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What kind of ancestor What kind of ancestor 
 do you want to be? do you want to be?

Will your house Will your house 
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Sibling Architecture’s New Agency project commenced 
with an exhibition at RMIT Design Hub in 2018, which 
received support from Creative Victoria’s Creators 
Fund. The exhibition toured to Tin Sheds, University 
of Sydney, as part of the Sydney Design Festival in 
2019. Part of the exhibition was screened at the XII 
International Architecture Biennale of São Paulo 
in Brazil, 2019, in Perth for Urban Screening 2019, 
and at various public screens as part of Melbourne 
Design Week 2020. The survey data analysis from New 
Agency at RMIT Design Hub was undertaken with the 
assistance of Gerard Snowdon. This publication was 
materialised by Lloyd-MST.

This publication was produced with the 
assistance of the Alastair Swayn Foundation  
http://alastairswaynfoundation.org

04

07

10

12

14

17

20

21

22

23

24

27

29

32

32

34

37

37

40

41

44

44

1

1.1

1.2

1.3

2

2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

3

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

4

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

4.6

The future of dwelling and ageing—Demographics

Growing older tomorrow is different to the present

Where we live tomorrow may be different to the present

New Agency: Owning your future is not an exhibition

The future of dwelling and ageing—Senior living

Different forms of collective living

Home is where the logical family is

An intergenerational household

Forms of intergenerational connection

Guided visualisation to imagine your future

The future of ageing and dwelling—Grey Nomads

Looking for a seachange

After-work: The nomadic life of the baby boomer

The trade-off of going off

The motorhome repeats patterns of static  
domestic living

The future of ageing and dwelling—Adapting the model

Challenges to the model

Changing the model

Comparing models

Typical cooperative housing: the case of Kalkbreite

A New Agency model: extending the cooperative

New Agency

 2021



4 5SIBLING ARCHITECTUREReader—1

People are living longer today but how will they live 
longer tomorrow? How will you grow old? Can you live 
forever? What kind of ancestor do you want to be? Will 
your house outlive you?

Can you live forever?Can you live forever?

1

New Agency:
The future of dwelling and 
ageing—Demographics

READERREADER
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1.1

Growing older tomorrow is different to the present

The twenty-first century has ushered in a longevity 
revolution with the life expectancy of human beings 
in wealthy economies almost doubling in the last 
hundred years. This is echoed in Australia, which has 
one of the highest life expectancies in the world at 83 
years old (2019). 

These populations are reaching higher: the 
average life expectancy could hit 100 years-old by the 
end of the century. The increase in life expectancy  
has resulted in the demographic make-up of 
Australian society becoming more mature: almost  
one-fifth of its population was over 65 in 2018. This has 
led to a flattening of the general population pyramid 
(see figure 1.1.1).

This extension of age has been made possible 
by healthier lifestyles and medical inventions. Vaccines 
and body augmentations (including the hearing aid, 
pacemaker and tissue plasminogen activator) have 
all contributed to the expansion of life expectancies 
along with improved healthcare and nutrition. This has 
been paralleled by societal shifts including improved 
labour laws, women’s rights, reproductive rights, and 
recognition of social justice as integral to civil rights, 
which has made living longer possible.

The extension of life has seen a new age category 
emerge: the third-age (see figure 1.1.2). Human life has 
typically been categorised as passing through three 
phases: childhood, adulthood, old age. Architect Deane 
Simpson writes in Young-Old: Urban Utopias of an Aging 
Society that “as a phase of life, it has been characterized 
as a period of ‘late freedom’—encompassing freedom 
from the responsibilities associated with: adulthood 
such as work and childcare; and childhood, such as 
education and socialization; physical and mental 
disabilities associated with traditional old-age.” 

The third age reframes the undifferentiated 
conception of old-age that has focused on the 
limitations of seniors through the lenses of “care”, 
“accessibility” and “universal design”—and with 
the corresponding spatial formats for the elderly—
retirement villages and aged care home towards some 
other radical forms of living. Seniors could be cruising 
around the world with 6,000 others, living with multiple 
generations in one place, going off-grid and plugging 
into infrastructure as they move across the country, or 
even starting a commune. 

The prospect of a retirement in Australia for this 
cohort has typically been made possible through the 
purchasing of property during one’s working life. Baby 
boomers were assisted by a tool kit of schemes and 
levers (negative gearing, capital gains tax concessions, 
first-home owners grants, and record-low interest rates) 
to buy up big. These assets, with values skyrocketing 
over the last decade, are then sold or rented to fund the 
twilight years. The third age, therefore, by definition, 
has emerged as an experimental field for alternate 
forms of subjectivity, collectivity, and urbanism made 
possible through capital accumulation. 

The increase in this cohort as a proportion of the 
population will put pressure on the wider community 
to assist its elders around issues of civic participation, 
medical care, pensions, public space, entertainment, 
accessibility, employment and housing. The support 
of these issues can often fall to government, which is 
potentially compounded if the tax-base shrinks as a 
larger percentage of the population is not working, 
and when some wealthier cohorts derive benefits from 
taxation policy in their older age.

The pension is one government policy that has 
been transformed in Australia. The age pension was 
first introduced in 1908, where the qualifying age was 
65. Back then, only 4 percent of the population lived to 
claim the pension; compared to today, where about 80 
percent of retired Australians draw a full or part pension. 
(Over one-hundred years later, life expectancies have 
increased, yet the qualification for the age pension 
remains at 65, with a planned incremental increase to 67 
years by 2023, and 70 years by 2035.) 

To partly mitigate the strain of an ageing 
population on state pensions, superannuation was 
introduced to support workers in their retirement. 
Approximately nine percent of an employee’s wage 
is paid into a super account to provide an income 
stream upon retirement. Due to being compulsory, 
Australia’s superannuation system is often ranked as 
one of the largest in the world, being measured at 2.7 
trillion dollars (2018). This also makes the retirement 
savings pool as one of Australia’s largest sources for 
investment funds.

According to the Australian Securities 
Investment Commission’s (ASIC) Moneysmart—Financial 
guide you can trust, for you to retire ‘comfortably’ you 
will require $42,764 per annum for living costs as a 
single person; as a couple you will require $60,264 per 
annum. 

To retire ‘modestly’ you require less at $27,368 
per annum as a single, and $39,353 as a couple, 
which is supplemented by the age pension. This is 
based on retiring at 65 years of age with an average 
life expectancy of 85 years of age. These figures also 
assume that you own your own home.

With the average Australian salary at around 
$60,000, most Australians will not be able to retire at 
the age of 65 on the figures outlined above. Average 
superannuation balances at the time of retirement 
(assumed to be age 60 to 64) in 2015-16 were $270,710 
for men and $157,050 for women, which fall far short of 
the figures suggested by ASIC should we be seeing life 
expectancies into our 80s. This, with the possibility of 
home ownership declining in Australia (see figure 1.1.3), 
it is clear that many will be working for longer into 
their later years.

There are other emerging trends that will also 
impact upon the ability of superannuation to support 
retirement. When compulsory superannuation was first 
introduced in Australia during 1991, it was designed 
specifically for the secure and fulltime employed 
worker. In the last 30 years, the economy has shifted, 
with increased casual and temporary forms of work, 
such as the so-called gig economy that includes 
independent contractors, freelance workers and 
entrepreneurs. The current superannuation system 
and associated legislation does not extend to these 
newer types of workers, who therefore do not receive 
compulsory contributions from an employer and are 
essentially falling short of building funds for their 
retirement from work.

One solution to support an ageing population 
is to extend the age of retirement. However, in order 
to extend the working lives of Australians, society 
needs to change the way it views older citizens. 
Age discrimination towards elders in our society 
is an issue within the workplace. According to the 
Australian Human Rights Commission’s 2016 Willing to 
Work report, 27 percent of people over the age of 50 
reported experiencing age discrimination at work with 
a third of the most recent occurrences happened when 
applying for a job.

Keeping people occupied within the workforce for 
longer has substantial positive impacts on the individual 
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as well as the wider economy and society. Studies 
have shown that with an increase of just 3 percent in 
participation in the workforce by those over 55 years, 
we would see an extra $33 billion annual boost to the 
national economy. Obviously for the individual, the 
ability to maintain income for longer means a stronger 
financial position, and less reliance on pensions, savings 
and superannuation for a shorter retirement. 

Another policy that Australia has implemented 
that may negate some impacts of an ageing population 
is increasing its migration intake. Australia has increased 
its migration since the mid-1990s, which introduces 
more adults at a reproductive age. Migration from 
China, India, United Kingdom and New Zealand has been 
increased through permanent and temporary migration 
(through skilled or student visas). Increased immigration 
has seen Melbourne and Sydney become among the 
fastest growing cities in a wealthy economy fuelled by 
migration and the real estate market. This again, puts 
pressure on housing affordability. 

Housing is increasingly becoming expensive 
in Australia where people are spending more of their 
income on housing, particularly as housing prices are 
rising much quicker than the average wage growth 
(see figure 1.1.4, 1.1.5 and 1.1.6). (This is acute with 
low-income households.) This has contributed to a 
lack of affordable housing for people right now, and 
as they age into the future, particularly for those who 
currently do not own a home. It is clear that the future 
of ageing tomorrow will be very different than today if 
the current trend continues. People will not be able to 
afford retirement let alone a house. Something needs 
to shift dramatically in Australian society to ensure 
people age with dignity.

