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BACKGROUND AND AIM OF THE STUDY 

Rapid post-war economic growth in Europe created increasing 

unskilled labour shortages 

● Large-scale immigration of ‘guest workers’ from poorer countries 

around the Mediterranean (incl. Morocco and Turkey) to NW Europe 

● The 1973 Oil Crisis and immigration restrictions did not lead to 

large-scale return, but rather encouraged settlement and family 

reunification/formation 

● Labour migration towards South Europe 

 

Post-colonial immigration to Europe (e.g. Surinamese in NL) 

● Improving standard of living 

● Political motives 

● Independence (Suriname: 1975) 

 



BACKGROUND AND AIM OF THE STUDY 

First-generation migrants in Europe are approaching retirement age 

→ increased share of migrants in the older population 

65-plus of foreign origin: 

Italy: 2.3 (2011) – 8.7 (2031) – 14.3 (2041) (Istat projections) 

Netherlands:  7.3 (2013) – 10.4 (2031) – 12.6 (2041) (CBS projections) 

 

Although many older migrants persistently cherish the wish to 

return, most prefer to maintain their main residence in Europe 

 

However, this conceals that many ‘permanent’ migrants adopt 

complex, pendular forms of mobility which official migration 

statistics do not capture 
 

 



BACKGROUND AND AIM OF THE STUDY 

Aim of the study: 

To expand and deepen our insight into pendular migration of older 

adults, with a special focus on 

● Their position in relation to returnees 

● The intra-household decisionmaking processes underlying 

pendular migration strategies and the consequences of such 

migratory strategies for intra-household (power) relations 

● Main reasons, future restrictions and implications of pendular 

migration 

 



DATA 

 

2011: in-depth interviews held by Yvonne Witter with 22 pendular 

migrants (aged 64-88) residing in the Netherlands from Surinamese 

(N=9) and Turkish (N=13) origin 
 

2013: in-depth interviews held by Eralba Cela with 23 pendular 

migrants (aged 51-84) residing in the Marche region, Italy, from 

Albanian (N=10) and Moroccan (N=13) origin 

 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 1: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A TEMPORARY PHENOMENON 

Pendularism often appears to be a deliberate, long-term decision, 

different from that of permanent settlement at destination or return 

at origin 

 

Pendular migrants want to be “here” and “there” but do not want to 

either return or to settle permanently 

 

Circularity becomes an integral part of their livelihood strategies 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 1: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A TEMPORARY PHENOMENON 

Most of the pendular migrants want to continue to travel back and 

forth, unless: 

● Severe deterioration in health (T,M,S,A) 

 
 “I think that when we aren’t able anymore to travel back and forth we 

should settle down in Italy. Our children already want us to settle here 

and travel less, but now traveling has become for us the routine, our 

children don’t want us to stay away that much and we can’t stay here, 

away from our home for so long” (Albanian woman) 

 

 “I will stop traveling once I start having problems with my mobility. 

Otherwise I will be an albatross around their neck, causing 

inconvenience to others” (Surinamese woman) 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 1: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A TEMPORARY PHENOMENON 

Most of the pendular migrants want to continue to travel back and 

forth, unless: 

● Persistence of financial crisis (T,M,S,A) 

 
“I only have an old-age pension, you won’t make a fortune out of it. Each 

year I have to save hard for my ticket to Suriname. I only wear cheap 

clothes from the market, I feel a bit ashamed for that” (Surinamese 

woman) 

 

“We go to Albania once or twice a year…It depends on the wallet, if I 

didn’t have these problems I would go to Albania every month” (Albanian 

man) 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 1: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A TEMPORARY PHENOMENON 

Most of the pendular migrants want to continue to travel back and 

forth, unless: 

● Death of spouse (female T,M) 

 
“I will only continue to visit Turkey if my husband travels with me. I can’t 

and don’t want to go alone, that would be too heavy” (Turkish woman) 

 

Differences of Surinamese and Albanian women compared to 

Turkish and Moroccan women are reflections of differences in: 

- dependency 

- gender roles in home country 

- educational attainment 

- regional origin 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 1: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A TEMPORARY PHENOMENON 

