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Abstract
Changing circumstances force planning to re-define its role as a driving function shaping our cities today. One of the signifi-
cant challenges to the century-old tradition of planning comes from the ageing population. The demand to age in place and
its associated conditions particularly require renewed attention. This is, however, not an isolated and partisan topic, but
speaks to the changing circumstances and highlights the dramatic shortcoming of a performance-oriented and segregation-
of-function-driven approach; one that is remnant of the early days of the planning discipline, but is still very much alive
today. What has the discussion around ageing and the city brought up, and where are we headed? Two significant aspects
are the body andmoving away from a performance-oriented interpretation thereof, as well as a rethinking of participation
not just as an information exercise, but as a co-design practice.
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1. Introduction: Technologies

Extensive change is underway that is transforming the
state-society relationship. This is highly visible in the pol-
itics of democracies around the world but, simultane-
ously, in the everyday lives of individuals on the streets.
These shifts do not play out on a single scale but criss-
cross the network of urban centres and simultaneously
touch on territories and people’s lives in a multitude of
ways. Planning as both a scientific activity and a prac-
tice is enveloped in this shift. Madanipour, Hull, and
Healey (2001, p. 25) argue that planning “has to define
its role, as well as its area of engagement to be distinc-
tive from those of other actors. The pressure is such that
if it does not, it could either be dissolved or become
marginalised.” Their analysis focuses specifically on gov-
ernance, place, and territory. The shift, however, also in-
cludes citizens whom, as part of the change, have been

transformed into a much more sophisticated populace,
concerned with sustainability, the environment, and ac-
cessibility. This leads to an increased demand for better
services and more participation. At the same time, the
population is less responsive to traditional forms of social
coherence and control. As part of these transformations,
excluded groups have found a stronger platform within
these changes to advocate for their needs. In the city,
as a generational project, the ageing population plays a
key role and the question of how to better serve their
changing needs is pressing. But how does the built envi-
ronment respond to the needs of an ageing population?
Can planning, while being under pressure and searching
for an identity, respond to a call for increased spatial ref-
erencing and engaging participation?

Technology is a big part of planning inmanyways, not
least because planning itself can be considered a technol-
ogy. The functional city (van Es et al., 2014) rebranded
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the city as a high-tech apparatus to try and lift it out
of what was considered a chaotic state (Hall, 1988). The
city as an arrangement was then to be considered under
pure aspects of logic and truth, universal truth. The im-
plemented conceptual structure was based on hierarchy
and sequential order as a top-down structure. The heavy
focus on mechanic and machine analogies produced an
image of a functioning city in the sense of an apparatus.

The same attitude was applied to the needs and
requirements of the city’s inhabitants. The ergonomic
movement (Nussbaumer, 2014) delivered the require-
ments based on the mechanics of the human body. As
Siegfried Giedion writes in his essay, “The Assembly Line
and Scientific Management” (Giedion, 2007, p. 98), the
ability, functioning, and performance of the human body
in relation to its environment became the key to partici-
pation. To be part of a functioning city, citizens were re-
quired to be in possession of a functioning body.

Initially, overall performance was mainly important
during the planning stage of the functional city. Facts in
the form of numbers were used to direct development
and design efforts. This quickly started to spread to the
operation and claimed functions of the city. Performance
criteria analysis of existing cities andworking parts of the
city became a trade of planners. Ultimately, the built en-
vironment camedown to the abstract format of numbers,
good numbers and bad numbers. Caught in the middle
were, and still are, citizens. The belief that the city can
be optimized and streamlined through analysis is more
prevalent today than ever.

There was critical turn in urban planning after observ-
ing the large number of elderly people who were highly
affected by exclusion processes. Scholars have collected
data on two scales: on the city as a collection of individ-
ual status (finances, contacts, health, etc.), and on the
city as a stage on which collective exclusion processes be-
come visible (for example, when older people are driven
out of places by younger groups). Studies that focus on
the life situation of the elderly emphasise that exclusion
processes at that stage of life are, above all, accompa-
nied by a loss of independence and freedom. By with-
drawing from the labour market, older people are sud-
denly dependent on standardised services, the quantity
and quality of which are determined first and foremost
by the state: transfers (especially old-age pensions and
additional benefits), public transport, housing, and liv-
ing environments. Older people with a low level of ed-
ucation and therefore low previous earnings, sick peo-
ple, and widowed pensioners, in particular, are affected
by those exclusion processes and these effects intensify
when the neighbourhood in which these people live is
itself considered to be disadvantaged. Buffel, Phillipson,
and Scharf (2013) identified predictors of exclusion risks
in old age in relation to the urban scale: (1) the duration
of living in the neighbourhood and in the apartment since
retirement, (2) trust in supportive neighbourhood rela-
tionships, (3) the frequency of relocation in the course of
one’s own life, and (4) the emotional ties to the neigh-

bourhood. Older people should never withdraw from
their living environment, as it results in a life that is con-
centrated on the home. In old age, this can be very diffi-
cult to reverse, thus negatively affecting the quality of life
in the long term. In this respect, exclusion processes for
older people have direct (for example, relocation due to
displacement, lack of sense of security) or indirect (with-
drawal into one’s own home) socio-spatial consequences.

2. Perceptions

The city is, therefore, neither a functionalistic container
(for example, a neighbourhood, a housing estate, a flat)
where seniors live, nor is it a technical complication re-
quiring sophisticated performance tools (as provided by
the age-appropriate design of buildings, streets, spaces).
Urban space forms and shapes itself along perceptions
and attributions, filled with meanings that can run trans-
versely to objective concepts such as life situations, mi-
lieus, or age groups: “Places are the context in which we
live, settings, to which we feel attached but which also
shape our experience of social processes, such as the pro-
vision of health care, the process of ageing, or social and
economic restructuring.” (Wiles, 2005, p. 101)

These different understandings led to the conclusion
that dwelling is, above all, socially constructed: “The ap-
plication of the theory of social space provides illuminat-
ing perspectives of how daily life is practised by older
people as well as the meaning the space represents.”
(Wiles, 2005, p. 837) Petersen and Warburton (2012) de-
scribe old-age residences as places of segregation and
ageism. In their study, they focused on how professional
actors conceive of representations of space in the plan-
ning process of such complexes. They found that the age-
ing person: (1) is constructed according to his or her need
for help, (2) does not appear in the process of planning,
(3) is favoured as a single person, (4) is marketable, and
(5) is homogenised by the absence of any differentia-
tion. “Although many professional stakeholders show re-
spect for older people, their work knowledge is made up
of assumptions, generalisations, and commonplace eu-
phemisms.” (Petersen & Warburton, 2012, p. 80)

In this context, Rudzitis (1984) refers to the emer-
gence of “geriatric ghettos” in cities. His leading question
about “how and why society and its institutions are orga-
nized in theway they are” led him to the thesis that these
ghetto formations were driven primarily by the construc-
tion of inner-city seniors’ homes and social housing, and
that this resulted in older people remaining behind: the
spatial concentration of the older population, mostly dis-
guised as a voluntary decision, was nothing but a perfid-
ious form of exclusion. Restricted mobility, coupled with
the few existing social infrastructures on site, the fear of
crime, and the low social capital in the neighbourhoods,
perpetuated the processes of segregation. Rowles (1978)
posed a similar argument in Prisoners of Space, in which
he examined the housing situation of older people and
focused on their everyday practice. Basic elements of the
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life-world of elderly people, including the physical limita-
tions and associated radius of action (“action”), the im-
ages of the living environment designed by the elderly
themselves (“mental maps/orientation”), the emotions
associated with the neighbourhood (“feelings”), as well
as the belief that everything could be different fromwhat
an old person can imagine at the moment (“fantasy”)
all led to a spatial consolidation of elderly people with
increasing age. This is significant since negative restric-
tions are increasingly less compensable with satisfaction
in one’s “own four walls” (Golant, 1982).

3. Should Planning Remain Neutral?

Living cannot be limited to its functional character of pro-
viding accommodation. Rather, it is the attribution of
meaning to housing in the context of individual and col-
lective perceptions and expectations, as well as the rel-
evance of these in the context of generational relation-
ships and concrete artefacts of housing (seniors’ homes,
housing estates, neighbourhoods), that enables us to dis-
tinguish between inclusive and exclusive effects of plan-
ning measures.

By remaining ambiguous about these details, plan-
ning does not commit to specifics in order to accom-
modate these needs. Furthermore, planning addresses
specialists with this sort of language, experts who are
ready to interpret “accessible” not in a broad, but in
a very specific sense. At this level, overall planning re-
mains neutral to the demand for age-appropriate en-
vironments. The message that comes across is that by
building “good” cities, planning caters to everybody. Of
course, “good” cities are contested, just like planning as
a discipline is contested. Urban development as amoney-
making machine requires planning to enable these activ-
ities. It makes a distinction between the free market as a
capitalist system and state intervention. This was, for ex-
ample, discussed by David Harvey as a conflict over “pro-
duction,management and use of the urban built environ-
ment.” (Harvey, 1976, p. 265) Capitalism both demands
and rejects state intervention. Campbell, Fainstein, and
Foglesong (2003) point out that “the market system can-
not meet the consumption needs of the working class in
a manner capable of maintaining capitalism.” This leads
to a division between individualised planning by themar-
ket and collective planning through the state. However,
the main subject of planning, in a physical sense, is the
land. Harvey (2009, p. 157) describes it as “uniqueness
of land as a commodity,” highlighting the fact that it is
not transportable nor is it infinite or transferable. There
is only one land to plan for. To serve both sides, the mar-
ket and the state, planning remains ambiguous.

4. Conclusion: Where to Go

What we are seeing in current practices is that planning
has not let go of the functional focus on how cities are
conceived. The current driving parameter is performance

and its implied increase and optimisation are barriers
to age-friendly cities and ageing in place more specifi-
cally. Much of the discussion still builds around the no-
tion of performance. The current discussion still asks for
“walkable neighbourhoods”, “good street design”, “ef-
fective urban spaces”, “public-oriented plazas”, or even
“healthy cities”.

This is an issue for the ageing population in particular,
as outlined in the discussion above. Care homes are only
a solution in some cases, but across the board, people
want to remain at home for as long as possible and be ac-
tively engaged in their communities. This represents the
most substantial challenge to the urban planning prac-
tice, something that other pressing topics over the past
century, such as poverty, housing, race and gender dis-
cussion, or homelessness have not managed to achieve.

Cities are very slow-transforming artefacts and
change will not happen overnight unless it is shared, un-
less activism and collective participation push an agenda
for change. Two topics discussed previously, as suggested
by Buse, Nettleton, Martin, and Twigg (2017, p. 8), can
help push for change in approaches to the body by mov-
ing away from performance towards inclusion and sec-
ondly by shifting fromaprovision of service to co-creation
and participative design. Performance has to be sec-
ondary; the primary goal of planning has to be getting to-
gether, sharing, and co-creating. There are emerging prac-
tices in planning and urban theory. In her work, Oldfield
(2018), for example, reflects on how to build urban the-
ory as a collective practice (Oldfield, 2018, p. 229). Her
work includes scholars, planners, and communities. Fuchs
(2010, p. 42) has presented some ideas for a foundation,
more specifically in relation to PCSIS (participatory, co-
operative, sustainable information society), by insisting
on a dialectic system. The challenge that an ageing popu-
lation poses for planning and our cities, in general, should
be a welcome one. In addition to all of the benefits in re-
gard to physical infrastructure accessibility, inclusion, and
marginalisation, this has the potential to refocus the disci-
pline and open up a new avenue of cross-cutting dialogue
that instils a new identity, a shared identity.
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Abstract
Older consumers represent an increasingly significant customer segment for city-centre retailers. However, many intra-
urban centres are struggling to maintain an attractive shopping environment. This article focuses on older consumers’
(Finns, aged 64+) perceptions of the city centre with an emphasis on design and ambient elements in the external shop-
ping environment. Using the focus-group research method, the aim is to identify what kind of elements these are and how
they constitute an attractive city-centre shopping environment for older consumers. Findings from a qualitative content
analysis show that an attractive city-centre shopping environment provides convenience and safety when moving around
and running errands, functional and aesthetic lighting to cope with shopping, proper furnishings regarding places to rest,
harmonious building architecture integrated with refreshing urban nature, and the cleanliness of the streetscape. Findings
indicate that a city-centre shopping environment offers more to older consumers than a context of satisfying consumption
needs. City shopping gives a reason to go outdoors and maintain social contacts. The study has implications for creating
an age-friendly city centre, the shopping environment which supports older consumers’ active and independent lives.
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1. Introduction

The declining vitality in many Western city centres has
become a burning issue. The increased competition from
off-centre retailing and e-commerce has put pressure on
intra-urban centres to maintain their attractiveness as
shopping environments (e.g., Parker, Ntounis, Millington,
Quin, & Castillo-Villar, 2017; Wrigley & Lambiri, 2015).
To stay vital, city centres need to exhibit adaptive re-
silience by providing a differentiated offer and physi-
cal characteristics compared to its competitors (Teller,
Wood, & Floh, 2016). As a reaction, urban-development
projects have been implemented, aimed at improving

the functionality and aesthetics of the city centre (De
Nisco & Warnaby, 2014). As there is evidence that the
physical environment influences patronage behaviour
(e.g., Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; Teller & Reutterer, 2008;
Turley &Milliman, 2000), in urban-revitalisation projects,
more emphasis should put on consumers’ perceptions of
the shopping environment (De Nisco & Warnaby, 2013;
Hart, Stachow, & Cadogan, 2013).

Population ageing should also be taken into account
in urban-development projects with regards to cater-
ing to the increasing number of older shoppers. By the
year 2030, the old-age dependency ratio (the number
of 64+ people vs the number of 15- to 64-year-olds) in
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the EU has been estimated to rise from the current 29%
to 39% (Eurostat Database, 2018). Although city centres
are essential destinations for older shoppers (Bromley
& Thomas, 2002; Wrigley & Lambiri, 2015), their per-
ceptions have been overlooked, the emphasis being on
younger consumers. Contrary to recent evidence, older
consumers have been considered as a homogeneous
group outside the mainstream consumption (Kohijoki &
Marjanen, 2013; Myers & Lumbers, 2008). To create an
age-friendly shopping environment, Western cities will
have to adjust to the diverse needs and wants of their
ageing customers (Buffel, Phillipson, & Scharf, 2012).

This study focuses on older consumers’ (aged 64+)
perceptions of the city centre as a shopping environment.
Based on the typologies of the retail environment ele-
ments (e.g., Baker, 1986; De Nisco & Warnaby, 2013),
the study contributes to current knowledge by focusing
on the tangible elements in the external shopping envi-
ronment. It has been shown that the physical environ-
ment plays a major role in enabling older consumers to
cope with their shopping (Buffel et al., 2012; Kohijoki,
2011). However, the retail-oriented outdoor space has
not gained as much attention in consumer-related re-
search as the internal store environment (e.g., Hart et al.,
2013). Through qualitative content analysis of the focus-
group discussions, the study explores the contents and
meanings of older consumers’ perceptions related to the
design (functional and aesthetic) and ambient (i.e., atmo-
spherics) elements in the city-centre shopping environ-
ment. The aim is to identify what kind of elements these
are and how they constitute an attractive city-centre
shopping environment for older consumers. The study
deepens the understanding of older city shoppers and
endeavours to find the means to create an age-friendly
city centre that caters to older consumers’ needs and pro-

vides shopping experiences which differ positively from
those in competing retail environments.

2. Effect of the Physical Shopping Environment
on Consumers

A physical shopping environment (see Figure 1) com-
prises the internal store environment and the external
shopping environment (e.g., shopping streets and mar-
kets), with a vaguely bordered transitional zone (e.g.,
street terraces) (Baker, 1986; Underhill, 1999). Both en-
vironments constitute the tangible and intangible ele-
ments, which have been found to influence consumers’
perceptions. The tangibles include ambient elements
such as sounds and lighting, and design elements in-
cluding layout, convenience (e.g., moving around, way-
finding) and architecture (Baker, Grewal, & Parasuraman,
1994; De Nisco & Warnaby, 2013). Tangibles provide the
physical context of the intangibles, which refer to the
social interaction within the environment (Bitner, 1992;
Hart et al., 2013). Beingmeasurable, observable, or man-
ufactured, tangibles offer concrete means to enhance
the attractiveness of the shopping environment (Baker,
1986; Rosenbaum &Massiah, 2011).

The influence of environmental elements in con-
sumers’ perceptions of a store has been widely recog-
nised (e.g., Baker et al., 1994; Teller & Reutterer, 2008;
Turley & Milliman, 2000), and retailers have aimed at
controlling the internal elements, background music,
for instance, to increase overall attractiveness or tar-
get the customer segment they prefer (willingness to
linger/revisit). The external elements have not gained
as much attention in retailing research (De Nisco &
Warnaby, 2013). It has been argued that consumers’ per-
ceptions are much difficult to understand and control
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Figure 1. The external elements in the physical shopping environment.
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in evolved shopping environments, such as city centres,
than in a created store environment (Hart et al., 2013).
The externals are usually beyond the direct control of
retailers. In recent years, however, generated by the
public-private collaborated urban-development projects,
academic studies on the external shopping environment
have increased (e.g., De Nisco & Warnaby, 2013, 2014;
Hart et al., 2013; Parker et al., 2017).

Several typologies of the retail environment ele-
ments have been constructed to analyse the effect of the
physical shopping environment on consumers in a store
and its immediate exterior (e.g., Baker, 1986; Bitner,
1992; Turley & Milliman, 2000). Recently, these typolo-
gies have been applied in the external shopping environ-
ment (e.g., De Nisco &Warnaby, 2013; Hart et al., 2013).
The framework presented in Figure 1 is outlined based
on the review of retailing literature (Kohijoki & Koistinen,
2018) to illustrate these somewhat overlapping typolo-
gies of ambient, design, and social elements and to spec-
ify the external, tangible elements that have been found
to influence consumers.

The ambient elements, which have an effect on con-
sumers’ sensations, have been found to influence shop-
ping enjoyment (Hart et al., 2013; Teller, 2008). Inter-
esting sounds and smells, and a clean inner-city en-
vironment, for instance, are particularly attractive to
consumers with experiential shopping motives (Dawson,
Bloch, & Ridgway, 1990). Although occasionally unpleas-
ant, the temperature, the air and smells, do not seem to
have a significant effect on re-visiting or time spent in the
shopping environment (Teller & Reutterer, 2008). How-
ever, poor weather is among the most frequently men-
tioned reasons for shopping indoors (Dellaert, Arentze,
& Timmermans, 2008). Although the typologies separate
ambient fromdesign elements (e.g., Hart et al., 2013; see
Figure 1), there is a link between them in that design el-
ements can be used to control the ambience, and vice
versa (e.g., the effect of lighting on safety).

The design elements have been further divided into
aesthetic and functional elements (e.g., Baker, 1986; De
Nisco & Warnaby, 2013; see Figure 1). Aesthetic design
elements have been found to be an asset of a compet-
itive intra-urban centre (Wrigley & Lambiri, 2015). The
attractiveness of the buildings and store window dis-
plays (including architecture, style, colours, and decors)
affect the consumers’ willingness to stay and patronise
(Bell, 1999; De Nisco & Warnaby, 2013). A visually ap-
pealing environment is particularly attractive to recre-
ational shoppers who like to spend time in the shopping
area (Reimers & Clulow, 2014). A functional urban layout
(space arrangement) and convenience ofmoving around,
parking, and use of public transportation have also ap-
peared to influence patronage intentions and the willing-
ness to linger (e.g., De Nisco &Warnaby, 2013;Wrigley &
Lambiri, 2015). However, a cityscape with several vacant
stores may arouse feelings of insecurity, in the evening
in particular (Maronick, 2007; Wrigley & Lambiri, 2015).
Although presented separately, the aesthetic and func-

tional design elements overlap as some elements may
have both functional and aesthetic effects (e.g., the ef-
fect of street surfacing on convenience).

These examples of the external elements are com-
piled from a variety of retailing studies conducted
mostly quantitatively in Western societies (Europe, USA,
and Australia) over the past decades (see Kohijoki &
Koistinen, 2018). To get a deeper insight into the exter-
nal elements, the qualitative approach should be utilised
to identify what kind of elements these are and how
they make the city centre attractive to present-day con-
sumers. As the elements may be interconnected (see
Figure 1), and as there may be contextual differences
in perceptions (location, scale, time), elements should
be investigated in one city centre. Attention should also
be given to different consumer groups instead of “aver-
age” consumers.

There is a need for understanding the behaviour
and perceptions of older city shoppers, the number of
which is increasing. The functionality of the outdoor en-
vironment as a significant determinant of an age-friendly
city has gained attention in ageing-related studies (e.g.,
Buffel et al., 2012). It has emphasised that physical ob-
stacles in the pedestrian environment may decrease the
potential of older people to engage in activities outside
the home (Hovbrandt, Ståhl, Iwarsson, Horstmann, &
Carlsson, 2007; Hunter et al., 2011). Older people’s rela-
tionships with the shopping environment have gained in-
creasing attention in consumer-related research, mostly
considering the store environments. Findings on the ex-
ternal shopping environment have emphasised the ef-
fect of consumer ageing on the accessibility of services.
Where city centres decline, older consumers, the carless,
and the disabled in particular, have become disadvan-
taged with respect to their possibilities to access ade-
quate services (Bromley&Thomas, 2002; Kohijoki, 2011).
These examples show that the physical environment has
a fundamental role in supporting older consumers to
take care of their shopping independently. However, be-
sides the functional elements, more emphasis should be
placed on the aesthetics and ambience of the external
shopping environment. It has been shown that in their
shopping destination choices, older consumers have be-
come increasingly recreational shoppers who appreciate
not only barrier-free but also pleasant and stimulating
shopping surroundings (Kohijoki & Marjanen, 2013; My-
ers & Lumbers, 2008). The current study stresses the im-
portance of listening to older consumers and taking their
thoughts into consideration in retail and urban planning
to create an age-friendly city-centre shopping environ-
ment that caters to older city shoppers.

3. Methods

3.1. Research Area and Focus-Group Approach

The study was conducted in the city of Turku, which is
the administrative and commercial centre of the third
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largest urban region (population 325,000) in Finland. The
old-age dependency ratio in the Turku region (32%) was
higher than in other large urban regions, Tampere (30%)
and Helsinki (25%), and it has been estimated to rise to
39% by 2030 (Official Statistics of Finland, 2018). Similar
tomanyWestern cities, the declining vitality of the Turku
city centre has generated several urban-development
projects (City of Turku, 2014).

The focus-group approach was chosen to collect in-
depth information on city-centre shopping environment
from older consumers’ perspective. The method did not
discriminate against people who were unable to fill in
questionnaires (declining eyesight, hand disabilities) or
who were not accustomed to using information technol-
ogy. In a web-based survey conducted by the Turku city
centre (Laukkanen, 2016), for example, the proportion
of 64+ respondents (2%) was much lower than their ac-
tual share (19%) of the citizenship. Focus groups also en-
couraged those whowere reluctant to be interviewed on
their own to participate (Kitzinger, 1995). Having partici-
pants at a similar stage of life, like old-age pensioners in
this study, also made it easier for them to discuss age-
specific challenges, for example.

3.2. Recruitment of the Focus-Group Participants

In line with the recommended number and size of the
groups (Krueger, 1988; Morgan, 1997), four focus-group
discussions with 5 to 6 participants (a total of 2 men

and 20 women) were organised in the autumn of 2016
(see Table 1). The participants were recruited on a vol-
unteer basis through senior clubs, housing corporations,
and the authors’ networks. The authors had contact per-
sons (member/host of a circle of friends/club/residence)
who were guided to compile the groups, consisting of
both men and women, from the communities they rep-
resented. The contact persons were informed of the pre-
defined criteria for the volunteers to be accepted. Given
the purpose of the study, the participants had to be aged
64+, live and do their shopping independently, and be
familiar with the Turku city centre. However, they did
not have to be frequent shoppers to get insights into
the avoidance. Before the discussions, the authors en-
sured that these homogeneity criteria were met. Oth-
erwise, the participants differed regarding background,
which gave the desired variation among the participants
to allow for contrasting views (cf. Krueger, 1988). How-
ever, it was easier to get women more involved in the
discussions thanmen; twomen even cancelled at the last
minute. Regarding the ethicality, this research design did
not include such interaction with the participants that
would have required permission from the Ethics Commit-
tee of the University of Turku (2018).

3.3. Focus-Group Discussions

Both authors facilitated the discussions (average length
of two hours): one was the moderator, and the other

Table 1. Background information on the focus-group participants.

Participants’ Venue of Gender Year of Household In/off-centre House type Access
relationship the session birth size resident (based on address) to a car
to each other

Friends who Private Woman 1952 one off-centre apartment yes
meet regularly apartment; Woman 1950 two off-centre apartment yes

Kaarina Woman 1949 (A) one off-centre detached yes
(next town Woman 1948 (A) two in-centre apartment yes
to Turku) Woman 1948 (B) one off-centre apartment no

Members of a Club Woman 1949 (B) two off-centre detached yes
senior citizens’ premises; Woman 1946 one in-centre apartment yes
club Turku Woman 1944 (A) two off-centre terraced yes

Woman 1938 one off-centre apartment no
Woman 1937 one in-centre apartment yes
Woman 1935 (A) one in-centre apartment no

Members of a University Woman 1951 two off-centre detached yes
citizens’ club premises, Woman 1945 two off-centre apartment yes

Turku Woman 1944 (B) two off-centre terraced yes
Man 1944 two off-centre terraced yes
Woman 1936 two off-centre apartment yes

Residents of Housing- Man 1943 two in-centre apartment yes
a housing corporation Woman 1935 (B) one in-centre apartment no
corporation premises, Woman 1934 one in-centre apartment no

Turku Woman 1932 one in-centre apartment no
Woman 1923 one in-centre apartment no
Woman 1922 one in-centre apartment no
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made notes and ensured the recording. At the begin-
ning of the discussions, themoderator described the pur-
pose of the study, emphasised its confidentiality, and
provided guidelines for the discussions. The discussions
followed pre-formulated themes (see Table 2). After the
short round of introductions, the participants described
their typical shopping trip to the city centre and dis-
cussed how they are currently catered for. In the main
section, participants gave their first impressions of the
physical appearance of the city centre, and after that, the
literature-based external elements (see Figure 1) were
discussed one at a time. In addition to the current state,
the proposals for improvements were discussed. After
the free discussion, the participants filled in a brief ques-
tionnaire (font size larger than normal) of their back-
ground information (see Table 1). Overall, the discus-
sionswere successful. The participants discussed actively
and raised issues spontaneously. The participants were
pleased that the researchers and the city authorities are
interested in their perceptions.

3.4. Analysis

The discussions were transcribed, and prior to the analy-
sis, the identity of the participants was anonymised to
maintain research confidentiality. The data were anal-
ysed by qualitative content analysis complying with de-
ductive logic (e.g., Mayring, 2004; Tuomi & Sarajärvi,
2018). After thorough readings of the transcripts, the
comments and proposals for improvements of the par-
ticipants were systematically organised according to
the external elements in the theoretical framework
(Figure 1), and the contents and meaning of the com-
ments were analysed. The comments were further di-
vided in two concerning the positive/pleasant percep-
tions (attractiveness) and the negative/unpleasant per-
ceptions (unattractiveness), respectively. This theory-
based analysis continued with the composing of the
summaries of the perceptions with respect to each el-
ement (cf. Krueger, 1988; Mayring, 2004). In this arti-

cle, the participants’ background information and typi-
cal shopping trip are described first, and then the sum-
maries of the element-related perceptions and proposals
are presented.

4. Findings

4.1. Focus-Group Participants

4.1.1. Background

The participants were 64 to 94 years old (the mean
age 75) pensioners. Over half of them lived alone (see
Table 1), which corresponded with the 64+ households
in the Turku area (one-person households: 57%; cf.
Official Statistics of Finland, 2018). Similar to the local
level (70%), the majority of the participants, mostly in-
centre residents, lived in apartments. All participants
lived within eight kilometres of the Market Place, which
they considered to be the heart of the city-centre shop-
ping environment (Figures 2 to 4). Most of the partic-
ipants had access to a car, which corresponds to the
64+ drivers in Finland (68%; Official Statistics of Finland,
2018). There is no upper age limit for holding a driving
licence, but after the age of 70, a medical certificate is re-
quired (renewable regularly). It came out that many had
functional limitations, but for now, only a couple of them
needed assistive devices (e.g., a walking stick). Two par-
ticipants had a disabled parking permit.

4.1.2. Typical Shopping Trip to the City Centre

Severalmodes of travel (walking, cycling, driving, and tak-
ing a taxi) were used, the bus being themost likely choice.
In addition to the Market Place, popular shopping des-
tinations included department stores, the Market Hall,
and the Riverfront Promenade (see Figures 3 and 4). For
a handful of participants, mostly in-centre residents, city
shopping was a pleasant everyday activity whereas the
majority did city shopping on a weekly basis. Visiting

Table 2. The pre-formulated themes of the focus-group discussions.

Introduction • Introduce yourself briefly and tell the group where you usually buy your groceries and why you
shop in that particular place.

A typical shopping • What comes to mind first when you think about Turku city centre as a shopping environment?
trip to Turku • Describe your typical shopping trip to Turku city centre.
city centre • How are older consumers catered to in Turku city centre?

Turku city • Describe how you perceive the physical appearance of Turku city centre.
centre as • What thoughts does this design element arouse when you consider Turku city centre, and what
a physical thoughts does it arouse if you think about developing the city centre?
shopping • What thoughts does this ambient element arouse when you consider Turku city centre, and what
environment thoughts does it arouse you think about developing the city centre?

Free discussion • Is there anything else you would like to share with us about the topic?

Notes: design elements: layout, convenience, safety; architecture, style, colours, materials, furnishings, décor; ambient elements:
weather, temperature, air quality, smell, lighting, sounds, cleanliness.
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Figure 2. The focus-group participants’ place of residence with respect to the city centre.

Figure 3. The Turku city-centre shopping environment with places of interest.

cafes or restaurants and meeting other people was im-
portant to these recreational shoppers. There were also
a few infrequent city shoppers, who did not want to
spend extra time in the centre. However, they argued
that they would connect shopping with other activities
if the physical environment were more attractive.

Common to all participants, a reason for city shop-
ping was the access to services that could not be ac-

quired elsewhere. Although there was a desire for cloth-
ing stores targeted at older adults, participants agreed
that the city centre catered to them considerably well.
In this context, attitudes toward other shopping environ-
ments were raised. The out-of-town shopping centres
were thought to be targeted at younger shoppers. How-
ever, hypermarkets were popular among the off-centre
residents due to the convenience in parking. Although
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Figure 4. The Market Place (left) and the Riverfront Promenade (right).

the majority had sufficient know-how to use e-services,
e-shopping was seen as a socially isolating and physically
weakening activity. Participants wished to stay healthy
and capable of moving in order to be able to take care of
their shopping independently for as long as possible:

It’s important to us...that we can go where we want
by ourselves… [that] we can go to the library…we can
buy potatoes...by ourselves….This kind of activity is
decreasing; it’s highly valuable tomaintain this option.
(Woman, 82)

The first impressions of the city centre were mainly re-
lated to building architecture and style, outdoor furnish-
ing, the convenience of street surfacing and parking,
and the cleanliness of the streetscape. In their first im-
pressions, participants used generic words to describe
the environment, such as “easy”, “difficult”, “beautiful”,
“bland”, or “annoying”. When the shopping environment
was discussed element by element, participants were
able to open up their thoughts; what kinds of elements
constitute “a beautiful building”, for example.

4.2. Functional Design Elements: Convenience, Layout
and Safety

Convenience provoked heated discussions fromdifferent
perspectives. Regarding accessibility, therewas a consen-
sus that the city centre was more convenient to access
by bus than by car. The sustainable aspect of transporta-
tion was not emphasised. The low-priced senior travel
card, terminal points located around the Market Place,
and parking inconvenience made the participants travel
by bus. However, the downside of travelling by bus was
that it restricted purchasing to light (if any) items. Thus,
when making heavy purchases, the off-centre residents,
in particular, drove to out-of-centre stores: “If I need a lot
of groceries, I’ll go to that [hypermarket] because I can
park inside....Pushing the trolleys outside in other places

is difficult” (Woman A, 67). As this was not an option for
carless shoppers, who were dependent on outside help
(e.g., taking a taxi), the ticket scanners were suggested to
be installed near thewide back doors on buses tomake it
easier formobility-impaired shoppers to travel with bags.
It was considered unfair that only those who are per-
mitted to travel free (wheelchair users, passengers with
prams) may use the back doors.

The convenience of parking evoked several view-
points. The participants agreed that enough parking facil-
ities were available. However, those who preferred driv-
ing argued that the short-term and high-charge parking
prevent them from spending asmuch time as theywould
like in the city centre. Participants were sceptical about
the planned underground parking in the Market Place,
not only because of the high charges but also because of
the inconvenience of parking halls in general: “The [park-
ing] times are so short that I take my car to a parking hall,
but it’s complicated due to my disability” (Woman, 64).
As the walking distance to the car increases if the pur-
chases have to be carried underground, those with a dis-
abled parking permit were pleased that they have been
allowed to park above ground: “I can visit many stores;
it’s easy to take purchases there [around theMarket Hall
and the City Hall] so that I don’t have to carry them all
at once” (Woman A, 67). To decrease the inconvenience
of parking, the participants hoped for reasonable pricing
and new spacious places available for all senior drivers at
the street level.

The convenience of moving around raised various
perceptions as it was closely connected to layout and
safety. It was repeated that the grid street plan layout
(see Figure 3) made it easier to perceive the location
of the places and navigate among them: “The streets
are…long and straight. As it’s so small and compact, it’s
easy to run errands and go from one place to another”
(Woman B, 81). The city centre, the Riverfront Prome-
nade, in particular, was perceived as a barrier-free, thus
safe environment to walk around. However, some histor-
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ical storefronts (e.g., stairs without ramps/railings) and
pedestrian areas (e.g., high kerbs, uneven pavements) re-
quired investment.

In addition to convenience, safety was related to so-
cial interaction within the environment. None of the par-
ticipants had been subjected to personal violence. How-
ever, the fear of being harassed meant that they avoided
late shopping (some stores are open until 9 p.m.). Even
though they preferred daytime shopping during off-peak
hours, participants felt insecure when walking among
the traffic. However, they did not support the City’s plans
for banning private cars around theMarket Place as they
wished to be able to drive to the centre by themselves.
The traffic also seemed to strengthen their feeling of se-
curity: if something happens, help is at hand. By “some-
thing” they referred to a high risk for older shoppers of
falling over or slipping on the street: “It’s uneven and
when frost sets in and it’s slippery…older people fall over”
(Woman, 65). The proposals considered to increase con-
venience and safety were all-year street maintenance
and proper lighting at dusk.

4.3. Aesthetic Design Elements

4.3.1. Architecture, Style, and Colours

The architecture and style of the city centre provoked
lively discussion. The shopping environment was con-
sidered visually attractive, although it was criticised
for lacking a consistent architectural line: “Not by the
riverside, elsewhere, there’s one splendid building here
and there” (Man, 73). Prefabricated buildings, mainly
from the 1960s and 1970s, were perceived as ruining
the cityscape with its beautiful neoclassical/renaissance-
styled buildings.

Perceptions of colours were closely related to archi-
tecture. The first impression was a greyness of concrete
buildings, which was interesting given that there were
very fewunpainted concrete surfaces.Whenparticipants
described what made historical buildings beautiful, the
architecture, colours, and ornamentation were empha-
sised. The pleasant colour palette included yellow walls
and detailing in white (Figures 4 and 5). Regarding land-
scape architecture, green parks, trees glowing with au-
tumn tints or snow white and multi-coloured beds of
flowers evoked positive sensations: “This is a city of
maples. In the autumn, it’s a work of art” (Woman, 80).
Noteworthy, a touch of nature while shopping was con-
sidered to be vital for those who were unable to come
in contact with nature and walk outside the centre. The
importance of respecting historical buildings and con-
serving the parks and trees when implementing urban-
development projects was stressed.

4.3.2. Materials

In terms ofmaterials, the participants repeated their per-
ceptions related to the architecture, convenience, and

safety. In general, natural materials (stones, trees, plants,
and water) were perceived as enriching the urban envi-
ronment. Although some participants approved of cob-
bled streets as part of the medieval architecture, cob-
blestone was perceived as a non-functional material due
to the unevenness and slipperiness: “The surfacing of
theMarket Place annoysme…evenme, a healthy person,
when I’m carrying shopping bags my eyes are focused on
the ground, you cannot concentrate on the environment”
(Woman, 82). It was proposed that there should also be
smoothwalkways in cobbled areas. In addition, an under-
street heating system, similar to the Pedestrian Street,
should be installed whenever it is possible.

4.3.3. Furnishings and Décor

Regarding urban furnishings, the limited provision of
public seating and rubbish bins was emphasised. Al-
though participants were pleased that the number of
street terraces had increased in recent years (e.g., the
Pedestrian Street, the Riverfront), they did not always
want to be obligated to buy a cup of coffee when
they needed to sit. They demanded proper and clean
public seating for resting and enjoying the cityscape
while shopping: “There should be benches in theMarket
Place…I think that our mobility is worsening all the time”
(Woman B, 68).

As participants argued, to avoid falling full-length on
the street they could not look upwards, the décor did
not immediately evoke discussion. After thinking for a
while, theymentioned flowers, statues, doors, iron gates,
and murals. Those inclined towards recreational shop-
ping desired more street art, such as the profession-
ally made graffiti to embellish the dull, concrete walls
(Figure 5): “I see them as the decorators or creators
of the cityscape” (Woman A, 68). It was also suggested
that bland rubbish bins be decoratedwith artworkwould
make the environment more attractive, and cleaner. It is
noteworthy that the shop windows were considered the
decors of the shopping environment. As a hint to brick-
and-mortar retailers, windows covered with modern ad-
vertising posters were perceived to be as boring as va-
cant stores.

4.4. Ambient Elements

4.4.1. Weather and Temperature

Despite seasonal differences, the climate did not af-
fect city-centre patronage very much, but it influenced
convenience and safety. The participants visited the
city centre all year round: “I visit the Market Place
whether it’s winter or summer, the weather has no ef-
fect on that” (Woman B, 67). However, when the streets
were icy or slushy, they faced challenges. In intolerable
weather, some participants drove to out-of-town hyper-
markets, but the carless, mobility-impaired occasionally
felt trapped in their homes: “The winter isolates all of us
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Figure 5. The old building (the VFB House) and iron gate against a contemporary mural.

crippled people” (Woman, 82). The temperature in itself
was not an issue: it was just a matter of clothing. Worth
noting, recent winters in the area have been less-snowy
(Figure 5), which has not prevented outdoor activity.
However, the under-street heating system was brought
up again as a means to increase shopping enjoyment.

4.4.2. Air Quality, Smell, and Sounds

The airborne elements did not arouse heated discussion,
but it was noticed that air quality and smells were much
better inside than outside the centre: “I don’t think we
have such bad smell in the centre as they do in some
other places in the city” (Woman A, 68). However, a
few occasional sources of unpleasantness came up: stink-
ing rubbish bins and cigarette smoke in the storefronts,
street dust in the spring, and the winter inversion that
traps pollution at the street level. The pleasantness in-
cludes aromas coming from street terraces, the scent of
flowers, and “fresh air which comes nicely from the sea”
(Man, 72).

Although the hubbub of traffic was perceived as un-
pleasant, it was considered a natural and thus tolerable
city sound: “Sounds of the city, which never end, it’s sort
of normal, it belongs to that life” (Woman B, 68). Those
whohad lived in the city for a long time observed that the
centre had also become quieter after the introduction
of car restrictions. Nowadays, the shopping environment
resonates withmusic and international voices. More out-
door events for all ages were desired, but criteria for
street musicians’ playing skill were demanded.

4.4.3. Cleanliness

Uncleanliness evoked frustration; it was described that:
“[Uncleanliness is] the greatest problem in the city cen-
tre, which is attractive otherwise” (Man, 73). The paper
wrappings and cigarette butts on the pavement were the

most annoying, in the Market Place surroundings in par-
ticular. The parking-hall development project was sup-
ported, not in terms of expanding the parking facilities,
but as potentially cleaning up the Market Place. A cue
should be taken from the Riverfront, where there has
been investment in decorated bins, for example. The
main problem, however, was perceived to lie in the at-
titudes of people: “There are too few rubbish bins…but
the fault is also in the residents because they throw butts
just where they’re standing. No one can do anything un-
less people change their attitudes” (Woman, 79). The im-
position of fines for littering was suggested.

4.4.4. Lighting

Given the seasonal variations in daylight (6 to 19 hours),
lighting was highly emphasised. It was connected to con-
venience and safety, as well as colours and décor. It
was described that white-coloured decorative lights re-
flected on facades and trees also illuminate the streets,
and thus enhance convenience and feelings of security. It
was also generally thought that the retailers’ illuminated
signs and display windows created a pleasant shopping
environment, especially during the Christmas period. In
public areas, the festive lights were perceived as modest.
For the year-round festive illumination, provided that it
is neither flashing nor multi-coloured, it was suggested
that: “There should be other than Christmas lights…it’d
liven up the attraction” (Woman, 71). However, it was
highly emphasised that aesthetics should follow func-
tionality in public lighting: “It’s vital that there’s good
lighting so that older people can move around there”
(Woman, 80).

5. Discussion

This study attested to the importance of the city cen-
tre for older shoppers (e.g., Wrigley & Lambiri, 2015). It

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 5–17 13



contributed to current knowledge by focusing on older
consumers’ perceptions of the elements in the external
shopping environment (see Figure 1), which have not
gainedmuch attention in retailing (e.g., Hart et al., 2013).
The focus-group discussions of 22 participants proved
to be an appropriate method to identify what kinds of
elements constitute an attractive city-centre shopping
environment to older consumers, and how they do so.
The elements, which evoked strong sensations, typically
unattractive, raised proposals for improvements. The
suggested means to develop the city centre should be
actualized in order to make for a more age-friendly shop-
ping environment. In addition, the study improved the
current understanding of older consumers’ shopping be-
haviour in the city centre.

The focus groups consisted of consumers aged 64+
who lived an active and independent life and wished
to do so as long as possible. They confirmed that the
versatile services, also targeted for older consumers,
and the physical characteristics of the shopping envi-
ronment were the assets of the age-friendly city cen-
tre (e.g., Buffel et al., 2012; Teller et al., 2016). As
noticed in previous studies on older consumers (e.g.,
Kohijoki &Marjanen, 2013), most of the focus-group par-
ticipants were inclined towards recreational shopping.
While shopping in the city centre, they were keen to
spend time frequenting cafes and restaurants, meeting
people, and sightseeing. This indicates that city shopping
more than fulfilled the senior shoppers’ consumption
needs: it gave them a reason to go out, get some fresh
air, and maintain social contacts. This was not offered in
e-stores or out-of-town shopping centres.

Consistent with prior studies, the shopping environ-
ment that is functional with respect to layout, conve-
nience, and safety proved to be essential for older con-
sumers to cope with their shopping in the city centre (cf.
De Nisco &Warnaby, 2013; Hovbrandt et al., 2007). Focus
groups reflected that barrier-free building-design regula-
tions had enhanced convenience and safety in the tran-
sitional zone. Only in some historical buildings, the store-
fronts still require investmentwith regards to accessibility,
such as installing handrails on stairs. The element which
truly decreased functionality was the safety risk for older
city shoppers of falling over/slipping on the pavement.

The availability and cost of parking have been found
to be the key issues for city shoppers of all ages (e.g.,
Wrigley & Lambiri, 2015). This study revealed that not
all available car parks are convenient for older drivers.
This refers to inaccessible parking halls and short-time
parking that prevents lingering in the centre. It should
be noted that a private car is a vital means for some se-
niors to run their errands. Thus, there should be spacious
“family-parking” placesmade available to older shoppers
at street level. Low-priced off-peak parking at around
midday would benefit all city shoppers. However, an in-
creasing number of non-driving seniors should not be
forgotten for whom convenient public transportation ac-
cess to the city centre is vital for coping with shopping.

