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ABSTRACT

This paper combines two strands of literature
that hitherto have often been kept separate in
studies of ageing migrants: research in
environmental gerontology on the one hand
and work dealing with transnational migration
on the other. In doing so, it aims to contribute to
the understanding of the ways in which ageing
migrants experience the notion of ‘home’, both
as a location and a set of relationships that
contribute to feelings of belonging and identity.
The paper is based on 34 interviews with
first-generation Turkish migrants living in
inner-city districts of Brussels. The paper
reviews the variety of ways in which ‘home’ is
experienced and created, the constraints and
environmental pressures which may prevent
people from developing a sense of home, and
the meaning of transnational ties and mobility
for the experience of home. Copyright © 2015
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Accepted 4 September 2015

Keywords: ageing in place; environmental
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INTRODUCTION

T his paper combines two strands of litera-
ture that hitherto have often been kept
separate in studies of ageing migrants:
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research in environmental gerontology on the
one hand and work dealing with transnational
migration on the other. In particular, it aims to
contribute to an understanding of the ways in
which ageing migrants experience and give
meaning to the notion of ‘home’, both as a loca-
tion and a set of relationships that contribute to
feelings of belonging and identity (Ralph &
Staeheli, 2011).

Environmental perspectives on ageing have
been especially important for increasing our un-
derstanding of the interactions between older
people and their physical-social environments
(Wahl & Oswald, 2010). A key argument is that
the meaning of, and attachment to ‘home’ and
‘place’ are especially significant for older adults,
for three reasons: first, the long period of time
likely to have been spent in the same locality
(Phillipson, 2007); second, the greater time spent
at home following retirement (Peace et al., 2005);
and, third, the significance of place in preserving
a sense of identity and independence in old age
(Rowles, 1986).

Environmental gerontology has raised signifi-
cant issues about how neighbourhoods and resi-
dential spaces facilitate a sense of home in later
life. However, the lack of theoretical innovation
has also been raised as a major concern in this
field. Phillipson (2007) and Wahl and Oswald
(2010), for example, note limited attention to the
contextual forces and macro-level changes that
shape person–environment relationships in old
age. Two such dimensions include the forces as-
sociated with globalisation and transnational mi-
gration, both of which offer a way of re-thinking
issues about ageing and the environment. Re-
search dealing with transnationalism provides in-
sights into the ways in which migrants develop
connections and networks that link homes in
their place of origin and those to which they
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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move (Gardner, 2006; Ralph & Staeheli, 2011). Al-
though such themes are widely discussed, they
have rarely engaged with issues of age and age-
ing in the migration process (Torres, 2013).

This paper aims to make a contribution to our
knowledge and understanding of the meaning
and creation of ‘home’ for migrants who are
‘ageing in place’. ‘Ageing in place’ is a term that
is often used in social and environmental geron-
tology to refer to the idea of being able to remain
at home in the community for as long as possible
while ageing (Buffel et al., 2012a). Understanding
the experiences of people who are ageing in a
place other than their place of origin requires at-
tention to the processes through which a sense of
home is created and re-created. The next section
of the paper explores linkages between the envi-
ronmental gerontology literature and transna-
tional migration studies dealing with the notion
of home.
Home and Place Attachment in Old Age

Issues about home, place, and the environment
have emerged as influential themes in the study
of ageing. They have been especially important
in the development of the sub-discipline of envi-
ronmental gerontology which emerged through
the work of Carp (1966) and Lawton (1982). These
authors examined the reasons why some physical
contexts achieved a better fit with the needs and
abilities of older residents than others. The ‘Press
Competence model’ (Lawton & Nahemow, 1973)
developed as an influential framework for under-
standing person–environment relationships. The
assumption behind this approach is that individ-
ual behaviour is a result of congruence between
the demand character of the environment (envi-
ronmental press) and the capabilities of the person
to deal with that demand (personal competence).
This model addresses the ways in which the mis-
match between personal needs and environmen-
tal options to fulfil these needs can undermine
wellbeing in later life.

Through the 1980s and 1990s, new perspec-
tives developed relating to ageing and the envi-
ronment. Drawing upon a phenomenological
approach, Rowles (1986) focused on the experien-
tial dimension to home and place attachment in
old age. He developed the argument that older
people who have resided in the same community
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
for a long period of time maintain different types
of attachment to their environment, and these can
be framed within the concept of ‘insideness’.
Rowles suggested three complementary dimen-
sions of insideness: ‘physical insideness’, reflecting
an intimate familiarity with the physical configu-
ration of the environment; ‘social insideness’, aris-
ing from integration within the social fabric of
the community; and ‘autobiographical insideness’,
reflecting the way in which lifelong accumulation
of experiences in a place can provide a sense of
identity (Rowles, 1986).

