
 

 
 

 

 
Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 462 https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462 

Article 

Navigating a Precarious Dual Transition: The Lived  

Experience of Early Retirement and Full-Time Caregiving 

Amid Financial Vulnerability 

Crystal Kwan * and Xiqing Huang 

Department of Applied Social Sciences, Hong Kong Polytechnic University, 11 Yuk Choi Road, Hung Hom, 

Kowloon, Hong Kong, China; xiqing.huang@polyu.edu.hk 

* Correspondence: cyeekwan@polyu.edu.hk 

Abstract 

By 2030, older workers (55–64) will comprise a quarter of the global labour force, making 

their retirement a critical policy concern. Yet, a gap remains regarding how informal care-

giving shapes early retirement for economically vulnerable “ALICE” (Asset-Limited, In-

come-Constrained, Employed) populations. This qualitative descriptive study explores 

this intersection in Hong Kong through a theoretical framework integrating linked lives 

to highlight relational drivers of workforce exit, cumulative disadvantage to contextualize 

lifelong financial precarity, and the resource-based dynamic perspective to explain how 

fluctuating resources impact adjustment. A purposive subset of eight primary caregivers 

was selected for separate analysis from a broader study of 51 working-poor early retirees 

to specifically examine the intense physical and economic strains unique to full-time elder-

care. We identified five themes through reflexive thematic analysis of interview data: (1) 

caregiving as a primary driver of early retirement; (2) adjusting to the loss of work and 

value; (3) life on standby; (4) anxiety over the future; and (5) multi-layered resources for 

adjustment. These findings illustrate how deeply caregiving can complicate the retirement 

transition for this demographic. Moving forward, a multilevel approach—integrating in-

dividual and environmental resources—can help address these complex challenges and 

inform practice and policy, such as strengthening community-level supports and statu-

tory leave. 

Keywords: early retirement; informal caregiving; precarious employment; financial  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. The ALICE (Asset-Limited, Income-Constrained, Employed) Population: Forgotten in  

Retirement Research, Practice, and Policy 

By 2030, older workers aged 55–64 will comprise a quarter of the global labour force 

(International Labour Organization 2020). As this demographic transitions into retirement, 

global retirement inequality has reached a thirty-year high, driven by the decline of tra-

ditional pensions, rising living costs, and precarious employment (Weller and Newman 

2020). Despite growing policy discussions (Pilipiec et al. 2021), current literature often 

fails to capture the realities of the “missing middle”—economically vulnerable workers 
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who are technically above the poverty line but constantly face financial instability. To con-

ceptualize this demographic, this study utilizes the “ALICE” framework: Asset-Limited, 

Income-Constrained, and Employed. Originating in the US in 2008 to address the inade-

quacies of federal poverty thresholds, ALICE captures households unable to sustain a 

basic survival budget—housing, healthcare, and food—without the threat of financial col-

lapse (Hoopes and Treglia 2019). 

Although developed in the US, the ALICE concept demonstrates high theoretical util-

ity for high-density, high-cost urban economies like Hong Kong. It maps closely onto the 

city’s growing “working poor” demographic, which comprised 11.3% of the population 

in 2019 (GovHK 2020). These individuals earn just enough to be excluded from Compre-

hensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA), Hong Kong’s main social security safety net, 

and often fail to meet the rigid working-hour thresholds of the Low-Income Working 

Family Allowance (LIFA) (Cheung and Chou 2015). Consequently, the ALICE framework 

is conceptually broader and more accurately reflects their lived reality than strict local 

administrative categories. 

Crucially, adapting ALICE to Hong Kong clarifies how being asset-limited—defined 

as a critical deficit in liquid wealth (Zhu and Chou 2023)—manifests in one of the world’s 

most expensive housing markets (Cox 2025). Although some ALICE individuals may re-

side in owner-occupied flats, these properties are often mortgaged, locking their wealth 

in illiquid assets with low actual equity. Consequently, they remain cash-poor, lacking the 

liquid buffer to absorb economic shocks or offset the limitations of the Mandatory Provi-

dent Fund (MPF) system (Zhu and Chou 2023). These individuals occupy a precarious 

middle ground: they earn just enough to sit above the poverty threshold, rendering them 

ineligible for most social assistance, yet they remain unable to consistently afford basic 

necessities. This precariousness highlights a deepening crisis of retirement inequality, 

where the “ordinary” worker is increasingly left behind. 

For the ALICE population, these structural drivers—precarious employment, illiquid 

assets, and exclusion from social safety nets—ensure that financial vulnerability during 

their working lives is replicated, and often exacerbated, in retirement (Hoopes and Treglia 

2019). As a sizeable and growing cohort, they are uniquely positioned to fall through the 

cracks of existing research. Ultimately, adapting the ALICE concept to the Hong Kong 

context not only identifies this precarious ‘missing middle’ for localized policy attention, 

but also establishes a shared conceptual language for future cross-national comparisons 

regarding global retirement inequality. 

1.2. When Caregiving Intersects with the Retirement of the ALICE Population 

Perhaps even more conspicuous is the significant gap in the literature regarding the 

role of informal caregiving in shaping the retirement trajectories of economically vulner-

able workers. Specifically, the intersection of caregiving responsibilities and the financial 

precarity of the ALICE population remains under-examined (Grünwald et al. 2021). While 

there is scholarship that addresses retirement transitions in relation to unpaid productive 

activities, which would include informal caregiving. Research in this area predominantly 

focuses on volunteering discretionary activity—leaving the more demanding, non-discre-

tionary role of informal caregiving largely unexamined. Furthermore, this body of work 

rarely focuses on financially marginalized workers, for whom the choice between paid 

labour and unpaid care is most acute. Nonetheless, there are some studies that can give 

us insights into this unique intersection. 