Figure 1.1.1

• 1990 • 2000  • 2010 • 2018

The population pyramid by age is flattening

Figure 1.1.2
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Figure 1.1.3

• 25 –34  • 35–44  • 45–54 
• 55–64  • 65–74  • 75+

Home ownership rate by age of household reference 
person, based on Census data
(Source: Australian Parliament website)

Home ownership is falling fast for younger people: The 
graph of home ownership rates by age of household 
reveals a downward trend in the home ownership 
rate, except for the oldest Australians, due to higher 
property prices.

Figure 1.1.4

Figure 1.1.5

Share of all first home buyers receiving assistance from 
family or friend
(Source: The Grattan Institute)

Call on generous parents: As property prices have 
increased, more younger people are receiving help from 
their family and friends to purchase their first house.
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Housing is getting more expensive: A comparison of 
fulltime earnings and dwelling prices shows housing 
prices rose dramatically from the 1990s. Household 
income has grown, credit is easier to obtain while 
taxation policy favours home-ownership and 
investment in housing.

Figure 1.1.6
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• Liabilities • Home  • Other property 
• Super  • Other assets • All other wealth

Average wealth per household type, 2012, $’000s

Over half of household wealth is in property: The 
decrease in home ownership creates a challenge for the 
wealth and retirement of future generations.
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70m icecap melt

Comfortable temperature band 20-24°C

Figure 1.2.2

Figure 1.2.1

Annual mean temperatures (°C) in the year  
2100 across Australia
(Source: CSIRO and the Bureau of Meteorology, 2015)

Annual mean temperatures (°C) in the year  
2000 across Australia
(Source: CSIRO and the Bureau of Meteorology 2015)8      10      12      14      16      18      20      22     24      26      28      30     32   

1. Potential long-term 
decrease in number of 
tropical cyclones but 
increase in intensity

2. Annual average rainfall 
projections uncertain in 
northern Australia

3. Frequency and intensity 
of extreme daily rainfall 
to increase for most 
regions

4. Temperatures to rise with 
more hot days and fewer 
cool days
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to decrease in southern 
Australia with an increase in 
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1.2

Where we live tomorrow may be different to the present

Climate change is predicted to increase large-scale 
weather events, including more frequent storms, 
droughts, fires and heatwaves. This will create 
challenges to address in order to protect our most 
vulnerable citizens today and into the future.

The maps to the right show the annual mean 
temperature for the climate in the year 2000 (figure 
1.2.1), and in the late twenty-first century (figure 1.2.2). 
In figure 1.2.1 the 14, 20 and 26 degree Celsius contours 
are shown with solid black lines. In figure 1.2.2 the 
same contours from the original climate are plotted 
as dotted lines to provide the clearest depiction of the 
shifts in climate.

A comfortable ambient temperature band for 
the sedentary body is between the range of 18 and 
24 degrees Celsius. The minimum range increases to 
20 degrees for the very old. With the onset of more 
extreme temperature ranges in the next hundred years, 
this sees areas typically within the comfortable band 
range become hotter. This may support a shift in the 
current retirement migration trend (of people to  
South-Eastern Queensland and the Northern Rivers, 
including the popular destinations of the Gold Coast 
and Sunshine Coast, over the last few decades) to 
places further south.

Currently, the fastest rate of ageing is on 
Australia’s eastern coastline and the regions 
surrounding Adelaide while south-western Victoria  
and West Australia’s ageing population is growing  
(see figure 1.2.3).

Locations with the highest proportion of elderly 
people are on the coasts of Australia, which may be 
affected by rises in the water level if icecaps continue to 
melt to their predicted levels in one-hundred years time.
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Figure 1.2.3

• “Supercharged” regions
• High ageing-in-place
• Growing “superboomer” population
• Slowest rate of ageing
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• Average rate of ageing

Ageing rates in Australia
(Source: Regional Institute Australia, 2014)
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15. Tasmania
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16. Peel, WA
17. South West, WA
18. Central Coast, NSW
19. Barossa, SA
20. Grampians, VIC
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1.3

New Agency: Owning your future is not an exhibition

The data is clear. Growing older tomorrow will be very 
different than today. As the retirement of Australians 
relies upon the asset of the family home (with 
superannuation), and as home ownership is becoming an 
impossibility for a huge swathe of younger Australians, 
Sibling wondered how current trends shift future 
models of living for the elderly and for society? What 
does this mean for achieving retirement, structures 
of care and the housing unit? What models of home 
ownership can adapt to the maturing of society and a 
changing market economy?

In order to imagine what this future could be, 
Sibling transformed RMIT Design Hub Gallery into a 
research platform; gathering data, public conversations, 
design speculation and feedback about what 
constitutes home ownership during the later stages 
of life. This opens up the field of architectural inquiry 
to a wider group of actors, shares mutual knowledge 
with participants and acknowledges architectural 
production as a collective enterprise.

New Agency: Owning Your Future posed the 
above questions to examine and discuss the futures 
of housing through the lens of an ageing population. 
A dataset of trends, interviews and a troika of activity 
chambers—for reading, listening and talking—
provoked thinking around these topical questions. 
As part of the research, Sibling undertook a survey 
with 387 respondents accessible at RMIT Design Hub 
(Melbourne), Tin Sheds (Sydney) and online (through 
coverage on ABC Radio National), which was followed 
up by interviews with 40 people (20 over 65, 20 under 
30). The top three issues that concerned older people 
(above 65) related to the themes: community, mobility, 
health. People wanted to live near friends and family 
and have services near them. People were also 
concerned about alterations to their dwelling, such 
as the adaptation of the bathroom, split-levels, and 
stairs at the entry. The top three issues that concerned 
younger people (under 30) were community, finance and 
climate. While younger people also desired to be near 
friends and family, affordability and the threat of more 
frequent and changing weather events weighed more 
heavily with this cohort. Despite these differences, 
general trends included 77 percent think living in 
close proximity to health and services is important, 64 
percent would like to live with close friends. About 70 
percent would prefer to live with others. People wish to 
live closer together. This identifies that the challenge 
for architects is not only rethinking the housing delivery 
and ownership model, but also architectural elements 
that unite to make a home.

Key findings:

92% concerned about their bathroom

89% concerned about split-levels,  
especially stairs at the entry

11% concerned about multi-level housing

From top to bottom: 
A screen gallery of data and interviews. Photo: James Whiting 
Case studies on ageing. Photo: Tobias Titz 
The activity chamber with case studies on ageing. Photo: Tobias Titz 
The New Agency survey activity chamber. Photo: James Whiting
The New Agency survey. Photo: James Whiting
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From collective housing to extended travel, there are a 
variety of radical living arrangements available for the 
older generation.

How will you grow old?How will you grow old?
New Agency:
The future of dwelling and 
ageing—Senior living

2
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2.1

Different forms of collective living

Retirement living

Retirement living is for people over fifty-five, which 
combine independent living units with shared facilities 
in complexes commonly called retirement villages. Three 
quarters of retirement villages in Australia consist of the 
broadacre villa type; however, the market is diversifying 
to allow various typological options for ageing-in-place, 
including inner-city apartment buildings.

The incentive to downsize and exchange the family 
home for a smaller unit in an age-segregated community 
is catalysed by changes in household composition, 
increased recreational time, the need to access wealth 
retained in the family house, and the potential for 
assisted care into the future. The co-location of care has 
become important with one-third of retirement villages 
in Australia being near or containing assisted care. This 
becomes integral: if a resident’s conditions change, they 
can still live in the same location.

While senior living is marketed towards the over 
55s, the PwC/Property Council Retirement Census (2020) 
found the average age of entry is 75 years of age while 
the average age of current residents is 81. The most 
common tenure is a lifetime leasehold arrangement 
where residents secure a property and other rights 
through an upfront payment (that can make entry 
affordable), and a deferred payment upon departure 
along with an average $519 monthly fee. 

The inflexible tenure model is partly responsible 
for the market share of retirement villages steadying 
at around five percent of the seniors’ housing market 
over the last decade. The sector’s rental market is three 
times bigger and growing, so new tenure models, such 
as pre-paid and pay-as-you-go models, are coming onto 
the Australian market to offer more choice.

Aged-care

There is a public misconception that the majority of 
people enter aged-care homes as they grow older. In 
Australia, mainstream aged-care can include: residential 
aged care, home care and home support. In fact, most 
receive care in their home or in the community to delay 
the entry into residential aged-care, where 7 percent 
of those over 65 reside. Around two-thirds of people 
accessing aged-care services are women.

The typology of aged-care emerged from 
biomedical and technical requirements rather than 
considering what constitutes a home, but there 
have been recent efforts to replicate the domestic 
sphere in aged-care facilities, often through symbolic 
representation, such as material finishes. Being at home 
does not just require homely representation but homely 
acts. This has seen a trend towards individualism in 
aged-care where residents have more freedoms like 
deciding when to take their medicine or having access 
to a fridge for a snack. This extends to lighting being 
adjusted according to need. Autonomy nurtures dignity.

Almost half of the people in residential aged care 
in Australia have been diagnosed with dementia. Spatial 
cues can also assist in a more positive experience of 
residing in aged-care, particularly where orientation is 
not based on memory. Route identifiers (like colour), 
clear sightlines (with attractors or destinations) and 
looping paths aid residents not to think about how one 
gets from one place to another. The institutional corridor 
gives way to multi-sensory journeys with large external 
windows and break-out nodes for social connection, like 
tv, music and sitting spaces.
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Co-housing

Co-housing is the intentional grouping of people in 
private dwellings with dedicated communal facilities. 
Shared spaces may vary from kitchens, laundries and 
dining to recreational spaces. 

