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ABSTRACT
Britain’s minority ethnic groups are numerous and diverse, and among them
there are complex relationships between their origins, the timing of their arrival
by decade and the age of the migrants, their geographical distribution in Britain,
and gender differences in their occupational status distributions. All of these
lifecourse attributes have implications for the migrants’ situations as they reach
old age. To advance our knowledge and understanding of these factors, this paper
examines the lifecourse of a sample of 303 South Asian older migrants living in
Birmingham, England’s second largest city. The sample included 103 Gujaratis,
100 Punjabis, and 100 Sylhetis. The paper examines their living arrangements,
education and language abilities, occupational status, and settlement and moves
within the United Kingdom. The associations between ethnic group member-
ship, gender and pre-migration histories are related to differences in their settle-
ment patterns and residential mobility in Britain. The findings show variations
in the timing, chronology and locations of each ethnic group’s major lifecourse
events, in the meanings associated with the events, and in the outcomes in late
life. The similarities and differences between the ethnic groups and between men
and women are discussed with regard to the current socio-economic situation of
ethnic older people in the UK and the prospect for continuing inequalities.

KEY WORDS – Asian communities, older people, Birmingham, relocation,
ethnic segregation, social exclusion.

Introduction

The United Kingdom (UK) is an increasingly multi-cultural society and
over the next decade an increasing number of the immigrants who from
the 1960s came to the country from South Asia will reach old age. At the
time of the 1991 population census, four per cent of the (self-defined)
Indian-origin population and one per cent of the Bangladeshi-origin
population living in the UK were aged 65 and more years, compared with
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17 per cent of people born in the United Kingdom (Owen 1993).1 In the
early 1990s, it was predicted that the proportion of Asian elders in the
population would increase three to seven times as older immigrants moved
into the retirement age group (Patel 1993). Over the last ten years, the
proportion of the South Asian origin population in the older age groups
has increased, while among those born in the United Kingdom it did not
change. According to the 2001 census, 6.6 per cent of the Indian popu-
lation and 3.2 per cent of the Bangladeshi population in the UK were aged
65 and more years.
Emigration from South Asia to the UK was strongest from particular

areas such as Sylhet in Bangladesh, and the Punjab and Gujarat in India.
Specific features of the migrations from different areas have been well
documented.2 The peak of migration to the UK for the Gujaratis and
Punjabis was during the 1970s but for the Bangladeshis it was a decade
later (Modood et al. 1997). As is characteristic of international labour mi-
grants, the majority of South Asian immigrants to Britain were single men
between the ages of 20 and 29 years (Carey and Shukur 1985; Dusenbery
1986; Gardner 1993; Helweg 1986; Khan 1991). As a consequence, until
recently there have been very few older people in these populations, and,
like other ethnic minority older people in Britain, their older members
have received little research attention.3

An international migration commonly disrupts the normal timing of
lifecourse events such as childbearing and marriage, but there is little in-
formation about the precise impacts for specific migrant and ethnic groups
(Blackwell 2000). Disturbances to the lifecourse may reinforce the dis-
advantage and exclusion associated with moving to another country. The
seminal United States studies of its ‘ society of migrants ’ framed the ad-
justmentsmade by immigrants in the new country in terms of acculturation,
which Redfield et al. (1936: 149) defined as, ‘ those phenomena which result
when groups of individuals having different cultures come into continuous
first-hand contact, with subsequent changes in the original cultural pat-
terns of either or both groups’. Thirty years later, a theory of assimilation
was developed that focused on integration into the host society (Gordon
1964). Recent contributions based on the British and European experience
have tended to reject early acculturation theory as too simplistic, and
especially have criticised linear or unidirectional ‘ stage’ models and their
lack of attention to the variable modifiability of religious and cultural
identities (Adrados 1993; Rogler et al. 1991; Salant and Lauderdale 2001).
It is now generally agreed that cultural research needs to consider com-
plexity and context, especially when examining human development and
the ageing process (Eckensberger 1973; Hermans and Kempen 1998;
Jackson and Antonucci 1994; Markides et al. 1990; Ogbu 1994).
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Despite the valid criticisms of acculturation and assimilation theory, the
factors it identified as influential in the migrants’ experience still require
attention. Studies have used place of birth, cohort, age at immigration,
duration of residence and reasons for moving as measures of acculturation.
Age at immigration has a clear impact on the lives of immigrants, for those
who arrive as children experience the new country very differently from
those who arrive as adults (Salant and Lauderdale 2001). The education
and occupational credentials gained in the source country may not be
recognised or valued in the host country (Berthoud 2000; Chiswick and
Miller 1985; Friedberg 2000; Kee 1995; Schaafsma and Sweetman 2001).
In addition, the labour market experiences of young adults who spent at
least some of their childhood in the host country may be different from
those who arrive in middle age with work experience and skills that are
little demanded in the new country. The linguistic and cultural challenges
may also differ according to the age at arrival (Daniel 1968; Rose 1969;
Schaafsma and Sweetman 2001).
Duration of residence is also an important consideration. It is generally

assumed that increased duration of stay is associated with increased social
contacts and interaction with the host society (Salant and Lauderdale 2001).
It is thought that increases in interaction with the majority population and
a country’s bureaucratic and institutional infrastructure lead to better
language and communication skills and knowledge of the new country,
especially with regard to the labour market and health and welfare services
(Dawson et al. 1996; Ginn and Arber 2001; Leclere et al. 1994; Tran 1990).
However, the associations between duration of residence, the development
of life skills, and assimilation into the host country are not linear. Duration
of residence interacts with the timing of critical lifecourse events and this
results in complex implications for both the acquisition of skills and the
redundancy of others (Adrados 1993; Rogler et al. 1991).
Duration of residence may also be an important influence on income