Addressing the literature’s lack of research on retirement behaviour in non-Western 

contexts, Niimi (2018) demonstrates that high-intensity caregiving drives workers toward 

early retirement, imposing “long-term financial costs… in terms of the loss in current earn-

ings as well as reduced pension entitlements” while eroding public pension sustainability 
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(p. 1054). Despite Japan’s progressive policies—namely its universal long-term care pro-

gram and Family Care Leave Act—eligibility barriers still leave irregular workers unpro-

tected, foreshadowing deeper crises in countries lacking such frameworks. For example, 

Kalavar et al. (2020) show that in India, high familial expectations coupled with constrained 

systemic support severely disrupt retirement planning and heighten poverty risks. Similarly, 

in the United States, society’s structural reliance on unpaid caregivers compels vulnerable 

workers into early retirement, linking informal caregiving to the intergenerational transmis-

sion of poverty (Kaplan 2018). Without adequate financial or workplace support, caregivers 

face immediate income loss, disrupted Social Security eligibility, and depleted assets, creat-

ing a vicious cycle of medicalized poverty that ultimately compromises their own retirement 

security. Although research remains limited, a consistent global pattern emerges wherein 

substantial caregiving demands and weak formal supports force workers to reduce paid 

labour or exit early, directly diminishing lifetime earnings and retirement security—risks 

that are further amplified in contexts with strong family care norms but limited public fund-

ing (Kalavar et al. 2020; Kaplan 2018; Niimi 2018). 

1.3. Situating the Current Study 

This study is guided by the Life Course Perspective (LCP) (Elder 1998) to address a 

critical gap in the literature by exploring the intersections between informal caregiving, 

retirement, and the ALICE population. Specifically, this study integrates two core LCP 

concepts—linked lives and cumulative advantage/disadvantage (CAD) (Dannefer 

2003)—with the resource-based dynamic perspective (Wang et al. 2011) to conceptualize 

the research problem, guide the research questions, and develop the analytical framework. 

First, the LCP principle of linked lives emphasizes that individual trajectories are 

fundamentally shaped by connections to others (Elder 1998). While traditional retirement 

research views individuals primarily through a labour market lens—as workers making 

autonomous employment choices—the linked lives framework shifts this paradigm. It in-

vites us to prioritize their identity as caregivers whose lives are inextricably bound to their 

family members. Through this relational lens, early retirement is no longer merely an in-

dividual financial decision, but a transition deeply embedded in family obligations. View-

ing the early retiree this way allows us to explore how relational interdependence and 

linked lives influence workforce exit and the retirement transition. 

Second, CAD (Dannefer 2003) explores how individuals are shaped by their past. 

CAD provides a lens to examine the early retiree’s history within the ALICE population, 

illustrating how pre-retirement financial precarity accumulates over time. This lifelong 

disadvantage intersects with linked lives when family caregiving needs arise. Further-

more, CAD incorporates structural perspectives, inviting us to explore how systemic eco-

nomic and labour structures continuously disadvantage ALICE workers over their life 

course, ultimately influencing their early workforce exit and retirement transition. 

Third, while linked lives and CAD contextualize these caregivers’ challenges, the re-

source-based dynamic perspective (Wang et al. 2011) helps us understand what supports 

can actually help them cope. Viewing retirement adjustment as a longitudinal process, 

this perspective is highly applicable to the intersection of early workforce exit and infor-

mal caregiving. It posits that variations in adjustment stem from access to multidimen-

sional resources over time, which are continuously impacted by various individual and 

environmental factors. Consequently, successful adaptation depends on the “ratio of re-

sources to deficits in terms of the transition itself, the pre-post environment, and the indi-

vidual’s sense of competency, well-being, and health” (p. 207). By focusing on the under-

lying mechanisms that drive these impacts rather than just measuring net effects, this lens 

illuminates for practitioners and policymakers how resources fluctuate and interact to 

protect or harm well-being. 
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Grounded in this framework, data are drawn from a broader qualitative project in-

vestigating early retirees from working-poor households in Hong Kong who exited the 

labour market before the statutory age of 65. While the primary study comprised 51 par-

ticipants, this paper focuses on a subset of eight individuals who identified as primary 

caregivers with intensive demands for older relatives. This targeted focus seeks to under-

stand the lived experiences of economically vulnerable workers who, despite financial 

precarity, were compelled to transition from full-time employment to full-time caregiving. 

The objectives are twofold: (1) to identify the specific antecedents that precipitated these 

caregivers’ early retirement decisions, and (2) to describe how individual and environ-

mental factors influence their well-being and adjustment to retirement. Ultimately, this 

approach allows for a nuanced exploration of the “triple burden” of financial precarity, 

primary caregiving, and early retirement. 

2. Materials & Methods 

This study employed a Qualitative Descriptive approach (Sandelowski 2000). We chose 

this approach because it provides clear and practical insights that are directly useful for pol-

icymakers and practitioners. As the aim of this study was to explore the lived experiences 

and adjustment trajectories of the ALICE population transitioning into early retirement and 

caregiving, a descriptive approach allowed the researchers to remain close to the partici-

pants’ accounts while identifying the multi-level factors influencing their well-being. 

