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What is the Impetus to Move? 
Amenity-rich Residential Clubs and Retirement 

Housing Aspirations of the Soon-to-be Old 
Tris Kee, Technological and Higher Education Institute of Hong Kong, China 

Abstract: Hong Kong’s population is aging rapidly, yet the city is still struggling to provide an adequate housing supply 
for its soon-to-be old cohort. By examining the needs and aspirations of the soon-to-be old population through the 
theoretical frameworks for elderly housing and elderly migration, the relationship between amenity-rich residential clubs 
and retirement housing aspirations of future retirees become clear. This paper finds that the soon-to-be old cohort is 
aspired to better medical, leisure, and community facilities in their residential vicinities when considering their 
retirement living environment, underlining the appeal of amenity-rich residential clubs; however, most of the soon-to-old 
old cohort are unwilling to migrate. 

Keywords: Retirement Housing, Residential Clubs, Elderly Migration, Aging-in-Place, Hong Kong 

Introduction 

any international cities are confronted with an unprecedented aging population 
disproportionate to its overall demography due to the prolonged life expectancies and 
lowered fertility rates in contemporary society. In Hong Kong, the percentage of 

persons aged sixty-five or above in the population rose from 2.8% to 13.3% between 1961 and 
2011, and is projected to increase to nearly 30% of the population in 2041 due to the large 
number of baby boomers (Census and Statistics Department 2012). The city’s constricted land 
supply further complicates the provision of quality elderly housing. However, Hong Kong’s 
geographical expansion into periphery suburban areas is restricted politically by a boundary 
regime as the consequence of its “One Country, Two Systems” policy (Breitung 2002). 

The city’s baby boomers, currently aged 45–60, who possess different social and economic 
capacities from their predecessors—more educated, higher disposable incomes, and increasingly 
resourceful and selective in their retirement home planning—will be retiring in the next two 
decades (Chui 2007). As this cohort prepares for retirement, it will also inevitably step into the 
Third Age, a life phase that has emerged in the postwar era that bifurcates the “elderly” into the 
Third Age/Young-Old (independent and healthy) and the Fourth Age/Old-Old (dependent and 
ailing) (Laslett 1991). As such, increasing portions of the population retire in good health and 
aspire to seek personal fulfillment and leisure now that they are free from bearing heavy social 
responsibilities of education, employment, and childcare. 

Currently, elderly housing options in Hong Kong are mostly limited to fulfilling the Old-
Old’s basic needs for shelter and nursing care. As for the Young-Old, their needs and aspirations 
are rarely addressed. The two existing types of public elderly housing that are available in the 
city—domestic flats and hostels—neglect aspects of active aging and universal design. While 
some non-governmental organizations (NGOs) provide a larger selection of self-care hostels, 
nursing homes, and integrated homes, these options provide varying levels of nursing care with 
little consideration of the Young-Old’s needs for independence, fulfillment, and spatial quality. 
Though multiple private sector retirement homes exist, most of this category of elderly housing 
are often poorly managed and do not pose an attractive option to future retirees (Liauw 2001). 
Thus, the elderly housing options available in Hong Kong reflect the persistence of an outmoded 
way of thinking about housing the elderly—the traditional three-phase life course of childhood, 
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adulthood, and old-age—that continues to treat the retirement population as a homogenous, 
undifferentiated demographic.  

Literature Review 

Spatial Conditions, Living Arrangements, and Housing Preferences 

Previous research on the elderly shows that they require not just housing, but also care, 
community, and dignity, all of which rely on careful planning and design (Chui 2008; Pastalan 
1990, 1999; Tilson 1989; World Health Organization 2002). Regarding the provision and design 
of housing as such, Chui and Lee (2003) put forth a list of key principles and factors to consider: 
dignity, aging in place, continuum of care, community care, choice, accessibility and mobility, 
affordability, adaptability and appropriateness, convenience, amenities, safety and security, and 
social inclusion. 

Furthermore, the design principles for elderly housing also include other considerations such 
as the aforementioned aging in place and active aging. The overarching idea of the aging-in-place 
principle is to accommodate the elderly to remain in their community as they progress into the 
Third Age of their life cycle, thus offering retirees a sense of security through familiarity, and to 
maintain dignity and circumvent social isolation for the elderly living environment despite the 
mounting trend of single-person elderly households (Won and Choi 2013). Active aging is “the 
process of optimizing opportunities for health, participation and security in order to enhance 
quality of life as people age” (World Health Organization 2002, 12). There is a developing idea 
that the aging process would not need to involve an abrupt cutoff point. Rather, the process of 
aging is gradual, and does not preclude or deny the right to quality of life for the elderly. Active 
aging is termed to refer to continuing work and activity despite the demographics’ advancement 
in years (Kim, Kim, and Kim 2003). This serves to improve overall productivity of society and 
seeks to maintain a purpose for the aging. Participation is the key means through which we 
continue engaging the elderly and offer them inclusion and dignity (Gibler and Lee 2001). 
Presently, the elderly living arrangements fall primarily into three categories, namely, 
independent living, co-residence, and institutional living.  

