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ABSTRACT
This paper addresses the question of how older adults’ experiences 
of home maintenance issues shape their opportunities to maintain 
ageing in place. We explore this question through a case study of 
ageing in place on Waiheke Island, near Auckland, New Zealand. We 
draw on in-depth interviews with 28 older adults aged 65 to 94, as 
well as participatory photo elicitation interviews and research journals 
conducted with 11 of these participants. We argue that older adults’ 
diverse personal circumstances and wider social contexts influence 
how home maintenance concerns are understood and addressed. We 
find that maintenance issues may cause stress and anxiety, thereby 
rupturing affective ties to place, limiting access to preferred identities 
and reducing well-being. Yet many feel connected to social networks 
and gain a positive sense of self and autonomy through participation 
in home maintenance tasks. Ultimately, how older adults experience 
their home maintenance issues influences their opportunities to 
maintain ageing in place.

Introduction

Older adults’ experiences relating to home maintenance inform their opportunities to main-
tain ‘ageing in place’, the condition of continued independence at home as one ages (Cutchin, 
2003; Kelly et al., 2014). The majority of older adults express a desire to age-in-place but may 
face difficulties as they do so, including those associated with managing home maintenance 
tasks (Smarr et al., 2012). Home maintenance is essential to the provision of safe and healthy 
residential environments in which to age (Fausset et al., 2011). Moreover, maintenance tasks 
are one specific set of challenges that inform how being aged and well is experienced (Judd 
et al., 2014). We contend that considering older adults’ experiences in relation to home 
maintenance can extend understanding of ageing in place and highlight the assistance and 
services required to support older adults in maintaining their independence and well-being.

Ageing in place is now commonly positioned as an important goal for communities and 
older people, both in New Zealand and internationally (Hillcoat-Nalletamby & Ogg, 2014; 
Means, 2007). The majority of OECD countries are committed to reducing the number of 
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people living in institutions (OECD, 1994). Maintaining stability within the community 
during later life requires older adults to access particular sets of social, economic and ser-
vice resources such as functioning houses and supportive neighbourhoods (Means, 2007; 
Wiles et al., 2012). Relationships with others (e.g. family, friends, tradespeople and other 
social networks) who support older people to engage in home maintenance tasks may also 
assist older people in maintaining independent living (Ministry of Social Policy, 2001). Judd  
et al. (2010) identify three types of assistance required by those ageing in place: home main-
tenance; maintaining the garden and cleaning inside the home. Since it is easier for older 
adults to maintain ageing in place when they have access to supportive relationships, we 
argue that opportunities for interdependence may be crucial to maintaining one’s material 
home and everyday life. Indeed, being able to continue to live independently is related to 
not only a person’s material, financial and embodied capacities but also to the quality of 
their social networks (Schwanen & Ziegler, 2011). Through participation in social networks, 
older people may (re)produce a sense of autonomy, choice and social cohesion that promotes 
engagement in everyday activities like home maintenance (Secker et al., 2003). Therefore, 
assisting older people in home maintenance by recognising and respecting interdependence, 
rather than emphasising services that remove tasks from people, may contribute towards 
creating more enabling social contexts for ageing in place (Portacolone, 2011).

Ageing in place, affective ties to place, independence and well-being in later life are 
all threatened when home maintenance is a struggle (Davey, 2006; Fausset et al., 2011). 
Various authors (e.g. Judd et al., 2014; Hwang et al., 2011) have highlighted house repair 
and maintenance issues as being crucial to older adults’ opportunities to be aged in place 
and well. Poorly maintained, repaired and performing (e.g. cold) homes incur considerable 
financial cost, worry and stress, as well as risk of injury, and reduced resiliency and well-be-
ing among older adults (Evans et al., 2003; James & Saville-Smith, 2010). Some of the key 
reasons why older adults leave their homes and neighbourhoods to enter residential care 
include dilapidated housing and the stresses associated with managing maintenance and 
repair issues which may undermine mental health (Haywood et al., 2002).

Much of the housing stock in Western nations is inappropriate for older adults since it 
was not built with ageing bodies in mind (James & Saville-Smith, 2010; Kose, 1997; Windle, 
2006). In the New Zealand context, Howden-Chapman et al. (1999) suggest that over 35 
per cent of the nation’s dwellings were built prior to the Second World War and require 
significant repair and refurbishment. Keall et al. (2010) and Howden-Chapman et al. (1999) 
indicate that common constraints upon older adults’ health and well-being posed by older 
and inadequate housing stock include their susceptibility to dampness and cold which 
encourages the presence of mould and generates high rates of respiratory illness (Day & 
Hitchings, 2011).

The housing maintenance issues faced by older adults have been poorly understood, 
perhaps in part because this group is unlikely to accurately assess the condition of their 
housing (Fausset et al., 2011). To adequately assist older adults in maintaining ageing in 
place and well-being, their own understandings of home maintenance experiences warrant 
further investigation. In this paper, we focus on older adults’ experience of ageing in place 
and home maintenance issues on Waiheke Island, New Zealand. Waiheke is part of Auckland 
City and located 17 kilometres east of the CBD (35 min by ferry). We first critically review 
the links between home maintenance issues, place attachment and being aged in place. We 
then sketch the case location in more detail. After outlining our research strategy, we draw 
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on narrative findings to present evidence on the significance of being engaged in home main-
tenance issues. This evidence helps us to tease out the paradox that frames our argument: 
that while maintenance issues may cause stress and anxiety, thereby disrupting affective ties 
to place, at the same time many older people feel connected to social networks and gain 
a positive sense of self and autonomy through participation in home maintenance tasks.

