Exploring Service Change,
Older People’s Access and

Impact: Does Rurality Matter?

Charlotte Hamilton
PhD
University of York
Social Policy and Social Work

September 2015



Abstract

Previous research has highlighted closures and changes to the provision of
‘everyday’ services in rural areas. Service reconfiguration may
disproportionately affect older people, who are overrepresented in the rural
population. Research has shown that older people value opportunities for social
interaction such local services offer alongside their instrumental value.
Published literature has not examined the impact of changes to diverse private
and public services both individually and cumulatively. This research is placed

in the context of existing social policies pertinent to rural service provision.

This thesis adopts a mixed methods approach with a convergent parallel
design. The quantitative strand draws on data compiled by the Commission for
Rural Communities, a Freedom of Information response from the Post Office
and the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing to examine the context of service
change in England and older people’s perceptions of access. The qualitative
strand uses a case study of a rural village that has experienced change in
service provision to explore the impact on older residents. Drawing together the
inferences from all data sources, it becomes apparent that there is a wide range
of potential impacts (and unintended consequences) of service change.
Everyday services are interrelated and can result in cumulative change or
closure. Alternative forms of provision, such as mobile services, need more
consideration and community consultation before their implementation. Finally,
this research highlights the diversity of rural older age in affecting the impact of
change; differences in rurality and older age increase the complexity. By using
multiple research approaches, data sources and analysis techniques, this thesis
can take a holistic approach to examining the service environment. Objective
and subjective impacts are considered, from the perspective of older people in

the community.
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1 Introduction

The United Kingdom is an ageing nation, but it is not ageing at an equal rate;
rural areas are ageing faster than urban areas (ONS, 2012; Blake, 2009;
Champion and Shepherd, 2006; RERC, 2005). This trend is still observed when
England is examined separately from the rest of the UK (see Champion and
Shepherd, 2006; RERC, 2005). As a result, older people are overrepresented in
rural areas of England (see Defra, 2013a). In parallel, rural areas are
undergoing changes to the local service environment. ‘Everyday’ services, such
as banks, shops and Post Offices are decreasing in favour of centralised and
online access (see BBC, 2014a; BBC, 2014b; BIS, 2010; Meneely et al., 2009;
Wilson et al., 2004). Policy in this area lacks a focus on the crossover of ageing

in changeable rural environments, and its implications.

In this context, it is vital to explore the issue of ‘everyday’ service change and
the possible impact on older people, with a particular focus on rurality, given the
accelerated ageing of rural areas. This is an important area for social policy as
there could be implications for the sustainability of people ageing in their
communities. It is therefore crucial to consider ageing in the context of the
environment in which it occurs. As such, the overall research aim is to
contribute to the social gerontology literature on ageing in rural communities
that have undergone service change; and to add to the social policy literature
evidence on the role of policy in ensuring enabling, rural environments suitable

for ageing.

This area of interest is explored by addressing three complementary research
objectives, using mixed methods. The first route tracks service change at
different time points, and uses a case example, to assess whether or not rural
areas are more vulnerable to changes in the service environment than urban
areas. The second strand examines whether there is a rural dimension to older
people’s perceptions of their access to services as they age. The final course of
enquiry explores the potential impacts of service change on older people living
in rural communities. The findings from each of these strands are then drawn

together to address the overarching research aim from different perspectives.
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This introduction will outline the context of the study, including the issues
around rural ageing, the changing service environment, relevant policies and
the academic environment. This is followed by an explanation of the research
aims and approach and an overview of the structure of the rest of the thesis.

1.1 Context

1.1.1 Rural ageing

The population of the UK is ageing, both by measures of the proportion of the
population aged 65 and over and by the median age (ONS, 2012; Blake, 2009).
Projections of the population suggest that this trend is likely to extend into the
future (ONS, 2012). Population ageing in the UK has been attributed to
increased longevity, meaning more people are reaching older age and living
longer in older age, alongside low fertility rates meaning there are fewer young
people (see ONS, 2012; Blake, 2009; Champion and Shepherd, 2006). As
evidence of increased longevity, the population group with the fastest growth is
those aged 85 and over (ONS, 2012; Blake, 2009).

