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Abstract 
The way we theorise ageing provides a ‘cultural template’ which effects both policy 
and practice and which has consequences for the way people make a social 
contribution. At present, the ‘Rise and Fall’ model of the life span remains the 
dominant template in public and professional thinking, and underlies much medical and 
social security planning. We propose a typology with alternatives to the decline model 
of ageing for the young-old age period including, among others the concept of  
Ulyssean Ageing. The paper illustrates the implications of this cultural template, by 
reference to an ongoing empirical study of Grey Nomads and the voluntary contribution 
they make to isolated rural towns across Australia. The study builds on an ethnographic 
study of grey nomads, a questionnaire survey identifying their interests and willingness 
to contribute in a voluntary capacity to rural community development projects, and six 
case studies of isolated rural towns who are developing community projects that will 
both benefit the towns in material social and economic ways, and that will support the 
Grey Nomads search for new knowledge and adventure. It is argued that the Grey 
nomad project both explicates the nature of Ulyssean Ageing, and demonstrates ways 
in which Grey Nomads may materially benefit both rural community capacity, and a 
more enlightened national ageing policy  
 
-----------     
 
Introduction 
Increasing longevity and better health has given the Third Age or ‘young-old,’ (those 
aged approximately 60 to 75) a wider range of possibilities for the way they manage 
their lives.  Despite agreement on the significance of our ageing population and 
widespread debate about changes with the ageing of the Baby-Boomer cohort, an 
extensive review of Australian research by Quine and Carter (2006) identified a dearth 
of empirical data on their plans and expectations of ageing. Similarly Bowling’s (2005) 
extensive review of successful ageing found relatively few studies of successful ageing 
that had consulted lay people. In comparison with the views of professionals, the views 
of lay people were far more diverse. However, a number of potential approaches to 
ageing can be identified in the literature: the dominant Decline model, Relaxation; 
Continuity; and Ulyssean Ageing.  
 
The way we theorise ageing does not simply describe the ageing process. To the extent 
that certain theories become popularly accepted, they can prescribe the appropriate way 
to age (Leonard & Burns, 2001). Using a concept from Harre’s (1983) work, a popular 
theory provides a ‘cultural template’. These templates then provide a kind of recipe for 
how to live one’s life and people organise their lives and expectations to correspond to 
the template’s prescriptions. Sometimes only one such template is provided or only one 



is socially approved, but at other times there may be several templates available, thus 
providing people with a choice of ways of being, leading to alternative lifestyles.  
 

At present, the ‘Rise and Fall’ model of the life span remains the dominant template 
in public and professional thinking, and underlies much medical and social security 
planning. The model assumes a steady increase in almost all physical and cognitive 
abilities throughout childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood, followed by stability 
though middle-age and then a gradual decline in all functioning (Leonard & Burns, 
2001). In keeping with this model, successful ageing is seen as an absence of physical 
or cognitive decline, for example through medical intervention and exercise. To learn a 
new language to stop your brain deteriorating is part of the decline model. To learn a 
new language for the intrinsic interest and personal challenge is Ulyssean. Missing 
from most research and policy is the possibility that older people might be interested in 
expanding their appreciation of life through learning, new experiences or personal 
challenge, despite the fact that this is what  positive ageing policy strategies call for. 
 
 
Research and theory relating to the social interactions of older people is also interpreted 
through an assumption of decline. Disengagement theory describes a ‘natural’ 
progression towards death as people decrease their social interactions. Activity theory 
suggests older people need to maintain their social engagement to avoid the decline. 
Both are incorporated into socio-emotional selectivity theory which describes older 
people’s social networks as composed of denser networks of more rewarding 
relationships. Certainly there is empirical support for this pattern but it is still 
interpreted as a process of closing down (Lemme, 2002) rather than good personal 
development. Stage theories do offer the opportunity for personal growth throughout 
life but in later life growth is perceived as consolidation of one’s experience, as in 
Erikson’s (1980) notion of integrity, rather than through the addition of new 
experiences.  
 
