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a b s t r a c t

This paper examines how bluespaces inform experiences of place, being aged, and wellbeing among
seniors on Waiheke, an island within the greater Auckland area in northern New Zealand. We draw on
photo-elicitation interviews with seniors aged 65–94 to argue that bluespaces shape metaphors of
‘islandness’ that, in turn, help maintain wellbeing. We conclude that, although island settings pose
unique challenges for seniors, (e.g. potential isolation, and a lack of advanced care), drawing on the
qualities of bluespaces helps maintain a secure sense of self anchored in strong affective ties to place.

& 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Bluespaces and islands are mutually interdependent, with water
defining the topographic character of an island. In response to the
call for research on the emotional and experiential response to
bluespace (Völker and Kistemann, 2011), we examine the signifi-
cance of bluespaces in the lives of older people on Waiheke Island.
Waiheke is the most populous island in the Hauraki Gulf which
surrounds the eastern coastline of Auckland, New Zealand’s largest
city. Here, the permanent population of 8340 includes a higher
proportion of residents aged 65 years and over than elsewhere in the
Auckland region (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). On Waiheke the sea
can invariably be glimpsed as one travels around the island and
is often visible from peoples’ homes. While there is a widely-
acknowledged therapeutic connection between people and water
(see Andrews and Kearns, 2005; Foley, 2011), Conradson (2005)
reminds us that therapeutic experiences cannot be presumed but
rather are the product of peoples’ diverse and complex relations with
place. In this paper we tease out relations between the lives of older
residents and the bluespaces that encircle their lifeworld.

In the broader context of ‘aging-in-place’ policies, we argue that a
therapeutic landscape experience occurs as a result of interactions
between seniors, the landscapes of everyday life, and the broader
social contexts that shape these settings. While the concept of aging-
in-place has many meanings (Pastalan, 1990), it generally denotes the
ideal of aging ‘where you are’ through remaining in one’s curr-
ent location and maintaining a stable independent lifestyle (OECD,

2003). Most seniors express a preference for aging-in-place because
they desire to maintain control and autonomy over their lives. It is
reasonable to assume that residents of an island setting may well
prefer to remain ‘in-place’ as they age. A question that warrants
exploration is how an island, given its encirclement by the sea,
contributes to the experience of wellbeing. This concern is relevant
because aging-in-place is not only a demographic or political issue,
but is also an emotional and lived experience that inherently involves
the broader place of residence.

There is general recognition that everyday places shape, and are
imbued with, meanings that influence how advanced years will be
experienced especially in terms of health and wellbeing (Andrews and
Phillips, 2005). Our concern is understanding the role of bluespaces
and their therapeutic properties as they contribute to wellbeing during
aging. Specifically, our concern is how bluespaces inform experiences of
place, being aged and wellbeing for seniors living on Waiheke Island, a
bounded space within reach of a metropolis. In exploring this theme we
necessarily reserve consideration of other aspects of support in the
lived experience of older people to subsequent papers.

In the contexts of everyday life, ‘being aged’ is infused with a set of
taken-for-granted assumptions about what it means to grow older—
most frequently these centre on images of decline, disability and the
‘end of things’ (Kiata-Holland, 2010; Wright-St Clair, 2008). Further,
being of advanced years is commonly perceived in terms of having
limited time and a lack of futurity (Wahl et al., 1999; Golant, 2003).
Stereotypical discourses involve frailty, dependence, incompetence, or
senility (Hurd, 1999). While these discourses have the capacity to
constrain seniors’ behaviours (Wearing, 1995), many authors illustrate
instances of resistance (e.g. Wiles and Allen, 2010; Jones, 2006). We
seek to go beyond taken-for-granted notions of aging to understand
how island-bound seniors experience later life in light of the relative
ubiquity of bluespaces.
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2. Aging, place and insularity

We initially turn attention to the ‘island geographies’ literature
which seeks to study islands on their own terms as islands (Royle,
2001; Connell, 2003). Two key characteristics of island life are
isolation (evident in the purposeful journey – usually over water –

to reach the separate world of the island); and boundedness
(referring to the distinct physical boundaries of islands that allow
one to picture the island as a whole) (Royle, 2001). Islands are never
entirely closed systems (due to links with the mainland such as the
outgoing and incoming flows of people/goods), yet their boundaries
are nonetheless clearly defined and their space is restricted. The
experience of such places has been expressed by the term ‘island-
ness’, which is preferred to the more negatively-toned ‘insularity’ and
highlights the separateness, boundedness, isolation, vulnerability and
smallness of islands in contrast to the more expansive mainland
(Baldacchino, 2004; Royle, 2007). In relation to Waiheke, we can
consider the ways in which islandness contributes to how the
environment is framed and experienced in seniors’ activities and
imaginations.

Island life is often characterised by a “powerful sense of com-
munity and kinship that consolidate a common heritage, shared
places and social knowledge” (Royle, 2007:42). Further, because
they have often been socially constructed as paradise, replete with
treasure and dreams (e.g., in popular literature, music, and within
tourism publicity), a sense of intrigue often infuses imaginaries of
islands (Hoffman and Kearns 2013).

An alternative construction of the island as a literal or meta-
phorical prison also infuses popular consciousness. This notion has
been strengthened by the historical use of islands for detention
and quarantine (indeed nearby to Waiheke, Motuihe Island served
as a prison in World War I). While an island like Waiheke may be
imagined by some as a paradise it could also have carceral
qualities if, for example, essential resources and services cannot
be accessed due to financial or mobility limitations. The bluespace
surrounding islands can therefore both enable a sought-after
separation from the mainland or impose an unwelcome distance
from opportunities, especially for those who place a greater value
on travel and maintaining wider social networks.

We are concerned with how experiences of being aged onWaiheke
are formed in relation to the character of the island itself, including its
symbolic and material features. Such a concern suggests questions
such as how bluespaces encircling the island shape islandness itself
and loom large as sites of personal connection involved in the
reproduction of place attachments that inform the experience of being
aged. Hence, in this paper, we are interested in everyday experiences,
the role of memories and sentiments and the material characteristics
(e.g. size and reflective character) associated with sea and sky that
seniors suggest are important to the experience of being aged on
Waiheke Island. This concern emphasises the role that place plays in
enabling seniors to craft a present and future self. As Cutchin (2001)
notes, meanings related to being aged are not only located within the
self but also develop through the daily challenges faced and opportu-
nities encountered though human engagement in everyday places.
Cutchin (2001) has thus called for investigations of aging-in-place that
are future orientated and sensitive to peoples’ context. We respond to
this call in order to investigate how bluespaces may act as a resource
to assist independent life and support wellbeing.