Work in the field of environmental gerontol-
ogy has been further explored in research around
‘age-friendly’ communities (WHO, 2007), and the
related issue of developing supportive environ-
ments responsive to the aspirations and needs
of older people (Buffel et al., 2012b). The theoret-
ical questions here include: the meaning of home
in the context of ageing (Rowles & Chaudhury,
2005); processes of belonging and agency
in person–environment interactions (Wahl &
Oswald, 2010); and the impact of neighbourhood
characteristics on mobility and access in public
spaces (Iwarsson et al., 2007). These and related
questions have emerged as influential themes in
gerontology, and have generated a wide range
of practical applications for the design of residen-
tial and public spaces. At the same time, much of
this work has remained insulated from wider de-
bates in sociology and social geography, espe-
cially in relation to work around globalisation,
migration and mobility. The next section of this
paper examines the relevance of this field of
work for understanding the lives of older people.
Home and Migration: Transnational Belongings
and Mobilities

Since the early 1990s, globalisation theorists have
emphasised that in a world characterised by mo-
bility and migration, social life is increasingly
shaped by the virtual and remote as opposed to
the real and proximate. Identities are therefore
seen as transient, mobile and diasporic (Savage
et al., 2005). In his manifesto for a new ‘sociology
of mobilities’, (Urry, 2000: 132) extended this
dimension of globalisation, arguing that contem-
porary forms of dwelling and belonging ‘almost
always involve diverse forms of mobility’.
Mobilities research focuses not only on the
corporeal travel of people and the physical
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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movement of objects, but also imaginative,
virtual and communicative travel, enabling and
coercing (some) people to live more ‘mobile lives’
(Elliott & Urry, 2010; Sheller, 2011: 3).

Such themes have been further developed
through work on ‘mobile geographies of home’,
investigating the ways in which migrants dwell
through travel, and vice versa (Ralph & Staeheli,
2011: 519). Research in this field has challenged
the way in which ‘home’ is imagined as territori-
ally pre-defined and fixed, offering instead a
conceptualisation of home as mobile, flexible
and ‘in-becoming’ (Nowicka, 2007). This aspect
has been emphasised in studies examining the
meanings that migrants attach to home at differ-
ent geographical scales, highlighting the de-
territorialisation of belonging and attachments
(Appadurai, 1996). At the same time, the desire
to fix home with particular meanings by
attaching it to an immediate locale is still appar-
ent even for highly mobile transnational migrants
(Butcher, 2010). Ralph and Staeheli (2011) make
the point that there has been a tendency to
overemphasise the shifting and mobile meanings
of home, while underplaying migrants’ struggles
in, and attachments to, their current home. If we
want to understand how migrants experience
home, however, the key question remains: ‘…
how (do) migrants build homes and identities
through complex relationships that are plural, ex-
tensible, but nevertheless localised?’ (Ralph &
Staeheli, 2011: 522, emphasis added). This point
has been reinforced by Brickell and Datta (2011)
who apply the concept of ‘translocality’ to en-
hance our understanding of the interconnections
between mobility and locality, routes and roots,
as well as transnational and local attachments
(Clifford, 1997; Ehrkamp, 2005; Gustafson, 2009).

This last observation may be especially rele-
vant to understanding the home-making practices
of ageing labour migrants, a group who have
been largely ignored in the context of research
using the mobilities paradigm. Research has
shown that first generationmigrants often express
emotional attachments to their place of origin as
well as to their immediate neighbourhood
(Phillipson et al., 2003; Gardner, 2006). Moreover,
ageing labour migrants do not necessarily fall
under the rubric of ‘highly mobile transnational
migrants’ (Brickell & Datta, 2011). They may for
example experience constraints arising from de-
clining health and/or limited financial resources,
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
becoming increasingly dependent on the local en-
vironment for achieving a sense of home. The
challenge, therefore, is not only to examine ex-
pressions of mobility, but at the same time explore
the ways in which ‘home’ at the local level is expe-
rienced by diverse groups of ageing migrants.

Three research questions arising from the
above will be addressed in this paper: first, how
do ageing migrants understand and create ‘home’
in their current neighbourhood of residence?
Second, what are the main elements identified
by ageing migrants as impeding the development
of a sense of ‘home’? Third, what meanings do
ageing migrants attach to their mobility and
(potential) transnational relationships, and how
do they evaluate the significance of such connec-
tions for the idea of ‘home’?

METHODS

The data for the present research were derived
from a qualitative study among first generation
Turkish labour migrants living in two neigh-
bouring districts in Brussels, home to a large Turkish
immigrant community. The participants migrated
to Brussels in the 1960s when the Belgian govern-
ment was actively encouraging immigration to
meet employment needs at a time of rapid urbanisa-
tion and economic expansion. Those who settled in
Brussels originate in themain from Emirdağ, a rural
town in central Turkey. Their settlement in Brussels
coincided with changes in the socio-geographical
make-up of the city, with large numbers of ‘native’
Brussels dwellers moving to the city’s outskirts,
leaving the deprived neighbourhoods to
incoming migrants. The majority of the Turkish
migrants in Brussels still live in these
neighbourhoods which are characterised by high
levels of deprivation (Manço & Kanmaz, 2005).