2.1. Sampling and Recruitment 

Participants were drawn from a parent study of 51 early retirees from working-poor 

households in Hong Kong, originally recruited using purposive maximum variation sam-

pling (Creswell 2009) to capture diverse occupational and demographic profiles. Eligibil-

ity for the parent study required participants to be: (i) residents who retired early at age 

50–64; (ii) non-recipients of Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA); and (iii) 

not living in Public Rental Housing. The 50–64 age bracket was selected to examine early, 

often involuntary, labour market exits occurring before the statutory age of 65, when 

standard social benefits commence in Hong Kong. Retirement was conceptualized 

broadly to include significant reductions in working hours (Barbosa et al. 2016), while 

individuals with severe cognitive or physical impairments who could not participate in a 

60 to 90 min interview were excluded. 

From this cohort, a homogeneous subset of eight (𝑛 = 8) full-time caregivers of older 

relatives was extracted. This focus was critical, as full-time caregiving represents the high-

est threshold of physical and economic strain. Furthermore, focusing on older relatives 

captures the high-dependency demands of geriatric care—such as cognitive decline and 

multi-morbidities—and the cultural weight of filial piety, which heavily mandates family-

based elder care in Hong Kong’s rapidly aging society (Leung et al. 2020). Table 1 outlines 

their demographic characteristics. 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of full-time caregivers (N = 8). 

Characteristics n % 

Gender   

Male 3 37.5% 

Female 5 62.5% 

Age   

50–54 1 12.5% 

55–59 4 50% 

60–64 3 37.5% 

Educational level   
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Primary School 1 12.5% 

Secondary School 2 25% 

Tertiary (sub-degrees, associate, diplomas) 4 50% 

Vocational and Professional Education and training 1 12.5% 

Living arrangements   

  With spouse 3 37.5% 

  With family 4 50% 

  Alone 1 12.5% 

Marital Status   

Single 4 50% 

Married 3 37.5% 

Divorced 1 12.5% 

Housing type   

Owner-occupied (HOS) 1 12.5% 

Owner-occupied (Private) 3 37.5% 

Rental-Private 1 12.5% 

  Rental-Family housing 1 12.5% 

  Family’s Free Housing 1 12.5% 

  Transitional housing 1 12.5% 

Household Income Monthly   

<10,000 4 50% 

10,000–<15,000 2 25% 

25,000–<35,000 2 25% 

2.2. Ethical Approval 

Ethical clearance was granted by the Human Subjects Ethics Sub-committee (HSESC) at 

the [BLINDED] University (Reference number: BLINDED). Prior to the interview, all partici-

pants provided written informed consent. Because navigating the hardships of retirement can 

provoke emotional strain, a specialized distress protocol was adapted and implemented to 

assist any participants experiencing psychological discomfort (Draucker et al. 2009). 

2.3. Data Collection and Analysis 

Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted by a 

trained research assistant at a partnered community centre or on campus. These 60 to 90 

min audio-recorded sessions explored the specific events leading to retirement, expecta-

tions for post-work life, including housing, social participation, and physical and mental 

health—and the participants’ primary worries, sources of support, and preparatory ac-

tions. Following the interviews, all audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and man-

aged using NVivo software (Version 1.7.2) to ensure organized data retrieval and coding. 

We analyzed the data using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) with 

a hybrid coding strategy (Saldaña 2013). To keep participants’ voices central, our ap-

proach was primarily inductive. However, we applied a strict limit of ten deductive codes, 

drawn directly from our theoretical framework (the life course perspective and the re-

source-based dynamic perspective). Rather than forcing the data into rigid boxes, these 

framework codes served as flexible guides to organize and elevate our inductive codes 

into broader categories. Finally, through constant comparison across participants (Cre-

swell 2009), we constructed themes that capture both the localized realities of Hong Kong 

caregivers and the systemic inequalities shaping their lives. 

While demographically diverse, this sample was highly homogeneous regarding 

caregiving intensity and cultural context. To complement traditional saturation, we ap-

plied Malterud et al.’s (2016) concept of information power, which posits that smaller sam-

ples are highly sufficient when participants share deep, specific experiences aligned with 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 462 6 of 17 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462 

a narrow study aim. To ensure these eight cases provided sufficient depth, we evaluated 

adequacy against three rigorous criteria (Hennink et al. 2017; Saunders et al. 2018): (1) 

stability of the coding framework between independent analysts; (2) the depth of partici-

pant narratives to provide “thick” description; and (3) thematic redundancy, where no 

new analytical dimensions emerged. Together, these measures confirmed that the sample 

possessed the necessary information power for a rigorous, contextually rich analysis. 

2.4. Research Team and Reflexivity 

The research team’s background played a key role in how we collected and under-

stood the data. Both the lead analyst (first author) and the interviewer (second author) 

come from social work backgrounds, which naturally led us to look at how personal, fam-

ily, and social policies all affect a person’s well-being (Green and McDermott 2010). While 

we share a Chinese ethnicity with the participants, we saw ourselves as “outsiders” in 

some ways. The participants were older, while we were in our 20s and 40s. Additionally, 

the lead analyst was born in Canada, and the interviewer was from Mainland China but 

was fluent in Cantonese, the local dialect in Hong Kong. This mix was helpful: the ana-

lyst’s Western perspective allowed her to identify sociocultural factors and processes 

more readily, while our shared Chinese values helped us connect with participants. To 

keep our perspectives in check, during data collection we held weekly meetings to discuss 

the data, preliminary insights and challenge any personal biases. This process helped us 

to remain aware that our professional training as social workers and our demographic 

background might influence our findings, ensuring that the analysis remained grounded 

in the participants’ lived realities. 