3. Place, metaphor and wellbeing: Bluespaces in older people’s
lives

Peace et al. (2011:734) argue that “the significance of place and
the importance of situating the self” become particularly impor-
tant as people age. ‘Place attachment’ – or the (re)production of

affective, cognitive and behavioural ties to a physical location as a
result of the meanings and daily functions positioned within it
(Rowles, 1978; 1983; Hidalgo, Hernandez, 2001) – has been widely
explored as particularly important to the experience of being aged
(see, for example, Lager et al., 2012; Milligan, 2009; Peace et al.
(2011). These studies have demonstrated aging and place attach-
ment as reflecting diverse acts of meaning-making that ultimately
inform an older person’s decision to remain aging-in-place
(Lovqvist et al., 2013). The pioneering work of Rowles (1978,
1983), for example, illustrates how everyday social exchange over
time, daily routines and familiarity within particular places (e.g.
the home) produces an ‘insideness of place’ during later life. In
other words, place is accentuated the more it generates a deep
sense of belonging (also see Relph, 1976). More recently, Wiles
et al. (2011) have illustrated aging-in-place as advantageous to
seniors since it promotes a sense of connection and feelings of
security and familiarity in relation to home and community
settings. The implication is that the diverse meanings which
seniors assign to both aging and place and the emotional aspects
of place may be harnessed to promote wellbeing during later life.

Living in neighbourhoods that offer physical beauty (e.g. views
of seascapes such are found on Waiheke) can positively influence
experiences of daily life and wellbeing. Michael et al. (2006), for
instance, suggest that seniors’ opportunities for wellbeing are
increased when there are local places where natural beauty can
be enjoyed. Mahmood et al. (2012) suggest that older people who
consider their neighbourhoods to be aesthetically pleasing are
more engaged in everyday activities and intentional physical
exercise. In their study of older women living alone, Walker and
Hillier (2007) found that beauty within the neighbourhood
encouraged people to leave their homes and venture outside,
which facilitated a sense of involvement in, and connection to, the
world. This observation (that natural beauty can counter isolation)
aligns with claims about the potency of the sights and sounds of
water bodies (Williams, 2010) and that a sense of place in ‘water-
scapes’ is connected with emotional wellbeing (Whalley,1988).
Others have claimed bluespaces have stress-reducing, mood-
enhancing powers (Karmanov and Hamel, 2008).

People who live in coastal localities like Waiheke commonly
report an intense and enduring bond toward these settings
despite inherent challenges, such as distance and fewer services
(Peart, 2009; Kearns and Collins, 2012). As Thompson (2007)
notes, coastal dwellers often express deep emotional connections
to the coastline itself. Larson et al. (2013) suggest that beauty and
condition of the environment are important present and future
values for coastal dwellers and inform affective ties to place.
Kellert (2005) describes coastal places as eliciting emotional,
aesthetic, and spiritual opportunities for personal development
since these environments frequently evoke an ‘attitude of rever-
ence’. This disposition reflects the “mythic beauty and physical
attraction” that is often perceived as inherent to coastal places
(Kellert, 2005, 18). These settings are commonly interpreted as
possessing restorative benefits since they offer opportunities for
stillness, reflection and respite. Phenomena such as water, sun-
sets, cloud patterns and the wind, may prompt moments of
stillness that are engrossing and instigate effortless reflection
(Kaplan, 1995; Kearns and Collins, 2012). Hence, living close to
bluespaces, as Waiheke residents do, has the capacity to generate
and sustain emotional and spiritual connections, as well as
opportunities for physical activity, which may benefit health
and wellbeing.

The concept of place attachment can be considered alongside
attention to metaphors of place. Metaphor may be particularly
important during aging since it offers a discursive coping strategy
that can support the maintenance of daily life by offering a creative
response to change and challenges. Because the edge of an island is
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clearly defined and it is possible to fully imagine it in one’s mind,
there is an opportunity to creatively engage with the island’s
boundedness. An imaginative engagement with the concept of
boundedness and metaphors of islandness may assist seniors in
feeling securely enclosed within their homes and the island. Addi-
tionally, recognising Waiheke’s boundaries as also permeable (based
on the identification of in- and out-flows of people/goods/ideas) may
allow other boundaries – whether literal or symbolic and presented
by change and challenges in life – to feel less restrictive. It is possible
that the bounded character of island places may be read by island
residents as a ‘container metaphor’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980;
Kearns, 1997), allowing elements to be identified as either ‘in’ or
‘out’ of the picture. Recognising the creative use of metaphors to
sustain daily life allows us to see seniors as actively involved in the
(continuously evolving) everyday places around them and their
place-in-the-world.

The therapeutic landscapes concept offers a further contribution to
understanding how bluespaces might contribute to experiences of
healing and wellbeing (Gesler, 1992; Williams, 2007). Settings that
include natural elements, such as water features, are commonly
perceived as instigating wellbeing and promoting healing (Parr
et al., 2003; Curtis et al., 2007; Francis and Glanville, 2001). An
appreciation of water bodies has been correlated with a high quality of
life (Ogunseitan, 2005) and views of water are potentially beneficial
for health (Burmil et al., 1999). Complete immersion in coastal waters
has long been valued for therapeutic benefits (Andrews and Kearns,
2005). However, as Conradson (2005) points out, whether terrestrial
or maritime, a therapeutic landscape is not necessarily beneficial to
everyone and should therefore be considered for its potential rather
than actual therapeutic properties. Peoples’ relationships with places
may prompt sensations, feelings and perceptions that affect wellbeing
(Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007). For example, when a person a feels
secure and in control within everyday places, wellbeing is supported
(Wilkinson and Marmot, 2003).

4. Case study site

Waiheke Island is situated approximately 17 km east of down-
town Auckland (35 min by ferry). It is part of the recently enlarged
Auckland which was constituted as a ‘super city’ in 2010, and has a
2013 population of approximately 1.5 M. It is the second largest of
Auckland’s offshore islands (26 km long with 96 km of coastline)
and has numerous sandy beaches, some large areas of native bush
and is characteristically hilly (Picard, 2005). The island is 9324 ha
in area, 26 km long and 19 km across at its widest point Fig. 1.

Although small in size and population, Waiheke is New Zealand’s
third-most populated island. The most recent Census recorded
Waiheke as having a population of 8340 permanent residents
(Auckland City Council, 2007; Statistics New Zealand, 2013). The
population swells to over 30,000 during the summer months
(Lippard, 1999). At the time of the Census, 13.9 percent of permanent
Waiheke residents were aged 65 years and over, a slightly higher
proportion than for New Zealand as a whole (Statistics New Zealand,
2014).Many residents commute to ‘themainland’ for work and school.
The island’s proximity to Auckland’s CBD also makes it popular as a
destination for visitors with the population swelling to over 30,000
during summer. Waiheke has experienced considerable development
pressure over recent decades. Integration into Auckland City, the
introduction of fast ferries and an associated increase in tourism have
fostered a transformation from what was once a relatively isolated
community to a now popularly perceived up-market ‘island getaway’,
replete with vineyards, olive groves, restaurants and resort-style
accommodation. This transformation has had economic implications.
The median house price has risen 582 percent over the last 20 years
(Gibson, 2011), a situation in stark contrast to the late 1980s when
Waiheke’s homes were among the cheapest in Auckland. Many long-
time islanders are seriously concerned about the rising cost of living
with steep rises in property tax which has been labelled ‘economic
cleansing of the most vulnerable residents’ (Mandow, 2006).

