encyclopedia

Entry

Age-Friendly Built Environment

Hing-Wah Chau *

check for

updates
Citation: Chau, H.-W.; Jamei, E.
Age-Friendly Built Environment.
Encyclopedia 2021, 1, 781-791. https://
doi.org/10.3390/encyclopedial030060

Academic Editor: Antonio Frattari

Received: 6 June 2021
Accepted: 5 August 2021
Published: 10 August 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

and Elmira Jamei

Built Environment Discipline Group, Institute for Sustainable Industries and Liveable Cities,
College of Engineering and Science, Victoria University, Footscray, VIC 3155, Australia; elmirajamei@vu.edu.au
* Correspondence: Hing-Wah.Chau@vu.edu.au

Definition: Age-friendly built environments have been promoted by the World Health Organisation
(WHO, Geneva, Switzerland) under the Global Age-friendly Cities (AFC) movement in which
three domains are related to the built environment. These are: housing, transportation, outdoor
spaces and public buildings. The aim is to foster active ageing by optimising opportunities for
older adults to maximise their independent living ability and participate in their communities to
enhance their quality of life and wellbeing. An age-friendly built environment is inclusive, accessible,
respects individual needs and addresses the wide range of capacities across the course of life. Age-
friendly housing promotes ageing in familiar surroundings and maintains social connections at the
neighbourhood and community levels. Both age-friendly housing and buildings provide barrier-free
provisions to minimise the needs for subsequent adaptations. Age-friendly public and outdoor
spaces encourage older adults to spend time outside and engage with others against isolation and
loneliness. Age-friendly public transport enables older adults to get around and enhances their
mobility. For achieving an age-friendly living environment, a holistic approach is required to enable
independent living, inclusion and active participation of older adults in society. The eight domains
of the AFC movement are not mutually exclusive but overlap and support with one another.
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1. Introduction

The world population is growing older according to the World Population Prospects
2019 published by the United Nations. Persons aged 65 or above outnumbered children
under five years old globally for the first time in history in 2018. One in eleven people
in the world (9%) were aged 65 or above in 2019, which is projected to increase to one in
six people (16%) by 2050. This figure is even projected to be one to four (25%) in Europe and
North America by 2050. Lower birth rates and higher life expectancies are transforming
the age pyramid shape, especially for developed countries. Another significant trend
is urbanisation, which is projected to increase from 53% of people living in urban areas
in 2020 to 70% in 2050 [1]. In response to the twin factors of population ageing and
urbanisation, the World Health Organisation (WHO, Geneva, Switzerland) published Global
Age-friendly Cities: A Guide (AFC Guide) in 2007 to enhance the age-friendliness of urban
environments [2]. The demographic change towards a much older population structure
has considerable consequences for the built environment, social welfare and community
services. There is a framework of eight domains to enhance the age-friendliness of cities
which can be classified into three categories: (1) the built environment to cover housing,
outdoor spaces, public buildings and transportation; (2) social aspects to cover respect and
social inclusion, employment, social and civic participation; and (3) service provisions to
cover community support and health services, communication and information. The aim
of this encyclopedic entry is to unfold the underlying idea of the AFC movement, highlight
the importance of creating age-friendly built environments and provide recommendations.

The Global AFC movement can be traced back to the resolution 33/52 of the United
Nations General Assembly on 14 December 1978 in which worldwide attention was called

Encyclopedia 2021, 1, 781-791. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/encyclopedial030060

https:/ /www.mdpi.com/journal/encyclopedia


https://www.mdpi.com/journal/encyclopedia
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3501-9882
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4270-0326
https://doi.org/10.3390/encyclopedia1030060
https://doi.org/10.3390/encyclopedia1030060
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/encyclopedia1030060
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/encyclopedia
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/encyclopedia1030060?type=check_update&version=2

Encyclopedia 2021, 1

782

to the problems of ageing [3]. Subsequently, the First World Assembly on Ageing was
held in Vienna in 1982, resulting in the Vienna International Plan of Action on Ageing with
62 recommendations for formulating relevant policies and programmes on ageing [4].
After 20 years, the Second World Assembly on Ageing was held in Madrid in 2002 to
review the implementation of the previous Vienna International Plan and to release the
Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing which focused on three priority areas: older
persons and development, advancing health and wellbeing into old age, and ensuring
enabling and supportive environments [5].