Other literatures are less concerned with mental and physical capacity of older people 
and more concerned with their economic capacity, human capital, identity, interests and 
motivations. These literatures suggest that the diversity found among those of the third 
age relates not just to variations in capacity, but may reflect fundamental differences in 
the self or social construction of ageing, thus reflecting or suggesting the possibility of 
different cultural templates for ageing.  
 
Personal development and Ulyssean ageing. One paradox of ageing is that older 
people regularly report high satisfaction with their lives, their health and their 
relationships, even when, objectively, they have a good many problems. In keeping 
with the decline view of ageing this has often been interpreted as a sign of reduced 
expectations, denial or passivity. However,  more recent theorising sees it as resulting 
from a shift in motivation brought about by awareness of the brevity of life, and by a 
lifetime's experience of the world. This change in motivation involves a greater 
appreciation of the present, a shift in sources of meaning away from achievement and 
towards self-transcendence, and shifts in coping processes (Branstater & Rothermund, 
2002; Razjin, 2003; Burns & Leonard, 2005). One way of conceptualising this 
positive growth is “Ulyssean ageing” 

The need to break out of traditional ways of seeing the world and examining 
new paradigms underlies Ulyssean living. Loss of the work role and seeking 



the challenges of new roles can help accomplish this.’ (McGuire, Boyd & 
Tedrick, 1999; p153).  

It is the most explicitly positive view of ageing as it explores creative methods of 
looking at life, unencumbered by the obligations of economic survival and child-
rearing. It involves the seeking of new ideas and activities, new learning and 
intellectual, psychological and emotional growth in the later years.  
 
A poignant example of Ulyssean living was found in the Grey Nomads Ethnography 
(Onyx & Leonard, 2005, 2007 ). Grey Nomads are people aged over 50 years, who 
adopt an extended period of travel, at least 3 months, independently within their own 
country. The Grey Nomads reported that the experience is about adventure, freedom, 
and learning. That learning is partly about learning new facts of geophysics, botany, 
history, or astronomy. Partly it is an inner journey, testing their personal limits and 
boundaries. While many grey nomads acknowledge the losses associated with 
impending poor health, reduced capacity to earn and a family that no longer needs 
them. However, far from responding to these events as evidence of the inevitable 
decline of ageing, they respond with a sense of new found freedom and adventure. 
They answer their own almost universal rhetorical question ‘So what are we supposed 
to do, stay home and look at the four walls and wait to die?’ with a defiant ‘No way!’ It 
appears that health may be a beneficial outcome of active participation rather than a 
prerequisite, as almost all the grey nomads reported physical and mental health 
benefits, despite quite varied health statuses and the risks inherent in their lifestyle. 
 
 
Other literatures also suggest more positive views of ageing that are consistent with 
the idea of Ulyssean ageing. For instance, while much of the retirement literature is 
concerned with financial planning or is consistent with a decline model of ageing,  
there are studies that are concerned with the differences among retirees in the ways 
they conceptualise and experience retirement.  In Australia, Gee & Baillie (1999) 
developed the Retirement Expectations Inventory based on Hornstein & Wapner’s 
(1985) interview study in the UK. Both studies identified two approaches to 
retirement consistent with the decline model ‘a transition to old age’ and ‘an imposed 
disruption’ but also noted two more positive approaches, as ‘a new beginning’ and as 
a ‘continuation of pre-retirement life structure’. Onyx & Baker (2006) found a similar 
pattern with the majority of respondents fitting the ‘new beginnings’ cluster. 
 