Fig. 1. Map of Waiheke Island and proximity to Auckland city.
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Infrastructure is modest, however, and a prominent billboard
near the car ferry terminal proclaims: ‘Slow down, you’re here!’
There is only one supermarket (along with a handful of smaller
grocery stores), two petrol stations and no traffic lights. Waiheke is
among the few Auckland localities that are reliant on rain tanks
and bore water. Roads are generally narrow and winding. Foot-
paths are only provided on well-travelled roads and public trans-
port is restricted to a small set of bus routes which begin and end
at the passenger ferry terminal. In terms of formal health care, the
island has three medical and two dental practices. In cases of
emergency, patients are airlifted by helicopter to Auckland hospi-
tal. In 2011 Waiheke’s only rest home, Seaside Sanctuary, which
housed 20 residents, closed.

5. Research approach

The study is set within a phenomenological interpretive per-
spective. This view understands human ‘being’ as a matter of
interdependence with other beings and every day settings, and
offers insights regarding the manner in which people form
relationships with places. Place is thus irrevocably entwined with
human experience (Casey, 1993; Manzo, 2003) and brings our
being-in-the-world to hand so that “to be is to be in place” (Casey,
1997:340). Woodman (1992), Casey (1993) and Manzo (1994)
discuss peoples’ relationships with places as representative of a
journey that instigates questions about identity, as well as the
particular places in which people live. These authors point to the
human capacity for reflection, which occurs in and through places,
and through which people may become more conscious of the role
places play in their everyday lives.

Lopez and Willis (2004:728) explain interpretive phenom-
enology as a process and method for “bringing out and making
manifest what is normally hidden in human experience and
human relations”. In other words, an interpretive approach
seeks to uncover and gather ‘deep’ information and percep-
tions. Interpretation thus involves looking for meanings that
are embedded in the practices and places of everyday life. Such
meanings are not always readily apparent to participants
themselves but, as they are (re)produced through participants’
narratives, it is possible for the researcher to identify them
(Adolfsson, 2010). By considering participants’ lived experi-
ences, the researcher is able to understand participants’ mean-
ings and perceptions (Steeves, 2000). Hence, the focus of
interpretive studies is on what people experience, rather than
what they consciously know (Smith, 2004). We now sketch the
characteristics of participants and the research process before
considering the lived experiences of Waiheke seniors in order
to understand their meanings and perceptions in relation to
bluespaces and aging

6. Participants and research process

Following institutional ethics approval, there were three
stages of fieldwork and sampling. First, we recruited 28 partici-
pants aged 65–94 (20 women, 8 men). All were living in their
own homes, some of which were converted holiday cottages.
Participants were therefore ‘aging-in-place’. Six lived with their
spouse while 22 lived alone. The majority (15) had owned holiday
homes on Waiheke over a long period before moving perma-
nently to the island upon retirement. Additionally, seven partici-
pants relocated to Waiheke (five from other New Zealand
locations and two from overseas) in their retirement and five
following experiences of divorce. Six had lived on the island for
over 20 years. All participants were of European decent. In terms

of mobility, a minority were still driving, but most were reliant on
the island’s limited bus schedule, or friends, to access shops and
services. To recruit participants, we liaised with two third-sector
agencies serving the needs of seniors: the Waiheke Health Trust
and Piratahi Hau Ora, a Maori health provider serving the general
island population.

All 28 took part in initial in-depth interviews which
explored their housing circumstances, perceptions of home
and place, and activities in the community. Questions such as
“what is it like to live here” and “how do you feel about your
home” elicited a wide range of feelings relating to issues of
islandness, bluespaces, relationships with friends and family,
daily activities, future hopes and aspirations, as well as percep-
tions of wellbeing. Interviews lasted two to four hours, though
several involved a day-long engagement, sharing an evening
meal and receiving a ‘tour’ of their home. Second, the first
author undertook participatory photo-elicitation (a mutual
process of taking photographs with participants at their direc-
tion) with 11 (of the 28) seniors who were willing and able to
offer further participation (8 women, 3 men). This process
involved seniors being initially asked what they would like
photographed – for example, objects, spaces, possessions, or
views – to illustrate their remarks in the interviews. Partici-
pants’ choices were explored in discussion with participants
regarding how to arrange and produce the photographs. Con-
versations were recorded to facilitate verbatim transcription.
Immediately following each encounter non-verbal signals made
in the course of choosing, arranging and discussing what was
photographed were also noted. This technique allowed an
interpretation of the feelings, meanings, and experiences that
participants expressed as they occurred and were articulated.
Thus, during these encounters, which lasted one to six hours, it
was the act of taking photographs, rather than simply the
photographs themselves, which enabled the interpretation of
participants’ experiences of aging-in-place. Third, each of the
11 photo-elicitation participants was offered a journal in which
a selection of their photographs was printed and they were
invited to respond to these images in writing. All 11 journals
were returned in due course.

Following multiple readings of in-depth interviews, photo-
elicitation interviews and participant journals, questions asked
of the data by the authors included: “what is happening in this
account?”; “what does this say about place and being aged?”;
and “what is missing/what has not been said?” After posing
these questions, we discussed the data between ourselves in
order to extend understandings within and across the narratives
as a whole (see Wertz, 2009; Giorgi, 1985), leading to a ‘close
reading’ of the claims, concerns and expressed understandings
of each of the 11 participants who had taken part in all stages of
the research.

In this paper, we draw on the narratives offered by participants
who commented on the significance of bluespaces (sea, sky) in the
course of in-depth interviews and the photo-elicitation exercise
(photo-elicitation interviews and associated journals). These partici-
pants had a mean age of 83 years and, at the time of fieldwork; four
were aged between 90 and 94 years. Informed by the phenomen-
ological strategy employed, we approach participant narratives as
reflecting a cohort of seniors in their advanced years who, within
variable mobility limitations, were nonetheless actively engaged
within the island setting.

7. Blue spaces and aging, place, and wellbeing

We now present six themes involving bluespaces that emerged
from our analysis of the data: being an islander; being in a place of
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paradise; being on a journey; being at sea; being in exile; and
being at an end. Our key argument is that the surrounding sea is
more than merely a geographical feature of island life; rather to
our older participants it constitutes a symbolic connection with
the past, and a fluid context for emotional wellbeing.

