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ABSTRACT As a country in transition from emigration to immigration, Turkey 
hosts many diverse migrant groups, creating a very dynamic research field 
to explore. Amongst them, European retirees have settled in the coastal 
Turkish Riviera. This paper tries to understand the perspectives of both 
retired EU migrants and local hosts on migration and settlement process-
es. After briefly describing the geographical distribution of EU citizens 
in Turkey, the paper focuses on the demographic characteristics and so-
cio-economic integration of retired migrants in Antalya, the most popular 
destination in Turkey.

Introduction

As part of a wider concept of “lifestyle migration,” international retire-
ment migration (IRM) is a relatively new form of international human 
mobility involving older people moving to places with favorable char-

acteristics (such as the Mediterranean climate) in the pursuit of a better life. 
Factors such as increasing welfare levels, longevity and low-cost travel have 
played a crucial role in this type of human mobility. There has always been a 
strong nexus between IRM and tourism, of which the boundaries are most-
ly blurred. In the United States, the interstate migration of the elderly from 
northern states to the “sunbelt states,” notably to Florida, has also been widely 
researched.1

The conceptual diversity and increasing number of studies on different des-
tinations or with different migrant groups have made the phenomenon diffi-
cult to describe, necessitating a more flexible definition. Finally, O’Reilly de-
fined lifestyle migrants as “relatively affluent individuals, moving, en masse, 
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either part or full time, permanently or tempo-
rarily, to countries where the cost of living and/or 
the price of property is cheaper; places which, for 
various reasons, signify something loosely defined 
as quality of life.”2 O’Reilly and Benson, in their 
co-edited book, defined lifestyle migration as “the 
spatial mobility of relatively affluent individuals 
of all ages, moving either part-time or full-time 
to places that are meaningful because, for various 
reasons, they offer the potential of a better quality 
of life.”3

Various concepts have been used to explain the 
range of lifestyle migration, such as retirement mi-
gration, leisure migration, international counter-ur-
banization, second home ownership and seasonal 

migration4. While the concept of lifestyle migration includes migrants of all 
ages, retirement migration refers to the elderly. The literature identifies sever-
al types of retirement migration, such as “rural retirement migration,” where 
the elderly move from urban to rural areas with beautiful scenery,5 or “health 
migration,” where the elderly migrate to warmer places to improve their dete-
riorating health.6

Even before the wider concept of “lifestyle migration” was suggested in the 
literature, the movement of the elderly towards coastal areas was already a dis-
tinct research topic under “international retirement migration (IRM)” both in 
Europe and the United States.7 The IRM literature on Europe has focused heav-
ily on coastal destinations with Mediterranean climatic conditions, with Spain, 
Portugal, Malta and Italy as the first wave countries. Since the early 1990s, 
Turkey has also joined the list of destination countries, particularly for British, 
German, Dutch and Nordic retirees who travel to tourist destinations located 
on the Aegean and Mediterranean coasts of Turkey, where the tourism-migra-
tion connection is very strong. This social phenomenon has become the sub-
ject of academic research recently with respect to the motives, socio-economic 
profiles and lifestyles of settled retired migrants, surveyed under different titles 
such as “lifestyle migration,” “settled foreigners and “international retirement 
migration.”8 According to these studies, the main pull factors for migrants are 
the Mediterranean climate, hospitality and informal way of life of Turkish so-
ciety, lower cost of living, relatively inexpensive real estate, availability of low-
cost travel and visas upon entry. 

As Blaakilde and Nilsson have correctly pointed out, IRM “causes challenges 
for the senior citizens in that it signifies a transformation in both lifestyle and 
place of residence.”9 Nevertheless, IRM is also a challenge for the host com-
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munity, especially if guests and hosts are from different cultures. Although the 
“guests” have been subjected to many surveys, the attitudes and sensitivities 
of the host culture towards these settled foreign retirees have remained un-
der-researched.10 Turkey, with a different host culture and religion, represents 
an exemplar case.

This paper deals with both sides of the migration process in order to under-
stand the perspectives of both retired EU migrants and local hosts. After brief-
ly describing the geographical distribution of EU citizens in Turkey, the paper 
focuses on the demographic characteristics and socio-economic integration 
of retired migrants in Antalya, the most popular destination in Turkey. Com-
parisons are made with a similar research conducted in Aegean destinations. 
The paper then considers the local host community, analyzing their reactions 
and sensitivities concerning the influx of European retired migrants settling in 
their neighborhood. 

