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Abstract 

As an intrinsic part of everyday life, risk plays a key role in shaping decision-making and 

outcomes in older age. Some of the most important decisions and choices that individuals will 

face relate to later life and whether to remain living in the home or, alternatively, moving into 

residential aged-care. These decisions become more complex within the contexts of housing 

unaffordability, changing social and family structures, and rapidly shifting welfare and aged-care 

policy contexts. Drawing on Beck’s risk society, structural individualisation, and person-

environment (PE-fit) this qualitative study examined older women’s housing and social 

circumstances, and their plans and expectations for housing and support. Longitudinal free-text 

survey comments and interviews with women (born 1946-1951) were analysed. Questions 

included: (i) What are the housing and social circumstances of older women in Australia? (ii) 

How might parental status, such as being childless, influence ageing in place? (iii) For women 

who are childless, what are their needs, preferences, and expectations and what plans have they 

made for housing and care? (iv) What are the key issues for older women ageing in Australia?  

The study found that many women made housing decisions within the contexts of family 

and social relationships. Interdependencies of care shaped decision-making regarding housing 

consumption, and choices in other life domains. Socio-relational aspects of PE-fit (friendships, 

belonging, shared histories, and support) were valued highly. Some women had wanted to relocate 

but found their choices constrained. Around half were adamant they would not move from their 

current residence, with residential aged-care seen as a last resort. Most women had not made plans 

beyond homeownership. Planning was perceived as either unnecessary (too young and still 

healthy), impractical, or too uncertain. Some women criticised government policies that kept 

changing, particularly without regard to women’s historical gender disadvantage. Consequently, 

women’s preparations for later life might prove inadequate. 

  



 

v 

 

Table of Contents 

Statement of originality .................................................................................................................. i 

Publications and conference presentations from this research ...................................................... ii 

Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................................... iii 

Funding statement ........................................................................................................................ iii 

Abstract ........................................................................................................................................ iv 

List of figures and tables ............................................................................................................. xii 

List of abbreviations .................................................................................................................. xiii 

CHAPTER 1 ................................................................................................................................. 1 

Introduction to the Study and the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health 

(ALSWH) ...................................................................................................................................... 1 

Framing the study ......................................................................................................................... 2 

Housing and family contexts .....................................................................................................2 

Ageing in the risk society ..........................................................................................................4 

Situating choice ..........................................................................................................................5 

Problem statement ......................................................................................................................... 6 

Importance of gender .................................................................................................................6 

Motherhood lost: Older women who are childless ....................................................................7 

Research approach and theoretical framework ............................................................................. 8 

Research questions ........................................................................................................................ 9 

Study design ................................................................................................................................ 10 

Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health (ALSWH) ..............................................10 

Terminology ................................................................................................................................ 12 

Baby boomer generation in Australia ......................................................................................12 

Definitions of ageing ................................................................................................................15 

Childlessness ............................................................................................................................16 

Significance of this research ....................................................................................................... 17 

Contribution to the ALSWH ....................................................................................................17 

Housing studies ....................................................................................................................17 

Childlessness in later life .....................................................................................................18 



 

vi 

 

Contribution to secondary data analysis .................................................................................. 18 

Utility of Beck’s theory for research on ageing....................................................................... 18 

Overview of the thesis ................................................................................................................. 19 

CHAPTER 2 ................................................................................................................................ 20 

Towards ageing in place: Theorising risk and adaptation in later life ......................................... 20 

A view of ageing through Beck’s theory of the ‘risk society’ ..................................................... 21 

Risk and the risk society .......................................................................................................... 21 

Reflexive modernisation .......................................................................................................... 22 

Structural individualisation ..................................................................................................... 24 

Utility of Beck’s theories for this research .............................................................................. 25 

Other sociological theories relevant to housing and ageing ........................................................ 28 

Giddens’ ontological security .................................................................................................. 28 

Bourdieu’s habitus ................................................................................................................... 29 

Foucault’s governmentality ..................................................................................................... 32 

Person-environment (PE-fit) ....................................................................................................... 33 

Housing relocation and migration in later life to improve PE-fit ............................................ 35 

Housing career ladder and pathways to achieve PE-fit ........................................................... 38 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................... 40 

CHAPTER 3 ................................................................................................................................ 41 

Ageing in place: The nexus between social policy, housing, and family contexts ...................... 41 

Housing policy frameworks......................................................................................................... 42 

Housing tenure: Homeownership ............................................................................................ 46 

Housing tenure: Rental accommodation .................................................................................. 48 

Forms of housing for older people .............................................................................................. 51 

Retirement village living ......................................................................................................... 52 

Innovative and alternative housing .......................................................................................... 54 

Cohousing communities .......................................................................................................... 55 

Policy focus on mobility, choice, and agency ............................................................................. 57 

Nexus between family contexts and ageing in place ................................................................... 59 

