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How do migrants prepare for and cope with their retirement? 
A qualitative study in The Netherlands
Jelle Lössbroek and Koen Veldman

Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (NIDI-KNAW), University of Groningen, The Hague, 
Netherlands

ABSTRACT
The number of retired migrants in Europe is rising, and many 
migrants face a pension gap. Previous research, largely based on 
census and register data, attributes these pension gaps to 
employment histories and eligibility policies while overlooking 
less visible influences such as habits, norms, and social relations – 
here termed sociocultural factors. This study addresses how such 
factors shape migrants’ retirement preparations and their coping 
strategies in response to a pension gap. Our focus is on the 
Netherlands, where pension poverty affects 40% of non-Western 
migrants compared to 3% of non-migrants. We conducted 24 
semi-structured interviews with retirees from Suriname, Turkey, 
and Morocco. We found that sociocultural factors influence 
pension preparation in several ways. Awareness of pension rights 
was low, and distrust in formal institutions, rooted in negative 
experiences with the welfare system, limited the use of pension 
facilities. Individual retirement savings were often deprioritized 
due to misconceptions about pensions and financial support for 
family members. However, during retirement, these same 
sociocultural factors became vital mechanisms for coping with their 
financially vulnerable position: social networks, resilience, and 
transnational comparisons provided strategies to ‘deal with their 
deprivation’. Overall, sociocultural factors both constrain and enable 
migrants’ financial well-being in retirement in the Netherlands.
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1. Introduction

The retired population in Europe has become increasingly ethnically diverse as many 
migrants have entered retirement. Across Western Europe, migrants have considerably 
lower pension incomes than natives (Heisig, Lancee, and Radl 2018). We call these 
lower pension incomes and higher poverty rates among retired non-Western migrants 
the ‘migrant pension penalty’.

Research on this migrant pension penalty has done important work on the role of 
institutional (policy) and economic factors. These studies showed that access to public 
pensions requires a minimum number of years of residence or employment, which 
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often results in migrants receiving lower public pensions (Gustafsson et al. 2022; 
Nakhaie, Halliday, and Roberts 2020). Furthermore, migrants tend to have lower 
employment rates and incomes, reducing their occupational pension benefits and per
sonal pension savings (Cohen and Iams 2007; Gustafsson et al. 2022). A common prac
tice in this literature is to analyse these pension penalties using register- or census data 
(Cohen and Iams 2007; Curtis et al. 2017; Gustafsson et al. 2022; Neels, De Wachter, and 
Peeters 2018). Although these sources provide rich representative data, they only capture 
‘registered’ factors such as years of residence, origin country, work history, and pension 
incomes. Much less is known about explanations other than these institutional and econ
omic factors.

In particular, little is known about the sociocultural explanations for the migrant 
pension penalty and how migrants cope with their retirement situation (Veldman et al. 
2026). These include beliefs, habits, traditions, and social relations, such as family or com
munity ties, that explain retirement behaviour. Some migrants may not use the provided 
pension facilities due to language barriers, unfamiliarity with or distrust in the ‘pension 
system’. Others could prioritise remittances or expect to return to their origin country, 
reducing incentives to save. In addition, sociocultural factors may mitigate the negative 
consequences of the pension penalty: perhaps some migrants receive (financial) support 
from their community and family (Baykara-Krumme and Fokkema 2019).

Studying these sociocultural factors has important implications for understanding the 
migrant pension penalty as it shows factors that are hardly addressed in the literature. 
Additionally, it reveals new insights into the frequently studied economic and insti
tutional (policy) explanations. For example, having a low income limits the possibilities 
to save for retirement; yet, if a migrant remits all income above a certain threshold, an 
increase in income would still not lead to more retirement saving. Moreover, institutional 
barriers, like pension eligibility regulations may be better understood when also focusing 
on the underutilisation of pension facilities by migrants. Additionally, some migrants 
may not view their situation as precarious due to coping mechanisms like support 
from family or their community. Therefore, focusing on the sociocultural aspects of 
retirement (preparation) could offer a more comprehensive view of migrant retirement 
behaviour (Veldman et al. 2026).

Our qualitative study addresses two research questions: (1) How do sociocultural 
factors shape retirement preparations? and (2) How do sociocultural factors influence 
the migrants’ coping with their current retirement position? To answer these two 
research questions, we interviewed 24 non-Western migrants in the Netherlands from 
Suriname, Turkey, and Morocco. By doing so, we contribute to a body of qualitative lit
erature that has predominantly focused on vulnerable migrants in the UK, US and 
Canada (see section 2 below). We focus on a variety of migrants, tapping into a more 
diverse set of experiences. Moreover, we study a destination country with a stronger 
social security system compared to those previously mentioned countries. This means 
there are more opportunities, and perhaps less need to depend on informal solutions, 
but it also increases the importance of understanding and using the available welfare 
facilities. In the Netherlands, there are currently 180,000 retired non-Western migrants, 
a number that is expected to more than double by the year 2050 (Statistics Netherlands, 
2023a). About forty per cent of this group lives in retirement poverty, compared to three 
per cent among retired natives (Scholte and Lammers 2017).
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2. Sociocultural factors in retirement: a literature review

A handful of qualitative studies highlight how retired migrants are less likely to use 
pension facilities due to a limited understanding of the pension system, language barriers 
and a distrust in pension or financial facilities. Nam et al. (2019; 2022), for instance, 
studied older Asian migrants in the United States participating in an employment pro
gramme. They reported a strong distrust in banks and a lack of knowledge of financial 
institutions, leaving many migrants unbanked. In Canada, Khan et al. (2023) conducted 
a focus group with social workers working with older ethnic minorities and reported a 
limited understanding of the financial and pension systems. A British study showed 
that many migrant women arriving later in life experienced barriers in accessing 
‘welfare rights’, such as discrimination and language difficulties, leading many to avoid 
using their welfare facilities (Cook 2010). Also in the UK, Gough and Hick (2009) 
found that ethnic minorities planned for their retirement differently than the native 
population due to their limited understanding of, and higher distrust in the pension 
system and the expectation to return before retirement.

