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Abstract 

This paper explores the dynamics and diversity of community music practices in Queensland, 

Australia, with a particular focus on activities that engage older adult participants. It presents 

an outline of Queensland demographics against which government policy for an aging 

population is conceived and implemented. A review of scholarly literature on Australian 

community music practices exposes the prioritizing of youth, Indigenous, and choral 

programs over musical activities that engage older-adult instrumentalists.  

 

The internet was the primary source for seeking established community music ensembles in 

Queensland. This information was augmented through contacts with musician colleagues in 

the more densely populated coastal regions of Queensland from Brisbane to Cairns, and 

through the grapevine of knowledge that exists in local communities beyond the digital 

world. 

 

In spite of government policies that support healthy aging, the reported benefits of active 

music participation, and the often tacit desire of older adults to learn a musical instrument, 

there does not appear to be any concerted attempt to engage older adults in community music 

activities in Queensland, or to create a cohesive program of music facilitation or instruction 

for older adults. 

 

This initial investigation of community music activities in Queensland informs a larger 

autoethnographic investigation into the leisure choices of older adults and how best to 

facilitate community music activities for an increasingly aging population. 

 

Keywords: Community music, older adults, Queensland, Australia, University of the Third 

Age 

Introduction 
This year, 2016, marks thirty years since the Commission for Community Music Activities 

(CMA) presented research at the International Society for Music Education (ISME) 

Conference in Innsbruck on the needs of the adult learner for musical involvement (CMA 

Report, 1986). Under the banner “The Second Chance”, the 1986 seminar generated 

discourse on music participation for older adults, and music education beyond schools and 

tertiary institutions (Burley, 1987; Olseng & Burley, 1987; Solbu, 1987; Taylor, 1987; 

Valøen, 1987). 

 

With increasing attention being paid to the global aging population (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2015; Queensland Government, 2010; Scottish Government, 2011; World Health 

Organization, 2012) and the large cohort of baby boomers now entering the “third age” of 
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retirement (Thompson, Griffin, & Bowman, 2013), it is timely to consider changes and 

promote innovations in community music activities that facilitate engagement by independent 

and active members of this generation of older adults. 

Older Adults—A Defining Age 

For the purposes of this research, the term older adult—like the concept of community music 

itself (Higgins, 2006, p. 117; Veblen, 2013, p. 1)—is treated with some fluidity. The age at 

which an Australian retiree can receive a means-tested age pension is currently 65, although 

recent policy changes are extending the age to 70 by 2035 (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2015). The baby-boomer generation—generally accepted as those born during the 20 years 

after the Second World War (Kendig, Loh, O’Loughlin, Byles & Nazroo, 2015; Queensland 

Treasury and Trade, 2014, p. 5) and now aged from 50 to 70—is entering this “third age” of 

retirement. The University of the Third Age (U3A) in Australia—part of a global 

organization that promotes informal learning for older adults—does not appear to set any 

specific minimum age restriction. Older adults would likely benefit by preparing for 

retirement while still in their “second age” of work and raising a family, thus easing what is 

for many a difficult transition to a future of potential losses—the loss of gainful employment 

and secure income, empty nests, and the death of elderly friends and relatives (Hussain, 

Mariño & Coulson, 2005, p. 39). 

 

When offering programs to attract the rapidly expanding baby-boomer generation, it would 

not be unreasonable to extend similar “hospitality” (Higgins, 2007) to enthusiastic 

participants of other age cohorts who share a commitment to healthy aging. However, a 

review of the academic literature investigating community music activities in Australia 

reveals a prioritizing of themes around school students, Indigenous practices or choral 

groups, rather than promoting ensembles in which older adults can learn, or re-learn, to play a 

musical instrument. 

 

Literature Review 

Bartleet, Dunbar-Hall, Letts and Schippers (2009) from the Queensland Conservatorium 

Research Centre conducted a comprehensive three-year examination of community music 

activities around Australia. Through ethnographic narratives, the Sound Links study 

examined the success factors of representative models of informal music learning and 

teaching in community-school collaborations. Six case studies were examined, most of which 

welcomed participants of all ages, yet none specifically targeted older-adult instrumentalists. 