Data were collected in 2010 among 34 migrants
of Turkish backgrounds aged 60 and over. Inter-
views were undertaken by the author or by
trained MSc students in the language of partici-
pants’ choice (Turkish for all interviews). No
interpreters were used; the author and inter-
viewers were fluent in Turkish. Recruitment of
participants ranged from the more formal to the
fully informal: through relevant Turkish associa-
tions, voluntary and religious organisations as
well as through informal meetings. Others were
drawn through further ‘snowballing’ as well as
through existing networks with social services.
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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Participants chose the locations of the interview,
and often permitted the interviewer in their home.
Eighteen women and sixteen men participated in
the study, with an age range of 60–78years
(although some exact birth dates were uncertain
because of the absence of birth certificates). The
interviewers were unable to recruit very elderly
people (those 80 and over), partly because of the
small number of first generation migrants from
Turkish origin aged 80 and over or given the health
conditions of many in this age group (see Table 1).

The study employed a semi-structured topic-list,
including a range of issues such as older people’s
perceptions of home and neighbourhood; experi-
ences of daily life; views about their social relation-
ships; and the meaning of transnational ties.
Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of sample.

Women Men N

Sex 18 16 34
Age
60–69 14 12 26
70–79 4 4 8

Marital status
Married 12 14 26
Widowed 5 2 7
Divorced 1 — 1

Educational level
No educational
qualification

9 4 13

Primary school 7 7 14
Secondary
education

1 3 4

Higher education 1 2 3
Mean length of
residence in
neighbourhood

20 years 24 years 22 years

Average number of
children

4 3 —

Housing tenure
Homeowner 10 11 21
Private rental
housing

6 4 10

Social rental
housing

2 1 3

Spoken language
Only Turkish 12 5 17
Turkish/poor
French or Dutch

4 7 11

Turkish/good
French or Dutch

2 4 6

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
verbatim (in Turkish) and analysed using a combi-
nation of thematic and content analysis. The first
step involved familiarising with the data by read-
ing and re-reading the transcripts. The second step
of the analysis entailed the coding of each interview
on the basis of themes that were derived from the
conceptual framework as well as directly from the
interview data. In order to increase the credibility
of the findings, the coding frames and strategies
were subject to systematic review by the author
and interviewers and refined through a process of
consensus. Twenty-four different codes were iden-
tified, including ‘migration history’, ‘returning
home’, ‘neighbourhood likes’, ‘neighbourhood dis-
likes’, ‘neighbouring relationships’, ‘social relation-
ships in Turkey’, and ‘return visits’.

All interviews were coded and analysed using
ATLAS.ti. Once the interviews were coded, the
author and interviewers identified how the
themes were interrelated (Silverman, 2001), with
the next step involving the clustering of codes
into key themes or higher order headings (such
as ‘place attachment (local)’, ‘place attachment
(Turkey)’, ‘environmental press’, and ‘transna-
tional practices’). The author and interviewers then
jointly re-read the interview data to refine and ver-
ify the overall themes to achieve validity in the
findings. The analysis and coding took place on
the original transcripts in Turkish. The quotes that
were selected to include in the findings section of
this article are the interviewers’ or author’s transla-
tion. In case of doubt or uncertainty, the transla-
tions were checked and refined by an official
translation service. The research was conducted
according to the Free University of Brussels’
(VUB) code of ethics and good research practice.

CREATING A SENSE OF HOME

The first research question examined how mi-
grants created a sense of home in their current
neighbourhood. Four overall themes with
regards to the development of home were iden-
tified: the idea of ‘returning home’; ‘social at-
tachments to place’; ‘physical attachments to
place’; and ‘engendered neighbourhood prac-
tices’. In relation to the first, the participants
had migrated from economically depressed rural
areas in Turkey to Brussels in the 1960s and
1970s, exchanging – in the case of the majority
of men – a life of work on the land for one of
manual labour in the construction industry,
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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cleaning or railway sectors. Initially, the Belgian
government emphasised the temporary nature
of their employment: labour migrants, or so-
called ‘guestworkers’, were assumed to return
to their home country after their contracts ex-
pired (Abadan-Unat, 2011). However, this was
the case for only a minority and the population
of Turkish citizens continued to increase through
migration based on family reunification, mar-
riage and asylum. Nevertheless, the idea of
‘temporariness’ continued to be an important
one for understanding the present struggles
and problems experienced by participants. A
65-year-old man, who migrated to Brussels in
his late 20s to work in construction, talked about
this idea of temporariness:

‘My plan was to go to Europe to work, save up
money and then go back home… I never
learned French because I always thought I
would go back home. I’ve always spoken Turk-
ish with everyone.’