The qualitative literature on the migrant pension penalty also highlights support
ing sociocultural mechanisms. Studies found that retired migrants receive help from 
their community, and their children (Khan et al. 2023; Nam et al. 2019). These 
family-resources help the older migrants directly by providing financial support, 
but also indirectly by translating or navigating the migrants into the welfare state. 
Evidence for such intergenerational support is found in a variety of contexts such 
as older Asian migrants in the US (Nam et al. 2019, 2022), undocumented Latin- 
American migrants in the US (Ayón et al. 2023; Blanco et al. 2017), as well as 
migrants arriving at an older age in Canada (Ferrer 2017; Ferrer, Lee, and Khan 
2020; Khan et al. 2023).

However, the current qualitative literature has two important limitations that this 
study improves upon. First, the literature has predominantly focused on Anglo-Saxon 
countries like the UK, US, and Canada. The pension systems in these countries empha
sise individual responsibility with lower public pensions and more voluntary occu
pational pensions. The migrants’ retirement behaviour is likely different in a stronger 
welfare state like the Netherlands. Perhaps, migrants are less likely to rely on interge
nerational support in retirement and are more likely to use the available pension facili
ties in a more protective context. On the other hand, in a country with generous 
pension facilities, it is especially important to be able to navigate its welfare rights. 
Hence, to better understand these sociocultural factors, it needs to be explored 
outside the Anglo-Saxon context. This study contributes to the literature by focusing 
on the Netherlands.

Second, the qualitative literature has specifically focused on particularly vulnerable 
subgroups of migrants, such as undocumented migrants (Ayón et al. 2023), groups arriv
ing at older age (Ferrer, Lee, and Khan 2020), those participating in an employment or 
social service programme or doing domestic work (Ferrer 2017; Khan et al. 2023; Nam 
et al. 2019). This focus may over-emphasise the retired migrants’ vulnerability (King 
et al. 2017). In contrast, we interview a more diverse group, varying in language skills, 
age at arrival, gender, and work trajectories. This provides a more balanced picture of 
migrants’ experiences.
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3. Context: migration and retirement in The Netherlands

3.1. Older migrants in The Netherlands

The Netherlands is home to 180,000 non-Western migrants aged 65 and older. This 
equals about 6 per cent of the total 65 + population and is projected to reach 12 per 
cent in 2050. Among them, the three largest groups are Surinamese (27 per cent), Mor
occan (17 per cent) and Turkish migrants (15 per cent) (Statistics Netherlands, 2023a).

These migrant groups share some similarities, such as the period of their arrival and 
the ethnic discrimination they experienced. However, their migration histories differ. 
Suriname is a former Dutch colony, where Dutch is the official language. Its population 
is ethnically diverse as it is home to Hindu, African, Chinese, and Indonesian ethnic 
groups. Most retired Surinamese migrants arrived shortly after Suriname’s independence 
in 1975. Despite formally being Dutch citizens before Suriname’s independence, they are 
not granted full public pensions (Westra and Van Hooren 2025).

Most Turkish and Moroccan older migrants arrived in the Netherlands as ‘guest 
workers’ during the 1960s–1980s. The Dutch government signed agreements with 
Turkey and Morocco to recruit ‘guest workers’ for low-skilled industrial jobs. These 
workers were expected to stay only temporarily. However, many stayed in the Nether
lands and were later joined by their families through family reunification. Because 
their presence was seen as temporary, integration was not a policy priority at the time, 
and little attention was paid to language learning or broader integration measures. As 
a result, many migrants aged with limited Dutch language proficiency and precarious 
socio-economic positions (Dwyer and Papadimitriou 2006).

3.2. The Dutch pension system

Pension incomes in the Netherlands come from three sources, or ‘pillars’ (Veldman et al. 
2025).

The first pillar concerns the state-provided public pensions. The AOW (General 
Elderly Income) provides a non-income-related basic income to all residents above the 
age of 67. In 2020, a full AOW equals €1,187 for a single person household and 
€1,624 for a couple, and is sufficient to live above the Dutch poverty line (€1,100 and 
€1,550 for a single or couple respectively). For every year of residence in the Netherlands, 
a person accumulates 2% of a full AOW; meaning that 50 years of residence (between age 
17 and 67) is required to receive a full AOW. Due to this regulation, many migrants 
receive only a partial AOW (see Table 1 for an overview) (Lössbroek et al. 2025).

Table 1. Country-level statistics on the pension position of the different migrant groups in this study.

Number of 
retireesa

Average percentage of a full 
public pension (AOW)b

Average monthly 
pension incomeb*

Non-use of means-tested social 
benefits among those eligible 

(AIO)c

Dutch non- 
migrants

3,700,000 99% 2,030 Euros 46%

Suriname 32,000 75% 1,620 Euros 15%
Turkey 22,000 77% 1,200 Euros 50%
Morocco 25,000 80% 1,110 Euros 37%

*This includes public pension, supplementary pensions (pillar 2 and 3) and income from abroad. 
Sources: aStatistics Netherlands (2023a); bLössbroek et al. (2025); cStatistics Netherlands (2023b).

4 J. LÖSSBROEK AND K. VELDMAN



An additional public pension, the means-tested AIO (Supplementary Income for the 
Elderly), is only available for those with incomes below the poverty line, who also have 
low savings (below 7,700 Euros) and spend a limited time abroad during retirement (less 
than 13 weeks per year). Strikingly, between 14 and 50 per cent of those eligible for this 
supplemental income do not use it (Statistics Netherlands, 2023b). What drives this high 
underutilisation is still relatively unknown.