Home maintenance issues, place attachment and being aged in place

‘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 
(Hidaglo & Hernadnez, 2001; Scannell & Gifford, 2010), has been widely explored as crucial 
to the experience of ageing (e.g. Low & Altman, 1992; Milligan, 2009; Peace et al., 2007; 
Rowles, 1993; Rubinstein, 1989; Tanner et al., 2008). Wiles et al. (2009) consider the ways 
people draw meaning and security from the places of residence and Peace et al. (2011) 
argue for the significance of place and the importance of situating the self as people age. 
They suggest that attachments that foster feelings of security and safety (such as to the home 
place), and the materiality of places, shape the experience of and outcomes related to ageing 
in place such as maintenance of self-esteem, health and well-being. A more recent study 
by Wiles et al. (2012) demonstrated that ageing in place was perceived as advantageous by 
promoting affective ties and feelings of security in relation to both homes and communities.

Rubinstein and Parmelee (1992) explain place attachment as shaped by the emotional 
qualities of everyday experiences, which bind people to the places in which these experi-
ences unfold. The character of places acts as a framework for interpreting daily experiences 
and (re)producing emotion. In turn, emotional experiences within places shape a person’s 
identity, and may facilitate or limit strong affective ties to place (Hwang et al., 2011; Tanner 
et al., 2008). When home maintenance and repair issues cause stress and anxiety for older 
adults who are ageing in place, for example, affective ties to place and self-perception may 
be disrupted, thereby undermining their ability to maintain ageing in place and well-being 
(Fausset et al., 2011; Haywood et al., 2002). Older adults who experience physiological 
decline are more vulnerable to environmental demands (e.g. house repairs; Hwang et al., 
2011; Nahemow, 2000). Further, their abilities to respond to places and integrate place-based 
changes and challenges are related to personal competencies and opportunities to adapt 
behaviour, and adjust the settings in which they live (Nahemow, 2000; Tanner et al., 2008), 
as well as their social networks (Schwanen & Ziegler, 2011).

The importance of home settings

Researchers have also argued that home settings are the most important locus in older adults’ 
experiences of maintaining ageing in place (e.g. Dahlin-Ivanhoff et al., 2007; Fange & Ivanoff, 
2009). The home significantly shapes peoples’ capacities to maintain independence, deci-
sion-making skills and autonomy, especially in very advanced age (Haak et al., 2007; Tanner 
et al., 2008). ‘Home’ comprises defensible, personalised space through which stimulation is 
achieved and security assured. During later life, when more time is characteristically spent 
at home (Tanner et al., 2008), home settings are increasingly involved in generating both 
meaning and functionality day-to-day (Leonardi et al., 2009). For older adults who live in 
homes they have owned for an extended period, this often means that deep attachments 
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are fostered alongside a desire to remain within the current residence for as long as possi-
ble (Tanner et al., 2008; Rowles, 1993) even when housing conditions deteriorate and the 
demands of ‘upkeep’ cannot be met. The desire to remain in one’s own home, at all cost, 
may reflect the fact that home settings mediate support for everyday competence (Leith, 
2006) and nurture psychosocial processes  therefore supporting well-being during ageing. 
Through a variety of factors, home settings shape physical and psychological health (Leith, 
2006). The home-related social networks, the strength of a person’s attachment with home, 
the manner in which identity is derived from home and the dwelling’s physical form, all 
influence the degree to which a person’s physical, psychological and social needs are met 
(Leith, 2006; Means, 2007). Consequently, actively managing the home setting promotes a 
sense of well-being among older people, especially those who live alone or are frail. Yet, as 
Rubinstein & Parmalee (1992) discuss, home can nonetheless exert a negative influence on 
well-being by, for example, instigating feelings of worry in relation to home maintenance 
concerns and the ill-effects of damp or cold housing.

Some have claimed that cost may be the key driver of inattention to maintenance 
(Littlewood & Munro, 1996). Others, such as Petersen et al. (2014) and Kahana et al. (2012) 
argue that conceptualisations of human agency are crucial to older adults’ decision-making 
in relation to their housing. These authors suggest that consideration of micro-agency is 
needed to understand housing behaviour since older people tailor their responses to housing 
in the context of limited finances, isolation (from services and/or social support) or reduced 
health and well-being (Petersen et al., 2014). Further, older adults draw on available personal 
and social resources in diverse ways in order to respond to housing challenges (Kahana & 
Kahana, 1996) and affirm corrective and preventive behaviours (Kahana et al., 2012; Kahana 
& Kahana, 2003; Mansvelt, 2012).The foregoing literature demonstrates that how home and 
place is understood and experienced is integral to older people’s well-being and to their 
agency, or ‘the purposive actions of older people in managing their lives’ (Petersen et al., 
2014, p. 2). Thus, those who aim to support older people to age-in-place must consider the 
great diversity in how older adults experience and respond to their homes and their social 
contexts (Means, 2007).

Study context

Waiheke Island is part of the recently (2010) enlarged Auckland ‘super city’ whose 2013 
population was approximately 1.5 M (Auckland Council, 2015). Waiheke is the second larg-
est of Auckland’s offshore islands (26-km long and up to 19-km across) and has numerous 
sandy beaches, some areas of native forest and a growing reputation for wine and tourism. 
Waiheke is a ‘NORC’ (naturally occurring retirement community) that has a demanding 
topography by virtue of its narrow roads, occasionally steep hills, limited public transport 
network and absence of advanced health care. Development has recently escalated and 
increased the cost of living. Waiheke has a population of just over 8000 residents, which 
almost quadruples over the summer months At the most recent census, 18.5 per cent of 
permanent residents were aged 65 years plus, a higher percentage than most parts of main-
land Auckland (Statistics New Zealand, 2013, Figure 1).