Pendular migration is rarely a postponement of a final return due to: 

● Fear of not being allowed to visit or come back once they would 

have left the host country (T,M,A) 

● Maintain access to various social benefits and good health 

services (T,M,S,A) 

 

Europe’s restrictive immigration policies and generous social 

welfare systems have encouraged pendular migration strategies 

 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 1: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A TEMPORARY PHENOMENON 

Pendular migration is rarely a postponement of a final return due to: 

● Reluctance of female spouses and children to return (T,M,S,A) 

 Women: fear of being restricted in their freedom of movement 

and the wish to live close to their (grand)children in Europe 

 Children: expected limited prospects and integration problems in 

parents’ home country 

 
“For a moment, we thought of returning to the sun after my retirement. 

But we have four children and seven grandchildren here. I wanted to go, 

but my wife absolutely not” (Surinamese man) 

 

Migration has strengthened the position of women-children 

‘coalition’ within the household and, hence, their negotiation power 

with regard to migration – including the decision to stay 

 

 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 2: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A SECOND-BEST OPTION 

Main findings of study on older Moroccan return migrants (De Haas 

& Fokkema, 2010) 

● Although most Moroccan returnees do not regret their decision, it 

is a biased sample and their return was not simply a matter of 

‘going home’. Their stay abroad nurtured social norms and 

expectations which often lead to disappointment upon their 

return (incl. low quality of health care services) 

● Returnees sometimes face difficulties to regain a position and 

authority in the family; estrangement toward their children 

● Post-return conflict between Moroccan returnees and their 

children 

 

Older pendular migrants seem rather to enjoy the best of both 

worlds than to be ‘double absent’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 3: STAY IN HOME COUNTRY 

IS A PERIOD OF RELAXATION 

Not all older pendular migrants have a relaxed time during their stay 

in the home country: 

● Social visits are sometimes rather social obligations (T,M,S,A) 

● Pendular migrants sometimes active in home country 
 

Men involved in business, including transnational trade activities, 

housing improvements and taking care of property ownership (→ 

resource-dependent transnationalism; T,M,A) 
“The last two times I went to Morocco not to rest but because I have 

started to build a house and I was very busy. The house is almost 

finished and this year we will go there” (Moroccan man) 
 

Women involved in caring and household activities and 

community responsibilities (→ emotional transnationalism; S,A) 
“Every year I go for 3 to 6 months to Suriname to take care of my sister. 

She has Parkinson’s disease. Of course, I’m also going to Suriname to 

enjoy the nice weather and to meet old friends. But the main reason is to 

take care of my family, to help my sister’s children, to alleviate them a bit 

from their heavy care burden” (Surinamese woman) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COMMON BELIEF 4: PENDULAR MIGRATION 

IS A PRIVATE MATTER 

● Governments and other public agencies already interfere through 

migrant-oriented and social security legislation 

● Greater involvement of public health organizations and insurance 

companies will be beneficial for pendular migrants 

● Actual and potential negative societal consequences of pendular 

migration justify government intervention 
 

Older migrants might not sufficiently be prepared for their old age 

in the host society 

Long-term vacancy of pendular migrants’ (rooms in old age) 

homes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CONCLUSIONS: THEORETICAL AND 

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

● Family reunification has empowered women and children, who 

generally oppose return → pendulum migration as a strategy to 

reconcile conflicting interests by household members 

 

● Theoretical inference → need to move beyond consensual 

models: 
 

Without invalidating household approaches, intra-household 

inequalities and conflict need to be considered in the analysis of 

migration decisionmaking 

In its own turn, migration is likely to affect such intra-household 

inequalities (agency-structure interactions) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CONCLUSIONS: THEORETICAL AND 

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

● ‘Taking care of a family member’ by pendular migrants is an 

underexposed issue in transnational migration research 
 

● More research is needed about: 
 

Older pendular migrants’ wishes, preferences and needs for 

health services 

Health providers’ views, motives, initiatives and constraints 

The negative effects of being forced to stop traveling back and 

forth on older migrants’ well-being  
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