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ABSTRACT 

Australia has an ageing population and a clear policy focus on ageing-in-place supported by 

family and community care, and service provision in the home. This thesis therefore argues 

that place, space and availability of social support are important variables for how older 

people successfully age-in-place. The dual positioning of people in both physical and social 

space has important implications for understanding social behaviour and social support, 

particularly in rural areas where changing rural communities has been the focus of much 

attention.   

 

This thesis explores place attachment, community connectedness and the social networks 

of 223 people aged 70 years and over living independently in small rural communities in the 

Murray Mallee region of South Australia. This is achieved by incorporating social, physical 

and temporal attributes of older individuals‘ lives in the data collection and analysis 

processes. A mixed method approach is adopted, using data from the 2006 Australian 

Census and face-to-face interviews with older people; with geocoding and GIS technology 

enabling social networks to be examined spatially.  

 

The findings demonstrate that social networks and potential informal support are impacted 

upon by the dispersed geography of family ties. However, local community and a strong 

sense of place attachment provide some compensation for this, with the clear majority of 

other nominated network ties (groups, activities, friends, neighbours and services) being 

proximal. This creates a duality in the social networks of older people in rural areas – on 

the one hand they place emphasis on, and maintain strong links to family despite 

increasingly dispersed family networks. On the other, a sense of place attachment and local 

community provides strong bonds for many older people, but may require high levels of 

localised social support to enable older rural people to successfully age-in-place.  

 

By focusing on social environments through a spatial lens this study contributes to a better 

understanding of the issues of ageing-in-place in small rural communities for older people, 

service providers and intergenerational family groups but also for local rural communities.  
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