First, independent living as a philosophy is applicable not only to the independent and 
healthy retirees in their Third Age, but also includes the demographic suffering from mild 
disability but who do not require hospitalization or institutionalization (Independent Living 
Institute 2015). To them, independent living is a means of preserving or regaining respect and 
determination despite unfortunate illnesses or depreciating faculties. Second, co-residence is 
popular in Asia as a major housing arrangement for the elderly. In most cases it is the tradition in 
Asian countries for the elderly parents to live with their children when they are old. However, it 
is not as popular in the West (Mindel and Wright 1982). Chi (1998, 20) noted that fulfilling 
tradition does not automatically dictate that the elderly would be “satisfied with their present 
living arrangements.” Chi (1998) suggested that elderly persons who are considered financially 
self-sufficient would favor a co-residence living arrangement, which would be spatially 
demanding and found to lead to conflicts between retirees and their adult children who seek to 
avoid the scenario. Lastly, institutional living is not as common as other living arrangements but 
in developed countries is often an option for those faced with deteriorating health, commonly 
known as nursing homes. Thus the proportion of the 60+ populations in institutional living 
arrangements is usually much lower than that of the 75+ populations (United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs: Population Division 2005). Hollwich (2011) critiqued that the 
nursing home is “not the home it pretends to be” and should instead embrace its role as a 
transitional space, where it enables you to further your personal growth and foster your interests. 
He argued when planning and designing elderly communities, it is critical that we cease to 
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propagate the image that retirement settlements are a venue for degradation, and that we should 
plan elderly housing until the very end of the residents’ life course. 

Amenity-rich Residential Clubs 

Chui (2001, 159) argued that the elderly are doomed in a booming city and that “urban 
redevelopment should cater for the special housing needs of deprived elderly people.” The lack 
of quality elderly housing and dearth of public space for the elderly pose as hindrances to the 
practice of good urban design (Suen 2003). Residential clubs can be conceived as gated 
communities. Webster (2012, 3) declared that “just about all new housing built in China over the 
last 10 years are gated” and that they are grounded not on the public initiatives but instead on the 
pioneering idea of residential clubs, or “privately governed neighborhoods” after Buchanan’s 
(1965) theory of “club goods.” While Csefalvay and Webster (2012, 306) investigated the 
driving forces behind gated communities, they found that there is “no single and universal 
explanation for the emergence of gated housing developments,” but using European examples 
they speculate that main cause of their presence “may well lie in centralization . . . [of] the 
assignment of power, finance, and discretion between central government and local 
municipalities.” In China, private developers are thus inspired to construct amenity-rich gated 
communities to supply a demographic with a new typology of housing that offers community-
centered life laden with upper-middle class luxuries and lifestyle. 

However, Simpson (2015a) criticized retirement communities as “four-layered dystopias,” 
propagating notions of segregation, privatization, securitization, and denial. Retirement 
communities like Youngstown, Arizona, and Sun City, Arizona, have led to the rise of age-
segregated localities. In fact, Youngstown, founded in 1954, was the first age-segregated 
retirement community, while Sun City marked the induction of Young-Old urbanism as a 
lifestyle product. Early conceptions of Sun City pictured a place for inexpensive retirement, 
particularly those relying on Social Security, but developers “quickly realized that the greater 
profit margins were in developing for the affluent” (Simpson 2015b). This market response grew 
into a phenomenon that coincided with the emergence of Young-Old urbanism and was intended 
to capture a particular level of affluence. Apart from segregation and privatization, the gated 
nature of these communities leads to questions of securitization and their implications. The 
typology extends to China, where many of these wannabe retirement communities are also gated 
residential clubs. In terms of Hong Kong residents opting to retire in Mainland residential clubs, 
according to the literature, health care appears to be the major concern. Central Policy Unit and 
Wang (2014) found that the number of residing elderly retiring in these clubs actually declined 
during their study period. Most of them returned to Hong Kong citing concerns about the quality 
and cost of healthcare in Mainland China. 