in later life through employment history and pension contributions (Ginn
and Arber 2001). The occupational history is of prime importance, for to
be entitled to a full UK state pension, a man needs to have paid National
Insurance contributions for 44 years, and a woman for 39 years. Given the
timing of their migrations (especially from East Africa in the 1970s), South
Asian migrants are unlikely to be entitled to a full state pension, especially
as many Asian men experienced periods of unemployment (Brown 1984;
Drew 1995; Jones 1993). The reasons commonly given for inactivity in the
later working years are ‘ sickness, disability and retirement ’ (Brown 2000).
It has been suggested that these reasons mask early retirements prompted
by the migrants’ disadvantaged position in the workforce and discrimi-
nation against ethnic minorities (Ginn and Arber 2001;Modood et al. 1997).
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Occupation and income are intricately linked to housing, settlement and
resettlement patterns. The early migrants were economically motivated
and were needed to overcome labour shortages and to fill low-paid and
arduous jobs that native-born residents did not want (Dusenbery 1986;
Miles 1982; Piore 1979). The result was that concentrations of the migrants
formed in Britain’s large conurbations such as London and Birmingham
(Carey and Shukur 1985; Gardner 1993; Jones 1970, 1979; Phillips 1998).
Immigrants also went in large numbers to the metal manufacturing areas
of the West Midlands and to the textile towns of the North West and West
Yorkshire (Mahmood 1995; Runnymede Trust 1980). The material con-
ditions of newly-arrived migrants were poor. At the local level, poverty
meant that immigrants inhabited private-rented accommodation or
shared the worst owner-occupied housing in inner cities (Ballard 1986;
Chowdhury 1993; Khanum 1994; Lomas and Monck 1975; Portes and
Rumbaut 1990; Rose 1969; Smith 1989).
The size of an ethnic group and its spatial distribution influences the

social resources available to new immigrants and their subsequent patterns
of relocation within the host country (Frisbie et al. 2001; Robinson 1992).
An ethnic cluster promotes solidarity through large, strong social networks
and provides social capital that, for example, helps in finding jobs (Ballard
1986; Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993). Living in an area with a single
predominant ethnic group (sometimes referred to as an ‘ethnic enclave’)
is also likely to impact on social integration into mainstream society by
decreasing the returns from conformity to expected behaviour and norms
(Leclere et al. 1994; Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993; Salant and Lauder-
dale 2001). Ethnic clustering does however have a downside. It has been
noted that historically the type and availability of jobs are limited in areas
of settlement for ethnic minority groups (Berthoud 2000; Phillips 1998).
The decline of the British manufacturing industry during the 1980s
resulted in a 50 per cent rise in unemployment among Asian industrial
workers (Ballard 1986). On the whole, ethnic minorities have shown a
‘hyper-cyclical ’ pattern of employment: they have experienced the fastest
rise in unemployment during economic downturns, and the fastest rises in
employment during the recoveries (Berthoud 2000). The cyclical pattern
contributes to both relatively low lifetime income and poor pension en-
titlements in later life (Ginn and Arber 2001).
The reasons for the original migrations differed among the ethnic

groups and may be related to their variable attitudinal and psychological
adjustments to the new country. There has been considerable interest in
the different levels of stress experienced by voluntary and involuntary mi-
grants such as asylum seekers (Aldrich and Mendkoff 1963; Baglioni 1989;
Bourestom 1984; Hasselkus 1978; Rapoport 1978; Salant and Lauderdale
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2001). There are several types of voluntary migration, including emi-
gration for professional or economic reasons and family reunification. It is
however important to note that, in a household, one person is usually
responsible for the decision to migrate which leads to differential en-
thusiasm for the move: it is not unusual for some members to migrate
volitionally and some to be impelled. Consequently, the post-migration
adjustments of individual family members may be diverse.
The effect of gender on acculturation and assimilation is less clearly

established (Salant and Lauderdale 2001). It has been suggested that the
process of adjustment to a new society is slower for women (Ghuman 2000).
It is well known that within ethnic groups there are gender differences in
education (Blackburn et al. 1996; Modood and Shiner 1994), fluency in the
national language of the host country (Alexander 1999; Donaldson 1986),
and cultural norms and traditions (Ginn and Arber 2001), all of which
affect women’s employment prospects. Women’s participation in the
labour force varies by ethnic groups (Elias and Gregory 1992; Leffler 1992;
McGuire and Reskin 1993; Modood et al. 1997 ; Office of National Stat-
istics 1996; Owen 1994; West and Pilgrim 1995). In turn, lower levels of
employment (and language skills) impact on ethnic women’s social con-
tacts with people outside their ethnic group, and consequently the life
experiences after the migration of men and women can be very different.
The research literature also indicates complex relationships between the

mean and distribution of an ethnic group’s ages at immigration, durations
of residence in the adopted country, geographical distribution, socio-
economic status and their lifecourse development and experiences.
American research with ‘new’ migrant groups has focused on a few factors
that influence the acculturation of young adults and adolescents (Angel
and Angel 1992; Jackson and Sellers 2001; Tran 1990; Tran et al. 1996).
This paper aims to make a different contribution to our knowledge and
understanding of the life experience of ethnic minority older people in
Britain. Its emphasis is upon the diversity of the experiences of three ethnic
groups that most of the host population could not differentiate, and also
examines variations by gender and ages of arrival. The differences in the
groups’ settlement patterns and residential mobility are related to their
pre-migration histories to build up a picture of their distinctive life ex-
periences and their circumstances in and on the threshold of old age.