Similar to previous findings (e.g., De Nisco &
Warnaby, 2013; Reimers & Clulow, 2014), the environ-
mental aesthetics were considered important, particu-
larly among recreational focus-group participants who
were attracted by the authentic city architecture and
appealing details. Given that older consumers preferred
bricks-and-mortar shopping to “screen shopping”, well-
maintained and harmonious facades with illuminated ad-
vertising and well-designed window displays were con-
sidered pleasant. It is also noteworthy that the city parks
and street plantings were seen as a vital part of an age-
friendly shopping environment. Walking outdoors has
been found to increase physical and mental well-being
(see Hunter et al., 2011), so urban nature should be re-
spected in the city centre. This study also showed that
trees, flowers, artworks, and other décors of streetscape
offer the means to harmonise the contrast between new
and old architecture at a rather low cost. Investing in aes-
thetics is worthwhile as itmay also enhance functionality.
It was prioritised that smooth surfacing increases conve-
nience and safety tomove aroundwhereas seating, both
in public and private areas, allows senior shoppers to rest
their feet and enjoy the cityscape.

The study confirmed that ambience influences shop-
ping enjoyment (cf. Dellaert et al., 2008; Hart et al., 2013;
Teller & Reutterer, 2008), and can be crucial for older con-
sumers to run errands outdoors. In spite of the Nordic cli-
mate, the city centre was attractive to older consumers
all year round. Having fresh air was one of the upsides
of city shopping. The traffic-born elements were tolera-
ble in the car-restricted areas. To improve the year-round
ambience, investment in pedestrian street maintenance,
including waste management and lighting, was consid-
ered to be first in priority. Good outdoor lighting is vi-
tal for ageing eyes trying to cope with shopping. Effi-
cient lighting increased shopping enjoyment by creating
a functional and aesthetic environment. Lighting, even
if decorative, is a fairly easy and low-price solution (e.g.,
floodlit buildings) to enliven the urban landscape.

The focus groups offered contents and meanings to
the external elements, the effects ofwhich on consumers
havemostly been studied quantitatively. The discussions
did not reveal new elements to the framework (Figure 1).
The strengths of the study were that all the elements
in the framework were discussed from the viewpoint of
the highly-involved consumers, and in one city centre.
The elements which evoked the most vivid discussion
among the participants were convenience, safety, archi-
tecture, furnishings, lighting, and cleanliness. Although
the elements were discussed one by one, the summaries
of the contents reflect that the design and ambient ele-
ments were related to each other, having a synergetic
influence on attractiveness. Convenience was related to
several aesthetic (e.g., furnishing, material) and ambi-
ent (e.g., weather, lighting) elements. The architecture
was closely connected to other aesthetic elements, and
ambient lighting had both functional (e.g., convenience
and safety) and aesthetic connotations (e.g., colours and
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decors). This synergy effect should be taken into account
when developing the city-centre shopping environment.

To identify what kind of elements constitute an
attractive city-centre shopping environment, and how
they do so, the study focused both on the pleasant
and unpleasant perceptions. It can be summarised that
the unattractive shopping environment was constructed
based on a dull and inconsistent architectural style, in-
convenient and unsafe cobblestone (or other uneven)
street surfacing, the lack of proper seating and lighting,
and untidiness of the streetscape. The attractiveness of
the shopping environment was attributed to the consis-
tent architectural style with warm-coloured, spot-lit and
decorated buildings, the uniformly surfaced and illumi-
nated pavements, proper seating both in public and pri-
vate areas, artworks, elements of nature, and decorated
rubbish bins along the streets.

In the case of Turku, these attributes can be contextu-
alised to the Market Place and the Riverfront (Figures 3
and 4), which were in different phases of the revitalisa-
tion process. The centrally locatedMarket Place received
full marks for being a vital service environment for older
consumers, but it was considered a non-functional and
anaesthetic shopping environment. To develop the envi-
ronment in a more age-friendly manner, cue should be
taken from the Riverfront, where investment has paid off,
in light of the positive perceptions and actions of older
city shoppers. However, the study showed that, from an
older consumer’s perspective, in order to revitalise the
Market Place, or any other external shopping environ-
ment, the actions do not need to be large-scale. Even
the minutiae (e.g., lights, chairs, flowers, etc.) have a no-
table effect; they are usually easy to control and incur
quite low costs. It was also shown that the bricks-and-
mortar entrepreneurs have a strong influence in the tran-
sitional zone. However, influencing city-centre attractive-
ness at the large scale requires co-operation among sev-
eral actors.

6. Limitations and Future Research

The study was limited to the medium-sized city located
in Northern Europe. Thus, the findings are best applica-
ble to cities with similar demographic characteristics and
seasonal climatic variations. However, the fundamental
challenges related to consumer ageing that face urban
and retail planners are similar irrespective of the location
and size of the city. A comparative study between several
cities is suggested to confirm this statement. In addition,
as the findings reflected woman-dominated perceptions,
to compare the genders in the further studies, a different
strategy should be considered when recruiting male vol-
unteers. Although the study focused only on older con-
sumers, it is worth noticing that meeting the needs of
older city shoppers does not have to be at the expense
of younger ones. Consumers may be mobility-restricted
in different phases of their lives, for example, and for
several reasons. To develop city centres that are friendly

for all ages, comparative research using the framework
of the study is suggested. As the study has reached its
goals methodologically, the focus-group approach is rec-
ommended for these comparative studies. To continue
with this topic among older consumers, walking-along
interviews, for example, could reveal how the elements
affect consumers when shopping in the city centre. Fi-
nally, the study focused on tangibles, as they offer con-
crete means to enhance the shopping environment. In
the focus-group discussions, social aspects also emerged,
reflecting that the city centre offers a social living-room
setting to older shoppers. Given that older consumers in
theWestern cities are increasingly living alone, there is a
need for research on the role of shopping in fulfilling so-
cial needs and preventing loneliness. It is essential to de-
velop the built environment, service provision, and social
aspects in city centres to make them more age-friendly.
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1. Introduction: Narratives of Quality Residential Areas
for Older Adults

The aim of the article is to discuss the place assessment
of suburban and city centre residential areas in Cyprus
from the point of view of their senior citizens. A main
problem of urban development in Cyprus, an Island state
of the Eastern Mediterranean, is the extended sprawl
and low densities that characterise the majority of its de-
veloped areas (Savvides, 2018). Ageing and place appro-
priateness in suburban neighbourhoods is a particular as-

pect of this issue that has never before been discussed in
detail or researched. Built areas in Cyprus decline from
several goals of the Habitat Program (United Nations,
2018), since serious gaps occur in providing accessible
and sustainable mobility for all, better performance of
cities in terms of their environmental impact, access to
quality public spaces and improve integration between
urban, suburban and rural space (Ioannou, 2016). Low-
density suburban areaswith increasing older adults’ pop-
ulation are typical for all the four urban conurbations
of the area controlled by the Republic of Cyprus at the
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south (Figure 1). Nicosia, the capital, is the largest of the
four, around 240,000 inhabitants in 2001 (28% of the to-
tal population) covering a total area of around 200km2.
City population is almost six times the 1960 population
of 45,000 inhabitants. The average population older than
65 was at the time 18.45%, 22.8% for the country and
29.9% the EU average (Eurostat, 2017).

The article starts with a review of planning and devel-
opment processes which produced the suburban fringe
during the past decades. It continues with the profiling
of older adults regarding residential mobility, family ties
and ownership, and recent trends and preferences in
these fields. A mapping of Nicosia neighbourhoods fol-
lows as an attempt to outline the geographies of ageing
population of the city in relation to densities of subur-
ban district types. Then, the Place Standard ([PS], 2018)
assessment tool is applied for five selected districts of dif-
ferent profiles. Finally, twenty-five in-depth qualitative
interviews, five from each district, on the perception of
older adults for their place of residence, provide a com-
parative evaluation on the fourteen quality indicators as-
sessed through the PS tool.

The main hypothesis of the article is to compara-
tively investigate how the population over the age of 65
assesses its neighbourhood and what is the relation (if
any) of this assessment to suburban spatial features such
as density. In this context an outline emerges clarifying
which are the narratives of quality residential areas for
older adults in the case of the Nicosia suburbia. The ar-
ticle also aims at providing a general context and define
a set of issues for further research on the spatial charac-
ter of Cyprus cities, which is today missing from a critical
planning debate.

Typical narratives of sustainable neighbourhoods for
older adults (Hooper, Matthew, Foster, & Giles-Corti,

2015), that means denser and more crowded residential
areas, are not the case of the local suburban reality in
Cyprus. There is a series of weaknesses in most of the ur-
ban areas (Ioannides, 2018) related with the loose struc-
ture of the suburban fringe and the low densities that
cannot support a broad range of urban amenities and ser-
vices, more specifically: local central amenity cores are
weak or even absent, so access to neighbourhood cen-
tres on foot (up to 400 to 1600m) to a diversity of des-
tinations is limited; access to public transport is not ad-
equate because of the insufficiency of the provided ser-
vices; the plot-by-plot neighbourhood development and
patchy design layout discourages connectivity and viabil-
ity of focal points; external through connections at the
perimeter of a district are limited and cul de sacs are the
common; shaded streets with tree canopy cover are rare
despite the hotMediterranean climate; housing diversity
and development types are deficient inmost of the areas,
while affordable housing is rare and in crisis; public park-
lands, access to parks, parks surveillance and safety are
again problematic.

Contrary to the weaknesses of the built environment
as described above, the development of social relation
seems more vivid (Minas, Mavrikiou, & Jacobson, 2013).
There are still strong and frequent relationships between
members of social groups sharing similar identities or be-
ing part of wider families, which is a positive condition
(Buffel et al., 2014a). There is a need to investigate fur-
ther whether these relationships foster participation, in-
volvement, a “sense of community”, or a feeling of be-
longing to the local neighbourhood (Lachapelle, 2008).

The current research sets densities and city
plan/layout as the main terrain of interest, were vari-
ables like interpersonal relationships, place attachment
and community engagement, are tested. Social param-
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Figure 1.Map of Cyprus indicating Nicosia and the main settlements of the island.
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eters such as loneliness and low income, health condi-
tion, limited mobility, third age or other circumstances
(Buffel et al., 2014b; Van Cauwenberg et al., 2014) are
not included in the investigation hypotheses, in order to
focus purely on the spatial dimension. The aim of the
article is to examine how the majority of older adults
assesses the place of their residence and if suburban
residents perform differences in the perception of the
quality of their place compared to central neighbour-
hood residents. This preliminary investigation does not
include a number of other special social parameters
equally important.

2. Planning and the Production of the Current Suburbia

Suburban development in Cyprus has gradually been de-
veloping during the last eighty years (Ioannou, 2016),
and over the life span of the today’s population over
the age of 65. The current generation of ageing “subur-
bians”, being in their youth then, was the first colonists of
the early suburbs. Most of them have spent their whole
lives at the residencies they were born and brought up
since residential mobility in Mediterranean countries is
relatively low (Arbaci &Malheiros, 2010). Generally, sub-
urban development is boosted by the growing domi-
nance of the single-family detached home as a preferred
lifestyle (Gammage, 2016). In fact, urbanisation occurred
in Cyprus in the second half of the 20th century and, dur-
ing the first stages, it was almost exclusively based on
the typology of freestanding houses. In this context, the
single-family detached home was not only a preferred
lifestyle but also reflected a kind of middle class “appro-
priateness” (Ioannides, 2018). Even today, a big part of
the society considers single house, as an evidence of de-
scent living for a typical local family household, percep-
tions which are not only local. People in many countries
see peripheral suburban places as locations where indi-
viduals ought to go to realize dreams of property owner-
ship, access to nature, and community involvement (Lee,
Hong, & Park, 2017; Trudeau, 2018).

Suburbia has been associated with specific lifestyle,
daily routines, mobility and consumption modes (Butler,
2005). Zoning is still a predominant planning tool in
Cyprus despite the fact that it is an essentially negative
mean of control, relying on a notional commitment to
physical determinism (Butler, 2005). The bureaucratic ra-
tionality in planning, and the politics of satisfying social
perceptions as well as the landowners’ interests against
“good” planning have established de-concentrated home
ownership as the norm (Ioannou, 2016). Within this
complete absence of public realm, other than roads,
suburbanisation might completely diminish traditional
spaces of encounter. The absence of neighbourhood
masterplans and the fragmented layout development
that serves only car circulation, as well as land specula-
tion through the vast expansion of the development ar-
eas, was set as the rule since the 1950s (Morris, 1959).
The layout design, by avoiding rectangular grids and us-

ing dead ends, increases the length of automobile trip
and at the same time discourages walking within the
neighbourhood (Moudon et al., 2006). Extended devel-
opment zones, not based on population forecasts, have
left even the early suburban quarters to a large extent
undeveloped, performing densities below 100 inhabi-
tants/ha (Ioannou, 2016). For example, areas 1040, 1048
or 1075 (Figure 2) in Nicosia started to develop after the
1930s but they still contain empty plots around thirty
to 40% of their total surface. The question is, how far is
there an impact of these densities on the social relations
and daily contacts of the older adults?

3. Older Adults in Cyprus: Residential Mobility,
Cultural Backgrounds and Changing Lifestyles

“Ageing in place” has been an influential notion for so-
cial ageing policies in Europe since the 1990s (Ahn, 2017;
Moulaert, Wanka, & Drilling, 2017). It is important for
ageing to evolve in a stable environment, equipped with
the notion of home, family, and a strong collective mem-
ory of a neighbourhood past (Ahn, 2017). Several schol-
ars have proven that traditional family bonds still active
in Cyprus, while in a lot of cases relations and support of
the older adults by their descendants are strong (Minas
et al., 2013). At the same time due to the insufficient
social infrastructure, combined with the unemployment
and the reduction of the income of the younger genera-
tions, the older adults may support their children either
economically or by providing daily services such as child-
care or preparing meals. This frame of relations is usu-
ally spatially defined, since in many cases parents con-
tribute by donating money or property in order for their
children to settle down in a close distance (Minas et al.,
2013). There are cases where parents move to a second
house very close to their original one in order to pass
it on to their children or, more commonly, cases where
children are invited to build a new house as an exten-
sion of their parents’ single house. There are also cases
where empty plots close in proximity are donated to the
children by their parents (Minas et al., 2013). Population
over the age of 65 in Cyprus considers family bonds as a
main reason to be happy and this is again a strong reason
that shapes their relation to place locality (Neocleous &
Apostolou, 2016).

During the last quarter of the 20th century, the tra-
ditional role of the Mediterranean family in the support
and daily care of its older adults is being subjected to
economic, social and psychological strains, and has been
in several cases seriously weakened (Phellas, 2013). The
change in family values, the reduction in family size and
the change of the traditional role of women have threat-
ened the tradition of ageing in place andpromoted the in-
stitutionalisation of the older adults (Troisi, 2013). There
is justified evidence that in Cyprus the extent of these
transitions is not yet widespread (Phellas, 2013).

The recent economic crisis that began in Cyprus in
early 2010 has reduced pension benefits, thus having an
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Figure 2. Nicosia postal districts density map. Medieval city: vertical white hatch; city centre: horizontal white hatch.

effect on housing options for the older adults, as well
as on the capacity of their descendants to acquire their
own home (Neocleous & Apostolou, 2016). Due to these
conditions many older adults have left care institutions
and returned to their homes (Neocleous & Apostolou,
2016), and in some cases cohabit with children or rela-
tives. There are also government programs for nursing
homes or home care (personal hygiene, house-cleaning,
washing of clothes, shopping, etc.) that support older
adults on their decision to live at home (Kouta, Kaite,
Papadopoulos, & Phellas, 2015). The employment of for-
eign domestic workers as live-in carers is another op-
tion that became very popular during the last decades
(Panayiotopoulos, 2005). Both options support them to
live in their own residences and avoid moving in with
relatives, when the older adults need intensive care
(Panayiotopoulos, 2005). This practice appears to be cul-
turally acceptable and, indeed, laudable (Panayiotopou-
los, 2005). In addition, this practice ensures in many
cases that independent mobility in private vehicles lasts
longer than the ability of the senior to drive since the car
is there to be used by an assistant, if not by the older
adults themselves (Neocleous & Apostolou, 2016). All
these changes have reversed the older trends of institu-
tionalizing the older adults and brought society back to
the traditional values of “ageing in place” (Neocleous &
Apostolou, 2016).

4. Mapping Ageing in Suburban and Central Districts of
Nicosia: Methodology and Basic Assumptions

The case study analysis consists of two main steps. At
first, there is a selection of five of 186 districts, based
on differentiated density and spatial typology, in order
to examine the main research hypothesis of how far en-
vironmental characteristics impact on the sense of sat-
isfaction with lifestyle parameters. The second step con-
centrates on the selection of five key participants (older
adults over the age of 65) from each district (twenty-five
in total) for qualitative in-depth interviews based on the
PS tool. The PS (2018) is a web application that provides
an interview framework for a holistic place assessment.

Despite the fact that low urban densities are some
of the most significant problems of the urban areas in
Cyprus (DTPH, 2011), there is a lack of published sur-
vey data around the issue. The national Statistical Ser-
vice censuses publish population data down to the level
of a postal code district, which is the lowest spatial unit
that data can be retrieved; moreover, available statistics
on housing conditions are not place specific (Eurostat,
2014). This article analyses data at the level of a postal
code district, which is not actually a neighbourhood or
an administrative boundary, but it is an areamore or less
close to a walkable spatial entity (dimensions vary from
500m to 2km). The research examines the density and
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the percentages of population over the age of 65 for 186
polygons (postal code districts) of a total population of
241,173 (census data from 2011). In around 75% of the
186 districts, the average population over the age of 65
varies between ten and 27%, while a smaller number has
significantly higher or lower percentages due to local spe-
cific conditions. The average density is around 45 inhabi-
tants/ha while there is no obvious relation between the
percentages of the population over the age of 65 and the
densities in general. The density of the population over
the age of 65 is a result of the historic evolution of each
separate district and its specific development pattern.

In order to understand the ratio/scale of city expan-
sion, only five districts in total are part of the walled
old city that existed as the only built area prior to
1930 (Figure 2). All the other districts are mid- and late-
20th century suburbia, while only ten of them partly in-
clude ex-village cores which over time were intergraded
into the city plan. The city was expanding concentrically
around the walled city until the military events of 1963–
1964 and the Turkish invasion of 1974, which led to the
division of the island. From this point, onward Nicosia

began to expand towards the south and southwest di-
rections (Ioannides, 2018). Early suburbs are closer to
the walled city and their population over the age of 65
has more or less settled there since its birth or early
youth. The southern suburbs were more recently devel-
oped and their population over 65 immigrated there at a
later stage of their lives.

In this context, the study selects five districts in or-
der to cover areas of different densities and development
phases of the city, as well as different layouts and built
environment typologies. Table 1 indicates the profile of
each area regarding its density (inhabitants/ha), popula-
tion, percentage of older adults, distance from the city
centre, public space availability and condition, walkability
and public transport. Table 2 presents each district layout.

The main aim of the article is to investigate how the
older adults of each district assess their neighbourhood
and what is the relation (if any) of this assessment with
spatial features and particular characteristics of place
(Tables 1 and 2). The PS tool provides the context to ex-
amine this condition through face-to-face qualitative in-
depth interviews (Magaldi & Berler, 2018).

Table 1. Basic features of the selected case study areas.

Area Density Population Percentage Distance Public space Walkability Public
(inh/ha) of population from the availability transport

over the age city and condition
of 65 centre

1015 Agios 44 836 14% 0 km Extended public Increased traffic In walking
Antonios space (includes and on street distance
walled city medieval moat parking. from the
district park). Modest Limited central

condition pavements bus station.

1040 57 2980 21% 1 km Limited public Car dominated Two lines
Pallouriotissa spaces (include and unfriendly to the city
core and a renovated local streets centre, 25
early suburb local square). routes per

Good condition day each.

1075 Agios 52 188 17% 0 km No significant Increased traffic In walking
Spyridonas public spaces. and on street distance
city centre parking. from the

Limited central
pavements bus station.

2123 18 991 23% 6 km An extended Low traffic, One line,
Aglantzia and good walkable 25 routes
suburb quality national streets. per day

forest park at its
southern edge.

2548 10 1950 5% 13 km Fragmented Low traffic, One line,
Kallithea pocket parks walkable 30 routes
Dali well equipped streets. per day

especially for
kids, but with
limited green.
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Table 2. Brief description and layout of each district.

Area Typical fabric segment from Google Earth Layout

1015: Agios Antonios is a terraced
medieval fabric, city centre
quarter of mixed land uses (retail,
workshops and recreation). It also
hosts a relatively high percentage
of economic immigrants
(Statistical Service, 2011).

0 300 600 Meters150

1040: Pallouriotissa is an old
terraced core combined with an
early suburb part of single,
semi-detached houses and flat
buildings. It is mainly a residential
quarter with boundary high
streets functioning as
neighbourhood centres. It also
hosts an increasing percentage of
economic immigrants (Statistical
Service, 2011).

0 300 600 Meters150

1075: Agios Spyridonas was
initially an upper-class early
suburb, but today it has
completely transformed into
downtown quarter mainly with
flat and office buildings. It has a
high extent of mixed land uses
(offices, retail and recreation).

0 300 600 Meters150

2123: Aglantzia is a late 20th
century suburb, mainly of single
freestanding houses and
small-scale family flat buildings. It
is a dominantly residential area
attached to the larger national
forest park of the city. 0 300 600 Meters150

2548: Kallithea is a new 21st
century suburb at the city fringe,
mainly of single freestanding
houses. It is a purely residential
area with an incomplete patchy
layout.
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Each interview took place in the older adults’ own
home lasted about one hour and it was recorded. Inter-
viewees did not receive any printed or electronic mate-
rial; PS was just scheduling and supporting the conver-
sation. The content and the structure of the interview
followed the analytic fourteen points of PS tool format,
summarised in the following questions (PS, 2018):

1. Moving around (ma): Can I easily walk and cycle
around using good-quality routes?

2. Public Transport (pt): Does public transport meet
my needs?

3. Traffic and parking (tp): Do traffic and parking ar-
rangements allow people to move around safely
and meet the community’s needs?

4. Streets and spaces (sp): Do buildings, streets and
public spaces create an attractive place that is easy
to get around?

5. Natural space (ns): Can I regularly experience good-
quality natural space?

6. Play and recreation (pr): Can I access a range of
space with opportunities for play and recreation?

7. Facilities and amenities (fa): Do facilities and
amenities meet my needs?

8. Work and local economy (wl): Is there an active lo-
cal economy and the opportunity to access good-
quality work?

9. Housing and community (hc): Do the homes in my
area support the needs of the community?

10. Social contact (sc): Is there a range of spaces and
opportunities to meet people?

11. Identity and belonging (id): Does this place have a
positive identity, and do I feel I belong?

12. Felling safe (fs): Do I feel safe here?
13. Care and maintenance (cm): Are buildings and

spaces well cared for?
14. Influence and control (if): Do I feel able to take part

in decisions and help change things for the better?

Each of the above questions included 5 to 6 clarification
questions. In the end of the discussion of each one of
the fourteen discussions, the interviewee had to give its
place a score from 1 to 7.

PS is suitable not only for older adults, but for any
age group, so the results of the article could be eas-
ily benchmarked against further intergenerational inves-
tigations, especially in relation to the same neighbour-
hoods. Although PS themes could be seen as an ex-
panded and more detailed version of the Eight Domains
of Age-Friendliness (Plouffe, Kalache, & Voelker, 2016).
The current research adopts PS because of its applicabil-
ity, and because as a very recent product it encompasses
all the up-to-date virtues and principles for a sustainable
place globally (Farr, 2011; Healy, 2010). PS facilitates a
structure for conversations about place in a simple and
understandable way. It encourages the interviewee to
think about the physical elements of a place (for exam-
ple, its open spaces, buildings, andmobility options) and

at the same time the social aspects, such aswhether peo-
ple feel they get care or they have influence and sense of
control (Hasler, 2018). By translating the brief into the
Greek language and, at the same time, knowing the pro-
file of the interviewees of the Nicosia neighbourhoods,
the PS tool been adapted to the place. Furthermore, it
provided prompts for discussions and sets the elements
of a place in a methodical way, being in this way open
and flexible.

In order to select the key participants interviewers
did a preliminary visit to each district, talking with res-
idents from house to house covering all local streets
and creating wider list of twenty potential interviewees
per district. The group of older adults between 65 and
80 years, of Cypriot origin, car drivers and homeowners
was the predominant sample, exceeding 70% of the to-
tal in every district. Excluding the “old old” group (80+;
McCracken & Philips, 2005) and focusing on Cypriot ori-
gin, car drivers and homeowners, it neglects a num-
ber of cases that might need a special investigation. On
the other hand, it covers the majority of older adults
in Nicosia. From the twenty potential interviewees, five
were selected in order to represent both males and fe-
males and have a good spatial distribution in the district.

For findings’ validation purposes, five pilot test inter-
views were conducted initially from the district that was
well known from previous research: 1040. According to
the findings a number of clarification questions from the
in-depth interview guide were modified to adapt the lo-
cal reality.

5. Results and Discussion

The description of the results follows the points of the
spider diagrams of Figure 3, clockwise.

Moving around (ma), walk and cycle has strangely re-
vealed as a paradox in respect towhatwould normally be
expected (Zeitler, Buys, Aird, & Miller, 2012). Denser ar-
eas have lower scores, because even the denser districts
selected are notwalkable or sufficient in covering thema-
jority of the daily needs of a resident, while non-car own-
ers are actually segregated (Savvides, 2018). The score
for the city centre and walled city quarters is the lowest,
mainly because of the narrow spaces given to pedestri-
ans and the safety issues from the dense and illegal, in
many cases on street parking. These quarters are fully
car dominated not only because of the residents, but
also because of their city centre uses that attract more
traffic. In this context, the older adults find it hard to
walk around and cycle. Suburban quarters score higher
because due to the lack of density, there are less cars in
the streets, traffic is low, especially during the morning
and evening hours and more street space is provided for
walking and cycling.

The elders’ vision on public transport (pt) is in all case
unexpected. This is because the general use of public
transport in Cyprus is below 3%, and because the inter-
viewees are car owners and every day users that rarely
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Figure 3. PS marking graphs for the five case study districts.

use public transportation. Relatively high marking could
be seen as an attempt of being polite about something
they are not able to evaluate. On the other hand, it hap-
pens that central areas like 1015 and 1075 have better
connections since they are in the city centre and bus
routes are radial.

Traffic and parking (tp) are in almost every case an
issue and again the score is proportional to density lev-
els. Central areas are congested, while car drivers feel
more facilitated in the suburban quarters, again propor-
tional to density. This is a typical result aligned to liter-
ature findings, where mobility comes up as a dominant
feature (Zeitler & Buys, 2014).

Responses about the condition of streets and spaces
(sp) are different for each district. The lowest score char-
acterises the early suburbia (1040), thatwhen developed
there was no concern at all with the provision of neigh-

bourhood public spaces. The renewal of themain streets
of the old core and the construction of a new public
square during the last decade has not succeeded to at-
tract the presence and the esteem of the older adults.
The central quarters gave an average score in reference
to streets and open spaces, besides the fact that they
are both benefit from the proximity of big open spaces
and this might happen because their internal street net-
work does not support walkability. Older adults from
recently developed districts give higher scores to their
streets and open spaces because according to them they
are not congested with cars and because lower densi-
ties allow access to “more open sky”. This aspect is of
high importance as indicated in other relevant research
(Moudon et al., 2007). It is also important to see that that
“walkability” is not a major concern and was not part of
the participant’s daily routine in contrast to many cases
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mentioned in relevant literature (for example, Van Holle
et al., 2014).

Natural space (ns) explains the adequacy of public
parks, greenery, trees, gardens and soft surfaces. As it
might be expected, less dense and central areas indi-
cate a better score. It is interesting that the early sub-
urban district (1040) has the lowest score despite the
fact that it includes green private gardens around the
detached houses, similarly with the central area (1075)
were private gardens are limited. Older adults do not
consider just the visual aspects of green as enough of
an advantage; they evaluate spaces of green that they
can comfortably use. The walled city district (1015) per-
forms better because of the moat (a continuous open
space around the Venetian walls of the old city), with
extended green spaces. It is unexpected though that
late suburbia (2123) adjacent to a national forest park
and new suburbia (2548) have the same score. There is
maybe a feeling that new, very low-density suburbia cre-
ates a feeling of living outside the city in a kind of natu-
ral/rural environment.

Again, an unexpected score is the one concerning op-
portunities for play and recreation (pr). One would ex-
pect that in denser and more central districts, the score
would be higher due to the increased numbers of cafés,
gyms and other facilities where reality shows exactly the
opposite. This research so far is unable to interpret this
result; a further research is needed to clarify this point
with a larger and more representative sample. One pos-
sible interpretation is that the typical recreation facili-
ties in the centre of town are not attractive to this social
group. Some typical, popular, weekly recreation options
of older adults especially for the social group examined
here are: dinner in local tavern; coffee at the neighbour-
hood coffee shop; excursions to the beach, forests the
countryside, mountain villages or religious places; walk-
ing and hiking; social events at home with family and
friends; watching sports games; hunting; religious cere-
monies; etc. (Minas et al., 2013; Phellas, 2013). In those
terms, the city centre is not considered a popular desti-
nation for recreation for the older adults’ in Cyprus. The
high score at the suburban districts reflects the proxim-
ity and accessibility of households to such popular recre-
ation destinations. This kind of leisure and recreational
activities play an important role for the older adults’ life
(Cho & Yi, 2013).

The correlations are also the same regarding assess-
ment of the facilities and amenities (fa). Central areas are
still providing more shopping and service opportunities
than suburbia, but the retail and services geography has
vastly changed during the past years in favour of the sub-
urbs. The most important change is the construction of
peripheral malls and super stores/retail parks along pe-
ripheral high streets, which caused the shrinking of retail
and services in the city centre, and along central commer-
cial streets (Ioannou, 2016). It is normal in a car-oriented
society and for a social group characterised by active car
drivers to expect a higher level of satisfaction at the sub-

urbia more than the city centre, since high mobility can
overcome the limitations that residential, self-selection
may impose (Cao, Mokhtarian, & Handy, 2008). In any
case, there is no typical or expected answer in how older
adults of different abilities perceive amenities as shop-
ping and services (Nyman et al., 2018).

The twenty-five in-depth qualitative interviews re-
vealed thatmost of the pensioners do notwork on a daily
basis and they might not be interested to do so (wl). Dis-
trict 1075 (city centre) is an office district that hosts a big
number of service-providers and enterprises, owned by
or employ older adults, which it is why these districts per-
form the highest satisfaction rate in the field of work and
local economy. On the other hand, it is not expected in
an area of high proportion of workshops and traditional
shops (which characterises area 1015 of the walled city)
to performwith a lower score in terms of working oppor-
tunities. It seems that office professions or profession-
als better educated are indeed more willing to continue
working after 65.

The question about housing and the community (hc)
intended to clarify the quality and offer of housing op-
portunities in the neighbourhood and their views on the
quality of their own home. Does the quality of their
residence reflect their opinion on their neighbourhood?
The answers correspond to the age and the condition
of houses in each district. The more recently developed
areas with newer buildings obtain higher score. District
1075 (city centre) performs badly for two reasons; flats
for rent or sale are limited since a number of owners
prefer converting buildings into offices. Field observation
has shown that a number of the flats are in bad condition
because most of them have not been renovated. On the
contrary there are dwellings in district 1040 (early sub-
urb) and 1015 (walled city) that are older, but due to
several planning policies they have been recently exten-
sively renovated.

The discussion concerning social contacts (sc) investi-
gated the opportunities and frequency of daily or weekly
contact with other people. This issue gained the high-
est scores out of all the fourteen points, in all the in-
vestigated districts? This may be an indicator of a gen-
eralised solidarity and the strength of the notion of the
family which relates to the traditional roots of the par-
ticular society. The regular use of private vehicles is per-
haps one of the factors that facilitates mobility in every
district, making proximity important as a factor for facil-
itating social contacts. The new suburban district (2548)
has the highest score among others, despite the fact
that it is a newly developed low-density area, where so-
cial networks are not consolidated in space compared to
the older ones. A better performance may also occur be-
cause of particular conditions such as the fact that the
older adults recently moved there in order to live near
their children’s and support them (or be supported by
them). On the contrary, interviews with people of the
central areas have revealed that most of their children
have moved away and have started their own house-
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hold in more distant locations, reducing subsequently
the frequency of contacts with their parents. This new
trend for the cities of the Mediterranean region has to
inform the typical patterns of residential mobility (Arbaci
& Malheiros, 2010).

The strength of identity and sense of belonging (ib),
including the emotional bond with the place of resi-
dence, does not seem to be affected by how old each
district is, or from of the duration of residency there.
It is possible that the interviewees describe their affilia-
tion with an imaginary, maybe wider district, and not the
exact quarter referred to in this research. When partici-
pants talked about bonding with a place, they may have
been referring to the whole city in a broader sense, as
distinct urban functional areas as Nicosia have no legible
boundaries across neighbourhoods (Savvides, 2018). In
the case of district 1077 (city centre), which is actually a
downtown commercial area and not a typical neighbour-
hood, the score is substantially lower. In this mixed-use
city centre area, it is more difficult to build social rela-
tions locally. Meeting a neighbour even during a daily
morning or afternoon walk, it is not as possible as in the
purely residential areas.

The responses relating to the notion of safety (fs) re-
late with the centrality of the place but also with exis-
tence ofmixed uses. Normally, the safety performance of
downtownareasmay vary in respect of the quality of pub-
lic space (Loukaitou-Sideris & Ehrenfeucht, 2009). At the
same timemore peripheral and quieter quarters are seen
as safer, which is not in any case a rule characterising
suburbia. Several interviewees feeling less safe suggested
that economic immigrants and marginalised groups that
live in central areas and mixed uses districts are the rea-
son for their view. This response corresponds to a conser-
vative stereotype of especially older generation Cypriots
(Hadjipavlou, 2003). Nonetheless, it’s still puzzling how a
dark and empty neighbourhood/suburbian street makes
them feel safer than a busy commercial road in the city
centre. In some cases, safety is perhaps in an impres-
sion linked mostly to traffic; areas with less traffic in low-
density suburbia makes them feel safer.

Impressions of how cared and maintained (cm) the
environment is have, again, to do with the building age,
newly developed areas are performing better, since lim-
ited urban renewal projects exist to support older areas.
Furthermore, central areas attract soft forms of vandal-
ism, graffiti on walls, damages of street furniture, which
is difficult to regularly repair. This kind of attitudes per-
haps create stress for the older adults.

Influence and control (if) over there place of living,
has to do with the role residents play in minor or ma-
jor decisions affecting the urban form and structure. This
question obtains theminimum score compared to all the
other themes. This relates to a general issue character-
ising the Cyprus planning and development system that
has not yet adopted strong public consultation processes,
which can inform citizens about future projects, designs
and planning decisions and convince citizens that have

their views have been considered. (Ioannou, 2016). Dis-
trict 1075 (city centre) has a slightly better performance
than the older andmore central areas maybe because pi-
lot renewal projects were implemented in the area. Inter-
viewees in this quarter might have been professionally
more active and thus involved in decision-making pro-
cesses than residents of other city centre districts.

6. Conclusions

The results respond to the main hypothesis of the ar-
ticle indicating that the population over the age of 65
assesses its neighbourhood differently according to the
spatial features such as density. Older adults in suburban
districts are more satisfied than the same age group in
most central districts.

Older adults’ narratives for quality residential areas
are favouring the suburban districts, which is a result of
urban sprawl, rather than the group of compact city cen-
tre districts. This is not a positive result for the future of
the sustainable urban development in Nicosia. In older
adults’ perception, higher density central areas lack in
quality when reviewing twelve out of the fourteen as-
sessed parameters, including streets and spaces, housing
and community, care and maintenance, identity and be-
longing, traffic and parking, safe, as well as natural space
compared to the same parameter in the suburban part
of the sample. Central areas perform better as places of
work and basis for local economy as well as places were
residents can influence and control change compared to
the suburban ones. Suburban districts are seen as better
places to live for the older adults than the more central
ones. Older adults find them also more appropriate for
walking, something which is understood as an active ex-
ercise and not a necessary part of serving daily needs.

The results of the PS assessment confirm a finding
that is not only relevant to the older adults but has more
intergenerational and wider relevance. In general, subur-
ban low-density neighbourhoods are highly appreciated
and more positively accessed by their inhabitants than
the central and denser areas (Gordon&Cox, 2012). Older
adults in Cyprus today have been at the core of the ur-
banisation era when they were young whomoved to the
promising new urban areas, leaving back their rural past.
Living conditions at the urbanised areas of the 1960s to
1980s were greatly improved compared to the amenities
and daily life of the countryside and the rural villages.
The standards of living in the country increased at a
higher rate during the suburbanisation period compared
to other EU countries (Orphanides & Syrighas, 2012). For
this reason, the stereotype of suburban car-depended
daily life has deep roots in theirminds as a lifestyle virtue.

Nevertheless, a more detailed review reveals that for
a number of conditions, centrality and density issues do
not play or play a minor role in their assessment as qual-
ity places. Social contacts for the group of older adults
is more or less spatially deliberated due to the domi-
nant use of private vehicles. The same applies to play
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and recreation, as well as work and the local economy,
because they relate to the generic habits and the atti-
tudes of daily life of the Cypriot older adults. On theother
hand, suburban quarters are clearly preferred in terms
of streets and spaces, natural space, facilities and ameni-
ties, feeling safety, care, and maintenance.

Finally, issues as influence and control need further
clarification. Older adults’ assessment of their neigh-
bourhood prioritises the opportunities of social activity
than the possibility of an active involvement to the deci-
sions for the future of their place. Literature also under-
lines the impact of “local opportunity structures”, such
as mini markets and groceries, cafes and banks, which
are clearly appreciated both as means of social partici-
pation and as opportunities of involvement (Buffel et al.,
2014a). In our cases, it seems that there is no preference
for these places to exist as part of the neighbourhood
structure or as external destinations outside of them.

Marked divergence among districts in terms of their
quality assessment is generally marginal. This is because
actual differences in terms of density and layout among
Nicosia quarters if compared to the diversity of other Eu-
ropean or US cities are limited (Farr, 2011). With the ex-
emption of the medieval walled city district (1015) all
other four districts are products of the suburban boost of
the second half of the 20th century (Ioannides, 2018). At
the same time, the interviewees’ social profile is almost
the same.

It is clear that, for a number of reasons, older adults
favour less the denser and central areas than the subur-
ban and fridge areas. Residential mobility is limited for
most with limited possibilities to leave a deprived dis-
trict. At the same time, the attractiveness of the cen-
tral areas for other social groups is also reduced. Limited
residential mobility and ageing in place are fundamen-
tal elements for most of the residential areas in Cyprus
(Minas et al., 2013). The current imbalance between cen-
tre and periphery may affect them. Encouraging people
living in central city areas needs to be supported bymore
incentives and high value services in order older adults
to feel as happy as their counterparts in the suburbs. En-
hancing the quality of life in denser and central areas
where the older adults people perceive as deprived will
support and enable sustainable urban development and
compacts city initiatives.

In parallel, planning concerns and investment in pub-
lic projects have to increase their emphasis in favour of
for central neighbourhoods in order to support equity
and balanced urban development. Even in the cases of
recent urban renewal projects in the city centre, these
projects fail to integrate and have minor influence on its
inhabitants’ place satisfaction. Especially in the case of
Cyprus, were the planning and real estate practice facili-
tates suburban expansion, planning has to support fur-
ther the central and denser areas in terms of upgrad-
ing streets and spaces, providing natural space, creating
more facilities and amenities, improving the safety no-
tion and providing incentives for care and maintenance.

Enhancing age friendly districts in Cyprus will prevent ur-
ban districts from decay and secure diversity, and the
liveability of all city quarters.

Within this frame, there is a need to compare further
collected data and results in the same fields for more
types of population groups and at the same selected ar-
eas. Furthermore, research around the spatial living con-
ditions of older adults in Cyprus can be expanded to in-
clude different types of districts like rural or tourist areas
and alsomore diverse social groups such as non-car own-
ers, immigrants etc. Finally, the current approach can
support further research on issues concerning the sub-
urbia and the design of planning policies toward liveable
denser central neighbourhoods.
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Abstract
The rapid pace of population aging in cities around the world demands that planners design communities that are livable
for people of all ages and abilities. In 2017, to assess progress toward this end, AARP and the International Division of the
American Planning Association conducted a global survey of planners on their efforts to incorporate a livable-community-
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1. Introduction

The world population is rapidly getting older because of
lower fertility rates and longer lifespans. The population
aged 65 and over will double from 2025 to 2050 (He,
Goodkind, & Kowal, 2016). The increase in older pop-
ulations in towns, suburbs and cities around the world
highlights the need to make communities livable for peo-
ple of all ages and abilities. A livable-community-for-all-
ages approach involves planning to help “communities
ensure appropriate physical infrastructures (e.g., hous-
ing, transportation, built environment, access to healthy

foods) and social infrastructures (e.g., health care, sup-
port services, engagement opportunities) for residents
throughout an expanding life course” (Firestone, Keyes,
& Greenhouse, 2018, p. 20). The idea behind a livable-
community-for-all-ages approach has been spearheaded
by the World Health Organization (WHO), the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and, in the US, by
AARP and the American Planning Association (APA). The
first guidance in this space, the WHO’s guide to building
global age-friendly cities, recognized the importance of
optimizing the opportunity for health, participation, and
security to increase the quality of life for older adults
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(WHO, 2002, 2007). In 2005, AARP’s report Livable Com-
munities: Creating Environments for Aging emphasized
the importance of affordable housing, supportive com-
munity services, and convenient mobility to meet the
needs of older adults (Kochera, Straight, & Guterbock,
2005). UNICEF’s 2004 and its most recent 2018 guide
for child-friendly cities also emphasized actions con-
sistent with a livable-community-for-all-ages approach.
All three entities continue to refine and promulgate
their guidance.

Local governments are engaging in designing pro-
grams and service delivery in response to the needs of
older adults (Farber, Shinkle, Lynott, Fox-Grage, & Har-
rell, 2011; Lehning, 2012). Planning and design play an
important role in decreasing the barriers often posed
by zoning and increasing residents’ accessibility to com-
munity services (Firestone et al., 2018; Warner, Xu,
& Morken, 2017). The APA’s Aging in Community Pol-
icy Guide encourages planning approaches to land use,
housing, transportation, and social services that compre-
hensively enhance the well-being of residents across the
lifecycle (APA, 2014).

In this article we explore the factors that lead plan-
ners to advance actions toward livable communities for
all ages (LCA) and the factors driving the outcomes of
incorporating a livable-community-for-all-ages approach
in planning practices at the local government level. Using
an international survey of planners conducted in 2017,
we are able to differentiate actions and outcomes be-
tween the US respondents and those in other countries
around the world. Our survey results highlight the social
layer—engagement and facilitating practices—in helping
communities become more age-friendly.

2. Literature Review

Local governments play an important role in building
age-friendly communities (Lui, Everingham, Warburton,
Cuthill, & Bartlett, 2009). The WHO Global Network of
Age-Friendly Cities andCommunities1 has over 500mem-
bers in 37 countries. The AARP Network of Age-Friendly
States and Communities has more than 310 commu-
nity and three state members. Although age-friendly
cities focus on developing supportive services for older
adults, WHO’s eight domains of age-friendly communi-
ties overlap with the characteristics of UNICEF’s child-
friendly cities, such as health services, safe outdoor
spaces, participation and social inclusion (UNICEF, 2004;
WHO, 2007). Age-friendly initiatives recognize the pos-
sibility of implementing multigenerational approaches
that can facilitate greater functional capacity for people
from early life to older age (Buffel & Phillipson, 2016;
Fitzgerald & Caro, 2014; Warner & Homsy, 2017; Warner,
Xu, & Morken, 2017). A multigenerational approach re-
quires attention to physical design, services (both for-
mal and informal), cross-agency collaboration and partic-
ipation of families with children and older adults in en-

suring community planning to meet their needs (Choi &
Warner, 2015; Severcan, 2015a; Warner, 2017; Warner
& Zhang, 2019).