3. Results 

Our findings present a qualitative description of the caregivers’ experiences, map-

ping their journey around one central struggle: “living on standby” under conditions of 

financial vulnerability. We organize this trajectory into five themes that trace their step-

by-step journey from labour market exit, through daily survival, to their expected futures. 

This journey begins with their transition into a standby life: Theme 1 (Caregiving as a 

Compounding Driver of Early Retirement) describes how immediate family care needs 

(linked lives) forced them to retire early, while Theme 2 (Adjusting to the Loss of Work 

and Value) details the emotional challenge of losing their daily routines and professional 

identity. At the absolute core of their daily lives is Theme 3 (Living on Standby), which 

defines the exhausting reality of round-the-clock caregiving and having almost no control 

over their own schedules. To cope with these standby demands, Theme 4 (Multi-Layered 

Resources) shows how they actively patch together different support systems—like gov-

ernment help, personal savings, and family support—just to get by. Finally, looking for-

ward, Theme 5 (Future Retirement Forecasts) projects this trajectory ahead, detailing their 

practical anxieties about growing old with depleted savings. Below, we describe each 

theme in detail, using the participants’ own words to illustrate these everyday realities. 

3.1. Theme 1: Caregiving as a Primary or Compounding Driver of Early Retirement 

For all of the participants caregiving was a precipitating factor, either the primary or 

compounding driver, of early retirement. Many of the participants mentioned they had 

“no choice” in their decision to retire, as this participant who retired at age 57 shared: 

Because my mother was not well, and we needed someone to take care of her, 

so I stopped working… it was a bit sad, but I had to… I had to take care of my 

mother. So, I had no choice but to stop working. (I30, Male) 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 462 7 of 17 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462 

Many of the participants also mentioned how it was the intensifying health issues of 

their older parent that triggered early retirement, as one participant shared 

Why did I quit a long-term job? It’s because I need to take care of my mother. 

My mother is 88 years old this year. Also, because now she needs me to accom-

pany her to all medical appointments, as she can’t quite understand what the 

doctor’s say and has a poor memory—she can’t convey her condition to the doc-

tor (I22, Female) 

For some participants, it was an acute incident—a fall, which led to intensifying 

health issues of their elderly parent: 

The worst thing happened a few months ago when she had a fracture …she stayed 

in the hospital for a few months because of the fracture. She had to wear a restrain-

ing garment… when she came out, her cognitive function had significantly de-

clined… when she returned, she became very dependent on me for care. It’s like 

she’s in a prison. It’s like watching her 24 h a day, it’s like that. (I5, Female) 

3.2. Theme 2: Adjusting to the Loss of Work and a Sense of Value 

This theme describes how participants are adjusting not only to their new role as 

caregivers but also to the loss of their identity as “workers.” Rather than missing the work 

itself, they described losing the sense of value, motivation, and discipline it provided, 

which has left them struggling with its absence in retirement. For example, this participant 

conveyed that she continued to see herself as someone able to work. In her account, this 

self-perception fuelled her hesitation to retire and created internal conflict regarding her 

shift from worker to caregiver: 

I really enjoy working. In fact, I am very reluctant to leave like this, because you 

don’t want to, and you haven’t accepted the fact of retirement yet, you under-

stand? Also… why do I feel a bit anxious, a bit unhappy about taking care of my 

mom? Actually, I really want to continue working… I really don’ know why I 

like working so much. It’s really silly… why am I conflicted like this? Why do I 

want to work? Because I am capable. I still believe I have the ability to work. So 

I want to do it. (I5, Female) 

Interestingly, a participant linked the loss of work directly to a loss of voice, feeling 

she could no longer legitimately offer her opinions without the authority her job once 

provided. She reflected: 

I feel more fulfilled when I was working, and it feels more rewarding. When 

you’re not working, you see many things occurring around you, and you feel 

like you know the right way, but you can’t say “Hey, I know. Let me tell you 

how to do this and that” (I23, Female) 

3.3. Theme 3: Living on Standby—Caregiving Hindering Social and Leisure Commitments 

As the central theme of this study, “living on standby” describes the constant 

state of readiness that defines the caregivers’ daily lives. Under this theme, we 

explore how participants have little agency or autonomy to shape their own re-

tirement. Because caregiving demands are unpredictable and tend to increase as 

parents age, caregivers can never truly “switch off”—even when they are not 

actively performing a physical care task. This high cognitive and psychological 

burden directly contradicts the traditional ideal of retirement as a period of self-

actualization and personal focus (Keahey and Seaman 1974; Lund 2017). Ulti-

mately, “living on standby” illustrates how dyadic interdependence and the on-

going trajectory of caregiving limit these early retirees, leaving their social lives 

and personal choices on hold. For example, this participant, whose elderly 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 462 8 of 17 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462 

mother’s care needs are intensive, shares how it is difficult to make plans with 

friends: Yes—food, clothing, shelter, and transportation all need to be taken care 

of. It’s like taking care of a baby. You have to meet their basic needs. By then, it’s 

already 1 or 2 in the morning. Can you still make plans to barbecue with friends 

tomorrow? Impossible. (I5, Female) 

Another participant also shared how he had to quit participating in a research activ-

ity about integrating physical exercise into his own life due to caregiving, 

The strength training class is twice a week, held in [neighbourhood], with the 

first session done online at home. They are also conducting research there, but 

it’s a pity I recently quit. I kept going to the class but couldn’t participate in the 

research because… every day my mother… she had a stroke last year. So for a 

week, I was only going to the hospital for her exercise classes, which were also 

twice a week, plus many follow-up appointments. I feel bad, but I really couldn’t 

avoid taking leave [to participate in his own exercise research activity]. (I35, 

Male) 