The second pillar concerns occupational pensions, which are mandatory in most 
Dutch sectors and funded through employer and employee contributions. While occu
pational pensions are relatively generous in the Netherlands, non-Western migrants 
often receive less than non-migrants due to missing pension contributions, higher unem
ployment and lower incomes (Lössbroek et al. 2025).

The third pillar includes voluntary private savings and individual pension plans which 
are primarily relevant for those without sufficient public and occupational pensions. 
People can save for their retirement personally or through annuity insurance, investment 
accounts, or tax-advantaged pension products. Using these third pillar options requires 
sufficient disposable income.

Table 1 summarises how the three migrant groups financially fare at retirement. For 
comparison, we additionally added the Dutch non-migrant retired population. From this 
table, it becomes clear that the public pensions are relatively comparable between the 
three migrant groups, reflecting their shared period of arrival. However, differences in 
other pension components result in a substantially better financial position for retirees 
from Suriname than for those from Turkey and Morocco. Lastly, we see differences in 
the take-up of the crucial Supplementary Income for the Elderly (AIO). Among those 
eligible, half of the Turkish migrants do not receive an AIO, whereas this equals 15 
per cent for Surinamese migrants.

4. Methods

4.1. Recruitment of participants

In our study, we are interested in retired non-Western migrants living in the Nether
lands. Hence, our inclusion criteria were anyone older than 65 years who is retired 
and born in a non-Western country. Our (main) focus is on the biggest older non- 
Western migrant groups in the Netherlands: Turkey, Morocco and Suriname. We 
aimed for a balanced sample in terms of gender and country of origin. After several 
weeks of fieldwork, we therefore stopped recruiting Surinamese and female respondents 
and focused more on men from Turkey and Morocco.

Older migrants are a challenging group to reach for researchers (Bilecen and Fokkema 
2022). Therefore, we used multiple recruiting methods. The first approach was through 
the Network of Organizations for Older Migrants (NOOM), which connected us to 
various community centres frequently visited by older non-Western migrants. 
Through contact persons designated by NOOM, several participants were approached. 
Additionally, we independently contacted organisations such as mosques, community 
centres, churches and elderly organisations. Only mosques and elderly organisations pro
vided us with new participants. Recruiting via intermediaries helped lower thresholds to 
participate.
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In total, 28 participants were approached – 21 through NOOM and seven through 
direct outreach. Two participants were excluded as they were not retired. Two more par
ticipants were excluded to improve the study’s consistency with inclusion criteria. Hence, 
this study is based on 24 participants: 16 from Suriname, 5 from Morocco, and 3 from 
Turkey. Among these 24 participants are 15 women and 9 men, aged 65–84. Table 2 pre
sents a summary of the participants. As retired migrants are strongly concentrated in the 

Table 2. Demographic and socio-economic characteristics of the 24 participants.

Pseudonym Gender Origin Age Age of arrival
AOW 

accruals
Occupation (+/- age of exit labour 

market)

Amina F Morocco 70– 
75

22–24 80–85% Postal worker (66)

Anika F Suriname 70– 
75

22–24 80–85% Administrative work (60)

Aylin* F Turkey 65– 
70

19–21 90–95% Homemaker (-)

Clarissa F Suriname 75– 
80

43–45 40–45% Cleaner (46)

Desmond M Suriname 80– 
85

28–30 70–75% Retail; later informal work (55)

Dorian M Suriname 65– 
70

28–30 75–80% Mechanic (60)

Fatma* F Turkey 75– 
80

24–26 80–85% Factory worker; cleaner (35)

Glenda F Suriname 70– 
75

20–22 85–90% Secretary (57)

Harold M Suriname 80– 
85

34–36 60–65% Carpenter (61)

Hassan M Morocco 70– 
75

35–37 55–60% Agricultural worker (67)

Indira F Suriname 65– 
70

19–21 90–95% Cleaner (48)

Karim M Morocco 65– 
70

17–19 95–100% Hospitality worker (50)

Leona F Suriname 70– 
75

23–25 80–85% Home care worker (65)

Marva F Suriname 70– 
75

19–21 90–95% Bus driver (66)

Noel M Suriname 65– 
70

23–25 85–90% Factory worker (40)

Omar M Suriname 70– 
75

26–28 75–80% Sales worker (63)

Ricardo M Suriname 65– 
70

19–21 90–95% Retail and office worker (65)

Salma* F Morocco 70– 
75

27–29 70–75% Homemaker (-)

Shanika F Suriname 70– 
75

24–26 80–85% Cleaner (50)

Soraya F Suriname 65– 
70

18–20 95–100% Insurance employee (31)

Winston M Suriname 70– 
75

26–28 75–80% Truck driver (66)

Yasmina F Morocco 70– 
75

35–37 55–60% Hospital assistant (55)

Yvonne F Suriname 75– 
80

28–30 70–75% Pharmacy assistant (63)

Zeynep* F Turkey 70– 
75

20–22 85–90% Shopowner (67)

Notes: *Translator used. To preserve anonymity, ranges are provided for the age, age of arrival and corresponding public 
pension accrual.
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bigger cities, our interviews took place in the four biggest cities in the Netherlands: 
Amsterdam, The Hague, Rotterdam, and Utrecht.