According to a 2018 AARP survey of home and com-
munity preferences, while 76% of Americans aged 50
and older say they prefer to remain in their current resi-
dence and 77% would like to live in their community as
long as possible, just 59% anticipate they will be able
to stay in their community, either in their current home
(46%) or a different home within their community (13%;
AARP, 2018). This significant gap requires government in-
terventions around land use, transportation, and hous-
ing (Ball, 2004; Farber et al., 2011; Lehning, 2012;Winick
& Jaffe, 2015). Lehning (2014) finds that most local and
regional governments in age-friendly communities in the
San Francisco Bay Area use more incentives for mixed
use neighborhoods and public transportation. Numer-
ous studies have emphasized the importance of collab-
oration between local governments and other entities,
such as federal government, business, and non-profit or-
ganizations in building age-friendly communities (Glicks-
man, Clark, Kleban, Ring, & Hoffman, 2014; Greenfield,
Oberlink, Scharlach, Neal, & Stafford, 2015).

Strategic and land use planning creates the leverage
points to build age-friendly communities. Based on a
US national survey on health-related services in 2010,
Warner, Xu and Morken (2017) found that planning is
the key to increase health-related services for older
adults, even in rural areas lagging in community ser-
vices. Winters et al. (2015) surveyed older adults living
in downtown Vancouver, Canada and found walkable
neighborhood planning and design are key to increas-
ing older adults’ mobility and supporting them to “age
in place”. Survey responses from members of the Euro-
pean Healthy City Network also show that integrating
age-friendly strategies in planning could improve the in-
dependence of older adults and increase their contribu-
tion to the social and economic development of cities
(Green, 2013). A recent special issue of the Italian plan-
ning journal iQuaderni di Urbanistica Tre (Andriola &
Muccitelli, 2017) emphasizes the importance of services,
public space, mobility and participation at the neighbor-
hood scale. Severcan (2015a, 2015b) has given specific
emphasis to strategies to engage children and how these
can increase sense of place in both rural and urban con-
texts in Turkey (Sancar & Severcan, 2010).

Building age-friendly communities is challenging.
Lehning and Greenfield (2017) summarize recent stud-
ies on age-friendly initiatives, and indicate three bar-
riers: lack of knowledge, funding, and practical guid-
ance. Emlet andMoceri (2012) examine over 5000 young
adults and older adults’ opinions on age-friendly commu-
nities in the US and find that lack of interactions with
organizations and accessible transportation are primary
barriers to building social connections in age-friendly
communities. Also, a study on age-friendly communities
in Canada indicates that accessibility, transportation, in-

1 For more information see: who.int/ageing/age-friendly-environments
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formation and affordability are factors affecting people’s
ability to age in place (Novek & Menec, 2014). Kendig,
Elias, Matwijiw and Anstey (2014) assess age friendly ini-
tiatives in Australia and argue that governments’ efforts
on building age-friendly communities are restricted by
political uncertainty and fiscal stress. Pratt and Warner
(2018) examine rural communities in Ecuador and find
that investments in public infrastructure enhance fami-
lies’ well-being, but lack of political voice and access to
finance limits the potential for active citizenship. Improv-
ing engagement and civic participation,which is themain
factor cited in all guidelines for building age-friendly com-
munities (APA, 2014; Lui et al., 2009; UNICEF, 2018;WHO,
2007), could help address these barriers. Engagement
could help increase social capital and inclusion (Buffel &
Phillipson, 2016; Greenfield et al., 2015; Lehning, 2014),
and community services (Warner, Homsy, & Morken,
2017; Warner, Xu, & Morken, 2017). Based on a national
survey of 1500 US communities in 2010, Warner, Homsy
and Morken (2017) found that public planning and en-
gagement of seniors in the planning process helps private
entrepreneurs see newmarket possibilities in serving the
needs of older adults.

Currently, age-friendly planning and design are de-
cidedly urban-focused. Suburban and rural communi-
ties lag in age-friendly built environment and services
around the world (Fitzgerald & Caro, 2014; Glasgow &
Brown, 2012; WHO, 2007). The US suburb, which was
designed after World War II for young families with chil-
dren, is both aging (Lee, Hong, & Park, 2017) and be-
coming more ethnically diverse among younger families
(Micklow & Warner, 2014). Traditional suburban design
needs to transform to better meet the needs of young
families and older adults. However, the built environ-
ment in older suburbs does not match the needs of older
adults in terms of housing and transportation (Hanlon,
2008; Lee et al., 2017). Young and Keil (2014) study the
interaction between urban and suburban in Canada and
find that lack of public transportation and housing afford-
ability are the main infrastructure challenges in the in-
ner ring suburbs. Canada has a large proportion of se-
niors living in rural areas (Plouffe & Kalache, 2011), but
less attention has been paid to building age-friendly rural
communities (Lui et al., 2009). In the US, nonmetropoli-
tan areas have a higher percentage of older adults (18%)
thanmetropolitan areas (14%) according to the five-year
American Community Survey estimates of 2012–2016
(US Census Bureau, 2017). Low density suburban and
rural areas have the fastest growth rate of older adults
(Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2018), but those ar-
eas often cannot follow urban-biased design guidelines
based on New Urbanist principles of density, walkabil-
ity, and mixed-use (Duany & Plater-Zyberk, 2009; Howe,
2012). Also, suburban and rural communities usually pro-
vide lower levels of services (Warner, 2006), especially
for older adults (Brown, Glasgow, Kulcsar, Sanders, &
Thiede, 2018; Morken & Warner, 2012; Thiede, Brown,
Sanders, Glasgow, & Kulcsar, 2017; Warner & Morken,

2013). In 2006, the group of Federal, Provincial and
Territorial Ministers Responsible for Seniors in Canada
published Age-Friendly Rural and Remote Communities:
A Guide, which discusses the eight domains of WHO’s
age-friendly city from the rural perspective (Gallagher,
Menec, & Keefe, 2006). The guide recognizes the diver-
sity of rural areas and the importance of collaboration
and partnerships.

Most research focuses on approaches to building age-
friendly communities but omits factors driving actions
by local governments and planners, the barriers to im-
plementing age-friendly approaches, and the evaluation
of outcomes. A recent US study, based on a nationwide
survey, finds participation, planning and zoning are key
to ensuring better built environment outcomes for both
children and older adults, even in suburban and rural
areas (Warner & Zhang, 2019). Lui et al. (2009) review
the international journals on age-friendly communities
from 2005 to 2008 and identify three gaps in the liter-
ature: urban-biased research which lacks study of rural
areas, the balance between improving social inclusion
and protecting individual diversity, and the evaluation of
age-friendly approaches and outcomes. This article ad-
dresses the first and third gaps. We examine the differ-
ences among urban, suburban, and rural local govern-
ment actions, and the incorporation of age-friendly con-
siderations in planning practices.

3. Data

Study data were obtained from the 2017 International
Planner Engagement Survey on LCA. In this survey LCA
are defined as:

Communities that are intentional about being great
places for people to grow up AND grow old, by en-
suring appropriate physical infrastructures (housing,
transportation, built environment, access to healthy
foods) and social infrastructures (i.e., health care,
support services, engagement opportunities) for res-
idents throughout an expanding life course. Some-
times LCA is referred to by other names such as Age-
friendly Communities or Lifelong Communities.

The survey was conducted by AARP, the APA Interna-
tional Division, Cornell University and Arup International
consulting firm. The survey was distributed through part-
ner organizations and professional networks of planners
and reached planners from 33 countries. We received
responses from 559 planners of which 72% were from
the US and 28% were from other countries (9% from
Australia and New Zealand, 9% from Europe, 6% from
Canada, and 4% from the Global South: Latin America,
Asia, Africa, and the Middle East). Survey respondents
from the US represent smaller communities and more
suburbs compared to other countries. The majority of
survey respondents are from the public sector and have
worked as planners for five to twenty years. We separate
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the sample into a US subsample and non-US subsample
due to the large number of responses from the US.

The US survey respondents reported their local gov-
ernments took fewer actions to advance LCA (variable
“LCA actions”) and had a lower extent of LCA incorpora-
tion (variable “LCA outcomes”) than planners from the
non-US sample (Table 1). LCA actions and outcomes are
separated based on factor analysis. LCA outcomes are
measured by the extent of incorporation of LCA con-
siderations in eleven planning areas on a scale from 1
(“not at all”) to 5 (“a great extent”). The eleven plan-
ning areas were: community planning, parks and pub-
lic spaces, community and health services, and civic en-
gagement/participation, land-use planning/zoning, eco-
nomic development, housing, transportation, buildings
and public facilities, resilience, access to healthy food
and physical activity.

We combined all the elements to create an outcome
indicator (alpha 0.9). More than 50% of US respondents
reported that LCA was incorporated into each planning
practice at the median extent (median score = 3). More
than 50% of planners fromother countries indicated that
the LCA approach was incorporated in the areas of com-
munity planning, parks and public spaces, community
and health services, and civic engagement at a larger ex-
tent (median score= 4), and the incorporation of the LCA
approach in other planning practices at the median level

(median score= 3). Thus, the non-US respondents report
a higher level of LCA outcomes.

LCA actions are measured by the total number of lo-
cal government actions to advance LCA (Table 1, alpha
0.8). The most common actions are walkability and ac-
cessibility assessment (38%) and including the LCA ap-
proach in land use and transportation plans (33%). The
non-US sample has a higher level of LCA actions. The
adoption of a policy to improve aging residents’ quality
of life is the main LCA action in non-US countries (32%),
compared to the US (19%). Local governments in other
countries aremore likely to use financial resources (25%)
and outreach events (20%) to support LCA than the US lo-
cal governments (12% financial resources and 13% out-
reach events). Only 8% of planners reported that local
governments signed on to a formal LCA program, but the
number is significantly higher in the non-US sample (non-
US sample: 12% compared to US sample: 6%). There is
not a significant difference between US and other coun-
tries in auditing the impact of community programs and
services on older adults (17%), or in developing a citizen
advisory or steering committee for LCA (14%).

4. Model

We test two dependent variables—LCA actions and LCA
outcomes. Our independent variables are motivations,

Table 1. Dependent variables. Source: International Planner Engagement Survey (AARP, 2017).

LCA outcomes: The extent an all ages lens has been incorporated into your planning practice,
scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a great extent). Median values overall are shown below. US Non-US

• Community planning (4) 3 4
• Parks & public spaces (4) 3 4
• Community & health services (3) 3 4
• Civic engagement/participation (3) 3 4
• Land-use planning/zoning (3) 3 3
• Economic development (3) 3 3
• Housing (3) 3 3
•Transportation (3) 3 3
• Buildings & public facilities (3) 3 3
• Resilience (3) 3 3
• Access to healthy food and physical activity (3) 3 3

LCA actions: Local governments actions to advance LCA (% yes overall) US Non-US

• Performed a walkability/accessibility assessment (38%) 39% 35%
• Incorporated LCA considerations in comprehensive land use/long term transportation 31% 36%
or other major plan (33%)

• Adopted an actual policy that directly improves the quality of life for aging residents (22%) 19% 32%
• Audited community programs and services for their impact on older adults (17%) 16% 20%
• Allocated financial resources to support the development of LCA (15%) 12% 25%
• Hosted LCA outreach events (15%) 13% 20%
• Developed a citizen advisory or steering committee for LCA (14%) 12% 18%
• Signed on to a formal LCA program, such as WHO Global Network of Age-friendly Cities 6% 12%
and Communities, or joined a national or regional network (8%)

Notes: Bolded elements are statistically significantly different between the US and non-US samples; T-test significance p < .05; N = 559
planners, US = 405, non-US = 154.
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barriers, facilitating practices, and engagement strate-
gies. We also control for community size, the sector
where the respondent works (public or not), and metro
status. We expected that communities with more mo-
tivations, fewer barriers, more facilitating practices and
strategies of engagementwill havemore LCA actions.We
expect more LCA actions will lead tomore LCA outcomes.
All data are from the 2017 International Planner Engage-
ment Survey. Model equations are shown below:

LCA actions = f {motivations, barriers, engagement
strategies, facilitating practices, controls}

LCA outcomes = f {LCA actions, motivations, bar-
riers, engagement strategies, facilitating practices,
controls}

4.1. Motivations

The survey included yes-no questions on eleven moti-
vations for planning LCA. We conducted factor analysis
on themotivations, which differentiated them into three
groups: local motivation, business motivation, and exter-
nal opportunity or shock motivation (Table 2). The most
common local motivations are: “growth in aging popu-
lation” (28%), “priority identified in a community plan-
ning process” (19%), “policy opportunity” (16%), and “lo-
cal grassroots advocacy” (14%). Business motivations in-
clude: “staff interest or expertise” (13%), “opportunity
to leverage a project already underway” (7%), and “pres-
sure from business leaders” (1%). The external oppor-
tunity or shock motivations include: “national/regional
policy mandates” (7%), “new funding or programmatic
opportunity” (7%), and “an incident such as an older
pedestrian fatality at a dangerous crosswalk” (3%). The
motivation, “pressure from local officials” (6%), evenly
loaded on local motivation and external opportunity or

shocks. We expect communities ranking higher on mo-
tivations will engage in more LCA actions and achieve
more LCA outcomes.

4.2. Barriers

Planners were asked to indicate the barriers limiting
their planning for LCA. Respondents reported barriers
in a “yes or no” question format (coded yes = 1 and
no = 0). Through factor analysis we found that barriers
are grouped into four categories: resource barriers, tradi-
tional barriers, knowledge barriers, and political barriers
(Table 3). Resource barriers include the most common
barriers: “lack of financial resources” (24%), and “lack of
time” (19%). Traditional barriers include: “not a high pri-
ority” (20%), “political directives/mandate from elected
officials” (12%), and “narrow focus of work on technical
issues” (12%). Knowledge barriers include: “lack informa-
tion on needs of all ages” (15%), “lack knowledge or tools
to plan for LCA” (15%). The barriers, “not engaged with
the people who work on these issues” (13%), and “focus
on traditional planning approaches” (22%) loaded sim-
ilarly on traditional barrier and knowledge barrier. Po-
litical barriers include: “ageist bias” (3%), “gender bias”
(1%), “department policies” (5%), and “workplace lead-
ers are not supportive” (6%). We note that political barri-
ers are not reported by many respondents. We expected
that communities facing more barriers will have fewer
LCA actions or LCA outcomes.

4.3. Facilitating Practices

The survey measured seven practices facilitating plan-
ners’ work on LCA (Table 4). Respondents were asked to
select all the practices facilitating their work. The most
common is support from colleagues (22%). Compared to
the US planners, a higher percentage of planners from

Table 2. Factor analysis of LCA motivations. Source: International Planner Engagement Survey (AARP, 2017).

Motivations: Local governments’ motivation in making planning LCA
a part of their practice (% yes overall)

Factor Loadings

Local Business External or shocks

Substantial growth in aging population and need to better serve this segment 0.76 0.08 0.21
of the population (28%)

Priority identified during a community planning process (19%) 0.8 0.13 0.01
A policy window that presented an opportunity (e.g., comprehensive/ 0.7 0.02 0.1

transportation/pedestrian planning process) (16%)
Local grassroots advocacy around an issue (14%) 0.65 −0.21 0.23
Building on interest or expertise of staff (13%) 0.54 0.41 0.08
An opportunity to leverage a project or program already underway (7%) 0.43 0.34 0.29
Pressure from local officials (6%) 0.39 −0.09 0.4
Policy/ies (at national/regional/local/company level) that mandate this 0.21 0 0.63

perspective (7%)
An incident such as an older pedestrian fatality at a dangerous crosswalk (3%) 0.09 −0.01 0.74
A new funding or programmatic opportunity (7%) 0.08 0.36 0.66
Pressure from business leaders (1%) 0.03 0.83 0.06

Notes: Bold numbers show elements that primarily load on that factor. Factor loading after varimax rotation; N = 559 planners.
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Table 3. Factor analysis of LCA barriers. Source: International Planner Engagement Survey (AARP, 2017).

Barriers: catalysts/motivators for planners to participate in
planning LCA? (% yes overall)

Factor Loadings

Traditional Knowledge Political Resource
barrier barrier barrier barrier

Not a high priority (20%) 0.63 0.21 0.03 0.19
Not engaged with the people who work on these issues (13%) 0.58 0.47 −0.03 −0.14
Narrow focus of work on technical issues (12%) 0.71 0.1 0.09 0.15
Political directives/mandate from elected officials (12%) 0.58 −0.1 0.29 0.31
Focus on traditional planning approaches (22%) 0.5 0.46 0.15 0.14
Workplace leaders are not supportive (6%) 0.38 0.15 0.44 0.15
Lack of information on needs of all age populations (15%) 0.06 0.83 0.1 0.17
Lack of knowledge, skills, or tools to plan LCA (15%) 0.14 0.78 0.05 0.16
Department policies (5%) 0.18 −0.04 0.7 0.08
Ageist bias (3%) 0.03 0.18 0.63 0.14
Gender bias (1%) 0.01 0.11 0.81 −0.03
Lack of financial resources (24%) 0.15 0.23 0.14 0.76
Lack of time (19%) 0.08 0.11 −0.03 0.83

Notes: Bold numbers show elements that primarily load on that factor; factor loading after varimax rotation; N = 559 planners.

Table 4. Facilitating practices and engagement strategies. Source: International Planner Engagement Survey (AARP, 2017).

Facilitating practices: Practices facilitating planners’ work on LCA (% yes overall) US Non-US

• Colleagues support an all ages approach to planning (22%) 21% 22%
•Workplace policies encourage an all ages approach to planning (14%) 11% 22%
• Periodic focus group interactions with aging population (11%) 9% 18%
• Special project funding for LCA (7%) 5% 12%
• Elected officials holding meetings with LCA focus (5%) 4% 7%
• Client prioritizes LCA (4%) 4% 4%
• Release time to work on LCA (3%) 1% 7%

Engagement strategies: Strategies most effective to engage planners to plan LCA (% yes overall) US Non-US

• Engaging elected officials, legislators to talk about LCA (32%) 35% 25%
• Hosting training or seminars on planning LCA (27%) 29% 23%
• Hosting participatory meetings with planners and community residents on LCA (25%) 25% 24%
• Providing written information on changing demographics and related issues (20%) 21% 18%
• Undertaking tactical urbanism activities (20%) 20% 22%
• Launching public campaigns or advertisements about LCA (18%) 19% 18%
• Participating in a community-wide LCA initiative (17%) 15% 21%
• Inviting planners to speak at community meetings on LCA (16%) 16% 18%

Notes: Bolded elements are statistically significantly different between the US and non-US samples; T-test significance p < .05; N = 559
planners, US = 405, non-US = 154.

other countries reported that workplace policy (non-US:
22%, US: 11%), focus group interactions with the aging
population (non-US: 18%, US: 9%), project funding (non-
US: 12%, US: 5%), and time (non-US: 7%, US: 1%) can im-
prove theirwork on LCA.Other facilitating practices show
no difference between US and non-US respondents, in-
cluding elected official holding meetings with LCA focus
(5%) and client prioritizes LCA (4%). We added up the to-
tal number of selected elements to create the facilitating
practices indicator (alpha: 0.7). We hypothesize more fa-
cilitating practices are related to more LCA actions and
LCA outcomes.

4.4. Engagement Strategies

Planners were asked about the effectiveness of eight
strategies encouraging them to engage in LCA (Table 4).
The most effective strategy is “engaging elected officials,
legislators to talk about LCA” (32%), which was espe-
cially noted by the US planners (US: 35%, non-US: 25%).
A quarter of respondents reported that trainings, semi-
nars, and participatorymeetings are effective to get plan-
ners to plan for LCA. A fifth of planers indicated that pro-
viding written information, undertaking urbanism activ-
ities, and advertisement about LCA are effective strate-
gies. More Non-US planners reported that participating
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in LCA initiatives and inviting planners to talk about LCA
are effective strategies (participation: US: 15%, Non-US:
21%; invitation of planners: US: 16%, Non-US: 18%). We
summed the number of selected strategies to create the
indicator (alpha: 0.8). We hypothesize that communities
with more strategies of engagement will have more LCA
actions and outcomes.

We are interested in differentiating the factors driv-
ing LCA actions and outcomes in the US sample and non-
US sample respectively (Table 5). Compared to non-US
planners, US planners reported fewer facilitating prac-
tices, fewer external motivations and fewer LCA actions.
However, US planners also reported fewer political bar-
riers than the non-US planners, though political barri-
ers were low overall. We also controlled the model for
population size, metro status and whether the planner
worked for the public or private sector. Compared to the
US sample, the non-US sample included larger places and
fewer suburbs.

5. Results

We ran two ordinary least square regressions to under-
stand the differences in factors that explain the level of
LCA actions and outcomes. Regression results are shown
in Table 6. To assess the impact of variables on a stan-
dard scale, we report standardized coefficients. As ex-
pected, we found that more local governments actions
to advance LCA are related to a higher level of outcomes
(incorporating the LCA approach into planning practices).
This is true for both the US and non-US sample.

For both the US and the non-US sample, facilitat-
ing practices (including policy support, funding and older
adult engagement) play an important role in both LCA ac-

tions and outcomes. Indeed, facilitating practices have
the largest impact of any model variable in the LCA out-
comes model. The engagement strategies (including en-
gaging officials to talk about LCA, hosting meeting and
seminars) also shows high impact on LCA outcomes. If
a community uses more strategies for planners’ engage-
ment in planning LCA, then the community is more likely
to incorporate the LCA approach into its planning prac-
tices. Our model results confirm the role of engage-
ment strategies in building LCA (Fitzgerald & Caro, 2017;
Warner, Homsy, & Morken, 2017; Warner, Xu, & Morken,
2017; WHO, 2007).

Local motivations are the main factor driving local
governments’ LCA actions in both the US and non-US
samples. Motivations have the highest effect of any
model variable. US local governments’ LCA actions are
also driven by external motivations (though with less
than half the impact of local motivations), but external
motivation is not a driver for the non-US sample. Sim-
ilarly, business motivation has a positive effect on LCA
outcomes in the USmodel, but not in the non-US sample.
This may reflect the greater emphasis on market leader-
ship rather than public policy leadership in the US.

Regarding barriers, while knowledge barriers slow
LCA action in the US sample, most of the barriers have
no effect. In the LCA outcomes models, while both tra-
ditional barriers (which includes traditional planning ap-
proaches) and resource barriers are significant, planners
report more LCA outcomes despite higher barriers in
both samples. This is promising news indeed. A lack of
financial resources or time does not appear to stop the
incorporation of an all age lens in planning. Our model
results show that LCA approaches are complementary to
traditional planning.

Table 5. LCA model variables: US/non-US comparison. Source: International Planner Engagement Survey (AARP, 2017).

US sample Non-US sample T
N = 405 N = 154 Test

Dependent variables
Outcomes (number of elements = 11, scale 0–5) 18.34 17.79 0.31
Actions (number of elements = 8, yes = 1) 1.4765 1.9675 −2.51*

Independent variables
Local motivation (factor score) 0.0149 −0.0391 0.57
External motivation (factor score) −0.0525 0.1380 −2.02*
Business motivation (factor score) −0.0407 0.1071 −1.56
Tradition barrier (factor score) 0.0011 −0.0029 0.04
Knowledge barrier (factor score) −0.0030 0.0078 −0.11
Politics barrier (factor score) −0.0747 0.1966 −2.88*
Resource barrier (factor score) −0.0168 0.0441 −0.64
Engagement Strategies (number of elements = 8, yes = 1) 1.8420 1.7143 0.60
Facilitating practices (number of elements = 7, yes = 1) 0.5975 0.9481 −3.06*
Population size (scale 1 = less than 5,000 …to 6 = I million or more) 3.5333 4.0130 −3.24*
Public sector (yes = 1) 0.4173 0.3506 1.44
Suburb (yes = 1) 0.3654 0.2208 3.29*
Rural (yes = 1) 0.2272 0.2078 0.49

Notes: N = 559; * significant at p < .05.
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Table 6.OLS regression results: LCA actions and outcomes. Source: International Planner Engagement Survey (AARP, 2017).

US sample Non-US sample
LCA Actions LCA Outcomes LCA Actions LCA Outcomes

LCA actions 0.14** 0.12*
Local motivation 0.40** 0.05 0.35** 0.03
External motivation 0.16** −0.01 −0.01 −0.09
Business motivation −0.01 0.08* 0.06 −0.01
Tradition barrier −0.03 0.13** 0.05 0.14**
Knowledge barrier −0.10* 0.05 −0.10 0.08
Politics barrier 0.02 −0.01 −0.04 −0.05
Resource barrier −0.03 0.13** 0.00 0.14**
Engagement strategies 0.03 0.22** −0.08 0.21**
Facilitating practices 0.31** 0.23** 0.41** 0.27**
Community size 0.08 −0.03 0.05 0.05
Public sector 0.09 0.26** 0.21** 0.37**
Suburb −0.10** −0.07* 0.02 −0.02
Rural −0.10* −0.02 0.08 −0.09
N 405 405 154 154
R-square 0.51 0.67 0.55 0.79
Adj. R-square 0.50 0.66 0.51 0.77

Notes: Standard coefficients, ** p < .01, * p < .05; multicollinearity test shows that mean VIF of each model is less than 2; N = 559.

Planners working in the public sector report higher
LCA outcomes, compared to planners working in the pri-
vate sector. Public sector planners are also more likely to
report their local governments take more LCA actions in
the non-US sample.

Suburbs and rural communities report fewer actions
in the US sample, and suburbs report lower outcomes.
Metro status is not significant in the non-US sample, but
this could be due to a lower percentage of suburban and
rural respondents in the non-US sample.

6. Discussion

Our models have shown that local government LCA ac-
tions lead to more outcomes incorporating an LCA ap-
proach. Facilitating practices help planners increase LCA
actions and outcomes. Engagement strategies are key to
LCA outcomes as well. These models confirm the impor-
tance of engagement and collaboration among planners
and their communities around the world (Greenfield et
al., 2015; Plouffe & Kalache, 2011). See Figure 1.

We expected a positive relation between motivation
and LCA action and outcomes.Whilewe found localmoti-

vation is key to LCA action,motivations are not significant
on LCA outcomes. This is because actions, facilitating
practices and engagement, arewhat drive LCA outcomes.
Only the business motivation had a direct impact on out-
comes, and only in the US sample. However, we ran sep-
arate models on Canada, Europe, and Australia, and also
found business motivation is positively related to the in-
corporation of LCA in Australia. Survey respondentswere
invited to submit case studies. A planner from Melville,
Australia, reported how the business community can pro-
mote LCA outcomes. The second largest shopping cen-
ter in the State of Victoria is undergoing a major remod-
eling driven by the increasing needs of older adult cus-
tomers (particularly those with dementia). The City of
Melbourne created an Access Advisory Group comprised
of people with a range of ages and disabilities to consult
on all large projects and events. The advisory group helps
inform age/dementia-friendly design features, which the
business community is using in redesign. This shows the
power of engagement in facilitating practices to promote
LCA outcomes.

Barriers do not hold LCA back. Communities facing
traditional planning barriers and resource barriers report

 

Figure 1. Summary of main findings. Note: + denotes a positive relation.
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higher levels of LCA outcomes. Resource barriers are a
challenge in developing LCA (Greenfield et al., 2015; Lui
et al., 2009), but our models show incorporating all age
lens into planning practices could be a promising way for
communities facing traditional resource barriers (Green,
2013). We also use pair-wise comparison to examine
the relation between engagement strategies and barri-
ers, and find that engagement strategies are positively
related to all barriers. The results suggest that barriers
may also be overcome by engagement strategies.

6.1. Rural/Suburban Differences in the US

We conducted a deeper analysis of the US sample, where
rural and suburban respondents were dominant, and
compared this sample to US communities as a whole
using the AARP 2018 livability indicators, which mea-
sure seven domains of age-friendly communities2 based
on WHO’s (2007) framework. We conducted T-tests be-
tween US survey respondents and all US places and
found that the LCA survey respondents are from places
with better livability in the environment, health, neigh-
borhood, transportation, and opportunity, but no differ-
ence in engagement and housing. Our suburban survey
respondents have significantly lower scores in the cat-
egories of the neighborhood, transportation, and hous-
ing than the US as a whole. These are built environment
features which make it difficult for suburbs to meet the
needs of the aging population.

To understand what drives the lag in LCA actions and
outcomes inUS suburbs and rural communities, we reran

our LCA Action and Outcome models separately for US
suburban and rural respondents. We found that politi-
cal and knowledge barriers impede LCA in rural commu-
nities, and external motivation does not promote LCA
action in suburbs. But local motivation, facilitating prac-
tices and community engagement strategies were impor-
tant in all models (Table 7). These results suggest that it is
the social layer that matters most. An inclusive environ-
ment, created by engagement and facilitating practices,
is key to helping US suburbs and rural areas improve LCA
actions and outcomes. The emphasis on new urbanist
physical design principles does not work for many sub-
urban and rural areas. Our model results suggest that to
overcome knowledge barriers, we need to develop age-
friendly strategies specifically designed for suburban and
rural areas. Attention to community engagement and fa-
cilitating practices is key to identifying new approaches.

6.2. Study Limitations

Our study has several limitations. First, some of theword-
ing of survey questions on facilitating practices and en-
gagement strategies is similar, and this could make differ-
entiation of facilitating practices and engagement strate-
gies difficult. However, we ran factor analysis to exam-
ine the correlation among questions and found that all
the elements in engagement strategies are grouped sep-
arately from elements in facilitating practices. Thus, we
keep them as two separate variables. Second, the sur-
veyswere sent to planners around theworld.Most of the
planners are from the public sector (72%), 19% from the

Table 7. Urban/suburban/rural comparison of model results: US subsample. Source: International Planner Engagement
Survey (AARP, 2017).

Urban Suburban Rural

LCA LCA LCA LCA LCA LCA
Actions Outcomes Actions Outcomes Actions Outcomes

LCA Actions 0.17* −0.06 0.28
Local motivation 0.45** 0.05 0.34** 0.05 0.32** 0.07
External motivation 0.25** 0.04 −0.04 −0.10 0.39** −0.01
Business motivation 0.05 −0.02 0.01 0.12 0.09 0.06
Tradition barrier −0.10 0.08 −0.05 0.19** −0.03 0.06
Knowledge barrier −0.11 0.10 −0.08 0.03 −0.23* 0.06
Politics barrier 0.01 −0.01 −0.03 0.05 −0.01 −0.19**
Resource barrier 0.05 0.17* −0.05 0.17** −0.12 0.06
Engagement Strategies 0.10 0.17* 0.01 0.21** 0.14 0.31*
Facilitating Practices 0.11 0.13 0.41** 0.37** 0.34** 0.14
Community size 0.09 −0.09 0.05 0.05 −0.03 −0.01
Public sector 0.06 0.27** 0.16 0.28** 0.15 0.26*
N 148 148 135 135 74 74
R-square 0.48 0.65 0.56 0.74 0.77 0.72
Adj. R-square 0.43 0.62 0.52 0.71 0.73 0.66

Notes: standard coefficients, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

2 See livabilityindex.aarp.org
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private sector, and 8% from the nongovernment or non-
profit sector. The understanding of LCA may vary across
sectors, which could cause estimation bias. Third, al-
though the survey is conducted at an international scale,
more than 70% of respondents are from the US. We
group all the non-US respondents together to ensure suf-
ficient sample size for regression analysis. However, the
non-US countries sample includes seven different coun-
tries, which may be differentiated by planning practices.
We separated the non-US sample into non-US developed
countries (Canada, Europe, and Australia/New Zealand)
and non-US developing countries (Latin America, Asia,
Africa, and theMiddle East). We conducted t tests for dif-
ferences in means and found that only external motiva-
tion differentiates the two subsamples. We also ran the
regressionmodel only using non-US developed countries.
Results show that engagement strategies are not related
to the LCA outcomes, and the public sector is not related
to LCA actions. Other results are the same as the over-
all non-US sample results. Thus, we conclude that, due
to small sample size, our non-US sample cannot capture
the differences between countries.

7. Conclusion

In this study, we analyzed the 2017 International Plan-
ner Engagement Survey on LCA to see if we could dif-
ferentiate motivations, barriers and facilitating practices
driving local government actions and outcomes on LCA.
While US respondents reported lower levels of LCA ac-
tion and engagement, facilitating practices and engage-
ment strategies were key to higher levels of LCA out-
comes for all respondents. By creating a supportive work
environment and engaging stakeholders, planners can in-
crease actions to promote LCA. Local motivation is key—
this includes knowledge and expertise as well as advo-
cacy and political pressure. Barriers do not hold back LCA
incorporation, except in US rural communities. These re-
sults suggest a promisingway forward for building livable
communities for all ages. Even in communities facing lim-
ited resources and focusing on traditional planning ap-
proaches, community engagement and facilitating strate-
gies offer a means to promote a livability for all ages ap-
proach. It is the social innovations that move us forward.
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1. Introduction

Concepts of social connectedness and belonging have in-
creasingly garnered the interest of researchers and inter-
ventionists over the past two decades (Almedom, 2005;
Bruhn, 2009; Caxaj & Berman, 2010; Ottmann, Dickson,
& Wright, 2006). While much has been explored about
notions of both place and belonging regarding commu-
nity health of various populations (Baldwin, 2014; Potvin
& Hayes, 2007), little is known of the phenomena of
seniors living in suburbs (Richard, Gauvin, & Gosselin,
2008). There are varied and inconsistent ways of de-
scribing suburbs, as well as recent discoveries of isola-

tion experienced by urban and suburban dwelling se-
niors, with little understanding, however, of the older
adults who live in these communities (Morris & Pfeiffer,
2017). The phenomenon is one of rapidly increasing rele-
vance inmany Canadian citieswhere urban housing costs
relegate many seniors to lower cost suburban regions,
and where many new immigrant families also co-house
in mixed generations (Miller, 2017; Patterson, Saddier,
Rezaei, & Manaugh, 2014). This study sought to explore
the views and perspectives of seniors (older adults, 60+)
living in the north central suburbs of Calgary, a large,mul-
ticultural and predominantly “young” (median age 36.4)
city in Western Canada (Statistics Canada, 2012).
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Broad interests of this inquiry were about the experi-
ence of belonging and community connection to subur-
ban dwelling seniors in relation to their health and well-
being. Beginning the study with these interests and gath-
ering the viewsof older adultswhowere already engaged
in group activities was central to the project on a number
of levels, namely providing seniors based in suburbs an
opportunity to belong, to be heard and for their opinions
to matter in community development. This knowledge is
also important for decision-making and program devel-
opments in areas of recreation, leisure, health services,
community policing, city planning and other services.

2. Background

Much has been explored internationally concerning
older adults and the phenomenon of loneliness, in-
cluding social and neighbouhood factors, over the past
decade (Gerst-Emerson & Jayawardhana, 2015; Smith,
2012; Vozikaki, Papadaki, Linardakis, & Philalithis, 2018).
Linkages between health and social networks are ex-
tremely complex and poorly understood, however—with
numerous related variables of concern and relationships
that defy empirical analyses. If we focus on understand-
ing population-specific perspectives of community be-
longing there are a variety of frameworks and con-
cepts to consider. Social cohesion (Bruhn, 2009; Toye,
2007), social connectedness (Almedom, 2005; Ottmann
et al., 2006; Townsend & McWhirter, 2005), social capi-
tal (Putnam, 1995), neighbourhood (Abada, Hou, & Ram,
2007; Richard et al., 2008; Steptoe & Feldman, 2001),
communities (Völker, Flap, & Lindenberg, 2007), and be-
longing (Block, 2008; Caxaj & Berman, 2010) are all terms
identified in the literature.

In empirical studies drawing upon these concepts or
experiences, diverse approaches such as neighbourhood
mapping (Aronson,Wallis, O’Campo, & Schafer, 2007), in-
dicator and demographic measurement studies (Niemi-
nen et al., 2008; Rajulton, Ravanera, & Beaujot, 2007),
ecological (Pickett &Wilkinson, 2008), comparative anal-
yses (Green, Preston, & Janmaat, 2006), and interven-
tion studies (Pronyk et al., 2008) contribute to the grow-
ing literature. Despite a lack of clarity and inherent com-
plexity, research studies have attempted to explicate the
terms to be used and to appreciate relationships be-
tween these social factors and health concerns (see, for
example, Grav, Hellzèn, Romild, & Stordal, 2012, for a
study on social support and depression). The linkages of
belonging and loneliness of older adults are gathering
current scholarly and programmatic interest, highlight-
ing systemic and individual strategies for wellbeing (Goll,
Charlesworth, Scior, & Stott, 2015). Other meta-analyses
have focused on understanding the quality and quantity
of social relationships on mortality and taken together
these factors are found to be comparable to other risk
factors (Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010).

While the swell of conceptual and empirical work
is building an understanding of community belonging

and health (Mohnen, Völker, Flap, Subramanian, &
Groenewegen, 2013), little knowledge of the topic of
belonging specifically for suburban dwelling seniors has
been generated to date. A majority (66%) of the Cana-
dian population lives in some form of suburb and, given
that one out of every four Canadians will be over the
age of 65 in fewer than 25 years (Miller, 2017), the phe-
nomenon of seniors living in the suburbs poses many
important questions. Seniors in suburbs are unique be-
cause of perceived and real isolation from services, in-
cluding health care and access to transportation (Patter-
son et al., 2014). Calgary’s suburbs are inhabited by peo-
ple of diverse social, cultural, and economic backgrounds.
As such, our study engaged suburban-dwelling seniors
engaged in diverse community groups for a broad, quali-
tative exploration of the phenomena to establish founda-
tional understanding of the experience of belonging for
suburban dwelling seniors.

Rather than relying on preconceived frameworks
of understanding social connection and belonging, we
wanted to hear the perspectives of people who identi-
fied as being connected to their community and, specif-
ically, to hear the views of these older adults on be-
longing in relation to their wellbeing. In the study we
asked the following questions: 1) what are the facili-
tators and barriers to belonging and connection, and
2) what, ideally, could belonging and connection look like
in rapidly expanding, multi-cultural, multi-generational
suburban communities?

3. Research Methods and Approach

This exploratory, qualitative study employed a group in-
terviewmethodwith thematic analysis (Krueger & Casey,
2009). The theoretical approach taken in this study de-
sign (one that guided the questions, as well as the meth-
ods and facilitation) was that of asset-based commu-
nity development as described by McKnight and Block
(2010) who problematize the practice of “professionaliz-
ing community”, instead drawing on the notion of “abun-
dant community”, concerned with strengths rather than
deficits related to experiences of belonging in commu-
nities. This strengths-based approach sought commu-
nity learning and understanding of group experiences,
rather than “medicalizing” or “professionalizing” com-
munity health and development in an outside framework
of belonging (Block, 2008). Both themethods and this ap-
proach were appropriate to the broad exploratory and
community development goals of the project. The study
proceeded following ethical approval from a university
level research ethics board.

3.1. Participants

Members of three distinct community groups for
suburban-dwelling seniors comprised the sample for this
study. The groups were already connected to the site of
a large non-profit suburban recreation centre based in
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north central Calgary, and thus considered well qualified
“expert informant” participants in terms of seniors’ expe-
riences of belonging. As introduced, Calgary is a youth-
oriented city that has experienced rapid growth with
the resulting characteristics of decades of car-dependent
suburban sprawl and consequent social isolation. The
city experiences a long winter season for up to six
months of the year with snow and ice and warm chi-
nook winds, elements that were key to participant expe-
riences of their community access and connection. Par-
ticipants were sought who had found community affilia-
tion and group participation within the suburban com-
munity in north central Calgary. Their experiences in-
cluded navigating age-related changes in driving andmo-
bility in the latter seasons of their lives within the con-
text of the weather and suburban conditions, as well as
changes of identity as a result of retirement from formal
employment or family roles (Goll et al., 2015; Patterson
et al., 2014).

Those recruited were retired seniors who weremem-
bers of one of three distinct groups affiliated with the
suburban recreation centre: a physical activity group
from the local neighborhood association, a South Asian
(Punjabi) cultural group that routinely met at the recre-
ation centre, and a Chinese Canadian group of older
adult neighborhood residents. A purposive snowball
sampling technique was employed in the study and lead-
ers from each of these community groups were ap-
proached to invite members to participate in a group
interview process held at one of the community recre-
ation centre group meeting rooms and the Chinese
Elderly Citizens’ Association where a volunteer inter-
preter/translator supported the data gathering. Confir-
mations were sought through the community leaders
and 8 to 16 older adults (ranging in age from 60 to 80
years of age) participated in each of the three group in-
terviews (N = 36). Approximately half of the total group
identified as female, and half male.

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection through audio recorded group interviews
occurred over the course of 60 to 90-minute groupmeet-
ings and proceeded in three rounds, at a community
meeting room selected by participants. The Chinese-
Canadian participant group interview was conducted in
Mandarin, with English language translation provided for
the recorded transcript. All other interviews took place
in English language facilitated by two members of the re-
search team. Interview questions asked were:

1. What does belonging in the community mean?
How is community belonging and connection valu-
able for your neighborhood (for different groups—
other individuals—you?)

2. What are the facilitators and barriers? What sup-
ports community belonging and connection in
your neighbourhood? What gets in the way?

3. What would you like to happen? What would be
happening—ideally—if there was community be-
longing and connection in your neighborhood?
What would that look like?

Group interview analysis, as a form of thematic analy-
sis, aims to capture themes elicited from group dialogue
and relevant to group concerns (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The analytic interest of our study was on experiences
of community belonging identified by groups of subur-
ban dwelling older adults. Research teammembers com-
pleted thematic analysis by hand-coding transcripts from
all 3 group interviews. An initial reading of the texts al-
lowed for researchers to “define” themes from the data,
rather than searching for pre-defined themes or theoreti-
cally driven concepts of belonging (Braun & Clarke, 2006,
p. 92). During the first reading, notes were made of in-
dividual comments arising from the interviews in order
to acquire a sense of the topics of benefits, barriers and
desires for belonging embedded in the data. Later, text
wasmanually highlighted, and notesweremade in a data
organizing form with the individual transcript reviews
and broad themes were identified. It must be empha-
sized that this was not considered a-theoretical work—
community developmentmodels guiding the project sim-
ilarly framed the analysis of the interview data.

Participants reviewed the identified preliminary
themes in a large group meeting, bringing together
all three participant groups, as well as interested com-
munity agencies and municipal neighbourhood leaders,
which allowed for confirmation of the findings. The col-
laborative research process also enabled an opportu-
nity to seek resonance with those who hold expertise
in the subject, work directly in the field, and those who
were present at the interviews and part of the larger re-
search team.

4. Findings

4.1. Belonging Is Personal but Connected to Place
and People

Belonging was identified as a “feeling” (involving sensa-
tions and attitudes), a “knowing” (or having access to in-
formation and wisdom), a state of “being” (experienced
in connection to others in defined community spaces),
and as “doing” (activities and goings on). These charac-
teristics were personal, but also connected or social, and
are described inmore detail with examples from the data.
One participant described the social aspect of belonging
in regard to the need for ongoing and sustained activities.
He said:

We did a project last year and we had five commu-
nities come together from five different cultures and
have five different events. That was great, but that
was only limited to there and then; after that you for-
get again and don’t get connected. Connectingmeans

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 43–52 45



you should be connecting with everybody in the com-
munity, not just one group and the other group and
the other group.

A “feeling” of belongingmeant a sensation or an attitude,
for example feeling attached, comforted, accepted, and
appreciated/respected. For the participants, belonging
also meant feeling they were seen or visible and feeling
valued in a youth-focused city/culture:

It can be an isolated and abandoned feeling [de-
scribed struggling to get to health resources or com-
munity activities for loved ones in need]—they just
haven’t built these necessary things in the suburbs.