Co-housing groups buy land, fund the housing 
development, work closely with an architect so that the 
brief fits their needs and receive a home at cost (which 
can be around 15 percent in savings). Generally in 
Australia, each unit has its own strata title. 

A typical co-housing community is self-organised 
and -governed although the degree of resident 
participation and social contact varies in the design 
process and in everyday life. Whatever the level of 
interaction, mutual aid and support is one of the 
benefits of intentional communities, and this becomes 
important as people age and risk social isolation 
without family or institutional support.

Intentional communities can form through people 
sharing similar values or identities, such as relating 
to gender, sexuality, sustainability, age, religion and 
spirituality, geography, ethnicity or other shared 
experiences, including discrimination. Many co-housing 
projects are also intergenerational.1 

With women over 55 being the fastest growing 
group at risk of homelessness in Australia,2 and more 
likely to live alone, co-housing could be a way to 
provide more economic and social support for at-risk 
groups. New Ground Co-housing, established in 2016 
by a group of 26 women (aged from 52 to 89 in 2020) 
by the Older Women’s Co-housing (OWCH) group, 
caters to the needs of older women in London. Each 
of the twenty-five apartments has a private balcony or 
patio and access to a shared garden, and access to a 
common room, a laundry, and a guest suite. One-third 
of the complex is social housing. 

Intergenerational living

The increase in intergenerational households is a 
steadily growing trend in Australia since the 1980s. 
More than four million Australians currently share a 
home with their parents, their adult children or other 
members of their extended family. While this is an 
emerging form of household structure with Australians 
that have Western European heritage, it has been 
intrinsic to other cultures, particularly in East Asia, the 
Middle East, Southern Europe and within Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities. In China, 
for example, the concept of filial piety refers to the 
parent’s expectation of care from their adult children in 
return for the care provided by them to their children in 
their younger years. This is reflected in many traditional 
Chinese housing typologies that can accommodate 
intergenerational family structures. 

Increased cultural diversity in Australian cities 
have contributed to the rise of intergenerational 
household structures, however, economic factors have 
also been a significant driver. With the rise of living 
costs and housing unaffordability, there has been an 
increase in young adults staying in the family home for 
longer, ageing parents being cared for by their adult 
children in their own home, and parents with young 
children cohabiting with their elderly grandparents as 
an alternative to the cost of child care. 

The concept of intergenerational living may 
extend beyond the private family home to redefine 
institutional spaces and energise public places. Kotoen 
(see below) and Humanitas Deventer (see below) are 
two such examples where young and old are integrated 
into the one facility, disrupting conventional models 
of housing and care. These facilities not only take 
pressure off resources, but the social reciprocity 
garnered between young and old create richer, 
healthier and diverse environments.

Cruising

The mass cruise tourism industry has increased its 
growth in scale of passengers and ship-sizes in the last 
decade. In 2019, it was estimated 29.7 million people 
took a cruise, including around 1 million Australians. 40 
percent of Australians who took a trip in that year were 
over 60 years of age. 

The number and dimensions of ships have also 
dramatically increased. Currently, the biggest ships 
are able to carry as many as 6,000 passengers (with 
thousands more crew members).

The floating resorts offer an enclave of 
comfortable familiarity by offering complete leisure 
experiences—cinemas, casinos, pools, nightly 
entertainment, accommodation, food, and even 
medical services—that attract passengers who are not 
overcome by entrapment or catching a virus. Cruise 
ships even have small morgues.

For many over-60s, cruising can be a part-time 
alternative to being in one’s home. This is augmented 
by the fact that cruise liners also provides some 
amenities similar to assisted living facilities with on-
call medical services, cooking and housekeeping. It 
has also has an economic cost similar to assisted living 
facilities: it has been estimated that an average cruise 
is priced similar to that of an assisted living facility.3 
However, one would need to move between cruises to 
be permanently cast adrift.

The insular cruise ship communities are 
supported by insular technical systems as a cruise ship 
creates its own energy and water. It also generates 
significant waste (sewerage, waste water, grey water, 
air pollution, hazardous wastes) along with other 
negative maritime impacts.

Ageing-in-place

Most older Australians desire to age-in-place, that is, to 
stay in their current dwelling for as long as possible, in 
order to be close to existing and familiar social networks 
and physical infrastructure. The attachment to place can 
contribute to psychological well-being and belonging. 
However, as people grow older, their home (if they own 
one) may not suit their changing lifestyle.

One significant barrier and opportunity for 
ageing-in-place is the size of Australian houses, and 
their underutilisation. The Australian suburban house 
is considered one of the largest per square metre, on 
average, in the world. Typically the suburban house 
has been based on the heteronormative and Anglo-
Celtic concept of a universal biological family of 
mother, father and two children, but as people age-in-
place, many rooms are no longer used. Underutilised 
suburban lots could be intensified by the addition of 
accessible units, and by dividing and renting out part of 
the house. The renovation, addition or redevelopment 
of the family home may provide opportunity to make a 
home more fit for less occupants, more room for others, 
and share wealth. 

There are limitations on recently built 
apartments in major Australian cities: it is impossible 
to adapt these dwellings for wheelchair turning circles 
let alone the modification of a bathroom. There is a 
need to move beyond minimum apartment standards 
so people can age-in-place in their apartment. 
Designing for spatial flexibility gives people the option 
of adapting their home to suit their particular needs, 
wants and changing circumstances.

Possible ways to alter, infill and demolish on a typical 
suburban block

Suburban house

Infill: back patio

Alteration: garage conversion

Alteration: new dwellings

Demolish: new dwellings

Figure 2.1.1
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2.2

Home is where the logical family is

The twentieth century concept of the heteronormative 
nuclear family—mum, dad and two kids—is an 
anachronism. There is no norm. There can be a 
constellation of family structures: children and parents 
(single, adoptive, multi-partner, multi-gender and 
single-gender parents, carers), households without 
children (singles, couples, multiple partners and share-
households), and multi-family and -generational homes.

The term ‘logical family’ may be more apt to 
describe a family today. It was popularised in gender 
and sexually diverse communities in the early 2000s, 
used to describe the new family that was adopted after 
being rejected by one’s own, after coming out. In his 
2007 novel Michael Tolliver Lives, Armistead Maupin 
used the term ‘logical family’ where the characters 
in the novel negotiate their relationships with both 
biological and logical families. 

The logical family does not need to replace a 
biological family; the concept signals that a family is 
one that you identify with, a family with shared values, 
goals and responsibilities.

2.3

An intergenerational household

L   I’m Laurie Butcher. I’m Sam’s grandfather. His 
mother is my younger daughter. They’ve been living with 
us for twenty-two years. They moved in approximately 
two years after they were married.

S   I’m Sam, Laurie’s grandson. It was really 
cool growing up and having our grandparents right 
there all the time. Everyone loves their grandparents 
growing up. They lived next door, and they picked 
us up from school every day. We didn’t need a 
babysitter or go to daycare during holidays as 
they’d be there. My cousins would come over in the 
holidays when their mother dropped them off from 
work. You grow up in this environment, and it was 
just normal for us. 

J   I’m Jenny, and I’m Laurie’s second daughter.

P   I’m Paul, and I’m Jenny’s husband, 
Laurie’s son-in-law, and Sam’s father... It 
was a bit of an accident. Before we first 
moved there [to the site], as it was seven 
acres, we thought we were going to move 
to the back of the block as there was 
another road. But we weren’t allowed to 
build there because of the zoning so it had 
to be one house. That worked out well. We 
have a common study, and we live on one 
end, and Laurie and Elizabeth lived on the 
other side.

S   It’s two separate houses. We built on to 
Pa’s house with the study. We continued a deck 
that stretches along one side of the house. There’s 
separate kitchens, bathrooms, bedrooms. But there’s 
no locked doors or anything. It’s still very much 
shared space as we don’t feel uncomfortable going 
in to each other’s houses.

J   On the weekends, we catch up and maybe 
have breakfast, lunch, dinner or coffee and that 
sort of thing. We’re not living in each other’s 
pockets, but the kids were always next door at 
mum and dad's, especially when they were little.

L   My wife developed Alzheimer’s. It was good to 
have Paul and Jenny there, on call, all of the time. We 
didn’t feel as though we were isolated. We never knew 
what was going to happen. And when finally Elizabeth 
went into care, I still had them there just in case. 

S   Mum has said multiple times to stay and 
build on the house. And it would be really fun 
to do that to your childhood house… if I had the 
money. We have enough land to be able to make a 
commune there.

L   The building could be seven acres.

S   In the future it does depend upon money. My 
friends and I don’t think we’ll ever be able to afford 
a house in our lifetime. Maybe that’s the only option, 
to take over the family home, keep it running, and 
stay. Renovate, build, put your money into that, 
opposed to putting it into a mortgage that you will 
be paying for your whole life.

P   Real estate is a big asset. For older 
people it’s a way of getting something 
to retire too. If you have to have an 
extended family it’s the issue that it’s my 
superannuation to some extent. It’s the 
challenge that we have now.

Intergenerational household: Lawrence Butcher, Paul Torre, Samuel Torre and Jenny Torre

NORCs

Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities (NORCs) 
refers to an apartment building, suburb or town that 
has a significant proportion of the population over 
60 years of age. This demographic can occur through 
ageing-in place along with emigration (young people 
moving out of the location, such as moving out of the 
family home) and migration (older people moving to a 
location, such as due to weather).

