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Introduction

The scholarly literature on loneliness is vast and has been 
expanding in recent years. Because of increased concerns 
about the harmful health and societal implications of lone-
liness (Fokkema et al. 2012; Prohaska et al. 2020), there 
has also been more active policy attention. For example, the 
UK has a Minister of Loneliness, and in the Netherlands the 
Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport launched the Action 
Programme Een tegen Eenzaamheid (United against loneli-
ness) in 2018. During the coronavirus pandemic, interest 
in the issue of loneliness among young adults witnessed a 
revival (Groarke et al. 2020; Lee et al. 2020). Traditionally, 
however, loneliness has been mainly associated with older 
adults, even though it only peaks after the age of 80 (Dykstra 
2009; Yang and Victor 2011).

Not all groups of older adults receive equal attention in 
loneliness research. In addition to LGBTQI (lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex) older adults (for 
exceptions, see Fokkema and Kuyper 2009; Hsieh and Liu 

2021), older migrants are such a neglected group. One rea-
son is probably because they are a hard-to-reach population, 
especially for ‘outsiders’. Yet it is remarkable and regretta-
ble that so little attention is paid to older migrants, as they 
are generally considered particularly vulnerable and may be 
in double (Dowd and Bengtson 1978) or even triple jeop-
ardy (Norman 1985). The few studies that included older 
migrants indeed show that, on average, they are at greater 
risk of loneliness than older adults without a migration back-
ground (Fokkema and Naderi 2013; Lin et al. 2016; Ten 
Kate et al. 2020; Uysal-Bozkir et al. 2017; Wu and Penning 
2015).

The paucity of research on loneliness among older 
migrants has prompted us to put this topic in the spot-
light by launching a call for papers and, as a result, devot-
ing a Special section in the European Journal of Ageing 
to it. For the introduction to this Special section, we con-
ducted a literature review of studies on loneliness among 
older migrants and identified several themes in relation to 
which the four papers in this Special section contribute to 
the body of knowledge: the limited recognition of diversity 
between and within the groups of older migrants (Ciobanu 
and Fokkema; 2020; Ehsan et al. 2020; Van Tilburg and 
Fokkema 2020); the standard practice of comparing older 
migrants with native-born older adults in the country of des-
tination (Ehsan et al. 2020); the ambivalent role of social 
relationships and transnational belonging in protecting older 
migrants from loneliness (Albert 2021); and the lack of a 
life-course approach (Ciobanu and Fokkema 2020). We end 
this editorial with some reflections on the upcoming chal-
lenges and opportunities for the community of researchers 
working on older migrants and loneliness.

Older migrants: who is studied, and who 
is being missed?

First, we observe a narrow view on the population of older 
migrants. So far, the focus of previous studies on older 
migrants in the European context has been on the largest 
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non-Western groups. These are the former guest work-
ers, such as Turks and Moroccans, who arrived in West-
ern Europe after the Second World War (El Fakiri and  
Bouwman-Notenboom 2015; Fokkema and Naderi 2013), 
and those from former colonies, such as Indians and Paki-
stanis in the UK (Victor et al. 2012) and Surinamese and 
Indonesians in the Netherlands (Kroon and Van Cooten 
2006; Uysal-Bozkir et al. 2017). The common characteris-
tic of these two groups is that they migrated at young ages, 
spent much of their working lives at the destination, and are 
now ageing in place.

The broader literature on older migrants shows that there 
are many more groups of migrants (Warnes et al. 2004) and 
this diversity will further increase in the future (Sampaio 
et al. 2018). Compared with the two groups mentioned 
above, these groups differ in many ways. The basis of this 
heterogeneity resides in the migration motives (e.g. join-
ing their adult children who are migrants themselves, the 
search for better climate and quality of life, affordable care, 
work opportunities at an advanced age, escaping conflict and 
persecution), age at the time of migration and accordingly 
length of stay at the destination, and transnational mobility 
and opportunities (for a detailed description of distinct older 
migrant groups, see Ciobanu et al. 2017; King et al. 2017). 
These patterns of migration and ageing have most likely dif-
ferent bearings on loneliness in old age.