Cross-border Retirement Migration 

The cross-border relocation of Hong Kong residents is perhaps considered differently from most 
forms of residential move, as it involves movement across a political border with a dissimilar 
institutional set-up (Chiu and Ho 2005). Hui, Wong, Li, and Yu (2011) explored the 
characteristics of the Hong Kong residents who have indicated plans to migrate to the Mainland 
in search for better living environment. Hui et al. (2011, 81) found that “cross-border residence is 
primarily a middle-class, middle-aged phenomenon” and conceded the difficulty of classifying 
this Hong Kong–China movement as internal mobility and international migration. Furthermore, 
studies have shown that both the migration patterns and the underlying reasons can be very 
different for the elderly and the younger populations (Flynn 1978; Wiseman and Roseman 1979). 
Ma and Chow (2006b) explored the relationship between housing choices and preferences and 
the socio-economic characteristics of the elderly who moved to the PRD region. They found that 
differences in age per se did not affect the housing preferences, but rather it was the different 
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socio-economic attributes between the two cohorts that strongly associate with housing 
preferences. Furthermore, some have noted that it “is the absence of social and emotional bonds 
within Hong Kong, above all, that motivates some to decide to retire to China” (Chow and 
Phillips 1993, 119). Building on previous research on elderly housing and migration motivations, 
including the characteristics of migrants (Biggar, Longino, and Flynn 1980), migration patterns 
at the regional level (Longino 1995; Mings 1997; Otomo 1992), return migration (Stoller and 
Longino 2001), destination characteristics (Walters 2002), economic impacts of elderly 
migration on destination areas (Ma and Chow 2006a; Serow 2003), and considerations in the 
retirement migration decision (Longino 1992; Longino, Perzynski, and Stoller 2002; Ma and 
Chow 2005). The following section will focus on models explaining migration decisions (Litwak 
and Longino 1987; Walters 2000; Wiseman 1980). 

Wiseman (1980) suggested two different but complementary models on elderly migration 
behavior—the behavioral model and the typology model. The behavioral model suggested that 
there is a “periodic re-evaluation of the residential situation” (146) in which the pull (e.g., 
amenities) and push (e.g., loss of physical independence) factors are influenced by the facilitating 
and inhibiting factors (e.g., socio-economic status, cost of living reductions, and movement of 
family and friends). The typology model, on the other hand, identified more external migration 
motivations (e.g., amenity, assistance, and return migration), which are influenced by five factors 
(e.g., amenities moves, environmental push, need for assistance, chronic, and forced movement) 
to explain long distance migration. Alternatively, Litwak and Longino (1987) proposed a 
developmental model to explain elderly decisions from a spatial developmental point of view. 
They explained the motivated moves a retiree may take: (1) an amenity move, immediately after 
retirement; (2) a move to be close to a primary caretaker, due to decreased physical ability; and 
(3) a move to an institution, when the primary caretaker can no longer provide care for the 
elderly. Walters (2000) refined the Litwak and Longino model to identify three types of moves in 
his life course model: amenity migration, assistance migration, and disability migration. It differs 
from the developmental model in that Walters found that the assistance move is triggered by low 
income and spousal absence rather than moderate disability and conceives of the resultant co-
residence as an attempt to “reduce living costs rather than an effort to gain instrumental 
assistance” (Walters 2000, 141). 

Central Policy Unit and Wang (2014) identified three types of elderly who have migrated to 
the PRD region: “elders in self-owned homes,” “elders in institutions,” and “elders in 
hometowns.” The difference in living situation depended specifically on the health, income, 
spousal presence, and children residences. According to the findings, generally, all three types of 
elderly choose to relocate to Mainland China due to the lower cost of living, larger living spaces, 
and better living environment (Central Policy Unit and Wang 2014, 37). On the other hand, 
Csefalvay and Webster (2012) and Webster (2012) proposed that a reliable provision of 
neighborhood goods (for example, security and recreational facilities) in private communities 
fosters a dispersal of middle- and upper-income urban populations into the urban fringes. In other 
words, people are willing to substitute the centrality of their residential locations with better and 
more amenities or services in the communities that are located in the urban fringes. This 
philosophy is supported by the advent of gated communities being attributed to the rise of a 
“mutually advantageous triangle” formed by local governments, developers, and homeowners 
(Csefalvay and Webster 2012, 295), where amenities are conceived of as substitutes for land. 
However, the question remains whether the Guangdong Province can be conceptualized as the 
urban fringes of Hong Kong given the exposition of the boundary regime transformation of the 
Hong Kong–Mainland China case (Breitung 2002). 