8. Being an islander

Waiheke’s bluespaces and defining topography produce a
particular sense of islandness, and yet one which is shared to
some degree by all island residents (Conkling, 2007). In their
journals, however, participants claimed that it is possible to
recognise the sensation of Waiheke’s islandness immediately upon
setting foot on the island. As Polly (83) commented, I knew
instantly that this was my place, my community and I felt that the
island would give me a real home. Similarly, Rose (90) stated I knew
I was home as soon as I stepped off the ferry. Waiheke gives you a
special feeling of deep spiritual connection because it is a unique,
special place. The deep connection with the island and a feeling of
being ‘at home’ was in part informed by a reading of signs of
‘nature’ and an apparent remoteness within the landscape,
informed by the sensation of being surrounded by the sea. There
can be a strong place attachment experienced by residents of
coastal communities (Collins and Kearns, 2013); for our partici-
pants, their age and island setting appears to accentuate these
‘feelings for the coast’ (Collins and Kearns, 2013). As Ann (72)
explained, it was the island itself, the fact that it was enclosed by
water, and all the greenery and seascapes, the beauty of the natural
landscape. I recognised it as home.

Variations on the theme of feeling isolated as well as the
perception of an island community as unique, special and particu-
larly close, while also individual (Jack, 89), were identified by all
participants as characteristic of a particular Waiheke islandness.
These perceptions were depicted in participants’ photographic
images and narratives:

The special qualities of this island are the uplifting views and
scenery, the natural landscape, the beaches and the fact that it’s
a journey to get here. Also, the community-minded people.
These things are joys that the island offers and it enhances my
relationships with people here because we share a love of the
island and are uplifted by it (John, 89) (Fig. 2).

The island is beautiful and unique. It’s partly about isolation
through being on an island and it’s partly about belonging
through identifying as a Waihetian. (Rose, 90) (Fig. 3).

This place is about the beauty, the peace, the neighbourly
relationships, that’s Waiheke, that’s island life. A sensation of
islandness here for me would be looking out and seeing the lay
of the land, that pathway there, that island in the distance, the
sea all around. A sense of being away from it all yet being part
of something and going somewhere. (Polly, 83) (Fig. 4).

As conveyed in these images and narratives, the experience of
Waiheke islandness involves multiple facets of island life, as well
as its unique character as a bluespace surrounded by sea and sky.
Views of the sea and hills, relationships with neighbours and the
wider community that are perceived to be close-knit and based on
like-mindedness, as well as affective ties to place, all inform
accounts of islandness.

9. Being in a place of paradise

Within the western mind-set, islands are often imagined as
places of paradise, dreams and healing, especially in popularFig. 2. 'Waiheke islandness' for John.

Fig. 3. 'Waiheke islandness' for Rose.

Fig. 4. 'Waiheke islandness' for Polly.

T. Coleman, R. Kearns / Health & Place 35 (2015) 206–217210



literature and music, as well as within the tourism industry. A
sense of romance also infuses imaginaries of islands (Royle, 2007,
2001). Oppositional tropes are also evident in popular culture (e.g.,
images of islands as actual or metaphorical prisons). Yet, since
islands are commonly approached as self-contained and autono-
mous domains, they are easily read by the colonising imagination
(Jazeel, 2009) as places that can be populated by the contents of the
Gardens of Eden and everything beautiful I’ve ever wanted in my life
(Rose, 90). Living on an island, therefore, may be interpreted –

however idealistically – as finding, sustaining and sharing para-
dise. Our participants seemed, however, to have tempered any
idealism with the pragmatism that comes with longevity and the
experience of living offshore. Eileen (80), for instance, states that
living on Waiheke is therapeutic since being in such a paradise gives
a sense of being fortunate and content. Here, a metaphor of being in
paradise connects Eileen to the feeling that she is in a healing
place. She further explains:

Living in such a special, beautiful place I just feel so lucky to be
alive…As well as the views of the sea from almost everywhere
on the island, the hills are beautiful, the fact that it’s green, you
know, it is a paradise after all. So, it really takes you away from
whatever is on your mind, all the beauty of the place, how
special it is, because it makes your life seem blessed no matter
what may be going on.

Significantly for Eileen, the island’s blue and green spaces bring
both gratitude and distraction from other troublesome preoccupa-
tions. Eileen’s sense of being fortunate, facilitated by the sense that
Waiheke is a place of paradise, is echoed by Rita (93):

The beautiful surroundings make me feel so grateful, grateful
that I should be able to spend the last few years of my life in
such a beautiful place. I wake in the morning and I immediately
think it’s such a gift to be here.

Rita’s narrative illustrates the way in which Waiheke as a place of
paradise enables a sense of appreciation for life in a time when
finitude is embraced. It also conveys a particular sensation of
islandness based on the feeling of being amongst beauty and
pleasure. This experience assists Rita in welcoming each day and
feeling grateful for life itself. As she further explains, when one is very
old and can’t do very much of what was once enjoyed, finding the means
to be grateful on a daily basis is crucial. For Rita, experiencing Waiheke
as a place of paradise generates this gratitude. Rita’s comments, like
those of Eileen, suggest that experiencing islandness may enable the
demands of daily life (e.g. physical or emotional difficulties related to
aging) to be transcended.

Analogous with Rita’s remarks were Rose’s (90) comments that
living on Waiheke made it possible to feel thankful on a daily basis
despite the hardships of aging. The key to feeling thankful for Rose
was the image of a paradise where watching the sea and sky change
promotes pleasurable daydreams which are not meaningless
because you have to look for pleasure and joy when you’re old and
frail. For Rose, glimpsing the island’s bluespaces throughout the
day promoted pleasure, meaning and satisfaction in daily life
despite the fact that, due to declining health, she could no longer
participate in many of the activities she used to undertake as a
younger woman. She explains as follows:

The fact that Waiheke is the most beautiful place, a paradise, a
five star destination, it gives me a certain satisfaction ….
Whatever it is I’m doing, I am just taken into the most wonderful
visions by the landscape, the light on the water, the little
winding roads, all the magic of this place. I don’t have to do
much to feel I am doing something worth doing and to get some
pleasure out of life.

In the above narratives, Waiheke’s bluespaces inform a reading
of the island as a paradise that facilitates healing, dreaming, and a
sense of being fortunate. Echoing Williams’ (2010) claims about
the potency of the sights and sounds of water bodies, Eileen, Rita
and Rose identify a set of sensations, or place-based elements,
which can be accessed by dwelling in this island place. Their
narratives suggest that experiencing bluespaces (e.g. glimpsing the
sea from a window) alongside other place-based elements (e.g.
green rolling hills) may support seniors’ daily lives. This support is
generated through facilitating a sense of ‘paradise found’, which
suggests reward at the end of a journey (both the journey that
brought them to Waiheke, and the journey of life itself), as well as
daily pleasure and contentment.