4.2. Interview process

The interviews were conducted by the two authors and two colleagues. Participants were 
interviewed individually and in person at a location familiar to them, such as their com
munity centre or mosque. When possible, interviewers matched participants’ gender. 
Before the interviews started, there was small talk; participants received information 
about the procedure and their rights; and signed informed consent forms. The interviews 
lasted between 14 and 54 min (average: 26 min). Our contact persons in the migrant 
community and our ethical committee recommended us to keep the interviews relatively 
brief, to minimise the burden for potentially vulnerable participants. We ensured brevity 
by focusing on a limited number of topics included in a single academic paper. In some of 
the shortest interviews, participants’ personal situation led to skipping part of the inter
view questions, e.g. questions about work history for a participant who never worked, or 
certain financial questions for a participant whose partner was the only person involved 
in their household’s finances. All participants received a €25 gift card valid in many shops 
in return for their participation.

The semi-structured interviews followed a list of topics and questions, but researchers 
also allowed participants to help guide the conversation. The topics were inspired by the 
sociocultural aspects of retirement (preparations) and their labour market experiences 
(see online supplement for topic list). The interviews typically started with participants’ 
migration history and work experience, as these were relatively easy topics for them to 
discuss. During the interviews other topics were discussed and related to their pension 
preparations and current retirement experiences. Transitions to a new topic began 
with general questions (e.g. ‘How did you prepare for your retirement?’), followed by 
more specific questions (e.g. ‘What did you think of the information provided by your 
pension fund?’). When discussing the AIO (Supplementary Income for the Elderly), 
researchers used a printed list of eligibility rules to guide the process.

For one Moroccan and three Turkish participants, a translator assisted with the inter
view to include retirees with limited Dutch proficiency. The translator was arranged 
through the community centre or mosque where the interviews took place and also 
served as our contact person. The use of a translator made these interviews somewhat 
less smooth than the others.

4.3. Researchers’ positionality

Both authors and the two co-interviewers are of working age, have no migration back
ground, and do not identify as part of an ethnic minority. Consequently, we occupy 
an ‘outsider position’ in relation to retired non-Western migrants. Several steps were 
taken to mitigate these positionality-related challenges.

First, to gain access to participants, we worked with a moderator or contact person 
who had closer cultural and linguistic proximity to the target group. This facilitated 
trust, improved communication, and helped ensure that participants could express them
selves more freely and accurately. Second, we consulted scholars with a migration 
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background, both inside and outside our university, many of whom have a migration 
background, to further develop and refine the study. Third, we collaborated with 
NOOM, the network organisation of older migrants, whose expertise and close connec
tion to the target group supported the validity of our findings. Throughout the study, we 
critically reflected how our positionality might influence data collection and interpret
ation. At the same time, the interviewers bring several years of professional research 
experience with this population, meaning that our engagement is primarily profession
ally driven rather than rooted in personal experience. Several participants approached 
us as knowledgeable professionals and asked questions regarding their pension situ
ations. This positioned us not only as researchers but also as sources of information 
and advice, which contributed to building rapport and trust.

4.4. Ethical considerations

Before data collection began, the study design and data management procedures were 
approved by both the Faculty of Spatial Sciences at the University of Groningen 
(#2023–2024) and the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (#FAO/Ako/ 
145). Given the sensitivity of topics such as financial behaviour, transnationalism, and 
intergenerational support, several measures were taken to safeguard the psychological 
well-being of participants. The informed consent process before the interview empha
sised participants’ anonymity, confidentiality of the data, and participants’ rights to 
skip questions or withdraw from the study at any time. All participants consented to 
their interviews being recorded and transcribed. Both before and during the interviews, 
participants were informed that they could skip questions if they wanted. Overall, partici
pants expressed satisfaction with the interview process and appreciated the opportunity 
to discuss their situation.

4.5. Analysis of interviews

The interview recordings were transcribed using HappyScribe and manually reviewed 
and corrected if needed by an interviewer. An accuracy check by a native speaker of 
the interviews conducted with a translator yielded reassuring conclusions.

We analysed the interviews thematically, following the six steps by Braun and Clarke 
(2006). First, we familiarised ourselves with the data by reading all transcripts carefully 
while noting down initial observations. Second, we systematically coded relevant features 
of the data across all interviews and collated related excerpts under each code, using 
Atlas.ti (version 24). For instance, statements expressing distrust in pension funds 
were coded as both ‘distrust’ and ‘pension funds’. These codes were grounded in the 
data but informed by the sociocultural aspects of retirement (preparations). The 
authors discussed all codes extensively until reaching agreement on the codes. Third, 
we identified broader themes from the collated codes, moving beyond descriptive 
codes to capture more abstract patterns. For example, expressions of distrust and lack 
of understanding of the pension system were grouped under the theme ‘sociocultural 
explanations for not using pension facilities’. Fourth, we reviewed the themes by asses
sing whether each theme accurately reflected the coded data and whether the meaning 
was consistent with the original context of the interview. Fifth, we collaboratively 
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defined the final themes in consultation with two experienced researchers in the fields of 
migration and retirement. We also compared our emerging themes with existing litera
ture to enrich our interpretations and ensure conceptual alignment. In particular, we 
refined our themes in relation to the literature on the sociocultural aspects of retirement 
preparation (Veldman et al. 2026), intergenerational support for older migrants 
(Baykara-Krumme and Fokkema 2019), and resilience as a coping mechanism for 
older migrants (Klokgieters et al. 2020). Sixth, we presented our thematic findings to 
scholars from various institutions and disciplinary backgrounds, as well as NOOM. 
Their feedback helped us further refine the themes and improved the clarity of our 
final analysis.

5. Findings

Our findings are organised around four key themes. To answer the first research question 
(i.e. how migrants prepared for their retirement), we first describe the migrants’ labour 
market experiences. Second, we study the sociocultural factors in retirement preparation. 
Third, we explore the reasons why retired migrants often do not use supplemental 
income (AIO). Finally, to answer our second research question (i.e. how migrants 
cope with their retirement), we explore the factors shaping how older migrants perceive 
and deal with their pension gap.