As a contribution to the Second World Assembly on Ageing, the WHO published the
Active Ageing: A Policy Framework in 2002 to formulate action plans that promote health and
active aging [6]. The underlying idea of the AFC movement is the policy framework for
active ageing. Active ageing aims to extend healthy life expectancy and enhance quality
of life as people age. The word ‘active” does not merely refer to physically active but
also refers to the continual participation in social, economic, civil, cultural and spiritual
affairs according to personal needs, desires and capabilities. Active ageing arouses people’s
awareness of their social, physical and mental wellbeing and highlights the importance of
maximising autonomy, mobility and engagement. On one hand, maintaining independence
to make personal decisions in relation to daily living based on own preferences is a key goal;
on the other hand, maintaining social interaction including intergenerational relationships
for older adults is crucial as ageing takes place within the context of others, including
friends, neighbours and family members. Since the decline in personal abilities and skills
vary from a life course perspective, the supportive and enabling living environments
promoted by the age-friendly city movement thus do not only cater for older adults but
also address the needs of a diverse group of people.

The WHO Global Network of Age-friendly Cities and Communities (GNAFCC) was
then launched in 2010. It is a broad-scale effort under rapid expansion and now involves
a total of 1114 cities and communities in 44 countries [7]. The Global Network serves
as a platform for providing connection and support among different communities and
cities worldwide to inspire change and to find appropriate innovative and evidence-based
solutions. The vision of the Global Network is for every city and community to strive to
become increasingly age-friendly [8].

For achieving an age-friendly living environment, a holistic approach is required to
enable independent living, inclusion and active participation of older adults in society. The
eight domains of the AFC Guide are not mutually exclusive but overlap and support with
one another. For example, respect and social inclusion are reflected in the barrier-free access
to outdoor spaces and public buildings. Availability of communication and information
allow people to connect for social and civic participation.

2. Applications and Influences

The built environment refers to human-made physical spaces for living, working and
recreation. It ranges in scale from buildings, public and open spaces to neighbourhoods
and communities, as well as streets and transportation systems. The built environment has
a significant impact on the wellbeing and quality of life of older adults.

2.1. Age-Friendly Housing and Buildings

Older adults tend to spend considerably more time at home compared to other age
groups [9]. Homes provide older adults with familiar physical setting and emotional
affinity in terms of personal experiences and memories [10]. Although ageing may involve
deterioration in mobility, visual or hearing abilities and affect cognition and mental capa-
bility, it is still desirable for older adults to continue to live in their own homes as long
as possible under the notion of ‘ageing in place’ [11]. The concept of ageing in place is
broad, involving personal attachment to place [12]. Attachment to place enables older
adults to preserve a sense of identity and independence [13]. Ageing in place does not
necessarily imply the continual stay in the same dwelling throughout the later life, but also
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includes the scenario of downsizing or moving to another home with better accessibility to
maximise the use of remaining abilities for independent or assisted living [14].

There are a range of housing options for older adults depending on their degree
of mobility and levels of impairment, from ordinary houses, apartment units and retire-
ment housing for independent living, extra care housing with required personal support
for assisted living, to residential aged care facilities with nursing care for institutional
living [15]. In this continuum of housing options, one end is the long-term family home
available in the ordinary housing market, whereas another end is the institutional setting of
residential aged care facilities for those who are vulnerable with high levels of dependency.
Supporting older adults to age in place at their home settings can delay or obviate the need
to move to institutional aged care facilities [16].

Housing design with due consideration of the changing needs across the life course
caters for ageing in place. The rationale is to support accessibility and facilitate the ease of
movement for a wide range of abilities of residents to enable them to live independently,
safely and comfortably to minimise the need for subsequent alternation and retrofitting.
Age-friendly housing not only provides benefits to residents for ageing well, but also has
public value to reduce the resources spent on institutional care facilities [17]. People have
spent more time at home than ever before especially during the coronavirus lockdown
periods. Under the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, residential aged care facilities have
experienced significant challenges to control infection and minimise disease transmission
by enforcing no outside visitor policies and requiring residents to remain in their rooms.
However, these measures have had ongoing detrimental effects on the overall health and
wellbeing of residents [18]. This highlights the importance of enabling older adults to
remain in their own homes as long as possible through age-friendly housing design and
technology-supported smart home provisions.