10. Being on a journey

The foregoing narratives also hint at the association of islands
with sojourn and the ancient practice of travelling to particular
islands to commune with the sacred and holy (e.g. Gesler, 1993;
Foley, 2010). For Rita, (93) sojourning in this sense involved pausing
to be deeply moved by the island. Polly (83) paused to consider the
distinct Waiheke landscape (in particular the beaches, open sky and
changing light) leading her to imagine the island as a mirror image of
her own body which made it possible to cope with bodily ailments.

In an example of what Karmanov and Hamel (2008) identify as
the stress-reducing, mood-enhancing powers of bluespaces, Polly
made links between contemplation and enhancement of disposi-
tion. She explained that as she sat observing views of the sea and
sky on a daily basis, she imagined her body itself as an island in
which her ailments existed as marks in the landscape that she
could surround with the blueness of water and hence journey
away from. Imagining her body as an island enabled Polly to
distance herself from the experiences of pain and discomfort
associated with her aging body. She was able to experience the
suffering as if it were that sea out there or that reef in the distance
and she became witness to a landscape of wonder in which she
could make sense of (the) body by sensing the meaning behind the
ailment and finding it remarkable, as well as knowing it would pass.
As Polly further explains:

I have bad health, I’m getting worse, but the island gives me a
sense that makes it ok. I imagine my failing body the way I
imagine Waiheke. I can see it in my mind’s eye and I think of
myself as simply travelling from shore to shore, rather than
thinking ‘this hurts’ or ‘that hurts’ or ‘when will the pain stop’. I
think I am just on a journey, and journeys begin and end.

Facilitated by the literal topography of Waiheke and, in particular,
the island’s bluespaces, Polly’s imagining of her body as an island
invites a perceptual journey that assists her in dealing with her ailing
and aging body. Islands invite such journeys since getting to an island
involves conceiving of an initial journey and leads to continued
questioning of why and how we should continue our engagement
with ‘the island’—a kind of allegorical journey of discovery and
perpetuation (Patke, 2004; Kearns and O’Brien, 2014). For Polly, this
allegorical journey is embraced by looking out at bluespaces – from
the window and as I go about my business – and picturing the unique
possibilities that Waiheke offers.

For Sam (70) an imaginative engagement with Waiheke as a
place of journeying, facilitated by all the beaches, the endless
opportunities for taking to the sea and the smallness of the island,
allows him to deal with questions about his journey from childhood
to adulthood. A war orphan, Sam came to New Zealand at a young
age to await adoption and experienced an unhappy life as child put
to work on a Southland farm, I always felt abandoned and struggled as
an adult to form relationships. By the age of 18 he had become a
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professional seaman and spent his working life on boats. As Sam
explains, coming to Waiheke in his advancing years instigated:

… a journey for an old man like me, someone who has to sit
back now and make peace with his life. And that’s what’s
happened…. I’ve come to a much kinder place in my life
because I’ve finally had one destination, Waiheke. And it’s
something I can really care about because I feel very similar
to it. I have to think through all the same sorts of questions
about how I should try to connect with others because I am
someone who’s been isolated for a long time.

In this narrative, Sam approaches his perceived long-term
isolation as akin to the sea surrounding Waiheke—it sets him
apart and alone. Yet because Sam experiences islandness and
being aged on Waiheke as a journey he is able to ask questions
relating to how to respond to perceived isolation. As he further
explains, this journey can be seen as a kind of mapping of the self
that makes possible navigating the hard edges of my life to come to
some sort of good place now that I am old and have to find some
peace. Navigating one’s later life in order to find peace is made
possible for Sam by an island place since, as he further explains:

… if I wasn’t on this island I wouldn’t have even begun to ask
questions about my life because just coming here to be away
from it all has meant thinking about who I am and where I
want to be.

Thus experiencing Waiheke’s bluespaces, islandness and aging
is, for Sam, a journey that involves traversing the contours of the
past, present and future to move away from seeing oneself as an
island in contrast with the mainland to seeing oneself as para-
doxically separate but also connected to the world Fig. 5.

I love to sit here and read …. I can see the water clearly…and
the tide beyond goes in and out, so, it’s quite therapeutic, and
it’s gorgeous isn’t it. (Sam, 70)

For John (89), sitting in his conservatory with a view of the
Waiheke hills and the sea allowed him to participate in new ideas
and entertainment from the comfort of a chair. He explained that
this was because his vantage point allowed an ever-changing view
of the sea and sky and consequently brought what’s happening out
there in here (to John’s home) and that gives you something to see
and talk about. John’s narrative below explains this further Fig. 6.

Sitting in the conservatory, which looks out down the hill and
across the bay, I so enjoy this particular spot in the house. Well,

it’s the view of the sea and the sky, it’s always changing. And
it’s a source of amusement and conversation because there’s
always something happening and I speculate as to why this is
happening out there…. (John, 89)

11. Being at sea: Renewal, forgetting and finding

The literal and metaphorical perception of Waiheke as a watery
place was noted by Michelle (68) as a powerful symbol, isolating in
the sense that the water puts people off coming to visit, it means you
appear further away than you really are. Michelle’s ensuing sense of
isolation as a result of this perception can be likened to popular
island imagery which involves feelings of being marooned or being
cast out to sea. This imagery positions the sea as the space in
between an accepted centre (the mainland/mainstream society) and
an outlying edge (to which one is cast out, stranded or deserted). For
Michelle being a senior island resident was connected to being away
from it all (literally on an island) and being set apart because I’m old,
and that’s probably more of a reality here because it is an island.
Michelle concluded that I am a bit out to sea, that’s my way of saying
‘put out to pasture’. Despite this conclusion Michelle claimed to have
no intention of swapping island life for elsewhere… and, in a potent
expression of coastal place attachment (Collins and Kearns, 2013)
I love the island intensely so how could I leave?

Michelle’s deep affection for Waiheke despite, its isolating reali-
ties, may reflect the fact that island places commonly elicit strong
feelings of possibility, potential and renewal, thereby offering com-
fort through enclosure. As both Patke (2004) and Lowenthal (2007)
contend, islands commonly make even the castaway a convert to
island life since they represent dispossession as resolvable.

For Florence (66) the sea assisted the resolution of loss and
grief, following the death of her husband. She explains.

I recently lost my husband and the island can be really isolating
for me now. It’s because, well, the feeling of being further away
is really clear to me now. It can be stark. But I will stay on the
island, right to the end. One reason is I like being surrounded
by the sea and getting down to the beach regularly. It may
sound a bit clichéd but the sea does seem to just wash around
me. And, in that way, it kind of separates me from feeling grief.
But it’s not just that. It can make me feel really isolated and
withdrawn. And I have been since my husband died. But I’ve
got to learn to deal with that. So, staying is the right thing.