3.4. Theme 4: Caregiving and Future Retirement Forecasts: Anxiety over Unhealthy Longevity, 

Financial Strain, and Deferred Plans 

This theme describes the future worries identified by caregivers, illustrating how the 

all-consuming demands of caregiving reshape their outlook and directly impact their on-

going adjustment to retirement. For some, there is a profound reluctance to think about 

their own future, as planning feels futile while their primary role is that of a caregiver; 

their own retirement is something they will consider only “once their elderly parents pass 

away.” This sentiment is captured by the following participant: 

Well, I think I might not necessarily live here after my mother passes away. Ac-

tually, I just want to apply for a public housing unit, but… I don’t meet the re-

quirements. Well, but maybe I’ll go back to the Mainland or go to Malaysia…. 

It’s useless to think so much now. Thinking so much is useless. That’s how I see 

it. I don’t have much… When it comes to your personal… the situation you want 

to create… you often have to keep changing, actually, it’s not very useful. (I35, 

Male) 

Furthermore, the caregiving experience critically shapes their expectations, creating 

a specific fear of the longevity trap—a future of extended life but with limited finances 

and deteriorating health (Jugran 2025). Witnessing the decline of their older relatives leads 

them to worry about their own “health span,” perceiving longevity itself as a negative. As 

this participant explains, 

If… that is, being sick but not dying, that would be the worst… My aunt lived 

in a nursing home for a few years and just passed away. When she passed, we 

were relieved because she no longer had to suffer, including my cousin and my 

sister. They no longer had to take care of her and see her suffer. She used to look 

out the window every day and couldn’t go outside. I suggested taking her out, 

but the nurses said no, and one time they accidentally broke her leg. How could 

this happen? They said it could happen because her leg was already deteriorat-

ing, but she refused to have it amputated. It’s just like that. These are the real 

hardships. So, that’s why when you talk about… what I’m most worried about 

is longevity. Falling ill but not dying. Really, this is the only thing I worry about. 

I don’t have many other worries. (I35, Male) 

This anxiety about longevity and declining health intertwines with acute financial 

pressure, as one participant illustrated, 
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Worries are all about finances, for me, it’s not knowing how long I’ll live. Can 

you maintain it until then? Firstly, you don’t know how long you’ll live. Sec-

ondly, you don’t know if you’ll get sick again. Medical expenses are very expen-

sive. Longevity, longevity, don’t know how long. Don’t know how long. This is 

all about financial pressure. (I22, Female) 

3.5. Theme 5: Multi-Layered Resources for Retirement Adjustment: The Roles of Mindset,  

Siblings, Low-Cost/Free Community Programs and Social Assistance 

Guided by the resource-based dynamic perspective of retirement (Wang et al. 2011), 

this theme examines how both individual differences and environmental factors facilitate 

retirement adjustment. Specifically, it illustrates how participants dynamically draw upon 

these dual-level resources—such as internal mindsets (individual) and family or commu-

nity supports (environmental)—to navigate the critical turning points of early retirement 

within the context of caregiving and financial constraints. 

3.5.1. Mindset Towards Lifelong Learning and Self-Development: A Supportive  

Internal Resource 

At the individual level, participant narratives suggested that a mindset oriented to-

ward lifelong learning and self-development served as an important internal resource, 

helping them navigate the cognitive and emotional demands of their transition. One par-

ticipant, who shared earlier about her reluctance to retire because she found work to give 

her that sense of fulfilment, described how she is using this internal resource to adjust, 

Well, I just learn, right? I learn to enrich myself. The sense of fulfilment you had 

back then might have come from giving what you had to others. You felt fulfilled 

because you were applying what you knew. But learning can also be about ac-

quiring knowledge, and that can also be a very fulfilling process. So I think my 

current thought is about how to make my retirement life fulfilling, which means 

enriching my inner self. (I23, Female) 

Another participant shared how learning about psychological concepts helped her 

emotionally to adjust to her current situation: 

Also, because I’ve been exposed to some mental health concepts, I’ve heard 

about the fight or flight response, that is, the sympathetic and parasympathetic 

nervous systems. You shouldn’t make yourself angry, or you’ll get very tense. 

You might say hurtful things, do wrong things, scold the wrong person. Now, 

I’m more calm. (I17, Female) 

3.5.2. Sibling Support for Some and Not for Others—Family Dynamics and Informal 

Support as a Complex and Unpredictable Resource 

This theme is interesting as some of the participants shared how their siblings con-

tribute as an informal support resource—especially in their caregiving duties. For exam-

ple, this participant, who is the primary caregiver of his elderly mother, shares how his 

younger sister steps in to help out in the day-to-day and describes it as a team effort: 

My sister, actually, she hasn’t worked or been in a job for a long time. She goes 

to school and does part-time jobs, teaching children homework, and sometimes, 

during music festivals, she takes up some work. So, I team up with her. I team 

up with her, for instance, if I am not available on a day, she’ll accompany my 

mother, and then we all get along well. Yes. Sometimes, after working late nights, 

which can be tiring, she comes out in the morning. Usually, I don’t need help, 

and I manage everything. (I35, Male) 
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Sibling bonds also serve as a blueprint for future care; one participant who is single 

shared her intention to age alongside her two single siblings, potentially sharing a home 

to ensure mutual support, 

I have six siblings; of course, one of them went to Canada. Some have immi-

grated, but I have one brother and one sister. They are both single. They are 

single now [laughter]. So, if that’s the case, we will also live with some siblings. 