Ageing in place without children: Nonparental influences on housing and living 

arrangements............................................................................................................................ 60 

Household living arrangements ............................................................................................... 62 

Support networks and childlessness in later life ...................................................................... 67 



 

vii 

 

Research gaps.............................................................................................................................. 70 

Conclusion: An agenda for research on housing and ageing in place ......................................... 75 

CHAPTER 4 ............................................................................................................................... 77 

Methodology, data sources, and methods ................................................................................... 77 

Theoretical and conceptual framework ....................................................................................... 78 

Research approach: Social constructionist perspective ............................................................... 78 

Researcher position ..................................................................................................................... 80 

Study design: Two stages of qualitative research ....................................................................... 81 

STUDY A. Australian Women’s Experiences of Ageing: An exploration of ALSWH 

Survey comments .....................................................................................................................81 

Sampling ..............................................................................................................................84 

Data collection and handling processes ...............................................................................84 

Demographics ......................................................................................................................86 

STUDY B. Late-Life Childlessness, Housing, and Support in Later Life ...............................88 

Sampling ..............................................................................................................................88 

Data collection .....................................................................................................................90 

Interviews .............................................................................................................................90 

Interview schedule ...............................................................................................................92 

Data handling .......................................................................................................................93 

Demographics ......................................................................................................................94 

Data analysis ............................................................................................................................... 97 

Study A: Analysis of free-text Survey comments ..................................................................... 100 

Thematic-narrative analysis ...................................................................................................100 

Primary themes: Survey Comments, Study A .......................................................................103 

Study B: Analysis of interview data ......................................................................................... 106 

Primary themes: Interviews, Study B ....................................................................................107 

Ethical considerations ............................................................................................................... 109 

Quality, validity, and rationale for the research design ............................................................ 111 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................ 113 

CHAPTER 5 ............................................................................................................................. 114 

Housing and social circumstances: ‘It’s my own house’ .......................................................... 114 

The experience of home ............................................................................................................ 114 



 

viii 

 

Findings relating to housing ...................................................................................................... 115 

Living arrangements and relationship status ......................................................................... 115 

Housing type and tenure ............................................................................................................ 118 

Owning a home...................................................................................................................... 120 

Renting a home ...................................................................................................................... 123 

Finances, housing and living costs: Frugality and ‘making do’ ................................................ 126 

PE-fit and housing relocation .................................................................................................... 128 

Place and locational effects ................................................................................................... 128 

Environmental effects ............................................................................................................ 131 

Changes to the home ............................................................................................................. 134 

Relocating lives and home ..................................................................................................... 137 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 144 

CHAPTER 6 .............................................................................................................................. 145 

Social and family contexts: ‘Loneliness is a thing!’ .................................................................. 145 

The sociality of home ................................................................................................................ 145 

Family contexts ......................................................................................................................... 145 

Interdependency of family relationships ............................................................................... 146 

Family estrangement ............................................................................................................. 151 

Adopting children .................................................................................................................. 152 

A mother’s love ..................................................................................................................... 155 

On being childless ................................................................................................................. 157 

Relationships in later life ........................................................................................................... 160 

‘I’ve never been treated any different’ .................................................................................. 161 

Being childless did affect relationships ................................................................................. 163 

Context and ambivalence: ‘You have pockets’ ..................................................................... 166 

Social-fit: ‘I don’t sort of click with other women very well’ ................................................... 169 

Friendships in later life .......................................................................................................... 172 

Neighbourhood relationships: Place and belonging .............................................................. 179 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 184 

CHAPTER 7 .............................................................................................................................. 185 

Planning and expectations: ‘It’s a waiting game’. ..................................................................... 185 

There’s an elephant in the room ................................................................................................ 185 

Complexity of planning for later life ......................................................................................... 186 



 

ix 

 

Health planners (keeping healthy) .........................................................................................188 

Wait-and-see planners ............................................................................................................190 

Avoidant planners (no plans) .................................................................................................192 

Constrained planners ..............................................................................................................195 

Reflexive planners .................................................................................................................198 

Facing a lonely future: The search for belonging and social connection in older age .............. 201 

‘I think about not being alone’ ...............................................................................................202 

Importance of pets for social companionship ........................................................................204 

Changing landscapes of government support ........................................................................... 205 

Gender effects on coping in later life .....................................................................................210 

Experiences of accessing services and information ...............................................................211 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................ 214 

CHAPTER 8 ............................................................................................................................. 216 

Discussion ................................................................................................................................. 216 

Framework for ageing in place ................................................................................................. 217 

PE-fit (housing and built environment) .................................................................................... 220 

Changes to the home ..............................................................................................................222 

Shifting practices of home .....................................................................................................222 

Aesthetic considerations ........................................................................................................223 

Importance of gardens for ageing in place .............................................................................224 

Gender effects on housing .....................................................................................................226 

PE-fit (housing relocation) ........................................................................................................ 227 