Fig. 5. Sam's dining room window. Fig. 6. John's conservatory.
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Thus, for Florence, the sea represents an image of how it may
be possible to transcend grief (by letting it wash around you). But
also, the isolation and withdrawal communicated as a result of
being surrounded by the sea supports a kind of dissolution (the
feeling of death and grief) that then makes possible renewal
(learning to live again). In Florence’s narrative, the sea is like grief
itself, a bluespace endorsing a feeling of being ‘blue’. It produces a
kind of undoing but also assists in learning to continue to live—as a
person who is like an island in the sense of being made an outlying
edge, isolated and withdrawn by loss. To this extent, Florence’s
words endorse Whalley’s (1988) observation of a deep connection
between ‘waterscapes’ and emotional wellbeing.

The sea had a powerful and therapeutic impact upon Polly’s
(83) ability to live alone as a senior person who did not have much
love in my younger days and that makes being old somewhat
harder. Polly explains that.

I feel like I’ve come here and the sea has separated me from
what was a very unhappy childhood. My mother wasn’t very
loving, my young life was hard. The sea keeps all that away,
dear. I just put it all out to sea. And then (I) can forget that sad
past and (I) find my present aloneness more like independence
than being abandoned, as I felt as a child.

Polly’s account of a deep connection to the sea clearly demon-
strates a process of renewal, made possible because it allows being
older and living alone to be a positive experience of independence,
correcting any sense of abandonment. The sea assists Polly in
forgetting an unhappy past and supports the finding of a present
that she claims makes it easier to live with things, to live with myself.
She said that living on Waiheke and being surrounded by the sea
sometimes felt like literally being at sea, or being a part of the sea.
She felt that this was because the sea is an ever-present part of life
on Waiheke since it can be glimpsed and heard all over the island.

Polly interpreted the sea as having powerful and therapeutic
impacts on her ability to live on her own since the sea pulled her –
tide-like – into moments of reflection about her life, including past
relationships and past events. The sea also reflected new ways of
interacting with the world; it cast new light on life through
bringing new boats and people into view every day, as well as
an ever-changing light and colour that made Polly think of herself
as engaged in the world outside, and ever-evolving. As a result,
Polly was able to imagine herself continuing on and being part of
this place and all it offers, as she put it.

The expanse of the sea, which could be seen from every window
in Polly’s home also made her feel that there was something larger
than the problems she experienced. In this sense, the sea put things
in perspective for Polly and was always there, offering something
new to talk about without being particularly demanding Fig. 7.

Eileen (80) also spoke of the renewing qualities of the sea and
how being in a place surrounded by the sea involved forgetting
unhappiness and finding contentment. Eileen identified these
spiritual aspects of living close to the sea as vitally important during
aging since when you’re older anything that gives you contentment is
important because feeling content can be a challenge. Eileen further
explained this when she talked of missing her husband who had
died a decade earlier:

One reason it’s nice to be surrounded by the sea is I lost my
husband ten years ago. The sea has really helped. I look out and
watch the sea from the windows on both sides of the house,
how it changes and always looks different. It just brings me
back to a contented feeling somehow. Wherever you go on the
island you get a glimpse of the sea, you just feel the sea is part
of your life. So, it’s just something about Waiheke that lifts
my mood.

While for Eileen the sea enables the finding of contentment, for
Sam (70) the sea represented an encounter with the world beyond
Waiheke that alleviates his perceived isolation (following his
experience of being a war orphan). Sam explains this with
reference to his vicarious participation in the sea.

I used to sail a lot, I can’t now but I still enjoy the sea, I mean it
literally surrounds me as you can see. I mean it (the sea) gives
you a sense of connection, watching the sea and the weather
affecting the sea, that’s a big part of island life in general and I
pay attention to that wherever I am on the island. I feel part of
the sea really, still. I feel connected to the world out there, not
necessarily connected to particular people or places but just
connected, part of something bigger. It’s like when you’re at
sea, you’re in a boat, you feel small but you feel in the arms of
something bigger. So, I enjoy the sea, even now, and it makes
me feel good.

When asked if and how his experience of being aged was
shaped by his sense of being connected to the sea as something
larger than himself, Sam replied that

Well it’s obvious that for seniors here, and I suppose seniors
everywhere, feeling connected is important isn’t it. You have to
feel part of something or you die.

12. Being in exile

While island places can evoke paradise through images of sea,
sand and sun (Lowenthal, 2007), as mentioned earlier, they have
also long been associated with exile, imprisonment and abandon-
ment. Thus, while it is possible to interpret a place like Waiheke as
paradise, it is also possible to feel confined or even imprisoned—a
situation in which experiencing islandness and being aged may
intersect with a need for escape.

For Dylan (84), who experiences severely reduced mobility
along with pain and incontinence, islandness and being aged was
clearly connected to an experience of displacement that he
interpreted as being in exile—cast out in the sense of being out
of place (Cresswell, 1999) and excluded from a mainstream society.
Dylan’s awareness of Waiheke as a bounded and limiting space,
and his experience of bodily limitation intersect with experiences
related to both islandness and being aged. For example, Dylan
stated that it is possible to feel very hemmed-in because this is an
island and this feeling of confinement also reflected his experience
of being aged, which he described as coping with increasingly close

Fig. 7. Polly's bedroom window.
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limits. Hence, Dylan’s experience suggests a reading of the island
and being aged as akin to exile in which there is a feeling that one
has been sent away from the real world and can’t be a part of things
anymore. For Dylan, Waiheke was separated from the mainland by
an ominous bluespace in a similar way that, as a senior person
experiencing physical decline, Dylan himself was separate from
mainstream society. As he described:

I’m on an island surrounded by water, I’m stuck in this house
because I can’t get out easily, so I’m away from society the same
way that Waiheke is separate and older people are set apart.

While Dylan’s narrative suggests a sense of displacement, Dylan
insisted that his separation from the mainstream and mainland were
reconciled by consciously choosing not to leave the island and
choosing not to make the extra effort to get help and get out of the
house – which amounts to choosing not to escape. Rather than enact
escape, by embracing Waiheke as an island place where things are a
bit restrictive, Dylan found that relative confinement and restriction
forced him to find meaning wherever possible. Dylan’s assertions
demonstrate an ability to reframe difficult experiences and emotions
in a positive way—in his case, as a response to confinement. For him,
islandness emerges as a way of coping with the declines associated
with aging bodies. Being aged is, in turn, shaped by the island
context. In this sense, remaining on Waiheke despite the confining
qualities of the island, for Dylan, has become a way of reconciling the
island environment, aging, and associated constraints upon life.