There are different approaches towards increased accessibility and adaptability of
housing and buildings such as universal design, inclusive design, design for all and
accessible design [19-21]. Despite the lack of consistent terminology, the rationale behind
accessibility is quite similar, highlighting the importance of non-discrimination, social
inclusion and equity [22]. Design guidelines and accreditation schemes of age-friendly
housing have been established in some developed countries, such as Lifetime Homes
Design Guide in the UK, Livable Housing Design Guidelines in Australia and the newly
developed Homes4Life in Europe.

The idea of the Lifetime Homes Standard originated from the Helen Hamlyn founda-
tion and the Habinteg Housing Association in the late 1980s. It is based on five overarch-
ing principles: inclusivity, accessibility, adaptability, sustainability and good value with
16 design criteria to address the changing needs of individuals and families at different
stages of life [23]. The Lifetime Homes Design Guide heavily influenced the development
of accessibility requirements of the Building Regulations in the UK. Referring to Part M of
the Building Regulations, M4(1) is mandatory to set the minimum standards of accessibility
for visitable dwellings, while M4(2) and M4(3) are optional for accessible and adaptable
dwellings and wheelchair user dwellings, respectively, in which the optional requirement
of M4(2) is broadly equivalent to the Lifetime Homes Design Guide. The minimum baseline
standard of M4(1) has been criticised to be too low to meet the actual needs [24,25]. A
consultation paper was published by the UK government in 2020 to consider how to raise
accessibility standards of new homes [26].

The Livable Housing Design Guidelines was developed as an outcome of the Na-
tional Dialogue on Universal Housing Design which was formed in 2009 consisting of
representatives from the government, key stakeholder groups from the ageing, disability
and community support sectors and the residential building and property industry. The
voluntary guidelines describe 15 liveable design elements which provide guidance on
the expected performance to achieve silver, gold or platinum level accreditation. The
first seven elements cover the core requirements of the basic silver level accreditation,
whereas the platinum level requires the compliance of all 15 elements [27]. According to
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the strategic plan in 2010, the original target was set to require all new houses to comply
with silver level by 2020 [28]. However, such voluntary provision was hard to achieve the
aspirational target [29,30]. Only a low proportion of 5% of new housing could comply with
the guidelines by 2020 [31]. Australia is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and has obligations about universal
design in housing [32]. Considering the failure to meet the 2020 target, the United Nations
Committee (New York, NY, USA) supported the recommendation for a mandated approach
through legislation [33]. A majority of building ministers in Australia finally agreed to
include minimum accessibility provisions for residential housing and apartments in the
National Construction Code 2022 based on the silver level of the Livable Housing Design
Guidelines [34].

The Homes4Life project titled ‘certified smart and integrated living environments
for ageing well” is a new European certification scheme which started in December 2018
after receiving funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme (grant agreement no. 826295). The project is run by a multidisciplinary group
from five countries (Spain, France, The Netherlands, Italy and Belgium) [35]. By adopting
a holistic approach, the evaluation framework of Homes4Life covers six aspects: physical,
outdoor access, economic, social, personal and management domains for both new and
existing residential buildings. Affordability, privacy and dignity, identity and emotional
connectivity are taken into consideration. Compared with the Lifetime Homes Design
Guide in the UK and the Livable Housing Design Guidelines in Australia, Home4Life puts
a specific focus on smart home technologies. For encouraging digitally enriched dwellings
to support home-based independent living, the category of smart readiness is introduced in
the Homes4Life certification scheme, covering wireless and wired connectivity, network in-
frastructure and interoperability, IT infrastructure and application programming interfaces,
as well as digital security and data protection [36]. Such comprehensive evaluation frame-
work aims to provide a more responsive age-friendly housing for older adults equipped
with digital services (such as telecommunication, telehealth and telecare) to maintain social
connectedness, health and wellbeing across the life course, together with home-based
monitoring technologies with motion sensors, real-time monitoring and reliable alerts to
mitigate risks and ensure their safety and security at home [37-39].