Belonging, for the seniors, was a part of “having
knowledge”—knowing information about what “what is
happening” in the community, about the goings on in
a neighbourhood beyond the family. Knowing the re-
sources available, the gossip, and the best places to go
and find things were all a key part of this belonging as a
kind of knowing. A participant explained how knowledge
was part of belonging:

Being connected is the comfort zone—knowingwhere
to get help. It is scary when you don’t know, as
in when your partner is “going downhill” and you
don’t know where to turn. It is good to know who
to approach; the facilities in your neighbourhood
are helpful.

Not having knowledge in the community, it seemed,
could have challenges or even bring “scary” conse-
quences. At the other end of the continuum of knowl-
edge, was a lack of belonging. According to a participant
who sought out a community centre with translation and
interpretation supports:

They [those struggling to belong] do not know where
the community centre is or other centres of informa-
tion….That’s why they do not know where activities,
events are and there isn’t a sense of belonging at all.

“Being” part of something (more than home and fam-
ily) was key to belonging in the community. This connec-
tion to something, beyond the bounds of one’s homeand
family, included all sorts of differences (ages, ways of life,
social status, culture and so on). In fact, the process of
the group interviews and research study impacted this
desire to connect, as seniors in one group asked about
the other groups that would be participating in the study
and requested a meeting with the other groups. Navigat-
ing these variances, however, was not easy. Being able to
participate in the reciprocal relationship as a friend and
a neighbour was generally identified as “harder as one
gets older”. Practicalities of life in suburban areas com-
pounded these challenges, as well as the physical isola-
tion and unfamiliar cultural connections challenging the

participants. Despite this difficulty, participants empha-
sized that connecting to “something more” was impor-
tant. Several participants noted that one’s world could
rapidly become small without expanding and diversify-
ing one’s social connections. One participant said it best
as she commented:

Once you retire from work you lose that social circle
and are cut off very quickly. Humans are social beings,
sometimes seniors are happy at home, but some are
looking for something outside their home—volunteer
work, socializing, activities, etc.

Actively “doing” things (activities, meeting together,
reading/gathering information, hearing from one an-
other, or sharing ideas, customs and news) was another
feature of belonging to community that was important
for health and wellbeing. The gap in organized activities
for those aged 50 to 75 was noted, with several partici-
pants emphasizing they “[we]re not old”. One participant
described it in this way:

There are just lots of stereotypes around what being
“senior” means—we want to do things and feel alive
and be part of things. There is also an individual re-
sponsibility. Sometimes you can know about things,
but then the individual has to actually do something
to act on it.

4.2. Facilitators and Barriers to Belonging Are Both
Personal and Systemic

Factors that would facilitate or constrain a sense of be-
longing were also established in the group interviews
and larger group analysis. The facilitators and barriers
were, much like the meaning of belonging for partici-
pants, identified as both personal and systemic concerns.
Participants confirmed that, in abundance, these factors
would be facilitators, while if lacking would pose barriers
to community belonging. Key factors influencing commu-
nity belonging were thought to be hope, similarities, de-
sire, effort, access and leaders.

Hope for connection with different people, organiza-
tions, research and community/city was a starting place
to facilitate belonging.Without hope for belonging other
factors could not be seen or supported. Participants
expressed hope that “‘something’ will come from this
[community engagement] work” that brought people to-
gether; others expressed hope that with their views and
perspectives “on the record”, that these opinions could
be mobilized for other community development, grant-
writing or other activities.

Similarities provided connection that was crucial to
belonging, as did breaking through false separations that
emerged from fears, habits and expectations. Separa-
tions emerged in particular when people were not alike,
or when the interests seemed different on the surface
(as in some of the generational or cultural differences).
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This need for similar interests was highlighted by a par-
ticipant who said:

Similar interests are needed; people want to feel that
they belong. Seniors attend [the] centre downtown
because programs [are held] in Chinese, providing
a common language, also dancing, exercise, Chinese
newspaper [free on Fridays], singing, cooking.

At times the similar interests and activities that brought
comfort and belonging to some people were viewed by
others as exclusionary or barriers to belonging. Language
was identified by some as a barrier in this way, where
groups whomet and engaged in the language of their ori-
gins,were points of contention. According to somepartic-
ipants, “people need tomake an effort to learn English, to
be Canadian”. Some participants sought more dialogue
and discussion-focused or segregated community activi-
ties (including activities with translators and interpreters)
while others proposed activities that were more active
than verbal (for example, games, dancing, singing, gar-
dening and so on). Some participants explained that lan-
guage was a barrier in many complex ways, for instance:

It’s hard to be inclusive in this community. Lots of peo-
ple are speaking their own languages, even if they
can speak English. It [language] is a barrier to be-
ing inclusive.

Belonging in an extended community; learning from oth-
ers; exercising and being active; seeking connections;
trying (some) new things, required a strong desire and
will. This desire took effort, and at times participants ex-
plained that others whomight not feel a sense of belong-
ing may be inhibited by their own will—perhaps as a re-
sult of fatigue, grief or loss or even illness, but regard-
less, a desire to belong was seen as essential. One partic-
ipant explained how her recognition of the desire to be-
long emerged after retiring and becoming aware of how
isolated she had become: “I didn’t know people in the
community, and didn’t realize that I even wanted to un-
til I stopped working”.

The recognition and desire for belonging involved a
certain curiosity that also existed in a tension with de-
sires to keep things the same and distaste for change. Re-
peatedly, participants explained: “Sometimes change is
hard for seniors”. This conflicted curiosity and distaste for
change revealed itself in terms of cultural learning and
fears about cultures other than their own. Several par-
ticipants placed an emphasis on learning more about di-
versity and particularly understanding cultural differences
and strengths. This conflict was highlighted in the follow-
ing interview comment regarding facilitators of belonging:

As with drinking and driving, education and aware-
ness made a difference. The same with isolation and
seniors mingling. We need to learn what makes other
cultures good, how have they survived.

Another participant explained this learning in terms of
family life and intergenerational belonging, as he ex-
plained the value of change and learning:

At first, I thought boys and girls should not spend time
together, but I have changed my views on that.

Effort and openness, such as the effort to learn about
cultural and generational changes, were facilitators to
belonging. This effort required acceptance, give and
take; getting past prejudices/judgments and an open-
ness to change. Sometimes this openness was difficult,
and required considerable effort, particularly when peo-
ple may have experienced losses, fatigue or difficulties
with mobility:

It is a two-way effort: You have to try to belong, but
cultures sometimes make it difficult. A person might
like to know where the community centre is, but they
do not proactively find out.

Certainly addressing systemic issues (such as access to
transportation) required effort, especially if meetings or
events demanded transportation or language interpreta-
tion that was not assured. Personal factors to enhance
openness and increase effort were identified as manag-
ing the sense of intimidation. Attending events in groups
was helpful tomanage intimidation. It was identified that
more systematicways ofwelcoming newcomers could be
helpful for all groups:

Seniors are often intimidated by new things. Some-
thing could be in place to help newcomers integrate
[to neighbourhoods or community groups], and also
to help those in existing groups to be welcoming.

Access to physical and social connections was viewed as
central to belonging. Facilitators (and barriers) included
transportation; information; familiar language and trans-
lations; common places to meet (such as coffee shops
and food courts aswell as community and recreation cen-
tres), along with consistent routines that bring people to-
gether (i.e., every Friday newspapers, water fitness class
on Tuesdays). It was clear that sustainability and consis-
tency were important to participants who expressed in-
terest in activities “at the same times and places…for con-
sistency”. These access issues were significant practical
and physical barriers to belonging for suburban seniors.
Participants highlighted the importance of access in the
suburbs of a city like Calgary that does not routinely plow
suburban side streets when snow falls, explaining:

How the hell do you get there [to a community gather-
ing place]? Especially when the weather is inclement?

Access was also a point of controversy particularly in the
suburban neighbourhoods that predominantly served
young families. One participant emphasized the barriers
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as she described how:

The City is now building capacity for bicycles all over
the place, to the tune of millions of dollars. This en-
hances life for younger people but not seniors.

Supporting the hope, will, and ways forward, seniors
who are community leaders were identified as facilita-
tors of belonging. These were the people who step up
and nudge the connections and happenings in commu-
nities. They are also the ones who move forward com-
munity belonging and the needs of seniors in broader or-
ganizations and to municipal decision makers. At times,
these leaders could see that they needed breaks and had
to find others to hold up their leadership activities if they
were on vacation or felt unwell.

Internal leadership and the activities of neighbour-
hood belonging contrasted with overly regulated or pro-
fessional support. This professionalization of belonging
was particularly noted by immigrant seniors, as in one
participant who said:

In India, a neighbour would come over to help settle
an argument; here [suburban Calgary] the police are
called first.

Similar concerns were expressed by participants who de-
scribed the barrier to belonging that emerged as a result
of overly regulated volunteering and professionalization
of community helping:

I can clean areas around the neighbourhood, but now
there are regulations around who can do this, liabili-
ties, so my small way of volunteering and belonging is
shut down.

The effort to become involved and belong, or to step into
leadership roles to try to understand the barriers were
reflected on by participants. Some felt that, for those se-
niors not already active in suburban life, that a myriad
of reasons impacted their belonging. Health, grief, lan-
guage or other barriers were factors, but some partici-
pants also considered that professional helping and “pro-
grams”were barriers of sorts, creating dependencies and
inhibiting people from seeking community support and
belonging. It was bluntly put by one participant:

Why do some people make an effort and others
don’t? That is a whole other research study. There is a
sense of entitlement. Some people are waiting to be
catered to.

5. Discussion, Implications and Limitations

Belonging in the community is complex for seniors liv-
ing in suburbs, particularly as these individuals and
their neighbourhoods experience diversity and change.
Olesen and Berry (2011, p. 194) found that social needs

generally change across the life course, especially dur-
ing the transition from paid work to retirement. Retire-
ment and other losses are a feature of aging in any
neighbourhood.

The diverse social and cultural groups of suburban
dwelling seniors highlighted a variety of facilitators and
barriers to belonging. Despite some unique differences,
all expressed a desire for feeling connected and knowing
others and the resources available; being active contrib-
utors in their communities and doing community work
in cooperation with others across cultures and genera-
tions. Belonging, in this way, was both an aspect of in-
dividual identity and neighbourhood structures and ex-
perienced in connection to people and places; at times
places were indeed held in much affection: “our walk-
ing track”, “our Wednesday morning at the pool”, “our
coffee spot in the shopping mall”, they said. The older
adults’ identities were understood only through places
and a complex relationship of knowing, being and doing
as affiliated and in connection to others.

Participants expressed a strong desire to be in con-
nection with others particularly to share ideas and views
in community, and to exchange information about daily
activities, such as where to eat, how to access transport,
and general support. Learning about others was identi-
fied as an essential component of connection. Connec-
tions within one’s cultural group and with other groups
were deemed as key to nurturing a sense of belonging.
However, language remained a barrier for some in terms
of being able to enact these connections. In Canadian
and other suburban communities characterized by var-
ied linguistic and cultural groups, needs for translation
and other supports for older adults to engage more fully
in community life are encouraged.

Desires to contribute were pronounced with an ex-
pression of the need for “give and take” or “a two-
way effort”. Seniors who admitted to not knowing the
location of a local community centre recognized that
they bore the responsibility to be proactive and find
out its location and services offered. Giving back to
the community—outside of the home and family—was
an important aspect of belonging. Seniors expressed
a desire to participate in maintaining their neighbour-
hoods and believed this could happen with support from
community agencies. This emphasis on supportive pro-
gramming needs was similarly found by Dare, Wilkinson,
Marquis and Donovan (2018) in relation to fostering Aus-
tralian seniors’ community participation. The benefits
of this belonging are noted by Olesen and Berry (2011,
p. 194) who found that greater contact with neighbours
and through volunteering was associated with improved
mental health in newly retired people. Indeed, expanded
information and supports for seniors’ volunteering in
suburban communities are recommendations that have
emerged from this project.

Learning and exchanging knowledge together (across
diverse generations and cultures) were aspects of be-
longing that were universally expressed. A common in-
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terest connected to community belonging in our study
was learning with others and contributing to the knowl-
edge of future generations. While seniors expressed con-
cerns over the differences seen in the younger gen-
eration (“kids these days…”), the underlying sense of
care and concern for the future was evident. Genera-
tional changes were sometimes viewed as difficult, but
also necessary, and the tensions were accepted and
appreciated by many as a part of community belong-
ing. Mixed generation interventions are further high-
lighted in the growing field of intergenerational com-
munity health (VanderVen & Schneider-Munoz, 2012).
A sense of belonging as part of engagement with genera-
tional, cultural and other aspects of community diversity
expressed by participants mirrors the perceived sense of
expanded social support that can support mental well-
being as discovered by Harasemiw, Newall, Mackenzie,
Shooshtari and Menec (2018) and Reitz (2009).

The emergent understanding of belonging high-
lighted older adults’ active engagement in their commu-
nities. This agency was part of the “two-way street” of
community belonging emphasized by participants. Com-
munity access through information and physical means
(transportation, road clearing and so on) are essential
services to support belonging for older adults in suburbs.
The belief that governmental organizations were respon-
sible to meet their changing needs, was questioned by
some participants with many challenging others about
the need to accept new ways of doing things and giving
way for progress and the next generation. Acceptance
and use of public transportation and car sharing versus
driving were particular examples of the variety of trans-
portation options that could enhance belonging in sub-
urban community life characterized by sprawl and car
culture. This example of expanded access and use of
public transportation may also provide the double ben-
efit of sparking patterns of intergenerational connection
many were seeking—after all, accessible transportation
meets the needs of diverse ages and abilities within a
population. Design elements that support driving in com-
munities for older adults (Stav, Arbesman, & Lieberman,
2008) and seniors’ car sharing options (Shaheen, Cano,
& Camel, 2015) are further transportation possibilities to
expand access and connection for seniors living in subur-
ban communities. Further study and program evaluation
in all these areas of information and physical design will
be important future steps.

Despite being a fairly small scale, localized study with
particular features of people and place, such as the di-
verse, new immigrant concentrated neighbourhoods and
winter conditions in suburban Calgary—the topics of con-
nection and isolation of seniors in suburbs (Pekmezaris
et al., 2013; Zeitler & Buys, 2015) and aspects of se-
niors’ community decision making (Gallant & Hutchin-
son, 2016) are of broad, current concern. In terms of
societal and community health, these research discov-
eries are novel in the field. While drawing from diverse
cultural groups, the study was limited in that it sought

the views of well-seniors who were already connected
to community supports and actively engaged in commu-
nity life. This necessarily biased the findings, though it
was indeed these views that were of interest at the time
of the study. Future studies will approach participation
differently to hear from seniors who aremore isolated or
not actively engaged in community connections. Seeking
out these views will contribute to another set of ques-
tions and build a more complete picture of how belong-
ing in community happens for suburban dwelling seniors,
how this sense of belonging impacts individual and com-
munity health. Future studies, informed by knowledge
of the meaning of belonging for seniors themselves, can
then examine the impact of belonging (including yet un-
studied concerns of racialization and discrimination spe-
cific to this population) and particular interventions on
the health of suburban dwelling seniors.

This study is seen as a place to begin to understand
the experience of community belonging for seniors living
in suburban neighbourhoods. The results have provided
valuable insights about seniors’ desires and interests for
community belonging for the community site where the
study was based. Most specifically, for the participants
themselves, this research process has given older adults
an opportunity to engage in knowledge making and to
connect with one another in ways that exemplified their
desires for belonging through feeling, knowing, being
and doingwithin community life. The group data analysis
experience brought participant groups, who would oth-
erwise not connect, together and enabled their collab-
oration in community activity planning. Understanding
community belonging from those who experience it was
a goal of the study, and sparking connections and activity
was an unexpected and positive project by-product, pro-
viding an example of McKnight and Block’s (2010) “abun-
dant community”.

6. Conclusions

This qualitative research project employed group inter-
view methods to explore community health and belong-
ingwith seniors living in the north east/north central sub-
urbs of Calgary, a culturally diverse western Canadian
city of over a million people. The purpose was to gather
the views and opinions of groups of seniors who were
currently engaging in community recreation and social
activities in order to inform future program planning and
contribute to a beginning understanding of the issues of
belonging and connection for suburban dwelling seniors.

When a sense of belonging and connection is recog-
nized and nurtured, seniors wish to contribute to each
other and the community as awhole. Belonging is a holis-
tic experience of knowing each other, being active citi-
zens, doing things to employ one’s talents for the com-
munity and the next generations and a feeling of affili-
ation and connection. This desire for diverse connection
and belonging itself was found to be a powerful resource
through which all communities can benefit. The findings
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of the study have informed decisionmaking and program
development for seniors attending the recreation cen-
tre at the site of this project. The results and process of
this work have also been shared with stakeholders such
as city planners and health services. In addition, trans-
lation services, transportation and support for diverse
groups and individuals to contribute to the community in
various ways may benefit from these discoveries. Future
lines of inquiry into the personal and structural supports
of belongingwill benefit multiple sectors concernedwith
urban planning and the growing older adult population
living in suburban communities.
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1. Introduction

Demographic change and diversification of the popu-
lation are two developments that alter the social pat-
terns of European cities. Increased life expectancy, so-
cial disparities, and transnational flows of migration lead
to great diversity among older people in terms of age,
social class, ethnicity, migrant background, and gender
(Calasanti, 1996; Pain, Mowl, & Talbot, 2000). This poses
new questions for planning and governance on the cre-

ation of age-friendly cities that respond to the needs of
older people with different backgrounds.

With age, people are likely to become frailer and thus
increasingly dependent on their neighbourhood (Cramm,
van Dijk, & Nieboer, 2018). When experiencing mobil-
ity loss, access to facilities in proximity to home gets
more important (Menec, Means, Keating, Parkhurst, &
Eales, 2011), because unless social infrastructures, pub-
lic transport, and health care are in the vicinity, elders
may not be able to access them at all. In response to

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 53–69 53



decreasing action range in later life, meaning that el-
ders spent most of their time at home or close to their
homes (Baltes, Maas,Wilms, Borchelt, & Little, 1999), ur-
ban politicians and planners need to know where older
people live and whether they are planning to relocate.
Only then can planning and governance ensure prox-
imity to health care and social services. Earlier stud-
ies focusing on ageing in place suggest that older peo-
ple tend to stay in familiar surroundings as long as pos-
sible and feel especially attached to their home and
neighbourhood (Rowles, Oswald, & Hunter, 2003; Scharf,
Phillipson, & Smith, 2005). Nevertheless, research on re-
location at old age indicates an increase in the number of
elders who change their place of residence (Kricheldorff,
2017; Zimmerli, 2016). Reasons for relocation in later
life are manifold and comprise environmental, socioeco-
nomic, health-related, social, psychological, space, and
time dimensions (Roy, Dubé, Després, Freitas, & Légaré,
2018). Early theories on relocation at old age distin-
guish between voluntary and involuntary moves, such as
Wiseman’s (1980) behavioural model that names forced
movements due to decreasing functional abilities, finan-
cial status, and need for care. There is also Litwak and
Longino’s (1987) “Migration Patterns” that refers to the
amenities move when people move shortly after retir-
ing in order to improve their lifestyle and gain access
to friends. Later studies refer to voluntary and invol-
untary moves as push and pull factors (Perry, Shen, &
Gonzales, 2018). They report poor health, isolation, in-
sufficient support, and feelings of insecurity as pushing
factors, while factors that pull elders to relocate are, for
example, attractive locations and the longing to be near
friends and a certain community (Bekhet, Zauszniewski,
& Nakhla, 2009). Smetcoren et al. (2017) analyse how
socio-demographic and socio-economic factors, as well
as kinship and health, impact both push and pull factors.
They conclude that elders with lower household income
and poor mental health are more affected by pushing
factors while elders with higher income and homeown-
ers are more likely to relocate due to pulling factors such
as an attractive environment. Their findings suggest that
the analysis of social diversity helps to understand who
moves in later life and why.

Other studies deepen the knowledge on socio-
demographic factors and relocation: Social class, in terms
of education and income, influences the relocation of
elders. While a lower income hinders movement in
later life (Hayward, 2004; Sommers & Rowell, 1992; Teti,
Kuhlmey, Dräger, & Blüher, 2012; Zimmerli, 2016), a
higher level of education fosters the willingness to move
(Biggar, 1980; Teti et al., 2012; Zimmerli, 2016). Accord-
ing to literature, the impact of age differs according to
plannedmovement and actual movement.While studies
on the willingness to relocate found that plans to relo-
cate decrease with increasing age (Hansen & Gottschalk,
2006; Teti et al., 2012; Zimmerli, 2016), studies on ac-
complished movement do not show the same tenden-
cies (Hansen & Gottschalk, 2006; Sommers & Rowell,

1992). Earlier studies have demonstrated that gender
clearly affects the willingness to relocate (Choi, 1996;
Krout, Holmes, & Erickson, 2003; Sommers & Rowell,
1992; Teti et al., 2012). All studies have found that
women are more willing to move than men in later
life. Perry et al. (2018) analyse the impact of ethnicity
on relocation at an old age, suggesting that low educa-
tion and home-ownership reduces the likelihood to relo-
cate among older black adults while older white adults
refrain from relocation in later life if they are in poor
health condition or own a house and have a strong social
network in their neighbourhood. Besides the aforemen-
tioned socio-demographic factors, earlier experiences in
moving, as well as engagement in activities and social
life, foster plans to move, while high housing satisfaction
and withdrawal from social engagement hinder reloca-
tion (Zimmerli, 2016).

Larger survey studies such as the German Ageing
Survey (DEAS, 2014) or a survey by the city of Berlin that
analyses the quality of life, interests, and independence
in later life (LISA), include no questions on planned or
accomplished movements in later life (Bezirksamt Mitte
von Berlin, 2010). Available statistical data in Berlin pro-
vides information on the movement of the population
regarding migrant background, gender, and age. How-
ever, there are no additional diversity variables, such
as ethnic diversity, migration channel, or variables con-
cerning social class (StatIS, 2017). Thus far, few studies
have deeply engaged with the diversity of older people
inWestern Cities (see Calasanti, 1996; Enßle&Helbrecht,
2018). Therefore, we lack knowledge about the effects of
a society getting older and, simultaneously,more diverse.
It is against this backdrop that our study seeks to analyse
the interrelations between willingness to move in later
life and diversity in terms of gender, age, social class,
and migrant background. Our study adds to the existing
knowledge as we analyse planned and pastmovement in
later life across different countries of birth, nationalities,
migration channels, age, levels of education, and income.
By examining these interrelating factors, we seek to bet-
ter understand howdiversity affects decisions to relocate
at old age.More specifically, we aim to answer the follow-
ing questions: To what extent do age, social class, andmi-
grant history influence actual and planned movements?
Further, what reasons might cause older people from dif-
ferent backgrounds to move?

2. Research Design and Methods

2.1. Case Study

We chose Berlin as a case study for this research. Berlin is
the capital of Germany and has approximately 3.7million
inhabitants. Among those are 900,000 inhabitants aged
60 years or older (StatIS, 2017). These elders are the tar-
get group in this case study. We chose Berlin because
it is a big, dynamic city with many older people from
heterogeneous and diverse backgrounds (see Table 1).
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The historical division of Berlin leads to diversity among
older migrants, comprising former guest workers from
Mediterranean areas (former West-Berlin) and Socialist
countries such as Vietnam, Angola, and Cuba (former
East-Berlin). The project builds on two empirical steps:
(1) qualitative, hypothesising research, and (2) a quan-
titative, hypothesis-testing survey to derive basic princi-
ples for an agent-based model that would allow for ex-
ploring future ageing cities.

2.2. Questionnaire and Sample

To address the research questions, we mainly relied on a
survey on diversity and ageing that we conducted with
elders in Berlin in 2018, because existing datasets do
not provide enough information, neither on moving be-
haviour nor on social diversity. In addition, we included
findings from 18 expert interviews that we conducted
with representatives from different counselling centres,
social initiatives, and social and cultural meeting places
in 2017. We used expert interviews to gain first insights
into the nexus between ageing and diversity to guide
the following research. We interviewed experts from
social initiatives and cultural centres for e.g., Turkish,
Arabic, Russian, Vietnamese, Polish Elders; public coun-
selling centres for elders with low income and three
housing projects for respective older gays and lesbians
as well as older females. The interviews followed an ex-
ploratory, open approach and comprised questions on
housing conditions, challenges of the ageing process, so-
cial networks, and the influence of gender, ethnicity, re-
ligion, sexuality, (dis-)ability, and social class on the age-
ing experience. We analysed the interviews according to

the qualitative content analysis after Mayring (2000). To
compare the expert’s perspective with the everyday life
experience of older people, we discussed the main find-
ings from the interviews in four focus groups with 26 el-
ders in total.

The qualitative findings helped us develop our hy-
potheses for the quantitative survey and to adjust the
research approach to our target group: people aged
60 years and above from different social and ethnic back-
grounds. We chose 60 years as the age limit to include
the change from working life to retirement (Engstler &
Romeu Gordo, 2017). As ethnic minorities tend to be
underrepresented in quantitative surveys (Feskens, Hox,
Lensvelt-Mulders, & Schmeets, 2006), we refrained from
a classic household survey. Rather, we used contacts
that we had established earlier in our qualitative re-
search as starting points and distributed the question-
naires through a snowball system. We asked our inter-
view partners to distribute the questionnaire among
their clients and included further institutions and groups
that they recommended.

Figure 1 shows the distribution of the elders who an-
swered the questionnaire in the 447 planning units of
Berlin. A planning unit is smaller than a ZIP area. There
is no cluster of answers in areas where the question-
naires had been distributed originally (distribution cen-
tres). Surveys were returned from areas in the city cen-
tre as well as from the suburban areas and cover former
eastern and western parts of Berlin.

To raise the response rate among older migrants, we
provided the questionnaire in eight languages: German,
English, Turkish, Arabic, Polish, Russian, Bosnian, and Viet-
namese.We chose these because the city of Berlin’s nurs-

Respondents per planning unit [%]
< 0.23
0.23–0.47
0.48–0.7
0.71–0.94
> 0.94
Distribu�on centres

Figure 1. Distribution of respondents proportionate to all elders who answered the questionnaire and distribution centres
in Berlin (Basemap: StatIS, 2017).
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ing support centres publishes their information in these
languages; therefore, it is likely that themajority of elders
(or one of their relatives) speaks one of those. Accredited
translators provided the translation. Even though every
translation implies interpretation, we ensured compara-
ble content of the questionnaires through pre-tests and
careful checking with bilingual elders. We distributed our
questionnaire in paper format and as an online question-
naire via the distribution centres.

Our questionnaire comprised four thematic sections
in total—(1) older people and society, (2) social envi-
ronment in later life, (3) changes with the end of work
life, and (4) housing in old age—and a section on socio-
demographic data. For this article, we analysed data
from section (4) and the socio-demographic data (see ap-
pendix). To estimate if older people plan to move in the
future, we asked: ‘Do you sometimes think about mov-
ing somewhere else?’ If this was answered positively, the
following question was asked: ‘For what reasons do you
want to move?’ For the answers, we offered ten reasons,
as well as ‘other’ (see Section 3). The questionnaire also
asked about the most recent movement and the reasons
for it. If this most recent movement had happened since
the person turned 60, it was included in the analysis as
a past movement. As our analysis includes both, plans to
move in the future and past (accomplished) movements
since a respondent turned 60, the term ‘willingness to
move’ refers to accomplished as well as panned move-
ments. We do not differentiate whether the motivation
to move was voluntary or forced.

We distributed 786 questionnaires in paper format
and links to the online version via six organisations
(a mailing list for older Gays and Lesbians, a mailing list

of Berlin seniors’ delegation, a centre for intercultural
care in later life, a computer club, a mailing list of a hous-
ing project, and a mailing list of Berlin’s community man-
agement institutions). Afterwards, we received 668 re-
sponses (475 online and 193 in paper format). This re-
sulted in a response rate of 24.5% for the paper format.
The exact response rate of the online version is unknown
due to privacy issues pertaining to the organisation’s
mailing lists. After the exclusion of missing data and re-
spondents younger than 60 years, our sample includes
427 participants. Of the completed questionnaires, 143
were completed on paper and 284were answered online.
Our sample comprised 279 female and 148 male partici-
pants, 374 participants who were born in Germany and
45 participants who were not born in Germany. In the
following, we define people with migrant background
as those who were not born in Germany, regardless of
their nationality. A total of 395 questionnaires were com-
pleted in German and 32 in one of the languages men-
tioned above. The majority of respondents belonged to
the 65–75 age group (32%were 65–70; 24%were 70–75),
15% were 60–65 years old, and about 8% were over 80
(7% were 80–85, 1% were 85–90, and 0.7% were above
90; see Table 1).

Table 1 shows a comparison of the sample from our
questionnaire with population data from the Federal Sta-
tistical Office of Berlin (ER) for those aged 60 and older
(StatIS, 2017). Note that the Federal Statistical Office dif-
ferentiates people with migrant background and Immi-
grants (nationality other thanGermanand/or at least one
parent without a German nationality (StatIS, 2017). Our
research does not distinguish between the two groups
and our definition of migrant background only includes

Table 1. Characteristics of the survey population (in %).

Categories Survey (2018) ER population (2018)

Migratory Status German 87.1 86
Migrant Background 11.5 14

Gender Female 65.3 55.7
Male 34.7 44.4

Marital Status Married 42.2 54.3
Divorced 18.5 16.1
Widowed 16.9 20
Single 12.6 9.2
Civil Union 1.6 0.4
Other 7.5 < 0.1

Age 60–64 15.2 22.2
65–69 32.1 20.5
70–74 23.7 17.1
75–79 20.4 19.2
80–84 6.6 12.2
85–89 1.2 5.7
Above 90 0.7 3.2

Education Low education 4.2 —
Medium education 32.3 —
High education 46.8 —
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elders who were born in another country, therefore the
number of People with migrant Background of the ER
population sums up the number of immigrants and peo-
ple with a migrant background. That means that an en-
tire comparison of the two datasets is not possible. In
comparison to former studies conducted in Berlin (see,
e.g., DEAS, 2014), our sample adequately represents the
older population of Berlin, particularly older people with
and without a migrant background. More females than
males answered the questionnaire. However, there is an
underrepresentation of people over 80 years.

2.3. Hypotheses

We drew on the findings of our qualitative study from
2017 and literature to derive the following hypotheses
on the influence of age, social class, migrant history, and
gender on people’s past and planned movement.

Age: In accordance with earlier studies and our qual-
itative data, we assumed that with increasing age, the
willingness to relocate would decrease (Kemper, 2001;
Teti, Grittner, Kuhlmey, & Blüher, 2014; Zimmerli, 2016).
Furthermore, we presumed a peak of decisions to move
at the age of 65–70 because people usually enter retire-
ment at that age.

2.3.1. Social Class

Drawing on literature and our qualitative findings, we de-
rived the hypothesis that a small income hinders move-
ment (Hayward, 2004; Teti et al., 2012; Zimmerli, 2016),
while a high level of education fosters willingness to
move (see Biggar, 1980; Hayward, 2004; Sommers &
Rowell, 1992; Zimmerli, 2016).We defined social class by
household income (very low income: <800€, very high
income: >5000€) and education level in line with the In-
ternational Standard Classification of Education (ISCED;
UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012).

2.3.2. Migrant History

We frame ‘migrant history’ from three angles: migrant
background (country of birth other than Germany), na-
tionality, as well as channel of migration (e.g., former
guest worker, refugees, former students, etc.). Since to
our knowledge, no research exists onmigrant history and
relocation in later life, we based our hypothesis on our
qualitative research. It suggests that the channel of mi-
gration determines life chances and social inclusion in
the host society, so it is likely to determine the ability
to move, too. We presume that migrant background and
nationality have no effect on the elder’s relocation.

2.3.3. Gender

Earlier studies point to connections between gender and
willingness to move (see, e.g., Teti et al., 2012), but we
could not find a plausible connection between gender

and willingness to relocate in later life in our qualita-
tive research. To explore the contradiction between the
state of the art and our findings, we included gender in
our analysis.

As earlier studies argue that elders move to escape
isolation and loneliness (Bekhet et al., 2009), we in-
cluded family status (married; divorced; in partnership;
widowed; in same-sex partnership) in our analysis to test
whether it has any influence on the moving behaviour.

2.4. Data Analysis

We applied descriptive statistics to explore the survey
data. We began by identifying three groups: older peo-
ple who are planning to move (category ‘planned move-
ment’); older people who have alreadymoved since they
turned 60 (‘pastmovement’); and older peoplewhowish
to neither move nor have moved before they turned
60. To test our hypothesis, we consecutively analysed
our data in terms of social class, migrant history, and
age. Descriptive analysis and statistical tests are used
to test our hypothesis for planned movements and for
past movements. It is unclear if elders who plan to move
will really move. Therefore, we test the dependency be-
tween elders who belong to the category ‘past move-
ment’ and ‘planned movement’ and the recommenda-
tion to a friend to move into the area. Our hypothesis
comprises two cases: (1) that elders would not recom-
mend friends to move into their area if they themselves
want to move elsewhere, and (2) that they would rec-
ommend friends to move into their area if they recently
moved there or do not want to move anymore.

2.5. Statistics

We chose three different tests for our mixed dataset for
testing dependencies between variables: χ2-test, analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) and multivariate binomial logis-
tic regression.

Firstly, χ2-tests were used to test the relationship
between two categorical variables. Usually, the null hy-
pothesis H0 is that the variables are independent while
H1 means that variables are dependent (Kabacoff, 2015).
The p-value is themeasure of dependency, and if p<0.05,
the relationship is significant with a probability of 95%
(James, Witten, Hastie, & Tibshirani, 2013).

Secondly, ANOVA has been used to test the re-
lationship between metric and categorical variables
with the F-Test (Dormann, 2013). We did a one-way
ANOVA because there is only one classification variable
(Kabacoff, 2015).

Thirdly, multivariate binomial logistic regression has
been used to test the non-linear influence of several
variables on an independent variable. Contrary to lin-
ear regression, categorical and binary parameters can be
tested and non-linear functions are allowed as predictors
(Kabacoff, 2015). The statistical analysis was conducted
with R in R-Studio.
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3. Results

From our descriptive data analysis, we know that 46%
of all elders from our survey (200 from 427) plan to
move or have alreadymoved. Note that these two events
are not mutually exclusive, i.e., some people have al-
ready moved but plan to move again. Among all elders,
there are 26% who plan to move and 26% who have al-
ready moved.

Figure 2 shows the age distribution of elders for past
and planned movement. For past movements, the analy-
sis shows that there is a peek at the age of 67; then, the
number of movers remains comparatively high, has an-
other peak at 70, and drops afterwards. There are only a
few elders who have moved after they turned 80. Note
that for pastmovementwe considered the age of the par-
ticipants at the time of movement. Therefore, it is possi-
ble that in some cases someone moved at a certain age
even though no one who participated in the survey is of
this age. This can be seen in Figure 2 for the age of 89.
There are also peaks of planned movement at 65, 70, 71,
and 73. After reaching age 80, none of our respondents
is planning to move.

We cannot find any clear association between past
or planned movement and migrant background: 47.1%
of all people without a migrant background and 46.7%
of those with a migrant background are willing to move.
In some cases, older people from a certain country have
a higher willingness to move, but we only get a tendency
because of the small number of cases (N = 45) when

the dataset is split into the different countries. The only
group that wants to move more often consists of those
who have left their country because of bad living condi-
tions (55%, N = 11). We obtained 43 responses stating
the reasons for migration. German language skills and
length of stay in Germany did not show any impact on
the willingness to move.

From our descriptive analysis, we find that 48.4% of
all females and 43.9% of all males plan to move. House-
hold income leads to less willingness to move when
the monthly income is very low (<800€) or very high
(>5000€). People who have an income between 800€
and 5000€ per month have more or less the same will-
ingness to move. By contrast, there is a lower willingness
to move the lower the education is. People with a high
education want to move in 51.5% of cases, people with
a medium education want to move in 44.9% of all cases,
and people with a low education want to move in 38.9%
of cases.

We found some tendencies for family status. Elders
who are single (61%, N = 54), divorced (53%, N = 79), or
in a homosexual relationship (80%, N= 10) have a higher
moving willingness than elders who live in another rela-
tionship. However, only a few people who are living in a
homosexual relationship answered the questionnaire.

The results of our statistical hypothesis tests are
listed in Tables 2, 3, and 4. In Table 2, we demonstrate
that there is a dependency between age and planned
and past movement. In Table 3, the results of the χ2-test
are listed. There are dependencies between planned

60
0

5

10

15

20

N
um

be
r 

of
 e

ld
er

s

25

30

62 64 66 68 70 72 74 76

Age

78 80 82 84 86 88 90 92

all elders

planned movement

past movement

Figure 2. Total age distribution of the respondents, the age distribution of people who plan a movement, and distribution
of moving age for past movement.

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 53–69 58



Table 2. Results of the analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Dependent variable Independent variable P-Value

Age Planned movement *
Age Past movement ***

Note: p < 0.05 *, p < 0.01 **, p < 0.001 ***.

Table 3. Results of the χ2-test.

Dependent variable Independent variable P-Value

Planned movement Gender *
Past movement Gender
Planned movement Migrant background
Past movement Migrant background
Planned movement Recommendation for friends to move into the area ***
Past movement Recommendation for friends to move into the area **
Planned movement Family status **
Past movement Family status
Household income ISCED **

Note: p < 0.1 *, p < 0.05 **, p < 0.005 ***.

Table 4. Results of the multivariate binomial logistic regression with interaction between household income and ISCED.

Dependent variable Predictor I Reference group Log odds Std. error P-Value

Planned movement ISCED: low ISCED: medium; moving: yes 1.6864 1.608
Planned movement ISCED: high ISCED: medium; moving: yes 1.1415 0.5285 *
Planned movement Household income ISCED: medium; moving: yes 0.0004 0.0002 .
Past movement ISCED: low ISCED: medium; moving: yes 3.0306 2.0704
Past movement ISCED: high ISCED: medium; moving: yes 0.2687 0.4995
Past movement Household income ISCED: medium; moving: yes 0.0002 0.0002

Note: p ∼ 0 ***, p < 0.001 **, p < 0.01 *, p < 0.05 .

movement, gender, family status, and if the elder would
recommend friends to move into the area. Dependen-
cies for past movement exist for elders if they would rec-
ommend friends to move into the area. There is a de-
pendency between categorised household income and
the ISCED as can be seen in Table 3. There are no de-
pendencies between past or planned movement and mi-
grant background.

There are dependencies, measuredwithmultivariate
binomial logistic regression (Table 4), between planned
movement, high education, and household income. The
log odds of the interaction values are low, which is
caused by the low interaction values of household in-
come and are, therefore, not included.

3.1. Reasons for Movement

Figure 3 lists the most frequently mentioned reasons for
relocation. Age-related reasons for movement, such as
planning tomove into a nursing homeor the fear of being
unable to care for oneself, were rarely mentioned. More
important are apartment-related factors such as apart-
ment size, rent, or lack of handicapped access. If past and
planned movements are summarised, then movement
because the apartment is not obstacle-free is one of

the most important reasons for movement (past 18.7%,
planned 21%).Moving to a smaller apartment is the lead-
ing reason for pastmovement (25.6%). Other reasons for
past movement are other reasons (5.5%), moving to as-
sisted living (4.6%), moving into a shared accommoda-
tion (4.1%), and movement to Berlin (2.3%). Reasons for
planned movement are bad connection with the train
(4.4%), annoying living environment (3.9%), other rea-
sons (3.9%), change of the living situation (3.9%), flat
is too small (2.2%), no longer being able to live alone
(2.2%), and movement to assisted living (1.1%).

4. Discussion

Our results show that almost half of the older people in
our survey plan tomove or have alreadymoved. This con-
trasts with earlier studies, which stress the reluctance of
older people to change their place of residence (Kemper,
2001; Scharf et al., 2005), but resonates with findings
on the willingness of elders to relocate with the start of
retirement (Kricheldorff, 2017; Litwak & Longino, 1987;
Zimmerli, 2016). Even if we consider only respondents
who put their intention into practice and actually moved
after turning 60, a quarter of our sample still moved. The
difference in our findings may be related to the destina-
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tion of movement. While earlier studies tend to focus on
movements to nursing homes and assisted living apart-
ments (e.g., Nay, 1995; Taylor, Osterman, Will Acuff, &
Østbye, 2005; Teti et al., 2012), our respondents moved
(or planned to move) into apartments with lower rent
or that were smaller or closer to their social networks.
We cannot exclude that the elders moved into an old age
residential home, but the main reason for movement is
that the new flat is cheaper. In addition, the tense hous-
ing market in Berlin is likely to affect the comparatively
high proportion of elders who consider moving. Both the
consideration to move and actual movement might re-
sult fromgentrification and fear of being displaced rather
than from a voluntary decision.

4.1. Do Age, Social Class, and Migrant History Influence
the actual and planned movements?

Our results on the association between diversity—age,
social class, and migrant history—and willingness to re-
locate reveal patterns for age. Results from the ANOVA
analysis show that there is a dependency between age
and moving behaviour, which resonates with other stud-
ies (Hansen & Gottschalk, 2006; Teti et al., 2012). Our de-
scriptive analysis supports our hypotheses that, with in-
creasing age, willingness to relocate decreases and that
there is a peak in the decision to move at 65–70 years.
This links to the start of the official retirement age of 67
and fits Litwak and Longino’s amenitiesmove (1987). Age
affects the inclination tomove, but only until people turn
80. From a descriptive analysis, we know that people
whoare older than80donot plan tomove at all. This find-
ing confirms earlier studies that showhigh residential sta-
bility among the very old (Rowles et al., 2003). Therefore,
we conclude that there is an influence of age on moving
behaviour across people with different backgrounds.

In addition, our qualitative research indicates that
social class—understood as level of education and
income—influences decision making and behaviour in
later life as income impacts the ability and intention to
move in terms of the possibility or pressure to move,
depending on income and rising rents. Furthermore,
the household income influences plans for movement.
When we combine education with household income,
we observed some dependencies between social class
and movement behaviour: There is a dependency be-
tween the plan to move and high education with accord-
ing household income, but no dependency between past
movement and social class. The result that elders with
high education and income plan to move more often
overlaps with other research (Hayward, 2004; Sommers
& Rowell, 1992).

With regard to migrant history, we presumed based
on our qualitative research that channel of migration
would likely determine willingness to move, whereas a
person’s country of migrant background would not have
an effect. In our descriptive analysis, we did not find
any dependencies between migrant background/no mi-
grant background andwillingness tomove. That was con-
firmed by the χ2-test, as there is no dependency be-
tween the two variables. In our descriptive analysis, we
found some evidence for the assumption that country of
birth and nationality affect willingness to relocate. We
also determined that the channel of migration had no
impact on an older person’s inclination to relocate. How-
ever, the numbers of respondents with specific coun-
tries of birth, nationalities, or migrant channels is low
(e.g., eight people were born in Turkey and six were born
in Bosnia), even though the proportion of elders with
migrant background who answered the questionnaire
nearly matches the proportions from the ER (11.5% in
survey to 14% in ER). This means that no reliable state-
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ment can be made based on the detailed breakdown of
the different countries of origin or the migrant channel.

In the descriptive analysis, the gender of our respon-
dents gives only a tendency of possiblemovement, show-
ing that older females tend to be more willing to move
than are older males. However, in the χ2-test we found
a dependency between planned movement and gender,
meaning that gender has an influence on planning be-
haviour but not on movements that actually happened.
This contradicts our initial assumption that there is no
plausible connection between gender and willingness to
relocate that we draw from our qualitative research, as
the statistical analysis reveals the influence of gender
on willingness to relocate. Our findings partly overlap
with earlier studies (Krout et al., 2003) that confirm that
gender influences the moving behaviour of older peo-
ple. However, our finding that gender influences future
movements contradicts Hansen and Gottschalk (2006),
who find no connection between thoughts of moving
and gender. Further studies should more deeply explore
the differing impact of gender on planned movements
as opposed to accomplishedmovements and related rea-
sons. Apart from that, we found other variables that have
an influence on moving behaviour, such as family status.
Our findings suggest that elders that are living alone (di-
vorced or separated) have a higher willingness to move.
In the future, these aspects need to be analysed in more
detail, for example, why a certain family status leads to
certain moving behaviour. However, we did not find any
dependencies between past movement and other vari-
ables. The reason for thatmay be that decisions aremore
complex and cannot be described with one or two vari-
ables, and factors that are more complex and their inter-
relation have to be taken into account.