Targeted service delivery towards NORCs 
emerged in New York City, USA, in the 1980s, with 
the development of services for apartment building 
residents to support ageing-in-place as the housing 
was not planned to accommodate seniors. NORCs 
can provide a community-based model for ageing-in-
place through making a location more age-friendly, 
including by providing: assistance with activities 
(transport, cleaning, repairs, shopping, meals, 
technology support), healthcare (exercise, advocacy, 
medical services), social services (legal, employment, 
financial) and civic engagement activities (recreational 
and volunteer activities).4 The US model that supports 
service delivery in NORCs has been propagated by the 
non-profit and private sector.

There is room in Australia for public policy to 
intersect with community sector support of NORCs to 
make activities more sustainable. The efforts to support 
NORCs could extend beyond services to the physical 
adaptation of a neighbourhood: public bathrooms, 
street furniture, increased street crossing times, 
accessibility amenities (ramps, handrails, lowered 
curbs), common spaces, and infrastructure to support 
the aforementioned activities.5

The recognition and support of NORCs 
rationalises services for an ageing population. 
Improvements to ageing-in-place can reduce social 
isolation, promote civic engagement, enhance access to 
healthcare along with social services and activities. 
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Humanitas Deventer

Humanitas Deventer is a unique intergenerational 
aged care facility in the Netherlands that has come 
out of a reciprocal need from two different groups of 
people. In 2012, the Dutch government significantly 
reduced funding care costs for citizens 80 years and 
over, placing extra stress on care facilities and their 
carers. Many facilities cannot provide appropriate levels 
of care due to the lack of funds and staffing support. 
This prompted Humanitas in Deventer to look at other 
means for resources and assistance, drawing attention 
to another group of people with a need. 

In the Netherlands, there is a shortage of 
affordable housing for students. Humanitas invited six 
university students to live in their community rent-
free in exchange for 30 hours of volunteer time per 
month. The outcome of the arrangement has been 
beneficial for both the residents and the students, not 
just economically, but socially too. Students who live 
at the facility are seen as a positive addition to this 
community. They offer a social return on investment 
against loneliness and improve the quality-of-life 
of older residents through their daily interactions. 
Simultaneously, students live in a context that lowers 
the economic burdens of student housing in the 
Netherlands while also gaining a new perspective on life 
from their older, more experienced neighbours.

In Australia, students are exposed to the same 
conditions as their Dutch counterparts. In Melbourne 
for example, many students live below the poverty line 
paying anywhere between $25,000-$52,000 for housing.

2.4

Forms of intergenerational connection 

Babayaga House
 
Babayaga is a self-initiated co-housing project for 
elderly women in Paris. A case was presented to the 
government that money over time would be saved 
by investing in the construction of the housing 
arrangement, since residents would not have to rely 
on state-run homes. The project was developed with 8 
different government agencies, which contributed funds 
for the development.

The apartment building has 25 flats: 21 for the 
elderly, 4 for students. Residents contribute 10 hours 
to household chores a week, alleviating need for care 
workers. The ground floor is social space that connects 
to the wider community.

In Australia, women on average retire with half 
as much superannuation as men; women over the age 
of 50 are the fastest growing group of homeless people 
in Australia. Could the Babayaga model inspire a new 
self-governed methodology of housing for groups such 
as ageing women?

Yoro Shisetsu: Kotoen

Yoro Shisetsu, a ‘facility for young and old’, refers to 
joint aged- and child-care facilities first developed in 
Japan in the late 1970s as it was facing the challenge 
of an ageing population. Due to post-war poverty, 
aged care facilities became a necessary part of social 
services and were supported by the government or 
philanthropy. In Japan, these were stigmatised as it was 
counter to the cultural tradition of filial piety.

The first joint aged- and child-care facility called 
Kotoen is still in operation today. Originally, the Kotoen 
aged-care facility was adjacent to a child-care facility, 
and the two would occasionally share in festivities 
and celebrations. The noticeable social and health 
benefits, or ‘fureai’ (the Japanese term for meaningful 
connection between people of different ages), prompted 
the integration of both facilities into one operation. 
Here, young children are immersed in a diverse 
community where they learn respect and consideration 
for elders from an early age. Likewise, the elderly have 
improved mental health through greater interaction 
with young children, including taking on volunteer roles 
in looking after the children.

This model of intergenerational care has gone on 
to inspire similar models of integrated aged and child 
care facilities in Europe and the United States.

Photo: Humanitas DeventerThe Babayagas cut the ribbon. Photo: Babayagaplace.ca

2.5

Guided visualisation to imagine your future

It can be exhausting to imagine what the world will be 
like in five years time, let alone imagine how one will 
grow older in twenty years time. To think freely about 
your future, below is a visualisation task. Find a quiet 
place to lie down, turn on some relaxing music, and get 
another person to slowly read out the below text. 

Welcome to your future. Please lie down, on your back, 
arms loosely at your sides. Close your eyes.

~ Peaceful background music ~

Breathe in. And out. And in. And out.  
Let your body relax, your physicality drift 
away.

Think of the people who mean the most to you
Imagine them all together. Where would this be? 
On a dancefloor? An outdoor lunch on a summer 
afternoon? Sitting around a campfire?

Do they get along?

Who would you take to a desert island? Or on 
a mission to Mars? Who would be ideal fellow 
contestants in your own Big Brother household?

Now, imagine 10 years into the future, the year 2028. 
How old are you? Where are you? Remember, this is 
your vision. It can be anything you want it to be.

Imagine now where you are living.

Imagine your favourite people live with you too. 
What would this look like? How much distance do 
you need from each other?

What kinds of things do you like to do together?

Are there children living with you?

Are there people coming and going? Are you coming 
and going? Where?

Now, imagine 30 years into the future, the year 
2048. Developments in gene modifications 
and health technologies are expanding life 
expectancy. How old are you? Where are you?

It may be that you spend more time in the metaverse (a 
collective virtual shared space) than the physical realm. 
Automated vehicles may help distances to collapse. You 
are still living with your favourite people—you are all a 
lot older now. How has your lifestyle changed?

What kind of community or neighbourhood 
will you be a part of?

Who will care for you?

Remember, this is your vision. It can be anything you 
want it to be.

Slowly, bring your awareness back to your 
breath. Breathe in. And out. And in. And 
out. In your own time, start to notice your 
body, the world around you. When you are 
ready, open your eyes and sit up. You are 
now ready to progress to the next page.

~ Peaceful background music fades  ~

The guided visualisation in the exhibition. Photo: Tobias Titz
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Grey nomads have recast the image of Australia’s 
ageing population. Could future generations end up 
following in their footsteps because they can no longer 
work and stay in one place? Does the grey nomad 
lifestyle provide a model for living remotely?

Will your house Will your house 
 outlive you? outlive you?

READERREADER

New Agency:
The future of ageing and 
dwelling—Grey Nomads

3
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3.1

Looking for a seachange

Every other year, retired couples go in convoy, some 
5,000 kilometres in their campervan from southeastern 
Australia to Broome in the far northwest for a change 
of lifestyle and scenery. There they catch up with other 
couples from across the nation, who often converge on 
the beach for communal dinners. The journey north can 
last several weeks.

Jan   We started travelling back in 2010. 
We went to a caravan show in Melbourne, found 
a van  that we liked, and decided we’d give it a 
go. As a result of that, we have made quite a lot 
of trips, including five trips to Broome.

Jürgen   We walked in, and we 
were in there no longer than five minutes. 
Walking past a caravan, it just folded out. 
And we were like, this is amazing. Then it 
folds down. It’s lower than the height of 
your car. To tow it: it’s really easy.

Ja   Broome: it’s a really lovely town. 
Its population is about 15,000. We feel at home. 
There are coffee shops, nice restaurants, and a 
really casual feel. For me, the fact there’s other 
people we know over there is a motivating factor 
to keep on going back. Most years, six other 
couples from where we live in Victoria also have 
gone. We usually join up with them, and have 
barbecues and drinks at the campsite or on the 
beach, and watch the sunset. There’s one guy in 
the group that does huge seafood paellas on the 
beach. And there can be up to fifty people. You 
bring your own chairs, plates and drinks.

Travellers, including grey nomads, contribute to a 
“roaming economy”: decentralised dwelling results 
in decentralised spending. The Western Australian 
government estimated in its Caravan and Camping 
Visitor Snapshot 2016 report that 1.54 million domestic 
visitors spent time in caravans or camping, contributing 
more than A$1 billion to the state economy.

Jü   We’ve been up the east 
coast. The camping grounds we went to, 
there were people of similar ages but they 
were in bed by 5pm, or in their slippers, 
and ready to go to bed. We thought, well, 
that’s not for us. The next year we went 
up to Exmouth, Carnarvon and Broome 
with two other couples. There was totally 
different people in the camping ground. 
They all wanted to do things rather than 
be in the caravans by themselves. Once we 
experienced that, we realised Broome was 
the place to be.

Ja   When we brough the van, it was 
essential to us that we could host people inside 
if the weather wasn’t good, such as to play cards 
or sit and have a chat. When we’re in Broome, 
because of the weather, we are only inside to 
sleep. We don’t eat any of our meals indoors. We 
set up a table and chairs under an awning. We 
can be outside all of the time. 

Jü   There’s the awning, and also 
a gazebo, so we can have a dozen or so 
people at a time.

Ja    I like to be on a site close to the 
bathroom and near the swimming pool. I like 
big sites, and areas with barbecues so we don’t 
have to use our own. Last year, there were tables 
and chairs near the barbecues. Five out of seven 
nights we spent time with two other couples 
barbecuing near the swimming pool.

