for work in 2018, in such a turbulent phase of my 
(our!) lives. Your support meant a great deal to me. Other than that, you are just a super 
bubbly person and you always bring so much noise and energy wherever you go, I love 
it! Silvia, met jou heb ik zonder enige twijfel de meest opzienbarende gebeurtenissen in 
mijn PhD traject meegemaakt, met als stip op één die keer dat we als enige blondines 
in een (blijkbaar!?) Koreans only sessie zaten op de GSA, waar na tien minuten geswitcht 
werd naar Koreaans als voertaal. Jij was mijn maatje gedurende dit hele traject (en nog 
steeds!) en ik heb me vaak – heel comfortabel – onderdeel van een duo gevoeld. Tegelijk 
liep je op veel fronten ook op mij voor en heb ik veel van je geleerd (en van je afgekeken 
;)). Eindeloze (onderzoeks)gesprekken hebben we gevoerd – waarvoor ik me misschien 
ook wel zou moeten excuseren bij Marjolein; bij deze –, we hebben gelachen, gehuild, 
en veel gedeeld. Mijn dank is groot.

Lieve Richard, mama, broers, zussen en degenen die bij jullie horen, schoonfamilie en 
vrienden, dank dat jullie het leuk vinden dat ik nu promoveer, maar dat jullie het ook 
leuk hadden gevonden als ik putjesschepper was geworden. Mooi dat jullie hier getuige 
van zijn, nog veel mooier om de rest van onze levens ook samen te delen, hoe lang dat 
ook nog mag duren. Ik houd van jullie!

Lieve papa, ik heb geen woorden voor de pijn die het doet je te missen. Je bent mijn 
grote voorbeeld.
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