European Citizens in Turkey: Spatial Differences 

Turkey’s political and economic liberalization in the 1980s and its bid for full 
membership of the European Union have made it an attractive destination for 
European tourists and migrants.11 The rapid growth of the mass tourism sector 
in the second half of the 1980s, along with liberalization in tourism services 
and the strength of European currencies against the Turkish lira, have all pro-
moted life-style immigration. 

According to the Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK), the total foreign popu-
lation in Turkey was 456,056 in 2013. Between 2007 and 2013, this figure in-
creased 4.6 times (Figure 1), comprising those registered in the Address-based 
Population Record System, plus those with at least a 6-months residence per-
mit in the reference year12 and those who have revoked Turkish citizenship 
with official permission but reside in Turkey.

Europeans in Turkey settle predominantly in the western and southwestern 
provinces, including major coastal tourism destinations, such as Antalya and 
Muğla, and major cities like Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir and Bursa. Those settling 
in cities like Istanbul or Ankara are more likely to have diplomatic, business, 
educational or other such concerns, compared to European retirees settling 
in the tourist regions of southwestern Turkey. In 2013, Istanbul, the econom-
ic and cultural center of the country, had the largest foreign population with 
135,018 foreigners (a 58,2 percent increase from 2012), the capital city An-
kara had 42,310, while Izmir, the metropolis on the Aegean coast, and Bursa 
in the Marmara region, had 21,597 and 22,591 foreigners, respectively. These 
four cities are home to about 46.1 percent of the settled foreign population in 
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Turkey. The coastal provinces of Antalya and Muğla, as leading international 
tourism destinations, also have a significant share of 12.9 percent (Table 1).

Figure 1. Number of officially registered foreigners in Turkey between 2007 and 2013
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Retired EU migrants have mostly concentrated in the coastal districts of the 
so-called “Turkish Riviera,” such as Kemer, Manavgat, Alanya, Fethiye, Bod-
rum, Marmaris, Didim and Kuşadası. This coastal zone, extending from the 
Aydın province to the Antalya province, is a major international tourism desti-
nation. These retirees are generally clustered according to specific nationalities 
at both the district and provincial levels. At the provincial level, citizens of 
Nordic countries, Belgium and the Netherlands prefer Antalya, while citizens 
of the UK and Ireland prefer the southwestern provinces of Muğla and Aydın. 
At the district level, the majority of retirees living in southwestern towns of the 
Antalya province, such as Kaş and Kalkan, are British, while Germans prefer 
the southeastern coast, Alanya. This segregation of nationalities also occurs 
at the level of housing complexes, where retirees prefer to live with people of 
their own nationality.13

Concerning the geographical distribution pattern, the preferred provinces for 
German citizens are Istanbul and Antalya, but there are also significant Ger-
man populations in inland provinces like Aksaray, Konya and Yozgat. This is 
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probably due to the presence of returning migrants, German citizens of Turk-
ish origin who returned to their home towns or divide their time between the 
two countries. The same holds for Dutch and Nordic citizens in Karaman, who 
also hold a blue card that provides all the rights of a Turkish citizen, except 
political ones.14 (Table 2)

Table 2. Geographical distribution of nationalities by major provinces, 2013
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Figure 2 show the concentrations of different EU nationalities at the provincial 
level. German citizens are more widely distributed (Map A), while British and 
Irish citizens concentrate particularly in the southwestern coastal zone (Map 
B). Dutch and Belgium citizens prefer the Muğla and Aydın provinces, where-
as Nordic citizens15 favor Antalya (Maps C and D). 
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Figure 2: Provincial distribution of EU citizens in Turkey in 2013. (A) Citizens of Germany 
(N=59,026); (B) Citizens of UK and Ireland (N=17,096); (C) Citizens of the Netherlands and Belgium 
(N=6,969); (D) Citizens of Nordic countries (Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Norway) (N=6,317). 
(Prepared by authors based on data from the Turkish Statistical Institute)
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All three provinces (Aydın, Muğla and Antalya) have 
experienced an ever-increasing influx of foreigners 
in recent years. During 2008-2013, the number of 
foreigners increased 4.4 times in Aydın (from 1,854 
to 8,088), 3.7 times in Muğla (from 4,460 to 16,490) 
and 6.1 times in Antalya (from 6,934 to 42,310).16 Of 
these three provinces, Antalya and its districts have 
been the leading international retirement destina-
tions due to earlier tourism development, including 
an international airport. There are some leading dis-
tricts attracting the majority of the foreign popula-
tion in each province, such as Didim and Kuşadası 
in Aydın with a total of 85.6 percent; Bodrum, Fethi-
ye and Marmaris in Muğla with 80.7 percent; and 
Alanya, Manavgat, Kemer and Kaş in Antalya, with 
the city center, at 93.0 percent (Table 3).