Jü   The best thing about that is 
you don’t have to clean up. 

Ja   In our social group in Port Fairy, 
we’ve been friends for 40 years. A lot of us, we 
all travel quite a lot whether it be to Europe or 
overseas. One friend annually goes to Istanbul 
for 2-3 months; we have others that go to 
Queensland. We follow the warmth. Magnetic 
Island is another favourite spot, as is Darwin. 
Wherever there is sunshine, we all enjoy that. 
Living outdoors is what appeals to me.

Jü   We don’t wish to lock into 
a holiday home with its purchasing and 
running costs, which would be a lot more 
expensive than buying a caravan and 
travelling up there. That’s the main factor. 
The one other thing is that you always 
have  to go back to the holiday house to 
make it worth your while. We do go back 
to Broome, but we don’t have a week of 
maintenance when we arrive. It’s easier to 
tow your van.

According to the Campervan & Motorhome Club of 
Australia, RV drivers spend an average of $770 per 
week. And their value to a remote place extends beyond 
economic capital to human capital. Grey nomads often 
provide labour (such as gardening, house-sitting or 
their pre-retirement professional skills) in exchange for 
a place to park or for extra income.

Jü   I think the grey nomads came 
about en masse with the introduction of 
superfunds in Australia, which gave far 
greater independence for retirees than the 
pension. I don’t mind being called a grey 
nomad. It goes with my hair colour. What’s 
wrong with that? The connotation with 
grey nomads is that you have a freedom, 
which after working for so long, I think its 
well-earnt.

Ja   They say that the babyboomers, 
which we are a part of, are quite a wealthy 
cohort. Whether our children will have the liberty 
to do it in the same way, I don’t know.



28 29SIBLING ARCHITECTUREReader—3 The future of ageing and dwelling—Grey NomadsNew Agency:

Grey nomads: Jürgen and Jan Braun

3.2

After-work: The nomadic life of the baby boomer

Turn on, tune in, drop out. The catchphrase of the 
countercultural movement popularised by Timothy Leary 
highlighted the wanderlust of a generation keen to turn 
away from society and go off grid. And to resist socio-
economic, institutional, and spatial norms by “dropping 
out” usually meant to move to rural, remote, and mobile 
communities in order to physically separate from the 
mainstream or reject systems of capitalist labour.1 But, 
how to get there? The Volkswagen (VW) Type2, the first 
mobile camper van—affectionately called the kombi in 
Australia—became a symbol of this free spirit as many 
hippies, trippers, and droppers left urban centers.2

The VW hippiewagon may no longer be 
in production, but some of the countercultural 
generation—now recast as baby boomers—are still 
dropping out (or trying it for the first time). In fact, the 
ageing population in wealthy economies has seen an 
increase in a type of nomadic urbanism, not for the 
purposes of subsistence from the land, but in fact for 
very different, leisurely reasons. Seniors are flocking 
to the countryside in caravans, campervans, and 
recreational vehicles (RVs). As these “grey nomads” 
withdraw after a lifetime of work and embark on a life 
of leisure, they bring their own forms of subjectivity, 
collectivity, and spatial practices with them.3 Architect 
Deane Simpson argues that within the nomadic elderly 
class, radical experiments in contemporary urbanism 
have emerged—forms of mobile domesticity, sparse 
networked communities, and plug-in infrastructure—
pursued by people who are often typecast as 
conservative or immobile.4 What can we learn from 
the context that has given rise to grey nomads and 
observations around their spatial practices to inform 
our possible future? What does the unique domesticity 
of these itinerant senior citizens tell us about the 
effects of housing policies and what might it portend 
in a time of rapidly changing labour practices and 
increasing real estate financialisation?

The upwardly mobile senior

Grey nomads were first chronicled in the eponymous 
1997 Australian documentary, which explored the lives 
of elder Australians as they traversed the continent in 
search of freedom during retirement. The term refers 
to people over fifty-five who independently travel 
for extended periods of time, from a few months to 
over a year.5 It is estimated that tens of thousands 
of grey nomads are on the road around Australia 
at any given time. Decoupled from the workforce 
through retirement, they have a perceived freedom 
to choose where they want to go and what they 
want to do. They roam the countryside by caravan, 
motorhome, campervan, or converted bus, tapping into 
infrastructures, following the sun, and watching Netflix 
on the run.

Australian grey nomads are quite different 
from the North American “snowbird” despite having 
superficial similarities. The grey nomads of Australia 
travel farther and move more frequently—with some 
traveling between three-hundred and five-hundred 
kilometres on one day. Grey nomads actively refrain 
from being “organised” or taking part in “managed” 
activities and thus avoid resorts or camps, which 
their North American counterparts tend to prefer.6 
The radical lifestyle of the grey nomads means that 
they travel long distances, move regularly, and are 

not organised within structured communities at each 
destination. The occurrence of mobile or travelling 
retirees is commonplace in Europe and in other wealthy 
nations; however, these groups are more likely to 
buy properties abroad or partake in organised mass 
tourism.7 Despite these long distances, and unlike their 
European brethren, Australian grey nomads remain 
within similar cultural and linguistic groups.

A home away from home

For grey nomads, a home away from home does not 
mean rejecting the idea of the house entirely. Uprooting 
the home from its footings onto wheels does not 
mean that mainstream notions of domesticity are 
abandoned. Although commonly a single space without 
“rooms” or spatial divisions, the caravan or RV is 
often a miniaturisation of the typical suburban home—
downsizing from an average Australian household size 
of 214 to 21 square meters. The internal layout replicates 
the archetypal zones of domesticity, with the “kitchen,” 
“bedroom,” “bathroom,” and “living spaces” all visible 
within the interior assemblage. The Avida Topaz 
Caravan, a top-selling model in Australia, is described 
on its website as having a spacious bedroom area at 
the front of the caravan, the living area with kitchen is 
central, and the bathroom is at the rear.8  
The demarcation of space occurs as an instruction to 

the inhabitants, guiding their domestic behaviours 
and rituals: the kitchen is for cooking, the bedroom for 
sleeping, the lounge room for relaxing; although these 
may also occur within the same unpartitioned space.

Experimental architecture practices of the 
1960s and 70s explored mobile living typologies 
with innovation and exuberance. Projects such as 
Archigram’s Walking City (1964) or Mario Bellini’s Kar-
A-Sutra mobile living environment (1972) offered radical 
propositions of dwelling on the move, which rejected 
domestic assumptions and architectural conventions 
of the time. Despite this rich precedent, new caravans 
marketed to the middle class boast customisation 
and personalisation to mimic that of suburban mass-
produced homes. The Avida website continues: 
“Options that can be selected to customise the look 
and feel to match your taste and décor,” including the 
ability to specify the stone throughout and bench tops, 
cabinetry colours, floor vinyl, and upholstery.9 Here 
the spatial interiors of the caravan or RV reinforce 
notions of traditional Australian middle-class living and 
presents the strange paradox that although the way of 
life is quite radical, the architectural apparatus is not.

Marketing for these vehicles reinforces this 
paradox; they sell a carefree and nomadic lifestyle 
without ties to responsibility yet attainable from the 
comforts of a miniaturised suburban home. Jayco, 
one of the largest manufacturers of Australian 
caravans, boasts on its website that its Silverline 
model will have “enough features to make living easy, 

Floorplan of Avida’s CV7052SL Topaz Caravan
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your Jayco Caravan will mean never having to go 
home again. Because home will be wherever you’re 
parked.” Home can be anywhere and everywhere, 
but it should still include the organising principles 
of the suburban home. The mundane compression of 
the interior is offset by the extension of the exterior 
property boundary or the sightlines through the front 
windscreen possibly to the horizon.

Just as the internal layout and spatial 
arrangement mimics the suburban domestic 
environment so, too, does the way the unit interacts 
with other units and the broader areas in which it 
becomes stationary. Deane Simpson writes that “this 
space is frequently organised in a similar way to the 
typical suburban domestic landscape through the 
articulation of semiprivate, semi-public, and public 
spaces as well as the oriented conditions of: ‘front’ and 
‘back.’”10 The awning becomes a marker of an outdoor 
space for socialising and gathering between inhabitants 
in the caravan park. Lounging in a foldout chair out 
front signals you are open for a chat and a cuppa tea (or 
beer if it’s past sundown).

Plugging in

Grey nomads are a highly visible group, often to be seen 
towing their caravans or driving their motor homes, 
kombis, caravans, tour buses, and campervans along 
regional highways and coastal roads, always on the 
move and rarely staying in a single spot for more than 
a few weeks. Between these vectors are a network 
of campsites, caravan parks, and public parking. 
Here, grey nomads can form temporary and informal 
community structures that are sparsely distributed 
across semi-arid or coastal Australia. These networks 
are continually expanding from official state and 
local government sites to remote properties linked by 
informal networks on message boards or advertised 
sites online (such as youcamp or wikicamps).