(I11, Female) 

In contrast, other participants who had siblings shared a different experience—one 

of limited help and support—highlighting the complexity of family dynamics and sibling 

relationships and not to assume that such relationships equate to a natural and equal di-

vision of caregiving duties: 

Yes, I have brothers and sisters… My siblings haven’t helped at all; it’s just me 

doing my best. Each of them has their own life. One of my sisters is closer, but 

she has her own social circle. She lives in [neighbourhood] and lives alone. One 

of her sons went to Australia, and a daughter lives in Tai Po. The relationship 

isn’t great. (I50, Male)  

Ultimately, this theme highlights a critical nuance regarding informal caregiving at 

the environmental level: sibling availability may not automatically translate into ac-

tive sibling support. By demonstrating that these relationships can range from highly 

collaborative to entirely absent, these findings suggest caution when assuming family 

networks consistently function as reliable safety nets, revealing instead that this envi-

ronmental-level resource can be highly variable and complex. 

3.5.3. Low-Cost or Free Community Programs—A Source of Formal Support That  

Is Important 

Also at the environmental level, formal supports like community centres are essential 

for retirees navigating the emotional demands of caregiving. The accessibility of these 

programs—often provided at little to no cost—allows participants to develop new skills 

that support their own well-being as well as being a caregiver. One participant described 

how these interest classes at a community centre provided her with a sense of personal 

development and stress relief, helping her move beyond the identity of a worker or a 

caregiver alone: 

For example, as I mentioned earlier, I participate in some organizations. Those 

organizations are mainly for my mom… The activities I participate in are mostly 

for caregivers like me. If there are some activities for caregivers, then I partici-

pate, and most of them are free, almost ninety percent. Some might require a 

little money, but they are very cheap… I would participate in those. I only need 

to pay for transportation…. For example, I really enjoy painting now, it’s thera-

peutic…Therapeutic painting is for the caregivers to relieve stress while paint-

ing. I really like it myself… Those are all ways of stress relief. I also learned to 

do some small crafts, these are all stress relief, because why do I like to do them? 

I can relieve stress, how should I say? I feel relieved, not just working before or 

just taking care of my mom now. (I22, Female) 

For many of the participants, they were initially unaware of the available community 

programs and resources, as one participant explained: 

My sister suggested that I visit some community centres to see what’s available, 

so I went to take a look. It’s only then that I realized Hong Kong is now placing 

more emphasis on early retirement options. Perhaps in recent years, there have 

been opportunities that didn’t exist before. Our parents’ generation didn’t have 
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these options, so I went out to see what people do if they’re not working. I vis-

ited community centres and found out that they offer a variety of activities for 

people in similar situations. Yes, I have attended some classes. I didn’t opt for 

the expensive ones; instead, I chose classes at community centres that were more 

affordable, usually just four or five sessions for a small fee. These were more 

economical options, suitable for people without an income. (17, Female) 

3.5.4. Social Assistance for Caregivers—“I Should Have Applied Earlier” 

Beyond local and community networks, several participants described formal state 

support—specifically caregiver social assistance—as an important environmental-level 

resource. This sub-theme explores how these financial policies can facilitate retirement 

adjustment, while also highlighting barriers like low awareness or initial reluctance that 

may delay access to this vital resource. Some of the participants shared how they are re-

ceiving caregiving social assistance from the Social Welfare Department, but that they ei-

ther were not initially aware of this financial support or were reluctant to apply. For ex-

ample this participant shared that while he knew about the support, he was initially re-

luctant to apply because he felt he could manage on his own first, but realized he should 

have applied earlier: 

Right now, I’m taking care of my mother, and I’ve been getting a subsidy from 

the social services for caregiving. Half a year ago, they started providing a 

HK$3000/month subsidy (~US$385). I’ve actually known about this for a long 

time, but I didn’t ask about it. It turns out there is support, but honestly, I feel I 

can’t manage it on my own. I should have applied earlier because my mom has 

already fallen for three or four years. (I50, Male) 

Another participant was not aware of such subsidies until they participated in the 

community centre and realized they were eligible for such support: 

Right now they give me HK$3000 dollars a month Yes. Yes, because I didn’t 

know how to apply for this at first. Actually, I could have applied for this last 

October, but at that time I didn’t know. I didn’t know that. Just now I said, some-

times I participate in the centre. It’s because of going to those elderly centres, 

then I heard about this program. It seems to help a bit, as I mentioned earlier, to 

help with the transportation expenses. (I22, Female) 

4. Discussion 

Our study reveals that caregiving is the primary driver of involuntary early retire-

ment among Hong Kong’s working poor (ALICE-akin) population, overriding acute fi-

nancial insecurity. Although involuntary retirement typically predicts poor adjustment 

due to a perceived lack of control (Barbosa et al. 2016), the life-course lens of “linked lives” 

(Elder 1998) explains the relational nature of this transition. Because caregivers’ career 

trajectories are bound to the declining health of family members, they are relegated to a 

state of “living on standby.” This standby existence shapes their daily retirement experi-

ence across three difficult dimensions: first, it forces a reluctant loss of their “worker” 

identity; second, it traps them in a constant state of readiness that prevents them from 

enjoying the typical social or leisure benefits of retirement; and finally, it creates deep 

anxiety about their own future, dominated by financial worries and deferred plans. Con-

sequently, this constrained agency highlights a paradox: while caregiving restores dignity, 

value, and voice to the recipient, it can deprive the caregiver of the same (Lilleheie et al. 