Table 3. Foreign population by leading coastal districts*
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various national groups with respect to their socioeconomic profiles, migra-
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European destinations, that “many investigations of northern European mi-
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destination country for IRM, there has been some research concerning the EU 
retirees settling along the Aegean and Mediterranean coast of Turkey.19
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Compared to other South European 
IRM destinations, Turkey is unique 
due to the cultural and religious 
differences between the migrants, 
metaphorically referred here as 
“guests,” and the hosts, referred to 
as the locals. Exploring the percep-
tions and sensitivities of host cul-
ture members is important, as this 

may determine the long-term sustainability of this type of migration to the 
host country. This paper will try to look at this challenge by focusing not only 
on the issues concerning the settled EU retirees, but also by studying the issues 
that are significant to the host community. The conclusions will be based on 
surveys of two different samples of European retirees settled on the so-called 
Turkish Riviera. 

The first field survey was conducted in Antalya province and its districts,20 which 
is the most popular coastal tourism and retirement settlement destination for 
EU citizens. A questionnaire survey given to 500 settled European retirees (55 
percent male and 45 percent female) in various districts of Antalya, with the 
percentages calculated according to the distribution of the settled European 
retiree population in these districts, was followed by in-depth interviews of a 
random sample21. Another questionnaire was distributed to 500 locals (51.3 
percent males and 48.7 percent female) living in the same districts (Table 4). 

The European retirees in the sample consisted of those living in the Antalya 
province for at least 6 months out of the year. The host community sample 
included locals with minimum residence of 5 years. Although most surveys in 
the IRM literature include retired foreigners ages 55 and over, in the Antalya 
study, retired foreigners over 40 were also included provided they had an early 
retirement scheme and were settled in the research zone. 

Table 4. Distribution of settled EU retirees and locals (Antalya province and its districts)
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Korkuteli - - - - - - - - - - - - 49 9.7 
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non-retired). This paper is only concerned with the findings of the 108 retirees. The mean age 

was 59.3,25 with the sample composed of 43.5 percent male and 56.5 percent female retirees. 

In the survey sample, 75 retirees were from UK and Ireland, reflecting the dominance of 

British retirees in this region (Table 5).  
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The second survey22 was conducted in three IRM destinations on the Aegean 
coast, Marmaris, Kuşadası and Ayvalık, using a sample of 254 EU citizens (108 
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retired and 146 non-retired). This paper is only concerned with the findings of 
the 108 retirees. The mean age was 59.3,23 with the sample composed of 43.5 
percent male and 56.5 percent female retirees. In the survey sample, 75 retirees 
were from UK and Ireland, reflecting the dominance of British retirees in this 
region (Table 5). 

Table 5. Settled European Retirees (sample from the Aegean districts)
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80 74.0 28 26.0 108 100.0 

Source: Project 07EDB017 
* UK (75), Ireland (5). Irish and British participants are assessed as one single group in both samples.  
** Germany (17), Holland (6), Belgium (2), France (1), Denmark (1), Switzerland (1) 
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questions for the locals are “the characteristics of the settled European retirees living in their 

district; property ownership of the retirees; preference to live/or not to live in districts densely 

settled by the European retirees; and their perception concerning the political participation of 

the retirees.”  

The results of the select questions from the Antalya survey are presented in Tables 6 

and 7; Table 6 summarizes the results concerning settled European retirees, while Table 7 

presents the responses of the local community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Project 07EDB017
* UK (75), Ireland (5). Irish and British participants are assessed as one single group in both samples. 
** Germany (17), Holland (6), Belgium (2), France (1), Denmark (1), Switzerland (1)

In both of the studies, similar questionnaire forms were employed with ques-
tions on the socio-economic profile, migration motivations, interactions with the 
host community, problems faced and intention to return back to home country. 
The replies to the questions about the interactions with the host community 
and the district will be compared in the next section. In depth interviews were 
made with key persons and notables of both migrant and host community. 

Comparing the Two Regions of the Turkish Riviera

As both surveys were conducted separately under different research proj-
ects, this section aims to compare the findings on issues that were included 
in both surveys. After describing the similarities and differences of the find-
ings, the discussion will focus on the perceptions of locals concerning these 
issues. The selected questions for settled European retirees are “the preference 
of neighbors; knowledge of Turkish language skill; property ownership; wish 
for participation in elections; supporting Turkey’s membership to the EU; and 
approving free movement of Turkish citizens in their home country.” The se-
lected questions for the locals are “the characteristics of the settled European 
retirees living in their district; property ownership of the retirees; preference to 
live/or not to live in districts densely settled by the European retirees; and their 
perception concerning the political participation of the retirees.” 