5.1. Migration and labour market experiences

Most migrants arrived in the Netherlands early in their working lives and spent most of 
their adulthood in the destination country. Their reasons for migrating included higher 
earnings, family reunification, or a desire for new experiences. While some initially 
intended to return, they eventually changed these plans, particularly after having children 
in the Netherlands. Few migrants received any pension income from abroad. Virtually all 
participants resided for fewer than 50 years in the Netherlands before retirement and 
therefore experienced a gap in their first pillar pension. Table 2 provides descriptive 
information about our participants in the sample.

Many participants found employment shortly after arriving in the Netherlands. Omar, 
for instance, mentioned: ‘Oh man, when I arrived here, I had a job within a week’ 
[Omar]. Often, participants reported finding jobs through their personal networks, 
such as family members. These jobs often included low-status, low-paid positions, 
such as cleaning, bus driving, or factory work. Some, especially women, did not partici
pate in the labour market. Therefore, their ability to accumulate occupational and per
sonal pensions was limited. When they did save, it was typically for short-term needs, 
like visiting their origin country or for short-term financial buffers.

Some participants were satisfied with their work. One respondent noted: ‘I worked a 
lot, and I really enjoyed it’ [Yvonne]. However, many emphasised the physically demand
ing nature of their jobs. One participant described: ‘The work was really tough back then. 
Very tough—lots of bending, walking hunched over through gravel, carrying heavy 
stones … ’ [Ricardo].

Because of the lower incomes and highly physically demanding jobs, many partici
pants tried to improve their labour market position. Some supplemented their pre- 
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retirement income through informal, cash-based work, which provided temporary relief 
but did not contribute to their occupational pensions. Others moved into less demanding 
roles. As one participant explained: 

I couldn’t keep it up. I worked there for about three years and then moved to something 
easier. There was a company that made those kinds of machines, so I applied there and 
went straight from construction to the factory. [Noel]

Others sought promotions within their organisations to improve their financial pos
ition. As one respondent noted: ‘I wanted a better job with a higher salary. If I’m going to 
work, I want to move forward and earn more, especially because I have two children to 
raise’ [Glenda]. A better future pension was not mentioned as the main reason for pro
motion, although it clearly helped for some.

Notably, most participants exited the labour market involuntarily and well before the 
statutory retirement age. Health issues were a key factor. One participant explained: 
‘Because of the whiplash, (…) I was declared 80–100% unfit for work’ [Noel]. Others 
described being pushed out due to organisational restructuring and budget cuts, after 
which re-entry into the labour market proved difficult, often involving experiences of 
age, gender, and ethnic discrimination. As Glenda succinctly put it: ‘I’m triple disadvan
taged: I’m Black, I’m a woman, and I’m older’ [Glenda]. Because of these early exits, 
lower accumulated occupational pensions and constrained opportunities to save, many 
migrants were not prepared for their retirement – despite their activities to prevent 
these financial vulnerabilities. As a consequence, many rely on (financial) support 
from family members at retirement (see ‘Receiving intergenerational support’ below).

5.2. Sociocultural factors for retirement preparations

Below we discuss three sociocultural aspects of retirement preparation: (a) financially 
supporting family members, (b) understanding the pension system and (c) trusting the 
pension system.

5.2.1. Providing financial support for family members
The participants mentioned the importance of family and a strong duty to structurally 
provide financial support to relatives, especially those in their country of origin. In 
line with earlier research (Veldman 2025), we found that many regularly sent money 
back to their country of origin. These remittances were sometimes substantial and accu
mulated over the life course. These financial contributions were typically acts of familial 
duty, rather than being made with a view towards future return migration or investment 
in retirement in the country of origin. For instance, one participant shared how remitting 
was an integral part of his routine: ‘I earned good money. But whenever I got paid, the 
first thing I did was give money to my mother. Mother — this is for you. And I kept a 
little bit for myself, but Mom, this is for you’ [Desmond]. This kind of support was 
often described as an unquestioned moral commitment. Another participant reflected 
on this sense of obligation, stating: 

Look, when my parents were still alive, you have the moral obligation to take care of your 
parents. And I did that quite often, and I would give them some money as well. Back then, I 
was working, so I could still give them a little something. [Soraya]
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Retirement often reduced participants’ ability to continue these practices. While the 
ties decreased (as family members died), the financial capacity to remit diminished as 
well. One interviewee expressed this shift: 

Oh, I’ve been sending that money all those years. […] They asked for it […] But now I’ve 
stopped. All those years I was able to manage it, but now I say: otherwise I’ll go under. I can 
hardly do my own groceries. So I’m not going to do other people’s groceries either. [Yvonne]

Although these remittances partially constrained the financial retirement prep
arations, they should not be treated as solely problematic. These cross-border interge
nerational contributions served as an important way of supporting family members in 
need. Moreover, the participants expressed pride and satisfaction in being able to help 
their family abroad.

In addition to maintaining transnational relationships, many participants emphasised 
the care provided to family members in the Netherlands. Several women were not in paid 
work for extended periods prior to retirement to care for their children, which limited 
their occupational pensions and abilities to personally save. Others financed their chil
dren’s education, weddings, or housing, sometimes at a great personal cost. Marva 
described how she transferred nearly all her savings to her children: ‘Well, you can 
know that too. I had 60 … , 70,000. I gave it to my children, here, please, here you go. 
I kept just a little bit for myself’ [Marva]. Such intergenerational financial commitments 
constrained the economic capacities to save for retirement, despite the necessitiy to save 
due to gaps in the public and occupational pensions.