Additionally, the single Queensland model of community music—the hip hop festival, Stylin’ 

Up, based in the Brisbane suburb of Inala—was formed explicitly to engage urban, 

Indigenous youth. However, the resultant framework which mapped “the key ‘ingredients’ of 

successful practices across demographic, geographic, cultural, and contextual variations” 

(Schippers & Bartleet, 2013, p. 454) and constituting the “nine domains of community 

music” (p. 470), could, with some variations, form the basis of a strategy that promotes 

community music activities designed specifically for older adults. 

 

At the Queensland University of Technology (QUT), Brown’s (2010) Musowiki online 

environment has created a community of musicians without age or geographic boundaries. 

This could be a valuable tool for those older adults who are reluctant to participate in, or 

travel to, public gatherings; yet it may also impede any social and physical benefits gained 

through active participation in community music ensembles. 
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Also at the QUT, Dillon, Adkins, Brown and Hirche (2013) further expanded the idea of a 

digital community of musicians through their jam2jam software, and noted the importance of 

“facilitating relationships between people in expressive ways that also define and articulate 

the identity of a community and the individuals within it” (p. 357). Interestingly, they 

observed that adults seemed reticent to use the software, and this apparent lack of musical or 

technological competence perhaps reinforced stereotypes of aging (p. 368). They also 

observed “a consistent and continuous social engagement across age groups and 

demographics” (p. 371), but it is not apparent what numbers of older adults, however defined, 

used the software, or whether they benefited socially, cognitively or in other ways from 

participating in a digital musical community. 

 

As part of a multi-case study investigating sociocultural development through group music 

programs in marginalized Australian communities, Sattler (2013) reported on the activities 

and impact of nine North American New Horizons communities and concluded that “adult 

learning communities can be agents for broad community social change” (p. 318). Currently, 

three community ensembles in Australia are reported to have affiliations with the 

International New Horizons organization: the Dandenong Ranges Music Community 

(DRMC) Concert Band in Victoria; a concert band in the Sutherland Shire, New South 

Wales; and a Queensland listing from 2014, which does not appear to have become an 

ongoing reality (New Horizons International Music Association, 2015). 

 

Other Australian studies have investigated community music activities for older adults from 

varying aspects, including health and wellbeing (Sunderland et al, 2015; Gridley, Astbury, 

Sharples, & Aguirre, 2011), the benefits of choral singing (Joseph & Southcott, 2014; Riley 

& Gridley, 2010; Southcott, 2009; Southcott & Joseph, 2015), the impact of listening to 

music (Hays, Bright & Minichiello, 2002; de Vries, 2010), multicultural contributions 

(Nethsinghe, 2012; Petocz, Reid, & Bennett, 2014), creating social capital (Pietersen, 2008), 

spirituality (Hays & Minichiello, 2005), making a case for community music schools (Letts, 

1996), historical developments (Harrison, 1996), and the nexus between popular music and 

public funding (Breen, 1994). 

 

Beyond community choirs, access to musical activities for older adults is commonly provided 

by community orchestras. Building on an earlier study of community music practices in 

Australia (Cahill, 1998), a 2012 survey for the Music in Communities Network (MICN) 

estimated that there were between 130 and 170 community orchestras throughout Australia 

(Masso, 2012, p. 6). Of the “adult” orchestras, 85 per cent welcomed all age-groups (p. 5), 

although the lower numbers of musicians under the age of 18 may be due to young students 

having opportunities to play in youth or school orchestras. 

 

Opportunities for Australian older adults to learn, or re-learn, a musical instrument through 

community music engagement have yet to be thoroughly researched. However, community 

music activities in Queensland provide exemplars representative of broader Australian 

community music practices. 

 

The internet was the primary tool used to source established community music ensembles in 

Queensland. A Google search incorporated various keywords—music, orchestra, band, choir, 

ukulele, recorder, drumming, drum circle—against the names of the largest population 

centers from Brisbane to Cape York. This information was augmented through contacts with 

musician colleagues in the more densely populated coastal regions of Queensland from 
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Brisbane to Cairns, and through the grapevine of knowledge that exists in local communities 

beyond the digital world. 

Queensland—“Beautiful One Day, Perfect the Next” 

Situated in the northeast of the Australian continent, the state of Queensland has a population 

of 4.8 million people (Queensland Government, 2015). It is Australia’s second largest state 

with an area of 1.85 million square kilometers (Australian Government, 2015), resulting in a 

population density of 2.7 people per square kilometer. To put this in perspective, Scotland, 

where this year’s Community Music Activities (CMA) commission is taking place, has a 

population density of 66 people per square kilometer (Scotland, 2015). Furthermore, the 

proportion of Queensland residents aged 65 and over is projected to rise from 13.6 per cent in 

2013 (Queensland Treasury and Trade, 2014, p. 5) to 26 percent by 2051 (Peel, Bell & Smith, 

2006, p. 7). Queensland’s sparse population density and attractive climate—which is featured 

in much of the tourist marketing with the slogan “beautiful one day, perfect the next”—have 

implications when promoting and financing activities for healthy, aging communities. 