 
 

  

4646



KEE: WHAT IS THE IMPETUS TO MOVE 

 
 

Research Objectives and Methodology  

Taking into account the increasing need for retirement housing options for the city’s aging 
population, retiring in Mainland China has been considered a solution for mitigating the 
problems with provision of elderly housing in Hong Kong. Under this context, this paper aims to 
answer following questions:  
 

 What are the relationships between soon-to-be old residents’ intentions to move to 
Mainland China upon retirement and their demographic characteristics?  

 What are the factors that attract soon-to-be old residents to retire in Mainland China 
or in Hong Kong?  

 What are the desired amenities, locational factors, and activities that are expected in 
the soon-to-be old generation’s retirement environment? 
 

In answering these questions, the research also attempts to examine the possibility of 
utilizing the residential clubs in Mainland China as a solution for the increasing demand for 
elderly housing in Hong Kong and the aspects that needs to be enhanced in order to make those 
retirement housing more appealing for Hong Kong’s soon-to-be old residents.  

Study Population 

In order to answer the above questions, primary data were collected through a questionnaire 
survey that was conducted between April and June 2015. The survey was conducted using the 
convenience sampling method with the intention of targeting respondents aged between 45–65 
years old. The face-to-face survey was completed by 500 respondents. The survey was divided 
into four sections. The first section focused on respondents’ demographic information such as 
gender, age, education attainment, monthly income, housing tenure type, and visits to Mainland 
China. The second section focused on their retirement plans in terms of intended retirement age, 
prospective retirement funding and retirement housing options. The third section focused on the 
respondents’ attitudes toward retiring in Mainland China versus Hong Kong. It asked about their 
intensions or considerations about moving to Mainland China, incentives to retire into Mainland 
China, and incentives to retire in Hong Kong. The fourth section focused on respondent’s ideal 
retirement environment including preferred amenities, desired living environment, and retirement 
activities. The sections two, three, and four were designed as multiple response questions to 
analyze the most preferred aspects under those categories.  

The result of the questionnaire survey data and analysis were further complemented by the 
follow-up interviews conducted with soon-to-be old citizens. The interviews were designed to 
seek in-depth understanding of the reasons to migrate to the Mainland for retirement. Their 
motivations for such migration were enumerated and the related importance of these motivations 
was examined. The qualitative data obtained through interviews helped develop a coherent 
explanation between life-style characteristics, migration patterns, and housing preferences.  

Measures 

The dependent variable in this study was “respondents’ consideration to move to Mainland China 
upon retirement.” Eight primary independent variables were integrated into the study to identify 
the correlations between them and retirement migration plan. The independent variables include 
gender, age, marital status, monthly income, present housing tenure type, property ownership in 
Hong Kong, relationship with Mainland China (born in HK or moved in as a child or born in 
Mainland and moved to HK as an adult), and the frequency of visiting Mainland China. 

In addition to the above independent variables, respondents were asked to indicate their 
retirement plans (retirement age, funding sources, and retirement housing options), incentives to 

47



SPACES AND FLOWS: AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF URBAN AND EXTRAURBAN STUDIES 

 
 

retire in Mainland China or Hong Kong (choices included property ownership, family relations, 
cost of living, living environment, medical facilities, government welfare benefits, etc.), 
perceived ideal retirement life qualities including desired amenities (sports, medical, commercial, 
community, leisure facilities, etc.), desired locational qualities (green open space, convenient 
transport options, closer to relatives and neighbors, barrier free access, etc.), and desired 
retirement activities (home-based leisure, elderly friendly sports, cultural activities, child care, 
social activities, etc.). 

Research Findings 

The data analysis section is divided into two sections. The first section focuses on analyzing the 
relationship between retirement location choice and demographic characteristics, while the 
second section analyzes the desired retirement life location-specific incentives, amenity 
preferences, neighborhood conditions, and retirement life aspirations in terms of respondents’ 
retirement location choice. 

Among the 500 respondents 44.8% were male (n=224) while 55.2% (n=55.2) were female. 
Nearly half of the respondents (45.8%) were between 46–50 years old. In terms of education 
qualifications, 46.2% had junior high school education while 33.2% had below primary 
education. Only 1.4% had post-secondary education. 59% of the respondents were married while 
15.4% and 25.2% were single or divorced/widowed, respectively. In terms of housing tenure, 
48.0% lived in public housing while 40.2% lived in private rental accommodation. In terms of 
respondents’ relationship with Mainland China, 68% moved to Hong Kong as an adult while 
31.6% were born in Hong Kong or moved to Hong Kong as a child. 46.4% of the respondents 
visited Mainland China during holidays while 26.4% did not visit Mainland during the past year 
and 13.0% visited Mainland once every two or three months.  

Who Moves to Mainland China? 