On the other hand, prioritising their children over saving for retirement has led to 
far-reaching positive outcomes that may extend well beyond their current financial situ
ation. Participants frequently spoke with pride – unsolicited – about the (socio-econ
omic) successes of their children, underscoring the importance of their children’s 
financial stability. As Hassan noted: ‘Yes, certainly, I’m satisfied [with my position]. 
Only, sometimes it’s a bit hard to manage. But luckily, I have children who have all 
learned well and all have good jobs. We do everything for our children!’ [Hassan]. 
Soraya echoed this sentiment: ‘It’s going well. Why should I keep much more 
[money] for whom? My children are doing well. They’re completely independent, 
they don’t need money from me anymore. So, I’m happy that they all have their 
own independent lives.’ [Soraya] This sense of generational progress served as a 
source of empowerment helping participants remain emotionally content despite 
financial hardship at retirement.

These provided intergenerational support often reverses at retirement (see ‘receiving 
intergenerational support’ below). This reciprocal intergenerational support helps to alle
viate financial hardship for retired migrants. Strikingly, the participants did not explicitly 
express any expectation that the support they provided would be reciprocated at retire
ment (i.e. they did not think of supporting their family as a way of preparing for their 
retirement), although these support dynamics are evidently crucial.

5.2.2. Understanding of the pension system
A major sociocultural aspect of retirement preparation was the limited understanding of 
the Dutch pension system. The participants migrated from countries with very different 
(or no) pension systems and often lacked access to timely or clear information. 
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Consequently, migrants were unable to take active steps to prevent a pension gap, and 
they are currently unable to improve their pension position.

Some individuals were unaware whether they received a means-tested supplemental 
income (AIO-income), or could not distinguish between the general public pension 
(AOW) and their occupational pensions. A few participants were directly affected by 
a public pension (AOW) gap without knowing it, or mentioned an AOW gap that 
did not match their number of years in the Netherlands. Several only discovered 
shortly before retirement that they had built up little or no pension. As Karim 
explained: ‘I thought everyone who worked built up a pension, but that wasn’t the 
case. I’ve always worked in hospitality, and only my last employer ever explained it 
to me’ [Karim].

Others described how, especially in their early years in the Netherlands, they had little 
to no knowledge of the Dutch welfare system: 

When I first came here, I have to be honest—I didn’t know anything about the laws or the 
rules. I didn’t even know where a bank was or where to go for help. I lived with a family, but 
they didn’t give me any advice, not even about how to register for housing or anything like 
that. [Omar]

For some, their first meaningful interaction with the pension system occurred only 
upon receiving a letter from the Social Insurance Bank (SVB) upon retirement. Soraya 
recounted: ‘I didn’t even know I was building up a pension …  I was a bit naive at the 
time. You come from a completely different country. And at work, they never told me 
that you’re entitled to a pension’ [Soraya].

One participant explained how a lack of early information influenced his financial 
decisions: 

I only found out later that I would receive less pension. When I started calculating my 
pension and the state pension (AOW), I realized how much people get. Almost when I 
was about to retire and putting everything in order, a friend told me that the AOW 
amount is much lower here. […]. If I had known earlier how things would turn out in 
the Netherlands, I would have saved for my pension myself. [Winston]

These experiences illustrate how unfamiliarity with the Dutch pension system contrib
uted to financial hardship at retirement: it contributed to less savings and constrains the 
use of an AIO-supplemental income during their retirement (see 5.3 Non-use of Sup
plemental Income [AIO]).

5.2.3. Trust in the pension system
Participants revealed notable levels of distrust towards financial and pension-related 
institutions, views often shaped by experiences with bureaucratic systems and potentially 
hindering retirement preparations via these institutions. These experiences created a per
ception of inequality and powerlessness towards pension institutions. Winston expressed 
this sentiment poignantly: 

Big fish always catch the little fish. We, as little people, don’t have much … You have to do 
what they want. You can’t go up against the capitalists …  And the people who run things, 
they have good salaries, good lives. And we just have to make do with what we get. 
[Winston]
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This distrust was often reinforced by negative encounters with pension authorities or 
benefit agencies. Several participants recounted that they were required to repay unex
pectedly large sums due to unclear rules. These situations created stress, confusion, 
and reinforced the perception of being disadvantaged within the system. Leona described 
the shock of receiving a repayment demand of thousands of euros: 

At home, I received a letter: 23,000, I have to pay? I thought: What is this? I said to my son: 
I’ll pay 2,000, that’s not a problem. My son said: No, 23,000, you have to pay! I asked: Why? 
He said: Well, you received “Wajong”, and you were too old. [Leona]

These stories illustrate how participants often felt that while they bore the conse
quences of bureaucratic mistakes, those in power remained unaffected, reinforcing a per
ception that the system is against them. These negative experiences with the pension 
system and the welfare state in general hold long-term consequences into retirement 
as documented by the low percentage Supplemental Income (AIO) take-up.

5.3. Non-use of supplemental income (AIO)

The previously described knowledge gaps and distrust towards the pension system had 
significant consequences for the utilisation of pension-related support, among those eli
gible. In some cases, non-take-up was rooted in a lack of awareness of entitlements or the 
complex bureaucratic processes. For others, it stemmed from a deeper sense of insti
tutional distrust. One participant vividly captured this sentiment: 

I don’t want anything to do with the government—just get out of my life. I had applied for a 
municipal tax waiver, which I was eligible for. But then they sent me a long list of documents 
I had to provide, including three months of bank statements. I thought, are you kidding me? 
That’s a total violation of my privacy. What are you even going to do with all that? You know 
what? Forget it. I don’t need it. I’d rather eat a little less than have to hold out my hand or 
expose myself like that. [Glenda]

The fear of having to repay benefits due to administrative errors or misunderstandings 
prevented some people from applying at all. Numerous respondents referred to the 
‘Dutch childcare benefits scandal’ as an example of people (often migrants) falsely 
being accused of fraud by the Dutch tax authorities.1 As one participant put it: ‘You 
increased the healthcare allowance, but I don’t want it. I’m not going to give you a 
single cent, because then tomorrow I’ll be in trouble again … The tax authorities just 
bring you problems’ [Glenda].