Intentional communities: Cohousing and retirement village options ....................................233 

Supportive housing: Energy costs and infrastructure.............................................................236 

The final move? .....................................................................................................................237 

PE-fit (socio-relational) ............................................................................................................ 241 

On being childless ..................................................................................................................244 

Loneliness and friendship ......................................................................................................247 

Support networks in later life .................................................................................................256 

Future expectations: Planning for housing and care ................................................................. 258 

Reflexive planning .................................................................................................................259 

Constrained planning .............................................................................................................259 

Avoidant planning ..................................................................................................................263 

Wait-and-see planning ...........................................................................................................264 



 

x 

 

Health planning ..................................................................................................................... 266 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 267 

CHAPTER 9 .............................................................................................................................. 269 

Conclusions and recommendations ........................................................................................... 269 

Reflections on the theoretical framework .................................................................................. 269 

Main conclusions ....................................................................................................................... 272 

Most women owned their homes, and considered themselves to be well-set up (at least for 

the next five to 10 years) ....................................................................................................... 274 

Being childless made a difference on how BB women negotiated ageing, their housing 

choices, and family and social relationships ......................................................................... 274 

Social relationships affected housing decisions .................................................................... 275 

Most women had not planned for later life ............................................................................ 276 

Key issues were future financial security, difficulty accessing services and information, 

and balancing independence against the risk of social isolation ........................................... 277 

Limitations of the study ............................................................................................................. 277 

Study A .................................................................................................................................. 279 

Study B .................................................................................................................................. 281 

Recommendations for policy and service development ............................................................ 282 

Gender effects and childlessness in later life ......................................................................... 282 

Importance of gardens for ageing in place ............................................................................ 283 

Social connection and belonging ........................................................................................... 283 

Breaking down entrenched fears of RAC .............................................................................. 284 

Importance of home heating and cooling for ageing in place................................................ 284 

Attracting and retaining aged care workers ........................................................................... 285 

Directions for future research .................................................................................................... 285 

Focus on women’s late-life childlessness .............................................................................. 285 

Older women’s housing preferences ..................................................................................... 286 

Older women’s financial security .......................................................................................... 287 

Social support networks ........................................................................................................ 288 

Other areas ............................................................................................................................. 289 

References ................................................................................................................................. 291 

APPENDIX ............................................................................................................................... 332 

A1. Table showing hierarchal ordering of themes leading to findings chapters ............... 333 

A2. Mindmapping group metaphors and themes onto the conceptual framework ............ 335 



 

xi 

 

B1. Numbers available for sampling, based on specified inclusion and exclusion criteria, 

Study B ..............................................................................................................................336 

B2. Telephone Interview Script .........................................................................................337 

B3. Participant Information Statement...............................................................................341 

  

 

  



 

xii 

 

List of figures and tables 

 

Figure 1. Conceptualising ageing in place ..................................................................................... 9 

Figure 2. Flowchart of sample selection process for 150 women, Study A ................................ 85 

 

Table 1. Overview of ALSWH cohorts ....................................................................................... 11 

Table 2. Selected socio-demographic characteristics of women born 1946 to 1951 (entire 

cohort*), for ALSWH surveys 1 to 7 .......................................................................................... 13 

Table 3. Marital status of men and women in Australia, ages 60-64, 70-74 and 75+, percentages 

shown. .......................................................................................................................................... 63 

Table 4. Overview of research ..................................................................................................... 82 

Table 5. Study A, demographic profile at S7 (2013) for 150 women born between 1946 and 

1951, by parental status (selected characteristics shown) ........................................................... 87 

Table 6. Study B, demographic profile at S7 (2013) for 15 women (born 1946- 1951), and who 

indicated S1 (1996) or S4 (2004) that they have never given birth* ........................................... 95 

Table 7. Study A, number of comments selected for coding, S1 to S7 (150 women) ............... 100 

Table 8. Study A, Survey Comment Themes ............................................................................ 104 

Table 9. Study A, Transition and change .................................................................................. 105 

Table 10. Study B, Interview themes ........................................................................................ 107 

Table 11. PE-Fit (Housing and Built Environment) .................................................................. 218 

Table 12. PE-Fit (Socio-relational Environment) ...................................................................... 219 

 

 

 

  



 

xiii 

 

List of abbreviations 

 

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics 

ALSWH Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health 

AHURI Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute 

AWOC Ageing Without Children 

BB Baby boomer 

CALD Culturally and linguistically diverse 

CDC Consumer-directed care 

CHSP Commonwealth Home Support Program  

COAG Council of Australian Governments 

CRA Commonwealth Rental Assistance (Australia) 

GFC Global Financial Crisis 

HDR Higher Degree Research 

LGBT Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 

MND Motor Neurone Disease 

PE-fit Person-environment fit 

RAC Residential aged-care 

UK United Kingdom 

U3A University of the Third Age 

USA United States of America 

WHO World Health Organisation 

 