4.2. Why Do the Elders Move?

Our research shows that desire for a smaller apartment,
an obstacle-free apartment, and the need to move to a
cheaper apartment are the top three reasons for move-
ment (see Figure 3). Although elders with different back-
grounds participated in our survey, all three reasons can
be explained by ageing rather than by diversity: The de-
sire to move to an obstacle-free apartment in later life is
quite plausible because, Germany-wide, less than 3% of
apartments are equipped for people with reducedmobil-
ity (Nowossadeck & Engstler, 2017). The large number
of elders who move into smaller flats is a bit surprising
because a movement into a smaller flat usually leads to
higher housing costs due to increasing rents. Neverthe-
less, this seems not to be an issue in our sample. One
possible explanation is the large number of elders with
good education and possible higher income, which en-
ables movement. In addition, some older people intend
to move because of increasing rents. This could be a
Berlin-specific result, given the tense situation of Berlin’s
housing market and on-going gentrification (see Holm,
2013), but since the average rent in Germany for people

aged 40–85 increased between 1996 and 2006 by 57%
(Nowossadeck & Engstler, 2017), the problem of rising
rents also affects people across the country and possibly
even abroad.

As income, usually decreases in retirement, older
people are particularly vulnerable when it comes to
gentrification and rental increases. These developments
could lead tomoremovement among older peoplewhen
they are forced to move into cheaper apartments or it
could reduce movement because an old rental contract
guarantees a relatively low rent. Consequently, moving
to a smaller apartment could mean moving to an apart-
ment with higher rent. Thatmight explain thatmore peo-
ple plan to move because of increasing rents than ac-
tually moved. Elders are not able to find a cheaper flat
somewhere else and stay in their current apartment. This
also helps to explain the low number of people with low
income intending to relocate. It is quite plausible that
older people with an income lower than 800€ per month
cannot find any affordable apartments to move to. Our
data also reveals older people’s desire to age close to
other older people, be it in special housing projects or
in a neighbourhood of one’s friends. This finding is in ac-
cordance with other studies pointing to the growing im-
portance of social networks and friendship in later life
(Böger, Huxhold, & Wolff, 2017).

To predict and evaluate the movement behaviour
of elders, it might be helpful to differentiate between
voluntary and involuntary factors because such an ap-
proach could point to possible destinations and reasons
for movement (see Perry et al., 2018; Wiseman, 1980).
Both aspects are partially covered in our survey, yet hard
to differentiate.

Given that their prolonged lifespan now means that
‘the elders’ comprise an age group spanning nearly four
decades, it becomes increasingly important to take moti-
vations formovement other than age-related factors into
account. Furthermore, itmaybeuseful to split elders into
smaller age cohorts, such as ‘young old’ (<80) and ‘old
old’ (>80).

4.3. Limitations

The findings of our study are limited by the fact that peo-
ple with low education are underrepresented. For a thor-
ough statistical analysis, the sample size of people with
a migrant background is too small to account for the dif-
ferent specific countries of birth and nationalities among
the elders in Berlin. Thus, our hypothesis concerning mi-
grant backgrounds cannot be answered conclusively de-
spite our sample nearly representing the actual percent-
age of elders with migrant background in the popula-
tion. In addition, themethod of distributing the survey in
counselling centres andmeeting places for elders is likely
to address awell-connected community and probably ex-
plains the underrepresentation of people aged 80+. It
is also possible that the respondents misunderstood the
question about household income and stated their indi-
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vidual and not the combined income, which complicates
any direct comparison.

Furthermore, it is difficult to estimate if elders who
said that they sometimes consider moving will actually
move. We tried to add reliability by comparing the de-
pendency of planned movement with the question of
whether elders would recommend friends to move into
the area. Our findings show that there is a dependency
between recommendation and planned movement, and
so it is likely that a recommendation/no recommenda-
tion might lead to a stay in the area/movement to an-
other area. However, there are still many factors that will
influence future movements. Therefore, other aspects
might be considered in the future as well (e.g., how close
doctors are, or if there are parks close by), tomake a prog-
nosis on planned movement even more reliable.

Another limitation for the calculation of dependen-
cies is that there are only a few respondents if the sam-
ple is split into smaller groups. Affected by this is, apart
from the country of origin, low education (N = 24), peo-
ple who live in a homosexual relationship (N = 10), and
people who live in a relationship without being married
(N = 17). The larger the number of respondents per cat-
egory, the more reliable the estimated probabilities will
be. The small number of respondents in the low educa-
tion category, therefore, can be the reason for the high
p-values in Tables 3 and 4. If the number of respondents
is low, the resulting calculated p-values might not reflect
the true p-values of the hypothesis and a significant re-
lationship might exist in some of the cases (Casella &
Berger, 2002).

A further aspect is that we were not able to cover
all influencing factors in our survey to limit its overall
length. We selected factors based on literature review
and expert interviews, which we think are the most in-
teresting and influential concerning diversity and mobil-
ity. However, to get a complete picture, further studies
are needed to cover other aspects, such as the need for
care or decreasing mobility in later life.

In this article,wedid not analysewhere the elders are
moving to, as the focus lies on the current location and
why an older person might want to move. The next step
would be to analyse what the preferred destinations are,
and whether certain groups have different targets than
others. When this step is concluded, a prognosis of the
development of the spatial pattern is possible.

5. Conclusions

The inhabitants of European cities are becoming both
older andmore diverse. As the everyday life of older peo-
ple primarily takes place around their place of residence
(Baltes et al., 1999), the key for age-friendly communities
lies in the immediate living environment. Urban politi-
cians and planners need to know older people’s plans
to relocate in order to ensure health care and social ser-
vices nearby. Therefore, the aim of this article was to es-
timate the extent to which diversity in terms of age, gen-

der, social class, and migrant history affects older peo-
ple’s willingness to relocate. Drawing on a quantitative
survey from Berlin with 427 respondents, our analysis
shows that age is one of the variables that affect willing-
ness to move. We observed a peak in movements in the
65–70 age group and a drop in willingness to relocate at
the age of 80. Small tendencies are visible with regard
to gender in the descriptive analysis, as females show
a slightly higher willingness to move. However, gender
only has an influence on planned movement and not on
actual movements according to dependency tests.

In addition, testing social class and its influence on
movement shows that elders with high education plan
tomovemore often, which also overlaps with findings of
others (Teti et al., 2012; Zimmerli, 2016). We did not find
any dependency between low education and willingness
to move. A potential future research direction would be
an analysis of leading factors of differences in planned
and past movements, including research on voluntary
and involuntary moves. Usually, elders with higher ed-
ucation have higher income and, therefore, more possi-
bilities to move. However, the effort might be too high,
which leads to no movement in the end because they
might be able to cope with more push-factors due to
their high income.

Reflecting on our initial objective of estimating how
diversity in later life—in terms of age, social class, mi-
grant history, and gender—affects willingness to relo-
cate, we conclude that age clearly affects willingness to
relocate, which could indicate a particular importance of
age ahead of other differences. One might argue that
the ageing process affects everyone equally, especially
when it comes to very old age. Physical and mental con-
straints come to the fore and people experience similar
change and meet similar challenges, regardless of their
social and cultural background. In addition, it seems nec-
essary to analyse age groups separately and not ‘elders’
as a single group. Other factors, such as gender and ed-
ucation, need to be analysed in detail in future studies
since they show some tendencies concerning willingness
to move.

We conclude that the ‘classical’ variables we used—
social class, gender, age, and migrant history—are not
sufficient to make general statements about the move-
ment behaviour of older people. Other factors and their
interrelations need to be included, as already conducted
when using the variable ‘social class’ and its influence
on past and plannedmovement. Considering the reasons
our respondents gave for their motivation to move, such
as moving to apartments that are accessible to the hand-
icapped, smaller, or cheaper, it might be more appropri-
ate to form groups based on people’s physical condition,
their social networks, or the size of their apartments.

Future research should start here and explore the im-
pact of these less common variables on thewillingness to
relocate. It should also engage deeply with the interrela-
tions between well-known variables. To identify influen-
tial variables, it will be helpful to analyse motivations be-
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hind the willingness to move and rethink categories that
are quite naturally used to group people. Given the com-
plexity of the variable ‘migrant history’ for example, we
recommend the application of a qualitativemethodology
to understand connections between migration-related
experiences and willingness to relocate in later life. To
enable planning and city administrations to respond ap-
propriately to the existing willingness to move among
older people, more research should address motivations
for movement as well as destinations of relocation. As
the broad age group of ‘the elders’ encompasses nearly
four decades, not all movements are into nursing homes.
Alternative destinations, such as projects for convivial
ageing, small and easily accessible apartments, or quiet
and green neighbourhoods, deserve more attention in
research and practice. Knowing the determining factors
behind older people’s willingness to relocate, their mo-
tivations, and their preferred destinations is a first step
to creating cities and communities that respect manifold
needs andwishes of people in later life and providing live-
able neighbourhoods for all generations.
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Appendix

Survey 2018

Block IV: Living in old age

With the next questions, we want to cover your living situation and what you like or dislike about your apartment/house.

13. What year did you live move into your current apartment/house?

___________

14. With whom do you live?

Please tick every box that applies.

□ I live alone. □ with my grandchild/grandchildren
□ with my partner □ with my parents
□ with my child/children □ with friends
□ others: ________________

15. Do you live in a

□ rental □ flat □ own property □ other: ____________

16. Approximately how much do you pay per month for your apartment/house? Please consider additional cost like
electricity, heating, fees for garbage.

______________

17. On which floor do you live? (Ground floor = 0)

______________

18. Do you have an elevator in your building?

□ Yes □ No

19. To what extent do the following statements apply to you?
Please check:

In my residential area, Strongly agree Agree Partly Disagree Strongly disagree

… there are enough stores. □ □ □ □ □
… there are enough doctors and pharmacies. □ □ □ □ □
… I sometimes feel unsafe. □ □ □ □ □
… I am well connected to buses and trains. □ □ □ □ □
… there are enough parks and green areas. □ □ □ □ □

20. How often do you use the parks and green areas in your neighbourhood?

□ (nearly) daily □ rarely more than 1x per month
□ 1–3x per week □ never
□ 1–3x per month

21. Are the parks and green areas accessible and easily reached by foot?

□ yes □ with constraints □ no
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22. Would you recommend to a good friend to move into your residential area?

□ yes, because ______________________________________
□ no, because ______________________________________
□ undecided

23. When was the last time you moved?

______________

24. What was the postal code of your previous residential area?

If you moved before the postal code in Berlin was changed in 1993, you can also write in the two-digit postal code.

Postal code: _________

25. What were the reasons for your last move?

□ Moving into a smaller apartment
□ Moving into a barrier-free apartment
□ Moving into a cheaper apartment
□ Termination of the landlord
□ Moving into a form of assisted living (e.g. senior citizen housing)
□ Moving into a shared apartment
□ Moving to a family member
□ Other reasons: ___________________

26. Do you think sometimes about moving somewhere else?

□ yes→ continue with question 27 □ no→ continue with question 28

27. For what reasons do you want to move?

□ In my apartments there are steps e.g. thresholds, entrance to shower.
□ The apartment is too big.
□ The apartment is too small.
□ The connection to bus and trains is bad.
□ The rent is too high.
□ The neighbourhood changed.
□ Loss of partner.
□ I can no longer manage alone.
□ There is no suitable outpatient care service nearby.
□ I can move to a care facility.
□ Other reasons: _____________________

V: Personal information

28. In which year were you born?

__________

29. Are you…

□ male
□ female
□ different sex

30. What is your current postal code?

_________________________
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31. Are you…

□ married □ single
□ divorced □ living separated
□ widowed □ civil union (same-sex)
□ in partnership □ in same-sex partnership
□ Others: ____________

32. In which state were you born?

__________________

33. What is your nationality?

__________________

34. Since when have you been living in Germany?

□ I was born in Germany.→ continue with question 36
□ for ____________ years

35. If you were not born or raised in Germany:

I came to Germany…

□ as part of a recruitment process (guest worker/contract worker)
□ for my studies
□ for an apprenticeship
□ I had to leave my country because of the bad living situation
□ family reunification
□ others: ________________

36. How would you rate your knowledge of the German language?

□ German as mother tongue □ not very well
□ fluent □ I understand only a little
□ very good to good □ I do not speak German
□ I get along

37. How many years did you attend school?

_________________________

38. What is your highest school-leaving qualification?

_________________________ □ I do not have one.

39. What is your highest training qualification (e.g. assistant (Geselle), foremen (Meister) or final degree)?

_________________________ □ I do not have a training qualification.

40. What profession did you practice last/are you practicing?

_________________________ □ homemaker

41. How much is your monthly net household income approximately?

_________________________
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42. How much were you disturbed or impaired in the last seven days by the following problems or discomforts?

Not at all A bit Quite Strongly A lot

Physical limitations (e.g. problems while walking or □ □ □ □ □
taking stairs, back pains)

Diabetes □ □ □ □ □
Chronic pains □ □ □ □ □
The feeling of being lonely □ □ □ □ □
Insomnia (e.g. problems to find sleep or □ □ □ □ □
sleeping through the night)

43. How would you describe your state of health?

□ very good □ rather bad
□ good □ bad
□ okay

44. Do you have a care level (Pflegestufe)?

□ Yes □ No

45. Do you have a severely handicapped pass (Schwerbehindertenausweis)?

□ Yes □ No
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1. Introduction

In line with current forecasts of increasing global pop-
ulation numbers and extended life expectancy, we are
currently experiencing a demographic shift in the popu-
lation structure (United Nations, 2017). This shift will re-
sult in the reversal of the age dependent ratio where, for
the first time, the percentage of the working-age popu-
lation is outnumbered by the non-working-age popula-

tion and dominated by the older generations (UK Gov-
ernment, 2017). In addition, this trend is set to continue;
the United Nations (2017) predict that by the 22nd cen-
tury the global population of persons over 60 will triple
from current levels to 3.1 billion, placing significant strain
on resource efficiency, for both current and future gener-
ations (see Table 1 and Figure 1). To address the emerg-
ing tension between resource efficiency and the needs
of an ageing and dependent population, research is be-
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Table 1. Generation timeline: 1928–2100, alongside characteristics for current birth-cohorts.

The Silent Generation Baby boomers Generation X Millennials Generation Z

Born Between 1928 and 1945 1946 and 1964 early-to-mid 1981 and 1997; 1997-Present;
1960’s to the (0–21 years old)
early 1980’s

characterised rapidly improving analogue childhood emerging high familiarity fully integrated
by schools and a free and wary of digital digital age with into smart

health care through technologies. communications, technology with
the NHS—limited Cold-War attitude media, and digital limited exposure
early exposure technologies to analogue

technologies

Age 2030 between 102 between 84 between 70 between 49 between 33
and 85 and 66 and 50 and 33 and 12

Age 2050 105 and over between 104 between 90 between 69 between 53
and 86 and 70 and 53 and 32

Age 2100 	 103 and over between 103
and 82

ing undertaken that explores both the challenges and op-
portunities this demographic shift brings, much of which
focuses on the benefits of ‘ageing in place’.

‘Ageing in place’, defined as living in the community,
with some level of independence rather than in resi-
dential care, has been identified as fundamental to au-
tonomy, social participation and good health and well-
being (e.g., Davey, Nana, de Joux, & Arcus, 2004; Tinker
et al., 1999; Wiles, Leibing, Guberman, Reeve, & Allen,
2012). In addition, ‘ageing in place’ is considered a cost-
effective solution lowering demands on specialised hous-
ing, whilst limiting impact on already overstretched care
professionals (Age UK, 2016; World Health Organization,
2007). This position is reflected in both national and inter-
national policy on ageing andolder adultswhich supports
ageing in place as a key component of sustainable devel-
opment goals (e.g., Fattah, Sung, Ahn, Ryu, & Yun, 2017;
Peek et al., 2016). However, whilst the literature points
to a successful ‘ageing in place’ agenda to be dependent
on an effective, smart technology-led, health and well-
being infrastructure, concerns have been raised over the
development of appropriate technology suitable for the
needs of its intended user group. These concerns focus
around socioeconomic status, spatial inequality (geogra-
phy) and health profiles (e.g., Le Deist & Latouille, 2016;
Tsekleves, Darby, Whicher, & Swiatek, 2017; Zandieh,
Martinez, Flacke, Jones, & van Maarseveen, 2016), as
well as the limited experience and exposure to smart
technologies of the current and near future cohort of age-
ing and older adults (Rogers & Mitzner, 2017).

The work presented here sets out to identify both in-
centives and barriers to the uptake of technology to sup-
port activities of daily living (ADL) and to determine if en-
vironmental and geographical characteristics influenced
the uptake of technology to support ‘ageing in place’.
Outcomes from this initial investigation are presented in
the following sections.

2. Methods

This study focuses on both incentives and barriers to
the uptake of technology under four key activity cri-
teria: medical, monitoring, mobility and social. These
activity criteria were identified in the early stages of
the research as key supporting activities to aid indepen-
dence of an ageing population, in both their homes and
the wider environment. This was investigated through a
mixed research methodology, which combined a scop-
ing study (abbreviated here as ScSt) that reviewed both
the grey (policy, reports, standards, etc.) and the aca-
demic literature along with the focus group sessions that
discussed personal use of technology to support ADL.
Both the ScSt and the focus groups (abbreviated here
as FGs) investigated the uptake of technology related to
three built environment scales (home; street; neighbour-
hood) and for three geographical scales (inner urban;
semi-urban; rural). These scales were chosen to explore
the uptake of technology outside the home and in the
wider community.

Whilst an ScSt can be undertaken using a range of
different methodologies, in general it refers to the map-
ping of evidence or research across an area of interest as
background to “inform future research”, and no formal
methodology exists (O’Brien et al., 2016). Here a “prelim-
inary assessment of the potential size and scope of the re-
search literature”, as defined by Grant and Booth (2009),
was conducted to explore both incentives and barriers to
the current uptake of technology related to the built envi-
ronment to support older adults to live independently in
their community. This included a review of the grey liter-
ature, alongside key policy and statistical data to identify
studies relevant to ‘ageing in place’. This was followed by
a review of the academic literature.

The academic literature was identified by using the
database Scopus. The definition of the keywords took
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Figure 1. Population pyramids for the 5 generational birth-cohort (the Silent Generation, Baby Boomers, Generation X, Mil-
lennials and Generation Z) in England andWales. Notes: The Y axis shows variation of age range for each generation cohort
for the target years changes in population structure; age groups based on age distributions of United Nations (2017).

place in stages by selecting the words among the numer-
ous ones relevant to the topic. The process led to the es-
tablishment of eleven words that were placed in relation
to each other through the Boolean operators AND and
OR. The keywords chosen are: ( ( old* OR ag* OR senior
OR elderly ) AND ( hous* OR home OR neighb??rhood )
AND ( technolog* OR “smart technolog*” OR sensor* OR
digital ) ). In terms of the academic literature review, the
search was limited by five boundary conditions:

1. Research field: Title-Abstract-Keywords;
2. Document type: Papers;
3. Publication years: 2016–2018;
4. Language: English;

5. Subject areas: Medicine; Engineering; Social Sci-
ence; Compartmental; Environment; Nursing;
Health Profession; Arts.

Under these parameters the search identified 210 aca-
demic papers (Figure 2), these were categorised under
the four key activity criteria, then further divided into 19
subcategories, allowing various trends to be identified
(Figure 3).

In order to verify the key findings identified in the
ScSt as representative of the ADL of older adults, a se-
ries of four FGs were arranged. These FGs were devised
to investigate howwe engage with technology as we age,
alongside how/if technology enables and/or encourages
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Round 1 Total number of ar�cles
iden�fied (n = 210)

Did not meet criteria
(n = 92)

Round 2 Abstracts reviewed
(n = 118)

Round 3 More detailed review
(n = 57) see figure 2

Round 5 Appropriate full text
ar�cles (n = 11)

Round 4 Full text ar�cles which
iden�fied at least 1 the 4 key criteria

in a meaningful way (n = 12)

Did not meet criteria
(n = 45)

Did not meet criteria
(n = 1)

Did not meet criteria
(n = 61)

Figure 2. Flow diagram outlining selection process to identify papers that address the four key activity criteria in a mean-
ingful way.

mobility and social activities. In addition, we were inter-
ested to find out if, how, and where we live results in
users relating to the four key research activity criteria in
different ways. It was believed that the FG discussions
could generate information and viewpoints of personal
experience not currently available.

The FGs were selected from existing support and
community groups as they satisfied the geographical re-
quirements (i.e., inner urban, semi urban, rural). Each
existing community group had a different focus of ac-
tivity or common interest. The two semi urban groups
(Group 1 and Group 2) were based in a low density ur-
ban area; Group 1 was an existing bowling club and
Group 2 a Type 2 diabetes support group, both groups
met regularly. Group 3 comprised of participants of a
lively community centre in a high density inner urban en-
vironment and the participants in Group 4 were all mem-
bers of a knitting club based in a relatively isolated ru-
ral village pub. The FGs were organised through a key
community contact for each of the existing groups and
were held on the same day and at the same location as
the groups’ usual regular meetings. The four FGs took
place at three different geographical locations in order to
help identify if the geographically-related demographic
factor influences the uptake of technology, and to iden-
tify who, when and why technology is being used by par-
ticipants. Background data, i.e., where and how the in-
dividual participants lived, their age group and gender,

alongside type and length of time spent living in their
present home, was collected during the FGs. These re-
sults are presented in Table 2.

The group discussions were driven by the results of
the ScSt and divided into four sections:

Section A.We identified more background and demo-
graphics of the group. These included details on how
participants saw themselves living as they age, along-
side their health profile;

Section B. Enabled us to identify current level of use
of technology in the home and wider community, in-
cluding if levels of use and acceptance were as high
as suggested in the literature, alongside if each group
gave different insights into the relationship between
technology, the four activity criteria and geographical
location;

Section C.We aimed to identify how technologies for
ADL were perceived and used for socialising and ac-
cessing social activities; the ability of users to access
services and travel easily;

Section D.What opportunities in terms of both incen-
tives and barriers to mobility outside the home exist?
This included both personal characteristics and con-
textual factors.
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Table 2. Focus group demographic: Information gathered through a short questionnaire.

	 Group (1) Bowling (2) Type 2 (3) Community (4) Village
Activity Club Diabetes Centre Pub

Date 15/06/2018 27/06/2018 07/08/2018 21/11/2018

Geographical Inner Urban 5
scale Semi-Urban 8 6	

Rural 2 4 10

Group age Group size 10 10 5 10
50–54 3
55–59 1 2 2

	 60–64 1 1 1
	 65–69 5 1 1
	 70–74 3 3

75–79 1 4
75–79 1
80–84 1

	 other 1 @ 18yrs

Gender male 4 3 1 5
female 6 7 4 5

Living with at 9 2 0 9
least 1 other

person

Type of house 10 4 10
accommodation sheltered HSG flat 5 4

	 bedsit 1

Years at <1
accommodation <5 3 1 1 3

<10 4 3
>10 3 9 4 4

FGs discussions were digitally recorded (using two
devices) and notes were made during each discussion.
There were always at least two researchers at each FG
meeting, and at least two researchers made additional
notes from the digital recording following the FG. These
notes were compared for accuracy and key themes iden-
tified. Full transcription of the recordings of the FG dis-
cussions was not undertaken due to time and budget lim-
itations. The research was approved through the institu-
tions research ethics committee.

3. Results

The review of academic literature identified a total of
210 papers, 92 were considered outside the scope of the
study and were disregarded in the first round (Figure 2).
From the remaining 118 papers, 97 identified at least one
of seven technologies subcategories: information and
communications technology and assistive technology
(IT/ICT/AT); surveillance/security/monitoring; prompting
wearable / sensors; mHealth; robots and automation,
and smart home technology (SHT). As expected, there
were a number of interconnected topics, with papers
falling under more than one category. The highest-

ranking single subcategory was ‘case studies’ (54), fol-
lowed by ‘medical/health and wellbeing’ (49). However,
only six of these studies were considered suitable for
further review; this was followed by ‘independent liv-
ing’ (43) and ‘understanding needs’ (40). Thirteen studies
were concernedwith future scenarios, and 16 concerned
with mobility, a key ‘activity’ criterion; however only six
of these were suitable for further investigation (Figure 2).
Twenty studies were specifically concerned with falls in
the home and although technically fell within our four
activity criteria, were considered in one way or another
outside the scope of this study (Figure 3).

Studies concerned with technology formed a large
section of the reviewed papers. However only four stud-
ies were concerned with technology outside the home,
and eight studies concerned with mobility. In addition,
seven studies were concerned with social activity and/or
social isolation, five of which were concerned with both
mobility and social activities; again, these fell outside the
brief. In total only 12 papers identified at least one of the
four key activity criteria in ameaningful way (Table 3). On
further review one of the 12 papers was disregarded and
considered unsuitable as it did not meet the criteria and
categories of the remaining 11 papers.
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Case Study/trials

5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55

Understanding Needs

Social/Social Isola�on

Cost/Economics

Ethics/Privacy

Acceptance/Adop�on

IT/ICT/AT (assis�ve technology)

Surveillance/Security/
Monitoring

Promp�ng

Wearble/sensors

mHealth

Robots

Automa�on & SHT

technologies

Independent/Autonomy/
Ambient Assisted Living

Medical/Health & Wellbeing

Genera�on/Class/Educa�on

Mobility

Future genera�ons/scenarios

Literature review

Figure 3. Summary of literature review (round 2). Note: Seven technologies are highlighted in blue.

To ensure these findings were not limited by the
research methodology itself, two further actions were
taken. The first was to conduct a second search of the
database using the additional terms of ‘ageing and mo-
bility’, ‘ageing and activity’; the second was to review
the references cited in the full text articles identified in
‘round 5’ of the ScSt (Figure 2). Although under both ac-
tions additional paperswere identified, these fell outside
the five boundary conditions and therefore did not pro-
vide evidence to challenge the original findings.

Overall, the studies presented here revealed the up-
take of technology is high and the target audience, cur-
rent and near future ageing adults, are comfortable us-
ing a wide range of technologies to support their ADL
regardless of personal circumstances. However, uptake
was shown to be dependent on a level of ‘enjoyment
of use’ and when shown to increase independence. In
addition, training was also shown to encourage use, al-
though level of uptake was also found to be dependent
on demonstrating that the specific technology served a
purpose and did not to replace existing physical relation-

ships (Le Deist & Latouille, 2016; Rogers &Mitzner, 2017;
Tsekleves et al., 2017).

These results are supported by the 2018 Office of Na-
tional Statistic findings on Internet Access: Households
and Individuals, that reports on how,where, i.e., at home
or ‘on the go’, and by whom the internet is accessed
(Figure 4); another important resource is the Nielsen
(2015) report which shows which devices are used by
which generation for video viewing, both in and outside
of the home. Whilst both report on specific use rather
than the uptake of technology per se, they give insights
into the perceived opportunities technology offers to-
wards both independence and levels of enjoyment to an
ageing society as a whole.

The ONS (2018) findings demonstrate that whilst age
may have once been a barrier to the uptake of tech-
nology, it can no longer be viewed as such. The report
identified that whilst only 59% of households with one
adult aged 65 years had internet access, this same age
group were experiencing the highest growth rate (23%
over 2012). The report also identified that although this

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 70–82 77



Figure 4. Devices used to access the internet by age group in Great Britain. Source: ONS (2018).

age group accessed the internet via a tablet rather than
a smart phone (the most widely used internet device
across all age groups), 28% of them accessed the inter-
net ‘on the go’ using a smart phone. Other statistics in
this study showed that online shopping for this cohort
rose from 16% to 48% between 2008 and 2018, and
that the household goods (25%), clothes or sports goods
(24%) and holiday accommodation (24%) were signifi-
cant purchases.

The results of the ONS study demonstrate the chang-
ing background experience of the emerging 65+ age
group have been more exposed to technologies than
previous generations (i.e., those who were 65 or older
10 years ago), and therefore demonstrates that tech-
nologies are more integrated into day to day activities.
This is reflected in a study by Young and Tinker (2017)
which points to the UK’s baby boomer generations hav-
ing somewhat “different needs and preferences than the
generations they follow”; in other words, the needs of
this generation as it ages is different to those of the cur-
rent old, demonstrating that as each generation ages its
level of exposure influences uptake for the various activ-
ity criteria. In addition, these results suggest both current
and future generations of older adults are willing to not
only adopt traditional adaptive technology but smart as-
sistive technology including robotics, monitoring, alarms
and sensors. Together these studies support the grey lit-
erature that points to this demographic already having
a high uptake of smartphone and smartphone APPs to
monitor and record various health and wellbeing activi-
ties. On the other hand, in terms of health and wellbe-
ing, Meng Ni et al. (2017) suggest the health of near fu-
ture older adults will be similar to current levels due to
the “current culture of managing over prevention” and

highlights amove towards increasing “collaborative care”
and a move away from a traditional “physician-centred
medical model” as a requirement of ‘ageing in place’.

The ScSt pointed to four areas where day to day as-
sistance may be required: ‘self-maintenance’, activities
essential to maintaining independence; ‘instrumental’,
tasks and activities that can be cognitively demanding;
personal growth activities those that enhance life; and
social activities including social connectivity and relation-
ships (Rogers & Mitzner, 2017). In addition, the litera-
ture also pointed to three health profile types: robust
(those living a non-sedentary, autonomous lifestyle with-
out major health problems); fragile (those often living
with chronic disease, or gradual decline in health and au-
tonomy); and dependent (with serious diseases and gen-
erally in a care institution or hospital; Wick, 2017). Over-
all the review highlighted the ‘fragile’ group as the sig-
nificant challenge. The ScSt also raised questions around
the development of the appropriate technology suitable
for its intended user group based on activity and heath
profiles and asks what are the drivers for the develop-
ment of this type of support technology, i.e., is this man-
ufactured or a need driven industry (Le Deist & Latouille,
2016)? This was also addressed by Tsekleves et al. (2017)
who, through a series of workshops, questioned if tech-
nological advances are addressing the real needs of the
intended users. The workshops also identified that the
UK’s ‘ageing in place’ policy has left many older adults
feeling “a burden on society”.

The study revealed that whilst the four key activity
criteria are often interconnected, there is an academic
research bias towards medical and monitoring in the
home, with little reported on the impact of technology
and ageing in the wider environment and on social ac-
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tivities. The ScSt also highlighted that whilst there is a
high level of research around the uptake of technology
for various home-based activities particularly monitor-
ing and medical support, there was comparatively little
that investigated the role of technology for mobile activ-
ities outside the home or for social activities, both iden-
tified as important activity criteria to support ‘ageing in
place’. This is at odds with the uptake of mobile devices
and Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) for social activi-
ties suggested in the grey literature and reflected in the
FGs.What was reported focused on infrastructure (trans-
port and pavement) to encourage activities outside the
home rather than smart technology, or how technology
can be used to improve these experiences. Baldwin Hess,
Travis Norton, Park and Street (2016) focused onmobility
outside the home, and report on a survey of car use for
a group of old, and oldest old car dependent adults in a
metropolitan suburban location near Western New York
State, USA. The authors argue mobility and access to ser-
vices is essential to independence and ageing, and it is
the “need to access services” which is influencing these
“driving” decisions, pointing to driving as often the only
realistic means of daily travel for both local and non-local
journeys (Baldwin Hess et al., 2016). This research high-
lights planning mobility for an ageing population in the
suburbs of particular importance. These results are also
reflected in Rafael-Palou, Vargiu, Dauwalder andMiralles
(2017), who highlight the shortage of data on demo-
graphic transport needs but argue that even this limited
evidence demonstrates an under developed transport
system and the lack of local and accessible community
stores as barriers to ‘ageing in place’.

The social demographic was picked up by Zandieh
et al. (2016) that examined the “perceived built envi-
ronment attributes (i.e., safety, pedestrian infrastructure
and aesthetics) and their possible influences on older
adults’ outdoor walking levels”. The study highlights that
whilst there is a proven relationship between the quality
of the built environment and older adults’ walking lev-
els, both psychological and physiological barriers exist to
mobility outside the home, and that with ageing spatial
inequality, a direct result of socioeconomic demograph-
ics, becomes increasingly important. The ScSt suggested
thatwhilst the top and lower endof the seven recognised
socioeconomic groups (BBC, 2013) of the current ageing
population would be covered under either private or so-
cial care, the middle socioeconomic groups do not fall
under the same mechanism and ‘ageing in place’ offers
significant challenges (UK Government, 2017).

In addition, whilst much of the literature made clear
that there were limited barriers and uptake was high as
long as some background conditions were fulfilled i.e.,
appropriate training, overall the literature fell short in
identifying how the current ageing population perceived
technology to support their ADL, in both their home and
the wider built environment.

As identified in the ScSt, all participants of the four
FGs felt comfortable using technology as long as they had

been given a level of instruction. Each focus group com-
prised between five and ten participants, 35 in total, with
ten in each of the semi urban groups (Groups 1 and 2),
five in the inner urban group (Group 3) and ten in the ru-
ral group (Group 4). Each group was selected as they be-
longed to one of our stakeholder groups and included a
range of ages of current or future ageing adults (Table 2).
In all instances, participants saw themselves continuing
to live independently in their own home. Overall par-
ticipants fell under the robust health profile; however,
within the Type 2 diabetes group (Group 2) there was
an expected decline from the robust health profile into
either the fragile or the dependent group; in saying this,
this was the group with the oldest participant (aged 80
to 84). Female numbers were highest in all groups. The
average age was between 65 and 79, with most peo-
ple living with at least one other person, except in the
inner-city group where all lived alone. Whilst accommo-
dation type varied, none of the participants lived in shel-
tered accommodation.

All groups had identified various places where train-
ing and/or instruction could be found; these ranged from
“a friend knows about it…he’s our guru, we go to him”, to
the library and the bank. Along with various jokes about
the ability of young grandchildren being able to resolve
issues. There was a lot of debate from all groups around
the uptake of VoIP technologies, talking to friends and
family. These tools were seen as very useful for commu-
nicating on a day to day basis—but again concerns were
raised at the impact of technology on the family dynamic.
Concerns of use were raised over cybercrime, replacing
‘real’ jobs and the breakdown of the family.

All groups recognised technology to play an impor-
tant role in their day to day lives but raised concerns with
regards to it replacing physical relationships with friends
and family. On the other hand, it was acknowledged that
when physical interaction was not possible, technology
offers a useful link in continuing relationships. All groups
recognised obvious benefits, for example its value for
people with serious illness ‘ageing in place’, or thosewho
experience social isolation, although it was argued that
these benefits could be achieved through caring for each
other in the community. All groups pointed to transport
barriers to ‘ageing in place’, but these were shown to
have different weighting depending on geographical lo-
cation of the demographic, i.e., rural/urban, with the in-
ner urban FG having the least concern as public transport
links are well developed.

When asking the groups what they thought about
technology, Group 1 (semi-urban) thought their “hand
had been forced”. Group 2 “trusted the technology but
don’t trust the system”, whilst Group 3 described tech-
nology as “just a tool”. Group 4 described it as “not just
one thing”. In addition, although the uptake of technol-
ogy was high within the groups, with some using more
than others, it was considered addictive, overtaking lives
and jobs, and was not trusted. Group 1 demonstrated lit-
tle trust in technology and reported that they are felt
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that they were being led along the technology route
with a decreasing number of alternatives. Although the
groupwere aware of the advantages of monitoring, med-
ical and prompting technology, they viewed technology
to be developing too fast, and have little confidence in
it. When groups were prompted with questions around
technology and mobility, the responses included lists of
various organisations (i.e., local groups) that actively sup-
port peoplewithmobility issues and day-to-day activities
and stressed that technology, however efficient, should
and could not replace physical contact; they also found
the idea of a robotic companion as a bit of a joke. The im-
portance of physical contact was a recurring comment
with all groups.

Whilst there were similarities between the first and
second groups in terms of social and geographic demo-
graphics, Group 2, a Type 2 diabetes support group that
faces a significant risk of a declining health compared to
the physically-active bowls club (Group 1), had a much
more positive outlook on technology than Group 1. The
group recognised technology as anything that makes life
easier. This group also had a high uptake of technology
both in and outside the home, they were confident users
who considered technology as very useful. The group
was very well informed about internet fraud and had re-
ceived training. They acknowledged a downside to tech-
nology but considered themselves in control; the group
trusted technology, but “didn’t trust the system”. Whilst
this group also raised concerns over technology replac-
ing existing relationships, they considered technology
to make things easier and to offer a sense of security
and reported a sense of security with statements such
as: “Someone’s watching me, I am going to be OK” and
“There’s a button on my phone—if I am unconscious you
can press the button and it will tell you all you need to
know about any medical condition I may have”. This re-
flected the general attitude of the group.

The inner-city community project urban group
(Group 3), described technology as “frustrating”. Thema-
jority of the group found smart technology intrusive i.e.,
it knows what you like and follows your habits, this con-
cern was not echoed in the other groups. One member
of the inner city group did not have a phone, smart or
otherwise, and was “not keen” on technology for per-
sonal use, rather wanted a quieter life, on the other
hand another member “just loves it”. The group could
see many advantages to ageing in their inner-city envi-
ronment, they perceived ageing with or without technol-
ogy in an inner-city environment easier than outside the
city, for example transport and other shared resources.
This group demonstrated a level of independence and
had a different group dynamic to the other groups. For
example, they explained that they didn’t need technol-
ogy to identify the location of places they could sim-
ply ask someone; overall the group expressed concern
that technology can be a bit intrusive. However, they
recognised that it was about striking a balance between
technology and finding their own amusement. As with

Group 2, they thought of themselves in control, however
they considered this as a result of the level and quality
of amenities within easy reach, they acknowledged that
in their environment everything was a lot easier, with
much more choice.

Group 4, the rural group, was different again; here
uptake of technology was high and positive. Overall the
group view was that technology made life easier. The
group viewed social interaction whether physical or via
technology as important; and the significance of strong
social relationships with family and friends emerged
early in the conversation, highlighting the importance
of a social network in this rural environment. The group
recognised that their limited access to amenities had re-
sulted in a level of reliance on technology, which in turn
brings with it a level of trust. However, the group did
not feel that they had all the information they needed
to make informed choices about technology. In terms of
‘ageing in place’ the group reported that they see tech-
nology to increase the possibility to age in place and
offered a welcome alternative to moving to a more ur-
ban environment. They felt that without technology the
rural environment is not conducive to ‘ageing in place’.
Technology was considered as “not a single thing”. How-
ever, the group pointed out that whilst you need to have
an interest in embracing technology, where attitude is
a driver, technology is being forced on them, as limited
amenities are closing. As a group they recognised that
technology will dominate (if it doesn’t already), and that
this will happen at the expense of personal contact.

4. Conclusions

In light of the findings of both the ScSt and the FGs, it was
evident that the uptake of technology to support ‘ageing
in place’ is high, and that although barriers exist, they
can be overcome. Our findings demonstrate that age is
not a barrier to the uptake of technology, and that peo-
ple adapt and use technology according to their wants.
Whilst there is a generational difference in the use and
uptake of technology it can be argued that this is not age
related, but experience and value driven.

In addition, the ScSt highlighted several limitations in
the type of research that is being conducted, i.e., it fo-
cused on medical and monitoring activity criteria to sup-
port ageing in the home, with little evidence to suggest
that research into ‘mobility’ outside the home and social
‘isolation’, both requirements of ‘ageing in place’, are be-
ing undertaken for current or future generations of older
adults. Conversely, the FGs demonstrated that the up-
take of technology for these activities was high, partic-
ularly for those with limited physical opportunities.

Whilst the literature review did not uncover research
related directly to social activity, the FGs demonstrated
strong incentives to why the uptake was high even in the
upper age ranges. However, this observation could be a
limitation of the participants of the FGs thatwere already
engaged with physical and social activities.

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 70–82 80



The academic literature for the most part reported
on how technologywas used to assess barriers to ‘ageing
in place’ rather than the use of technology to aid ‘ageing
in place’ per se, and tenuously pointed to demographics,
both socioeconomic and geographical conditions, to in-
fluence both mobility and social opportunities. However,
the FGs revealed that with ageing, geographical condi-
tions become increasing significant and where necessary
technology is recognised as providing opportunity to age
in place. Overall the research findings suggested that for
most, technology is recognised as a useful tool to sup-
port ‘ageing in place’ and therefore little in the way of
incentive is needed. Whilst this uptake might be as a di-
rect result of an increasing ratio of a technology savvy
cohort moving through the population structure, it also
points to enjoyment of use alongside and increased inde-
pendence as significant up-take factors. These findings,
although not fully resolved in the literature, highlight the
need to better understand the use technology to achieve
autonomy in the wider environment. The ScSt did not
identify geographic demographic as an influence on the
uptake of technology, which was a clearly identifiable
parameter from the FGs. Therefore, future policies will
have to consider the different circumstances and require-
ments of older adults living in a range of built environ-
ment scales when planning how to support older adults
to age in place.

Finally, although the ScSt did not identify research
concerned with the uptake of technology outside the
home, it did identify evidence that age and most phys-
ical conditions are not barriers to the uptake of a wide
range of technology in the home. Therefore, it follows
that age and most physical conditions will not be a bar-
rier to the uptake of awide range of technologies outside
the home.

The next step is to explore further the various geo-
graphical challenges faced by an ageing population, and
consequently how each generation and social group per-
ceives use or usefulness of technology in solvingmobility
and social connectivity to encourage ‘ageing in place’.
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The key concepts availability and accessibility have been taken into consideration in urban studies as well as the health
and social aspects of ageing. These terms are in close relation with the “active ageing”, “age-friendly city” and “liveable
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increase the quality of life of older individuals and to regulate their living environments in an optimal way for an active
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sure that older people are able to meet their own needs as well as prevent their exclusion from society. The planning of
cities that prevents the social exclusion of older people and provides an independent way of living is the main objective
of the concept of liveable cities. From this point of view, this study aims to evaluate the existing opportunities in an urban
area in the context of liveability. Out of the multi-criteria decision-making models, analytic hierarchy process (AHP) and
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population of older individuals, have been chosen. According to the findings of the study, the weight of health services
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real land use and the close environment of the research area should also be considered in the evaluation process.

Keywords
accessibility; analytic hierarchy process; liveable city; old age; social exclusion

Issue
This article is part of the issue “The City, Aging and Urban Planning”, edited by Matthias Drilling (University of Applied
Sciences and Arts Northwestern Switzerland) and Fabian Neuhaus (University of Calgary, Canada).

© 2019 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Cities are places with not only physical, but also social
and cultural dimensions in terms of living areas and pro-
duction. Contemporarily, two worldwide developments
in the population affect urban planning. First, more than
half of the world’s population lives in cities and this rate
is increasing. Today, 55% of the world’s population lives
in urban areas and this rate is expected to increase to
68% by 2050 (UN, 2018). Secondly, the proportion of

older people aged 65 and over living in urban areas is
increasing parallel to the increase in the older popula-
tion. In 2015, 58% of individuals over 65 years of age
were living in urban areas, and the population of peo-
ple aged 65 and over living in urban areas across the
world increased by 68% between 2000 and 2015. How-
ever, this rate has only increased by 25% in rural areas
over 15 years (UN, 2015).