As the above quotation illustrates, the idea of
‘returning home’ was a key feature in the partici-
pants’ narratives about their relationship to both
Brussels and to their place of origin. For two par-
ticipants, both of whom had recently lost their
partner, daily concerns arising from a combina-
tion of widowhood and poverty were some of
the underlying reasons for wanting to return to
Turkey. They also expressed feelings of homesick-
ness for their country of origin:

‘A part of my mind is in Turkey. There are
many advantages of living in Brussels but it is
nothing like Turkey. I always feel that some-
thing is missing’ (67-year-old widow).

‘I’m sick of this place. It is not [feasible to live

here] and I can’t make ends meet. Honestly…
I am considering to move back to Turkey’
(78-year-old widow).

Most participants, however, had adjusted to the
idea of growing old in their second homeland. Their
wish to ‘return home’ (see further Anwar, 1979;
Phillipson et al., 2003) had become increasingly un-
likely because of a combination of emotional and
practical reasons. This was reflected in the follow-
ing comments:
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
‘I can’t move away frommy neighbourhood. My
roots are here now because my children live
here… Hospitals are good, and we have insur-
ance and social rights. Brussels has a lot of advan-
tages’ (74-year-old woman).

‘I would definitely prefer to grow old in my

country [Turkey]… But I don’t think I would
be able to manage that. My children live here.
I go back to Turkey for 3 to 4months a year,
but then I miss my grandchildren too much. I
also don’t have as many friends in Turkey as I
have here. People are different there… Some-
times I feel like a stranger in my own country’
(63-year-old man).

Alongside family, health-care and social secu-
rity related factors, opportunities to maintain
transnational ties were identified as important
reasons for staying permanently in Brussels
(see also, White, 1997). Some participants also
referred to the transformations that had oc-
curred in their homeland, which made it more
difficult for them to identify with their place
of origin. The length of time participants had
lived in their neighbourhood in Brussels (an av-
erage of 22years) was an additional contribu-
tory factor to their preference to ‘age in place’
(Rowles, 1986).
Social Attachments to Place

The participants interviewed for the study also
commented on how they had worked to trans-
form their current physical environment into a
meaningful place, one where they feel at home
and to which they felt attached to varying de-
grees. Such a sense of home was itself both cre-
ated and reinforced through the proximity of
members of their own cultural community, creat-
ing opportunities for common social bonds. This
was illustrated in comments such as:

‘I wouldn’t want to [move away from here] be-
cause I don’t want to live far away from all the
Turkish people. When I go out here I always
meet family and friends on the street; and that
gives me a sense of relief. I am already in a for-
eign country… if I would live somewhere far
away from the Turkish community, it would
feel as if I’m moving to a foreign country for
the second time’ (69-year-old woman).
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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‘The best thing about living here is that there is

a large Turkish community. I don’t feel like a
stranger here, we are all the same’ (64-year-
old man).

The interviews suggest that the social net-
work of most of the participants was strongly
oriented towards the (extended) family. The ma-
jority had their children and grandchildren liv-
ing in fairly close proximity to their homes
and had a regular and intense level of family
contact. At the same time, the term ‘akrabalar ’
– meaning ‘relatives’ or ‘kin’ was often used in
a broad sense, not only referring to relatives,
but to everyone who migrated from the same
village or region in Turkey, reflecting support-
ive, reciprocical bonds across members of the
community:

‘We treat the people from our village [the vil-
lage they migrated from in Turkey] as our rela-
tives’ (63-year-old woman).

‘People from Emirdag are like a close-knit fam-

ily. Relatives, friends and neighbours around
here are incredibly tight knit’ (72-year-old
woman).

Our analysis of the participants’ social relation-
ships further provided support for Warburton
and McLaughlin’s (2007) point that older people
from diverse cultural backgrounds contribute to
social capital in a variety of ways. The men in
this study especially talked about their engage-
ment in religious activities organised by the
mosque, while women’s narratives about social
support appeared to be centred on relatives,
sick or vulnerable people in the community,
and the looking after, or being looked after, by
neighbours. A 71-year-old man, for example,
said:

‘Because I’m active in the mosque association,
I know many people. I have connections with
almost everyone around here. We organise
language courses, trips, and activities for
young people. I meet my friends in the
mosque, we go for tea after or we meet each
other in our homes.’

Typical comments amongst female partici-

pants included:
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
‘I am very happy with my neighbours. They
helped me a lot when I was having a difficult
time after my husband died. May God reward
them’ (74-year-old woman).

‘They [neighbours] are very important to us…

Even in the smallest of matters one neighbour
can help another […] “Komsu komsuya
muhtaçtır” [loosely translated as: It’s better to
have a good neighbour than a distant friend]’
(64-year-old woman).

As reflected in these quotes about the role of
neighbours, the interviews revealed a range of
Turkish expressions about the value of ‘neigh-
bourliness’, both among women as well as men.
Some participants made this point by using the
Turkish proverb ‘find your neighbour, choose your
house’, suggesting that trustful and supportive
neighbours are the most important criterion for
determining the choice of a home. Other expres-
sions included: ‘neighbours are like family in our
culture’ and ‘neighbours have indisputable rights to
each other’. Typical examples of such ‘rights’ were
found in the reciprocal support, both emotional
as well as practical, provided to one another, in
terms of ‘helping each other financially’ when
needed (71-year-old man) and ‘visiting neighbours
when they have a problem or when they are ill’
(74-year-old woman).