In order to analyze the correlations between the demographic characteristics and the retirement 
plan, a chi- square test was carried out and the results are indicated in Table 1. According to the 
test findings, gender and frequency of visiting Mainland China are the only two independent 
variables that demonstrate a strong correlation with p values less than 0.05. Furthermore, 
independent variables age, monthly income, education, and housing type are found to have 
moderate correlations with the dependent variable with p values less than 0.38. Based on these 
findings, the six independent variables with positive correlations are used to develop a logistic 
regression model. Table 2 represents the results of the logistic model. The independent variables 
were gender, age, monthly income, education level, housing tenure type, and frequency of 
visiting Mainland China. The dependent variable was respondents’ consideration to move to 
Mainland China upon retirement. As demonstrated in Table 2, gender and frequency of visiting 
Mainland China were significantly associated with the respondents’ consideration to migrate to 
China upon retirement. Furthermore, the study analyzed the incentives and preferences for 
respondents when deciding on a retirement location. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and Chi-Square Analysis Results 
Variable Considered retiring 

in Mainland 
Did not consider 
retiring in Mainland 

Total χ2 P 
Value 

Gender    4.35 0.037* 
Male 53.8% 42.4% 44.8%   
Female 46.2% 57.6% 55.2%   

Age    6.07 0.194 
<45 1.0% 1.3% 1.2%   
46 – 50 51.9% 44.2% 45.8%   
51 – 55 30.8% 28.5% 29.0%   
56 – 60 15.4% 25.8% 29.0%   
61 – 65 1.0% 0.3% 0.4%   

Monthly Income    3.49 0.321 
< 8,000 60.2% 56.7% 57.5%   
8,000 – 14,999 30.1% 35.6% 34.5%   
15, 000 – 34,,999 9.7% 6.4% 7.1%   
35,000 – 59,999 0.0% 1.3% 1.0%   
> 60,000 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%   

Education    6.67 0.083 
Below Primary 25.0% 35.4% 33.2%   
Junior High School 54.8% 43.9% 46.2%   
Senior High School  20.2% 18.9% 19.2%   
Post-Secondary  0.0% 1.8% 1.4%   

Marital Status    0.25 0.883 
Single 14.4% 15.7% 15.4%   
Married  58.7% 59.6% 59.4%   
Divorced/ Separated/ Widowed 26.9% 24.7% 25.2%   

Housing Tenure Type    7.43 0.385 
Public Rental 44.2% 49.0% 48.0%   
Home Ownership Scheme 1.9% 3.0% 2.8%   
Private (Owned) 3.8% 6.1% 5.6%   
Private (Rented) 45.2% 38.9% 40.2%   
Dormitory 1.0% 0.3% 0.4%   
Caritas 1.0% 0.0% 0.2%   
SDU 0.0% 0.3% 0.2%   
Homeless 2.9% 2.5% 2.6%   

Own Property in HK    0.004 0.952 
Yes 6.7% 6.6% 6.6%   
No 93.3% 93.4% 93.4%   

Experience with Mainland    0.072 0.778 
Born in HK or moved in as a Child 32.7% 31.3% 31.6%   
Moved to HK as an adult  67.3% 68.7% 68.4%   
Frequency of Visiting Mainland     21.706 0.001* 
2 -3 times a week 1.9% 1.3% 1.4%   
Weekends or once a week 1.0% 0.0% 0.2%   
2 - 3 times a month 14.4% 4.5% 6.6%   
1 time every 2 - 3 months 17.3% 11.9% 13.0%   
Holidays Only 41.3% 47.7% 46.4%   
Not in the past year 19.2% 28.3% 26.4%   
Never 4.8% 6.3% 6.0%   

*p < 0.05 
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Table 2: Logistic Regression Results of Considering Migrating to Mainland upon Retirement on 
Gender, Age, Monthly Income, Education, Housing Tenure, and  

Frequency of Visiting Mainland China 

 

Retirement Location 

Cross tabulation of the dependent variable and the defined multiple response variables was used 
to analyze the retirement location and preferences of the residents, and the results are 
demonstrated in Table 3. Among the respondents 20.8% (n = 104) indicated that they considered 
moving to Mainland upon retirement compared to 79.2% (n = 396) who did not consider moving 
to China. In terms of the residents who considered moving to Mainland China, the survey found 
that three of the most attractive factors incentivizing respondents to move were lower living costs 
(34.6%, n = 36), better living environment (31.7%, n = 33), and lower real estate prices (30.8%, n 
= 32). Moreover, among the overall survey respondents, the top three incentives to move to 
Mainland China were: other reasons not listed in the survey (35.4%, n = 176), lower living costs 
(23.9%, n = 119), and better living environment (23.5%, n = 117). As per the respondents’ 
intention to retire in Hong Kong, the top three incentives to retire in Hong Kong were better 
medical facilities (60.5%, n = 239), family and friends (59.7%, n = 236), and government welfare 
benefits (51.6%, n = 204). Moreover, when considering the overall sample, the respondents 
identified the same three aspects to be the top three incentives to retire in Hong Kong.  
  