2021). Confined to the domestic sphere, the caregiver becomes socially invisible, their vital 

labour unvalued, and their economic vulnerability compounded. Consequently, practi-

tioners and policymakers must shift away from individual-focused support toward inter-
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ventions that target the caregiving dyad as an interdependent and relational unit (Ferraris 

et al. 2022). 

Our findings highlight that participants are involuntarily exiting the labour market 

because they cannot reconcile work with caregiving. Through the lens of CAD (Dannefer 

2003), this early retirement is a continuation of lifelong precarity; for this ALICE-akin pop-

ulation, their history of precarious jobs and financial vulnerability is further perpetuated 

into retirement by this constrained transition. Crucially, our qualitative findings nuance 

CAD by illustrating how, for this vulnerable group, disadvantage does not merely accu-

mulate slowly over decades; rather, participants’ accounts suggest that vulnerability ac-

celerates acutely during this caregiving period as they face a near-total barrier to labour 

market re-entry. These narratives highlight a critical tension in policy frameworks that 

rely on informal family care as a seemingly cost-free societal resource (Jacobs et al. 2019). 

While policy structures often depend on informal networks to absorb these care demands, 

such reliance may obscure significant economic spillover effects, including labour market 

detachment and premature retirement. For the participants in this study, these uncounted 

costs were experienced as immediate financial strain, diminished daily purchasing power, 

and disrupted opportunities to accumulate pension contributions—factors that collec-

tively compromise their ability to secure a stable financial safety net in later life. 

In Hong Kong, which has one of the highest longevity rates in the world (Ni et al. 

2021), there is no statutory carer’s leave, forcing employees to rely on minimal annual 

leave (only 7–14 days) or unpaid leave at the discretion of the employer. While Hong Kong 

has implemented reforms—such as a HK$3000 (~US$380) monthly caregiver allowance 

and expanded respite care vouchers (Lo 2022)—these measures only provide temporary 

relief and fail to address the core structural problem of balancing full-time work with 

long-term caregiving. To disrupt this disadvantage, Hong Kong can look toward interna-

tional models that mandate caregiver leave. For instance, Japan’s policy offering 93 days 

of subsidized leave significantly reduces the likelihood a caregiver will quit (Niimi 2021), 

while Germany’s Care Time Leave Act provides up to six months of unpaid leave with a 

legal guarantee of job protection and interest-free loans (Burri and Heeger-Hertter 2020). 

These policies directly address the “standby” lifestyle identified in our study by offering 

structured, legally protected time off to help reconcile work with caregiving. Given Hong 

Kong’s rapidly aging population, exploring these models is essential, and future global 

research should examine how different caregiver leave policies compare in their effects on 

retirement timing and adjustment. 

The second aim of our study was to identify and describe the resources—at the indi-

vidual and environmental level (Wang et al. 2011)—that impact the well-being of full-time 

caregivers from the financially precarious ALICE-akin population in Hong Kong, who are 

simultaneously adjusting to involuntary early retirement. While the concepts of linked 

lives and cumulative disadvantage helped us make sense of their challenges and lived 

experiences, Wang et al.’s (2011) resource-based dynamic perspective helps us understand 

the flip side of things: what supports can actually help them cope with this transition. This 

perspective is directly helpful to practitioners and policy-makers because it shows how 

different types of resources interact to protect or harm well-being. Ultimately, our key 

contribution is demonstrating that support for this group cannot be one-dimensional, but 

instead requires a holistic, integrated multi-level intervention strategy. 

A significant finding was the importance of a personal mindset oriented toward 

learning and self-development as a critical internal resource (individual level). This points 

to an increased need for opportunities that support the caregiver’s own self-exploration 

and growth. Crucially, this mindset is not an innate trait but a capacity that can be nur-

tured (Burnette et al. 2023). For instance, one participant described how actively learning 

about psychological concepts significantly aided her emotional adjustment, highlighting 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 462 13 of 17 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070462 

the practical value of such development. This finding is particularly salient in Hong 

Kong’s unique socio-cultural context. While traditional Chinese collectivist family values 

persist, Western influences emphasizing individual self-exploration are also prominent, 

especially among younger generations (Arat et al. 2023). Furthermore, this cohort of care-

givers, while belonging to a lower-middle-class economic stratum, is generally more ed-

ucated and digitally literate than their elderly parents, with greater access to online 

knowledge and resources (Bai et al. 2025). This combination of values and capabilities 

suggests a readiness to engage with supportive self-development programs and practices. 

The importance of this finding is not to place the burden of adjustment solely on 

individual responsibility. Instead, it is to recognize that this personal component can be 

actively supported through structural means. The practical question therefore becomes: 

how can we integrate self-development modules—such as classes on identity, transition, 

and psychology—into existing caregiver support programs? This approach acknowledges 

that the caregiver is also an individual undergoing a major life transition and in need of 

tools for self-understanding and development. Fostering this internal resource is a pow-

erful, proactive strategy within our immediate control—a complementary approach that 

empowers individuals while we continue to advocate for the slower materialization of 

broader structural and policy changes. 