The results of the select questions from the Antalya survey are presented in 
Tables 6 and 7; Table 6 summarizes the results concerning settled European 
retirees, while Table 7 presents the responses of the local community.

Concerning the use of the Turkish language in different daily contexts, the 
majority of retired Europeans reported that they had very limited Turkish lan-
guage skills (only a few words or at a basic level), with almost 28.6 percent 
of the respondents considering the language problem as their main concern. 
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A similar conclusion was reached by Casado-Diaz,24 who compared different 
nationalities of retired Europeans in Spain. The Nordic group in the Antalya 
survey is the least able to speak Turkish, while UK and Irish retirees consid-
er themselves more fluent. Looking at another destination in Turkey, Didim, 
Bayır and Shah25 state that Germans and Dutch make a greater effort to learn 
Turkish, while the English simply do not bother. The survey results show that 
the British in the Antalya sample are more educated with higher income levels 
and more fluent in Turkish than their working-class counterparts in Didim. 
Such difference, which is related to the socio-economic characteristics of the 
retirees, also has an impact on their willingness to interact with the host cul-
ture. For example, more than half of the participants (54.4 percent) with a uni-
versity degree prefer to live in the same neighborhood as locals, a preference 
which has a potential to lead to social interaction and evidently motivate Turk-
ish language use. There is also widespread use of English and/or German in 
the host community, especially by shopkeepers in the local markets. Therefore, 

Table 6: Responses from settled European Retirees: Sample from Antalya Province

9 
 

Table 6: Responses from settled European Retirees: Sample from Antalya Province 

 
Germany Benelux Nordic UK& Ireland Others Total 

 Fr. % Fr. % Fr. % Fr. % Fr. % Fr. % 
Turkish Language Skills (Shopping)             Fluent 12 10.6 7 7.3 13 9.5 16 11.9 4 21.1 52 10.4 

Quite Well 29 25.7 33 34.4 46 33.6 51 37.8 7 36.8 166 33.2 
Limited 42 37.2 28 29.2 36 26.3 51 37.8 5 26.3 162 32.4 

Very Poor 23 20.4 19 19.8 28 20.4 10 7.4 0 0 80 16 
I can’t speak Turkish 4 3.5 9 9.4 14 10.2 6 4.4 1 5.3 34 6.8 

No Answer 3 2.7 0 0 0 0 1 0.7 2 10.5 6 1.2 
Turkish Language Skills (Talking to Neighbors)             

Fluent 11 9.7 6 6.3 12 8.8 11 8.1 4 21.1 44 8.8 
Quite Well 11 9.7 19 19.8 22 16.1 32 24.0 7 36.8 91 18.2 

Limited 50 44.2 42 43.8 60 43.8 73 54 4 21.1 229 45.8 
Very Poor 30 26.5 17 17.7 21 15.3 12 8.9 1 5.3 81 16.2 

I can’t speak Turkish 7 6.2 11 11.5 19 13.9 6 4.4 1 5.3 44 8.8 
No Answer 4 3.5 1 1 3 2.2 1 0.7 2 10.5 11 2.2 

Turkish Language Skills (Filling in Forms)             
Fluent 9 8.0 4 4.2 8 5.8 10 7.4 3 15.8 34 6.8 

Quite Well 6 5.3 10 10.4 15 10.9 5 3.7 3 15.8 39 7.8 
Limited 21 18.6 26 27.1 22 16.1 38 28.1 6 31.6 113 22.6 

Very Poor 65 57.5 44 45.8 68 49.6 74 54.8 4 21.1 255 51 
I can’t speak Turkish 7 6.2 11 11.5 19 13.9 6 4.4 1 5.3 44 8.8 

No Answer 5 4.4 1 1 5 3.6 2 1.5 2 10.5 15 3 
Property Ownership              Rent 45 39.8 49 51.0 71 51.8 67 49.6 11 57.9 243 48.6 

My own 62 54.9 44 45.8 59 43.1 66 48.8 7 36.8 238 47.6 
Other 3 2.7 2 2.1 6 4.4 2 1.6 0 0 13 2.6 

No Answer 3 2.7 1 1 1 0.7 0 0 1 5.3 6 1.2 
With whom do you prefer to live in your neighborhood?             People coming from my country 8 7.1 3 3.1 5 3.6 2 1.5 1 5.3 19 3.8 