According to theUN-Habitat (2010) report, older peo-
ple living in cities are among the most excluded groups
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and are at greater risk regarding social isolation. Social
isolation has been studied in two dimensions: objec-
tive measured social isolation, and emotional isolation.
Gardner, Brooke, Ozanne and Kendig (1999) defined peo-
ple with negative outcomes of poor or limited social con-
tact as socially isolated (cited in Findlay, 2003). Stud-
ies indicate that older individuals experience disadvan-
tages with regards to accessing services in urban areas
(Findlay, 2003; Ogg, 2005). Disadvantages affecting older
individuals are found mainly in accessing health care ser-
vices and in their social interaction (Luo & Wang, 2003;
Mollenkopf et al., 2004;Wahl, Iwarsson,&Oswald, 2012).
The concept of accessibility is defined by Nicholls (2001)
as the convenience with which a place or service can be
reached or obtained. Therefore, it can be said that ac-
cessibility in urban areas is the access to physical and
social resources that are effective in providing quality of
life and well-being to individuals living in cities. Equal ac-
cess to basic health care, long-term health care, and so-
cial services is essential for active ageing (Beard&Petitot,
2010; Kalache, 2016; Luo & Wang, 2003; Warner, Xu, &
Morken, 2017).

Active Aging: A Policy Framework Report by the
World HealthOrganization (WHO) has defined active age-
ing as not only staying physically active but also ensur-
ing to continue the participation of older individuals in
social, cultural, economic, and civic areas (WHO, 2002).
The main objective of the active ageing concept is to en-
sure that the individual is ageing independently and au-
tonomously. Active ageing is based on three criteria set
by the WHO (2002): health, participation, and security.
In this context, active ageing is defined as the optimisa-
tion of health, participation, and security opportunities
to improve the quality of life of individuals. This global
trend has affected the direction of approaches to urban
planning. Efforts towards a supportive urban planning
model should take the ageing population into consider-
ation. The implementation should start with the plan-
ning of living environments. Living environments provide
support in order to meet the daily activities at the op-
timum level. It also indirectly shapes psycho-social fac-
tors that affect the quality of life and well-being (Paul &
Sen, 2018; Ruth & Franklin, 2014). The goal is to apply
the global trends of population ageing and urbanisation
into a model of urban planning to ensure older people
remain active and engaged in society with appropriate
spatial facilities (Bookman, 2008).

The WHO developed a programme in 2006 named
“Age-Friendly Cities and Communities” to arrange the
living environment of older people and encourage ac-
tive ageing (WHO, 2007). Transportation, housing, social
participation, respect and social inclusion, civic partici-
pation and employment, communication and informa-
tion, community andhealth services, andoutdoor spaces
and buildings have been constituted as the main do-
mains for age-friendly cities. Features of a city’s physi-
cal environment may have an influence on personal mo-
bility, safety, security, health behaviour, and social par-

ticipation (Beard & Montawi, 2015; Buffel, Phillipson, &
Scharf, 2012;Moulaert & Garon, 2015; Steels, 2015). The
WHO Global Network of Age-Friendly Cities has defined
four stages to use as guidance for the evaluation of age-
friendly cities: planning, implementation, progress eval-
uation, and continual improvement. The evaluation of
age-friendly cities is a complex and time-consuming pro-
cess. The planning and implementation stages require
a 3-year city-wide plan of action based on assessment
findings. Varied models of age-friendly cities are identi-
fied in the literature. While some models focus on phys-
ical environment and design (Atlanta Regional Commis-
sion, 2009), others (e.g., the UK model of Lifetime Neigh-
bourhoods) mainly focus on social aspects of the envi-
ronment (from the Department for Communities and Lo-
cal Government, cited in Shank & Cutchin, 2016). One of
the age-friendly cities’ initiatives—the liveable cities con-
cept, which is not independent of the age-friendly city
concepts principles—has been widely used in the liter-
ature (Biggs & Carr, 2015; Fidler, Olson, & Bezold, 2011;
Shank & Cutchin, 2016; Steels, 2015). The concept of live-
able cities is concerned with land use, urban and subur-
ban features, and efficient use of existing infrastructure.
Liveability is conceptualised as the determination or de-
velopment of the presence, absence, or relative weight
of some variables in a physical or social context. Accord-
ing to the AARP (2005, cited in Hwang & Ziebarth, 2015;
formerly American Association of Retired Persons), a live-
able community is defined as an age-friendly community
fostering healthy living and active ageing. Planning a live-
able community consists of transportation efficiency, lo-
cal assets, affordable housing, and walkable neighbour-
hoods (cited in Hwang& Ziebarth, 2015). There aremany
pieces of research in the literature regarding whether
the existing infrastructure and services meet the needs
of individuals and whether individuals can access these
opportunities (Jensen & Maslesa, 2015; Luo & Wang,
2003; Nicholls, 2001;Warner et al., 2017). However, very
little attention is paid to whether these characteristics
exist in the living environment of older individuals or
whether they are adequate (Shank & Cutchin, 2016;Wey
& Huang, 2018).

Priorities of existing infrastructure and services may
vary according to the living environment and might
change according to individual needs (Ruth & Franklin,
2014; Shank & Cutchin, 2016). In his literature review,
Steels (2015) found varieties in the implementation of
the concepts of age-friendly cities and has asserted that
the local socio-economic and cultural features need to
be considered when determining types of age-friendly
initiatives. Priorities might change according to socio-
economic and cultural features. Groups with a low edu-
cation profile were found to attend leisure activities less
and religious practices more frequently than groups with
a higher education profile (Steels, 2015). Thus, the pur-
pose of this article is to evaluate the priorities of spatial
facilities and theirweight in order to create a liveable age-
friendly environment from the local perspective.
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2. Research Field

Antalya city is located in the south of Turkey and is not
in the age-friendly cities network. Kepez, the central dis-
trict with the largest population has been selected for
the research field. According to the Turkish Statistical In-
stitute’s (TURKSTAT) population data of 2017, Kepez has
a population of 519,966. The 65+ population is 41,640,
being the highest in number of older individuals among
the districts of Antalya city. The population of Kepez is
socially and economically disadvantaged compared to
other districts and there is no spatially administrative
study about the development of urban facilities for older
people in this region. Therefore, it has been selected as
the research area. As a still developing region, it is hoped
that Kepezwill benefit from the research results from the
aspect of urban planning. The location map of Kepez is
shown in Figure 1.

3. Method

Creating a liveable environment for older individuals is
a complex and multi-criteria decision-making process.
Therefore, there is a need for an analysis tool where dif-
ferent criteria can be evaluated. The analysing process
is difficult in scientific and applied research because of
the diversification and the high number of criteria types.
Out of multi-criteria decision-making methods, analytic
hierarchy process (AHP) such as Topsis, Prometee, Elec-
tre, etc., have been increasingly used in several disci-
plines such as economics, health, education, and spa-
tial planning.

AHP, based on mathematical theory, and one of the
commonly used multi-criteria decision analysis (MCDA)

methods, was developed by Saaty in 1980 and enables
a comparison between indicators (Saaty, 1980). It is suit-
able for systematic and hierarchical evaluation that com-
bines qualitative and quantitative methods. It examines,
simplifies, and solves complex problems according to
their interactions (Yu, Liu, Chang, Ma, & Yang, 2011;
Zarghami, Sharghi, Olfat, & Kousalari, 2018). With this
method, each decision maker has the authority to deter-
mine the weight of the criteria and the criteria according
to his expertise, point of view, and degree of emphasis.

4. Criteria Selection and AHP Process

This research attempts to evaluate the grading and the
availability of facilities offered to older people compar-
ing multiple aspects. In this study, AHP analysis is used,
and the neighbourhood-based evaluation of the criteria,
which was determined in the research, was conducted
using geographic information systems (GIS; see Figure 2).

A two-staged criteria selection has been carried out.
In the first stage, a detailed literature search about age-
friendly cities initiatives, their targets, criteria, and appli-
cations, was carried out. An expert group of 15 older in-
dividuals at the age of 65 and over living in Kepez region
and five academicians with a background in urban plan-
ning and ageing has been created in the second stage. Ac-
cordingly, the expert group has been informed about the
study and the research question was asked: what are the
main facilities for an autonomous, independent, healthy,
and active life for older people in a local neighbourhood?

The results and their frequencies have been recorded
using the fishbone method (Yazdani & Tavakkoli-
Moghaddam, 2012). Ten criteria were obtained accord-
ing to the frequencies: oral and dental health centres,

Figure 1. Kepez district and neighbourhood locations.

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 83–95 85



Weights (ω) from AHP matrix

CR < 10%
Consistency Ra�o

R����� S�����

No

Yes

Pairwise comparison

Criteria Selec�on

Elderly Group + Expert opinion / Literature

Layers

ωi Xi

Figure 2. Flow chart of the proposed AHP approach. Notes: Xi = Layer Counts=Oral and dental health centres, ambulance
centres, primary health care centres, pharmacies and transportation network, ATMs, parks, and stops; ωi = Total Score
of Criteria.

ambulance, pharmacies, hospitals, primary health care
centres related to health care services and roads, bus and
tram stops, automatic teller machines (ATMs), mosques,
and parks. These criteria have been compared with the
concept of age-friendly cities and were found to be co-
herent regarding the main domains of age-friendly cities
(transportation, housing, social participation, respect
and social inclusion, civic participation and employment,
communication and information, community and health
services, and outdoor spaces and buildings). Accordingly,
all proposed criteria have been included in the analysis.

The respondentswere asked toweight the criteria be-
tween 1 and 9 according to the importance. The same de-
gree score may be given to more than one criterion and
there is no need for all scores to be in the rating charts
(Table 1).

The mean weight of criteria has been calculated and
the criteria were scored as below: ambulance 9, pri-
mary health care centres 8, bus and tram stops 7, phar-
macies and hospitals 6, mosques 5, parks and dental
health 4, ATMs 3, and roads 1. The highest score was
given to ambulance service because of the vital impor-
tance of emergency health assistance in terms of ad-
vanced age. Primary health care services have been rated
with 8 points considering that they are the most fre-

quently used health centres for older people. Bus stops
have been rated with 7 points in terms of mobility of
the individuals living in the region. Pharmacies and hospi-
tals giving long-term health care service have been rated
with 6 points. Mosques are religious places that can be
visited regularly. Mosques have been rated with 5 points.
Parks have been rated with 4 points as places where
older individuals can spend their leisure time. The trans-
portation network has been rated with a score of 3 and
the ATMs with a score of 1. The final criteria were calcu-
lated by placing these rating scores in the AHP analysis
of the criteria matrix (Table 2) in order to find a general
weight between the criteria with a paired comparison.

Table 1. Gradation scale for quantitative comparison of
criteria.

Option Numerical value(s)

Equal 1
Marginally strong 3
Strong 5
Very strong 7
Extremely strong 9
Intermediate values 2,4,6,8
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Table 2. AHP analysis of the criteria.

road ATM park dental
health

mosque pharmacy hospital bus_tram
primary
health
care

ambulance

A B C D E F G H I J Weight (w)

road A 1 0,333 0,25 0,25 0,333 0,333 0,2 0,143 0,111 0,111 0,017756

ATM B 3 1 1 0,5 0,333 0,25 0,2 0,143 0,143 0,125 0,027601

park C 4 2 1 0,5 0,25 0,2 0,2 0,167 0,143 0,125 0,031832

dental D 4 2 1 0,333 0,25 0,2 0,167 0,167 0,143 0,035591
health

1

mosque E 5 3 2 2 1 0,333 0,333 0,2 0,2 0,167 0,055247

pharmacy F 6 4 3 3 2 1 1 0,333 0,2 0,2 0,086717

hospital G 6 4 3 3 2 1 1 1 0,5 0,333 0,103985

bus_tram H 7 5 4 4 3 2 2 1 0,5 0,152013stops 1

primary I 8 6 5 5 4 3 3 2 1 0,212156
health care

1

ambulance J 9 7 6 6 5 4 4 3 2 1 0,277102

Total T 53 34,33 26,25 25,25 18,25 12,37 12,13 8,152 5,463 3,704 1,000000
Notes: The consistency of the scoring system of these criteria is calculated with the consistency index (CI) of the paired comparison
matrix and the consistency ratio (CR). In the study, CI = 0.043 and CR = 0.029 were obtained. The matrix is found to be consistent (the
calculated CR < 0,1 is accepted for consistency).

Table 3. AHP validity reliability test.

N 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

RI 0,00 0,00 0,58 0,90 1,12 1,24 1,32 1,41 1,45 1,49 1,51 1,48 1,56 1,57 1,59
Note: RI stands for random index.

CR = CI

RI

Each criteria layer is placed on both row and column and
compared to each other. Accordingly, a scale between 1
and 9 has been given.

A liveability score has been calculated by multiply-
ing the “weight coefficients” generated via AHP matrix,
with the number of each criterion of the neighbourhood
“liveability score” being considered as a proposed con-
cept in this research. A higher liveability score result indi-
cates a higher fulfilment of expectations from a liveable
neighbourhood.

5. Data Collection

Quantitative data has been obtained from TURKSTAT,
Antalya Municipality and from free web map services in
the research. Age groups distribution data was entered
to GIS in base maps of Kepez district and age densities
maps of neighbourhoods were obtained.

The research field has been divided into neighbour-
hoods for a more detailed analysis. Three neighbour-
hoods, Varsak (number of individuals aged 65+ = 2010),
Özgürlük (number of individuals aged 65+ = 1999), and

Ulus (number of individuals aged 65+ = 1941) with the
highest population of people aged 65 and older have
been obtained from the density map (see Figure 3).

Ten criteria layers including roads, ATMs, parks, oral
and dental health centres, mosques, pharmacies, hos-
pitals, bus and tram stops, primary health care centres
and ambulance centres have been generated in GIS soft-
ware to create point types. QGIS, the most widely used
open source program in the world, was used as software.
The data was transformed into GIS maps as X, Y coordi-
nates, which is called “convert text to maps”. This pro-
cess was followed by the AHP process. A score between 1
and 9,with the paired comparison of layers (criteria), and
“weight coefficients of criteria”, by means of “weight ma-
trix” of this score, were gathered. The “liveability score”
of each neighbourhood was calculated after finding the
criterion weights by means of the sum of the multiplica-
tions of each neighbourhood’s numerical values of crite-
ria with weight coefficient. The ranking of the scores of
these three neighbourhoods reveals the “liveability rank-
ing” of the research field. The research model has been
given in the flow chart in Figure 4.
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Figure 3. Age density map.
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6. Findings

6.1. The Point Data of Neighbourhoods

Coordinate data of the criteria used in the research is con-
verted into point data and placed in thesemaps using the
GIS program. Transportation network data of the neigh-
bourhoods are line-shaped and, in order to transform it
into quantitative data, the density of road networkswere
graded such as: 3 points for high density, 2 points for
medium density, and 1 point for low density according to
the field size and population density. Maps of the neigh-
bourhoods are seen in Figures 5, 6, and 7.

The findings of the three neighbourhoods were com-
pared with each other according to the criteria. The find-

ings of mapping by GIS from the three neighbourhoods
are presented below:

• Access to health care services is revealed in Yung,
Conejos, and Chan (2016) as one of the most im-
portant factors in terms of healthy ageing. There
are neither ambulance centres nor hospitals in
Ulus, Özgürlük, and Varsak neighbourhoods. This
is a vital deficiency for these three neighbour-
hoods. Ulus neighbourhood has the highest num-
ber (nine) of oral and dental health centres and
they are spatially relatively homogeneously dis-
tributed. However, there are three dental health
centres in Özgürlük and one in Varsak. There are
primary health care centres in Ulus and Özgürlük

Figure 5. Location and density map of selected criteria in Ulus Neighbourhood.

Figure 6. Location and density map of selected criteria in Özgürlük Neighbourhood.
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Figure 7. Location and density map of selected criteria in Varsak Neighbourhood.

neighbourhoods but none in Varsak neighbour-
hood even though it has the largest area. There is
a pharmacy in Ulus and Özgürlük neighbourhood
but none in Varsak neighbourhood.

• Public transport facilities are deemed important
in the literature in terms of social participation of
older people and access to other services (Cerin,
Leslie, du Toit, Owen, & Frank, 2007; Hirshorn
& Stewart, 2003; Schwanen & Páez, 2010; Szell,
2018). In order to determine the distributions of
the bus stops regarding walkability, a buffer analy-
sis was applied at a radius of 400 meters, which is
accepted as the walkability distance for older indi-
viduals in the literature (Carlson, York, & Primomo,
2011; Cerin et al., 2007, 2013; Nagel, Carlson,
Bosworth, & Micheael, 2008; Pikora et al., 2006).
There is a limited number of bus and tram stops in
Ulus and Özgürlük neighbourhoods, and it is deter-
mined that they are found to be spatially sufficient
as the bus and tram stops buffer layer has covered
100% of the area in Ulus and Özgürlük neighbour-
hoods. Although the number of stops is the highest
in Varsak neighbourhood, they have been found to
be irregular according to the spatial distribution.

• The roads of Ulus and Özgürlük neighbourhoods
were well distributed. The roads of Varsak neigh-
bourhood were irregularly distributed.

• Research reveals that recreational areas are neces-
sary for active ageing, and areas outside home pro-
vide social inclusion to older people (Turel, Yigit, &
Altug, 2007; Yung, Conejos, & Chan, 2016). Parks
have an important role in terms of physical activ-
ity and the prevention of social exclusion of older
individuals in Turkey. All three neighbourhoods
have parks.

• Mosques are places older individuals visit on daily
basis for social interaction, as well as for religious
purposes. A study carried out in Turkey revealed
that mosques need to be considered in urban
planning from the perspectives of social participa-
tion and active ageing (Öztürk & Kızıldoğan, 2017).
There is only one mosque in Özgürlük, none in
Varsak or Ulus. However, a close neighbourhood
analysis showed that the maximum distance of
mosques from the border of the selected neigh-
bourhood is 900m. Older individuals are paid their
pensions throughATMs and as they commonly pre-
fer to withdrawmoney in parts, they use ATMs reg-
ularly. Use of ATM has been found to be impor-
tant for older individuals’ daily (Ergun & Akyıldız,
2017). There are sufficient ATMs in the three
neighbourhoods.

• The area of two neighbourhoods (Özgürlük and
Ulus) is small in size, has a high population density,
and most of the facilities selected in this research
are located in these neighbourhoods. Varsak is the
neighbourhood with the largest geographical area,
however, there are fewer facilities compared to
other neighbourhoods. The population density of
all three neighbourhoods is presented in the age
density map.

No hospitals and ambulance centres have been found in
any of the three neighbourhoods. Therefore, the anal-
ysis of a close neighbourhood has been made via the
generated maps (see Figure 8). According to the analysis,
the hospitals and ambulance centres are, at most, 7.2km
away from the (Varsak, Ulus and Özgürlük) neighbour-
hoods, which does not indicate any difficulties regard-
ing access to health services. Our research findings show

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 83–95 90



Figure 8.Map of the close neighbourhood.

that an analysis of a close neighbourhood should be per-
formed bymeans of GIS to obtain more accurate data, as
numerical-regional analyses might not be sufficient.

6.2. AHP Analysis Findings

Selected criteria (oral and dental health centres, ambu-
lance centres, primary health care centres, pharmacies
and transportation network, ATMs, parks, and stops in

neighbourhoods) were evaluated in terms of accessibil-
ity and availability.

Weight points of each neighbourhood are shown in
Table 4. Accordingly, the total weight score of Ulus neigh-
bourhood is 2,24 which is the largest score, the total
weight score of Özgürlük neighbourhood is 2,67 and the
total weight score of Varsak neighbourhood is the high-
est which is found as 8,32. A higher total weight score
indicates a more liveable neighbourhood.

Table 4. Liveability score table.

Score = Coefficient * Number

Alphabetical Symbol Abbreviation Coefficient Ulus_ Özgürlük_ Varsak_ Ulus_ Özgürlük_ Varsak_
Order Number Number Number Score Score Score

1_Oral_Dental a 0,035591 9 3 1 0,32 0,11 0,04

2_Ambulance b 0,277102 — — — 0 0 0

3_ATM c 0,027601 3 2 1 0,08 0,055 0,028

4_Primary
Health Care
Center

d 0,212156 1 1 — 0,21 0,21 0

5_Mosque e 0,055247 — 1 — 0 0,056 0

6_Pharmacy f 0,086717 2 2 — 0,17 0,17 0

7_Bus_AntRAY h 0,152013 9 13 79 1,37 1,98 12,01

8_Hospital g 0,103985 — — — 0 0 0

9_Park i 0,031832 1 1 1 0,032 0,032 0,032

10_Roads j 0,017756 3 3 1 0,053 0,053 0,018

Total 2,24 2,67 8,32
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The criteria were re-evaluated taking the size of the
neighbourhood into consideration. On the assumption
that the size of the neighbourhood (see Table 5) can af-
fect the numeric size of the selected criteria. The anal-
ysis table that includes the size of geographical areas
of neighbourhoods can be seen in Table 6. Accordingly,
a value (number) of each criterion has been calculated
per square meter and multiplied by the weight score
obtained from the AHP analysis. In this case, the “live-
ability score” of neighbourhoods are as follows: Ulus =
0,53 × 10−6, Varsak = 4,7 × 10−6, Özgürlük = 6,5 × 10−6

(see Table 6).
The liveability ranking of the neighbourhoods has

changed from Varsak, Özgürlük, Ulus to Özgürlük, Ulus,

and Varsak, taking the size of the geographical area into
consideration (see Table 7). Accordingly, adding some de-
tails about the space can lead to accurate results andmay
provide more detailed data.

7. Discussion

In this research, health, transportation, and social facili-
ties that older people use are rated by expert group de-
pending on the importance and frequency of use. The
spatial facilities of three neighbourhoods in an urban
area with the highest density of older individuals were
evaluated in terms of the liveable areas for older indi-
viduals and the existing situation was graded by AHP

Table 5. 65+ population and area size of neighbourhoods.

Item no. The neighbourhood Number of 65+ people Area (square meters)

1 Ulus 2010 424239 m2

2 Özgürlük 1999 399241 m2

3 Varsak 1941 18396258 m2

Table 6. Liveability score table according to area size.

Score = Coefficient * Number

Alphabetical Symbol Abbre- Coefficient Ulus_ Özgürlük_ Varsak_ Ulus_ Özgürlük_ Varsak_
Order viation Number Number Number Score Score Score

1_Oral_Dental a 0.035591 9/424239 3/399241 1/18396258 0,8*10–6 0,3*10–6 0,1*10–6

2_Ambulance b 0.277102 — — — 0 0 0

3_ATM c 0.027601 3/424239 2/399241 1/18396258 0,2*10–6 0,1*10–6 0,1*10–6

4_Primary
Health Care
Center

d 0.212156 1/424239 1/399241 — 0,5*10–6 0,5*10–6 0

5_Mosque e 0.055247 — 1/399241 — 0 0,1*10–6 0

6_Pharmacy f 0.086717 2/424239 2/399241 — 0,8*10–6 0,4*10–6 0

7_Bus_AntRAY h 0.152013 9/424239 13/399241 79/18396258 3,2*10–6 4,9*10–6 4,3*10–6

8_Hospital g 0.103985 — — — 0 0 0

9_Park i 0.031832 1/424239 1/399241 1/18396258 0,1*10–6 0,1*10–6 0,1*10–6

10_Roads j 0.017756 3/424239 3/399241 1/18396258 0,1*10–6 0,1*10–6 0,1*10–6

Total 0,53*10–6 6,5*10–6 4,7*10–6
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Table 7. Results of AHP analysis based on 65+ ratio and area size.

Item no. The Neighbourhood Number of Area(squaremeters2) Method 1 Method 2
65+ people (number-weight (square meters-number-

rating) weight rating)

1 Ulus 2010 424,239 2.24 0,53*10–6

2 Özgürlük 1999 399,241 2.66 6,5*10–6

3 Varsak 1941 18,396,258 8.32 4,7*10–6

analysing tools. According to the findings, the most im-
portant deficiency for health care services in the selected
neighbourhoods is that there are no ambulance centres
or hospitals in the neighbourhoods, which could reveal
a health access issue. Close neighbourhood analysis was
performed for all neighbourhoods, with maps generated
by GIS and it was found that there are hospital and am-
bulance facilities in the regions nearby, though this is
not considered as a risk factor as ambulance services
exist in a close neighbourhood, maximum 7.2km away.
In this type of research, it is not sufficient to evaluate
the quantitative data, space utilization and close neigh-
bourhood analyses of the research area should also be
carried out. Bus and tram stops were found to be ad-
equate in all three regions, supported by buffer analy-
sis. In the research, Varsak neighbourhood was found to
have the lowest score in termsof health care services and
transportation facilities compared to other neighbour-
hoods. Considering the area utilisation characteristics of
the Varsak region, most of the neighbourhood had agri-
cultural characteristics.

The global trend of population ageing requires the
consideration of urban planning suitable for older indi-
viduals. The older population is not homogenous, there-
fore, a universal “age-friendly” or “liveable city” model
is not easy to implement. The planning decisions of im-
plementations for older individuals is multidimensional
and has to take the diversity of older individuals into con-
sideration (Buffel et al., 2012; Glicksman, Clark, Kleban,
Ring, & Hoffman, 2014; Hwang, Glass, Gutzmann, & Shin,
2008; Shank & Cutchin, 2016).

Criteria of age-friendly cities are not considering in-
dividual priorities and sociocultural differences. We have
aimed to reveal the local needs of older individuals by
adding them to expert groups and letting themdecide the
criteria. We have usedmultiple decision-making analyses
to select and to weight the facilities for local older peo-
ple. Health-related facilities were scored as a high prior-
ity whereas facilities deemed important for western cul-
tures such as community centres and libraries were not
found to be important. Also, mosques were considered
as important by older individuals. Public transportation
was mentioned prior to private transportation. It can be
concluded that spatial priorities differed in our research
according to socio-economic and cultural features.

The findings from this research can contribute to the
literature on the implementation of age-friendly, liveable

city concept using AHP analysis process and evaluating
this process from the local perspective. However, appli-
cations may change according to different socio-cultural
and economic features of local communities. The priori-
ties of spatial facilities for older individuals living in local
communities should be considered in urban planning.

Some facilities commonly used for age-friendly cities
(housing, vehicles, community centres, libraries, etc.)
were not considered in this research, as the criteria
were selected by the expert group. Another limitation is
that only the existence and the numbers of spatial facil-
ities/criteria were evaluated. A qualitative and detailed
analysis could contribute to the evaluation of liveable
neighbourhoods.

8. Conclusion

The International City/County Management Association
(ICMA, 2003) has revealed the strategies required for
active ageing and age-friendly liveable communities for
older individuals in their report Active Living for Older
Adults: Management Strategies for Healthy and Livable
Communities. The concept of liveable communities in-
cludes basic components such as transportation facilities,
health care services and consumption, recreation and so-
cial facilities. The liveable community concept does not
only affect the health and lifestyles of older adults but
also contributes to the urban planning decisions of local
governments. Therefore, the first step towards the plan-
ning of liveable cities is to determine the distribution of
existing services and facilities for older people in cities
(ICMA, 2003). In Livable Communities: An Evaluation
Guide, Kihl, Brennan, Gabhawala, List and Mittal (2005)
describe the physical conditions in urban areas such as
transportation networks, public transport facilities, con-
sumption facilities, health care centres, recreation facil-
ities, and areas for social networking as important com-
ponents for an independent life in old age without so-
cial exclusion. This article has evaluated health care ser-
vices, transportation facilities, social and recreational fa-
cilities of the cities and neighbourhoods in terms of live-
able environments for older people from a local perspec-
tive. This study attempts to evaluate the liveability of
neighbourhoods by usingmulti-criteria. A general formu-
lation is proposed where the varied criteria and scoring
according to the selected region and needs provides re-
searchers with flexibility.
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1. Introduction

The proportion of the older population (65+) in OECD
countries is rapidly increasing. Comprising 18% of the to-
tal population in 2010, it is projected that by 2050 one
in four people will be aged 65 or above (OECD, 2015).
Dealing with the increased costs of population ageing,
manywestern governments havemoved away from insti-
tutional care to ageing-in-place. As a result, older people
are to remain living in their own homes and neighbour-
hoods for as long as possible. It is assumed that older
adults benefit from informal care and support of family,

friends and neighbours and the sense of independence
and well-being they derive from ageing in familiar sur-
roundings. However, these policy assumptions do not al-
ways correspond with the lived reality of those ageing in
place (Golant, 2015; Lager, Van Hoven, & Huigen, 2013).
Research suggests that older people can experience lone-
liness, obstacles to building social capital and a sense
of exclusion from their locality (e.g., Buffel et al., 2012;
Lager et al., 2015).

In 2006, to help develop supportive urban commu-
nities for older citizens, the World Health Organization
(WHO) initiated the “Global Age-Friendly Cities” project.
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In this project, cities around the world that were inter-
ested in supporting healthy ageing by becoming more
age-friendly were brought together (Government of
Canada, 2016). In the WHO’s (2007) published guide,
key characteristics of an age-friendly city were identified
in terms of the built environment, social inclusion and
service provision (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The age-friendly city model according to WHO
(2007).

This guide has become one of the most frequently used
tools to assess the age-friendliness of cities and commu-
nities across the world (Buffel & Phillipson, 2018). Buffel
and Phillipson (2018, p. 179) point out that “age-friendly
activity has developed in the absence of a critical per-
spective on the way in which urban societies are chang-
ing”. One of these issues concerns urban regeneration
schemes, which can bring about economic and social in-
equalities, with “gentrified neighbourhoods at one end
and areas of concentrated poverty at the other” (Buffel
& Phillipson, 2018, p. 179). There is thus a need for
greater knowledge of particular challenges for develop-
ing age-friendly initiatives, and for older adults to expe-
rience age-friendliness, in communities and neighbour-
hoods to feed into the further development of an age-
friendly agenda.

It is in this context that we explore how older adults
experience studentification and what the impacts are
on ageing-in-place. Studentification concerns concentra-
tions of students in areas within university towns and
cities as a result of student housing in multiple occupa-
tion (HMOs) and/or purpose-built student accommoda-
tion (PBSA; Sage, Smith, & Hubbard, 2013; Smith, 2006).
These include residential properties which are shared
by more than one household and usually have common
areas (e.g., shared bathroom and kitchen), either origi-
nally designed for occupation by one family (HMOs) or
designed for student accommodation (PBSA). The body

of literature concerning the studentification of neigh-
bourhoods has emphasised the negative social and cul-
tural effects of this transient population on local com-
munities, specifically a sense of a deteriorating commu-
nity cohesion among non-student residents (e.g., Hub-
bard, 2008; Sage et al., 2012, 2013; Smith, 2008). Sage
et al. (2013, p. 2636) argue that studentification might
produce “deep social divides along age cleavages” that
could even result in an “age-divided city”. For the older
population living in studentified neighbourhoods, such a
scenario might impair the perceived quality of life and
neighbourhood support structures (Allinson, 2006; Sage
et al., 2012). So far, to the best of our knowledge, stu-
dentification has not been discussed within the context
of ageing-in-place. It seems to be a timely issue for uni-
versity towns and cities, as they are facedwith accommo-
dating the various and, onemight argue, opposing needs
of both groups.

The idea for this article arose from our broader study
on the subjective dimensions of ageing-in-place (see
Lager et al., 2013, 2015, 2016). For this explorative study
we conducted in-depth interviews with independently
living older adults (65+) in three urban neighbourhoods
in the city of Groningen, the Netherlands. During the
time of the fieldwork in one of these neighbourhoods
there was discontent and protest among the local resi-
dents regarding the studentification of their neighbour-
hood. In this article, we investigate how older residents
of this particular neighbourhood experience neighbour-
hood changes, and particularly the impact of studentifi-
cation as a significant part of this. First, we discuss the
relevance of the neighbourhood for ageing-in-place. We
then introduce the research context and approach. Next,
the findings reveal how the studentification of the neigh-
bourhood is tied up with experiencing neighbourhood
decline. In the discussion we focus on the implications
of our findings for ageing-in-place policy and the devel-
opment of age-friendly neighbourhoods.

2. Ageing-in-Place in Urban Neighbourhoods and
Studentification

Previous studies have noted several implications of stu-
dentification on the physical and social context of a
neighbourhood. In order to relate this to its impact on
older adults and ageing-in-place we first outline the role
of the neighbourhood for older adults.

The neighbourhood, as a physical and social place of
ageing, is argued to bemore important for thewell-being
of older adults than for younger and employed people
(Buffel et al., 2012). Generally, older adults tend to spend
more time in their locality than their younger and em-
ployed counterparts (Buffel et al., 2012). To an extent,
this has to do with retirement, which marks a shift from
the workplace to the residential environment (Hagestad
& Uhlenberg, 2005). Decreasing physical mobility and
diminishing health can limit the time and energy avail-
able to engage in activities which are further from home
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(Droogleever Fortuijn et al., 2006). As older adults spend
increasing amounts of time in their direct environment,
the neighbourhood as an experiential setting gains in im-
portance (Golant, 2015). Local social contacts are found
to be important to older adults’ well-being in terms of
experiencing sociability in the public places of the neigh-
bourhood (e.g., Gardner, 2011; Lager et. al. 2015; Smith,
2009). With diminishing institutionalised resources and
older adults’ diminishing levels of independence, these
local social contacts can become particularly important
in securing social, emotional and instrumental support
(Buffel et al., 2012).

Social embeddedness emerges from extensive peri-
ods of living in a neighbourhood (Gardner, 2011). Resi-
dential stability may result in a strong place attachment
to the locality, an aspect that is of particular importance
in older adults’ well-being. Place attachment stems from
a person’s physical, social and autobiographical “insid-
eness” (Rowles, 1983). This “insideness”, or familiarity
with a place, results from spatial routines and habits
(physical insideness), integration in local social networks
(social insideness) and the remembrance of events that
develops through length of residence (autobiographical
insideness; Rowles, 1983). Familiarity with the materi-
ality of a neighbourhood can be beneficial in carrying
out activities of daily living, such as grocery shopping,
when physical and/or cognitive functions decrease in
later life. This, in turn, can confer a sense of safety, con-
trol and independence (Buffel et al., 2012;Wiles, Leibing,
Guberman, Reeve, & Allen, 2012). Place attachment has
a functional dimension as well as an affective dimen-
sion. Experiences and feelings about the home and the
neighbourhood can produce an emotional attachment to
these places. This attachment can serve as a means to
keep memories throughout the life course alive, thereby
contributing to maintaining a sense of continuity of the
self (Rubinstein & Parmelee, 1992).

Older adults’ subjective experiences of their residen-
tial environment are important for understanding what
matters most for ageing-in-place well (Golant, 2015).
As Golant (2015, p. 13) notes, “the objectively defined
environments portrayed by the experts do not necessar-
ily have the same functional relevance for older people”.
To categorise older adults’ residential emotional experi-
ences, he introduced the model of residential normalcy.
Here, a distinction is made between ‘residential comfort’
(the extent to which they experience pleasurable, hassle-
free and memorable feelings) and ‘residential mastery’
(the extent to which they feel they are competent and
in control). A positive valuation of both categories con-
tributes to experiencing overall favourable residential ex-
periences. The neighbourhood environment canmagnify
these experiences.

Urban neighbourhoods can create advantages and
pose challenges with regard to older adults’ well-being
(Phillipson, 2014). On the one hand, urban environments
can “produce advantages for older people in respect of
access to specialized medical services, provision of cul-

tural and leisure facilities, and necessities for daily living”
(Phillipson, 2014, p. 1). This variation can bring about
a range of positive emotions, such as relaxation, invig-
oration and excitement (Negrini, 2015). On the other
hand, research on ageing in changing and deprived neigh-
bourhoods has shown how urban environments can con-
fer environmental stress and can contribute to older
adults’ social exclusion (e.g., Buffel, Phillipson, & Scharf,
2013; Smith, 2009; Van der Meer, Droogleever Fortuijn,
& Thissen, 2008). In particular, this can jeopardise the
well-being of older adultswho lack the financialmeans to
venture ormovebeyond the neighbourhood and thereby
get stuck in these places (Phillipson, 2007).

It should be noted that the extent to which older
adults experience their neighbourhood positively or neg-
atively also relates to their coping repertoires (Golant,
2015). People may use psychological strategies (accom-
modative coping) to deal with obstacles and restraints
in their residential environment, for instance by rational-
ising or reappraising their situation. They may also come
into action (assimilative coping) andwill try tomake their
problems go away, for instance, by modifying their activ-
ities or moving to another residential environment.

Based on the literature on studentification, it can
be argued that, generally speaking, it does not posi-
tively contribute to older adults’ residential experiences.
In a study on a studentified neighbourhood in the UK,
Sage et al. (2012, p. 1070) noted that, for established
residents, “intergenerational differences in social expec-
tations” can result in negatively experienced interac-
tions with students. In general, the student population
is young, seasonal and transient (Smith, 2006). As they
only reside in an area during term-time, and for a max-
imum of about three years, they may fail to become
involved in the community and may have less commit-
ment to upholding the quality of the local environment
(Hubbard, 2008; Smith, 2006). Smith (2006, p. 18) noted
that the transient character of the student population
and the negative effects of their presence, such as noise-
nuisance and anti-social behaviour, can lead to “a grad-
ually self-reinforcing unpopularity of the area for fami-
lies” and, as a consequence, the character of the com-
munity changes. This can negatively impact on the older
residents living in these places as studentification will
then affect existing neighbourhood support structures.
People need to know each other in order to become
aware of when an older person is in need of support
(Droogleever Fortuijn et al., 2006) and this may not hap-
pen due to the transient nature of students’ residence in
the neighbourhood.

Previous studies have found that students are less
concerned with (or not in charge of) the maintenance of
the area surrounding their residence, leading to littering
and sidewalks that are overgrown with weeds from ne-
glected gardens (Hubbard, 2008; Sage et al., 2012). Stu-
dentification has also been associated with traffic and
parking issues, such as a shortage of off-street parking,
causing congested streets. This may jeopardise the ac-
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cessibility of the public spaces of the neighbourhood for
those with visual and/ormobility impairments (Hubbard,
2008; Sage et al., 2012). Nevertheless, studentification
can have a range of positive social and cultural impacts
on neighbourhoods and for older people residing in
these neighbourhoods. For instance, the presence of stu-
dents can bring a sense of liveliness to the community
(Allinson, 2006).

3. Research Context and Approach

In this article, we draw on in-depth interviews with 23
older adults in Selwerd (see Figure 2), a neighbourhood
in the city of Groningen, that were conducted in 2010.
Groningen (202,747 inhabitants; Onderzoek en Statistiek
Groningen, 2018) can be considered a typical European
city in terms of its high population density and its radio-
concentric spatial structure. Groningen houses two in-
stitutes of higher education and attracts many students
from the region, which results in a relatively young pop-
ulation compared to other Dutch cities.

In the context of Groningen, the neighbourhood of
Selwerd is particularly appropriate for exploring how stu-
dentification can impact on ageing-in-place. Selwerd, a
post-war neighbourhood built in the 1960s, is home to
many residents who have lived there for several decades.
Currently, 16% of Selwerd’s residents are aged 65 and
above, a slightly higher proportion than the municipal-

ity’s average of 13% (Onderzoek en Statistiek Groningen,
2018). Selwerd was designated as an important location
for student housing in the 1960s and three blocks of stu-
dent flats were built there (see Figure 3). The neighbour-
hood is situated between the city centre and the Zernike
University Campus and it only takes 5 to 10 minutes to
reach either by bicycle, making it an attractive residen-
tial location for students. Currently, 13% of the neigh-
bourhood’s population consists of students. For the older
population, the variety of shops present in Selwerd that
cater for residents’ everyday needs, as well as an indoor
shopping centre in an adjacent neighbourhood and con-
venient access to public transport, make the neighbour-
hood a suitable place to age in place.

Since the year 2000, the neighbourhood has been in
somewhat of a decline and became less attractive for
families (GemeenteGroningen, 2010). As a consequence,
housing prices in Selwerd stagnated which made it prof-
itable for letting agencies and students’ parents to buy
and rent terraced homes and apartments (Gemeente
Groningen, 2010). As a result, the number of students in
HMOs in Selwerd increased, which led to unrest among
the established residents who feared this process would
further undermine social cohesion in Selwerd. In 2009,
the neighbourhood council called for a student lock on
this neighbourhood, which was adopted by the execu-
tive board of the municipal council in the same year.
This meant that no new permits for HMOs were issued.

Figure 2. The neighbourhood of Selwerd, located between the Zernike Campus and Groningen city centre.
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Figure 3. Selwerd seen from above, with three student flats located on the left. Retrieved from staatingroningen.nl

In 2013, a neighbourhood renewal programme com-
menced in Selwerd and the student lock was abolished
in 2015.

In this research, five post-graduate student re-
searchers (including the first author of this article) re-
cruited participants through activities in Selwerd’s com-
munity centre, door-to-door recruitment, and snowball
sampling. The final group of participants comprises a
self-selected sample where the only criterion for inclu-
sion was that participants were older than 65 years. All
the participants were white and had Dutch nationality
(see Table 1 for their main characteristics). They were

Table 1. Characteristics of the participants.

23 participants

Sex
Women 12 participants
Men 11 participants

Age
65–79 13 participants
80+ 10 participants

Marital status
Widowed 13 participants
Married 8 participants
Single/divorced 2 participants

Type of housing
Senior apartment 18 participants
Single-family home 5 participants

Years of living in Selwerd
1–9 5 participants
10–39 6 participants
40–47 12 participants

informed about the research through a letter of intro-
duction that they received in their letterbox. At the start
of the interview, the researchers explained the inter-
view procedure, how research outcomes would be dis-
seminated, and obtained informed consent. Participants’
names and any other information that could be traced
were changed to ensure anonymity.

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted
with all participants in their own homes. The interview
questions focused on experiences, feelings and memo-
ries of participants’ current residence, daily life in the
neighbourhood, local social contacts and neighbourhood
change. We did not ask specific questions about studen-
tification. Transcripts were coded by the authors of this
article, using qualitative data analysis software (NVivo8)
applying thematic analysis (see Kitchin & Tate, 2000). In
doing so, we were able to extract information from in-
terview transcripts by themes pre-identified in the inter-
view scheme. These themes originate from the theoret-
ical framework and comprise our theoretical codes. In
addition, new themes emerged from further open cod-
ing during analysis, primarily those regarding the rela-
tionships and experiences of older adults with students
in the neighbourhood. The analysis continually moves
between empirical data and theory as new findings are
contextualised and interpreted using theory. This ap-
proach to coding draws on grounded theory but is more
pre-structured as a result of the theoretically-informed
interview-scheme which is leading in the analysis. The
interaction between empirical data and theory is also
called “analytical generalisation” (Baxter, 2016).

4. Ageing-in-Place in a Neighbourhood in Transition

During the analysis, it emerged that the participants felt
conflicted about the suitability of the neighbourhood for
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ageing-in-place. On the one hand, themajority of the par-
ticipants were content with their residence, the location
of their residence in relation to the shopping centre and
access to public transport and health services. Yet, our
participants’ stories also highlight how their residential
comfort was negatively impacted by the studentification
of the neighbourhood. The sections beloware structured
around two key themes that resulted from the analysis of
our data. Section 4.1 focuses on the experienced impact
of studentification on participants’ residential comfort.
Section 4.2 focuses on the accommodative coping strate-
gies participants used to deal with negative residential
experiences resulting from studentification.