Following the introduction of fast ferries (1987) and an initial amalgamation into 
Auckland City (1989) the island has been transformed from a relatively isolated commu-
nity to what is now popularly perceived as an up-market offshore suburb of Auckland. This 
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transformation has influenced the island’s population increase and real estate prices. Island 
house prices have risen steeply over the last 20 years, influenced in particular by increasing 
numbers of expensive new homes on the island (Gibson, 2011). Many residents are con-
cerned about the escalating real estate prices and accompanying property tax increases. 
Despite recent housing and infrastructure development, Waiheke has a significant number 
of older homes and ‘baches’ (holiday cottages), many constructed in an ad hoc manner 
prior to the currently enforced building code. The Waiheke Citizens Advice Bureau and 
the Waiheke Health Trust, two island-based third sector agencies offering senior care and 
support services, report that older residents commonly seek their advice and/or assistance 
with home maintenance concerns.

Research strategy

Our method was informed by interpretive phenomenology which understands human 
‘being’ as a matter of interdependence with other beings and everyday settings, and offers 
insights regarding the manner in which people interact and form relationships with places 
(Coleman & Kearns, 2015; Steeves, 2000). This approach seeks to uncover and gather ‘deep’ 
information and perceptions (Lopez & Willis, 2004). In other words, we considered mean-
ings 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 

Figure 1. Map of Waiheke island.
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participants’ narratives and actions during the research encounter, it is possible for the 
researcher to identify them (Adolfsson, 2010)

Because we investigated the experiential lives of older adults by drawing on interpre-
tive phenomenology, we assumed a position of understanding grounded in experience. 
Consequently, our participants’ language (spoken and written) was of utmost importance. 
In interpretive phenomenology, language is understood to be reflective of a structure of 
experience (Billinge, 1977). Language is not simply objective or descriptive of what phe-
nomena are but, rather, reflects and structures human consciousness and the meaning of 
phenomena. As Heidegger (1962) explained, language structures how we are able to access 
and interact with the world. In order to understand older adults’ experiences, we have 
written participants’ ‘talk’ into the following sections by incorporating their words within 
our own statements where possible, alongside the use of quotations. In doing so we do 
not suggest that language is entirely sufficient to express participants’ experiences (or any 
person’s experiences). Rather, we acknowledge that the articulation of perceptions, emotions 
and feelings, which are central to experience, often depends on the ‘lexical grid’ provided 
by language (Wierzbicka, 1999, p. 26).

Fieldwork and sampling

Institutional ethical approval was obtained from the University of Auckland (Approval num-
ber 2008/297) prior to commencement of fieldwork and participants were asked to choose 
their own pseudonyms. To recruit participants, we liaised with two island-based third-sector 
health care agencies serving the needs of older adults. The first author was in contact with 
these agencies throughout the research and carried their pamphlets to distribute to partici-
pants in the event of distress. In the course of visiting participants in situations where it was 
obvious that they were physically unwell or having trouble coping with household tasks, 
these agencies offered support to participants with their consent. Participants had a mean 
age of 83 years and, at the time of fieldwork, four were aged between 90 and 94 years, thus 
aligning the sample with the age-bracket sometimes termed the ‘older old’.

Twenty-eight participants took part in the study (ages: 65–94; 20 women, 8 men). All 
were of European descent and had owned housing on the island long term, either as a pri-
mary place of residence or initially as a holiday home before moving full time to Waiheke. 
A minority were still driving, but most were reliant on the island’s limited bus schedule, or 
friends, to access shops and services. All were living in their own homes, some of which 
were converted ‘baches’ (holiday cottages), revealing that participants were ‘ageing in place’. 
Six lived with their spouse while 22 lived alone (see Table 1).

Nine of the participants occupied baches that had not been renovated and insulated. Two 
were built in the 1930s, four in the 1940s and three in the 1960s. Nine participants lived 
in houses with coastal views; two of which were waterfront properties. Sixteen occupied 
‘typically hilly island sites’ (Frank, aged 89); one in a forest setting. Only one participant 
lived in a house on flat land. Four participants were in homes located on extremely steep 
sites with accessibility issues. Seven lived in settings they described as having good access 
to footpaths and gentle hills. All mentioned rising property tax as concerning, with those 
living on waterfront locations and/or with coastal views especially troubled by this issue.

All 28 participants undertook initial in-depth interviews with the first author. These 
included a structured questionnaire (James & Saville-Smith, 2010) as well as open-ended 
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questions exploring their housing circumstances, home maintenance concerns, perceptions 
of home and place and activities in the community. Our focus here is specifically on par-
ticipants’ experiences of home maintenance issues and opportunities to maintain ageing in 
place. Interviews lasted two to four hours, though several involved a day-long encounter, 
sharing an evening meal and receiving a ‘tour’ of their home. The first author then undertook 
participatory photo elicitation (a mutual process of taking photographs with participants at 
their direction (Coleman, in press)) with 11 (of the 28) older adults who were willing and 
able to offer further participation (8 women, 3 men). This process involved participants 
being initially asked what they would like to photograph—for example, objects, spaces, 
possessions or views—to illustrate their remarks in the interviews. Participants’ choices were 
explored in discussion and conversations were recorded to facilitate verbatim transcription. 
Finally, each of the 11 photo elicitation participants was offered a journal in which a selec-
tion of their photographs was printed. They were then invited to respond to these images 
in writing. All journals were returned in due course. Thus, during these encounters, it was 
the act of taking photographs, rather than the photographs themselves, which enabled the 
interpretation of participants’ experiences of their home environment. We draw on the 
narratives about home maintenance issues offered in the course of participating in both 
the in-depth interviews and the photo elicitation exercise. In the following sections, ‘I/I’ 

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

++the number of years of residence on Waiheke is indicated in brackets. 
*Age was recorded at the start of the research.
**Contemporary housing is defined as between 2000 and 2006.; 
***20+ refers to older adults who have been in residence on Waiheke island for over 20 years.; 
****HPR refers to older adults who held a holiday home on the island prior to relocating after retirement. Length of residence 

has been calculated from the time these older adults first purchased a holiday home until the start of the research.; 
*****RsY refers to older adults who relocated to Waiheke in their senior years. 