Older migrants: how are they studied, 
and how should they be studied?

So far, most qualitative and quantitative studies look at 
older migrants from one country of origin and when the 
data include older migrants of different countries of ori-
gin, researchers usually lump them together into one or a 
few groups. And yet there is great diversity among older 
migrants, even when only one specific subgroup is consid-
ered, such as former guest workers or migrants from for-
mer colonies. This diversity pertains to both pre- and post-
migration circumstances. In the Netherlands, for instance, 
Moroccan older migrants were born in a less secular country 
and came more often from rural areas than their peers from 
Turkey (Dagevos et al. 2006; Fokkema et al. 2009; Smits 
et al. 2010), and post-colonial older migrants from Indonesia 
have on average better health than their Surinamese counter-
parts (Franse et al. 2018; Schellingerhout 2004).

A consequence of lumping older migrants of different ori-
gins together is that all of them are considered to be at high 
risk of loneliness and between-group variation in predictors 
of loneliness (and their importance) remains understudied 
(Ciobanu et al. 2017). The few studies that zoomed in on 
differences in the prevalence of loneliness by migrant ori-
gin show that the greater the cultural and linguistic distance 

between the country of origin and the country of destination, 
the greater the likelihood of above-average loneliness. In 
Great Britain, the rate of reported loneliness is high among 
older adults from Pakistan, Bangladesh, China, Africa, and 
the Caribbean, but not among those of Indian origin (Victor 
et al. 2012). In Canada, older migrants are on average lone-
lier than their native-born age peers, but not when they are 
of British or French origin (De Jong Gierveld et al. 2015) 
or when they identify themselves as such (Wu and Penning 
2015).

Furthermore, with almost no exception, older migrants’ 
loneliness is compared to that of native-born older adults in 
the country of destination. It is questionable whether this 
comparison is an accurate or even fair one. Leaving behind 
the familiar social and cultural environment and adapting to 
and feeling at home in the new environment can generate 
loss and cause stress (Berry et al. 1987). This is reinforced 
by experiences of social exclusion, disadvantage, and ethnic 
discrimination, with negative consequences that can last a 
lifetime. Hence, older migrants should ideally also be com-
pared to their non-migrant peers in the country of origin, 
as this provides insight into the extent to which an explana-
tion for the above-average level of loneliness among older 
migrants should be sought in migration/minority status-
related effects or in cultural characteristics (e.g. individual-
istic versus collectivistic, Western versus non-Western, guilt 
versus shame culture) (Baretto et al. 2021).

Lonely while not alone

Many older migrants are socially embedded, often in their 
own families and communities (Fokkema and Das 2020; 
Palmberger 2017; Steinbach 2018). Social ties are at the core 
of loneliness. Hence at first glance, it seems paradoxical that 
older migrants would feel lonelier on average. Loneliness, 
however, is not only about the number of contacts one has, 
but also about their quality, and whether the existing con-
tacts meet one’s needs (Peplau and Perlman 1982).

The literature on care provision among older migrants 
highlights their strong reliance on family, particularly when 
they come from collectivistic countries. This manifests in 
strong family obligation norms, including regular family vis-
its and children taking care of their frail parents (Carnein 
and Baykara-Krumme 2013; De Valk and Schans 2008). 
Although the second generation has often adopted these 
norms (Dykstra and Fokkema 2012; Merz et al. 2009), chil-
dren are not always able to meet their parents’ expectations 
due to their busy work and family life. As a result, older 
migrants can have more wishes and higher expectations than 
their offspring can fulfil, which may lead to intergenerational 
tensions and conflicts as well as feelings of disappointment 
and rejection—and hence loneliness (Liversage and Mizrahi 
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Mirdal 2017; Nhass and Verloove 2020). Even when the 
children meet their parents’ expectations, this does not guar-
antee harmonious relationships. While prior research has 
shown that overall relationship satisfaction reduces lone-
liness for both older migrants and non-migrants (De Jong 
Gierveld et al. 2015; Kim 1999; Ten Kate et al. 2020), little 
is known about different types of family conflicts and how 
they affect loneliness in old age.