When congregating with other grey nomads, 
basic attractors include free camping places, access 
to flushing toilets, fuel stops, hot showers, fresh 
water, shade, and power sites, and the ability to light 
fires. Beyond these rudimentary amenities however, 
a study by Mandy Pickering identified that the 
qualitative aspects of a site were far more important 
in relation to campsite selection. The attributes of a 
site were often described similarly to that of an urban 
block: through an evaluation of its views, location, 
position accessibility, privacy, and the monetary value 
afforded by entrance fees to organised campsites.11 
It was found that the overarching criteria was the 
perceived “authenticity of the site,” described in 
terms of the proximity of natural attractions as 
well as the perceived “physical and psychological 
freedom” associated with the site. In the study, the 
term “physical freedom” was used by respondents to 
describe a sense of remote physical space, surrounded 
by an abundance of natural landscapes and elements 
to explore nearby; “psychological freedom” was the 
desire to get back to basics and shrug off anything 
that might tie them to the formalised rules negotiated 
in everyday life, with physical proximity translating 
into psychological discomfort. “Another thing we don’t 
want is suburbia. We’re getting away from that!”12 one 
respondent professed.

These roadside retirees also have economic 
pull to remote places. Decentralised living results in 
corresponding decentralised capital expenditure, with 
so many grey nomads on the move paying for food, 
petrol, accommodation, and other services, the “grey 
dollar” has become an integral part of some rural 
economies. Roaming grey nomads have revealed much 
about the effects of a nomadic population contributing 
to declining rural zones through social and economic 
capital and labour or volunteering. Many landowners 

Mario Bellini’s Kar-A-Sutra, a mobile living environment realised for 
MoMA’s Italy: The New Domestic Landscape (1972). Courtesy of Mario 
Bellini. Photo: Valerio Castelli

End of the day in Coonabarabran, New South Wales. 
Photo: Peter and Karenne Holland

Interior view of the Jayco Silverline Caravan

offer work (such as maintenance, gardening, farm help, 
housesitting) in exchange for a free place to dock or 
stay over; this contribution through human capital 
provides a mutually beneficial relationship to rural 
communities and nomads alike.

After work

A growth in partaking in this wandering way of life has 
been made possible by the increased life expectancies 
in wealthy economies throughout the last century; 
people are living longer and in better health.13 This 
shift has resulted in a demographic of active, healthy 
retirees who are largely free from the burdens of 
work, study, and family care and at the same time are 
unconstrained by most of the physical and mental 
impediments defining traditional old age.14 Over the last 
forty years, as this cohort has expanded, time spent 
in “retirement” has transformed from being a phase 
of inertia to being one now presented as a period of 
continued personal growth and exploration for the 
elderly across wealthy economies.

The proliferation of the grey nomad is tied not 
only to an ageing population but to governmental 
policies of legislated superannuation and 
homeownership in which individuals and couples 
fund their own retirement. Currently, in the idealised 
capitalist economy, the working subject is retained 
until a time when they can be free to enjoy leisure 
and explore the unknown where their bodily output 
is no longer linked to labour or financial production. 
Nomadism is a reward after a lifetime of permanent 
work, a rebuff of the societal and economic systems 
that during the twentieth century largely tied a 
working subject to a single static place geographically.

The prospect of a wealthy retirement in Australia 
for this cohort has typically been made possible 
through the purchasing of property during one’s 
working life. Baby boomers were assisted by a tool kit 
of schemes or levers (negative gearing, capital gains 
tax concessions, first-home owners grants, and record-
low interest rates) to buy up big. These assets, with 
values skyrocketing over the last decade, are then sold 
or rented to fund the twilight year’s trip. Nearly half of 
grey nomads interviewed in field research conducted 
in 2007 admitted that they had sold their homes to 
finance the trip.15 A mobile life requires the reduction 
of material possessions—even the house itself. But in 
the “lucky country” of Australia, the current cohort of 
baby boomer grey nomads, both Anglo-Australian and 
comfortably middle class, have profited from an urban 
life and twentieth-century financial structures to afford 
their escapism to the hinterland.

However, under current systems where 
retirement has stretched to twenty-plus years, this 
twilight zone of leisure is not a realistic future option 
for a large part of the population who are being asked 
to work for longer and who may never own their own 
home. The grey nomad may be just a momentary 
phase. The extension of a life of leisure may soon be 
impossible as people become so indebted that they 
are no longer able to retire. While grey nomads are 
primarily privileged baby boomers, their way of life 
reveals much about physical and digital infrastructures 
that support and facilitate nomadic living. This 
subcultural form of living may instead be a precursor 
of a life for future generations—not one of nomadic 
leisure but one of nomadism—following cheaper land, 
going off the grid or working remotely.

Grey nomads reframe the perception of the 
elderly from needing concentrated care (retirement 
homes and hospices) or ageing-in-place (in an isolated 
“empty nest”) into one that requires distributed 
infrastructure and mobile homes. While this nomadic 
young-old age may not be a option for future 
generations, it does offer clues to an alternative 
form of urbanism that is rural and networked where 
dwellings are not fixed, lives are uprooted every other 
day or week, and essential infrastructure (such as 
water and electricity) are plugged in or produced 
off-grid. It may signal a future urbanism that is post-
geography, where the city has no boundary. Or can 
this way of life provide some insights into how society 
might live when labour is removed through automation 
and we go off searching for experiences in a life of 
endless leisure?

Borg, A., & Moore, T.  (2018). "After-Work: The Nomadic 
Life of the Baby Boomer." Avery Review 29.

Grey nomads, Peterborough, South Australia.  
Photo: Tamsin Slater

Aerial view of Osprey Campground. Courtesy of Tourism Western 
Australia



32 33SIBLING ARCHITECTUREReader—3 The future of ageing and dwelling—Grey NomadsNew Agency:

1. Scott, Felicity D. (2010). “Episodes in the Refusal of Work.” 
Volume(24): 34–39.

2. Simpson, Deane. “RV Urbanism.” In ed. Eckardt, Frank. Media 
and Urban Space: Understanding, Investigating and Approaching 
Mediacity. Berlin: Franke and Timme, 2008: 233–258.

3. Simpson, Deane. “Mobilities of the Third Age,” In ed. Blaakilde, 
Anne Leonora and Gabriella Nilsson. (2013). “Nordic Seniors on 
the Move: Mobility and Migration in Later Life.”  Lund Studies in 
Arts and Cultural Sciences(4): 203–220.

4. Simpson, Deane. “RV Urbanism.” 233–258.
5. Onyx, Jenny and Rosemary Leonard. (2005). “Australian Grey 

Nomads and American Snowbirds: Similarities and Differences.” 
Journal of Tourism Studies 16(1): 61–68. 

6. Onyx, Jenny and Rosemary Leonard. “Australian Grey Nomads 
and American Snowbirds.” 61–68.

7. European Union. “People in the EU: Statistics on an Ageing 
Society,” Eurostat: Statistics Explained. June 2015.

8. “Topaz Caravan,” Avida.
9. “Topaz Caravan,” Avida.
10. Simpson, Deane. (2015). Young-Old: Urban Utopias of an Aging 

Society. Zurich: Lars Müller Publishers. 472. 
11. Pickering, Mandy. (2004). “Towards an Understanding of the Grey 

Nomad Consumer.” Master’s thesis: Edith Cowan University, 64.
12. Pickering, Mandy. “Towards an Understanding of the Grey 

Nomad Consumer.” 40. 
13. William Reece. (2004) “Are Senior Leisure Travellers Different?” 

Journal of Travel Research(43): 11–18.
14. Simpson, Deane. Young-Old: Urban Utopias of an Aging Society.
15. Onyx, Jenny and Rosemary Leonard. (2007). “The Grey Nomad 

Phenomenon: Changing the Script of Aging.” Journal of Aging and 
Human Development(64): 381–398.

Apartment

Willow Apartments
Location: Collingwood, Melbourne

Size: 46m2
Price: $475,000
Price/m2: $10,326

Body corporate: $2,100
Council rates: $936
Electricity: $1,274.40
Water: $523
Total: $4,833.40

3.3

The trade-off of going off

While mobility may be an attraction to the life of the 
grey nomad, the typical price per square metre for 
the motorhome is more expensive than a suburban 
home. The trade-off is the potential to rent out a home 
to pay off the annual expenses of remote living, and 
maintaining a foothold in the suburbs.

Caravan

Avida CV7052SL Topaz Caravan
Location: Anywhere

Size: 17.36m2
Price: $94,990

Insurance: $700
Powered caravan park site: (50/n) $18,100
Registration: $58.10
Gas: (pw/$8.81) $458.12
Total: $19,316.22

3.4

The motorhome repeats patterns of static  
domestic living

The floorplan of Avida’s CV7052SL Topaz Caravan (70s 
series) repeats the familiar domestic settings of the 
suburban home within 20 square-metres

A typical off-the-plan home is cheaper to purchase per 
square-metre than a premium caravan or motorhome

House

JG King Homes Spice 171 
Location: Sunbury, Melbourne

House size: 171.07m2; lot: 313m2 
Price: $165,595; with land $419,985
Price/m2: $968; $1,341.80

Insurance: $1,228 
Council rates: $1,388.30
Electricity: $1,286
Gas: $1,248
Water: $1,898.70
Total: $8,277

An innercity apartment may have cheaper annual costs 
than a motorhome or caravan
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Housing affordability in Australia is deteriorating. 
This is a problem for the young with home ownership 
becoming out of reach for many future Australians. 
What happens if you are not able to own a home?

What kind of ancestor What kind of ancestor 
 do you want to be? do you want to be?

READERREADER

New Agency:
The future of ageing and 
dwelling—Adapting the model
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4.1 

Challenges to the model 

There is an increasing trend of older people in 
Australian cities who cannot afford to age-in-place. 
This cohort will expand into the future when today’s 
young grow older and are no longer able to own their 
home prior to retirement. There are many factors that 
exacerbate this condition. 