At the environmental level, our analysis highlights the complexity of informal sibling 

resources alongside the formal resources of community centers, detailing how each oper-

ates as a support for caregivers and also for their retirement adjustment. The first envi-

ronmental level resource involves informal sibling support. Our data show that while 

functional sibling support can be highly beneficial for the primary caregiver, it is not an 

automatic or universal resource. This dynamic is significant, as kinship networks are often 

underexamined in caregiving research (Budginaitė-Mačkinė and Juozeliūnienė 2023). Our 

study provides a contrast between participants with cooperative family dynamics and 

those without, highlighting the need to better understand what facilitates positive, team-

like sibling collaboration versus what leads to its absence. Furthermore, for unmarried or 

single individuals (a growing demographic [Rinderknecht et al. 2026; van Tilburg and 

Suanet 2019]), positive sibling relationships may represent a critical future resource—not 

only for caregiving but potentially for co-living arrangements in retirement, as was 

brought up by a participant. This underexplored potential of sibling-based co-housing 

warrants further research, not only in supporting the elderly caregiver but also in retire-

ment and aging in place. 

Our environmental level resource findings underscore the importance of formal, low-

cost community supports, consistent with literature on community-based aging services 

(e.g., Xiao et al. 2026). Specifically, research on China’s CHECS pilot—a large-scale initia-

tive across 203 regions—shows it shifted care patterns toward professional help and 

greater financial self-sufficiency, particularly for burdened and vulnerable groups. This 

aligns with our data. Our qualitative insights further reveal how these programs function: 

they offer direct psychosocial relief and, crucially, serve as an information gateway that 

enhances awareness of existing financial supports, such as the caregiver allowance (Lo 

2022). These points form the basis for the following discussion regarding the theme of 

social assistance. 

A critical finding regarding social assistance was that participants were either una-

ware of available financial support or, notably, deferred applying until they perceived it 

as an absolute last resort. This hesitation may be explained by a socio-cultural preference 

for self-reliance and a stigma associated with receiving government (Kühner and Chou 

2025)—a phenomenon noted in other Asian contexts as well (Niimi 2018). For example, 

research from Japan shows that shifting long-term care support from a means-tested to a 

universal model reduced stigma and increased uptake. This highlights a crucial practical 
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consideration: in cultural contexts with strong norms of filial piety, the design of social 

assistance matters. Means-testing can inadvertently reinforce stigma and deter use. There-

fore, further research should explicitly explore and compare means-tested versus univer-

sal financial assistance models for family caregivers, examining the individual uptake, 

community awareness, and policy design implications of each approach. 

5. Limitations and Conclusions 

This study has two primary limitations that offer valuable avenues for future re-

search. First, because this study was embedded within a broader investigation of retire-

ment adjustment, caregivers were not the primary recruitment target. These insights 

emerged organically from retrospective questions, which introduces some recall bias (Ber-

nard et al. 1984), though they clearly highlight caregiving as a dominant driver of retire-

ment experiences. Second, our sample size and design limited our ability to analyze struc-

tural variations in caregiving intensity, family support, and gender. Although we ex-

cluded auxiliary, part-time helpers to focus exclusively on primary informal caregivers—

conceptualized as unpaid, relational partners providing essential, continuous assistance 

with daily living and physical needs (Charalambous 2023)—we did not track specific care-

giving hours. Reflecting the methodological challenges of recruiting highly burdened, 

hard-to-reach caregiver populations (Tezcan-Güntekin et al. 2022), our self-selected sam-

ple likely underrepresents those experiencing the highest caregiving intensity, who lacked 

the time and capacity to participate. Similarly, we could not systematically compare those 

with sibling support versus those with none, nor could we analyze gender differences. 

Although our small sample of three men prevented a direct comparison, gender remains 

a critical area to explore—especially regarding how the loss of professional identity might 

affect men and women differently (Binyamin and Vinarski-Peretz 2026; Burke et al. 2025). 

For middle-aged and older women, leaving work could potentially mean sacrificing hard-

won financial independence, whereas for men, it might instead manifest as a struggle with 

losing a traditional provider role. Given the global rise in male caregivers (Unson et al. 

2023) and evidence that retirement experiences differ by gender (Labbas and Stanfors 2023; 

Niimi 2018), future studies should use larger, dedicated cohorts to examine how gender, 

sibling support, and caregiving intensity intersect to shape retirement timing and adjust-

ment. 

Second, the findings are contextually situated within Hong Kong’s hybrid sociocul-

tural and policy landscape, where enduring Chinese traditions like filial piety coexist and 

interact with Western-informed values of individualism. Because language is intrinsically 

tied to these cultural constructs, an inherent limitation lies in the translation process (van 

Nes et al. 2010). Although interviews were conducted in Cantonese or Mandarin, trans-

lated word by word by trained research assistants, and subjected to bilingual checking, 

rendering these accounts into English may not have fully preserved the subtle linguistic 

and cultural nuances unique to this demographic. While this limits direct generalizability, 

it precisely underscores our core argument: sociocultural and policy context are central, 

not peripheral, to understanding caregiver well-being and designing effective supports. 

Future studies should pursue comparative or cross-contextual designs to examine how 

varying norms and policies (e.g., means-tested versus universal support models) shape 

caregiver experiences and assistance uptake. 

Despite these limitations, this study makes an important contribution by addressing 

a critical gap at the intersection of retirement adjustment, retirement inequality, ALICE-

akin populations, and informal caregiving. Given the scarcity of existing literature, these 

detailed narratives help to highlight that caregiving can be a deeply important, yet often 

overlooked, factor in the retirement transition for economically vulnerable individuals. 

The interpretive depth of these findings underscores a clear need for further exploration, 
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suggesting that a multilevel perspective—integrating individual and environmental fac-

tors—is essential to build a comprehensive understanding of these challenges. Ultimately, 

this research provides a foundational step toward more contextually nuanced approaches 

in policy, practice, and scholarly inquiry, emphasizing the need for systems that genuinely 

address the compounded vulnerabilities of ALICE-akin caregivers. 
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