Research design and methodology

The sample was composed of 303 South Asian origin elders (aged 55+
years), including 103 from Gujarat, 100 from East Punjab (both States of
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the Republic of India), and 100 from Sylhet, a district of Bangladesh, living
in the City of Birmingham in the West Midlands of England. The sample
was drawn with the assistance of local ethnic community associations.
Access to potential respondents was sought through temples, mosques and
gurdwaras, day centres, women’s groups and other informal meeting places
for elders, such as drop-in centres. To supplement the lists of respondents
supplied by the ethnic associations, ‘ snowballing’ was used. This method
was successfully used to identify an ethnic sample in a ‘Health and Eth-
nicity ’ project in Liverpool (Boneham et al. 1997). The use of general
medical practitioner patient lists as a sampling frame normally results in
an under-representation of ethnic groups in a population sample (Saunders
et al. 1993; Sin 2004). The interviews were conducted between January
2001 and May 2002 in the respondent’s native language (Gujarati, Hindi,
Punjabi, Urdu or Bangla), and wherever possible in the respondent’s own
home, but some preferred to be interviewed in a private room at a com-
munity or day centre.

Residential setting

Some areas of Birmingham have had high concentrations of South Asians
for decades (Jones 1970). The Gujarati elders recruited into the study lived
mainly in the southeast suburbs of Sparkhill, Hall Green and Billesley; the
Punjabi elders were mainly located in Lozells and Handsworth; and the
Sylheti respondents lived in Alum Rock and Aston. A brief description of
these various areas will be helpful. Sparkhill is a deprived inner city area
four kilometres southeast of the city centre with high unemployment and
a poor environment (Birmingham City Council 2002). It has mainly older
owner-occupied and private-rented terraced housing but also considerable
non-profit Housing Association accommodation. The population in 1998
was 29,800 and they were mainly from minority ethnic groups. Over one-
tenth (12%) were aged 60 and more years (National Statistics Online
2002a). The area has received £30 million of British government and
European Union funds for urban regeneration (Birmingham City Council
2002).
Hall Green is situated on the southeast boundary of the City, approxi-

mately seven kilometres southeast of the city centre. It has mainly inter-war
owner-occupied family housing and a predominantly white population
with a slightly older age profile than the City. The resident population in
mid-1998 was 26,200, and more than one-fifth (21%) were aged 60 and
more years (National Statistics Online 2002b). Billesley is also on the city’s
southern boundary approximately seven kilometres from the city centre. It
is similar to Hall Green, having inter-war and post-war family housing
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with a predominantly white population. The resident population in mid-
1998 was 27,600, and over one-fifth (21%) were aged 60 and more years
(National Statistics Online 2002 c).
Lozells and Handsworth are approximately four kilometres north of the

city centre. Handsworth has mainly pre-1919 owner-occupied and private-
rented dwellings but with many pockets of post-1945 public housing and
Housing Association properties. Over half the residents belong to ethnic
minority groups. Lozells and Handsworth have been the focus of racial
tensions and discontent. In September 1985, the police conducted ‘blanket
raids ’ on Black and Asian meeting places, and their ‘ stop-and-search’
policy raised tensions with the ethnic minority groups which escalated to
riots. After the Handsworth riots, the community worked with the local
authority to rebuild community relations (BirminghamCity Council 2002).
Aston is approximately three kilometres north of the city centre. It grew
during the early 19th century, when small factories, workshops and clus-
ters of shops were established as well as a few large factories.4 Amajority of
the 19th-century terraced housing has been demolished and replaced by
mainly post-1945 council (social) housing. Nearly half the residents belong
to ethnic minority groups.

Findings

Age structure and living arrangements

The sample socio-demographic data show differences among the three
ethnic groups (Table 1). The mean ages of the Gujaratis, Punjabis and
Sylhetis were respectively 66.5, 68.4 and 64.4 years. There was a signifi-
cantly high percentage of the Sylhetis in the 60–64 years age group, but
among the Punjabis a high percentage in the oldest age group (75+ years).
In all groups, a majority of the sample were married but the highest per-
centage was among the Sylhetis. All of the Punjabi and Sylheti sample had
been or were married at the time of the survey.
The three ethnic groups’ household compositions also differed.

Whereas over one-quarter of the Gujaratis lived alone, only 14 per cent of
the Punjabis and none of the Sylheti sample did so. A majority of the
Punjabis lived only with a spouse. The most substantial difference between
the groups was the proportion living in multi-generational households, for
over 90 per cent of the Sylheti sample were in such households compared
with under half of the other two groups. This difference is reflected in the
number of people in a household. Over one-third of the Gujaratis and
Punjabis lived in two-person households : among the Sylhetis, about one-
third lived in five or more person households.
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Some evidence about trends in household size and other social indi-
cators can be gained by comparing this study’s sample estimates with
figures from the 1991 population census and from estimates made by
Evandrou (2000) by pooling 1991 and 1996 General Household Survey (GHS)
data for Great Britain. Only broad indications are gained, however, be-
cause of inconsistencies in the area definitions and ethnic group categories.
In 1991 in Great Britain, the average size of Indian households was 4.2 and
of White households 2.5 (Owen 1993). The Punjabis’ mean household size
was 3.5 people (standard deviation 2.3), similar to that for Indian households
(3.8) in the 1991 population census data, but the sample mean household
size for Gujaratis was closer to the White census figure (2.4) than that for
Indians (3.8). Overall, the sample estimates suggest that during the 1990s
there has been a marked reduction in the size of Gujarati and Punjabi
households and that an increasing proportion of Indians live alone. There

T A B L E 1. Profiles of the samples

Gujaratis % Punjabis % Sylhetis %

Age groups (years)*
55–59 22 14 21
60–64 23 19 31
65–69 18 25 26
70–74 18 17 16
75+ 18 25 6

Gender
Male 49 49 54
Female 52 51 46

Marital status**
Never married 3 0 0
Married 54 71 82
Widowed 33 27 16
Divorced/separated 10 2 2