Transnational belonging: resource 
versus stressor

Studies comparing the loneliness of older migrants with that 
of native-born peers in the country of destination are limited 
in their explanation of the role of general risk factors such as 
poor health and low socio-economic position. The benefit of 
studies exploring variation in loneliness within the group of 
older migrants is that they are able to examine the impact of 
migrant-specific factors such as language mastery (Cela and 
Fokkema 2017; Gautam et al. 2018), feelings of discrimina-
tion (Salma and Salami 2020), and sense of belonging to the 
mainstream society (Gautam et al. 2018; Klok et al. 2017). 
As these factors affect social interactions, it is not surprising 
that their observed effects on loneliness are in the expected 
direction: the less proficiently older migrants master the 
destination language, the more often they experience ethnic 
discrimination, and the less strongly they feel connected to 
the wider society, the lonelier they are. There is, however, 
one exception: the impact of transnational belonging—a 
feeling of belonging to the country of origin—which seems 
to be ambivalent.

Although there is no consensus on the accurate opera-
tionalization of the concept, scholars generally agree that 
transnational belonging has a behavioural and an emotional 
component (Boccagni 2012a, 2012b; Levitt and Glick Schil-
ler 2004). The most common and documented examples of 
transnational behaviour are the back-and-forth trips between 
the place of destination and of origin, staying in contact 
with family and friends left behind, and sending remittances 
(Baldassar and Wilding 2020; Ciobanu and Ramos 2016; 
Fokkema et al. 2016; Klok et al. 2020). The emotional com-
ponent refers to the imaginary attachment and orientation 
towards one’s country of origin such as feelings of home-
sickness and nostalgia, longing for the presence of family 
and friends, return intentions and identifying with the coun-
try of origin (Baldassar 2008; Skrbiš 2008). In the literature, 
arguments can be found for both positive and negative effects 
of transnational belonging on loneliness (Horn and Fokkema 
2020). For example, visiting the country of origin can make 
one feel surrounded by like-minded people, but upon return 
it can also heighten the emotions of a prolonged separation 
from relatives and friends. To the best of our knowledge, 

Klok et al. (2017) are the only ones to have looked quantita-
tively at the impact of transnational belonging on loneliness 
among older migrants. Using data of older Moroccans and 
Turks in the Netherlands, none of the included indicators of 
transnational belonging showed an effect, except feelings 
of loss, which was positively related to loneliness. How-
ever, the scale’s items were strongly related to the concept of 
loneliness (e.g. ‘I miss the people I left behind in Morocco/
Turkey’), which might suggest that feelings of loss tell more 
about another type of loneliness specific to (older) migrants 
than about transnational belonging.

Old‑age loneliness from a life‑course 
perspective

In the attempt to explain the relatively high level and vari-
ations of loneliness among older migrants, the focus lies 
solely on potential predictors at the time of the interview. We 
observe, in fact, a lack of research investigating experiences 
that occurred throughout the life course, either prior or after 
migration, and which may have an impact on loneliness in 
later life. It is known from the literature on loneliness that 
older adults who did not follow the standard demographic 
and normative path are more likely to be lonely (Dykstra 
and De Jong Gierveld 2004; Zoutewelle-Terovan and Lief-
broer 2018). Examples of deviation from this path are the 
non-occurrence of family life events (marriage, childbirth), 
negative turning points (divorce, unemployment), and off-
time transitions (early or late parenthood, early widowhood). 
Knowledge is also lacking about the changes in loneliness 
feelings over the life course of older migrants, about whether 
having experienced loneliness is teaching people how to 
cope with it or, on the contrary, makes one weaker in future 
encounters with loneliness.

How do the papers in the Special section 
contribute to the literature?

This Special section put together four papers that contrib-
ute to the above-mentioned themes of research on older 
migrants and loneliness.