It is important for buildings, especially public facilities, to be easily accessible and
conveniently used regardless of the age, ability or status of end users. Features that are
considered necessary for age-friendly buildings include ramps, elevators, handrails, slip-
resistant flooring, seating, accessible public toilets, signage and priority parking bays.
Barrier-free buildings address the needs of older adults and empower them to participate
in society with inclusion and equity.

2.2. Age-Friendly Public Spaces and Neighbourhoods/Communities

Age-friendly housing and buildings are associated with accessible public and outdoor
spaces as well as effective social support services and facilities within neighbourhoods to
enhance the quality of life and wellbeing of older adults. It is common for older adults to
feel lonely and depressed, especially for those who are living alone without a spouse or a
partner [40,41]. If public spaces are age-friendly for people to feel safe and comfortable, their
willingness to spend time outside will increase. Popular public spaces, such as cafes, parks,
shopping malls, libraries, markets and community centres, are regarded as third places,
which are different from the first place (home) or the second place (work/school) [42].
Third places foster voluntary social interaction and provide opportunities for older adults
to engage in their local communities to form weak and strong social ties with others against
isolation and loneliness [43].

There is a close relationship between the built environment, physical activity and
health [44,45]. Regular physical activity contributes to beneficial health effects against
overweight or obesity [45]. Since walking is a key outdoor physical activity of older adults,
so the built environment is commonly assessed by its walkability [46]. A neighbourhood
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walkability depends on the land use mix, street connectivity and residential density [47].
An appropriate functional mix integrating residential, commercial and communal uses
attracts people to go outside on various schedules. Street connectivity correlates with the
street pattern and block size and is an indicator of how accessible a neighbourhood is.
Residential density refers to the dense concentration of people, which is regarded as an
important condition for ‘flourishing city life’ and ‘a visibly lively public street life” [48].
Older adults living in mixed-use, better connected and more compact neighbourhoods
are more likely to be active as the walking distances between destinations and homes are
shortened [49]. Other factors that affect the walkability of the built environment include
pedestrian safety from vehicular traffic with lower speed limits and more road crossings,
connectivity of pedestrian facilities, public safety from crime and violence, trees and
vegetation for shading and amenity, adequate lighting for illumination, distinctive signage
for wayfinding, user-friendly street furniture and inclusive urban design with barrier-free
access [50-52].

The notion of ageing in place extends from age-friendly housing to neighbourhoods
and communities. Ageing in place encourages older adults with some degree of inde-
pendent living ability to remain in their familiar surroundings for longer to maintain
their routines, habits and ongoing social connections with others [53]. It is beneficial for
older adults to stay in familiar neighbourhoods and communities in their later life, which
provides them with a sense of security and belonging. Secure neighbourhoods encourage
older adults to spend time outside in confidence to participate in various activities, which
enhance cross-generational social encounters. The strategy of lifetime homes and lifetime
neighbourhoods was launched in the UK in 2008 to promote a range of affordable and
accessible housing choices, to enable residents to connect with other people at the com-
munity level and to empower them to develop lifetime neighbourhoods [54]. The six key
components of lifetime neighbourhoods are: housing, the built and natural environments,
services and amenities, social networks/wellbeing, accessibility and resident empower-
ment [55]. Similarly, the Lifelong Communities Handbook: Creating Opportunities for Lifelong
Living was published in 2009 in the US [56]. The seven principles of lifelong communities
are: diversity of dwelling types, neighbourhood retail and services, pedestrian access
and transit, connectivity, social interaction, healthy living and consideration for existing
residents. An enabling built environment with associated social infrastructure supports
health and wellbeing over an individual’s lifetime [57].