Pseudonym Age* Housing type Residence on Waiheke++ Number of people in residence
Maud 89 Converted bach 20+*** (35 years) 1 (lives alone)
Frank 89 1970s non-insulated HPR**** (42 years) 1 (lives alone)
tom 80 original bach RsY***** (12 years) 1 (lives alone)
dylan 84 original bach HPR (25 years) 1 (lives alone)
June 82 1980s non-insulated HPR (2 years) 1 (lives alone)
Carey 65 1970s non-insulated HPR (6 years) 1 (lives alone)
sylvia 93 original bach HPR (26 years) 1 (lives alone)
Beth 81 original bach HPR (15 years) 1 (lives alone)
sue 94 original bach HPR (21 years) 1 (lives alone)
Florence 66 1970s non-insulated HPR (8 years) 1 (lives alone)
Michelle 68 1970s non-insulated HPR (4 years) 1 (lives alone)
Lora 88 original bach HPR (18 years) 1 (lives alone)
edward 70 Contemporary ** RsY (6 years) 2 (lives with spouse)
Maxine 69 Contemporary RsY (6 years) 2 (lives with spouse)
Paul 87 Contemporary RsY (4 years) 1 (lives alone)
Amy 88 Contemporary RsY (4 years) 2 (lives with spouse)
Jack 89 1990s post-insulation 20+** (since birth) 2 (lives with spouse)
Rose 90 1990s post-insulation 20+ (22 years) 2 (lives with spouse)
Maggie 82 1970s non-insulated HPR*** (37 years) 1 (lives alone)
Rita 93 1970s non-insulated HPR (53 years) 1 (lives alone)
Mary 70 original bach HPR (8 years) 1 (lives alone)
John 89 1980s non-insulated HPR (22 years) 1 (lives alone)
sam 70 original bach RsY**** (5 years) 1 (lives alone)
Linda 65 original bach 20+ (20 years) 2 (lives with son)
Polly 83 1980s mudbrick house HPR (28 years) 1 (lives alone)
Ann 72 Converted bach RsY (9 years) 1 (lives alone)
eileen 80 1970s non-insulated 20+ (28 years) 1 (lives alone)
dorothy 89 1980s non-insulated RsY (24 years) 2 (lives with spouse)
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refers to participant narratives gathered during in-depth interviews and ‘P/P’ to data from 
the participatory photo elicitation phase.

Interpretation and rigour

Analysis involved systematic coding of the data followed by reflection and a close reading 
of the experiential claims, concerns and understandings of each participant (in-depth inter-
pretation). Patterns, commonalities and differences were then identified. Finally, interpretive 
themes were illustrated within the spiralling structure of the hermeneutical circle using older 
adults’ own words to ensure the integrity of participants’ voices and their participation in 
the research.

Following van Manen (1990) and Polkinghorne (1983), we identified four criteria that 
assist the judging of phenomenological interpretation and rigour in broad terms: vividness, 
accuracy, richness and elegance. Thus, we have approached reliability and rigour on the 
basis that, firstly, the research must draw the reader in and feel real and honest (vividness). 
Secondly, the reader must be able to relate to phenomena as a part of their own world and 
imagine the situation vicariously (accuracy). Thirdly, the reader must be presented with 
deep description in order to engage with the research emotionally and intellectually (rich-
ness). Lastly, the manner in which phenomena are presented to the reader must be graceful 
(elegance). Reliability in this context is a measure of the extent to which the reader is able 
to see her/his own world and the world of others in a new or deeper way (Seamon, 2000; 
Wertz, 2009). The rigour of this research can also be measured by the extent to which truth 
value (how closely the interpretations presented conform to what the participants are trying 
to say; Baxter & Eyles, 1997), applicability (how useful the research is considered to be by 
participants and readers) and consistency (the equal treatment of participants) have been 
upheld (Conroy, 2003). Towards these ends, we have ensured that participants are able to 
review their narratives and comment on the interpretations drawn.

Findings: being engaged in home maintenance issues

The following sections explore, firstly, the home maintenance issues experienced by partici-
pants and, secondly, where older adults turn, and to whom, for assistance with these issues.

Older adults’ reported home maintenance issues

No reported maintenance concerns
Three quarters of the participants initially reported that they experienced no maintenance 
concerns (see Table 2). This is a striking response; for 18 of the 28 subsequently spoke of 
maintenance issues they had recently dealt with or expected to deal with in the near future. 
The majority of participants who claimed to be free of maintenance concerns lived in obvi-
ously run down housing; holes in walls, inaccessible areas and steep stairwells in a dwelling 
occupied by a wheelchair-bound occupant were observed by the first author. The tendency 
to claim no maintenance concerns may reflect participants’ desire to appear to be resilient 
and coping with living alone as well as associated fears (e.g. some participants expressed 
concerns that if they were identified as not coping then they may be placed in institutional 
care). Other research shows older people tend to report greater satisfaction with their homes 
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(and neighbourhoods) than do younger cohorts, no matter what the quality of the housing 
(Golant, 2012). This tendency to initially claim a lack of maintenance concerns may also 
reflect the ad hoc character of many renovations that were undertaken prior to, or without 
adherence to, the building code. We noted discernible anxiety that non-compliance to such 
codes would be exposed if maintenance issues were discussed and highlighted, for example:

There’s a leak around the ranch slider that keeps reappearing [hands clasped] … But the house 
was originally built by a home handy-man so some things are not quite right, not quite square 
or a bit shabby in places … but I would say it’s in good condition, and I wouldn’t like to find 
out that things were not as official as they should be … then what would I do, rebuild? No, I 
think it’s good as it is [nods emphatically], not exactly perfect is it, but good enough for me. 
(Mary, aged 70, I/I)

Such active attempts to ignore housing problems were explicitly articulated by at least 10 
participants, many of whom did so because they could not afford maintenance work. For 
example, Linda (aged 65, I/I) stated that she did not expect any issues to arise because she 
could not financially manage any home repairs or maintenance. Even though the roof 
required repair, Linda asserted ‘I just won’t look up at the roof ’ (as she pointed to overhead 
cracks).