The paper by Albert (2021) examines the impact of risk 
and protective factors on loneliness of 131 middle-aged and 
older first-generation migrants from Portugal in Luxem-
bourg. The central issue in her paper is the role of belonging. 
Specifically, she looks at the impact of two types of belong-
ing on loneliness: cultural and intergenerational belonging. 
Attachment to Portugal—one of the indicators of cultural 
belonging—corresponds most closely to the concept of 
transnational belonging described above. Respondents were 
asked to rate their attachment to seven Portuguese symbols, 
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including pictures of typical places, food, famous people, 
and the national flag. No significant correlation was found 
between attachment to Portugal and loneliness. Attachment 
to Luxembourg, on the other hand, correlates with loneli-
ness: the more attached one is to Luxembourgian symbols, 
the less lonely he or she is. This negative correlation is over-
shadowed when a third indicator of cultural belonging is 
considered: conflicted cultural identity, which reflects the 
difficulties faced by individuals to reconcile both of their 
cultures and their confusions as to where they belong. In 
turn, the positive relationship between conflicted cultural 
identity and loneliness vanishes after controlling for indica-
tors of intergenerational belonging, especially family con-
flict. Next to low socio-economic position and poor health, 
family conflict seems to be the main risk factor for loneli-
ness: the stronger the respondent agrees that there are ‘open 
conflicts, arguments, antagonism, and anger between family 
members’ (Albert 2021, pp. 5–6), the lonelier he or she is.

Van Tilburg and Fokkema (2020) study 55-to-66-year-old 
Moroccan and Turkish migrants, which are the former inter-
national labour migrants who aged in place in the Nether-
lands. This group is one of the traditionally studied popula-
tion. However, this paper adds to the existing scholarship by 
comparing the prevalence, and the risk and protective factors 
of loneliness between Moroccan and Turkish older migrants, 
and separately with those of their native-born Dutch peers. 
Controlled for age and gender, findings show the highest 
level of loneliness among Turkish older migrants, followed 
by their Moroccan counterparts. Also, after controlling for 
several risk and protective factors, Turkish older migrants 
remain the loneliest on average. Overall, there is a high 
degree of similarity in the importance of risk and protective 
factors for loneliness across the three groups. Exceptions are 
marriage (less protective for Moroccans), frequent contact 
with children/children-in-law (mostly for Turks), a higher 
educational level (protects Moroccans and Turks), and better 
physical functioning (less for Turks).

The paper by Ciobanu and Fokkema (2020) focuses on 
a group that has received little acknowledgement: former 
political refugees who fled from communist Romania to 
Switzerland when they were young and are now ageing in 
place. The starting point was an earlier finding that, con-
trary to common belief, this older migrant population expe-
rienced low levels of loneliness in old age (Ciobanu and 
Fokkema 2017). As a result, rather than focusing on general 
and migrant-specific risk factors for loneliness in later life, 
Ciobanu and Fokkema explore research participants’ coping 
strategies as well as the underlying causes that shielded them 
from old-age loneliness, adopting a life-course approach and 
drawing on 21 in-depth interviews. Several interviewees 
experienced feelings of loneliness in their younger years, 
especially while living in the communist totalitarian regime 
in Romania and upon their arrival in Switzerland. However, 

because they migrated at a young age, they have had time to 
establish a sustainable social network and thus mitigate any 
social losses that may occur later in life. Moreover, having 
been through hard times in communist Romania—marked 
by interpersonal fear and distrust and estrangement from 
society—they built strength to withstand difficult times, 
learned to embrace solitude, and/or learned to relativise 
current hardships, if any. When feelings of loneliness are 
unavoidable (for example due to the loss of a spouse), they 
try to be active to distract themselves from loneliness or 
simply accept the circumstance.