2.3. Age-Friendly Transportation

Walkable age-friendly neighbourhoods and communities provide a safe and well-
connected pedestrian network with various transport modes. The availability and accessi-
bility of safe, frequent and reliable public transport facilitates older adults to get around and
enhance their mobility. Service quality and travel safety perceptions affect the perceived
accessibility of public transport [58]. The age-friendly design of train stations, tram and
bus stops is equipped with seating benches, shelters and adequate lighting. The provisions
of ramps, elevators and escalators to platforms and low-floor boarding onto buses offer
ease of access. Priority seats on public transport encourage passengers to offer seats to
older adults and other users in need. The affordability of public transport is also a factor to
be considered. In some countries, older adults are entitled to concession fares or even free
access to public transport such as buses, trains and trams. This allows them to access to
health-related services and communal facilities. Travelling by public transport provides
opportunities for social encounters and enables the enjoyment of ‘the spectacle of others’
interactions and the sense of life going on’ [59]. Mobility enhancement through the use of
public transport leads to an increase in the quality of life of older adults and a reduction in
social exclusion [60].

In addition to walkability, the built environment can be assessed by its bikeability or
level of bicycle-friendliness [61]. Cycling is an environmentally sustainable transportation
mode to reduce vehicle use and improve air quality. It is also a form of physical activity that
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contributes to public health as part of an active ageing agenda [62]. Factors affecting the cycling
participation of older adults include segregation from vehicular traffic, safety, other cyclists’
behaviour, convenience and availability of the relevant infrastructure [63]. Electric bicycles
(also called e-bikes) are increasingly popular and stimulate cycling participation. E-bikes are
battery-driven and enable users to ride longer distances in comfort with reduced effort [64].
From the planning perspective, it is important to design and provide well-connected bike
tracks (or cycling trails) to stimulate transportation cycling among older adults.

For those older adults living in suburbs and remote areas with a lack of public trans-
port, car ownership is associated with their mobility and wellbeing closely. The continuing
decline in cognitive, sensory and physical abilities of older adults may cause slow reaction
times, poor eyesight, hearing impairment, attention difficulty and memory loss, resulting
in driving risks and other safety concerns [65]. Driving cessation is a difficult and chal-
lenging issue for older adults, especially for those who have been used to driving. The
transition to a non-driving status leads to a sense of loss of independence and the feeling
of depression [66,67]. The emergence of fully-autonomous or driverless vehicles may be
a solution to offer stress-free door-to-door mobility and increase travel opportunities for
older adults, but the popularity of this emerging transport technology depends on its
accessibility, reliability and affordability [68,69].

3. Conclusions and Prospects

Facing population ageing and urbanisation, there is a pressing need to create age-
friendly built environments for people to have fair and just opportunities to continue their
lifestyles and participate in their communities to enhance their quality of life and wellbeing
regardless of their age or ability. Ageing in place is promoted for older adults to stay in
their familiar living environment to maintain social engagement at the neighbourhood
and community levels. It is beneficial for them to live at home as long as possible to
minimise the need of staying in institutional setting of aged care facilities. For achieving
ageing in place, accessible, adaptable and affordable housing options should be avail-
able and smart technologies are highly preferrable to be integrated in housing design to
support independent living, assisted living and various digital services. Although there
are voluntary design guidelines of age-friendly housing and buildings, there is a lack of
incentives for private developers to put additional resources to address the needs of the
ageing population. Therefore, the existing voluntary design guidelines are recommended
to be replaced by regulatory approaches through legislation to benefit people of all ages
and abilities. Government and local councils should be more proactive in enhancing the
age-friendliness of built environment as exemplars.

Built environments are often designed and planned by professional people with
limited diversity, but not all voices are heard, especially those from marginalised groups.
Co-design is a possible way to engage with older adults as collaborators and partners in
which their contribution and participation are valued and acknowledged. Despite the
challenge of embedding co-design practice into design processes and procedures involving
potential time and cost implications, it is worthwhile to take into due consideration of
various views from different stakeholders to ensure that their needs are addressed in the
design outcome. In addition to planning and design, the participation of older adults
in other decision-making processes should be widened to empower them to share their
valuable knowledge and experience in enhancing the overall age-friendliness of their
neighbourhoods and communities.