Household composition**
Alone 26 14 0
With spouse/partner only 30 37 9
With younger (2) generation 23 24 44
In 3 or 4 generations house 19 25 47
Other 1 0 0

Number in household**
1 26 14 0
2 37 38 9
3–4 20 17 16
5–6 12 26 38
7+ 5 5 37

Sample size 103 100 100

Significance levels : Pearson chi-squared tests : * p=<0.05, ** p=<0.001.
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is a strong suggestion that the prevalence of multi-generational households
has declined.
The Bangladeshis do not however appear to be sharing in the trend

towards smaller and nuclear households. A study in London showed that
multi-generational households were the most common household form for
this ethnic group (Burholt et al. 2000). The 1991/96 GHS estimate was that
only two per cent of Bangladeshis and Pakistanis over the age of 60 years
lived alone (Evandrou 2000). In the 2001/02 Birmingham sample, the
mean household size of 5.9 for Bangladeshis was greater than the 1991/96
GHS estimate for Bangladeshi and Pakistani households (4.6), but similar
to that from the 1991 census for the West Midlands (5.7) (Owen 1993).

Education and language

Education is an important foundation of social inequalities and is linked to
income, health and wellbeing (Blane et al. 1996; Evandrou 2000). There
were significant differences between the groups in their education levels
(Table 2). The Sylheti respondents were the most likely to have had no

school education, while the Gujaratis were most likely to have had one to
five years full-time education, and the Punjabis the most likely to have had
more than 16 years of full-time education. A majority of the respondents
(who went to school) were taught in their native tongue. Around half
(55%) of the Gujaratis were taught in Gujarati, and half (52%) of the
Punjabis were taught in Punjabi, but on the other hand 80 per cent of the
Sylhetis were taught in Bangla or Sylheti. Consequently, fewer Sylhetis
(3%) were taught in more than one language or in English, compared with

T A B L E 2. Education and language skills by ethnic group and gender.

Gujaratis Punjabis Sylhetis

All M F All M F All M F

Percentages
Full-time education**
None 7 4 9 39 33 45 57 41 76
1–5 years 40 36 43 11 6 16 22 32 11
6–10 years 22 18 26 19 20 18 14 15 13
11–15 years 15 22 8 8 8 8 6 11 0
16+ years 17 20 13 23 33 14 1 2 0

Speak English*
No 33 24 42 46 27 65 55 32 83
Yes 67 76 59 54 74 35 45 69 17

Sample size 103 50 53 100 49 51 100 54 46

Note : M=male and F=female. Significance levels from Pearson chi-squared tests : * p=<0.05,
** p=<0.001.
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21 per cent of Gujaratis and 30 per cent of Punjabis. The Gujaratis and
Punjabis were more likely than the Sylhetis to have been taught in Eng-
lish.5 Table 2 shows significant differences among the groups in English-
speaking ability. Whereas two-thirds of Gujaratis spoke English, only
around one-half of Punjabis and Sylhetis did so. Given that fewer of the
Sylheti respondents were taught in English, it is likely that those who
learnt the language did so after they had arrived in the UK.
The acquisition of English language skills is important in terms of

socialising with others outside the ethnic group of origin and in accessing
both the labour market and health and welfare services. In each ethnic
group, men were more likely to speak English than women. Although
Gujarati women had lived in the UK for the least time, they were more
likely to speak English than either Punjabi or Sylheti women (doubtless a
function of the language of their education). Differences in English-lan-
guage competence may also arise through the practice of purdah (literally
‘curtain’ or ‘veil ’), which legitimates the gender division of labour and the
ideal of female seclusion in values of honour (issat) and modesty or shame
(lojja) (White 1992). Given that a majority of the Sylheti women in this
sample were Muslim (Burholt and Wenger 2003), purdah would have
played a part in excluding Muslim women from work outside the home,
and from socialising outside the Bangladeshi community. Both restraints
restricted the social spheres in which they could learn conversational
English. It has been noted elsewhere that the purdah system has been
relaxed in London since the 1980s, but movement outside the home
or Sylheti community may also be restricted by the fear of racial abuse
(Birmingham City Council 2001b ; Carey and Shukur 1985).

Settlement in England

A majority of the Punjabi and Bangladeshi respondents lived in South
Asia before moving to England: 95 per cent of Sylhetis had lived in
Bangladesh, and 77 per cent of Punjabis had lived in India. In contrast,
over one-half of the Gujaratis and one-fifth of the Punjabis had lived in
Africa before arrival. Table 3 shows that a majority of the Punjabis and
Sylhetis but fewer Gujaratis moved to the UK between the ages of 20 and
39 years. One-quarter of Gujaratis were aged 40–49 years when they
moved to the UK. Examination of the ages of each ethnic group’s moves
to the UK reveals the distinctiveness of the Sylhetis’ migrations, for 25 per
cent entered during the 1950s compared to nine per cent of the Punjabis
and five per cent of the Gujaratis. Nearly one-half (44%) of the Gujaratis
moved to the UK during the 1970s, compared with 21 per cent of both the
Punjabis and the Sylhetis. Consequently, at the time of the survey, the
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Sylhetis had lived in the UK for longer (mean 35.4 years) than either the
Punjabis (34.2 years) or Gujaratis (29.1 years).
Table 4 presents the most frequently reported reasons for moving to the

UK by ethnic groups. For both the Punjabis and Sylhetis, the most
prevalent reason was for work, but less than one-fifth of the Gujarati
sample gave economic reasons. Their most frequently-cited reason was
the Africanisation of labour in the East African countries where they lived.
Another fifth of the Gujaratis said that they moved to the UK ‘to resettle ’,
or that they ‘needed a change’, which may be euphemisms for being
compelled to leave Africa: 17 of the 20 Gujaratis who used these phrases
had formerly lived in an African country. If these expressions refer to the
same political background, two-fifths of the older Gujaratis in the sample
came to the UK through this impelled migration. One-tenth of the Pun-
jabi respondents also came for these reasons. The main attraction to
Britain was that they had a right to settle : their moves were ‘pushed’ more
than ‘pulled’.6