People coming from EU countries 12 10.6 13 13.5 18 13.1 3 2.2 0 0.0 46 9.2 
With local people 16 14.2 12 12.5 16 11.7 23 17.0 1 5.3 68 13.6 

Not important 73 64.6 62 64.6 94 68.6 104 77.0 15 78.9 348 69.6 
No answer 4 3.5 6 6.3 4 2.9 3 2.2 2 10.5 19 3.8 

Willingness to Vote in Local Elections in Turkey             Yes 28 24.8 24 25.0 25 18.2 48 35.6 5 26.3 130 26.0 
No 78 69 66 68.8 101 73.7 78 57.8 11 57.9 334 66.8 

No Answer 7 6.2 0 0 11 8 9 6.7 3 15.8 30 6 
Free Movement of Turkish Citizens in EU Countries             Yes 86 76.1 71 74.0 112 81.8 118 87.4 12 63.2 399 79.8 

No 20 17.7 21 21.9 16 11.7 12 8.9 6 31.6 75 15 
No Answer 7 6.2 4 4.2 9 6.6 5 3.7 1 5.3 26 5.2 

Total number of participants 113 100 96 100 137 100 135 100 19 100 500 100 

Source: Project SOBAG-105K156 
 

Concerning the use of the Turkish language in different daily contexts, the majority of 

retired Europeans reported that they had very limited Turkish language skills (only a few 

words or at a basic level), with almost 28.6 percent of the respondents considering the 

language problem as their main concern. A similar conclusion was reached by Casado-Diaz,26 

who compared different nationalities of retired Europeans in Spain. The Nordic group in the 

Antalya survey is the least able to speak Turkish, while UK and Irish retirees consider 

themselves more fluent. Looking at another destination in Turkey, Didim, Bayır and Shah27 

state that Germans and Dutch make a greater effort to learn Turkish, while the English simply 

do not bother. The survey results show that the British in the Antalya sample are more 

Source: Project SOBAG-105K156
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retirees can carry out everyday activities using their own language, or with the 
help of a Turkish friend or a fellow citizen who is able to speak Turkish. Fur-
thermore, learning Turkish is not a necessity for business life, which mainly 
focuses on tourism and real estate oriented towards Europeans. 

Irrespective of nationality, it was observed during the field work that some of 
the European retirees prefer to live in gated communities, which may limit 
their interaction with the local community. 

The findings from the Aegean destinations are in line with the findings from the 
Antalya research. 84.2 percent of retirees in the Aegean sample have low-level 
Turkish language skills: 40.7 percent are able to speak “a few words,” 43.5 per-
cent can use “basic Turkish,” 10.2 percent defined themselves “intermediate” 
and only 3.7 percent reported a “higher” level of Turkish. It is also noticeable 
that the share of retirees who cannot speak any Turkish or who know only a few 
words is higher in the Aegean destinations: 41.5 percent versus 18.8 percent in 
Antalya. Among the problems that the retirees encounter, “language/communi-
cation” scores 3.2, on a scale ranging from one (not important) to five (very im-
portant), which indicates that retirees view language as a noteworthy problem. 

Property Ownership and Preference of Neighborhood

Evidence shows that second home ownership in tourism destinations may 
lead to permanent residence in the later stages of life. Citing Williams et al., 
Quinn notes that “the purchase of a holiday home can act as a stepping stone to 
seasonal or permanent migration.”26 Differences in property ownership status 

Migrant contribu-
tion to the local 
economies through 
real estate acquisi-
tion motive. There 
are many villa 
construction proj-
ects in the coastal 
districts, many 
reflecting national 
differentiation with 
its special reference 
to the culture and 
use of language in 
advertising. 

Photo by C. Balkır
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between nationalities provide clues 
to the possible ties that retirees de-
velop with the regions that they mi-
grate to and their permanency. In 
the Antalya sample, 48.6 percent of 
settled European retirees rent while 
47.6 percent own their home. There 
is a difference between German and 

Nordic retirees, who have the highest (54.9 percent) and lowest (43.1 percent) 
shares of house ownership, respectively. The share of home owners in the Ae-
gean sample is 73.1 percent, the share of UK and Ireland retirees being 68.7 
percent while the share of other EU citizens is 85.6 percent.

The 1999 Helsinki Summit, at which Turkey was granted EU candidacy status, 
was a turning point in the property market, while the devaluation of the Turk-
ish lira boosted sales. A new legal regulation in 2003, which made it easier for 
foreigners to acquire real estate in Turkey, also contributed to the increasing 
trend of real estate acquisition by foreigners. It was reported that, before 2003, 
the total number of real estate acquired by foreigners in Turkey was 37,342 and 
that this figure increased to 42,884 in 2004. In 2012, it reached 117.399, which 
indicates a more than three-fold increase.27 85.4 percent of the participants in 
the Antalya survey acquired their houses between 1999 and 2006, the period 
between the granting of Turkey’s candidacy status and the beginning of mem-
bership negotiations. 