Dorothy (89) experienced no such reconciliation. For her,
declines in mobility and health occurred unexpectedly quickly. In
the context of worsening health, Waiheke’s distance from Auck-
land and its limited transportation and shopping choices, Dorothy
felt increasingly like life is just about waiting, waiting for people to
come, waiting for something to happen. The following anecdote
illustrates Dorothy’s increasing sense of suspension from life,
which is informed by the island itself.

I do get stuck here on the island. Well, I might pop out on the
bus to do the shopping … but then when I’m done there isn’t a
bus for ages. If I could still drive it would be better. The bus
timetables are really rather limited. So, I spend a lot of time just
sitting around waiting and then I feel a bit trapped by the place.

Dorothy’s anecdote also reveals how Waiheke residents may be
isolated by both temporal and spatial aspects of the island
environment. For older residents who are experiencing frailties
associated with the aging process, this isolation may accentuate
the sense that being aged necessarily involves decline, exclusion
from everyday life, and awaiting further experience of closure.

Frank (89) noted that the isolating aspects of island life are not
always negative or limiting for seniors who deserve a bit of peace
and quiet at this stage in the game. Frank asserted that:

I want to be a little isolated, away from it all. I’ve had a busy life.
…. I’ve worked long hours for years. I’ve been a very social man,
involved in this, that and everything. Now I deserve a break and
space to relax. I like the idea that I am away from it all by virtue
of living on the island. It’s a good sense of isolation, very
positive.

Frank asserts an entitlement to be where he is on Waiheke – in
paradise (the island), a place that offers him reward (distance and
respite) after a hard-working life over many years. However, Sylvia
(93) claimed that no matter how you look at it the island can be
isolating and particularly so for old folks. Sylvia explained that this
was mostly because living on Waiheke entailed a separation from
friends and family off-island that was not easy to bridge given the
perception among many ‘mainlanders’ of Waiheke as a distant

place, as well as the island’s limiting transportation options. As
Sylvia further explains:

None of my family comes to visit much because Waiheke is
more effort to get to than simply hopping in your car. That is a
drawback of the island… I am a bit marooned (laughs), my life
here now is a bit limited.

As Sylvia’s narrative shows the relative effort and cost involved in
travelling to Waiheke, may limit seniors’ opportunities to maintain
contact with family and friends. This limit has the potential to reduce
wellbeing since social connectedness is a determinant for wellbeing
at any stage of life.

13. Being at an end

Participants described themselves as being at an end time (Sue,
94) in relation to both being on Waiheke Island and the life course.
Maud (89) for instance, saw herself nearing the final end not only
because of her age but also through anticipating that her time on
Waiheke was limited due to lack of advanced care on the island.
The decision whether to remain on the island without specialist
needs met, or whether to leave the island when the time comes and
health dictates (John, 89) signalled difficult decisions ahead (Sam,
70). For some, leaving the island represented moving closer to
death and was not a choice that they could be make. Frank (89)
expressed a sense that leaving the island would place him closer to
death and suggested that it is well known that senior residents die
soon after leaving Waiheke.

If I can’t be here anymore I know I will die. You hear of it all the
time, people are moved off island, to family or care, whatever
the situation it’s not long and you hear that they’re gone.

Viewing death as a certain outcome of leaving Waiheke was
also articulated by Linda (65):

If I had to leave the island I’d just die. I love it that much and I
can’t imagine going anywhere else. The next stop after this is
heaven; I’m going to go from one paradise to another (laughs).

For Frank and Linda, the choice to remain on Waiheke despite the
fact that they were both experiencing health issues and frailties was
clear: it was a choice to remain living. For Frank this choice was not to
be. A year after the study commenced Frank suffered a fall and was
moved to a rest home in Auckland city. Four months after he entered
the rest home, Frank died, giving weight to his prophetic words.

In the face of declining health, Beth (81) was less clear about
whether to remain on the island or move to mainland Auckland to
live with her daughter. She admitted to feeling torn between her
desire to remain on Waiheke and or to fulfil her family’s wishes
and allay their fears in relation to her living alone on an island.

My family are asking me to move to Auckland. I don’t want to
move, I would miss the island; the clubs I belong to, the
relationships, the attitude and of course the beaches, every-
thing. But my family say they want me closer. They worry about
me being here, they see the island as far away and it doesn’t
offer the same level of care as Auckland. I do feel I still have a
duty to my family because my health does worry them and I’m
not sure what I will do.

At the time of her first interview, Beth was undecided about a
possible move off the island, but she was clear that if she was to
move her life and wellbeing would be greatly affected.

If I do go I know that I will be very different, because I will be
apart from everything I love about the island and my life here. I
know I wouldn’t feel the same, wouldn’t be as content.
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In contemplating how she would be different off-island, Beth
articulated a confidence that she would continue to live nonetheless.

Maybe I would go downhill if I leave but I hope not. I am a strong
person, always have been and I’ve had loss before. So, leaving I’d
lose a lot but I would cope I think.

Beth and her family subsequently decided that she would move
and live with her daughter in mainland Auckland. A month after
her move, she appeared happy but, six months later, Beth died.
Perhaps she had underestimated her close ties to Waiheke and the
role of the island in her wellbeing.

14. Discussion

In the wider literature linking wellbeing and place, research has
indicated that older people are among those who appear to benefit
most from the presence of green areas in their neighbourhoods (Maas
et al., 2006) but less is known about older people’s affinity for
bluespaces. Our data has revealed a depth of connection between
sea, island living and wellbeing of seniors not plumbed in previous
research. Sam, for instance, said If I wasn’t on this island I wouldn’t have
even begun to ask questions about my life and Michelle saw herself as
being a bit out to sea in more ways than one. For Florence, the sea kind
of separates me from feeling grief. Narratives did not always isolate
bluespaces. Rather, participants such as Ann and Eileen remarked on
the importance of greenery and green hills respectively. For some,
Walker and Hillier (2007) finding that natural beauty within the
neighbourhood encouraged people to leave their homes and venture
outside applied. However, and significantly perhaps given our cohort
of ‘older’ seniors, participants’ appreciation of such spaces was less
connected with actively engaging with natural settings as it was with
being in proximity to beaches, the sea, bush and hills. This proximity
allowed deeper, arms-length connections that facilitated observation,
contemplation and, ultimately, a contribution to wellbeing. For some,
this was clearly articulated, with Sam, for instance, having noted the
therapeutic character of the tide going in and out and Polly attributing
the sea as keeping grief at bay. In sum, these observations endorse
Michael et al.’s (2006) observation that seniors’ opportunities for
wellbeing are increased when there are local places where natural
beauty can be enjoyed.