Among the Punjabis and Sylhetis, the second most frequently-cited
reason for moving to the UK was to join a spouse. Others moved to live
with or near a relative : this motive was more common among the
Gujaratis and Punjabis than the Sylhetis, and may partially account for

T A B L E 3. Age at move to the UK by ethnic group and gender

Gujaratis Punjabis Sylhetis

All M F All M F All M F

Percentages
Age group (years)**
10–19 2 4 0 8 6 10 13 17 9
20–29 31 35 28 43 46 40 47 63 28
30–39 35 20 28 23 21 25 27 20 35
40–49 36 26 25 10 10 10 8 0 17
50–59 6 4 6 6 8 4 3 0 7
60+ 12 11 13 9 8 10 2 0 4

Sample size 99 46 53 96 48 48 100 54 14

Note : M=male and F=female. Significance levels from Pearson chi-squared tests : ** p=<0.001.

T A B L E 4. Most common reasons for moving to the UK by ethnic group

Gujaratis Punjabis Sylhetis

Africanisation of labour (24%) Economic/for work (39%) Economic/for work (43%)
Resettle, need a change (21%) To join spouse (22%) To join spouse (39%)
Economic/for work (19%) Live with or near relative (12%) Live with or near relative (4%)
Live with or near relative (18%) Africanisation of labour (10%) As a child with parents (4%)

Older Gujaratis, Punjabis and Sylhetis in Birmingham 393

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X04002119 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X04002119


the relatively low proportion of the Sylheti sample who were aged 75 or
more years.

Occupational status and relocation within the UK

The former occupations of the three South Asian groups differed
(Table 5).7 Most of the Gujaratis had worked as carpenters, tailors, mech-
anics, drivers, machine operators or factory operatives, although many
had been in more highly skilled occupations such as engineers and quality-
assurance inspectors. Most of the Punjabis had worked as carpenters or
mechanics or in foundries and factories as machine operators or sewing
machinists. They were more likely than the Gujaratis or Sylhetis to have
had skilled occupations (typically teachers), probably reflecting their
greater education. A majority of the Sylhetis were factory workers or in
‘elementary’ occupations such as kitchen porters (and housewives). They
were also more likely than the others to have been chefs, waiters and
kitchen assistants in restaurants (Eade et al. 1996).
The differences in occupations were reflected in their skill levels

(Table 6). Nearly one-quarter of the Sylhetis had low skills, compared with
only seven per cent of the Punjabis and Gujaratis. The Punjabis tended to
be more highly skilled than the others. However, a large proportion of the
respondents in all the three groups had fairly basic skills – to a large extent,
South Asians were engaged in factory work and skilled trade occupations
after they migrated. It should however be borne in mind that this analysis
of skill levels excludes managers and senior officials, who accounted for
just over one-tenth of each group. Table 6 also shows strong gender dif-
ferentials in occupations and skills but of different forms in each of the

T A B L E 5. Principal former occupationals by ethnic group

Occupational group Gujaratis Punjabis Sylhetis

Percentages
Armed forces 0 2 0
Legislators, senior officials etc. 11 14 12
Professionals 12 18 0
Tech’s and associate professionals 11 0 0
Clerks 5 0 1
Service workers etc. 8 6 18
Skilled agricultural workers 0 0 0
Craft and related workers 28 24 4
Machine operators and assemblers 21 30 44
Elementary occupations 6 6 21

Sample size 102 100 100

Notes : The classification used is the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88) of the
International Labour Office (1990), Geneva. For details see endnote 3.
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three ethnic groups. These will be examined in more detail later in the
paper.
The low occupational status that most South Asian immigrants achieved

in Britain was reflected in their patterns of settlement and resettlement.
Over nine-tenths of the sampled Gujaratis and Punjabis settled in the
West Midlands when they arrived in the UK, compared with only two-
thirds (66%) of the Sylhetis, among whom 17 per cent first settled in
Greater London and 15 per cent in West Yorkshire. More of the Sylhetis
therefore settled first in other industrial areas with abundant low-skilled
jobs (Phillips 1998). The initial settlement of Sylhetis outside the West
Midlands, their younger age at migration and their lower education has
much to do with their current distribution within the UK. Only 14 per
cent of the Gujaratis and 14 per cent of the Punjabis had moved within the
UK, in great contrast to the Sylhetis, for one-half had made at least one
move and 18 per cent at least two moves (p=<0.001).

Gender differences

This section explores the different life experiences of men and women (and
reports statistically significant differences). Among the Gujaratis and
Punjabis, there were more similarities than differences between men and
women, whereas among the Sylhetis there were substantial differences.
Taking first education and language abilities, over three-quarters of the
Sylheti women reported no education compared with only 41 per cent of
the men (p=<0.05). In each ethnic group, the men were more likely to
speak English than the women (although the difference was not statistically
significant for the Gujaratis). Half as many Punjabi women as men spoke
English (p<0.01), as did four times as many Sylheti men as women

T A B L E 6. Skill levels for all groups and by gender and ethnic group

Skill level**

Gujaratis Punjabis Sylhetis

All M F All M F All M F

Percentages
1 7 13 59 7 10 62 24 31 64
2 68 64 26 71 67 29 76 69 36
3 12 11 2 0 0 0 0 0 0
4 13 11 13 21 24 10 0 0 0