The above findings point to the importance of
what Rowles (1986) termed ‘social insideness’ in
developing a sense of home, both in terms of kin-
ship relations and friendships as well as neigh-
bour relationships, especially with those from
the same cultural community. Sharing similar mi-
gration histories, speaking the same language,
sharing Islamic values, and living in the same
neighbourhood all seem to facilitate this social at-
tachment to place. As previously suggested by
Becker (2003), the wealth and complexity of the
participants’ common social bonds appear key
to understanding what keeps those older people
‘rooted in place’.
Physical Attachments to Place: The Proximity of
Ethnic Amenities

A further dimension to the creation of home
was the importance of proximity to ethnic ame-
nities and services. Since the 1980s, with family
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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reunification largely complete, the Turkish com-
munity had become more visible with the build-
ing of mosques, the establishment of ethnic and
religious associations, the celebration of reli-
gious holidays, and the opening of ethnic busi-
nesses. This community is often referred to as
‘Little Turkey’ as it has formed a self-sufficient
enclave, where Turkish restaurants, halal
butchers, teahouses, groceries, jewellers, and
bookshops serve their predominantly Turkish
clientele. Access to such ‘third places’ where
‘imagined communities’ can be sustained
(Oldenburg, 1989) was considered to be of
major importance by many:

‘Everything we need is close by: the mosque;
the hospital; the pharmacy; Turkish markets;
halal butchers… My children live nearby and
I have Turkish neighbours. For me, a good
neighbourhood is one with good neighbours
and good streets where you feel safe… What
else do we need? (64-year-old man)
‘We found peace here… I got to know my next-
door neighbours well… people are warm, there
is a good atmosphere and there are plenty of
Turkish markets and shops… I can walk to
the grocery round the corner to get fresh vege-
tables… And we also have a mosque nearby’
(63-year-old woman).
‘I love this neighbourhood. It feels a bit like
Turkey. It’s like “back home”. We have a
mosque; there are many Turkish shops where
we can buy cheap products; there are Turkish
restaurants, and we know all the owners’
(63-year-old man).

The findings presented here provide support
for what Rowles (1986) termed ‘physical
insideness’, reflecting an intimate familiarity with
the physical configuration of the neighbourhood,
created and re-created through participants’ en-
gagement in transnational home-making prac-
tices. ‘Home’ in this context becomes a place
through which migrants establish a connection
with the place they left behind. Mosques, satellite
dishes, teahouses and ethnic businesses act as
material links here between two worlds within
‘transnational social space’ (Ehrkamp, 2005).
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
They not only link the participants to the Turkish
community in their neighbourhood, but also en-
hance a sense of ‘imaginative mobility’ (Elliott &
Urry, 2010), allowing them to ‘be’ in Turkey in
their minds without physically being there.
Engendered Neighbourhood Practices

A final theme that emerged from the data sug-
gested that there was a clear gender dimension
to the creation of home, which was especially
evident through the neighbourhood practices
of the participants. Ethnographic observations
demonstrated that Turkish older men tend to
have more informal gatherings with friends
outdoors than women, for example in the
mosque or teahouses. During the interviews,
there was a tendency among women as well
as men to refer to these places as ‘male spaces’.
Teahouses in the neighbourhood were exclu-
sively geared towards the need of Turkish male
residents, offering opportunities to play games,
gamble, watch Turkish football and socialise
with other older men, who in most cases,
originated from the same village of origin. A
67-year-old man, for example, explained his
daily routine as follows:

‘I usually wake up quite early, I have break-
fast, and then I go to see [his friends] in the
Turkish teahouse around the corner… What
do we do? We drink tea, just chat about gen-
eral things… play tavla [backgammon]… And
on Friday I go to the mosque. They [his
friends] go as well.’

In contrast, the women in this study visited the
mosque less frequently (in most cases only on im-
portant religious days), and often reported a lack
of ‘female spaces’ or family-friendly places in the
neighbourhood. One 66-year-old woman, for
example, argued:

‘There are no activities around here, especially
for the women. What we need here is a social
space where we can take our grandchildren
and have a chat with other women: A place
for the women to get together.’

Islamic prescriptions, outlining that men and
women should keep sufficient physical distance
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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and should not meet in private, may further sup-
port ‘male territoriality’ in this neighbourhood, be-
cause women should not enter a space in which
men are already present (Peleman, 2003: 159). The
capacity to be ‘mobile’ in public space, both
physically and socially, thus has a clear gender
dimension. This was illustrated in our study
through a comment made by an older Turkish
woman in Brussels who avoided a particular place
as she was worried that men would spread gossip
about her, which could damage her reputation in
the community:

‘I only go shopping in the shop at the corner; I
don’t go to [the supermarket] because I have to
pass that square then where all the men are’
(63-year-old woman).