Shame was another key barrier to claiming supplementary income. For some, the fear 
of being seen in their own community as dependent or ‘begging’ outweighed the poten
tial financial support. Marva explained: 

I don’t know … Sometimes I think about going to ask for help, but then I imagine a Suri
namese person seeing me there and saying, ‘Hey, ‘Marva’ is standing there asking for 
money or something.’ That feels a bit shameful to me … That’s why I don’t ask. Maybe 
I’d even be eligible, but I’d rather not. I just leave it. [Marva]

This shame-induced reluctance to go to an office for support was even more striking 
given that those physical offices are meant for retirees who struggle with digital 
administration.
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Cultural norms around family dynamics also played a role. Several participants 
relied on their children, who preferred to avoid involving their parents in public 
social benefits. The translator relayed a participant’s perspective: ‘She said that even 
if she had known about it, her children wouldn’t apply for it on her behalf’ 
[Zeynep]. These findings illustrate how formal eligibility does not necessarily translate 
into access. Emotional, cultural, and bureaucratic barriers can powerfully shape older 
migrants’ engagement with public support systems. Consequently, many retired 
migrants unnecessarily live below in poverty.

5.4. Migrants’ pension experiences: dealing with deprivation?

The participants shared stories of financial hardship in retirement and difficulties to 
make ends meet. As one participant mentioned: ‘My pension is really poor. I worked 
at that company for so many years, and I don’t even receive 300 euros in pension’ 
[Omar]. The participants experienced deprivation due to their lower public and 
occupational pensions. This raises the question of how retired migrants ‘deal with 
this deprivation’. We document three psychological and social strategies that our 
participants employ to cope with their financial position: (1) comparison with the 
origin country; (2) resilience created over the life course; and (3) receiving interge
nerational support.

Interestingly, certain sociocultural factors that contribute to the migrant pension gap 
turn into a coping mechanism during retirement. A key example is intergenerational 
support: prior to retirement, many participants provided financial assistance to their chil
dren and relatives, and these support dynamics often reverse at retirement. This recipro
cal intergenerational support helps to alleviate financial hardship for retired migrants. 
Similarly, a history of economic struggle appeared to cultivate resilience, equipping 
migrants to better cope with financial challenges in old age.

5.4.1. Coping mechanism 1: comparison
Participants compared their financial position not only to Dutch retirees, but also to their 
(family members in the) origin country and to their own pre-migration experiences. 
These comparisons often led to a positive appraisal of their pension situation in the Neth
erlands. As a Surinamese woman explained: 

If you’re in your own country, what do you get? Nothing. You have to work because other
wise you don’t get anything. But you should be grateful that you came here—you get what 
you get, and you have to be satisfied. That’s how I feel. [Clarissa]

Similarly, one respondent described her appreciation of the Dutch welfare state: ‘The 
government is simply good. She lives here, and everything is well organized—better than 
in other countries. The Dutch government is really very good’ [Aylin, translator used].

These comparisons function as a coping mechanism by reframing participants’ 
financial situations in a relatively more positive way. By emphasising relative improve
ment and downward comparison, individuals mitigate feelings of deprivation, despite 
financial hardship. At the same time, focusing on comparison as a coping strategy 
risks overlooking structural inequalities and framing ongoing financial hardship in 
overly positive terms.
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5.4.2. Coping mechanism 2: resilience
For many, retirement did not mark a significant decline in living standards, but rather a 
continuation of living modestly throughout adulthood. Long-term exposure to financial 
deprivation shaped a coping mechanism through which participants managed limited 
financial resources. As Noel reflected, ‘Well, we lived almost the same way. Because I 
didn’t have it so easy either. WAO wasn’t really a lot of money’ [Noel]. This normalisa
tion of hardship functions as a coping strategy by framing current financial strain as fam
iliar but also signals how limited expectations are shaped by past and present inequalities. 
As Yasmina expressed: ‘I’m satisfied with what I receive. […] I have no choice—it’s just 
my life’ [Yasmina]. A Turkish migrant woman echoed this sentiment, positioning retire
ment hardship within a broader historical context ‘Guest workers experienced many 
difficult moments over the years. Back then, she said, they really went through many 
tough times’ [Fatma, translator used].

At the same time, describing these narratives as resilience requires caution. Partici
pants’ ability to deal with their deprivation shows how they cope with difficult cir
cumstances, but it also reflects the limited alternatives and continued disadvantage. 
These resiliencies should be interpreted as a necessary coping mechanism to 
endure financial hardship in a context of disadvantaged labour market positions 
and pension accruals.

5.4.3. Coping mechanism 3: receiving intergenerational support
Children often provided a range of support that mitigated their retired parents’ financial 
hardship. These supports ranged from administrative help and translation to direct mon
etary contributions. Help with navigating official correspondence and bureaucracy was 
especially common. Desmond summarised this: ‘The children have all the information’ 
[Desmond]. In some cases, this support extended further into financial assistance. A 
number of participants received regular or occasional monetary help from their children. 
Fatma shared: 

Translator: Her son helps her make ends meet, so she can enjoy life a little and sometimes 
buy gifts for herself or the family. But if her son didn’t help, she would struggle a lot because 
of bills for gas, water, electricity, and phone. For example, she said she can’t afford a ticket to 
Turkey, so her son buys it for her. Usually, it’s a gift from him to his mother, like tickets to go 
somewhere or boat tours around Amsterdam. She said, ‘My son is always willing to help. 
[Fatma]