Sample size 91 45 46 84 42 42 88 45 43

Note : The skill levels 1–5 are as defined in the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88)
of the International Labour Office (1990), Geneva. For more details see endnote 3. M=male and
F=female. Significance levels from Pearson chi-squared tests : ** p=<0.001.
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(p=<0.01). Overall, the Gujarati women were more likely to speak
English than either Punjabi or Sylheti women.
Turning to the first settlement, more Sylheti men than women arrived

in the UK when aged 20–29 years, and fewer men than women arrived
older than 40 years of age (p=<0.01). Significantly more Sylheti men
(91%) than women (46%) came to the UK before 1969 (p=<0.001). The
average duration of residence in the UK of the Sylheti women was ap-
proximately 30 years, 10 years less than for Sylheti men. In all the groups,
men were significantly more likely than women to give economic motives
for their migration: indeed, none of the Sylheti women gave an economic
reason. Gujarati men (32%) were more likely than women (17%) to give
political motives for moving, and Gujarati women (29%) were more likely
than men (11%) to say that they moved ‘ to resettle ’ or because they
‘needed a change’. The semantic differences for what were probably
similar compelling reasons had a gender dimension (p=<0.05).
Only Punjabi and Sylheti women said that they came to the UK to join

a spouse (p=<0.001). Overall, a greater proportion of the Sylheti women
(89%) than the Punjabi women (43%) gave this reason. A close examination
of the data shows, however, that over one-quarter of the Punjabi women
gave ‘other’ reasons associated with the marital relationship. Nearly one-
fifth moved to the UK with their spouse, and another six per cent moved in
order to marry. The large percentage of the Punjabi and Sylheti women
who came to the UK to join a spouse indicates that in the early stages of
migration, the ‘era of lodging’, many Punjabi and Bangladeshi men left
spouses behind. Only when the men had established a livelihood that
could support their families in the UK did their wives follow (Chowdhury
1993; Khanum 1994). The reunification of Sylheti men with their spouses
occurred much later than for Punjabis. Consequently, significantly more
Sylheti women had given birth to children before coming to the UK. In
addition, the Sylheti women who had borne children outside the UK
had spent longer rearing their children in Bangladesh than either Gujarati
or Punjabi women. More Gujarati women than men came to live with or
near a relative, and although the numbers were small, no Sylheti men gave
this reason for moving. Over two-thirds of the Gujarati women and all the
Sylheti women that moved to the UK to be proximate to family members
were widowed at the time.

Occupational status and relocation within the UK

The introduction asserted that cultural norms and traditions affect
women’s employment prospects, and it was indeed found that partici-
pation in the labour force varied by ethnic group. As noted earlier, there
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were significant gender differences in the types of occupation that were
undertaken by men and women. Women were more likely to have been in
elementary occupations because many were ‘housewives ’. There were,
however, significant differences by ethnic group (p=<0.01). Around two-
fifths of Punjabi women and over one-quarter of Gujarati women had
previously been employed in more skilled occupations. In these two
groups, over one-tenth had been employed as managers, senior officials or
in professional occupations. On the other hand, only one Bangladeshi
woman had been employed outside the home (as a machinist) : all the
others defined themselves as housewives. It has been shown that minority
ethnic group men are more likely to be employed than women, and that
the Bangladeshis have the greatest gender differential (Modood et al. 1997;
Office of National Statistics 1996). These findings reflect the very low
educational attainment of Bangladeshi women and the group’s norms re-
garding their employment outside the home (Khanum 2001; White 1992).
The migration details of the 18 Sylheti respondents who had made two

or more moves within Britain showed a strong gender differential. All
but four were men, and of these 11 had originally settled elsewhere in the
UK and travelled around the country for work. The Sylheti men who
relocated several times had worked in London, Merseyside, Manchester
and West Yorkshire, the conurbations with the largest Bangladeshi com-
munities. The four Sylheti women who moved two or more times gave
different reasons for their relocations. Three said that they made repeated
moves in rented accommodation, some to live with or near children.8

Conclusions

Despite the criticisms of acculturation and assimilation theory, this paper
has demonstrated that some of the factors identified in those theoretical
models do impact on the life experiences of migrants. Thus, different
years, ages and locations of a migrant’s major lifecourse events are associ-
ated with different motivations, behaviour and socio-economic, family
network and state welfare eligibility outcomes. There were both simi-
larities and differences in the migration patterns of the three ethnic groups,
and these have influenced the patterns of settlement and relocation within
the UK.
Many of the migrants from East Africa had been absent from their

original homeland for over 60 years, and they had fewer ties with their
country of origin than the other groups. Unlike those who came directly to
the UK from South Asia, they visited their native land less frequently and
were more inclined to see themselves as permanent residents of the UK

Older Gujaratis, Punjabis and Sylhetis in Birmingham 397

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X04002119 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X04002119


(Aurora 1967; Bhachu 1986). The East African migrants were also dis-
tinctive in that many arrived in Britain in three-generation family units
and had substantial capital (Bhachu 1986). They had higher levels of
education, a good command of English and technical work experience
(under British colonial rule, the early labour recruitment policies in East
Africa selected only skilled labourers) (Morris 1968).With these advantages,
many of the East African Asians that came to the UK during the 1970s
were relatively well equipped to navigate British society : they had English
language proficiency and some familiarity with the country’s institutions
and bureaucratic processes (Bhachu 1986). In this study’s sample, a greater
proportion of the Gujaratis and Punjabis than the Sylhetis had been
employed in professional occupations.
The migrants to the UK from South Asia, especially those from