However, there was also evidence that older
women succeeded in appropriating certain
places (Peleman, 2003). This was especially
the case in private spaces; in their home or
in the homes of family of friends where they
had informal meetings amongst women, but
also in some semi-public spaces such as asso-
ciations and community centres, where women
came together to attend language courses or
programmes against illiteracy, and to do volun-
tary work, such as cooking for friends who run
local businesses.
CONSTRAINTS ON THE CREATION OF HOME

The second research question concerns issues
which might impede the development of a sense
of ‘home’. Two interacting themes were identi-
fied: first, the deprived urban neighbourhoods
in which participants live; second, the different
forms of disadvantage that have accumulated
over their life course. In terms of the latter, and
in line with previous research on older labour
migrants (Warnes, 2004), participants often re-
ported a lifetime of disadvantage, including fi-
nancial insecurity, limited education, poor
working and housing conditions, barriers related
to language, and discrimination on the basis of
race and religion. The accumulation of disadvan-
tages over the lifecourse presented particular
challenges for maintaining a sense of home and
wellbeing in old age. Early experiences such as
poor socio-economic and working conditions
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
for example had an impact in later life, espe-
cially on physical and mental health. A 63-
year-old man commented:

‘My health isn’t good. It started with backaches
when I was still working in construction; we
were building the subways in Brussels… A
friend of mine died in a work-related accident;
others gained long-lasting injuries… I think I
became ill because of working too hard. I’m
having breathing problems and headaches,
and my legs are tired. The older I get the worse
it gets.’

For participants such as the above with health
problems, the experience of ‘ageing in place’
raised various problems, especially when linked
to issues of poverty and poor housing conditions.
Several interviewees expressed their discontent
with the housing conditions and neglect of the
area, which presented particular challenges to
maintaining a sense of home. The underlying rea-
son for staying in their present home was finan-
cial with the relatively low rents discouraging
them from moving:

‘Earning a living here is difficult and every-
thing is more expensive. Turkey has much
more advantages. I’m not happy with where
I live at all. Brussels is not safe anymore. It
has gone downhill and it has affected our
children. We don’t let them go out at nights’
(77-year-old man).
‘We spend over half of our income on rent.
Turkish people around here have always strug-
gled financially. We can’t afford to live some-
where else. We are forced to live in this
neighbourhood out of economic necessity’
(71-year-old woman).

The findings also highlighted barriers linked
to the urban deprivation in the area, including
the physical deterioration of infrastructure
and the lack of outdoor seating and pedestrian
safety, which prevented participants from
moving between their homes, neighbourhoods,
and public spaces. A number of participants
commented on the poor quality of their
environment:
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‘The roads are dirty and full of cigarette butts

and cans. They throw everything on the floor.
Despite cleaning our front door, they always
make it filthy it again… And pubs are open all
night round here, until the morning hours. They
make a lot of noise. But where can we make a
complaint? The municipality never does any-
thing. There is no order and hygiene anymore
in this neighbourhood’ (64-year-old woman).

‘The pavements and streets are very narrow

Mobility and the Maintenance of Transnational Ties
and dangerous. People get hit by cars when
they try to cross the road’ (71-year-old man).

‘The biggest problem in this area is the busy traf-

fic and the fact that there are too many cars…
There are no benches and there is hardly any
green space around here’ (66-year-old woman).

These, among other interviews, provided in-
sights into some of the structural barriers which
may cause ‘environmental press’ for older people
(Lawton & Nahemow, 1973). Such pressures may
present particular challenges to maintaining a
sense of home, especially when their person’s ca-
pabilities to deal with these are restricted.

TRANSNATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS AND
MOBILITIES

Thefinal research question concerns themeaning of
mobility and transnational relationships for the re-
search participants, and how they evaluate the sig-
nificance of such connections to the idea of ‘home’.
As discussed earlier, ageing migrants may be at-
tached to multiple places as they often maintain
linkages both to their current neighbourhood and
their place of origin (Gardner, 2006). The following
excerpts illustrate how several ageing migrants felt
emotionally attached to both their present place of
residence and their place of origin, reflecting the
ambivalent nature of their sense of home and place:

‘I feel like this [neighbourhood in Brussels] is
my home now, but I also miss the mountains
and scenery in my home in Turkey’ (71-year-
old woman).

‘I feel very much attached to my neighbourhood.