Participants often supported family members before retirement and such support 
was returned at older age, especially by their children. However, the migrants did 
not ‘strategically’ support family members in order to reciprocate these supports at 
older age; neither was support necessarily expected in return. In fact, many partici
pants felt discomfort in receiving support from their children. Some voiced a 
strong desire to preserve their independence and not to become a burden. As one Sur
inamese woman explained: ‘They work too, there’s no time for them’ [Clarissa]. 
Another stated, ‘They earn well, my son and his wife, but still; I try to manage. I 
don’t want to burden them’ [Glenda]. These accounts underscore the ambivalence 
many participants felt; they appreciated and needed the support yet were wary of 
relying on it too heavily.
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6. Discussion

The retired population in the Netherlands becomes increasingly ethnically diverse (Stat
istics Netherlands, 2023a). The retired migrants’ financial situation is poor: while three 
per cent of the native Dutch retirees live below the poverty line, this figure is 40 per 
cent for non-Western migrants (Scholte and Lammers 2017). To understand this 
‘migrant pension penalty’, it is important to study the sociocultural dynamics of retire
ment preparation (Veldman et al. 2026). Unlike earlier research (e.g. Cook 2010; Khan 
et al. 2023), we explore these sociocultural dynamics of retirement in the Netherlands. 
We interviewed 24 retired migrants from Morocco, Turkey, and Suriname. We found 
that sociocultural factors, such as financial support to family and distrust in pension 
systems, complicate retirement preparation. However, some of these same factors – par
ticularly intergenerational support and resilience – also help migrants cope with financial 
hardship. We discuss these conclusions from three perspectives.

First, we observed that sociocultural factors influencing migrants’ retirement prep
arations manifest themselves differently in the Netherlands than in Anglo-Saxon 
countries such as the UK, US, and Canada. While the Dutch pension system is based 
on collective responsibility and generous public and occupational pension schemes, 
migrants benefit less from these provisions than non-migrants. In a country with such 
comprehensive pension arrangements, being able to navigate welfare rights is especially 
crucial.

Second, this study shows how sociocultural factors nuance the research relying on 
census- and register data. These studies provide valuable insights into the accumulation 
of public and occupational pensions (Gustafsson et al. 2022; Heisig, Lancee, and Radl 
2018; Ye 2024), but only capture part of the picture. Sociocultural factors shape the 
role of institutions by influencing who does or does not use pension facilities that are for
mally accessible. These insights shift the analytical focus from what retired migrants are 
entitled to towards what they are able and willing to access within specific sociocultural 
contexts (Cook 2010).

Third, our findings challenge the dominant ‘vulnerability trope’ on older migrants 
often invoked in academic and policy discussions. Older migrants are often portrayed 
as passive, dependent, and at risk, with their vulnerabilities (Ciobanu, Fokkema, and 
Nedelcu 2017; King et al. 2017). While many indeed face real disadvantages, such por
trayals can obscure the agency they demonstrate in navigating retirement. Our partici
pants showed several coping strategies in ‘dealing with their deprivation’. These 
strategies reveal that retired migrants are not merely passive welfare recipients, but 
actors who actively shape their lives, despite constrained financial circumstances.

6.1. Limitations

Our study has several limitations. Our findings are based on a convenience sample that is 
likely positively selected, leading to a somewhat too ‘optimistic’ view on the migrant 
pension penalty. To reach older migrants we relied on intermediaries, community organ
isations and translators for access. Hence, our sample primarily included older migrants 
who are socially connected and engaged. Consequently, more isolated and vulnerable 
migrants were likely excluded from the study. It is also likely that individuals with 
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limited Dutch language proficiency or low institutional trust were less willing to partici
pate, although we relied on translators. Given the sensitivity of financial topics, some par
ticipants may have portrayed their financial situations more positively, downplayed their 
struggles, or withheld information about the support they receive, due to shame or stigma.

Additionally, our sample covers three different origin countries. Our conclusions risk 
glossing over substantial differences between Surinamese, Moroccan and Turkish retired 
migrants. Future research could investigate these groups individually to analyse specific 
sociocultural factors in the Moroccan, Turkish or Surinamese communities.

6.2. Conclusions

This study offers valuable insights into the pension experiences of a demographically 
increasing group of older migrants. The findings highlight the multifaceted nature of 
the sociocultural aspects of retirement in this group. These outcomes are shaped by 
migration trajectories, labour market participation, welfare state structures, and interge
nerational relationships. Addressing these complexities requires sustained collaboration 
between researchers, policymakers, and political actors.

Our study offers several implications for policy makers. First, there is a clear need for 
diverse and accessible forms of pension education tailored to migrants. Such initiatives 
could be delivered in workplaces or community settings and should address the access 
and importance of pension facilities and the need to save for retirement. Language bar
riers sometimes further complicate access to information, underscoring the importance 
of multilingual resources. Having offices that can be visited in person may help those who 
struggle with digital systems, but may be avoided by those who fear being seen asking for 
help. Therefore, a multi-route strategy is needed to reach different groups. Second, pol
icymakers could support the crucial role that adult children play in assisting their retired 
parents. Others receive information and support via their community centres and 
mosques – trusted institutions but hardly experts in pension matters. Pension insti
tutions could assist these ‘helpers’, for instance through targeted outreach or simplified 
processes. Third, adjustments to the conditions surrounding the AIO income sup
plement may be warranted. Some participants expressed distrust and fear of having to 
repay benefits, particularly those with negative experiences. Reducing repayment risks 
and clarifying rules could enhance trust and uptake. Together, these recommendations 
point towards a more inclusive and responsive pension system that better reflects the 
ethnic diversity of the aging population.

Note

1. In the 2010’s the Dutch Tax authorities wrongfully accused over 35,000 Dutch parents of com
mitting fraud with childcare subsidies. For many, this led to severe debt, lengthy lawsuits and 
even loss of custody over their children. Due to ethnic profiling, people with migrant back
ground were strongly overrepresented among victims (Arts and Van Den Berg 2025).
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