Roofs, island gardens and water tanks

The upkeep and repair of roofs and guttering was the most frequently reported mainte-
nance issue, of particular concern in an island setting where householders are dependent 
on roof-collected rainwater supplies. External house painting is potentially a major outlay, 
and ‘garden upkeep’ is aggravated by the prevalence of invasive weeds on Waiheke. Mary 
(aged 70, I/I interview) commented on the difficulties of maintaining a garden on the 
island stating:

You can see all the noxious weed around here, the island is awash in it. It’s very invasive, and 
hay fever-inducing, and this whole hillside was particularly bad with noxious weed, honey-
suckle, all sorts of nasties.

Similarly, John (aged 89, P/P interview) noted that the challenges of gardening increase 
with age. Yet gardening is an activity that can maintain fitness and health during advancing 
years:

Table 2. Reported maintenance issues (multiple responses possible).

maintenance issue Frequency (n)
No maintenance concerns 22
Roofing and guttering 8
external house painting 7
gardening 5
Reticulated water tank maintenance 4
Coping with drafty doors/windows 4
Maintaining appeal/standard of house 3
Leaks around the house 2
Modifying inaccessible areas 2
Plumbing work 2
ensuring warm over winter 1
Coping with dampness 1
Hot water tank repair 1
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The garden is a challenge … we [John and his wife] struggle to maintain the large lawn and 
keep up with all the pruning [long pause, looks down]. We have help [from their children and 
the Waiheke Health Trust] … but we don’t want to give more away because it’s exercise and in 
that sense it’s a healthy burden [smiles broadly].

John further explained the challenges and health benefits related to maintaining a garden 
in his senior years, as follows:

… the garden is indeed very steep and full of weeds that are hard work [But] I choose to focus 
on it being a lovely island garden where the sea sweeps in and we meet the world out there. 
Because that is a special experience [gestures enthusiastically to the garden], that gets me out 
in it and amongst it. And getting out there is good exercise for me and very beneficial to my 
mind and my body.

John chooses to frame maintaining his garden as both a challenge and an opportunity. 
Ann (aged 72, P/P interview) stated that being involved in home maintenance work had 
led to a feeling of continuing life and being connected to the world. As a physically fit and 
able-bodied person, Ann had been able to undertake many home maintenance tasks herself 
and also had the financial capacity to hire her friend’s son (an accomplished tradesperson) 
to visit the island when assistance was needed. Her participation in maintenance work had 
enabled Ann to feel involved in life. Ann explains this as follows:

There was a lot of maintenance work to do when I first came here [walks confidently around 
indicating work done] … Take the conservatory as an example, I’ve had to put in panels and 
paint to keep the sun out, it was too hot. I’ve put the shade cloth up. Look at this curtain I’ve 
made to hide the unsightly bits and bobs on the shelves. I really enjoy the fact I’ve done all 
that. See, [throws hands in the air] I’m still part of the world and getting things done, like all 
the younger people are, I’m keeping it all up to date.

Being part of the world for Ann involves being like younger people and undertaking 
home maintenance work; it is implicit in Ann’s assessment that maintaining your home is 
expected of younger people and a sign that you are still a legitimate part of the world. Being 
involved in maintenance tasks connects Ann to the world and to a particular sense of self 
in which it is possible to interpret herself as legitimate and in her proper place.

Water tank maintenance and replacement is an issue particular to the island setting 
and was reported as concerning by four participants. However, Polly (aged 83, P/P inter-
view) stressed that this is ‘not a feature of getting old’ but an issue for all island residents. 
Additionally, the maintenance of decks (ensuring safety as well as appearance) was raised 
by three participants. Other less frequently reported maintenance concerns include: leaks 
around the house; modifying inaccessible areas; plumbing maintenance; ensuring warmth 
and dealing with dampness over winter; hot water tank repair, fencing repairs; and asbestos 
removal.

Financial concerns, stress and isolation

Some participants stated that their maintenance concerns were ‘small and probably nothing’ 
(Lora, aged 88, I/I interview). Yet because maintenance issues, which entail costs, often 
brought financial concerns in to focus, even small maintenance issues were frequently 
reported as causing ‘stress and worry and sleepless nights’ (Beth, aged 81, I/I interview). This 
observation echoes the points about cost and deferred maintenance made by Littlewood 
and Munro (1996). Indeed, because the cost of many maintenance issues was more than 
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could be comfortably borne by some participants, improvisation often occurred, as Sam 
(aged 70, P/P interview) explains:

… all the windows now right round the house, I’ve got this duct tape put right around each 
window and that’s because they don’t close properly, so I think this duct tape stops a bit of the 
draft. It probably seems a silly thing to do [laughs self-consciously] but to replace windows 
is too expensive for me [pauses], so this makes me feel I’ve done my best [shrugs shoulders].

Sam’s last comment about doing his best highlights both the ‘make-do’ attitude that often 
prevails among older adults and the sense of self-efficacy that can be gained from finding 
even provisional solutions, an example of improvisation that amounts to an example of 
micro-agency (Kahana et al., 2012; Petersen et al., 2014).

The financial costs associated with maintenance issues were reported as leading to stress 
and worry, as did the emotional and social challenges. For example, according to Maud 
(aged 89, P/P interview):

I’m worried about the deck [pauses, looks away], it needs doing, the tank needs painting, the 
house needs a good paint. [Long pause]. The maintenance worries me [folds and unfolds arms] 
because you can see things that need doing now and I’m not sure how to get them done in 
terms of expertise and finances. When things come up I’m not sure what to do and my only 
living son is unwell so he can’t help. [Long pause]. Look up [points upwards], can you see the 
roof here [in lounge] is cracking, there’s been leaks there, I think it’s leaking [sighs heavily]. I 
sit here and don’t know what to do about any of it and it’s a bit of a worry.