The age-friendly built environment is inclusive and accessible through tangible physical
infrastructure, building design, public and outdoor open space arrangement and transporta-
tion provisions. Other domains of AFC Guide cover intangible aspects, including respect
and social inclusion, community support and communication. Both tangible and intangible
aspects are complimentary with one another. It is of paramount importance to take a holistic
comprehensive approach to optimise both physical and social environments with supportive
service provisions to accommodate the growing ageing population.
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The idea of age-friendliness has successfully attracted many cities around the world to

join the GNAFCC, which seems to be a distinctive branding strategy for cities. Compared with
high-sounding commitment, it is crucial to implement age-friendly initiatives and programs in
a sustainable manner at the national and state government levels, as well as local communities
and neighbourhoods, to address the changing needs across the life course.

4. Lists of Design Standards and Guidelines
4.1. Age-Friendly Housing and Buildings

Accessibility of Housing: A Handbook of Inclusive Affordable Housing Solutions for
Persons with Disabilities and Older Persons [70];

ADA Standards for Accessible Design;

ANSI A117.1 Accessible and Usable Buildings and Facilities;

AS 1428.1 Design for Access and Mobility—General Requirements for Access—-New
Building Work;

AS 1428.2 Design for Access and Mobility-Enhanced and Additional Requirements—
Buildings and Facilities;

AS 4299 Adaptable Housing;

BS 4467 Guide to Dimensions in Designing for Elderly People;

BS 8300-2 Design of an Accessible and Inclusive Built Environment-Part 2: Buildings—
Code of Practice;

BS 9266 Design of Accessible and Adaptable General Needs Housing—Code of Practice;
Design Principles for Extra Care Housing [15]

Designing for Inclusion and Independence: An Explanatory Guide to support the
Briefing and Design of Accessible Housing [71];

Homes4Life: Certification for Ageing in Place [35];

Housing Enabler Screening Tool [72];

Housing for Life [73];

ICC A117.1 Standard for Accessible and Usable Buildings and Facilities;

ISO/IEC Guide 71 Guide for Addressing Accessibility in Standards;

ISO TR 22,411 Ergonomics Data for Use in the Application of ISO/IEC Guide 71
Lifetime Homes Design Guide [23];

Livable Housing Design Guidelines [27];

Lifemark Design Standards Handbook [74];

FlexHousing: Building Adaptable Housing [75];

Older Persons Housing Design: A European Good Practice Guide [76];

Universal Design for Houses [77];

Universal Housing Design Guidelines [78];

Wheelchair Housing Design Guide [79].

4.2. Age-Friendly Public Spaces and Neighbourhoods/Communities

BIP 2228 Inclusive Urban Design: A Guide to Creating Accessible Public Spaces;

BS 8300-1 Design of an Accessible and Inclusive Built Environment-Part 1: External
Environment—Code of Practice;

DD ENV 14383-2 Prevention of Crime-Urban Planning and Design-Part 2: Urban
Planning;

Enabling Inclusive Cities: Tool Kit for Inclusive Urban Development [80];

Good Practices of Accessible Urban Development [81];

Lifelong Communities Handbook: Creating Opportunities for Lifelong Living [56]
Lifetime Neighbourhoods [55];

Livable Communities: An Evaluation Guide [82];

Neighbourhoods for Life: A Checklist of Recommendations for Designing Dementia-
friendly Outdoor Environments [83];

The Inclusive Imperative: Towards Disability-inclusive and Accessible Urban Devel-
opment: Key Recommendations for an Inclusive Urban Agenda [84].



Encyclopedia 2021, 1 788

4.3. Age-Friendly Transportation

e Connecting Transportation & Health: A Guide to Communication & Collabora-
tion. [85];

e  Guidelines: Equivalent Access under the Disability Standards for Accessible Public
Transport 2002 (Cth) [86];
Improving Transport Accessibility for All: Guide to Good Practice [87];
Improving Accessibility to Transport for People with Limited Mobility (PLM): A
Practical Guidance Note [88];
Inclusive Mobility: Making Transport Accessible for Passengers and Pedestrians [89];
The Whole Journey: A Guide for Thinking Beyond Compliance to Create Accessible
Public Transport Journeys [90];

e  Transit Universal Design Guidelines: Principles and Best Practices for Implementing
Universal Design in Transit [91].
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