The majority of home owners in Antalya survey have residence permit (54.3 
percent); and the majority with residence permit are British. The level of in-
come seems to be effective in housing preferences. Almost half of the respon-
dents (47.6 percent) own a house, while the other half (48.6 percent) rent. Set-
tled retirees with an income lower than 1,000 Euros prefer to reside in rentals, 
whereas 70 percent of the retirees with an income of 2,500 Euros or more pre-
fer to own a house. High-income retirees prefer to buy detached villas while 
low-income retirees prefer flats in mostly two or three story apartments. For 
those who are on the verge of making a decision to settle in Turkey, tours are 
organized by real estate companies, including free return tickets and accom-
modation, on the condition that the outcome of the trip is the purchase of 
property.28

39.8 percent of German retirees rent property while the percentage goes to 
51.8 percent for the Nordic group. Approximately equal proportions of UK 
and Irish citizens rent or own property (49.6 percent and 49.8 percent, re-
spectively). The survey also shows that quite a lot of British (25 percent) and 
Germans (28.4 percent) immigrants buy property as an investment. Interviews 
revealed that some retirees sublet their homes to relatives or friends, which 

Concerning political 
participation, only a quarter 
of participants in the Antalya 
survey showed a willingness to 
vote in local elections
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adversely affect the income of small hotels,29 while boosting the local market 
through the everyday spending of these newcomers. 

Concerning neighborhood preferences, in the Antalya survey, nearly 70 per-
cent of respondents claim to be indifferent to the nationality of their neigh-
bors, although this is contradicted by the marketing of abovementioned gated 
residential complexes primarily to European customers of specific nationali-
ties. The least concerned with neighborhood preference are British and Irish 
citizens, who also have the highest share (17 percent) of preference for hav-
ing locals as neighbors. German retirees are most likely to prefer their own 
compatriots as neighbors (7.1 percent), while the Benelux group prefers EU 
citizens (13.5 percent).30 Similar to the findings of the Antalya sample, a large 
share (58.2 percent) of participants from both Aegean groups stated that it is 
not important who their neighbors are, while around one third of the sample 
(34.3 percent) stated their willingness to be neighbors with locals, which is 
significantly higher than the Antalya result (13.6 percent). There are also clear 
differences between the two coastal regions regarding the proportion of par-
ticipants who are willing to live with people from other EU countries: only 1.9 
percent in the Aegean sample but 9.2 percent in the Mediterranean sample. 

Interest in Political Participation 

Concerning political participation, only a quarter of participants in the Anta-
lya survey showed a willingness to vote in local elections. The majority of the 
settled retirees who wish to vote in local elections either own a property (60.8 
percent) or hold dual citizenship (55.6 percent). However, there is a noticeable 
divergence with respect to the nationalities of retirees. The percentage of those 
willing to participate politically ranges from 35.6 percent for British and Irish 
citizens down to 18.2 percent for Nordics. While retirees between the ages of 
45-54 tend to regard voting in general elections favorably, those who are 66 
years-old and above tend to regard it unfavorably. In the Aegean destinations, 
more than half of the sample is willing to vote in both local and general elec-
tions. In parallel to the findings of Antalya sample, this share is higher among 
British and Irish citizens. 

Regarding approval for the free movement of Turkish citizens in EU countries, 
in the Antalya sample, 79.8 percent of the respondents were supportive, while 
8.9 percent were against. British and Irish citizens had a distinct position here, 
with the highest support of 87.4 percent, while the Benelux group gave the 
lowest support of 74 percent. In the Aegean region, 61 percent of participants 
supported the free movement of Turkish citizens in their country, which is 
again high but lower compared to the results from Antalya. Concerning sup-
port for Turkey’s EU membership bid, as expected from the previous question, 



136 Insight Turkey

CANAN BALKIR and İLKAY SÜDAŞARTICLE

the results in the two coastal regions differ. In the Antalya sample, 84.8 percent 
of respondents were supportive, while 12.2 percent were not. However, sup-
port was much lower among retirees on the Aegean coast, with 34.3 percent 
supporting Turkish membership, 30.6 percent of participants rejecting it and 
32.4 percent being unsure. In interviews, participants mentioned that the im-
age of Turkey as an EU member would not be the same country that attracted 
them. They considered that such a change would make life in Turkey less re-
laxed and more expensive. This is interesting if we consider that the majority 
of retirees in the Aegean region are British, citizens of a country that actually 
supports Turkey’s membership bid. 