Several studies in tourism, both in Australia and the US, have identified key clusters or 
segments of older travellers based on motivation. Thus, Shoemaker (2000) identifies 
three distinct clusters or market segments. The first is the ‘escape and learn group’, 
with a focus on new experiences, relaxation and escape from routine. The second is the 
‘retirees group’, being older and preferring to return to the same destination rather than 
explore new ones. The third is the ‘active storytellers group’, with a focus on 
socialising, seeking new experiences, physical activities and intellectual enrichment. In 
Australia, a qualitative analysis identified five different motivation patterns among 
older travellers, being ‘reunion’ (pilgrimage to the past), ‘recuperation’ (rest, peace and 
quiet), ‘circulation’ (indulgence, comfort, pampering), ‘reduction’(see it before I die), 
and ‘exploration’ (active involvement) (Environmetrics, 1991). .similarly, Cleaver, 
Muller, Rys and Wei (1999) identified seven clusters of motivation among older 
Australians, including the ‘learners’ who seek new experiences, adventure, new 
learning,.  



 
A Typology 

As a first step towards a more diverse set of templates for ageing, the research fields 
presented in the Background section were brought together. We tentatively propose a 
typology with alternatives to the decline model of ageing for the young-old age period; 
Ulyssean, Continuity, and Relaxation  
 
 

 
Table 1. Proposed templates for the young-old age period 
Approaches 
to ageing 

Examples from diverse literatures Policy implications 

Ulyssean Self-transcendence, new ways of being in the 
world, new beginnings in retirement, learners, 
explorers, ‘must see it before I die’ in the travel 
market; volunteering as a challenge, a 
transformative mechanism or making a 
difference through new services or activism 

Suitable education and 
training services (eg 
support for U3A) 
Sporting activities 
Promotion of adventure 
tourism 
Volunteering for older 
people/ Valued 
contributions 

Continuity ‘Continuation of pre-retirement life structure’ 
Role continuity through volunteering. 
Travelling to the same destinations; or to renew 
memories or make a pilgrimage to the past  

Structures such as 
tapered retirement that 
support continued 
lifestyle and 
employment 

Pleasure and 
relaxation 

‘Escapists’ in travel; circulation’ (indulgence, 
comfort, pampering) and ‘recuperation’ (rest, 
peace and quiet). rest and relaxation in 
retirement 

Leisure activities for 
older people. 
Resort Tourism 

Decline Focuses on the losses of ageing, closing down 
of experience, compensations for losses, or 
efforts of avoid ageing eg focus on health 
problems, retirement as a crisis, integration as 
the main developmental task 

Health and wellness 
programs; Sufficient 
services to curtail 
deterioration from 
minor problems 
. 

 
Considerable empirical research is required to establish whether the typology suggested 
in the above analysis of the literature represents diverse cultural templates that 
construct different approaches to ageing. However, we present here one example of one 
empirical study which illustrates the potential gain for communities and for older 
people, from adopting  a Ulyssean Ageing cultural template. 
 
Volunteering is the most common and obvious way in which older people contribute to 
their communities. In this study we undertook a survey of 312 Grey Nomads to 
determine their potential interest in volunteering. We then worked with six outback 
towns to develop appropriate community projects that would benefit the town and 
utilize the Grey Nomads skills, labour and enthusiasm. 
 
Grey Nomads as volunteers in outback towns  



 
 
The outcome of a survey of 314 Grey Nomads showed that many Grey Nomads 
would be interested in volunteering in outback towns as they travel around the 
country with most expressing high levels of motivation and interest in a variety of 
voluntary projects. These are presented in tables  two and three. They also have a 
wide variety of education and work experience to offer. In particular, 23% had trade 
qualifications that would be useful in a variety of voluntary projects. 
 
Table 2. Grey Nomads’ Motivations for Volunteering 

 

Motivation     % 
1. Getting to know some of the locals  77  
2. Learning something new   72  
3. Using your skills     69  
4. Helping the local town and its surrounds 67   

N = 314 

 

Table 3 Interest in Volunteering 

Voluntary Project     % 
1. Assist an historical preservation project 49  
2. Talk to primary school children about life  

where you come from    49 
3. Assist local Aboriginal community project 45  
4. Teach a short course in their area of 

expertise (eg computing)   42  
5. Assist a local land-care project  40  
6. Assist an historical society/  

family history project    39  
7. Develop a local recreation area  39  
8.  Help set up a cultural event   36 
9. Renovate a community building  35 
10. Fund raise for a local project   32  