Ehsan and colleagues (2020) examine loneliness of 
another group of older migrants that has received little to 
no attention—expats ageing in place. This is a rather privi-
leged population from a socio-economic viewpoint, yet who 
rarely integrate and learn the destination language. In addi-
tion, although they did not compare expats to their peers 
in the country of origin (a gap in the literature described 
above), but to those in the destination country, their paper 
is nevertheless innovative in that it divides native-born into 
two groups: those who were born in the town in question 
(locals) and those who moved there (newcomers). The 
research setting was a town of about 10,000 residents in the 
French-speaking part of Switzerland, where a community-
based intervention—‘Neighbourhoods in Solidarity’—was 
launched. Using mixed methods, the authors compare the 
level of loneliness before this intervention and the participa-
tion in the intervention among the three groups. Drawing on 
a survey among 235 respondents, Ehsan and her colleagues 
observed that the duration of residence in the town was sig-
nificantly associated with loneliness before the intervention; 
the longer people have lived in the town, the less lonely they 
are. Drawing on qualitative data, they found that newcom-
ers who moved within the same canton but had no ancestors 
in the town still are perceived and perceived themselves as 
migrants in spite of having lived there for extended periods 
of time. They were the most active in the community-based 
intervention aiming to build a sense of community, while 
expats barely participated in the intervention because they 
felt unwelcomed and discriminated against, and because of 
language barriers.

Facing the future: opportunities 
and challenges

From our literature review, we noted that the number 
of articles exploring loneliness among older migrants 
increased in recent years. Without pretending to be exhaus-
tive, we also identified numerous gaps in the literature, 
almost all related to the limitations of existing datasets 
such as only one specific older migrant group, too-small 
cases per group of older migrants so that groups needed 
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to be merged, only one country of destination or even one 
region in the destination country, no data on older adults in 
the country of origin, and no data on other periods of the 
life course. This severely limits our understanding of the 
phenomenon and does not allow us to speak about loneli-
ness among older migrants, but at most about loneliness 
among older Portuguese in Luxembourg (Albert 2021), 
Moroccans and Turks in the Netherlands (Van Tilburg and 
Fokkema 2020), and Romanians or expats in Switzerland 
(Ciobanu and Fokkema 2020; Ehsan et al. 2020).

Although the four studies in this Special section con-
tribute to gaps in our knowledge, more could be done to 
fully exploit the existing datasets. A study in progress 
by Conkova and colleagues, for example, demonstrates 
the unused potential of Dutch survey data on subjective 
well-being (including loneliness) among older migrants 
with some examples. Among other things, merging exist-
ing datasets allows comparing the well-being of several 
older migrant groups (or types of groups) or to analyse 
older migrants’ well-being over time. This is why we 
strongly advocate for an open research data repository at 
the national and international level, where researchers can 
store and share their data. To further boost research on 
loneliness among older migrants, a new large-scale survey 
in several European countries would be a good investment, 
including more detailed migrant-specific questions (e.g. 
the meaning of some concepts for migrants themselves) 
and supplemented by a number of case studies.

At the same time, it would be important to set up prac-
tice-oriented research. Although a wide range of interven-
tions have been developed to prevent or reduce loneliness 
among older persons (De Jong Gierveld and Fokkema 
2015; Fakoya et al. 2020), only a few are designed spe-
cifically for older migrants (Salway et al. 2020). Academic 
interest and understanding on the effectiveness of loneli-
ness interventions for older people—or the lack thereof—
is developing (Cattan et al. 2005; Dickens et al. 2011; Gar-
diner et al. 2018), whereas this is almost entirely absent for 
older migrants. Some qualitative studies do suggest that 
participation in social and cultural activities organised in 
migrant community centres is one of the most beneficial 
ways for older migrants to prevent or combat loneliness (Li 
and Southcott 2012; Patzelt 2017; Tummala-Narra et al. 
2013; Zhang and Zhan 2009), but quantitative evidence 
is lacking. Collaboration between researchers and prac-
titioners is vital to explore, among other things, which 
already-proven loneliness interventions may also be useful 
for older migrants, what adaptations in existing interven-
tions are needed to better meet older migrants’ needs, what 
interventions older migrants themselves suggest, and what 
effect such interventions may have on loneliness.
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