Maud repeats the point that knowing what to do and where to start is just as worrying as 
the cost. She also refers to the inability of family to help. Similarly, Beth (81, I/I interview) 
described a feeling of worry arising from her financial situation, how to tackle tasks and 
the unavailability of family support. Her husband had formerly undertaken the upkeep of 
Beth’s garden, and her son who had previously done small maintenance jobs following her 
husband’s death had relocated off the island:

Thinking about having to paint the exterior of the house is very worrying, I mean financially 
[starts tidying table hurriedly]. The garden is a worry because it’s not as it was when my husband 
was alive, he did the garden [stops tidying, long pause] … I don’t really know how to approach 
the big jobs out there like pruning for example. Then there’s the spouting, my grandson used 
to do it but he hasn’t been to the island in years.

Concerns about tackling home maintenance cause great worry but also highlight a sense 
of isolation. Maggie (aged 82, P/P interview) stated she sometimes felt ‘very alone in the 
house’ due to maintenance concerns. Her ‘lack of finances and few visits from family mem-
bers’ intensified her sense that some ‘maintenance issues will never be solved’, which to 
Maggie demonstrated ‘how alone I really am’. A fall had left her walking with the aid of a 
crutch and deteriorating strength. One maintenance issue that distressed Maggie was the 
declining state of her steep and crumbling outdoor steps which she used daily to access 
the downstairs laundry. The Waiheke Health Trust had offered Maggie assistance with her 
laundry and organised a home help worker, but Maggie refused this help because ‘it makes 
me feel worse … more on my own, it makes me wish my family would come more often’. She 
asserted that having others take over the task was disempowering compared with modifying 
her physical or social environment, or receiving more family support. She explained the 
difficulty of using these steps:

The steps down to the wash house [i.e. laundry] are hard work, I have to crawl down them at 
times but I can’t afford to change the wash house, to bring it up here [voice rises]. So, I just 
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don’t complain, I can’t complain [speaking very loudly]. But I wish someone else was here … 
I wrap my washing in a sheet and I just sort of throw it to the front then lean up to it, pick it 
up and then throw it forward again [laughs loudly].

Maggie’s comment that she cannot complain highlights the delicacy of asking for help 
and the risks of being perceived to complain. Her strong sense of being isolated and aban-
doned because of the absence of family assistance was vivid when she demonstrated how 
she navigates these steps and asked that she be photographed to ‘capture the whole thing so 
there is evidence for the family’. Maggie was given copies of the photos and she sent them to 
her family. She then called to let the first author know what she had done and emphasised 
she did not want ‘help from strangers’ but that the ‘steps are something I can’t fix on my 
own, don’t have the family help to sort out’.

The lack of family help these women mention was frequently a source of anxiety and 
tension. For example, Beth (aged 81, I/I interview) noted:

The boys [her two sons and grandsons] always say they are going to do jobs but they never do 
them, they are busy in their own lives [sighs]. And I want to be able to solve my own problems 
of course. I might be able to do that better in a retirement village [long pause, sighs], I think 
that sometimes. But I’m not sure [smooths clothing]. I probably only think that when I look 
around at things getting out of control here, maybe a village would be worth it for peace of 
mind. Because I end up fighting with the boys over it all.

These comments illustrate that for some older people, the emotional and social aspects 
of home maintenance are potentially as critical as practical and financial concerns.

Several participants who were coping with maintenance issues were uncertain how they 
would cope in the long term. Mary (aged 70, I/I interview) stated:

Maintaining a large steep garden is already a challenge. Maintenance of house and repairs, 
and painting which I do now, I may have to get help to continue here [takes deep breath]. 
Maintenance of the gutters, water supply, tank inspections and all related responsibilities, it 
may all be beyond me soon.

Underlying Mary’s comment is a sense of foreboding that inability to maintain her house 
and garden was looming. She was conscious of being monitored by her family and that 
along with any such an admission would come the loss of her home and ability to continue 
ageing in place.

Sam (aged 70, P/P interview) commented that housing maintenance on Waiheke is about 
‘just coping as best you can day to day’. Likewise, Ann (aged 72, P/P interview) explained, 
what one copes with changes daily:

At the moment my issue is the heating. Definitely warmth, I have been feeling the cold more, 
so yes that and the heat pump [she plans to buy] Next, I suppose, the steps will be an issue [up 
to the house on both sides] … But there’s a lot of old drafty homes on the island and baches 
on hills … you’ve probably been told by everyone that the main issues are keeping the house 
warm and steps and steep slopes [sitting and talking comfortably].

This daily ‘coping’ was often noted by participants and, as aforementioned, such daily 
concerns were aggravated by cold winter temperatures, drafty houses and steep locations.

Only three participants mentioned upkeep in the interests of resale and ultimate inher-
itance. Linda (age 65, I/I interview) spoke of maintaining the standard and value of the 
house ‘in order to benefit the kids’ and John (aged 89, P/P interview) remarked that, while 
his kitchen was adequate he would like a new kitchen ‘just to keep the house updated … 
for resale value’.
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Assistance with maintenance issues

Participants discussed a range of sources of assistance with maintenance concerns (see 
Table 3).

Dorothy (aged 89, I/I interview) noted that being able to rely on her children for help with 
maintenance work meant ‘things are managed and things work day to day’. She elaborated:

My sons take care of everything here [smiles], they are there to help, its mostly minor main-
tenance. They’ve painted the outside and put in a new pump I need for the water tank. They 
organise things, it’s over to them really to see to things, I’m past that and it works here because 
of them.

Likewise Carey (aged 65, I/I interview) reported:
My brother [helps] with little jobs [indicates photograph of brother and smiles], for exam-
ple painting rust repellent on the water tank. I used a plumber and electrician for the tank 
replacement. They were fine to deal with but that’s because my brother came and talked to 
them. Without my brother helping out I probably wouldn’t manage here.