 
The Grey Nomads strongest travel interest and motivation for volunteering was the 
opportunity to get to know the local people. This interest appears to reflect both an 
underlying social motivation, as well as a motivation to learn more about life in these 
towns. The social motivation is consistent with that identified in almost all of previous 
studies of volunteering motivation (eg Clary et al, 1996; Green and Chalip, 2004; 
Bryen and Madden, 2006). Those who had already volunteered as grey nomads were 
particularly highly motivated to meet the townspeople. The causality is likely to be in 
both directions. The experience of volunteering increases desire for contact with 
townspeople and also some of those who are highly motivated to meet townspeople 
seek out volunteering opportunities 
 
Learning was another important motivation which again is consistent with other 
studies of motivation (eg Clary et al, 1996; Green and Chalip, 2004; Govekar & 
Govekar, 2004). However, in most previous studies, learning is restricted to skill 



development  (eg Green and Chalip, 2004; Govekar & Govekar, 2004) or grouped 
with the use of existing skills (eg Clary et al, 1996) whereas the grey nomads’ 
ethnography identified learning in its broadest sense whereby the grey nomads came 
to a new understanding of themselves and the world. Certainly the survey results 
strongly endorsed the Grey Nomads desire to “learn something new”, and to learn 
more about the local environment, including its history. This result is consistent with 
Narushima’s (2005) finding that volunteering may potentially be a transformative 
learning mechanism seeking personal growth. 
 
While in many respects, Grey Nomads form a market segment as a whole, there are 
also important differences between different segments within the population of Grey 
Nomads. In particular, age and health status needs to be considered. Those aged over 
70 or in poor to fair health were less interested or less motivated to volunteer. 
However this is unlikely to severely restrict the recruitment of volunteers as only 19% 
were aged over 70 and only 17% reported fair to poor health.  It is important to note 
however that experience in the grey nomads’ ethnography project suggests that 
“good” health does not mean an absence of problems, but rather that the problems are 
under control (Onyx and Leonard, 2007). 
 
Those with university education formed an identifiable sub-segment which could be 
distinguished from others both on motivations and volunteering interests. Those with 
university education reported the highest levels of motivation associated with helping 
the town and using one’s skills. The desire to use their skills was reflected in their 
interest in volunteering for specific activities: Talking to local children, Teaching a 
short course and Aboriginal projects. It is the university segment that seems to fit 
Wearing’s (2004) description of tourist volunteers for whom a major motivation is 
community development of the area they visit.  They are also more consistent with 
Bryen and Madden’s (2006) volunteers for whom helping the environment is primary 
and socialising is secondary. This segment may also be easier to recruit as they are 
more likely to use volunteering websites. 
 
The absence of variation in three of the demographics is also interesting. There were 
no significant gender differences. Women and men had roughly the same levels of 
interest in the travel activities, voluntary activities and levels of motivation. Certainly 
almost all grey nomads travel as couples and report that they both like the same 
things, however further questioning did reveal some conventional gender differences 
for example, in restoring farm machinery (Onyx & Leonard, 2005a). The questions in 
this survey may not have been specific enough to pick up those differences. The 
absence of variation on the basis of ethnicity may be because there were so few 
respondents from non-English speaking backgrounds, which is consistent with the 
grey nomad population (Onyx and Leonard, 2005a).   
 
 
Grey nomads in general display an eagerness to learn and to meet local people and a 
willingness to volunteer for specific community projects in towns they visit. They 
present a very diverse range of skills. However, our data suggests they have particular 
interests and certainly are not subject to social pressure from the town. Efforts to 
attract grey nomad volunteers will need to consider their interests, especially their 
desire to meet the townspeople. There is, however, diversity amongst the grey nomads 
in their interest and ability to volunteer. Programs need to recognise the particular 



interests of university graduates on the one hand and the limitations of those aged 
over 70 with health difficulties on the other.  Nevertheless, many or most Grey 
Nomads were eager to use volunteer opportunities to extend their knowledge and 
learn more about the local town and its people. 
 