4.1. Experiencing Neighbourhood Change

As we indicated in Section 3, three blocks of student flats
were built in Selwerd in the 1960s. The participants who
moved to Selwerd in the 1960s were thus already ac-
quainted with students being present in the neighbour-
hood. However, in recent years they noticed how the ter-
raced homes, originally designed for families, were pur-
chased by parents who then sublet them to their study-
ing children and their friends:

A lot has changed. There are more students. It’s not
like they should not get a place to stay, but they are
buying normal houses; low-rise properties. In some of
these houses there are up to six students. Well, you
should see their curtains [not very proper] and that
does not make me very happy. (Claire, female, 81)

This quote furthermore demonstrates how the increase
of HMOs negatively affected participants’ feelings of res-
idential comfort (Golant, 2015). Participants complained
about littering, noise, poorly maintained gardens, kerbs
overgrown by weeds and parking issues, which mirrors
the results of studies on the experienced impact of stu-
dentification on local communities (e.g., Hubbard, 2008;
Sage et al., 2012; Smith, 2006). Some participants indi-
cated that students’ inconsiderate parking of their bi-
cycles (a Dutch phenomenon) and kerbs overgrown by
weeds from student houses’ neglected gardens, jeop-
ardised the accessibility of the streets when they walk
around the neighbourhood:

The neighbourhood is deteriorating and that’s be-
cause of students. They park their bicycles every-
where. They have like six or seven bicycles and you
just fall over them. (Sophie, female, 84)

Especially for the participants who have resided in
Selwerd for several decades, the deteriorating quality
of the local environment negatively affected their emo-
tional attachment to the neighbourhood. This is exem-
plified in the following quote by Ellen (female, 76).When
she was asked how the increase of students in Selwerd
affected her, she replied:

Last weekwe [Ellen and her husband] walked through
our old street, but I do not care anymore. It used to
be so tidy, but now you can barely walk across the
sidewalk. They don’t maintain their gardens. It does
not mean anything to us anymore. We used to live
there with great joy for thirty years and now it does
not mean a thing to us.

In spite of this waning emotional attachment, none of
the participants expressed the desire to move to an-
other neighbourhood. The majority of the participants
indicated that they felt at home in Selwerd. When asked
why they felt at home, a common denominator turned
out to be a sense of familiarity (or related fear of the un-
known; see also Smith, 2009) and the proximity of facil-
ities and services, which enabled them to live indepen-
dently. Thosewho lived in the neighbourhood for several
decades also indicated they felt at home because of their
social embeddedness in the neighbourhood; they were
greeted by other older residents and had friends and ac-
quaintances living in their proximity:

We want to stay in this neighbourhood, because of
the shopping centre, the bus, the train, our GP, the
pharmacy. If we were to move, we would have to
change a lot. And our ex-colleagues and friends live
in this neighbourhood. We don’t see them that often,
but we’re there for each other when we need each
other’s help. (Kees, male, 78)

Golant (2015, p. 106) pointed out that “older people’s de-
sire to age in place acts as a powerful deterrent to mov-
ing”. As we will discuss in the next paragraph, the par-
ticipants dealt with this residential discomfort, at least
in part, by drawing on coping strategies that weigh in
broader experiences of physical and social neighbour-
hood change, and the increasing presence of ethnic mi-
norities in Selwerd.

4.2. Dealing with Neighbourhood Change

The increase of students living among the neighbour-
hood’s established residents was interpreted as a neg-
ative development. In order to maintain a sense of
residential mastery, older adults used a variety of ac-
commodative coping strategies (i.e.,. mind strategies;
Golant, 2015).

When the participants talked about neighbourhood
change, studentification was often discussed in relation
to the increasing presenceof ethnicminorities in Selwerd.
The increase of people with a non-western background
in Selwerd comprises amore recent development. Nowa-
days, statistics show that Selwerd is the most ethnically
diverse neighbourhood in the city of Groningen (in 2011,
22% of the neighbourhood’s population was of a non-
western background compared to the city’s average of
11%; Onderzoek en Statistiek Groningen, 2018). Claire
(female, 81) discussed the influx of immigrants: “There
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were a couple of years in which you could see a moving
truck every week. White people moved out and immi-
grantsmoved in”. Among themajority of our participants
there seemed to be anxiety of the ‘unknown’; they felt
that the new residents had different norms and values to
which they could not relate to and they contributed to an
increase of crime in the neighbourhood:

I don’t hold anything against foreigners, really. They
were born somewhere else and they did not ask for
that. They have their own religion, that’s fine. How-
ever, crime, that’s the bad thing and we have that in
this neighbourhood, that should not be the case. A lot
of residents think the same about this issue. (Willy,
female, 79)

In light of this, participants rationalised the nuisance and
anti-social behaviour of students. This is shown in the fol-
lowing quote by Ellen (female, 76), who attributed van-
dalism which was probably caused by students, to their
“overconfidence”:

A couple of times, there were students who scratched
cars. We were not happy about that. They were over-
confident and were drinking beer. It was clear these
were students, because the cars were scratched all
the way up to one of the student flats.

It was notable that a number of participants indicated
they could relate to students as they used to be young
themselves and/or had grandchildren who were study-
ing, which they used as a means to reassess anti-social
behaviour. Furthermore, multiple participants expressed
the view that students are very reasonable, and it is
possible to have a conversation with them in the case
of noise-nuisance. Kees (male, 78) and his wife used to
live next to a student house, before they moved to a se-
nior apartment:

They always warned us when they had visitors. Well,
I think that should not be a problem, right? When
you are young you should be able to celebrate your
birthday? However, people were leaving the party
at 22:00 and then at 24:00 and then at 03:00 and
there was a lot of noise. They did not realise we could
hear this in our bedroom….I told them that it was
noisy. The same day they brought a bouquet of flow-
ers and apologised.

The participants who were living in a senior apartment
also experienced noise-nuisance from students, when
students would come back from a night out in the city
centre. However, possibly because they were not living
directly next to students, theyweremore positive in their
appraisal of the nuisance. They felt that students con-
tributed to the liveliness of the neighbourhood and inter-
preted the noise as something that belongs to city life. As
Henk (male, 69) indicates:

I don’t have a problem with students. When a group
of students comes back from a night out in the city,
they are very noisy. But I do not mind, it’s something
that belongs to city life. It’s not a disaster when I can’t
sleep because of the noise, I can sleep in.

The way in which participants dealt with nuisance expe-
rienced from students was in stark contrast to the way in
which they talked about and dealt with similar behaviour
by ethnic minority residents in their neighbourhood. The
feeling of not being able to communicate and the per-
ceived difference in norms and values prevented partici-
pants from interacting with them. As the following quote
shows, some participants seemed to use resignation as a
coping strategy (“it’s their culture”) in order to deal with
the ‘newcomers’:

In the end, they need a place to stay. But I do not
know whether they will adjust to the place. ‘Anything
goes’, that’s their culture. And they just close them-
selves off [from their surroundings]. I can point out
the homes of foreigners, everything [their curtains] is
closed. (Gerard, male, 74)

The sense of resignation also seemed to apply to the
broader experiences of physical and social degradation
of the neighbourhood. They were hoping for positive
change but did not believe that this would happen soon.
Some participants felt that their neighbourhood was ne-
glected by the municipality, because in other post-war
neighbourhoods in the city neighbourhood renewal had
already commenced. They indicated they did not hold
the municipality in high regard, as they felt the hous-
ing of students and immigrants was not properly man-
aged. Some participants had visited meetings regarding
the plans for the neighbourhood but felt that “the mu-
nicipality” was not open to their ideas about tackling
the challenges of studentification. Hence, the solution to
dealing with negative residential experiences seemed to
be not to bother. As Willy (female, 79) indicated when
she was asked about how she perceived the studentifi-
cation of Selwerd: “I’m not bothered, you shouldn’t get
annoyed by anything, otherwise you don’t have a life”.

5. Conclusions

Studentification, which refers to concentrations of stu-
dents in residential neighbourhoods, can pose challenges
for older adults who are ageing-in-place. Older people
are to remain living in their own homes and neighbour-
hoods for as long as possible; benefitting from informal
care and support of family, friends and neighbours and
the sense of independence and well-being they derive
from ageing in familiar surroundings. In this article, we
explored the experienced impact of studentification on
ageing-in-place for older adults living in an urban neigh-
bourhood in the Netherlands. Our results show how
the influx of students in the neighbourhood of Selwerd
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negatively affected older adults’ feelings of residential
comfort. In line with the body of literature concerning
studentification, our participants complained about is-
sues such as noise-nuisance, anti-social behaviour and
parking (e.g., Hubbard, 2008; Sage et. al., 2012, 2013;
Smith, 2008). Especially for those who were residing in
the neighbourhood for several decades, this negatively
affected their emotional attachment to the neighbour-
hood. In spite of this, none of the participants expressed
the desire to move. They felt at home in Selwerd, the
neighbourhood environment felt familiar to them and
they valued the proximity of shops, public transport and
health services. To retain a sense of residential mastery,
our participants dealt with negative impacts of studenti-
fication, at least in part, by drawing on accommodative
coping strategies that weigh in broader experiences of
physical and social neighbourhood change. In doing so,
they rationalised and reassessed their negative experi-
ences resulting from studentification.

This study contributes to understanding the realities
of ageing-in-place. One of the underlying assumptions
of ageing-in-place policies is that the local social envi-
ronment will act as a supportive community for their
older and more vulnerable residents. Studentification
has been associated with a deteriorating community co-
hesion, which can challenge existing neighbourhood sup-
port structures. In the case of this research, the question
is whether studentification poses a problem for ageing-
in-place in terms of challenging neighbourhood support
structures. Having a suitable dwelling and the proxim-
ity of shops and health services (and if necessary, the
help of children and friends/acquaintances) allowed our
participants to live independently. The increasing pres-
ence of students did not seem to challenge this. How-
ever, this might not be the case everywhere, such as in
working-class communities in which social contacts of-
ten revolve around local family and neighbour networks
(see Lager et al., 2013). It should also be noted that stu-
dentification might produce (or contribute to) social seg-
regation within the context of a neighbourhood. While
the majority of our participants experienced residential
comfort in their dwelling, the changes in their wider en-
vironment were causing feelings of uncertainty and anx-
iety, as they were not in control of these changes. As we
have shown, how they dealt with these changes differed
for the student and immigrant population. There was a
relative tolerance of students’ anti-social behaviour (see
alsoMunro& Livingston, 2012) that contrastedwith their
views on immigrants, whom they associated with an in-
crease in crime in the neighbourhood. For older people,
it may be hard to change their dispositions about ‘oth-
ers’ compared with younger generations, as they have
limited opportunities to encounter difference (Valentine,
2015). Research on the subjective dimensions of ageing-
in-place would benefit from taking older adults’ dispo-
sitions about other neighbourhood residents into con-
sideration. Such knowledge could contribute to devel-
oping age-friendly interventions in which the focus lies

on enhancingmutual respect andunderstanding, instead
of solely focusing on older adults’ social integration in
the community.

Buffel and Phillipson (2018) have pointed out that
in developing age-friendly activity, attention to changes
in urban societies is lacking. By discussing studentifica-
tion in the context of ageing-in-place, we have shown
how older adults’ subjective experiences of ageing in ur-
ban neighbourhoods are interwoven with the ways in
which urban societies are changing. At a policy level,
the concept of an age-friendly agenda needs to be in-
tegrated into urban regeneration schemes, not only in
terms of the more tangible elements of the age-friendly
model, such as housing and transportation, but also by
paying attention to the social elements. This could be
done by focusing on creating places in the neighbour-
hood that are relational in nature: places that are char-
acterised by “overlapping needs, interests, and patterns
of behaviour” (Thang & Kaplan, 2013, p. 228). There
are numerous examples of such relational places within
the body of literature on intergenerational programs, al-
though they focus on the ‘book-end’ generations (i.e.,
children and older adults). In the Netherlands, several
initiatives have emerged in recent years which promote
intergenerational contact between older adults and stu-
dents. These initiatives are aimed at decreasing social
isolation and loneliness amongst the older population.
This includes, for example, a restaurant created by stu-
dents in Rotterdam called ‘Grandma’s pop-up’ in which
older people, under the supervision of a chef, serve tra-
ditional Dutch dishes, and several care-homes that offer
students rent-free housing for which they, in turn, have
to provide the older residents with social and practical
support (see Gelmers, 2015; Reed, 2015). As “important
actants in the neoliberal city”, higher education institu-
tions (HEIs) have the power to remake local communities
(Bose, 2015, p. 2616), and hence could play an important
role in developing age-friendly initiatives.

In this study, older adults’ subjective experiences of
ageing-in-place took centre stage. As Hockey, Phillips
and Walford (2013, p. 539) argue “the importance of
place meanings and attachments for older people’s use
of space” has found little resonance when it comes to
implementing age-friendly policies. Partly, this has to do
with the limited extent to which older people are in-
cluded in decision-making processes about their local en-
vironment (Buffel & Phillipson, 2018; Hockey et al., 2013).
Some of our participants felt that the municipality was
not open to their ideas about tackling the challenges of
studentification in Selwerd, and as a consequence they
gave up and decided not to be bothered. It seems to
be a missed opportunity not to involve them in this is-
sue, as older residents have much to contribute to ur-
ban neighbourhoods’ physical, social and cultural revival
(Wiesel, 2012). For policymakers and planners, visiting
older adults in their own homes and neighbourhoods
and listening to their stories could provide valuable in-
formation for the practice of place-design.
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1. Introduction

Urbanisation and demographic change constitute two of
the major developments of the 21st century. In 2014,
74% of Europe’s population lived in urban areas (United
Nations, Population Division, 2018), and by 2030, at least
a quarter of that percentage will be aged 60 and over
(Handler, 2014). Connecting these two global trends, the

World Health Organization (WHO) launched a number
of policy initiatives based on promoting “age-friendly
cities”. These initiatives are based upon the WHO con-
cept of “active ageing” as the core element (Buffel,
Phillipson, & Scharf, 2012). In 2005, the WHO initi-
ated the “Global Age-Friendly Cities” project involving
33 cities, producing a “Global Age-Friendly Cities” guide
(WHO, 2007a) that has been used as a flexible, yet in-
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fluential, checklist for policy-makers (Plouffe, Kalache, &
Voelcker, 2016), which contrasts with the critical inter-
pretation of a “static” vision of age-friendliness (Keating,
Eales, & Phillips, 2013). While such checklists have been
critically presented as an illustration of a “model of the
‘ideal’ city achieved through appropriate policy and ser-
vice interventions” (Buffel et al., 2012, p. 598), Buffel
and her colleagues call for “a focus on the material con-
ditions of city life [as] a better starting point for under-
standing pressures on the lives of older people” (Buffel
et al., 2012, p. 598).

Even though analysis of the literature suggests that
the WHO’s age-friendly cities framework is only one
model that appears among a variety of potential ones
(Lui, Everingham, Warburton, Cuthill, & Bartlett, 2009),
and even though it has been applied in different forms
and with different foci (Moulaert & Garon, 2016), the
main idea of promoting active ageing through age-
friendly environments and the general “age-friendliness”
have spread across policies in various places in the
world since the launch of the Global Network on Age-
friendly Cities and Communities (GNAFCC) in 2010. Now,
May 2019, with 847 individual cities and communities
and 15 affiliate programs1, the GNAFCC is developed
in 39 countries and, according to the WHO (2019), it
covers “over 230 million people worldwide”. Africa was
the only region with no members in the GNAFCC. Two
core elements of this program are: 1) the (call for) par-
ticipative methodologies to collect voices of older peo-
ple or to build bottom-up public policies, including ur-
ban planning policies, with older people, and 2) the pro-
motion of a multi-stakeholder perspective beyond cen-
tral ageing policy players. Officially, the WHO has now
replaced “active ageing” with “healthy ageing” (WHO,
2015, 2018) and targeted the promotion of individual
“functional ability”.

Adopting the “capability approach” of Amartya Sen,
the organisation writes:

Functional ability comprises the health-related at-
tributes that enable people to be and to do what they
have reason to value. It is made up of the intrinsic ca-
pacity of the individual, relevant environmental char-
acteristics and the interactions between the individ-
ual and these characteristics. (WHO, 2015, p. 28; em-
phasis added)

To reach it, the WHO nevertheless continues to mention
“active ageing”: “Healthy Ageing, like Active Ageing, em-
phasizes the need for action across multiple sectors, and
enabling older people to remain a resource to their fam-
ilies, communities and economies” (WHO, 2019, p. 3).
The shift confirms the locus on action, not only “cities”
but “all sub-national levels of government, for any sec-
tor, public or private” (WHO, 2018, p. 3).

What does it mean, for an international organisation
supporting public health, to come to the urban planning
agenda? Is there any contradiction in promoting “active”
and “healthy” ageing while, at the same time, support-
ing people in “being and doing what they have reason to
value”? In the search formore “desired” ageing, does the
WHOallow “mature subjects to developmultiple aspects
of their experience that permit the emergence of life
course-specific contributions to the wider social good?”
(Moulaert & Biggs, 2013) How far does the Age-Friendly
Cities and Communities (AFCC) governance model per-
mit such freedom of choice? How far does it contribute
to a capability perspective (São José, Timonen, Amado, &
Santos, 2017)? Regarding the urban governance model
promoted (one of multi-stakeholders, multi-levels, asso-
ciated with a bottom-up perspective supporting “par-
ticipation of older people”), does it support the demo-
cratic model (such as the “participative democracy” in
France) by offering real power to older people? Or, on
the contrary, does it offer new avenues for local play-
ers? Such questions can find an echo in the urban gov-
ernance debate. “Classically, the literature on urban gov-
ernance (or urban regimes or urban growth coalitions)
aimed at pointing towards various mechanisms to create
a collective capacity to go beyond market and state fail-
ures (Logan & Molotch, 1987; Stone, 1989)” (Borraz &
Le Galès, 2010). Borraz and Le Galès conclude: “There is
a good deal of urban governance going on in European
cities but not all the time, not for all the groups, not for
all the neighbourhoods and not so much for the periph-
eries of the city” (Borraz & Le Galès, 2010).

This reflexive article is based upon longstanding ob-
servation of AFCC development in various parts of the
world, including “champions” like the Quebec case, New
York, or Manchester (Moulaert & Garon, 2016); as re-
searchers, we also participate in projects inspired by,
and developed around, AFCC in Belgium (Houioux &
Moulaert, 2017) and Austria (Wanka et al., 2018). Re-
garding these experiences, we both notice a distinc-
tion between discourse and practices promoted; we
also both notice, in terms of urban planning, (typically,
the WHO refers to three domains for “physical environ-
ments”: the built environment, transport, and housing)
that benches have been regularly mentioned to illus-
trate action through “built environment” next to pave-
ment attention or pedestrian crossing (WHO, 2007b). It,
therefore, appears that “public benches” could be con-
sidered as a good socio-material disposal, a great “as-
semblage of human and non-human”, assemblage being
referred to by Deleuze and Guattari and to the Actor-
Network Theory (ANT) as “a mode of ordering hetero-
geneous entities so that they work together for a cer-
tain time”. (Müller, 2015, p.28) To unfold such “assem-
blage”, we propose a theoretical model of “ageing in
public space” inspired by the three dimensions model of

1 “Affiliates are national or regional/state governments, civil society or research organizations, national or transnational city or community networks in
WHO Member States that are working to promote age-friendly environments at the local, regional, national or international level” (WHO, 2019). Such
affiliates can be very large, like the Quebec Province, which includes more than 899 municipalities.
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space by Lefebvre (Lefebvre, 1991) and by a “doing” per-
spective on ageing (Wanka et al., 2018). Such amodel has
already been tested (Moulaert, Wanka, & Drilling, 2018)
to discuss the level of internationalisation of the general
framework of ageing and social exclusion (Walsh, Scharf,
& Keating, 2017) and to propose a theoretical advance in
“environmental gerontology” from “environmental press
to spatial expulsion” (Wanka,Moulaert, & Drilling, 2019).
Here, its use is suggested in order to consider public
benches as the “usual suspect” to connect the various
(and potentially contradictory) conceptions of ageing in
public space emerging through urban research and poli-
cies governance supported by the GNAFCC.

2. Methodology

This article is reflexive. The first part of the empirical ma-
terial has originally been collected as intuitive materials:
here, we collect the WHO global documents explaining
the AFCC framework: the 2007 guide (WHO, 2007a), its
checklist (WHO, 2007b; see Figure 2); AFCC guide from
affiliate programs from Quebec (Équipe de Recherche
MADA Québec & Carrefour Action Municipale et Famille,
2013) and from France (Giacomini & Lefebvre, 2019;
Lefebvre & Chapon, 2014), and documents from “cham-
pion cities” like New York (Finkelstein, Garcia, Nether-
land, & Walker, 2008) and Manchester (Buffel, 2015;
Manchester City Council, 2009), these last cities hav-
ing included a Master thesis on benches (Barron, 2015).
These cities are considered “leaders” because they are
both strongly connectedwith the historical development
of GNAFCC; New York city was member of the 33 cities
at the beginning of the program (WHO, 2007a) and Age-
friendly New York city was awarded “Best Existing Age-
friendly Initiative in the World” in 2013 by the Interna-
tional Federation on Ageing. Manchester was initially ab-
sent from the first WHO study. However, it has rapidly
become a visible city at the European level, with its im-
age and practices circulating in transnational spheres.
Manchester has been cited in European areas as well
as in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development report (OECD, 2015). In all these docu-
ments, we isolated the images and references on “pub-
lic benches”.

To complete this first “grey literature”, we ex-
plore the “Global Database of Age-friendly Practices”
(https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/afp) by se-
lecting actions under the proposed category of “urban
development” (26 “practices” were isolated) and under
the proposed category “be mobile” of “desired outcome
for older people” (27 “practices” were isolated). In each
of these two categories, we find the same 5 cases of
“benches”, 4 of them being clearly centred on “bench
and seat”, one being indirectly concerned with benches
as part of park planning (see Appendix). All “proposed
categories” came from GNAFCC website.2 This database

is built to present inspiring practices on AFCC and, there-
fore, the cases can be seen as “good examples” to
be shared.

Lastly, we compare the ethnographic observation of
bench installation and use in Vienna, Austria, and in a
French city close to Grenoble (it includes 5 interviews
with older peoplewalking outside). Here, thematerial ex-
plores the dissemination of benches and how older peo-
ple are using them or not.

3. Exploring the Complexity of “Ageing in Public
Space”: Henri Lefebvre’s Tryptic and the Search for
Praxeology of Space

The work of Henri Lefebvre (1991) is especially valuable
for our understanding andmay be used not only as a gen-
eral justification to support the “right to the city” of older
people (Buffel et al., 2012). Lefebvre introduces his un-
derstanding of the production of space early on in his
theory of urban development, fromwhich further funda-
mental urban research work has benefited. According to
Lefebvre, place is a product of the dynamic between ev-
eryday practices and perceptions of people (spatial prac-
tice), cognitive concepts or theories of space (representa-
tional space), and the spatial imaginary (representations
of space; Lefebvre, 1991):

• Spatial practice refers to the everyday practices
and perceptions with which ordinary people en-
counter and use space. It comprises the daily rou-
tines and paths older people follow within their
scope of action, the places they avoid, and the
ways they appropriate places and attach a feeling
of home to them.

• Representational space refers to the passively, in-
stead of actively (see above), experienced space—
the way people subconsciously read and under-
stand signs and symbols in space. These symbols
help us to distinguish a road from a sidewalk or a
playground from a park, but they also give us clues
on where to go and where not to go, for example
via signs of disorder that might symbolise crime in
a certain area (cf. Kelling and Wilson’s broken win-
dows hypothesis). Hence, representational space
and spatial practice are closely related.

• Representations of space are the conceptualisa-
tions of space made by planners, scientists, and
policy stakeholders. The representationsmayman-
ifest materially in the form of maps, plans, mod-
els, and designs. Such representations are laden
with ideologies and have a substantial role and spe-
cific influence in the production of space. Regard-
ing ageing, concepts of age-friendly cities would
constitute a very clear case of the representations
of space.

2 Surprisingly, the website even presents around 10 practices from 1974 to 2001. As we know, “active ageing” has only been promoted since 2002 by the
WHO, so what does such “ghost” actions mean? They might illustrate the capacity of local stakeholders to present existing practices as “innovations”.
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We suggest that such concepts would assist in offering
a deeper understanding of the experiences of everyday
life of place (spatial practice) in relation to public poli-
cies (which are influenced by representations of space
such as AFCC). It might also be a starting point for con-
ceptualising new solutions for the challenges of “age-
ing in public space”, including social exclusion (spaces of
representation). Nevertheless, the historical Marxist per-
spective of Lefebvre also means that his triad insists on
power circulation. In critical urban research, urban de-
velopment is understood as being the result of actions
and decisions made by different powerful stakeholders.
Social, economic, physical, as well as spatial structures
of neighbourhoods and cities are understood as being in
constant change and producing relational spatial struc-
tures, which in theories of urban development are of-
ten referred to as “social space” or “practice of every-
day life” (de Certeau, 1984; Sennett, 1999). Such spaces
are understood as being the result not only of human
actions, but also as mirroring social relations and being
influenced by the wide scope of human action. Power
relations refer to the structural and political dimensions
of space.

Following this perspective, Lefebvre’s theory sug-
gests what social sciences call a “doing” perspective or
praxeological on space. This means space is nothing as
static, pre-existent, or equivalent as a container; instead,
it is something that is continuously produced and repro-
duced through social practices (Butler, 2004; Löw, 2008).
What constitutes social space is the human activity that
takes place in it. The philosopher and social geographer
Ted Schatzki (1991), for example, gives an early practice-
theoretical account of the construction of space through
practices. He claims that “human agency is inherently
spatial” (Schatzki, 1991, p. 651), that social practices are
hence inherently spatial phenomena and that space is an
inherently praxeological matter. Social space is a space to
do something: a park is linked to a different set of deploy-
able practices than a street, playground, beach, etc. And
a bench is, consequently, linked to specific sets of prac-
tices, like resting. Reckwitz (2012) goes as far as to claim
that social practices form the “missing” link urban soci-
ology has been searching for, namely by preventing the
scientist from leaning either towards “the objectivism of
the present containermodel or towards the subjectivism
of a purely experiential or imagined space”:

When social practices as on-going activities drag bod-
ies and artefacts with them, they always necessarily
“spatialise”, meaning they produce their respective
spaces as three-dimensional arrangements compris-
ing artefacts and bodies. (Reckwitz, 2012, p. 252)

Space is, thus, something that is both constituted by prac-
tices and defines the range of practices that are appropri-
ated to deploy within it (comparable to Goffman’s con-
cept of behaviour setting). Although a bench is linked to
practices of resting, for example, sleeping on benches in

public spaces may be stigmatised, and increasingly pro-
hibited through specific design elements.

Different complexes of social practices co-produce
spaces, and some of these complexes are more power-
ful than others. For example, urban planning practices
or practices of house selling or renting might play a
more significant part in spatial segregation (as spatialised
inequalities) than practices of everyday appropriation.
Yet, being embedded into a fabric of other social prac-
tices, urban planning practices alone can never deter-
mine the production of spaces—what in the end defines
them is their actual everyday use. Thus, a praxeologi-
cal or “doing” approach towards conceptualising space
is neither in favour of determinist, functionalist, or top-
down approaches, nor is it in favour of completely partic-
ipatory, bottom-up approaches. It will be illustrated by
the tension between the top-down vision of benches in
AFCC (a bench to rest) and practices of benches explored
through participative approaches (when older people
participate, they share other senses then resting, such
as “going out” from home).

In the following section, we use the assemblage of
“public benches” to analyse the “structural and political
dimension of space” in the new “active and healthy age-
ing”WHOagenda through the lens of social practices and
their materiality. “Assemblage” is the translation of the
French “agencement” defined by Deleuze and Guattari
in Mille Plateaux. Referring to this origin, Müller identi-
fies 5 features. First, “assemblages are relational. They
are arrangements of different entities linked together to
form” (Müller, 2015, p. 28). In contrast with ANT, an as-
semblage is composed of relations of exteriority, mean-
ing that the explanation of the relations is never (only)
situated in the components or entities. Second, “assem-
blages are productive”. This strongly applies to our search
for a praxeology of space and suggests some contra-
dictions with our Lefebvrian tool and its importance of
representations. Third, “assemblage is heterogeneous”,
composed, like ANT, of diverse entities, humans and
non-humans. Fourth, and deeply shaped by Deleuze and
Guattari, “assemblage is caught up in a dynamic of de-
territorialisation and reterritorialisation” (Müller, 2015,
p. 29), best illustrated by the importance of “wind and
epidemics” in place of “heredity, alliance” in their philo-
sophical perspective. Fifth, “assemblages are desired”, re-
ferring to their corporeal component. In short, “assem-
blage” is a tool to follow the multidimensional perspec-
tive of space opened by Lefebvre and to adapt it towards
the exploration of a new praxeology of ageing in pub-
lic space.

4. Public Benches as an Assemblage of “Ageing in
Public Space”

Applying the three dimensions of space together, we
show how the assemblage of public benches in AFCC:
1) it forges ambivalent representations and solutions
for “active ageing” in public space, 2) it illustrates, be-
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yond the symbolic of space (benches as a relaxing
place), the symbolic difficulties of “real” participative
and multi-stakeholders governance promoted through
“age-friendliness” and, 3) explores everyday life practices
of “spatial expulsion” of “ageing in public space” for
older adults.

4.1. Representation of Space: Public Benches as a
Passive Resting Place or as an Active Stop-and-Go Place?

Clearly, the idea of benches as a place to rest has been
a highly-visible but apparently invisible aspect of the
more-than-often cited guide on AFC (WHO, 2007a). It is
replicated for example in the first French guide (Lefeb-
vre & Chapon, 2014; see Figure 1) and occupied a very
good position (second) in the associated checklist (WHO,
2007b; see Figure 2).

Figure 1. Cover to Global Age-Friendly Cities: A Guide
(WHO, 2007a) and Cover to the Guide Français VADA
(Lefebvre & Chapon, 2014).

Figure 2. Checklist (WHO, 2007b).

In gerontology, one of the fathers of activity theory
supporting “active ageing” illustrates the need for “role
flexibility” for retired people. Interestingly enough, the
romantic idea of “sitting on a park bench”, as expressed
by the covers mentioned, was already there:

Consider the changes in the role which may be made
by a man just before and after age 65 when he was
automatically retired from his work….He may spend
more time with friends at his club; indeed, he may
join a club for this very purpose. He may use a park
for the same ends, sitting on a park bench with oth-
ers in pleasant weather, or lounging in a park building
when it is wet or cold. (Havighurst, 1954, p. 310)

New York has been particularly active in promoting the
installation of benches. Interestingly, the program de-
fines priority location for bench installation, including
classical gerontological sites like hospitals and commu-
nity centres, but also places of consumption (commer-
cial zones) and public facilities (public libraries). In so do-
ing, benches might not only be considered as a “passive
place” to sit and relax but as a “stop and go” object to
support active engagement in city life, including access to
public transport and, at least in New York city, consump-
tion. The CityBench program is one of the key initiatives
of New York city to increase walkability:

Through a federal grant, the Department of Trans-
portation (DOT) is installing 1,500 attractive and
durable benches around the city, particularly near se-
nior centres and housing; hospitals and community
health centres; commercial zones and shopping dis-
tricts; and municipal facilities (e.g., public libraries,
schools). Individuals and communities can request a
bench in a specific location, and older people report
having made new social ties with people who fre-
quent the same benches at the same times….Finally,
in response to feedback from older people that bus
shelters often lacked seating and felt unsafe, 4,000
new bus shelters have been installed. The new shel-
ters have seating and the walls are transparent, ad-
dressing concerns about the old shelters which hid
their interiors from view. These shelters are paid
for by advertisements projected on their sides. DOT
has replaced almost every pre-existing bus shelter
and has installed additional bus shelters at locations
throughout the five boroughs identified by older peo-
ple and community leaders. (Goldman, Owusu, Smith,
Martens, & Lynch, 2016, p. 178)

Similarly to any AFCC practice, the benches meet a prob-
lem. How can we evaluate their uses? How can it con-
tribute to “active and healthy ageing”?

While some interventions yield tangible results, such
as a reduction in senior pedestrian fatalities or in-
creased strength resulting from an exercise program,
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others are not so easily quantified, such as the overall
impact of a bench. (Goldman et al., 2016, p. 187)

To consider “public benches” as “assemblage” according
to classical ANT, representations of space need to “take
place” in maps, graphs, tables, and figures. In AFCC, this
could happen with a mapping exercise. Such maps can
be used by city planners who organise participative walk-
ing methodologies (like in Rennes, case 1, in Appendix)
or like in Manchester to grasp the variability of practices
(see Section 4.3): “A variety of seating should be installed,
based on work with older people, using recommenda-
tions from ‘Design for Access 2’ as a benchmark of good
practice” (Barron, 2015, p. 3).

We applied a similar practice (outside of an AFCC pro-
gram) to prepare ethnographic observation of a large
neighbourhood, with a high rate of 60+ inhabitants (the
municipality has a higher rate of older inhabitants, 19%

of 60–74 years and 11% of 75+ years, in comparisonwith
14% and 8% in the Department; in the studied neigh-
bourhood, the rate of 60+ increased by 2.3% from 2007
to 2012) in a relatively well-off city close to Grenoble
(France). We organise a similar mapping exercise with
students. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate a section of this neigh-
bourhood. Even at the neighbourhood level, we can eas-
ily observe a very different repartition of benches in pub-
lic space, sector 1 being largely equipped, while sector 2
is equipped with gathered benches.

From this “mapping exercise”, a concentration on
benches clearly appears in front of shops, restaurant, and
public services (post office and pharmacy); a second con-
centration of benches is in a small garden, circled by res-
idential building towers. Benches are old and the play-
ground seems abandoned. Such observations raise the
question: are benches only made for sitting? What are
their symbolic dimensions?

Figure 3. A French neighbourhood with benches, sector 1, on left (blue spots); sector 2, on right, with 2 concentrations of
benches (red points).

Figure 4. The picture of playgrounds with benches of sector 2 (picture by student A. Lemarchand).
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4.2. Representational Space: Public Benches as a Symbol
of Relaxing and Democratic Participation?

Like plenty of illustrations of benches in municipality re-
ports (see Figure 5), or in the cover of the WHO Guide of
2007 (see Figure 1), the benches offer an implicit mean-
ing of relaxing. Figure 5 illustrates 2 people sitting in a
sunny environment. Relaxing comes with discussing to-
gether, laughing together, when two or more people are
presented. However, benches are never illustrated with
people sleeping or drinking on them, even if the defini-
tion of “active ageing”might be scrutinised and enlarged
toward such domains as explored in playing billiards
(Lassen, 2015). It is not to say that benches cannot serve
such purposes. It is suggested that, through AFCC dis-
courses and representations, benches “should be used”
for relaxing and thus “should” exclude other symbols.

Indeed, any conception of benches also reveals a
more or less implicit political narrative. For example, arm-
rests might be presented as a useful aspect of benches
for older people and other populations to stand up after
being seated. It eventually has an esthetical aspect (see
Figure 5) which makes the physical environmental wel-
coming. However, armrests can also be used to assume

a symbolic selection of accepted people in public place.
The well-known “anti-homeless benches” (see Figure 6)
are a clear illustration here. However, the armchairs in
Figure 6 can play such an implicit role, excluding home-
less persons and supporting people with difficulties to
stand up. Such excluding symbols are never illustrated
in any AFCC documents we observe and it never offi-
cially appears.

A second symbolic dimension inhabits the public
benches; however, it is less the symbol of place it-
self which is discussed. It is the process of bench in-
stallation that is symbolic. While a strong participatory
perspective is announced in AFCC in general, research
has shown that such an urban governance model is
rarely effective (Buffel, 2019). The “participative level”
is regularly reduced to “consultation” of older people,
like in the seminal Vancouver Protocol (WHO, 2007a)
and in the first times of AFCC development in France
(Lefebvre & Chapon, 2014); through the WHO call for
more participative practice from its affiliate members,
the French methodology insists officially more on “social
participation” of older people not only through consul-
tation but also inclusion of “older citizens” in the steer-
ing committee (Giacomini & Lefebvre, 2019) following

Figure 5. Cover of a New York city report supporting NYC AFCC (left; Finkelstein et al., 2008); inside pages of Manchester
AFCC (right; Buffel, 2015).

Figure 6. Examples of anti-homeless benches in Stalingrad Station, Paris Metro and bus shelters. Source: the authors.
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the Québécois framework (Équipe de Recherche MADA
Québec & Carrefour Action Municipale et Famille, 2013).

However, until now, there have been no qualitative
data “proving” the level of older people participating in
such a steering committee. Researchers supporting such
a participative agenda are working with the idea that
such participation “changes something”. However, there
is no proof. On the contrary, the case of “bench discus-
sion” is a pragmatic case to assess the potential or real
role of older people.

We first go back to the CityBench program in New
York city. While huge numbers of benches have been in-
stalled, and while a real participative methodology has
been supported to follow older people’s choices, it nev-
ertheless appears that only 10% of installations have
been produced from this source. Decisions regarding
space still appear as a central decision made by plan-
ning experts:

As of the end of May 2013, 536 benches had been
installed (173 at bus stops), 68 benches had been in-
stalled at the request of senior centres, andmore than
50 benches had been placed in locations requested
by Aging Improvement Districts, the Age-friendly NYC
neighbourhood level community organizing initiative.
(New York City Office of the Mayor, 2013, p. 12)

We secondly observe that such governance gives a spe-
cial place to “intermediaries of active ageing”, defined
following ANT’s inspiration, as people or processes or-
ganised to connect ideas and practices, to create aware-
ness among various stakeholders around active ageing
(Moulaert & Houioux, 2016). In selected cases of bench
installation (see Appendix), municipal employees often
appear as key players. They can organise a walking
methodology, promote participation by including the
voice and presence of older people (like in Figure 8) and,
from time to time, elected politicians or Mayors (like in
Figure 7). In Rennes (see Appendix), the explanation of
the case mentioned that the challenge was to make con-
nections between municipality services, which is a recur-
rent aspect of inter-sectoral governance of AFCC.

In Kwai Tsing (see Appendix), some older people
are described as “the age-friendly ambassadors” who
may play such a connecting role when they “should
bear these [physical constraints for the location of the
benches, such as narrow pavement or the presence of
footpaths were challenges during the project] in mind
when proposing suitable locations for suchworks” (WHO,
Global Database of Age-friendly Practices, n.d.).

The journey of bench installation for seniors can illus-
trate the various roles that such professionals (and here
we do not consider the “age-friendly ambassador”) can
play: when playing a role of intermediation, the agents
act as facilitators and carefully link all of the players with
the seniors on one side and politicians on the other.
Drawing on their professional or personal experience,
they seek to operationalise the public action desired by

Figure 7. Installation of a bench under the supervision
of a Mayor. The promotional document here refers to
“A participatory democracy challenge”. Source : Lefebvre
and Chapon (2014, p. 38).

Figure 8. Public benches tested by inhabitants. Source:
Ouest-France (2015).

the first and decided by the latter. In the different situa-
tions encountered in Belgium, the choice of benches is an
exemplary case. When the demand for benches is locally
emerging, it is administrative staff members who iden-
tify the different types of benches. Later in the project,
the negotiation of the location of benches is done in
collaboration with seniors, based on their lived experi-
ence of territorial space and neighbourhood. In the end,
the symbolic call for a participative governance of the
city, including older people, appear distributed through
such intermediaries.

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 106–122 113



4.3. Towards the “Spatial Expulsion” of Ageing in
Public Space?

This last section explores what has been termed “spatial
expulsion” (Wanka et al., 2019). How do benches partic-
ipate in such a process?

In France, with a group of (6 young) students, we
decided to walk around the selected neighbourhood
(see Figures 3 and 4) and to sit and wait on benches.
Due to bad timing (observations took place in October
and November, one on a sunny afternoon, the other in
much colder conditions), the number of sitting older peo-
ple were close to zero. However, we observed a series
of (older) people walking into the neighbourhood. Two
months later, we went back and had 5 qualitative inter-
views with older people walking outside. Our experience
indicates an apparent contradiction: a lot of benches are
situated in the neighbourhood, but there is little informa-
tion concerning their use.

During the fieldwork, we note 3 elements. First,
when meeting a group of 2 youths, they mention: “Yes,
older people are everywhere here”. “Here” probably
means “inside” houses. “Outside” public space seems
“older-people-less”. At least at this time of the year. Sec-
ond, even if very few people apparently use the many
benches, sitting onbenches is a goodobservatory to note
the walks of certain types of people. In particular, due to
the residential nature of the neighbourhood, older and
younger people and kids walk together, the latter coming
back from school; other couples also consist of a very old
senior walking with a younger person (his son?). Third,
a lady, living in residential home care for autonomous
persons, explained to us how she used to walk from her
housing towards the shops (around 200/300m far). She
clearly identified one bench on her trip and explained
that this bench is essential to her because it has armrests
Other benches (Figure 9), even if closer from her place
and well-situated (with a nice view of the mountains),
are not perceived as “useful” because they are not on the
way andbecause of not having armrestsOther interviews

inform us about the similar “habits” where space pro-
duces a relative practice of public space supporting a feel-
ing of “spatial expulsion”. In contrast, “home” becomes
“the place to live older”. And “home” can be disturbed by
public place. Indeed, the bench can even become prob-
lematic when its use is supported by “unpleasant occu-
pants”. In his interview, an older neighbour clearly states:

Yes, we had a bench down from our building. And a
guy was playing the guitar, drinking all night and he
was screaming every night! My son wakes up at 4 for
work….So, one morning, we were so upset that we re-
moved the bench!

Indeed, benches are not always used by older (or
younger) people for resting. In non-participant obser-
vations in Vienna, Austria, we also observed a group
of older men who were daily visitors. Moreover, they
‘monopolised’ a set of benches on which major parts
of their social life would take place. They were playing
chess and drinking beer on those benches, squeezing the
empty cans between the wooden beams so the wind
wouldn’t carry them away. Other older men and women
would walk by, greet each other and have a chat, and
sometimes the men would offer them a place on their
benches, moving closer together to allow sometimes ten
people to sit on two benches made for four. Even when
the group was not present, ‘their’ benches would not be
used by any other visitors to the park.

So the final question is: what makes people DESIRE
to go out and sit in a public space? It interestingly comes
back to the original motto of the WHO:

Functional ability comprises the health-related at-
tributes that enable people to be and to do what they
have reason to value. It is made up of the intrinsic ca-
pacity of the individual, relevant environmental char-
acteristics and the interactions between the individ-
ual and these characteristics. (WHO, 2015, p. 28; em-
phasis added)

Figure 9. Benches in the studied neighbourhood. Source: the authors.

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 2, Pages 106–122 114



5. Discussion

This article raises the question of what benches tell us
about how ageing is framed and shaped by the AFCC
discourse and practices. The “assemblage” of public
benches is made of: 1) ambivalent representations and
solutions for “active ageing” from “passive” sitting and
relaxing representation to an alternative “active” stop-
and-go scripted practice, 2) it also comes with diverse
symbols, from the “resting and relaxing” space to forms
of disseminated “social participation” urban governance
shared with older people and intermediaries of “active
ageing”, and 3) finally, it explores forms of “spatial ex-
pulsion” from space that could involve older people, di-
rected towards their inner home, but also expel other
public from space if they are considered as “unpleas-
ant occupants”.

These three dimensions explore the composition of a
heterogeneous “assemblage” shaped by the Lefebvrian
triptych in a very “top-down” perspective, from central
WHO ideas to the local experiences of places. Contra-
dictions arise at different levels and political dimensions
of space are salient. For example, the unsolved tension
between active/passive ageing is strongly rooted in the
“representation of space” with benches. While not com-
pletely resolved with the next dimension, the “represen-
tational space” and the symbolic space, this neverthe-
less offers some clarification (clearly related to the “rela-
tional” aspect of “assemblage” and the need to connect
its components with the external world). Here, the po-
litical dimension of benches means that benches are a
space for democratic participation regulation: even if we
only point to the positions of older people, elected of-
ficials like mayors and of “intermediaries of active age-
ing”, this avenuemight probably includemore actors like
private providers of benches and other urban furniture.
Lastly, the third dimension explored the “social practice”
of Lefebvre. While the power relation to space is essen-
tial in Lefebvre’s perspective, our first exploration sug-
gests that older people do not deeply benefit from pub-
lic space and that benches can help to delay their expul-
sion from it. However, such benches are part of learned
habits and practices of space. In terms of urban planning
(and to the two other dimensions proposed by Lefebvre),
there is no evidence that the installation of new benches
could change such practices.