1. Home ownership tomorrow; 
Wage growth has not kept up with the fast 
growth in property values. As such, home 
ownership has become even further out of reach 
for middle-income Australians, let alone people 
on below-average incomes. 

2. Rental costs;  
Average rental costs outweigh government 
pensions. 

3. Superannuation/retirement; 
The average super balance at retirement is just 
$197,000 for men, and $105,000 for women. An 
average couple needs just over $500,000 to 
ensure a comfortable retirement, which also 
assumes ownership of a home. 

4. Exiting Australian cities; 
Typically younger professionals move to the 
suburbs in order to purchase a home. Others, 
particularly single women, move out due to 
unaffordability as they grow older. Some students 
cannot afford to rent in cities.

4.2 

Changing the model

There are many models that have emerged that provide 
an alternative to the typical market-driven housing 
market found in many Australian cities, suburbs and 
regions, outside of the home occupier detached house 
or investor apartment. What models of housing can 
benefit our elders today and tomorrow? It depends 
upon what we are prepared to share.

1. Home-ownership needs to be challenged: how 
can we make renting more desirable? 

2. Find finances: how do we find finance for non-
typical market development models? 

3. Decouple land and property value: how can one 
detach property value from the skyrocketing 
price of land? 

4. Designing for whole-of-life: how can we address 
the ageing demographic through the design of 
affordable housing?

Other models of developing housing are urgently 
needed. There are many alternative options to typical 
speculative real estate projects, including: build-
to-rent, Nightingale, Swiss cooperative housing, 
baugruppe, tiny homes, public housing, Airbnb and 
community land trusts.

Nightingale

Nightingale is an architect-driven medium-density 
housing model for owner-occupiers. Nightingale 
circumvents significant costs to a typical apartment 
purchase price, such as the desire for project investors 
to increase returns of over 20 percent, via equity 
investors providing a loan at a fixed return of up to 
15 percent with savings passed on to the apartment 
owners. Costs are further reduced through shared 
amenities (such as a communal laundry and rooftop) 
and the reduction of car-parking. They are not only 
cheaper to purchase, but also to run, with cross-
ventilation and thermal massing bypassing the need 
for air-conditioning. These passive design principles 
are matched with the model being 100 percent carbon-
neutral and green-powered.

Apartments are sold to owner-occupiers at  
cost through a ballot, and a covenant restricts the sell-
on price for more than the median neighbourhood price. 
While Nightingale is an affordable middle-class housing 
option, it also targets low-income earners and key 
workers with approximately 20 percent of its apartments 
are reserved for community housing providers. 

The model, developed by Breathe Architecture in 
Melbourne, is replicable and scaleable; a licence for the 
intellectual property is available for other architects 
to deliver the type elsewhere through not-for-profit 
Nightingale Housing.

Community land trust

A community land trust (CLT) is a non-profit 
community-based organisation that provides 
affordable housing and other amenity. In the creation 
of affordable housing, a typical CLT holds land in 
perpetuity while the housing is owned or rented by 
community members. This removes land from market 
speculation with CLTs able to keep the sell-on price or 
rent at an affordable amount. In jurisdictions where 
land and building can not be separated on the title, 
shared equity may be possible.

A CLT is self-governed through a board and wide 
community membership from the self-identified local 
area. The CLT holds an interest in the property upkeep 
as the project remains a community asset. 

Financing land purchase and housing 
construction is the biggest hurdle with various 
methods used across CLTs: from support through 
philanthropic organisations, public subsidy, 
membership fees and pro bono services.1

CLTs can provide housing across networked 
urban or rural sites in a variety of typologies from 
detached housing to high-rise towers.

Public housing

Public housing in Australia is housing owned by 
government authorities provided to low-income 
households with priority to people with special needs, 
which can include people aged 55 years and over. 

Each country has variations in public housing 
supply. For example, public housing constitutes 
about 4 percent of Australia’s housing market while in 
Singapore, approximately 80 percent of citizens live in 
public housing, which are purchased on 99-year leases. 
The income limit to apply for public housing in the state 
of Victoria is $1,048 per week (from October 1, 2020) 
with the rent being no more than 25 percent of the total 
household income. In Sweden, there is no income limit.
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on the project’s market value without the usual project 
management and marketing costs.

Despite each baugruppe being different in terms 
of its initiation, finance, design and construction 
due to their unique briefs, a difficulty shared by all is 
the ability to find a site. This has been circumvented 
in some German cities where governments have 
reserved land for baugruppe developments. The active 
involvement of government could also be used to 
regulate environmental standards and social diversity 
for the trade-off of selling or leasing public land.

Public housing in Australia can act as a pathway 
for new migrants to access the housing market, and for 
low-income households to achieve rent stability before 
moving into the private housing market. There are also 
broader health benefits for providing secure housing.

There has been a decline in public housing as 
a percentage of overall housing stock despite the 
increase in households suffering from rental stress, a 
lengthy waiting list, ageing housing stock, and dwelling 
types not reflective of the demographics.

Airbnb

Digital platforms, like Airbnb, have reorientated parts 
of the housing market towards providing peer-to-peer 
short-term rentals. 

Airbnb has turned property owners into part-time 
entrepreneurs by renting out an empty bedroom or an 
entire dwelling, which may lead to the home-owner 
earning more than double than if they were offering 
the abode on the rental market. These earnings can 
help some elderly owners to age-in-place. Research by 
Airbnb in 2018 reported that nearly half of those aged 
60 and over say that hosting on Airbnb has helped them 
afford to stay in their homes, and two-fifths rely on this 
income for expenses. 

While there is a rhetoric of collaborative 
consumption by branding peer-to-peer rentals as part of 
the sharing economy, it does little to address structural 
inequity and inequality of the housing market. Removing 
housing off the property market for short-term stays 
can inflate rental prices in a neighbourhood or city. This 
is evident where short-term rentals are available all-of-
the-time. Data from Inside Airbnb (2016) showed that 75 
percent of housing listings in Melbourne were available 
for over 90 days of the year. This is exacerbated by the 
fact that a third of these locations are hosted by people 
that have multiple properties.2

Build-to-rent

Build-to-rent (BtR) is housing developed and managed 
specifically for renting. There has been increased 
interest in BtR in the last decade in the USA, UK and 
Australia due to its popularity as a way for property 
developers to improve its risk-to-investment yield by 
diversifying housing stock. BtR has been propelled 
in the UK by encouraging institutional investors and 
developers through preferential taxes and loans to 
deliver affordable rental accommodation. The benefits 
of the BtR model for renters include the security 
and length of tenure, and improved design quality 
(assuming the investor wants to retain renters to 
ensure a long-term income stream). The rental price 
can vary from the neighbourhood median depending 
upon the amenity of the complex.

BtR has proliferated with a variety of types: 
student accommodation, rent-to-buy and purpose-
built affordable housing. An extreme variant is the 
corporatised co-living space, such as The Collective 
(London), Zoku (Amsterdam) and You+ (throughout 
China). Occupants rent private bedroom space (some 
bedrooms are as small as ten square metres) on a 
rolling contract for weeks or months, but share living 
and working spaces.3 Signing up for boarding room-
like arrangements may mean a lower rental cost on an 
above median-income; and, one of limited options in a 
competitive rental market.

Swiss coooperative housing

This model is where groups form to provide non-market 
rental housing. Cooperatives are built with a loan 
financed from equity deposits (from a revolving fund) 
and membership fees (by both future residents and 
supporters). Over time, rents pay for the construction 
costs, maintenance, and operations. Once the 
construction loan and other expenses are paid off 
through rents, further capital from rents can be used to 
finance future cooperatives or other initiatives.

Membership of cooperatives are open to 
local residents who pay a membership fee, which 
gives access to an apartment balloting system. 
Once successful through the ballot, this non-market 
rental provides the member with rental stability in 
tenure and price with average rents 20 percent lower 
than market rate. They also can participate in the 
management of the coop.

Cooperative housing has a long tradition in the 
Swiss capital of Zurich where a combination of city, 
charities and private cooperatives provide one-quarter 
of the city’s housing stock. The city retains a pivotal 
role in this model by leasing land to cooperatives; in 
return, cooperatives may be obliged to provide low-
cost rentals, areas for public-use and an architectural 
competition for the design process.

Tiny homes

Tiny homes are defined as moveable dwellings under fifty 
square metres by the Australian Tiny House Association 
(ATHA) built on a wheeled trailer base. For dwellings 
that fit under the ATHA definition of tiny homes, there is 
an absence of clear construction standards as building 
codes relate to permanent buildings.

The origin of the tiny homes movement in the 
1970s was the impetus on reducing environmental 
impact through downsizing, but there are now various 
reasons for the popularity of living in a downsized 
home. It can provide room for temporary guests, 
space for those who wish to go off-grid, an economy 
of means in having less space, disaster recovery, or to 
provide transitional accommodation for those looking 
for affordable housing. Their popularity in the previous 
decade is reflected in a plethora of tv shows (Tiny House 
Nation 2014-2019; Tiny House Hunters 2014-2017; Tiny 
House, Big Living 2014-2018) and coffee-table tomes 
(Tiny House: Live Small, Dream Big; Small House Living 
Australia; Tiny Homes: Simple Shelter). 

The tiny home may be an option for some due to 
the potential for reduced construction and land costs 
as a transitional, temporary or down-sizer home, but 
one may need to find finances outright to build. And it 
does not provide a longer-term solution to the supply 
of quality affordable housing for groups of people.

Baugruppe

Baugruppe, which translates as ‘building group’, is a 
cooperative housing development model in Germany 
initiated and funded by its future occupants.