 

In 2010 the Queensland government developed a long-term vision for Queensland seniors 

(defined as 60 years and over) with five priorities, which included improving health and 

wellbeing, and supporting community participation (Queensland Government, 2010, p. 9). 

The Brisbane City Council built on this strategy with the development of GOLD—Growing 

Older and Living Dangerously—which is designed to provide free or low-cost recreation 

activities for residents over the age of 50 (Brisbane City Council, 2012, p. 26). Unfortunately, 

of the hundreds of activities on offer—and as varied as abseiling, sculpture in the park, rock 

‘n roll dancing and mental fitness for the mature mind (Brisbane City Council, 2011)—

noticeably absent are programs incorporating active group music participation, including 

choral programs. 

 

Similarly, of over 200 courses advertised in its 2015 second semester brochure, the 

University of the Third Age (U3A) in Brisbane—part of an international organization 

developed specifically to facilitate lifelong learning for older adults—currently offers 

participatory music-making opportunities in just five classes: two for recorders, two for 

ukuleles, and a fortnightly musicality course in which participants “sing, drum, move and 

play together for enjoyment and brain health” (University of the Third Age, 2015, p. 38). The 

recorder groups, which commenced in early 2014, have grown beyond beginner and 

intermediate levels and are now seeking facilitation for an advanced recorder group (J. Rynja, 

personal communication, November 28, 2015). These classes have been modelled on the 

U3A Canberra recorder orchestras, which have been operating for 20 years and now have a 

membership of over 100 older adults (Warden, 2012). 

 

At the U3A in Hervey Bay—a town situated 300 kilometers north of Brisbane and ranked 

among Queensland’s coastal towns with the highest median age (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2002)—a beginner alto recorder group was initiated in 2014 by an innovative 

recorder player who, having just moved to the region, sought people to form a recorder 

ensemble (V. Elwell-Gavins, personal communication, July 24, 2014). This ensemble has 

become an ongoing venture with weekly group tuition in music and recorder playing. 

 

Beyond the U3A, monthly recorder afternoons are hosted around Brisbane by members of 

Early Music Queensland (EMQ). Although welcoming people of all ages, they attract mostly 

older adults, favoring those who are fairly advanced in reading music and playing most 

recorder sizes (Early Music Queensland, 2015). Membership of musical groups often 
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overlap, with players from a recorder group in Maleny, 93 kilometers north of Brisbane, 

regularly making the trip south to participate in the EMQ recorder afternoons (J. Newell, 

personal communication, August 28, 2014). The Maleny group supports older-adult 

beginners and provides a forum for learning and participation for recorder players and Early 

Music enthusiasts from surrounding regions, which include the Sunshine Coast and Bribie 

Island, two of Queensland’s regions with the highest median age (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2002, 2014). 

 

Attempts to encourage adult beginner recorder players are often met with negative attitudes 

resulting from questionable practices in primary schools, where teachers with little or no 

prior musical training have been expected to teach recorder to their young charges. The 

ukulele, however, appears to suffer no such stigma, with school ukulele classes generally 

being led by experienced performers or regular, passionate players. In addition to the U3A 

ukulele classes, the popularity of ukuleles is gaining momentum both in schools and in 

community music groups, spurned on in a large way by the promotional activities of father 

and son team Mike and Thom Jackson (BUMS, 2015b; Ukulele workshop inspires a new 

generation of young musicians, 2014). Since 2006, the Brisbane Ukulele Musicians 

Society—whose acronym (BUMS) reflects the jocularity of its more than 100 mostly elderly 

members—holds monthly jams at several Brisbane suburban locations, often preceded by a 

30-minute class for beginners (BUMS, 2015a). Both the musical activities and jovial attitude 

have extended to other Queensland regions, notably the Sunshine Coast Ukulele Musicians 

Society (SCUMS), situated in one of Queensland’s rapidly aging coastal areas (Sunshine 

Coast Regional Council, 2011). 