Bangladesh, tended to be less educated and they concentrated more in
disadvantaged areas, both regionally and locally (Phillips 1998). On arrival
in the UK, South Asian men tended to lodge or share housing with others
from the same background until they were employed and financially es-
tablished (Ballard 1986; Chowdhury 1993; Khanum 1994). While most of
the Gujarati and Punjabi respondents made few moves after arriving in
the UK, tending to settle and relocate within Birmingham, a large pro-
portion of the Sylhetis moved around the UK in search of employment.
Previous research found that older Bangladeshi immigrants living in
Tower Hamlets had not been as mobile as those living in the West Mid-
lands : only seven per cent of respondents had lived elsewhere compared
with over one-half of the Birmingham sample (Burholt et al. 2000). Other
UK data from the early 1990s suggest that, although minority ethnic
group inter-regional mobility rates were relatively low, their out-migration
rates from the more peripheral regions of the UK exceeded that for the
majority population (Champion 1996; Robinson 1996). In this study, the
Sylheti men who initially settled in Yorkshire and Humberside have over
time tended to move to the West Midlands, reinforcing long-established
patterns of regional ethnic concentration.
Analyses of the 1991 census data have shown that there has been little

change in the concentration of minority ethnic settlements since the 1950s
(Coleman and Salt 1996; Karn 1997; Peach 1996a ; Ratcliffe 1996; Rees
and Phillips 1996). At the local level, however, many of the more econ-
omically successful moved way from deprived areas and to higher quality
neighbourhoods (Cameron and Field 2000). This suggests that two types
of neighbourhood polarisation are being experienced by the South
Asian ethnic groups. Whereas some are able to move to more favourable
neighbourhoods and to become owner-occupiers, others with lower in-
comes (particularly the Bangladeshis) are ‘ trapped’ in the least desirable
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neighbourhoods and remain tenants of social housing (Cameron and Field
2000). In several Birmingham wards, Asians are the majority population
(Peach 1996b), but the various groups have different distributions. The
higher socio-economic position of the Indians (many being of East African
origin) has meant that they comprise one-fifth of the population in some
affluent suburbs of Birmingham. Conversely, 60 per cent of Bangladeshis
live in the inner city (Phillips 1998).
Evidence about the residential distribution of immigrants indicates that

Britain’s minority ethnic groups are strongly clustered and that within
these clusters culturally appropriate services, community-based political
organisations, places of worship and specialist retail outlets are especially
concentrated (Curtis and Ogden 1986; Gardner 1993; Peach 1990; Phillips
1987, 1988; Solomos and Back 1995). Less attention has been given to
broader social and cultural aspects and implications of the spatial segre-
gation. An increasing tendency to live in nuclear family households and
for the dispersion of the extended family’s residences has been noted in
this study and by others for Gujaratis and Punjabis, but not for Bangla-
deshis (Bhachu 1986). The extent to which the clustering of the large
households of Bangladeshis in relatively deprived areas of the city are a
result of cultural preference or lack of affordable attractive alternatives is
not fully understood, as reflected in a long-running debate about the
household form in successive new migrant groups (see Deakin and Cohen
1970; Rex and Moore 1967). Even in the more affluent owner-occupied
areas of the city, segregation may reflect ‘ racial steering’ by estate agents
(Commission for Racial Equality 1988; Hatch 1973). Scharf et al. (2002)
noted that ‘much more needs to be known about how place-related in-
equalities influence daily life in old age’. Neighbourhoods characterised by
poverty and social deprivation and with poor access to retail, welfare and
leisure services negatively affect the wellbeing of older people (Leclere et al.
1994; Smith 2000). If there are no suitable housing alternatives and the
involuntary non-mover is constrained by limited financial resources, there
may be additional negative impacts on the psychological wellbeing of
ethnic elders.
The degree to which emigration had been voluntary may also be related

to the wellbeing of older people. Broadly, Punjabis and Sylhetis came to the
UK in search of work, whereas Gujaratis (and some Punjabis) came to
escape hostile regimes in Africa. Punjabi and Sylheti men stated that they
moved to the UK for work, whereas women tended to move with their
spouse, to join a spouse or to marry. As noted earlier, there maybe vari-
ation between the members in a family in the degree to which the move
was voluntary. Many women are likely to have had little say in the de-
cision to migrate. Consequently, the post-migration experience of men
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and women and their psychological adjustment to the new country have
differed (Richmond 1993).
The reunification of Sylheti men with their spouses occurred much later

than among the Punjabis. Tightened UK immigration rules slowed the
process of spouse reunification (Carey and Shukur 1985; Gardner 1992).
The timing of the Sylheti women’s arrival may have had an important
effect on their access to services now they are reaching old age. Data on
the timing of childbirth suggest that more Punjabi and Gujarati than
Sylheti women would have accessed peri-natal care in the UK, which
would have given them some familiarity with the hospital and community
health services that may predispose them to seek assistance in the future.
However, the extent to which Punjabi and Gujarati women took advan-
tage of these services is not known, nor whether they produced negative or
positive experiences. Because the research on pregnancy and childbirth
has examined ‘Asians ’ as a group (Woollett and Dosanjh-Matwala 1990a,
1990b ; Woollett et al. 1995), we cannot draw conclusions regarding the
history of service use between ethnic groups and its effect in later life.
Nevertheless there is evidence that both pre- and post-immigration ex-
periences, including personal health practices, impact on the ‘ immigration
experience’ and the subsequent degree of integration, adaptation or ability
to navigate the host society (Kinnon 1998).
Another consequence of the relatively late reunification of Sylheti men

with their spouses was that they sent remittances to wives and families in
Sylhet for longer than Punjabis. After family re-unification, Sylheti fathers
sustained links with their former communities, particularly through the
marriages of their children. Migrants are generally able to choose high-
status partners for children, as their remittances enhance their status in the
communities of origin (Ballard 2001). Although the educational level of
Sylheti women has increased over time (Bhopal 1998), young Sylheti wives
who are brought to the UK from Bangladesh may encounter similar ex-
clusion from mainstream society as previous generations. Newly-arrived
Sylheti brides (like earlier migrants) are likely to have lower levels of edu-
cation than women educated in the UK, and to be less able to speak
English (Daniel 1968; Rose 1969).
The gender differential in English language skills conditions access to