Whenever I go to Turkey I miss my friends and
children [who live in Belgium]. Butwhen I’mhere,
I miss my family in Turkey’ (64-year-old man).
pyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
While most felt reasonably comfortable with
ambiguous boundaries and had achieved a cer-
tain degree of feeling at home in both places, the
ways in which participants negotiated their
multiple sense of home also revealed expressions
of ‘placelessness’ among some. According to
Phillips (2011: 81), placelessness may be ‘a result
of exclusion or may itself lead to exclusion being
made unwelcome or not having the resources to
engage in the spatial environment’. Such a sense
of exclusion was evident for example in the fol-
lowing comment made by a man: ‘In Turkey we
are viewed as Europeans, and here we are viewed as
foreigners’, this reflecting his feelings of not-fully-
belonging to either place (see also Bolzman, in
this issue). Further in the interview, he explained
that ‘European Turks’ are often portrayed as
‘gâvur’ by Turks in Turkey, a derogatory term
denoting infidelity or immorality:

‘Our village has also changed. The people… I
don’t know why, but it feels less welcoming.
They are less sincere perhaps. When we arrive
in the village, they point at us: “look, the
gâvurlar”’ (67-year-old man).

Despite this sense of alienation, like most par-
ticipants, this man continued to travel back and
forth between Turkey and Belgium, while at the
same time forming attachments to both locations.
The majority travelled at least once a year to their
home country, either by car with their children or
thanks to cheap flights, with the summer months
being the most popular time to visit the home-
land. This, for example, was a typical comment:

‘I go back to my country once a year. My aunt,
cousins, my father’s cousins; they all live there.
I visit them every year and we phone regularly.
I miss my hometown… but we stay in touch’
(67-year-old woman).

Keeping in touch with relatives through
telephoning or visiting them, caring for a family
member who was ill, getting children married
‘to a Turk from Turkey’ and attending weddings
and funerals were identified as the main reasons
for visiting the homeland. Some of them also
owned a house in their country of origin. Many
participants attached great importance to such
‘back and forth’ travels, and those who were re-
stricted in their mobility to travel back to Turkey
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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were very conscious of this deficiency, which they
tried to compensate for by telephoning their
friends and family in Turkey:

‘It’s difficult to be far away from each other.
But I talk with my mother on the phone as if
we are sitting right next to each other. That is
how we reduce the distance between us’
(71-year-old woman).

What was evident from this and other inter-
views is that the support between ageing mi-
grants and their parents was maintained across
considerable geographical distance (see, also,
Baldassar, 2007). Communicative and imagina-
tive forms of mobility by phone or computer
(Urry, 2000) may become increasingly important
among ageing migrants in this respect, especially
as they allow people to ‘be’ in a distant place
without physically being there, as reflected in
the comment above.

DISCUSSION

This paper has explored the ways in which first
generation Turkish labour migrants who are age-
ing in a deprived neighbourhood in Brussels ex-
perience and create ‘home’, both as a location
and a set of mobile relationships that contribute
to feelings of belonging and identity (Ralph &
Staeheli, 2011). The study showed that the idea
of ‘returning home’ for their retirement was a
key feature of this generation’s relationship to
both Brussels and their place of origin, highlight-
ing their experiences of entanglement between
living in Brussels and desiring to spend their
old-age in Turkey. Despite a persistent longing to
return to the homeland, however, participants
had, to a greater or lesser extent, adapted to the
idea of ‘ageing in place’, or growing old in their
current neighbourhood in Brussels. A range of el-
ements are identified by the participants as im-
portant reasons for staying permanently in
Brussels: health-care and social security support;
emotional and social distance from the home-
land; opportunities to maintain transnational ties
(either through back and forth travels or regular
telephone calls); and the length of residence par-
ticipants had lived in their neighbourhood in
Brussels. The most important reason, however,
appeared to be linked to participants having
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
family or strong community ties in the locality,
these representing a key element for understand-
ing ‘what keeps these elders rooted in place’
(Becker, 2003: 145). Indeed, the participants’ nar-
ratives about their (re)creation of a ‘sense of
home’ are strongly linked to the strategies
adopted to achieve ‘social insideness’ (Rowles,
1986), arising from everyday social exchanges
and the creation and maintenance of social roles
and networks within their neighbourhood and
families.

Following the above, the study supports previ-
ous research highlighting the advantages of mu-
tual social support and stronger sense of
belongingness offered by living in close proximity
to others with the same ethnic background (see
Becares & Nazroo, 2013). The findings also sug-
gest that notions of home and place may have dif-
ferent meanings for female and male ageing
migrants, especially as the sexes in Islamic com-
munities occupy different and segregated spaces
and men and women are allotted different rights
and different cultural expectations (Peleman,
2003). Public (the mosque, tea houses) and private
(the private home) spaces are often differentiated
by the participants in relation to conceptions of
‘male’ and ‘female’ spaces, and women are natu-
rally seen as the outsiders of these male ‘public’
spaces. This was also linked to some female par-
ticipants’ comments about the lack of ‘female’
spaces in the neighbourhood, reflecting a need
for local meeting places where women can get to-
gether outside the private home.