Matching Grey Nomad interests with those of country towns 

We spent one week in each of the case study towns, on the invitation of the local 
Shire Council and Community organisations. In that time we did a SWOT analysis 
concerning the potential for community projects involving grey nomads, based on 
interviews with key informants (15-20 per town) plus observations, and feedback from 
a public meeting held in each town. On the basis of this process we were able to 
identify a nominated shortlist of potential projects, as identified in table 4 below. 
 
Table 4: Short-Listed Projects and the Volunteering Interests of Grey Nomads 
 
     Volunteering Interests of Grey Nomads 
 
Town 
Projects 

Historical 
preserv 

ation 

Talk to 
children

Aborigin-
al com-
munity 

Recre- 
ation 
area 

Land 
care 

Short 
course 

Oral / 
community 

history 

Cultural 
event 

Barcaldine        
Shearers strike 
pavers 

     X  

Bird watching 
reserve 

  X X    

Heritage Centre      X  
Winton        
Long waterhole   X X    
Dinosaur bones X       
Old machinery 
exhibition 

X     X  

Old Cork Station X     X  
Kimba        
Showground camp   X     
Museum X     X  
Roxby Downs        
Community garden   X     
Living Books  X      
Travellers’ bush 
camp  

  X     

Bingara        
Upper Bingara 
historic site 

X  X     

Riverscape   X     
Farm gardens    X X   
Barmedman        
Community caravan 
park 

  X     

Coop - craft 
museum & town 

X    X X  



walk 
 
Overall there was a good match between the short-listed projects at the town meetings 
and the interests of the Grey Nomads suggesting that there is a good chance of 
attracting Grey Nomads to the projects.  
 
However there are some interesting mismatches. Whereas the Grey Nomads rated a 
project for an Aboriginal community third, none of the towns responded.  This 
absence was perhaps not surprising in Kimba, Roxby Downs and Barmedman where 
there was no Aboriginal presence but both Barcaldine and Winton had visible 
Aboriginal organisations. In both cases the researchers had established that the 
Aboriginal groups would be interested in engaging with a project and reported this at 
the town meetings which led to uncomfortable silences. There was a very strong 
feeling that the townspeople were not able to recognise the massacres of Aboriginal 
people and without public acknowledgement no healing can take place. Bingara does 
have a memorial to the Myall Creek massacre and an annual commemoration. There 
is only one townsperson on the committee and she is leaving. However school 
children and others do attend the commemoration.  
 
In Kimba and Roxby Downs the mismatches related to the Grey Nomads strong 
interest in the natural environment and the townspeople’s lack of interest. In both 
places, projects for the natural environment were suggested in interviews but received 
the lowest vote. In Kimba, the silence around the natural environment seemed to 
relate to the towns dependence on grain crops. Although they promoted themselves as 
the gateway to the Gawler Ranges very few had ever been there. There was a strong 
belief that the current drought was a one-off event. Noone mentioned global warming. 
In Roxby Downs no-one mentioned uranium and the plans to dig a hole the size of 
Adelaide.   Attempts by the researchers to explore this absence revealed that the 
rhetoric for many was that it was a copper mine with uranium being a minor by-
product or, more convincingly, that people who had a concern about uranium had left 
town. 
 

Conclusion 
 

While six rural outback communities have engaged with the opportunities to attract 
Grey Nomad volunteers, it is still early days for the project, and too early to evaluate its 
success. Certainly there has been considerable media interest in the project. However it 
has already become clear that there are enormous potential benefits to the project, both 
in terms of rural development and in terms of new, more creative approaches to ageing. 
Grey Nomads have expressed a willingness to engage with these activities, to learn new 
things, meet new people, to have an adventure. Communities are beginning to see the 
economic and social benefits of incorporating these growing numbers of older visitors 
to their town, into a meaningful and productive relationship with the community. We 
argue that the Grey nomad project both explicates the nature of Ulyssean Ageing, and 
demonstrates ways in which Grey Nomads may materially benefit both rural 
community capacity, and a more enlightened national ageing policy  
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