 

Novice adult woodwind and string players appear to lack the group instruction and 

community music-making opportunities that are emerging for recorder and ukulele players. 

The Second Wind organization in Brisbane was established in 1998 as an adult starters 

program but has evolved more as a community focused ensemble open to all ages (Second 

Wind Community Band, 2014). Community orchestras abound in Queensland, particularly 

within the greater Brisbane region, and extend through small coastal towns like Yeppoon, to 

Townsville and Cairns in the far north. However, none appears equipped to facilitate 

beginner or novice adults, and most stipulate a minimum level requirement of grade 7 of the 

Australian Music Examination Board’s (AMEB) examination series (see Table 1). Those 

participants in the more inclusive Indooroopilly Chamber Orchestra with just a few years of 

playing experience usually seek the guidance of their peers, who are often at a similar level of 

musical and instrumental competence (P. Johns, personal communication, July 20, 2014). 

 

 

 Orchestra 

Audition 

Required 

Minimum 

AMEB Grade 

Brisbane 

region 

Brisbane Symphony Orchestra Y 7-8 

Brisbane Philharmonic Orchestra Y 7 

Brisbane City Pops Orchestra N 7 

Brisbane Concert Orchestra N 6 

Indooroopilly Chamber Orchestra N None 

Outer 

Brisbane 

suburbs 

Moreton Bay Symphony Orchestra N 5 

Redland Sinfonia Y 6 (strings) 

8 (winds) 

Table 1: A selection of Brisbane community orchestras and their minimum playing levels 

(Brisbane Philharmonic Orchestra, 2015; Brisbane Concert Orchestra, 2015; Brisbane 
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Symphony Orchestra, 2015; Indooroopilly Chamber Orchestra, 2015; Brisbane City Pops 

Orchestra, 2015; Moreton Bay Symphony Orchestra, 2015; Redland Sinfonia, 2015). 

 

Courses of instrumental instruction at Australian tertiary institutions are, understandably, 

aimed at school leavers targeting music as a profession, although, at least officially, there is 

no specified age limitation for most courses of study. The Queensland Conservatorium 

commenced community outreach work in 1969 and held an inaugural Easter Holiday 

program in 1982, accepting adults as well as children (Roennfeldt, 2012, p. 332). However, 

just three years later during the 1985 International Year of Youth, the name was changed to 

Easter Vacation Youth Music School, indicating its patronage of youth music activities rather 

than welcoming older age cohorts. Currently, an adult program exists only for group 

keyboard instruction (Queensland Conservatorium, 2015), the cost of which could prove 

quite prohibitive for many older adults. 

Conclusion—Change and Innovation for an Aging World 

The above examples, together with case studies presented in the literature, provide some 

evidence of the dynamic and diverse community music practices throughout Queensland; yet 

they also expose the dearth of opportunities available to older adults, specifically to beginner 

adult musicians who wish to enjoy the cognitive and social benefits of participation in 

community music-making. 

 

While programs such as the New Horizons wind bands and the Late Starters Orchestras 

enable music participation and music education by older adults in North America and the 

United Kingdom respectively, there are currently no similar national or state programs in 

Australia that provide a cohesive program of music facilitation or instruction. Aging 

strategies instigated at varying government levels appear to favor the promotion of non-

musical activities, while ignoring the cognitive and social benefits of music-making that can 

contribute to healthy aging and vibrant communities. 

 

Research that explores the leisure choices of older adults in Queensland could prove valuable 

for community music facilitators or music teachers in deciding whether, when and where to 

promote community music activities for older adults. Does demand for certain courses or 

activities lead to their subsequent provision, or are older adults restricted by what is 

available? If the former, should music facilitators be more aggressive in their marketing of 

activities by communicating the benefits and joys of communal music-making? If the latter, 

what steps can be taken to provide more musical opportunities in areas inhabited by an aging 

population?  

 

As the world ages and community music comes of age, cultural policies adopted at all levels 

of government to cater for the burgeoning cohort of retiring baby boomers, together with the 

innovative engagement and hospitality of generous music facilitators, are likely to transform 

and define community music practices well into the future. In the mid 1980s, adult music 

participation was deemed to be the first important theme for the newly formed commission 

for Community Music Activities. It is now time—in this rapidly aging world—to not only 

continue the conversation, but to push for policies and programs that facilitate participation in 

community music activities for the increasing numbers of active and adventurous older 

adults. Let’s not wait another 30 years. 
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