Table 2 
Logistic regression results of considering migrating to mainland upon retirement on gender, age, monthly income, 
education, housing tenure and frequency of visiting to mainland 
Variable Odd ratio 90% C.I p - value 
Gender     Male -0.683 0.352 0.836 0.020* 

Female - - - - 
Age     <45 - - - 0.476 

46 – 50 22.071 0.000 - 1.000 
51 – 55 21.778 0.000 - 1.000 
56 – 60 21.915 0.000 - 1.000 
61 – 65 22.508 0.000 - 1.000 
> 65 41.686    

Monthly Income     
< 8,000  - - - 0.175 
8,000 – 14,999 -20.246 - - 0.999 
15, 000 – 34,,999 -19.685 - - 0.999 
35,000 – 59,999 -20.408 - - 0.999 
> 60,000 -  - -  

Education     Below Primary -19.133 - - 0.291 
Junior High School -19.742 0.000 - 0.999 
Senior High School  -19.612 0.000 - 0.999 
Post-Secondary  - 0.000 - 0.999 

Housing Tenure Type     Public Rental  -  -  - 0.880 
Home Ownership Scheme 1.744 0.503 65.021 0.238 
Private (Owned) 2.040 0.491 120.601 0.223 
Private (Rented) 2.275 0.730 129.689 0.149 
Dormitory 1.554 0.419 53.483 0.292 
Charitas 21.536 0.000 -  1.000 
SDU 1.670 0.370 76.312 0.303 
Homeless -20.442 0.000  - 1.000 

Frequency of Visiting Mainland      2 -3 times a week -0.800  -  - 0.008* 
Weekends or once a week -42.332 0.083 2.448 0.438 
2 - 3 times a month -1.632 0.000 -  0.999 
1 time every 2 - 3 months -0.646 0.067 0.567 0.012* 
Holidays Only -0.305 0.193 1.421 0.287 
Not in the past year .190 0.290 1.872 0.590 
Never 0.278 0.472 3.099 0.740 

*p < 0.05 
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Table 3: Migration Incentives, Location, and Amenity Preferences of the Respondents 

  
Has the Respondent Considered Moving to Mainland for Retirement 
  

 
 

Yes 
 

No 
 

Total 
 Incentives to 

Retire in 
Mainland  

      

  

Lower living 
costs  

34.6%, n 
= 36 Other reasons  

41.7%, 
n = 164 Other reasons  

35.4%, n 
= 176 

  

Better living 
environment 

31.7%, n 
= 33 

Better living 
environment  

21.4%, 
n = 84 

Lower living 
costs 

23.9%, n 
= 119 

  

Lower real estate 
prices 

30.8%, n 
= 32 

Lower living 
costs 

21.1%, 
n = 83 

Better living 
environment  

23.5%, n 
= 117 

        Incentives to 
Retire in Hong 
Kong  

      

  

Better medical 
facilities  

55.3% ,n 
= 57 

Better medical 
facilities  

60.5%, 
n = 239 

Better medical 
facilities  

59.4%, n 
= 296 

  

Government 
welfare 

53.4%, n 
= 55 

Family and 
friends  

59.7%, 
n = 236 

Family and 
friends  

54.0%, n 
= 269 

  

Family and 
friends  

32.0%, n 
= 33 

Government 
welfare  

51.6%, 
n = 204 

Government 
welfare 

52.0%, n 
= 259 

        Desired 
Amenities in 
the Retirement 
Location  

      

  

Healthcare 
facilities  

95.2%, n 
= 99 

Healthcare 
facilities  

93.9%, 
n = 372 

Healthcare 
facilities  

94.2%, n 
= 471 

  

Community 
facilities  

67.3%, n 
= 70  

Community 
facilities  

72.2%, 
n = 286 

Community 
facilities  

71.2%, n 
= 356 

  
Sports facilities  

44.2%, n 
= 46 Sports facilities  

48.0%, 
n = 190 Sports facilities  

47.2%, n 
= 236 

        Desired 
Conditions in 
the Retirement 
Location  

      

  