The building group works closely with an 
architect in the design and construction of the project. 
This can conceive programmatic innovation outside of 
the profit-driven housing market, such as community 
rooms, play spaces, shared terraces and a diversity 
of dwelling types. The close collaboration between 
architect and inhabitants also removes the speculative 
element to profit-driven development as occupants 
decide on how to reduce costs in the complex that they 
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4.4

Typical cooperative housing: the case of Kalkbreite

The Kalkbreite Cooperative is emblematic of the 
Swiss cooperative housing model. Founded in 2007, 
and completed in 2014 by Müller Sigrist Architekten, 
it demonstrates how a cooperative model can deliver 
affordable rents, diverse dwelling types, mixed-use 
program, a social mix of tenants, self-governance and 
retain land for the public good.

The triangular site of Kalkbreite is bound by 
submerged railway tracks and two main thoroughfares 
with a tram depot on its ground plane. The site 
had been overlooked for housing due to the noise 
of surrounding traffic and the depot. A feasibility 
study by the cooperative, along with an architecture 
competition, demonstrated how the underutlised public 
site could be transformed into social housing.

Dwelling diversity is inherent to the Swiss 
cooperative model. At Kalkbreite, dwellings can be 
up to five-bedrooms. Studio apartments are grouped 
in clusters with shared common spaces, including 
kitchens, while there is a guesthouse with ten rooms. 
A collection of ‘joker rooms’ are found throughout 
the building, as a set of studios with a bathroom but 
no kitchen for temporary guests of residents. The 
planning mix is matched by its programmatic mix, which 
includes a cinema, cafeteria, library, roof terrace, sauna, 
vegetable garden and public courtyard. There are also 
seven ‘flex’ meeting and event rooms available to hire 
for the public.

Spatial characteristics

• 6,350m2 site
• 88 apartments (256 residents)
• 2-5 bedrooms and studios 
• Guestrooms
• Bookable common rooms
• 5,000m2 shops, offices
• 4,000m2 outdoor space 

Finances

• $84MIL project cost 
• $5.3MIL raised in rent annually
• Members pay a once-off $1,300 fee 
• Approximately 1,500 members 
• Rents are set m2 by amortising the cost of the 

land lease & construction loan over 62-year period

Kalkbreite Hof. Source: Genossenschaft Kalkbreite, Volker Schopp
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4.3

Comparing models
 
There is a spectrum of housing delivery models available. 
This research only identifies eight: build-to-rent, 
Nightingale, Swiss cooperative housing, baugruppe, 
tiny homes, public housing, Airbnb and community land 
trusts. From comparing these examples (to the left), 
five scaleable models that demonstrate co-housing 
prinicples of shared space is privileged for further 
analysis (in the table above), which all can demonstrate 
improved quality in housing design.

Collaborative housing models — where there 
is collaboration between housing providers and 
occupiers — is essential to improving housing quality as 
a deliberative process moblises actors and recognises 
housing as a common good.4 This is achieved in four 
of the models in the table: baugruppe, community-
land-trust, cooperative and Nightingale models. 
Collaborative models mobilise actors through a 
framework for occupants to be part of decision-making 
processes. This builds the capacity of participants to 
have knowledge about housing, and builds a community 
among occupiers. This shifts citizens from a passive 
agent — or home purchaser — to being part of a 
radical living experiment. The extensive collaboration 
between architect and occupiers, along with removing 
market pressures to extract profits, can unleash socio-
technological innovation in housing delivery from 
spatial planning to construction methods. 

Collaborative models can recognise housing as 
a common good. This is evident in CLT and cooperative 
models where membership to an organisation ensures, 
not only democratic decision-making, but shared 
equity. In these models, surplus capital is directed back 
into the common good through the entity, which can 

be used to replicate more housing. These models also 
decouple land and property value with government 
retaining ownership of the land for the common 
good. (In Australia, and in other locations, there is the 
potential for this land to be given back, and leased off, 
its Traditional Owners.)

The Swiss cooperative model extends past the CLT 
model in terms of delivering the largest common benefit 
by providing houses for rent rather than purchase, and 
more diverse individual and collective spaces, including 
mixed-use amenity. It also extends its membership base 
much more broadly beyond the local neighbourhood.

Comparison table of different housing models that improve housing quality
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6350m2

Scale of potential sites  
in Australian cities

Figure 4.4.2

Comparison of Kalkbriete and potential Sydney sites

• Smaller scale sites are more appropriate when 
considering availiability, but also scales of 
communities

• Multiple sites may be networked and managed 
under the one cooperative association.Kalkbriete

TYPICALSWISS COOPERATIVE HOUSING MODEL AUSTRALIAN AND AGEING CONTEXT
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6. Rental income
Rent for land lease paid to 
government

5. Loan guarantee
Government (or new cooperative 
umbrella organisation) guarantees 
loan. When construction costs 
paid off, money can contribute to 
solidarity fund, and/or rent adjusted.

4. Revolving fund
Government and/or superfund 
provide ‘revolving’ fund as loan. 
As the cooperative model grows, 
established cooperatives provide 
loans as a ‘solidarity’ fund.

3. Membership
People become members of up 
to $5k. This provides start-up 
capital while members have 
access to ballot for apartment 
rental. (Fee refunded upon exit.)

1. Political will
In a 2011 referendum, three 
quarters of Zurich’s population 
voted in favour of a ballot measure 
mandating that affordable, non-
profit apartments make up one third 
of the city’s total rental stock by the 
year 2050.

Design

Ramps
Ramps connect ground to 
top of this multi-residential 
development 8 House in 
Copenhagen enabling 
accessiblity to all apartments.

Public gardens
 At Rose Terrace in Paddington 
workers cottages appropriate 
their laneway as a public 
garden, jointly maintained by 
the residents.

Pedestrian circulation
The Bo01 development in Malmo 
is designed around pedestrians 
and cyclists.

Land 
• Airspace rights above 

metro
• State government owned 

land and roadways
• CoS owned carparks

Rental contribution
Monthly rents: subsidised by 
resident time contribution to the 
community, such as:

• Building and garden upkeep
• Basic care services
• Cooperative administration 

duties
• Cooperative commercial 

pursuits

Member  
capital



44 45SIBLING ARCHITECTUREReader —4 The future of ageing and dwelling—Adapting the modelNew Agency:

Concept render by Sibling Architecture of cooperative housing model on a council carpark site in innercity Sydney

4.5

A New Agency model: extending the cooperative

The Swiss cooperative housing model can 
metamorphose in Australia to support affordable 
housing for young and old through rethinking finances, 
land ownership, and rental relationships.

The model finds finance through a cooperative 
membership fee for the loan deposit, which is 
supported in its start-up phase with government funds 
and loan guarantees. There is also the potential to 
leverage superfunds in this process, which echoes 
the recent trend of Australian superannuation funds 
investing in affordable housing supply more broadly. 
(This is indicated in the diagram in blue, which maps out 
the Swiss cooperative housing model.)

 Land ownership is retained by a government 
that offers a long lease to the housing cooperative. The 
cooperative retains ownership of the building on this 
land. The separation of land and building ownership 
ensures that, one, land remains in public hands, and 
two, that the site is decoupled from market pressures 
to sell land.

Cooperative management ensures that the 
project supports the needs of its members, including 
in the planning and design phases. This can lead 
to innovation in housing design from considering 
designing for the whole-of-life, special needs, and 
introducing shared common spaces for the cooperative, 
and for the broader community.

A cooperative housing model responds to 
changing demographics in Australian cities by 
targeting two groups — students and elders — who 
may struggle to find affordable housing in heated 
property markets. They can be supported with below-
market rent, particularly as in the Zurich model, 
cooperative rents are twenty percent below market 
rate. This can be extended for cooperative residents by 
offering a ‘time contribution’ for (further) reduced rent. 
This sees residents, young and old, contribute a certain 
number of hours per month in building maintenance, 
basic care services or cooperative pursuits (co-op 
cafe, cultural programming) for the community. The 
time contribution may outweigh the financial costs 
associated with aged care. 

The housing model is scaleable and replicable. 
This is achieved through a revolving fund where start-up 
capital, once-paid off at one location, is distributed to 
another cooperative. However, government land supply 
is an issue that requires more attention. And so is the 
need for more political will.

4.6

New Agency

Australia’s housing market is dominated by three typical 
tenure models — private owner-occupied, private 
rental, and social rental housing — with private owner-
occupied housing dominating. With the private owner-
occupied housing market becoming out-of-reach for 
many, other solutions are needed to deliver quality and 
affordable housing, including for one’s retirement.

There is no one panacea to solve the lack of 
affordable housing in Australian cities: it takes policy, 
political will, individual champions, non-profits, 
property developers and finance among many other 
factors to challenge the dominance of housing markets 
shaped by profit. Non-market housing models are 
resolutely a part of this mix in order that social rental 

housing increases its market share from a low of 4.3 
percent.  The Zurich case study demonstrates that 
transitions in housing markets are possible.

Experiments are important to ignite systemic 
change through demonstration. They can unleash 
civic participation, political desires and policy-maker 
imaginations. Government authorities must promote 
and support cooperative housing experiments, such 
as inscribing cooperatives into land-use and planning 
frameworks. It is integral that any model integrates 
our elders so that they have the option to age-in-place, 
such as the New Agency model explored by Sibling 
Architecture. Cooperative models provide quality 
affordable and sustainable housing. They also ensure 
land and housing are provided for the common good.
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