health and social care services (Askham et al. 1995; Pharoah 1995). Bir-
mingham has many health professionals of South Asian origin, but some
patients still face difficulties related to language or gender. One UK study
showed that communication is still a challenge because interpreters are
scarce: only three per cent of Indians and seven per cent of Bangladeshis
said their general practitioner provided interpreting services when required
(Rehman 1999). In Birmingham it has been noted that communicating
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with English-speaking health personnel is a barrier to effective heath care
(Ritch et al. 1996). The Chairman of Birmingham Health Authority noted
that investment in translation services was ‘only £373,000 a year for a
population of 250,000 minority ethnic people, of whom it is estimated that
120,000 have poor English’ (Birmingham City Council 2001b). The pro-
vision of adequate translation services in the health and social care organ-
isations is paramount to ensure access by older South Asians, especially
women.
The study has highlighted several issues about inequalities between

ethnic groups and between them and the majority population that require
further investigation. In Birmingham, older Bangladeshis are more socially
disadvantaged than Gujaratis or Punjabis, and more segregated in the
deprived areas of the city. In addition, older Bangladeshi women appear
to be more disadvantaged and socially excluded from mainstream society
than their Gujarati or Punjabi peers. There is evidence that the edu-
cational level and economic activity of South Asian women is increasing
over time (Bhopal 1998), and it has been shown that highly-educated
South Asian women have negative attitudes towards some traditional
South Asian practices such as arrangedmarriages (Bhopal 2000). It remains
to be seen whether the custom of recruiting brides from Bangladesh will
impact on future cohorts of older Sylheti women in the UK. One might
predict that the social exclusion of future generations of Bangladeshi
women will be stratified by place of birth, that is the UK or South Asia.
In conclusion, it can be seen that the contrasting migration and life

histories of Gujaratis, Punjabis and Sylhetis and of men and women
associate with strongly differentiated outcomes in the host country.
Researchers of migration should be attentive to the migrants’ lifecourse
events and their implications in later life. In particular, studies which ag-
gregate migrants by continent of origin should be aware of the important
differences among specific migrant groups.
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NOTES

1 In this paper, ethnic groups are described by terms such as Indian, Bangladeshi and
Gujarati, referring to the regions of their origin and (for most) birth. It is emphasised
that many are citizens of the UK. The terms are probably generally acceptable to the
older migrants themselves and would be used in self-descriptions. The problems of
ethnic group nomenclature are greater in the second generation, as among young
adults who were born in the UK of Black-African or Afro-Caribbean parents : some
prefer the designation Black-British to Black-African or Afro-Caribbean. For further
discussion, see the Preface of Hiro (1992: vii–x).

2 For the Sylheti migration see Gardner 1993, 1995; for the Punjabis see Ballard 1986
and Bhachu 1986; and for the Gujaratis see Bhachu 1986; Kalka 1990; and Morris
1968.

3 There have however been valuable studies, often of specific communities in local
areas: Alibhai-Brown 1998; Bhalla and Blakemore 1981; Blakemore and Boneham
1994; Boneham et al. 1997; Farrah 1986; Manthorpe and Hettiaratchy 1993; Qureshi
1998; Silveira and Ebrahim 1998; and more recent projects funded under the ESRC
Growing Older research programme: Afshar et al. 2001, 2002; Grewal and Nazroo 2001;
Maynard 2002; Moriarty et al. 2001 ; Scharf 2002.

4 The plants included Ansells Brewery, Hercules Cycles, Martindale’s Crocodile Works
and an HP Sauce factory (Birmingham City Council 2001a).

5 Schools based on the English system were first introduced into India in 1835. After this
date, social reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy opened English ‘medium
schools ’. They were given state recognition, which ‘automatically de-recognised the
indigenous system and created glaring [educational] disparities … the acquisition of
the English language became as a ‘‘measure of worth’’ ’ (Naik 2001).

6 ‘In August 1972, General Idi Amin declared that all Asians must quit Uganda within
three months. He mentioned a figure of 80,000 Asians which turned out to be an
exaggeration. In the event, about 50,000 Asians left by the deadline. Of these, only a
little over a half landed in Britain’ (Hiro 1992: 223). One commentator has suggested
that ‘ for many Asians the major tie to Britain was merely a formal one: the passport
which gave them the right to settle ’ (Kalka 1990).

7 The occupations were classified using the International Standard Classification of Occupa-
tions (ISCO-88) (International Labour Office 1990). ISCO-88 is a hierarchical
framework of occupations classified according to the similarity of its tasks and duties.
It identifies 10 major groups. Housewives were placed in elementary occupations.
ISCO-88 also delineates four broad skill levels, defined in terms of the job’s required
educational levels and formal training. Skill level is not defined for two of the major
groups (legislators, senior official and managers ; and armed forces), as there are as-
pects of the work that are important as similarity criteria but may represent significant
differences in skill levels within each group. For comparisons among married couples,
the highest spousal occupational rating was used (i.e. the spouse’s classification was
used if higher than the respondent’s). Analysis of differences in occupation and skill
level between men and women used the rating of the respondent.

8 Exceptionally frequent local moves between public housing tenancies by a minority
of the Bangladeshi community have been noted elsewhere (Cameron and Field 2000).
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It has been suggested that residential instability or frequent moves in the social
housing sector reflect material and emotional impoverishment and may be prompted
by a fear of crime, fuel debts, relationship breakdowns and problems with neighbours
(Keenan 1998; Richardson and Curbishley 1999).
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