Having family members available to offer practical assistance with maintenance work 
allowed participants to remain living in their own homes. Equally important is how family 
organising, planning and negotiating these jobs eases worries and contributes to sense of 
autonomy and independence.

As well as offering practical hands-on assistance, family members provided valuable 
support by recommending reliable tradespeople and handywomen/men. Friends were also 
a valuable source of such recommendations. Michelle (aged 68, I/I interview) asserted that 
friends are not only important in recommending people to undertake practical work but 
they also provide a sense of security and emotional support:

I have friends on the island I can talk to who know how to do things or know people that can 
help … I can ask my friend Tina who knows a man, her husband, he might know how much 
something would cost. So, I don’t really ring up tradesman before I talk to someone, I don’t 
know what I would say [laughs], I’d have to talk to someone, to friends first, to get their opinion, 
so I don’t get overpriced or anything like that [talking softly].

Over a third of participants explicitly mentioned that ‘word of mouth’ was important in 
dealing with maintenance issues without ‘stress and trouble, like poor handiwork or over-
inflated bills’ (Ann, aged 72, P/P interview). For many, relying on social networks made 
it more possible to forge a long-term relationship with ‘someone who will continue to do 
work and do it well because you have people in common and you become friends’ (Polly, 

Table 3. sources of assistance.

*Waiheke Health trust is a community-based charitable trust set up in 1991 to provide publicly funded community health-
care services to the people of Waiheke island. the trust provides community health services, including district nursing, 
occupational therapy and social work, as well as home support services.

**Piritahi Hau ora is a medical centre located within Piritahi Marae on Waiheke island that provides gP services and social 
assistance. 

sources of assistance  Frequency 
Children 12
extended family 10
tradespeople recommended by friends and family 10
tradespeople self-located (e.g. by internet/phone book) 8
Waiheke health trust* 7
Friends 7
Citizens advice bureau 2
Piritahi Hau ora** 2
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aged 83, P/P interview). Just as family support empowers participants with managing home 
maintenance, social networks and friendships are enabling and supportive and underpin a 
sense of security around the quality and price of work. Connections made with maintenance 
people were often described as leading to friendships through which further assistance was 
ultimately provided.

Almost a third of participants reported locating tradespeople without relying on family, 
friends or word of mouth, but instead using the internet and/or phonebook. Tradespeople 
located in this manner often turned out to be helpful, were appropriately priced and pro-
vided assistance with large maintenance jobs. For Florence (aged 66, P/P interview) being 
able to source tradespeople herself was empowering and gave her a ‘sense of control over 
any developing maintenance issues’ following the loss of her husband who had previously 
overseen such tasks. However, the costs involved in hiring tradespeople caused Florence 
to worry about maintaining a sound budget to manage maintenance issues on her own:

Not having my husband with me now means that I have to hire people to help out [clasps 
hands in front of chest], so I have to think of the costs involved in that … this place needs to 
be painted inside and out, there is some roof maintenance needed I think, other issues are just 
cosmetic, it probably needs a water blast and the gutters need cleaning [laughs] … Basically I 
have to budget over time to hire people to do things now that I’m on my own.

For Ann (aged 72, P/P interview), hiring tradespeople directly from the internet or phone 
book was ‘straightforward on your own but then managing who comes to do the work, and 
making sure the work is done well, is difficult’. Ann noted that dealing with tradespeople 
can be a gendered experience in which being a woman means that you are not always lis-
tened to by male tradespeople who ‘don’t think you know anything about [maintenance] 
issues’. Ann stated:

[Speaking loudly] It’s just diabolical dealing with tradespeople [laughs]. Trying to convey, 
especially a woman to a guy, and this has been pretty sexist, what you want and getting them 
to listen [sighs].

After employing, several tradespeople found in the phone book with negative results 
each time (in terms of the quality of work and communication), Ann now relies on word 
of mouth when she needs assistance. She reported that she, and many of her friends, have 
compiled a list of ‘“tamed tradespeople”—the plumbers, the electricians, the builders and 
we send the word around … go to him but don’t go to him’.

Links between traditional gender roles and home maintenance frequently crop up in 
these accounts. Women describe their sense of loss and uncertainty of where to start with 
tasks they have not previously been responsible for. For male participants, needing and 
requesting help was a problematic aspect of growing older which challenged their percep-
tions of a masculine identity. For example, Frank (aged 89, I/I interview) did not want to 
seek assistance for large maintenance jobs he had previously done himself. However, despite 
Frank’s good health, these jobs were beginning to require outside help and he had ‘paid a 
guy to paint the house because no-one was looking when he asked me [if he could paint it] 
and I can still do the small jobs’.

As an alternative to family and friends, some participants reported using communi-
ty-based services to find help with maintenance concerns. These were pointed out as being 
reliable, trustworthy and useful in providing assistance with maintenance concerns with 
workers who were responsive and willing to ‘go beyond the job description, coming out to 
the house to help me with issues they were not employed to have to deal with as a health 
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organisation’ (Sam, aged 70, P/P interview). Maud (aged 89, I/I interview) stated that she 
often did not have family available to help with maintenance tasks and did not always 
know how to tackle maintenance issues on her own. The willingness of the Health Trust 
staff to speak with her about her maintenance concerns was therefore ‘a stress relief indeed’. 
Maud also reported receiving hands-on help from several Trust staff members who did not 
request payment in return. For example, one representative visited Mary’s house to repair 
a bathroom door.

Discussion

Our interpretive approach to investigating older residents’ experiences of home mainte-
nance issues has highlighted the perspectives of older adults. The use of in-depth interviews 
and a participatory approach to photo elicitation interviewing has enabled participants’ 
perceptions, emotions and feelings related to experiences of home maintenance issues 
to be accessed, interpreted and given centrality within the research process. We found 
participatory photo elicitation particularly supportive of an interpretive approach since it 
facilitates deep information and rich narrative while granting participants agency within 
the research process.