Perceptions and Sensitivities of the Host Community 

The survey conducted in Antalya provides us the perceptions and sensitivities 
of the locals concerning this influx of European retirees. Regarding the basic 
characteristics of settled EU retirees, they are mostly seen as honest, enter-
taining and hardworking people. Negative characteristics include attributes 

14 
 

Table 7: Perceptions of Locals concerning Settled EU Retirees in Antalya Province 
Characteristics attributed to Europeans by local people  Frequency. % 

Positive Characteristics   
Honest  158 23.0 

Entertaining 135 19.7 
Hard worker 105 15.3 

Clean and Organized 89 13.0 
Easy-going 88 12.8 
Benevolent 81 11.8 

Not greedy and sharing 30 4.4 
Total frequency of positive attributes 686 100.0 

Negative Characteristics   
Drinkers 168 38.4 
Gambler 42 9.6 

Undisciplined 30 6.9 
Addicted 23 5.3 

Foul-Mouthed 18 4.1 
Desire to make easy money 18 4.1 

Gossiping 12 2.7 
Untrustworthy 75 17.2 

Sexually predatory 51 11.7 
Total frequency of negative attributes 437 100.0 

How do you perceive foreigners buying property in Turkey?   
Positive 150 29.7 
No Idea 36 7.1 

Negative 318 63.0 
No Answer 1 0.2 

Do you prefer to live in districts where foreigners are densely settled?   
Prefer 85 16.8 

No difference 103 20.4 
Not Prefer 311 61.6 

No Answer 6 1.2 

How do you perceive the foreigners’ rights to vote in local elections in Turkey?   
Not Beneficial 209 41.4 

Beneficial 156 30.9 
Inconvenient 100 19.8 

No Answer 40 7.9 
Total number of participants 505 100.0 

Source: Project SOBAG-105K156 
 

The findings of the Antalya survey also show that approximately 63 percent of local 

respondents disapprove of foreigners buying property in Turkey.34 Bayır and Shah35 report a 

similar finding regarding property sales to British settlers: “There is suspicion about 

foreigners buying land because a lot of Israelis have bought land in the eastern part of 

Turkey.”36 In the Antalya survey, 73.1 percent of respondents stressed that they preferred to 

sell property to Turkish people, while only a small group (4 percent) expressed a preference 

for selling property to foreigners. Among those who favored selling their property to 

foreigners, 35 percent did not give a specific reason, 30 percent said that there is a “financial 

advantage” and 20 percent stated that foreigners are “honest and reliable.” As for those who 

prefer to sell their property to Turkish people, 76.7 percent cited patriotic reasons, although 

the same local respondents had a positive view of Turkish people acquiring property abroad 

(54.9 percent). 

Table 7. Perceptions of Locals concerning Settled EU Retirees in Antalya Province

Source: Project SOBAG-105K156



2014 Fall 137

GUESTS AND HOSTS: EUROPEAN RETIREES IN COASTAL TURKEY

such as drinkers, gamblers and 
undisciplined people. The locals 
believe that the settlement of for-
eigners has caused “degeneration 
of values” (46.9 percent), “degen-
eration of the native culture” (45.9 
percent) and an “increase in unreg-
istered work” (11.5 percent). On 
the other hand, they also think that 
the retirees have also led to “increase in economic prosperity” (28.7 percent), 
“multiculturalism and tolerance” (20.2 percent), “achievement of democratic 
setting” (10.3 percent), a safer city (7.9 percent) and “less bureaucracy” (4 
percent). There is a mix of positive and negative assessments, though the lat-
ter dominates.

As a consequence, a very high share (63 percent) of local respondents is against 
property sales to foreigners, with only 29.7 percent viewing this positively. A 
majority of local respondents (61.6 percent) do not want to live in districts 
where foreigners are densely settled, although 60.4 percent of them do not sup-
port gated communities for foreigners. Whether this is simply a contradiction 
or a dilemma at stake needs further study. Finally, 52.9 percent of locals prefer 
not to be in the same entertainment places as foreigners.31

The findings of the Antalya survey also show that approximately 63 percent of 
local respondents disapprove of foreigners buying property in Turkey.32 Bayır 
and Shah33 report a similar finding regarding property sales to British settlers: 
“There is suspicion about foreigners buying land because a lot of Israelis have 
bought land in the eastern part of Turkey.”34 In the Antalya survey, 73.1 percent 
of respondents stressed that they preferred to sell property to Turkish people, 
while only a small group (4 percent) expressed a preference for selling property 
to foreigners. Among those who favored selling their property to foreigners, 35 
percent did not give a specific reason, 30 percent said that there is a “financial 
advantage” and 20 percent stated that foreigners are “honest and reliable.” As 
for those who prefer to sell their property to Turkish people, 76.7 percent cited 
patriotic reasons, although the same local respondents had a positive view of 
Turkish people acquiring property abroad (54.9 percent).

