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Professor Simone Pettigrew is 

investigating what can be done to 

encourage more intense physical 

activity amongst seniors.

W
e have an ageing population. 

Medical advances have 

increased longevity and 

improved survival rates for 

historical killers such as cardiovascular 

disease and cancer. Unfortunately the 

social and economic ramifications of a 

large retired population are only starting 

to be felt.

It makes sense for our ageing population 

to stay active, healthy and as functional 

as possible: there are obvious quality of life 

benefits for the individual, and economic 

benefits such as reduced medical costs and 

higher productivity for society as a whole.

Physical activity is recognised as a critical 

component of healthy ageing, providing 

benefits including better working memory, 

lower risk of Alzheimer’s disease, reduced 

risk of depression, and lower risk of 

cardiovascular disease, diabetes, cancer 

and hip fracture. Active seniors are better 

able to perform the functional tasks of 

daily living, recover more quickly from 

illness and surgery, and have higher rates 

of survival.

Professor Simone Pettigrew, in Curtin’s 

School of Psychology and Speech 

Pathology, and Director of the Western 

Australian Cancer Prevention Research 

Unit, is studying the mental, physical 

and emotional health of our seniors. By 

tracking a cohort of 400 participants over 

the age of 60, she will assess their levels 

of physical activity against population 

averages and Australian guidelines, and 

gather evidence on the most eMective 

ways to encourage the adoption of lifestyle 

behaviours that reduce their risks of ill 

health. She is particularly interested 

in working out what health promotion 

messages seniors are taking in and acting 

on, and what can be improved.

Although only in the initial stages of  

her ARC-funded project, some trends are 

already emerging. “Many seniors have 

quite low assumptions about the required 

level of physical activity. You say ‘exercise’ 

and they think ‘walking’. Virtually all of 

the activity they do is light intensity. 

They have internalised the message that 

moderate or vigorous activity is not for 

their age group. Whereas their hearts, 

bones and muscles will all benefit from 

more intense exercise, as long as  

they can work into it safely,” explains 

Pettigrew. 

“There is also a huge evidence base 

identifying a need for weight-bearing, 

resistance exercise – activities that 

improve muscle and bone density. But 

that message isn’t out there either. So 

we’ll be investigating better ways of 

communicating and encouraging that.”

“One issue working against us is that 

society as a whole is telling seniors to slow 

down, to ‘take it easy’. We build retirement 

lifestyle villages with no steps, no slopes, 

everything on hand. We’re basically de-

skilling our seniors. We need to encourage 

not just older people, but also their families 

and communities, to make an eMort to 

improve their physical activity.”
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A 
labour-market economist at Curtin Business School, 

Dockery believes that mobility is important for the 

self-identity and wellbeing that is fundamental to 

socioeconomic participation. 

“For generations, governments have dispensed remote-area policies 

from Canberra through conventional models of service delivery that 

don’t accommodate population mobility,” he explains.

“But, in empirical terms, not enough has been known about 

temporary mobility, and policies are under-informed and perhaps 

in some cases even misdirected.”

As part of the Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) for Remote 

Economic Participation, Dockery is managing a ‘mobility survey’ 

of more than 500 people from 20 remote Aboriginal communities 

based around the Alice Springs Region of the Northern Territory.

The project was established under the CRC, which is overseen by 

the organisation Ninti One, with Dockery subsequently appointed 

as Principal Research Leader. 

Quarterly surveys commenced in mid-2014, in collaboration with 

local Aboriginal community researchers, and will continue until the 

end of 2016 when the final data analysis will commence. However, 

Dockery believes the project’s evidence to-date can now prompt an 

appraisal of policies that impact mobility.

“If we accept that, overall, policy objectives are to optimise 

capacity, empowerment and wellbeing, mobility must be 

legitimised and accommodated,” he says.

“Periodic travel isn’t ‘idle wandering’; it is connected with visiting 

homelands – which are well-defined geographic areas, visiting 

family and friends, attending cultural events, and hunting or 

collecting bush tucker.

“Kinship, culture and country remain central to mobility, and 

legitimising mobility will enable improved planning and decision-

making by communities, service providers and employers.”

He emphasises the need for policies that foster employment 

opportunities in local industries that can accommodate mobility, such 

as art and tourism, and those that strengthen locally staMed services.

One policy area relates to the difculty in acquiring and retaining a 

driver’s licence, which bears strongly on job prospects.

“Remote-area services is another area for attention,” Dockery says.

“Changes to health services are having a major impact because 

fewer local Aboriginal staM are employed in health facilities, and 

people refrain from seeking treatment from unfamiliar, high-

rotation staM flown in and out from distant towns.”

Titled, ‘Population Mobility and Labour Markets’, the project is 

supported by the Tangentyere Council, Central Land Council, Northern 

Territory Government, Charles Darwin University, University of South 

Australia, Australian Bureau of Statistics and Australian Government 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet.

crc-rep.com/research/regional-economies/population-

mobility-and-labour-markets

nintione.com.au

Associate Professor Mike Dockery’s research 

is challenging the belief that high levels of 

mobility among Aboriginal people in remote 

Australia reduce their educational, employment 

and housing opportunities.