Experiences of home maintenance issues impact upon opportunities to maintain ageing 
in place and well-being. These accounts show that there are some broad similarities and 
shared themes with the experience of older adults elsewhere, such as stress associated with 
financial cost (Davey, 2006; Littlewood & Munro, 1996). However, the legacy of housing 
stock characterised by dwellings with holiday cottage origins and often improvised repairs, 
and the island-wide dependence on roof and tank water, are issues particular to this location.

Home maintenance concerns shift and change across time and in relation to what par-
ticipants choose or are able to acknowledge (e.g. Linda’s refusal to look at the roof to see 
the cracks). When financially strained, participants found maintenance issues stressful and 
anxiety inducing. For some, home maintenance issues instigated feelings of distress and 
isolation. Frequently, challenges such as steep hills, deteriorating steps, general maintenance 
and repair issues, gardening and navigating services and assistance (including tradespeople 
and networks of family and friends), undermined ageing in place. However, some partici-
pants reported that through participation in home maintenance tasks, they gained a sense 
of being engaged in legitimate work and connected to daily life and the world at large. 
Those who were able to actively manage home maintenance issues (e.g. Ann) experienced 
a sense of control and capability supportive of well-being (Rubinstein & Parmalee, 1992).

Having relationships people could trust also reduced stress and promoted the ability to 
engage in maintenance tasks. When family assistance was present, participants reported a 
sense of pride, reduced stress and greater security, as well as a perception of having choices 
(e.g. to continue ageing in place or to complete a home maintenance task). In contrast, the 
absence or failure of family support, and the necessity to negotiate help, caused many par-
ticipants as much concern as did maintenance costs and heightened their sense of isolation 
and worry. Participants’ negotiations for assistance with home maintenance were often 
fraught. For example, discussing problems with family members sometimes led to pressures 
from concerned relatives to leave one’s home. Thus, opportunities for interdependence 
were central to participants’ abilities to engage in home maintenance and maintain ageing 
in place; their social, emotional and material interrelationships were just as important as 
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their financial and physical capacities (Portacolone, 2011; Schwanen & Ziegler, 2011). For 
many, issues around maintenance were also deeply entwined with gendered and other 
aspects of self, such as increasing frailty or changed marital status. Frank’s comment on 
paying for help while ‘no-one was looking’ could be interpreted as a reference to his sense 
of masculinity, and several participants described how their spouse had previously taken 
care of tasks which now daunted them. Participants’ narratives thus suggest that support-
ing older people in maintaining their homes and ageing in place sometimes requires the 
facilitation of their continued participation in home maintenance and other everyday tasks. 
This is because continued participation may promote a sense of autonomy, choice and social 
cohesion (Secker et al., 2003). Therefore, it is important that diverse policy approaches to 
older people and their home maintenance issues that include recognising, respecting and 
promoting interdependence are facilitated for older adults so that they may continue par-
ticipation in home maintenance tasks and ageing in place.

Our participants’ negotiation of housing maintenance issues also highlights the need 
for sensitive and tailored responses from service providers and supporters. For example, 
Maggie’s perception of laundry assistance as disempowering and isolating emphasises the 
need to consider how social and physical environmental modifications might be useful 
alternative solutions with multidimensional positive outcomes. Statements such as John’s 
assertion that his challenging garden is a healthy burden that is good exercise and bene-
ficial to his mind and body add further weight to the need to consider sensitive ways to 
support people to continue to engage in home maintenance and ageing in place, rather 
than providing ‘one size fits all’ services (Portacolone, 2011). Our participants’ narratives 
show that connection with others and the sense of empowerment derived through social 
interactions are crucial to opportunities to engage in home maintenance tasks and ageing in 
place. Hence, attention to older peoples’ social and emotional experiences, as well as their 
subjective perceptions relating to being aged and home maintenance concerns, is needed.

Conclusion

Ageing in place policies are promoted across Western settings and the majority of older 
adults express a desire to maintain ageing in place (Fausset et al., 2011). However, older peo-
ple need to readjust to daily challenges and changes at home as they negotiate the physical, 
material and social demands of ageing and housing. Hence, a sophisticated approach that 
goes beyond a policy focus on remaining at home, and one that recognises older peoples’ 
diverse circumstances, and the need for assistance with the emotional and managerial 
aspects of home maintenance, is needed to meaningfully support ageing in place (Means, 
2007). For older people to maintain ageing in place, they require support to maintain their 
homes through financial assistance but also through relationships with others (e.g. family, 
friends, tradespeople and other social networks) that support their own continued engage-
ment in home maintenance.

Our examination of older people’s experiences of home maintenance has focussed on the 
dynamics of living in free-standing dwellings. We acknowledge that many older people in 
Western countries occupy other forms of housing such as apartments. Living in detached 
properties has particular challenges such as the higher levels of maintenance and surround-
ing gardens and/or lawn that potentially add stress. Hence, our interest has been in the 
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experience of high-maintenance housing by an age-cohort which typically has diminishing 
reserves of energy, ability and capital.

Homes, like other places, and activities including home maintenance and ageing in place, 
are given meaning and experienced in a dialectical manner that encompasses emotional, 
social and material interactions. Home maintenance issues may primarily comprise material 
concerns but they also link to family and friends and shape the social context of participants’ 
lives including their feelings, understandings and experiences related to ageing in place. 
We conclude that home maintenance issues may also enable resistance to broader social 
perceptions about ageing. The potential threat of not being able to maintain one’s home in 
a material sense may signal impending relocation and separation from ones’ place-in-the-
world and ability to continue ageing in place. Dealing successfully with home maintenance 
tasks may signal achievement in the present as well as enabling future aspirations, a sense of 
independence/interdependence and the feeling that it is possible to maintain ageing in place.
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