However, as presented in the theoretical section, a
praxeological or “doing” approach towards conceptualis-
ing space is neither in favour of determinist, functional-
ist, or top-down approaches, nor is it in favour of com-
pletely participatory, bottom-up approaches. This two-
sidedness could be even clearer with a last example.
Imagine the old woman on the park bench again. What
constitutes the park as a park are the planning practices
that laid it out in a certainway, including lawns and paths,
benches and maybe a playground; it is the practices that
built it and maintain its looks and it is the practices, like
that of the old lady reading her newspaper, that actualise

its existence as a park. That particular park bench where
she is sitting continues to be perceived as a park bench
because she is sitting there. If it was, for example, used
to deposit garbage, it would physically still stay a park
bench, but it would start to be perceived as a garbage
disposal. Conversely, people are usually more likely to
use a bench for sitting than for depositing garbage, using
it for skateboard stunts, or to do Yoga. Schatzki (1991)
speaks in this regard of spatial action governing factors
(e.g., ideas, emotions, knowledge, customs, etc.), prac-
tical skills, features of the world (e.g., possible uses of
objects by the way they are designed), and space-time
packing constraints that are all facilitating practices. The
space, thus, shapes practices in the sense that: 1) it lim-
its the possible practice scope, and 2) it influences how
practices are carried out. Walking on a slippery road, for
example, is performed differently fromwalking on a firm
base; walking on a street without bathrooms is also per-
formed differently than walking the same street with
bathrooms. Regarding this last element, while the ma-
terial world is similar, its political economy varies from
a public-supported version in the French model of AFCC
(Giacomini & Lefebvre, 2019) to a private-supported ver-
sion like in the “expert’s discourse” in New York city:
“Lack of public bathrooms throughout the City was also
frequently mentioned; experts suggest providing incen-
tives to local businesses that open their facilities to the
public” (Finkelstein et al., 2008, p. 40).

In order to fully complete such a praxeological per-
spective, the next research steps could focus only on
bench use, away from any AFCC program. Another re-
search avenue remains connected with the GNAFCC. It
critically discusses the hegemonic “North” vision devel-
oped until now by such a network. Such an avenue is ex-
plored in the conclusion.

6. Conclusion

This article describes the “assemblage” of “ageing in pub-
lic space” through the lens of public benches promoted
by GNAFCC worldwide. In conclusion, we would insist on
the very problematic democratic issue inside AFCC ur-
ban governance. Back to the quotation of Borraz and Le
Galès (2010), we can agree that “there is a good deal of
urban governance going on in European cities but not
all the time, not for all the groups, not for all the neigh-
bourhoods and not so much for the peripheries of the
city”. Excepting the “inner city/periphery” dichotomy on
which we do not have sources in AFCC, it is obvious that
in each AFCC practice, “not all the time”, “not for all the
groups” of older people and not in “all the neighbour-
hoods”, do AFCC discourses have a similar impact or a
similar aptitude to deeply involve older people in local
governance. However, one solution could be to extract
ourselves from a pure “North” vision and try to learn
from the “Global South”.

Today, the majority of actions from GNAFCC are sit-
uated in Europe, America, and the Western Pacific. The
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Figure 10. People sitting on one’s haunches as common practice. Source: Stock Pictures (2014).

absence of any African case has already been discussed
as one of the great imbalances between the Global
North/South of the Network (Moulaert & Garon, 2016,
p. 14); it has only recently been admitted (WHO, 2018).
Can we consider how benches might provide a link be-
tween Global North and South?

As mentioned above, no African city is yet part of the
GNAFCC, but there are some African countries report-
ing national programmes on age-friendly environments
(WHO, 2018). While many African cities still face signifi-
cant challenges to become age-friendly, the provision of
benches doesn’t seem tobeoneof them.While there are
urban parks designed with Western ideas in mind, the
livelier places are often more informal. In these places,
everything can become a makeshift bench or chair—bus
stops, spaces in front of little shops or highways. From
a “doing” perspective, every material that is used as a
bench becomes a bench—may it be just some stones,
pieces of wood, a ladder or a car tyre. Such materials
might only become benches for a short time and might
be used for something else the next minute. Further-
more, we might also observe China and India, where sit-
ting on one’s haunches is still common, particularly for
the poor population (see Figure 10).

From the strengths of such informalisation arose
the term of ‘African Urbanism’ or ‘Southern Urbanism’.
Schindler (2017), for example, defines three tendencies
of this kind of urbanism(s): 1) persistent disconnect be-
tween capital and labour, which gives rise to urban gover-
nance regimes geared toward the transformation of terri-
tory rather than the ‘improvement’ of populations, 2) dis-
continuous, dynamic and contested metabolic configura-
tions of Southern cities, and 3) a strong co-constitution
of political economy and materiality. It can be argued to
what extent these tendencies are exclusive to “southern”
cities and trying to describe “northern” cities through the
lens of southern urbanism might be a fruitful endeavour
for age-friendly cities as well.
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Appendix

1. Five “Practices” that include benches and seats from the WHO Global Database of Age-friendly Practices (n.d.)

1.1. Testing urban furniture

Status: Evaluated

Location: Rennes, France

Sectors: Urban development

Desired outcome for older people: Be mobile

“In its Actions plan, the Department of Older people of AFC Rennes decided on 29 May 2015 to invite older people and/or
handicapped people to test a series of urban furniture in order to consider recommendations for choosing future benches
and seats” (WHO Global Database of Age-friendly Practices, n.d.).

1.2. Priority seats

Figure A1. Priority seats at rain-shelters in Kwai Tsing District. Source:WHOGlobal Database of Age-friendly Practices (n.d.).

Location: Kwai Tsing District Hong Kong, China

Sectors: Urban development

Desired outcome for older people: Be mobile

Challenges: Physical constraints for the location of the benches, such as narrow pavement or the presence of footpaths
were challenges during the project. The age-friendly ambassadors should bear these in mind when proposing suitable
locations for such works.

From the WHO Global Database of Age-friendly Practices (n.d.) website:

The Age-Friendly Community Ambassadors (Kwai Tsing) (AFCAs-K&T) carried out a community assessment project on
Age-Friendly outdoor environment in Kwai Tsing in 2015. As of May 2016, there are 271 rain-shelters on pathways or
footpaths in Kwai Tsing, but only 102 have seats installed. As such, AFCAs-K&T suggested the Kwai Tsing District Council
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(K&TDC) to install “priority seats” at rain-shelters on pavement or footpath in Kwai Tsing District. K&TDC endorsed
the plan in June 2016 and has earmarked funding in the 2016-17 financial year to undertake 16 projects to retrofit
existing rain-shelters to provide seats. K&TDC recognizes the need of older people and will continue to give priorities
to similar proposals unless there is physical constraint found. AFCAs-K&T’s ultimate aim is to have seats installed at all
rain-shelters, allowing older people to travel within the district with sufficient resting places. A public awareness and
promotion program on priority seating for older people and people with needs will also be carried out. For example,
a Youth Decoration and Design Competition on Priority Seats at Rain-shelters has been carried out in October 2016 to
increase public awareness about Age-Friendly Environments.

1.3. Installation of benches

Figure A2. Bench installation in Ottawa. Canadian bench, similar to those presented in WHO Global Database of Age-
friendly Practices (n.d.).

Started: 2012

Location: Ottawa, Canada

Desired outcome for older people: Be mobile

Sectors: Urban development

From the WHO Global Database of Age-friendly Practices (n.d.) website:

It can be difficult formany older adults to enjoywalking in Ottawawithout somewhere to rest. The availability of seating
areas was identified as one of the top urban age-friendly features for older people who participated in the Older Adult
Plan consultations in 2011. As part of the Older Adult Plan, the City began installing additional benches on sidewalks
in areas of the city with the highest concentrations of seniors (based on demographic data). In order to determine
the most suitable locations for benches within these areas, the Infrastructure Services Department mapped amenities
such as retirement and long term care residences, hospitals, shopping malls/grocery stores, and parks. For example,
placing a bench mid-way between a retirement residence and a shopping mall was considered an optimal choice of
location. A list of potential bench locations was then validated with a focus group of older adults. To date, the City has
purchased and installed 34 additional benches at various locations across the city with high concentrations of seniors.
The bench design meets accessibility standards in terms of height and arm rests. Installing additional seating across the
city represents a simple initiative that supports seniors to go out, access services, and participate partake in walking
and outdoor activities.
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1.4. CityBench Program

Figure A3. CityBench Program inauguration in New York. Source: Sayer (2015).

Status: Evaluated

Location: New York City, United States of America

Desired outcome for older people: Be mobile

Sectors: Urban development

From the WHO Global Database of Age-friendly Practices (n.d.) website:

The CityBench Program was created to increase the amount of public seating on New York City Streets. The 1500
benches are being installed around the City, particularly at bus stops, retail corridors, and areas with high concentra-
tions of seniors. The installation process of the benches will be complete in 2015 and has already made streets more
comfortable for transit pedestrians, especially older adults.

1.5. Age-friendly parks checklist

Location: London, Canada

Desired outcome for older people: Be mobile

Sectors: Urban development

From the WHO Global Database of Age-friendly Practices (n.d.) website:

In response the community priority of improving the age-friendliness of London parks, the Age Friendly LondonNetwork
—Outdoor Spaces & Buildings working group partnered with students at Western University to develop an Age Friendly
Parks Checklist. The purpose of the checklist is to provide a standardized measurement of the amenities and conditions
of London parks so that the working group could make informed recommendations on park upgrades and accessibil-
ity improvements. The students reviewed peer-reviewed and grey literature as well as examined Age Friendly Parks
Checklists from other communities (most notably the Philadelphia Age Friendly Parks checklist) in order to identify
the barriers and facilitators to park usage among older adults. Under the guidance of the Outdoor Spaces & Buildings
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working group members, the students also conducted surveys with 89 older adults in London to gather information
on park usage frequency and habits. The students and the working group members used this information to create an
Age Friendly Parks checklist…with criteria that was specific and appropriate to London parks. The Western University
students piloted the checklist by assessing 7 parks in the City. Then the Outdoor Spaces & Buildings working group
further refined the checklist and, with the help of city staff, have assessed a total of 377 parks in London to date. The
checklist assesses the essential features that make a park accessible, welcoming, safe, and pleasant for an older adult
or a person of any age to visit. These features include walkability, seating, access to washrooms, availability of water
fountains, park amenities (e.g., presence of picnic tables, walking loops, community garden plots, etc.), signage, safety,
and access to the park (i.e., presence of designated accessible parking spaces and pick up/drop off areas, proximity of
bus routes, bike racks, etc.).
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1. Introduction

1.1. Neighbourhood, Ageing Societies and Stereotypes

There is a clear link between the place and environment
of a neighbourhood of older people, and their quality
of life and well-being (Petersen & Minnery, 2013). This
statement immediately raises the questions of how such
places and environments are developed, who plans and
designs them and how they are put into practice. The
importance of these points is emphasised by Wolf and

Mahaffey (2016, p. 59), to whom “design and planning
professionals have long been influenced by the belief in
physically and spatially deterministic power over people
and the environment, a belief that their representations
of space become space” (cf. Buse, Nettleton, Martin,
& Twigg, 2016). A holistic view of the development of
spaces, based on Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of the
production of space, shows that this is not only a limited
view, but that it can also lead to inadequate solutions
(see section 1.2). An urban neighbourhood is the central
place in daily life (Schnur, 2014, p. 43). The neighbour-
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hood needs to be understood as a spatial-physical living
environment as well as a social setting for participation
and support networks and, as such, as fundamental to
dealing with everyday life successfully (Motel-Klingebeil,
Wurm, & Tesch-Römer, 2010).

In the coming decades, the population in manyWest-
ern countries, including Switzerland, will continue to
grow. The number of people aged 60 or over, as well as
the number of people aged 80 or over, will significantly
increase over the years ahead (United Nations, 2015).
In particular, the population aged 60 or over is grow-
ing faster than all younger age groups (United Nations,
2017b). At the same time, a new group of older peo-
ple is becoming increasingly differentiated. The lifestyles
of people aged 65 and older have changed and are
shifting towards increased activity and greater involve-
ment in mainstream life, namely in sports, access to
modern technologies, sexuality, education, fashion, etc.
(Jopp, Rott, & Oswald, 2008; Santoni et al., 2015). Diver-
sity and heterogeneity increase with age (Kydd, Fleming,
Gardner, & Hafford-Letchfield, 2018; Lowsky, Olshansky,
Bhattacharya, & Goldman, 2014; Santoni et al., 2015).
Due to these rapid changes, older people today in no
way represent a blueprint of tomorrow’s older people,
and linear future scenarios such as planning templates
are of limited use. In this context, it is important to note
that the number of older people who do not have fam-
ily networks, and therefore social support through the
family, will increase because of changing family struc-
tures, longer life expectancy and differentiated lifestyles
(Siebel, 2007). Peer groups other than those based on
the family will be of particular importance, while the
neighbourhood as a reference framework and as a place
of everyday life will provide the social arena for the for-
mation of these peer groups.

Regardless of this starting point, the professional dis-
course around the living environment is implicitly shaped
by constructions and perceptions of age and ageing. For
example, Peterson and Warburton (2012, p. 60) argue
that “business interests sustain stereotypes of older peo-
ple as either ageless or dependent” and that “spaces
designed for older people reinforce historical legacies
of separation from the community”. On the other hand,
Motel-Klingebeil et al. (2010, p. 21) call for an under-
standing that refutes any stereotype of ‘age’ and instead
promotes a differentiated approach towards the plural-
ity of age. Stereotypes are “schemas that we have for
people of various kinds” (Gilovich, Keltner, & Nisbett,
2006, p. 18). Due to stereotypes, we tend to judge peo-
ple on the basis of a particular criterion (or a few crite-
ria) such as gender, nationality or age, and to attribute
characteristics to them (Aronson, Wilson, & Akert, 2014).
Such schemas are important in everyday life, but they
can also be incorrect and lead to erroneous judgements
about people (Gilovich et al., 2006). Research shows that
there are many age-related stereotypes—mostly nega-
tive ones (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2013).
In the context of age and ageing, relevant stereotypes as-

sume that older people have declining competence, are
less energetic, motivated or creative, are less productive,
are less technologically-savvy, and in general less posi-
tive. However, there are also positive stereotypes: older
people are seen as more reliable, loyal, stable and de-
pendable. Nonetheless, it is important to consider that
“these positive images of ageing may not be sufficient to
prevent discrimination based on stereotypes” (Abrams
& Swift, 2012, p. 4). Furthermore, stereotypes are in-
ternalised in younger years because as a young person
one is not affected by them, so one does not reflect on
them (Kornadt, Voss, & Rothermund, 2013; Levy, 2009).
These internalised stereotypes then influence an individ-
ual’s own experiences later in life. We can say that age
stereotypes are abstract knowledge structures that are
shared among the members of a culture (including older
people), and which refer to properties, but also to pro-
cesses and transformations. The consequences of this
can become visible on an individual level (e.g., rejection
of older people due to their age), as well as on an insti-
tutional level (e.g., societal living conditions systemati-
cally discriminating against older people; Ayalon & Tesch-
Römer, 2018).

1.2. The Production of Space

As we have seen, place and neighbourhood are relevant
dimensions for the wellbeing of older people and the op-
portunity to age in place. Questions arise as to how con-
cepts related to place and neighbourhood are planned
and how they are put into practice, who has the power
to design neighbourhoods and make decisions, who de-
fineswhat is age-appropriate andwhat it should look like.
As Day (2008, p. ii) points out, several different types of
environmental inequalities can arise. One of these is in-
sufficient access for older people to decision-making pro-
cesses affecting the local environment (cf. Walsh, Scharf,
& Keating, 2017). The reasons why older people are only
marginally or not at all included in these processes can
be found partly in age-related stereotypes:

In the two more deprived areas though there was a
feeling that older people are overlooked in regenera-
tion and inclusion policies. In these areas, there was
also a stronger view that some older people do not
feel able to speak up or do not know the channels to
go through to be heard. (Day, 2008, p. ii)

Given the wide range of urban development theories
available, it is appropriate to take a look at those that
explore the question of how certain places and spaces
(e.g., neighbourhoods) are produced in relation to per-
ceptions. These theories not only help to identify stereo-
types but also to analyse the significance of stereotypes
for current urban and neighbourhood development pro-
cesses. Up to now, there have been very few explicit
studies on these issues (Vitman et al., 2013). However,
the question of how space is produced has been stud-
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ied in the context of critical urban research and the-
ory (Brenner, 2009). In critical urban studies, urban de-
velopment is understood as being the result of actions
and decisions made by different powerful stakehold-
ers (Bourdieu, 1982, 1997; Früchtel, Cyprian, & Budde,
2013). Such spaces are understood not only to be the re-
sults of human actions, but also tomirror social relations
and to be influenced by the wide scope of human action.
Social spaces are thus produced, reproduced and institu-
tionalised in everyday social interactions. In this process,
spatial and institutional settings influence the access and
participation of individuals and groups (Früchtel et al.,
2013; Sennett, 1994).

Henri Lefebvre’s theory presented in The Production
of Space (1991) is a key contribution to the relational
spatial development perspective. In his urban theory,
Lefebvre states that space is a product of the dynamics
between everyday practices and perceptions of people
(spatial practice), cognitive concepts or theories of space
(representations of space) and the spatially imaginary
(spaces of representation). The production of space “is
composed of three dialectically mutually co-constituting
spheres or facets: conceived space, perceived space, and
lived space” (Pierce & Martin, 2015, p. 1282). The three
facets interact simultaneously. In the context of ageing,
the significance of these three dimensions in produc-
ing space should not be underestimated (cf. Moulaert,
Wanka, & Drilling, 2018). According to Lefebvre, urban
spaces are not places, but rather social relations that are
constituted by the interplay of collective action and re-
ciprocal inspiration (Vogelpohl, 2015).

The first factor, the spatial practice (or the perceived
space) of Lefebvre’s theory (1991; see also Pierce &
Martin, 2015) concerns space as the product of daily
practices and perceptions. Spatial practice derives, for
example, from non-reflexive daily routines that are af-
fected by the built neighbourhood and infrastructures,
all of them located in specific sites. These structures can
be physically touched, navigated to or frequented, and
give rise to specific individual perceptions and actions.
How older people with differing lifestyles and concepts
of life perceive environments and other people, and how
they act in their environments, is influenced directly and
indirectly by age stereotypes that are hidden in spatial
practices. For example, the built environment may urge
older people to use specific infrastructures that others
had plannedwithout taking into account their real needs.
We call this effectmaterialised stereotypes.

The second factor is the representations of space (or
the conceived space), in other words, concepts and theo-
ries of space. This may be understood as a cognitive per-
spective, created by the knowledge society through its
policy makers, architects, planners, developers and ad-
ministration, as well as their ideas and approaches. Spe-
cific examples include spatial planning concepts, plans of
settlements or also concepts and ideas as to how an area
should be used, by whom and how. All these stakehold-
ers have their own ideas and convictions about what age

and ageing means and about which age-related stereo-
types influence attitudes, action and design of the neigh-
bourhood (McHugh, 2003; Peterson&Warburton, 2012).
For example, neighbourhood renewal processes that in-
clude older people only to a limited extent are also quite
likely to be biased by the stereotypes of planners and
other professionals involved. We term the stereotypes
arising in this context ascribed	stereotypes.

The third factor is the actual lived experience of
space itself. Spaces of representation or lived spaces re-
fer to how a neighbourhood is appropriated and experi-
enced by residents or the people who spend time there
(Lefebvre, 1991; see also Pierce & Martin, 2015). Pro-
cesses of symbolisation, aestheticisation and collective
experience lead to stubborn landscapes that often show
that planned structures are used in a way other than ex-
pected. In this dimension, the aspect of social networks
and encounters, as well as relationships between peo-
ple are important. Internalised age stereotypes (Kornadt
& Rothermund, 2012; Kornadt et al., 2013) can shape
the perceptions, thoughts and actions of older people
in a significant way. In addition, stereotypes shared by
the community or in subgroups, contribute to the spaces
of representation and lead to more or less participation
in social life (e.g., neighbourly help; Vitman, Iecovich, &
Alfas, 2013).We call the stereotypes emerging in this con-
text self-attributed stereotypes.

1.3. Social Work

From its very beginning in the 19th century, social work
has been strongly committed to an urban development
that promotes a liveable and inclusive urban environ-
ment for all citizens (Klöti, Drilling, & Fabian, 2017):

Social work is a practice-based profession and an aca-
demic discipline that promotes social change and de-
velopment, social cohesion, and the empowerment
and liberation of people. Principles of social justice,
human rights, collective responsibility and respect for
diversities are central to social work. (International
Federation of Social Workers, 2019)

In the context of urban planning, planning-oriented so-
cial work is an interesting concept. In this approach, “so-
cial work is characterised by a stronger but still critical
collaboration of social workerswith planning authorities”
(Klöti et al., 2017, p. 106). The aims are to represent
the people’s interests in planning processes or to cre-
ate possibilities for direct participation of citizens. The
concept of planning-oriented social work aims to influ-
ence urban planning processes to create amore inclusive
and socially just urban environment, which may be also
called a socially sustainable urban development (Drilling,
2013). Two principles are the basis of socially sustain-
able urban development: the consistent and continu-
ous participation of interested and marginalised social
groups, and the improvement of access to relevant social
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resources and equal opportunities for all citizens (Klöti
et al., 2017, p. 107). “Urban planning should therefore be
socio-spatially sensitivewhichmeans taking into account
the life worlds of current or future residents by analysing
social inequalities and integrating citizens needs and re-
sources such as for an ageing society” (Drilling & Oehler,
2013, cited in Klöti et al., 2017). Practices in various
contexts show that numerous projects that implement
participatory planning processes often neglect less afflu-
ent or marginalised groups. These groups are less visi-
ble, less well represented or not well engaged in soci-
ety. Participation generally remains a top-down process
that tends to reproduce power structures and transform
them too little (Fabian & Huber, 2019; Klöti et al., 2017).
These statements lead to the question of whether and
how the many existing stereotypes of older people have
an influence on planning and implementation processes.
Do stereotypes reinforce the neglect and exclusion of
older people from (political) development processes? Do
stereotypes interfere with sustainable urban develop-
ment as advocated and supported by social work?

2. Research Question, Design and Methods

This research project focuses on the question of how
‘age-appropriate’ living environments are conceived,
practiced and lived and to what extent age-related
stereotypes impact on these processes.

A case study approach was adopted for data collec-
tion and analysis. According to Johansson (2003, p. 2) a
case study “should have a ‘case’ which is the object of
study. The ‘case’ should be a complex functioning unit,
be investigated in its natural context with a multitude of
methods, and be contemporary”. A case study seeks ex-
planations of social phenomena (Denzin, 2001). In this ar-
ticle, we have brought together the results and findings
of both cases in order to provide answers to the research
question. Recognising that practice in the context of ur-
ban planning can be very diverse, we do not see our con-
clusions as generalised statements, but rather as a central
basis for reflecting on similar development processes and
as a basis for further research (see also Flyvbjerg, 2006).

The two cases examined are an intergenerational
project to promote physical activity and a new city
square. The intergenerational project involved the de-
velopment, installation and use of equipment designed
to encourage older people and children to participate in
physical activity together. Five devices were installed in
a prominent position in an existing park in a quiet neigh-
bourhood. This was a typical, quite well-resourced resi-
dential area, with some businesses and good infrastruc-
ture for the residents. The new city square is in a much
more densely built and socially more diverse neighbour-
hood. The square is part of a larger, new settlement with
many residential units, businesses and a centre for older
people immediately next to it. Both cases were in an ur-
ban area in Switzerland and included the neighbourhood
area surrounding these starting points.

In a preparatory phase, documents from the two
cases were analysed in order to get to know them both
from the perspective of the planning bases (e.g., con-
cepts, planning and implementation descriptions) and
the relevant actors and potential interview partners (e.g.,
decision-makers, planning experts, and implementation
experts). Furthermore, two world cafés with older peo-
ple (case 1: n= 6/case 2: n = 12) were organised. World
Cafés are structured discussion groups (Brown & Isaacs,
2005). The goal of the world cafés was to sensitise the
participants to the research issue and generate poten-
tial candidates for the subsequent interviews and com-
mented walks. We therefore collaborated with organisa-
tions in the neighbourhood that work with and for older
people, and with centres for older people located within
the perimeter of our study area. Further, the world cafés
served to help us understand the importance of the
neighbourhood for the older people.

In a next phase for both cases, semi-structured in-
terviews (Edwards & Holland, 2013) were conducted by
three different researchers with experts as well as with
older people. A total of 11 experts from the fields of ur-
ban planning, landscape architecture, sports and phys-
ical activity sciences, product development and social
work were interviewed, focusing on stereotypes that ex-
ist among these professional actors and how they deal
with them in the context of their professional work (E1 to
E11 in the results chapter). A total of 10 interviews were
conducted with older people, focusing on how older
people live in their neighbourhoods and how they per-
ceive the built environment. A distinction was made be-
tween older people aged 70+ (Codes 70+/x) and older
people aged 50 to 60 (codes 50–60/x). In order to bet-
ter differentiate between both age groups, we use the
transition-cohorts of 60 to 70 as a buffer, which enables
the 50 to 60-year-old and 70+-year-old age groups to be
more clearly delimited in the target groups to be inter-
viewed. As far as possible, the interviews were comple-
mented with commented walks (Thibaud, 2013) which
focused on spatial aspects of ‘age-appropriate’ planning.
All the interviews and commentedwalkswere conducted
in Swiss German or German. They were audio-recorded
and then transcribed literally. For the older people, the
conditions for joining the study were their readiness and
ability to take part in an interview as well as a short walk
through the neighbourhood. All persons involved were
informed about the research process. Oral consent was
obtained to conduct the interviews and to use the data
for the research project in anonymous form.

Following a reflexive, grounded theory approach, the
data was analysed in an iterative process, moving back
and forth between initial and focused coding, memo-
writing and comparing data, thereby developing, explor-
ing and connecting ideas about the codes (Breuer, 2010;
Charmaz, 2005). In this process, Lefebvre’s theory of the
production of space was used as a sensitising concept
(Blumer, 1954) to guide our analysis. ATLAS.ti was used
to structure and analyse the data. Near the end of the re-
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search process, two reflexive workshops with older peo-
ple and planners (case 1: 2 older people, 2 experts/case 2:
4 older people, 4 experts) were held in order to validate
and discuss interpretations.

3. Results

In this section, we will explore, in a first part (section 3.1)
how spaces are practiced and lived by the older people
and to what extent age-related stereotypes impact on
these processes. In a second part (section 3.2), wewill fo-
cus on the conceived space from the point of view of the
experts, explore the limitations of age-appropriateness
in an urban context and present a few findings about par-
ticipation. The two cases in this study are combined in
this section, bringing the results together as there are no
notable differences with regard to the question raised
in this article. Furthermore, results show that the com-
mented walks served as a supplement to the interviews,
and some of the points were specified in greater detail
or explained using examples. The data from the inter-
views and commented walks thus flow together in the
results section.

3.1. From the Point of View of Older People

3.1.1. Everyday Practices and Spatial Practices

The people interviewed from the 70+ group described a
few relatively similar central forms of everyday practices
in the neighbourhood. A frequent practice is walking in
the neighbourhood, which is also associated with sitting
down and even reading. Walking regularly in this way
is described by some as a form of sporting activity. On
the other hand, walking and sitting down is sometimes
linkedwith observing changes in the neighbourhood and
a form of ‘being involved’. ‘Being involved’ means that
older people feel they are part of life, of society, or of
what is going on. On several occasions, older people re-
ported it as positive if a lot was going on in the neigh-
bourhood, for example, if many children were playing
there. Some grandparents described how they visited
the playgrounds in the neighbourhood with their grand-
children. In addition, drinking coffee, eating out and at-
tending appointments and events in the neighbourhood
were often mentioned. The importance of ‘nice cafés’
was mentioned. All these activities generally have an im-
portant social function in the sense of encounter and
exchange—they express a social and spatial practice, ac-
cording to Lefebvre. The importance of being able to
shop near home was mentioned by some, while for one
person, being able to use public transport to shop else-
where in the city was more important. Some people de-
scribed the neighbourhood almost exclusively as an ‘in-
termediate space’ on the way to other places, as a space
to be crossed.

There were no fundamental differences in everyday
practices in the neighbourhood as described by people

between 50 to 60 and those 70+. The exception is the
fact that the daily practice of the 50 to 60-year olds is
sometimes strongly characterised by their job, and there-
fore the usage of the neighbourhood is more often lim-
ited to off-peak times. Social contact in the neighbour-
hood was also considered to be of minor importance
in some cases, as people primarily feel involved and en-
gaged through their job. With regard to the imagined ev-
eryday life in the neighbourhood in 10 to 20 years, sev-
eral interviewees mentioned that it is extremely difficult
to think so far ahead. Nevertheless, some expressed the
idea that they would go to a café more often to main-
tain contact. Inwhat follows, wewill bewriting about the
older people in general, without differentiating between
the two age groups.

3.1.2. Meaning of the Neighbourhood: The Lived Space

The meaning attributed to the neighbourhood as the ex-
perienced or lived space in the descriptions of the older
people interviewed is framed by an inner and an outer
delimitation. Everyday practice partly takes place in a
relatively closed setting within the neighbourhood (in-
ner delimitation). This is particularly pronounced among
residents of centres for older people, where there are
many networks and a lot of social exchange between
the residents. These are made possible or organised via
in-house cafés or events in the centre and can thus be
maintained. In other forms of housing, social exchange
mainly takes place in people’s individual place of resi-
dence. On the other hand—in the outer delimitation—
many respondents aremobile anduse public transport to
move around the entire city or beyond. There is no pref-
erence for or restriction to concentrating on the home or
the immediate environment.

In spite of these delimitations, as mentioned above,
the neighbourhood is often seen as an important place
for recreation, allowing walks and outdoor activities, as
well as a place for ‘being involved’, allowing residents
to get out of their immediate surroundings and get in-
volved in social exchange.With regard to ‘being involved’,
one interviewee said that people used to say that older
people should have access to ‘nice and green’ spaces
(70+/4). That is only partially true, as she explained in
the following:

But they don’t want to go out into the green space;
they want to be able to see what the baker is doing to-
day….Yes, and connections to the past, whether it is as
it was, or what has changed. Yes of course, it is more
modern, but earlier it was more comfortable. Social
participation in everyday life, the closeness to every-
day life. (70+/4)

On the other hand, there are also people who see the
outdoor space more as a space for individual relaxation,
when fewer people or families with children are on the
move: “I prefer to go to the park when it is quiet, at my
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age. I like to sit on a bench or just walk around, just tak-
ing it as it comes” (70+/5). In general, however, people
reported that the need for social exchange is more pro-
nounced in old age, which is also linked to retirement.

As soon as physical problems limit the use of pub-
lic transport, the neighbourhood becomes increasingly
important. Referring to her walks in the neighbourhood,
one interviewee said that she was grateful that care
workers took older people out into the fresh air: “And
the neighbourhood itself is very important for this. Be-
cause taking wheelchairs onto the tram is nevertheless a
big task” (70+/4).

3.1.3. Stereotypes and Age Images

Older people also have age-related stereotypes and age
images, which relate to socio-spatial aspects. In the in-
terviews and walkthroughs, older people often talked
about other older people in general, and not about them-
selves, even though they were asked about their per-
sonal experience. They often made generalising state-
ments about the older population because, as one older
person said, “I’m probably not the classic older person,
because I’ll work until I drop” (70+/7). It is also interest-
ing that the term ‘age-appropriate’, in relation to spatial
design, is strongly rejected by some older people. Fur-
ther statements demonstrating age-related stereotypes
were that a certain park “is good for children, because
of the animals, but for us older people it is a bit too
far away” (70+/3). Another person said when she was
talking about benches: “They’re all too low; we don’t sit
down because we can’t get up anymore” (70+/1).

3.2. From the Point of View of the Experts

3.2.1. Older People, Stereotypes and the Planning

In the context of ‘age-appropriate’ planning and develop-
ment projects, the experts interviewed often described
older people as a homogeneous and fragile group. Al-
though different needs and requirements are attributed
to older people with regard to the neighbourhood, these
differentiated age images are seldom included in the
planning and development of ‘age-appropriate’ living
spaces. As soon as planning and development are in-
volved, this contradiction between one-sided, stereotypi-
cal and differentiated age images is resolved in favour of
uniform planning. Wheelchair accessibility in particular
is considered to be of central importance. For example,
“playground equipment...is being further developedwith
regard to wheelchair accessibility. Precisely because the
playground is also planned for senior citizens” (E1). This
view of older people as a fragile group finds its way into
planning-related measures. It is about maintaining and
restoring the physical health of older people: “Because
you know about balance and strength, you can influence
fall prevention in this sense, with balance and strength
training” (E6). Furthermore, there are efforts on the part

of planners to promote an active lifestyle among older
people. The aim is to reach them through play and “trick”
(E6) them into movement through physical activity and
interaction with children.

In general, it can be said that experts consider gen-
erational exchange to be of great importance, specifi-
cally between young and old: “The interaction between
old and young. It is explicitly play equipment, where the
younger park visitor or play visitor is partly dependent
on the older one” (E1). This generational exchange is in-
tended to not only promote physical activity amongolder
people, but also facilitate encounters and social contact.

It appears that age is often associated with func-
tional limitations. In particular, topics such as balance
problems, walking difficulties and health issues are of-
ten mentioned in connection with the idea of old age
and ageing. These age-related stereotypes in the form
of ascribed needs materialise in age-related aspects of
planning and the subsequent realisation of construction
projects. Here the existence of (age-appropriate) seat-
ing is considered as one of the most important plan-
ning elements for the planning and development of
age-appropriate living spaces: “And then we also have
situations again and again...where one can sit down,
where one can rest. Sometimes I have the feeling that
older people already feel their needs are quite satis-
fied” (E1). The choice of the model and the location of
seats is usually based on criteria such as seat height:
“The seating options vary in height, rising to 58cm so
that…older people can also sit downwithout sinking into
them” (E7). Armrests and the selection of sun-protected
places and “places where things happen” (E7) are almost
as important.

The materialisation of age-related stereotypes can
also be found in the following planning element—the
handrail: “Okay, what does the older person need? Above
all, they need handrails. A young mum doesn’t need a
handrail to hold herself” (E6). In one case, the handrail is
understood as the central planning moment for the per-
ception of safety of older people: “And for older people,
safety is perhaps even more important. That’s probably
why these holding options are so important” (E3). Accord-
ing to experts, the existence of infrastructure facilities,
such as toilets, restaurants, shopping facilities, etc., and
the planning of simple path systems represent further as-
pects of planning relevant to the planning and develop-
ment of ‘age-appropriate’ living spaces:

If you look at dementia gardens in this way, then it is
always the case that dementia gardens are designed
in such a way that you always find your way back to
the same point. So mostly it is a cycle, so when I start
and go straight ahead, I usually comeback to the same
point. It’s such a classic dementia garden theme that
people can’t get lost. (E7)

In planning processes, however, older people are not
only seen and characterised as people with physical lim-
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itations, but sometimes also as people “who are some-
what older, who also tend towards dementia” (E7).

3.2.2. Limitations of Age-Appropriateness

Experts face various challenges in the planning and
development of ‘age-appropriate’ living spaces. Stan-
dards and legal guidelines such as the Disability Equality
Act (Eidgenossenschaft, 2002), the Tree Protection Act
(Kanton Basel-Stadt, 1980), etc., significantly restrict the
scope for action of experts:

Then we have the Tree Protection Act here…and then
you have to make sure that the equipment does not
compete with the interests of tree protection. In addi-
tion, at the very end, it was of course the samewith all
the safety issues…and also keeping the overall budget
somewhere within the specified limits. (E1)

It is not uncommon, however, for conflicts of interest to
arise between legal guidelines and standards, and age-
appropriate planning aspects: “The need for safety on
the part of park visitors is already higher than the need
for intimacy on the part of older people” (E1).

Although in both case studies older people are de-
scribed as homogeneous and fragile, and rarely as a di-
verse group, the notion of age usually remains diffuse.
This is because older people are referred to by a vari-
ety of terms such as pensioners, (active) seniors, the
older, the very old, older people in retirement and nurs-
ing homes, etc. This diversity of terms can primarily be ex-
plained by the fact that experts take the surrounding res-
idential environment or the immediate neighbourhood
population into account when planning and developing
neighbourhood and urban development projects. For ex-
ample, residents of retirement and nursing homes are
often regarded as a relevant user group: “So the…care
home was very important to us, because they are right
on the site and use the site quite a lot” (E7). The term
‘age-appropriate’ also remains diffuse. On the one hand,
places that have certain planning elements are described
as ‘age-appropriate’. On the other hand, characteristics
such aswheelchair-accessible, obstacle-free, barrier-free,
paved, easy to understand, quiet, safe, green, planted,
shady, etc., are subsumed under ‘age-appropriate’: “The
strictest requirements are the ones we have for accessi-
ble constructions for disabled people. This has nothing to
do with age. There we have strict guidelines, which con-
cern fairness to disabled people, and if you keep to these,
you are, like, automatically also age-friendly” (E7).

3.2.3. Participation

In both cases under study older people were only
marginally included in the development processes. Some
of the experts’ ideas or stereotypes regarding older peo-
ple play a central role: “I never had the feeling that they
wanted to have a big say in things”. This expert also said:

“If you let too many people have a say, nothing actually
comes out in the end...because everyone blocks every-
one else” (E4). Another expert said:

One could of course have involved even more older
people, but that is of course still difficult, probably
to find the right people, who also have the ability—
I don’t know, [and] I mean, an older person sees it
differently, but you also have to have the person who
can really bring it to the point. (E2)

Yet another expert said: “Yes, we had an event where
we presented the project....When you talk to older peo-
ple, you also have to transmit relatively simplemessages,
let’s say, so that you are understood” (E7).

4. Conclusions

Thus far, based on the three factors of Henri Lefebvre’s
(1991) theory, we have presented some results arising
from the perspectives of the experts and the older peo-
ple. Below, the three kinds of stereotypes that we have
linked to Lefebvre’s three factors are discussed in or-
der to then explore the concept of participation. Finally,
some recommendations for social work are outlined.

Although the results mainly show age-related stereo-
types and generalised images of older people (ascribed
stereotypes), it must be said that some more differenti-
ated age images were also presented in the interviews.
Nevertheless, stereotypes predominate. Due to the com-
plexity of circumstances in the context of spatial and
urban development, certain challenges are on the rise:
firstly, urban development must find solutions that are
suitable for everyone, for all residents and citizens. In
addition, various laws and standards restrict the range
of possibilities for development. We have learned that
simplifying stereotypes is a good way of finding those so-
lutions that are valid for a broad group (cf. Buse et al.,
2016). This does not mean that these experts are trying
to make their work easier. Stereotypes, however, may
block the planners’ view of the diverse needs, resources,
opportunities and interests other people have.

The materialised stereotypes are embodied in the
spatial practice. The solutions developed, and especially
the processes involved in development, are shaped by
stereotypes—but not only by these. In particular, one
of the two cases under study also incorporated scien-
tific evidence. As Day (2008, p. 47) said: “Participants
emphasised that older people often have a wealth of
experience, knowledge and skills that could be directly
useful in many spheres, but that this resource was over-
looked”. One finding is that experts sometimes lack suf-
ficient knowledge about participation and methodologi-
cal skills. Moreover, there is also a lack of courage and
trust that participatory approaches are appropriate and
can lead to better solutions.

Older people perceive and judge the world and their
environment from a very subjective point of view. How-
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ever, age is not the only decisive factor in how the world
is perceived. Rather, biographical, familial, social, and
health and mobility-related aspects also play a major
role, together with many more. Accessibility to public
space, shopping, etc., can be improved, e.g., by avoiding
an obstacle: as long as public transport can be used au-
tonomously, it can also be used to avoid ‘obstacles’ in the
immediate living environment. Therefore, great impor-
tance is placed on the accessibility and usability of public
transport. We have learned that self-attributed stereo-
types of older people thus play a role. The influence of
these stereotypes on one’s own behaviour or on quality
of life is in the end rather subjective. It is important to un-
derstand that different older peoplemay develop individ-
ual coping strategies for dealing with these stereotypes.
This also demonstrates that solutions that are intended
to be equally good and of equal use for all (older) people
are practically impossible.

In the context of age-appropriate developments and
solutions, participation is a central concept. On the
one hand, there are various guiding documents that
emphasise participation in social and political aspects
of life, among other things, and which address the in-
clusion of people, including the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948), Principles
for Older Persons (United Nations, 1991), Age-Friendly
City (World Health Organisation, 2007) and New Urban
Agenda (United Nations, 2017a). In these documents,
participation is defined as having the opportunity to par-
ticipate or to be involved in social and political activities.
However, participation goes beyond that. Participation
involves a theoretical concept, social values and working
methods. Central elements are: information, collabora-
tion (co-development, co-creation), taking part in deci-
sions (design, realisation) and co-responsibility (Fabian
& Huber, 2019). The stereotypes related to older people,
which also exist in the field of spatial and urban planning,
influence the willingness of decision-makers to see par-
ticipation as a possibility and as a valid approach, and to
enable or permit it accordingly.

The claim that older people should be involved in the
planning and design of their living environment is not
a new one. Buffel, Philippson and Scharf (2012, p. 609)
emphasise that the active participation of older people
is essential: “Involving older people in the development
and maintenance of age-friendly environments respects
a crucial goal for social policy. Achieving this…will require
a radical shift from producing urban environments for
people to developing neighbourhoods with and by older
people” (cf. World Health Organization, 2016). The ques-
tion is, how can we advocate and promote the participa-
tion of older people in a planning culture and practice in
view of the given practice and stereotypes that form a
barrier here?

Social work as a profession, and in particular
planning-oriented social work, has the goal of repre-
senting people’s interests in planning processes or cre-
ating possibilities for the direct participation of citizens.

A whole range of tasks exists in the context of the ques-
tions explored above. First, social work has the task of
pointing out the realities outlined, advocating differen-
tiated ways of looking at things, focusing on older peo-
ple not only in terms of their problems and limitations,
but above all, in terms of their potentials and resources.
Social work has the task of promoting comprehensive
and equitable participation in order to better address
the heterogeneity of the needs of older people. As a con-
sequence of some of the above-mentioned stereotypes,
older people are sometimes seen or treated asweak peo-
ple. Even if they have certain rights, as shown above,
stereotypes can be a big barrier to being perceived as
full members of society. The consequences are some-
times ageist, and older people are excluded from soci-
ety. Second, social work should promote discussion and
actively participate in how urban planning can best be
implemented for people. The goal must be the improve-
ment of quality of life and inclusion of the older people
and all residents. This can only be achieved togetherwith
the people. An urban planning approach must take into
account the constant changes in the city and society and
needs a more flexible concept for ‘all generations’. This
corresponds in certain ways to the lived spaces of Lefeb-
vre (cf. Biggs & Carr, 2016). Third, with regard to age-
related stereotypes, social work should engage in educat-
ing and sensitising planners and other professionals. This
work is part of the social worker’s role as advocate for
marginalised groups. In addition, social work must also
engage in the current intensive international discourse
on age-related discrimination. This discourse takes place
inmany fields of action, but onlymarginally in the field of
urban planning (cf. Ayalon & Tesch-Römer, 2018). Fourth,
this study shows that there are major gaps in research.
We have observed that stereotypes are common. In ad-
dition, we have first indications that they have an influ-
ence on planning and implementation processes. Impor-
tant research questions arise, for instance: What influ-
ence do stereotypes have on planning and implementa-
tion processes? Are these influences negative? And if so,
for whom or for what? Are there groups of older peo-
ple who are more affected than others? Are exclusion
processes observable? In the complex structure of urban
planning, is it possible to empirically establish a structure
of effects that shows how stereotypes work and which
moderating factors are involved? Can planning processes
be improved through information and sensitisation of ex-
perts and decision-makers in the sense of integrative and
fair consultation? As our population ages, these ques-
tions will have increasing importance for the field of so-
cial work and beyond. The complexity of the field of ur-
ban planning, but also the questions raised here, show
that research in this field must also be interdisciplinary.
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