Our analysis endorses the idea of place as a nested reality (Malpas,
2009) with both immediate home and the wider island deeply
implicated in the experience of belonging for older residents. Hence,
participants’ narratives confirm earlier research (e.g. by Peace et al.
(2011:734) that asserts “the significance of place and the importance
of situating the self” as one ages. Significantly, bluespace appeared to
frequently feature in evoking both the general and the particular: the
landscape (in encircling the island) and the homescape (in comprising
a cherished view). For some participants, there appeared to be a
recursive relation between literal bluespace and embodied self in
which the former assisted in a making sense of the changes
encountered in the latter. Many participants described engaging with
bluespaces as part of their daily routines (e.g. interacting with views of
the sea on a daily basis) and thereby establishing a sense of familiarity
and security, as well as an ‘insideness of place’ (Rowles, 1978; 1983;
Relph, 1976; Wiles et al., 2011). Some reported feeling a state of
isolation (both welcome and unwelcome) with the literal islandness of
their home, reflecting an alternate reading of islands as sites of exile
and influencing, if not endorsing, experiences of aloneness. For others,
the vantage point of their dwelling place allowed an elevation and
safe distance from physical challenges of engaging with the beach and
sea. However, it also offered a vicarious opportunity to participate
through observing and activating memories of times when more
hands-on involvement with the ocean was possible.

Significantly for our participants, bluespace is an undemanding
resource in that it can be drawn on for sense-making without
them necessarily engaging in direct physical contact with the
littoral zone. For seniors, seeing people engaging with the sea even
from afar was central to the islander identity and to be denied this
intimacy-at-a distance appeared tantamount to letting go of life
itself, a reality we noted when two participants left the island for
medical reasons. The diverse opportunities for engaging with
bluespaces in the course of island life illustrate both the diverse
meanings which seniors assign to aging and place and the manner
in which material and symbolic place characteristics may be called
upon to promote wellbeing during advanced years.

As a defining feature of islands, the encircling bluespace is, self-
evidently, larger than the embodied selves of residents. As our
participants indicate, when all is going well, its ‘larger than life’
character can help ‘put things into perspective’ and be, metaphori-
cally, an anchoring experience. Troubles can seem less significant,
and a settled sea can calm the inner waters of the human spirit. A
key quality of water is that, in calmness, it can act as a mirror,
reflecting back the sun as well as images of surrounding landscape
(Illich, 2000). While it literally reflects light, the sea – as one of our
participants emphasised – can also symbolically reflect one’s life
back, perhaps re-awakening memories of engagement with the
sea. However, with a subtle but significant shift in valence, the
largeness of the ocean can also generate feelings of smallness and
insignificance and tacitly emphasise frailty and isolation. The
watery distance between island and mainland can quickly be seen
as a barrier separating the self from others and all wider society
can offer in terms of assistance and support. Thus, a key char-
acteristic of ‘islandness’ is illustrated: that it is possible to have
both a positive (e.g. calming) and challenging (e.g. isolating)
experience of island settings since residents are surrounded by
the sea.

We note that rather than the sight of the incoming tide being a
sign of renewal, for some seniors the sea can be a reminder of the
impending end. This is because the sea encircles the home place as
well as the self, signifying one being at a distance from beloved others
and formal sources of care. Hence the very element that is generative
of therapeutic experience at one life stage can later trigger more
ominous possibilities in more advanced and vulnerable years. This
recognition is suggestive of the pluralistic perspective on therapeutic
landscapes that has been proposed by Conradson (2005) who main-
tains that wellbeing derived from place-experience is more likely a
function of experience than intrinsic qualities of places themselves.
Our case study suggests a further temporal dimension: that the
valences of therapeutic experience of places change with age and
ability to engage with place itself. Thus, following Cutchin (2001), we
can note that experiences triggered by the same landscape are closely
dependent on other relations involving the interactions between self,
others and the broader context of daily life. To this extent, the dynamic
and daily shift in shades of blue in the sea and sky can be seen as
reflecting theway experience of wellbeing is anchored in the nature of
place itself—continuously in a state of becoming (Pred, 1984). For older
island residents, bluespace is thus both an omnipresent material
dimension of the natural world and a metaphorical resource that is
drawn upon to make sense of the spatio-temporal changes of the
body as the place closest to home.

15. Conclusion

We have argued that the therapeutic experience of bluespaces
varies not only according to the relational dynamic between self
and place, but also that the valences of therapeutic experience of
places change with age and ability to engage with place itself. Our
analysis has shown that sea and sky are more than topographic
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features of island life. Rather, to our older participants, they
constitute a symbolic connection with the past and a fluid context
for emotional wellbeing, thereby supporting seniors in crafting a
sense of a present and future self during aging. By providing daily
activity (e.g. vicarious engagement) and the means to cope with
day-to-day challenges (e.g. watching the tides coming in and out
to assist the process of grief), bluespaces act as a resource to assist
independent life in the present tense, as well as a sense that it will
be possible to maintain aging-in-place

Building on earlier studies of aging within neighbourhoods that
offer access to physical beauty (e.g. Michael et al., 2006; Walker
and Hillier, 2007), our research confirms that engaging with
seascapes may positively shape daily experiences and wellbeing
during aging-in-place. Like other coastal dwellers (as described by
Thompson (2007), Kellert (2005), and Kearns and Collins (2012),
for example), Waiheke seniors express deep emotional connec-
tions to place in response to the emotional, aesthetic and spiritual
qualities elicited by bluespaces. Further, symbolism evoked by
Waiheke’s bluespaces offers a discursive coping strategy during
aging-in-place that supports positive place attachments and iden-
tifies seniors as actively involved in everyday places through the
creative use of place-based metaphors.

A unique contribution of our study’s approach has been its
‘participatory photo-elicitation’ which has emphasised the positive
in aging through offering seniors a full measure of agency in
participating in the research process. In offering space to engage, we
have – in microcosm – acknowledged the reality of island seniors’
lives which, in some cases, are resolutely active even in the face of
bodily incapacities. Most participants referred toWaiheke as a place of
paradise despite having limited economic resources and while experi-
encing the challenges associated with advanced age, such as physical
decline or loss of loved ones. Just as the photos which generated
discussion and offered windows into bluespaces beyond were the
producers of active negotiation, so too we have demonstrated that
seniors draw on bluespace as a resource to actively renegotiate the
terms of their changing lives. To that extent, we have demonstrated
that, especially during advancing years, bluespace is a resource for life
itself rather than a backdrop for discretionary recreation or leisure.
Significantly just as the very fluidity of water allows for movement
and travel, so too the particularity of the work bluespace does in
seniors’ lives is facilitative: it is a key medium for the journey of self
and the necessary moving forward that positive aging requires.

In conclusion, therefore, our paper has contributed to the
further evolution of the therapeutic landscape idea, thus endor-
sing Conradson’s (2005) contention that it is the experience of
place rather than place itself that is generative of wellbeing. Our
participants’ narratives stress that a landscape – and specifically
bluespaces – can have ambivalent potential; the same places and
person can generate different dispositions across the vagaries of
bodily journey and the inevitability of emotional climate change.
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