Ideas of home in this research have revealed
multiple place attachments that are reproduced
within the local environment as well as through
mobility (Ralph & Staeheli, 2011), whether physi-
cal (back and forth travels), virtual (telephone
contact with family and friends in Turkey), or
imaginative (desires to return home). At the level
of the neighbourhood, this is especially evident
in the way ‘home’ is experienced and created as
a site of connection within and across communi-
ties, reflecting a transnational sense of belonging.
By engaging in their communities, establishing
communal and religious places such as mosques,
and making use of ethnic amenities, ageing
migrants play a role in reconstructing and
transforming their neighbourhood into a trans-
national social place. Many participants connect
their sense of local place attachment to such trans-
national practices, suggesting that these enable
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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them to create a sense of home, rather than
preventing it (Ehrkamp, 2005). According to
Clifford (1997: 155), the process of recreating
places of belonging (based on faith, culture, lan-
guage or shared interests) in the neighbourhood
plays an important role in mediating ‘the experi-
ences of separation and entanglement, of living
here and remembering/desiring another place’.
This research suggests that this may be of partic-
ular importance for ageing migrants who be-
come increasingly dependent on the local
environment for achieving a sense of home, for
example because of declining health, restricted
mobility and/or limited financial resources. By
focusing not only on the physical mobility of
ageing migrants (e.g. back and forth travels) but
also the mobility of objects and social practices
(e.g. Turkish tea, food, and mosques) and virtual
and imaginary forms of mobility (Urry, 2000), the
mobilities paradigm provides a powerful frame-
work here for understanding the variety of ways
in which ageing migrants may compensate for
the loss of connections with the homeland based
on physical proximity.

The study further shows that a focus on
place not only identifies the way in which age-
ing migrants create home, but also the chal-
lenges in maintaining a sense of home. Two in
particular are identified: first, the deprived ur-
ban neighbourhoods in which participants live
and second, the different forms of disadvantage
that have accumulated over their lifecourse,
presenting particular challenges in old age.
The experience of place, in this context,
emerges as a central site of daily struggle, aris-
ing from financial hardships, poor housing con-
ditions, language barriers and experiences of
exclusion (see, also, Becker, 2003). The partici-
pants in this study highlight a range of struc-
tural and environmental barriers linked to
urban deprivation, such as the physical deterio-
ration of infrastructure and the lack of outdoor
seating and pedestrian safety, these restricting
their daily mobility and social life. Evidence
suggests that older adults with limited personal
resources, and especially those who had a life-
time of disadvantage and deprivation, are par-
ticularly prone to such ‘environmental press’,
and this can undermine people’s sense of home
and wellbeing (Lawton & Nahemow, 1973).

Three limitations of the study should be
highlighted. First, the research only includes
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
participants who migrated from a particular re-
gion in central Turkey who live in one area of
Brussels. Further research could include compar-
ative analysis of transnational belongings among
more heterogeneous groups of ageing migrants in
multiple sites to examine the significance of con-
text in the creation of home (Walsh, 2014). A sec-
ond limitation is that the researchers were unable
to recruit the oldest old (80 and over) and the
most vulnerable, homebound older people.
Given the rapidly increasing number of ageing
migrants who are ‘ageing in place’ in European
cities, the oldest members of the migrant popula-
tion deserve far more research attention than is
currently the case. Finally, further research could
address questions of return in more detail, not
only among ageing migrants who travel back-
and-forth, but also among those who decide to re-
turn to Turkey in old age. New ‘mobile methods’
(Sheller, 2011) could capture some of the dynamic
processes and issues around (im)mobilities here,
building on an approach that moves beyond both
geographical fixity and disciplinary boundaries.

Despite the above, the study represents a first
attempt to combine insights from environmental
gerontology and transnational migration studies
to advance our knowledge about the meanings
ageing migrants attach to the idea of ‘home’.
The argument developed is that both fields
would benefit from working more closely to-
gether. Work on transnationalism for example
has been highly influential in engaging with mi-
grants’ attachments to distant and remote homes
(Ralph & Staeheli, 2011). However, such discus-
sions have been largely detached from the
various problems facing their local urban
environments, notwithstanding the fact that
many migrant groups reside in inner-city
neighbourhoods experiencing relatively high
levels of deprivation. Environmental perspectives
on ageing could offer a way forward in this re-
spect, especially as they relate to the experiences
of urban life and neighbourhood exclusion in
the creation of home in later life. On the other
hand, environmental gerontology would benefit
from an integration of a lifecourse perspective
on people’s migration and mobility trajectories.
A dynamic perspective on ‘ageing in place’ is es-
pecially needed to understand how connections
to ‘multiple places’ are integrated in experiences
of home among transnational migrants
(Johansson et al., 2013). This will be especially
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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important given the complexity of biographical
journeys among ageing migrants. Spaces of be-
longing are often developed at different geograph-
ical scales – the local, national or transnational
communities in which people think of themselves
as ‘feeling at home’ (Morley, 2001). This points to
the need for re-thinking the nature of social policy
in a global world, where people ‘revisit’ home
physically, virtually and psychologically (Buffel
& Phillipson, 2011). Identities, place attachments
and families no longer respect national borders.
In this respect, first generation migrants are pio-
neers of a new social and economic order, raising
major issues for research and policy regarding the
role of place in ageing and the experience of age-
ing in place.
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