Convenient 
access to medical 
facilities  

77.9%, n 
= 81 

Convenient 
transport access 

76.8%, 
n = 304 

Convenient 
transport access 

75.8 %, 
n = 389 

  

Convenient 
transport access 72.1%, n 

= 75 

Convenient 
access to medical 
facilities  

73.0%, 
n = 289 

Convenient 
access to medical 
facilities  

74.0%, n 
= 370 

  

Adequate 
Provision of 
green and open 
spaces 

54.8%, n 
= 57 

Adequate 
Provision of 
green and open 
spaces 

46.2%, 
n = 183 

Adequate 
Provision of 
green and open 
spaces 

48.0%, n 
= 240 

        Desired 
Retirement 
Activities  

      

  
Social activities 

52.9%, n 
= 55 Social activities 

53.9%, 
n = 213 Social activities 

53.7%, n 
= 268 

  

Home-based 
leisure  

44.2%, n 
= 46 

Home-based 
leisure  

46.6%, 
n = 184 

Home-based 
leisure  

46.1%, n 
= 230 

  
Family  activities 

42.3%, n 
= 44 Family  activities 

43.8%, 
n = 173 Family  activities 

43.5%, n 
= 217 
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Desired Amenities in Retirement Environment 

Residents who considered moving to Mainland upon retirement considered healthcare facilities 
(95.2%, n = 99), community facilities (67.3%, n = 70), and sports facilities (44.2%, n = 46) to be 
the top three desired amenities. Similarly, respondents who did not consider moving to Mainland 
had the same three aspects as their top three desired amenities with 93.9% (n = 372), 72.2% (n = 
286), and 48.0% (n = 190) respectively. Subsequently the total sample also had the same 
amenities as their top three choices.  

Desired Retirement Environment 

As per the desired qualities of retirement location, the top three qualities of the neighborhood for 
the respondents that considered moving to Mainland included the following: near medical 
facilities (77.9%, n = 81), convenient transport access (72.1%, n = 75), and open/green spaces 
(54.8%, n = 57). On the other hand, the top three desired aspects of respondents who did not 
consider moving to Mainland China were convenient transport access (76.8%, n = 304), near 
medical facilities (73.0%, n = 289), and near green/open space (46.2%, n = 183). Moreover, as 
per the overall sample, respondents identified the convenient transport access (75.8 %, n = 389), 
easy access to medical facilities (74.0%, n = 370), and easy access to open/green spaces (48.0%, 
n = 240) to be the top three desired qualities.  

Desired Retirement Life Activities  

The top three desired retirement life activities of the respondents who consider moving to 
Mainland China were social activities (52.9%, n = 55), home-based leisure activities (44.2%, n = 
46), and child care and other family based activities (42.3%, n = 44). Similarly, the top three 
retirement activity choices of the respondents who did not consider moving to Mainland were 
social activities (53.9%, n = 213), home-based leisure (46.6%, n = 184), and childcare and other 
family based activities (43.8%, n = 173). The same list applies to the overall sample of 
respondents. 

Discussion 

With the increasing demand for elderly residential spaces in Hong Kong with its growing 
population, it is crucial that alternatives to traditional residential options in Hong Kong should be 
considered to meet this challenge. Migrating to Mainland China for retirement has been a choice 
for some Hong Kong elderly in the past several years. Taking this into consideration, the 
objective of this paper was to answer the previously stated research questions regarding the 
relationship between soon-to-be old residents’ intentions to move to Mainland China and their 
demographic characteristics, factors that attract soon-to-be old residents, and desired amenities. 

The findings showed that as per the relationship between demographic characteristics and 
intention for retirement migration to Mainland China, the study was unable to find substantive 
correlations between the used independent variables and consideration to move. The only two 
independent variables that indicated a possible correlation were gender and the frequency of 
visiting Mainland China at present. These results indicated that there is not be a specific type of 
individual who is more likely to move to Mainland China upon retirement. When considering the 
increasing property prices across the border, and strong social relationships in Hong Kong for 
many residents, potential retirement migration could be a subjective decision that varies from 
person to person. As Chow and Phillips (1993) found, subjective factors such as social and 
emotional bonds of the residents play a more significant role in their retirement plans than the 
selected independent variables.  
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In terms of residents’ incentives to retire in Mainland China or Hong Kong, the findings 
suggested there are different incentives for respondents to select each location. The lower living 
costs, better living environment, and lower real estate prices in Mainland China appeared to be 
the most powerful incentives for the respondents who considered moving to Mainland to do so. 
This finding is similar to the study done by the Central Policy Unit and Wang (2014). In contrast, 
the respondents who did not consider moving to Mainland China identified a different set of 
incentives for them to retire in Hong Kong, which included better medical services, family and 
friends, and government welfare for the elderly. This implies that the soon-to-be old population 
in Hong Kong would have strong social and subjective ties to Hong Kong, which could 
encourage them to retire in Hong Kong. Thus even the provision of higher quality and affordable 
medical facilities in Mainland China could have a small impact on attracting Hong Kong 
residents to retire in Mainland. The increased preference for health care facilities reconfirms what 
previous studies have found about retirees’ reliance on Hong Kong Government healthcare 
(Central Policy Unit and Wang 2014).  