Concerning political participation, most locals do not support the idea of for-
eigners having voting rights in Turkey, with only 30 percent seeing it posi-
tively while the rest finds it “not beneficial” (41.4 percent) or “inconvenient” 
(19.8 percent). While 41.8 percent of local participants responded negative-
ly regarding the participation of foreigners in general elections, 19.8 percent 
were positive and a significant proportion (30 percent) was uncertain. How-
ever, the organization of a local committee representing settled foreigners was 

As a country in transition from 
emigration to immigration, 
Turkey hosts many diverse 
migrant groups, creating a 
very dynamic research field to 
explore
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welcomed both in the district of Antalya (“Alanya Foreigners Council” – “Al-
anya Yabancılar Meclisi”) and in Muğla35 (“Foreign Residents Group” under 
the City Council). These councils, although having no legal authority, advise 
settled retirees about laws and regulations and their legal rights in Turkey. 
There are also many newspapers and magazines published in the languages 
of the settled foreigners, and some TV channels even broadcast local news in 
German.36 Social networks have also been established among European immi-
grants through their own local media.37

Conclusion 

As a country in transition from emigration to immigration, Turkey hosts many 
diverse migrant groups, creating a very dynamic research field to explore. To-
lay38 emphasizes that although migration studies in Turkey is progressing, they 
are “still in an embryonic phase, tending to be mainly descriptive.” European 
retirees have settled in the coastal Turkish Riviera. Along the Aegean coast, 
there is a predominantly English-speaking population (British and Irish) in 
the Aydın and Muğla provinces, while along the Mediterranean there are Brit-
ish, German, Dutch, Nordic, and Belgian retirees in the Antalya province sub-
divided into districts. Such geographical segregation, in parallel to the findings 
of other IRM studies, might be due to social ties and previous networks, as well 
as the availability of migration industry services, such as property brokers, but 
even this is a shifting process. Alanya, for instance, has become attractive both 
for Germans and Nordic retirees. In 2004, Germans were the dominant resi-
dent group (978 Germans versus 178 Nordics). However, by 2008, the number 
of German property owners had fallen behind Nordics (4,291 Germans versus 
6,156 Nordic). There are many reasons for such shifts, including the marketing 
strategies of real estate agencies towards specific European countries. 

It is important to understand the perspectives and attitudes of migrants in or-
der to manage diversity in a country like Turkey, where cultural differences 
between European retirees and host community members are significant. The 
settlement of European retirees has resulted in an “unexpected multicultur-
alism”39 as European retirees have brought their lifestyles to Turkey’s coastal 
districts, visibly stamping their imprint on the cultural atmosphere through 
bistros and shop signs in languages other than Turkish, and by creating their 
own social networks through associations, media, etc. Nudralı and O’Reilly40 
emphasize that although it is difficult to enumerate the extent of this migration 
trend, it is evident to locals as it affects their lives in a number of ways. 

The interviews conducted in both destinations have demonstrated that a con-
siderable number of the retirees are willing to participate in local politics, al-
though this is not supported by the locals. Most locals are also against the sale 
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of real estate to foreigners, when, in reality, such sales are on-going. Doğan41 
discusses political opposition to real estate sales to foreigners in the context of 
xenophobia, emphasizing that the nature of the discussion and the language of 
debates provide us with some clues about the developing xenophobic attitudes 
in Turkey.

The Antalya survey showed that the integration of European retirees is a chal-
lenge for the local community and necessitates a change of mindset. Locals 
tend to approach retirees with caution, remaining reluctant to live in the same 
neighborhoods or entertain themselves at the same leisure places. Retirees, 
similarly, mostly live in gated communities with their own fellow citizens so 
there is very little intercultural dialogue. However, these findings should not 
lead to negative conclusions, as many locals also have a positive image of Eu-
ropean retirees due to their contribution to economic prosperity, multicul-
turalism and tolerance, and the achievement of a more democratic setting. 
Nevertheless, they still perceive the retirees as “guests,” indicating a kind of 
temporary status, although many may have no intention of ever returning to 
their home countries. 
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