Furthermore, despite the different incentives for selecting the retirement location, it was 
found that both groups have mostly similar expectations in terms of retirement location 
amenities, locational aspects of the retirement place, and desired retirement activities. Despite 
this similarity in their preferences, the results provided an opportunity to understand the 
preferences of the soon-to-be old population when designing retirement locations. For example, 
the research found that medical facilities, convenient transport access, and the ability to be 
involved in social activities upon retirement are the top priorities for soon-to-be old population.  

Lastly, as many considered healthcare facilities, community facilities, and sports facilities to 
be their top three priorities in retirement amenities, the amenity-rich residential clubs in 
Mainland China do often offer these facilities. However, our findings showed that 79.2% of 
respondents do not consider moving to China for retirement. These findings have implications on 
migration theory and elderly housing design and planning. Regarding the notion that the 
provision of security and other residential club goods will foster movement into the unserviced 
urban fringe, our data suggested that this is only partially the case when it comes to the soon-to-
be old and their retirement plans. There are two possible explanations for this: First, the theory 
holds for the general population and movement, but in the specific case of elderly migration, 
neglects to account for the wider social context and specifically the provision of healthcare 
services; second, the Hong Kong–Mainland China boundary regime remains a strongly 
impervious border rather the symbolic boundary as speculated by Breitung (2002). Perhaps Chiu 
and Ho (2005) were accurate in characterizing movement from Hong Kong to Mainland China as 
a special type of residential move that is unlike intra-urban migration.  

Wiseman’s (1980) behavioral model captured only a portion of the decision-making process 
for elderly migration. While the theory of periodic reevaluation explains the decision process of 
the retired, it is insufficient in capturing the decision process of the soon-to-be old. For the 
middle-aged, the evaluation is not of the present, but a projection of the future. The decision to 
stay or to move is considered parallel options weighed side-by-side with each retirement 
destination or plan, including to age-in-place, as a distinct option. The corollary is that the 
decision to move or to stay is not made only in consideration of immediate residential needs: The 
soon-to-be old when conducting retirement planning are planning not just for the full-time leisure 
consumption of the Third Age but also the inevitable Fourth Age when their health deteriorates 
and they enter the life course of dependency. 

Specifically, while living environment plays a big role in the choice of retirement destination 
when it comes to Third Age consideration, medical services and facilities are the overwhelming 
factor when it comes to consideration for the Fourth Age. Thus the push-pull factor of anticipated 
medical needs matter more than the leisure needs of today. Using Wiseman’s typology models of 
elderly migration, specifically the amenity move, would suggest that there is a strong tendency to 
move toward these amenity-rich residential clubs. However, our findings indicate this is not the 
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case among the soon-to-be old with regards to their retirement aspirations. While there is 
certainly some interest in the move, only 20.8% of our survey respondents (of the soon-to-be old 
demographic) indicated interest in this prospect. Our study finds that the most desired qualities 
for retirement location, regardless of whether moving is considered, are proximity to medical 
facilities, convenient transport access, and open/green space. This reflects that the retirement 
housing aspirations of the soon-to-be old are closely tied to the impetus to move and calls into 
question the validity of amenity-rich residential clubs as an option for cross-border elderly 
housing. 

Conclusion 

Retirement migration of Hong Kong residents to Mainland China has economic, social, and 
political implications. With increasing real estate prices in Hong Kong for the elderly and 
improving cross border transportation infrastructure between Hong Kong and Mainland China, 
together with the improving medical conditions in the Mainland (except affordability), it is 
foreseeable that an increasing number of Hong Kong residents will consider retiring in Mainland 
China in the future. Due to the small sample size and our focus on the soon-to-be old population 
who have not yet made a final decision about moving to Mainland China, some caution should be 
taken on the indicated preferences of our respondents. In addition, limitations of this study 
include the small sample size and skewedness of respondents’ demographic characteristics. Thus, 
further studies should be carried out in the retirement migration decisions of high-income earners 
and their retirement locational preferences to shed light on the soon-to-be old population with 
higher financial capacity. 
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