The population of the UK is not ageing at a uniform rate. In 2010, Wales had the
highest (and Northern Ireland the lowest) median age and proportion of its
population aged 65 and over out of the constituent countries of the UK (ONS,
2012). The South West of England, however, had a higher median age than
Wales overall in 2007 (Blake, 2009). Between 1985 and 2010, England had the
steadiest rate of ageing compared with the rest of the UK (ONS, 2012).
Population projections for the UK to 2035 predict a narrowing of the rates of

ageing between the constituent countries (ONS, 2012).

Rates of ageing further differ within the countries of the UK. In England there
are proportionately more older people in rural than in urban areas; 21 per cent
of the rural population is aged 65 or over, compared with 15.3 per cent of the
population of urban areas (Defra, 2013a). Even this sub-national trend
disguises a wide degree of variation occurring at the Local Authority (LA) level.
For example, in 2007, 30 per cent of the population of the LA of Christchurch
was aged 65 and over, compared with just eight per cent of the population of
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Tower Hamlets (Blake, 2009). Overall, England’s rural population is growing
and ageing at a faster rate than the urban population (Champion and Shepherd,
2006; RERC, 2005). Further, this trend is accelerated with increasing rurality;
the more rural the area, the faster the rate of population ageing and growth
(Champion and Shepherd, 2006; RERC, 2005).

Lifecourse-related migration patterns are the main reasons for the rural
exacerbation of national ageing trends. On the one hand, young people are
leaving rural areas in favour of urban lifestyles, appropriate employment and
more affordable housing (Champion and Shepherd, 2006), thus decreasing the
younger population in rural England. On the other hand, middle-aged and older
people are moving from urban to rural areas (Champion and Shepherd, 2006).
These older and middle-aged people continue to live in rural settings, whilst
their children are likely to join the first migration trend and leave the country to
return to urban centres (Champion and Shepherd, 2006). Together, these
trends compound rural ageing through the attraction of mid-life and older people
to rural areas and the exodus of young people to urban areas. These trends are
also set to continue; population projections suggest that rural localities will have
a faster growing and ageing population than the projections for urban England
(Champion and Shepherd, 2006; RERC, 2005).

1.1.2 Changing rural service environment

Having a reasonable level of access to basic services is acknowledged as an
integral element of an area’s resources. Poor access to local services is
included as part of the English Indices of Deprivation; ‘Barriers to housing and
services is included as one of the seven domains because accessibility of
suitable housing and local amenities are significant determinants of quality of
life’ (McLennan et al., 2011: 38). However, there has been a trend of loss of
local services in rural areas, which could affect access (see Scharf and Bartlam,
2008; Joseph and Cloutier-Fisher, 2005). The decrease in rural, local services
has seemingly been in favour of centralising such services in more urban
locations; there is evidence to suggest that this has occurred with services such
as banks, food shops and Post Offices (BBC, 2014a; BBC, 2014b; Meneely et
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al., 2009; Wilson et al., 2004; BIS, 2010). The centralisation of services, away
from rural areas, places a greater emphasis on mobility and transport, which
could be problematic for some rural, older people (see Joseph and Cloutier-
Fisher, 2005; Scharf and Bartlam, 2008; Manthorpe et al., 2008).

Centralising or losing services may be a reaction to the challenges to providers
of delivering services in rural areas. These challenges centre around cost: it is
more expensive to provide services in sparse, rural areas (Dwyer and Hardill,
2011; Rural Services Network, 2011; Age Concern and Help the Aged, 2005).
This is compounded by the imbalance of grant funding allocated by central
government away from rural areas (Rural Services Network, 2011). Dobbs and

Strain (2008) give an example of the service provision dilemmas in rural areas:

‘A primary challenge for rural communities is to develop, implement and
sustain older people-friendly alternative transportation systems with
limited resources and in contexts that may include low population density

and long distances to service centres’ (p. 93).

This shows the different considerations service providers may have when

addressing service gaps in rural, as opposed to urban, areas.

Compounding the loss of services through centralisation, there has been a
growth of services moving to, or expanding online. Whilst this could increase
access to services via digital means, the effect for older people is muted. Only a
minority of older people are current internet users (Dutton and Blank, 2011;
Lane Fox, 2010; Ofcom, 2014). Further, older people are the least likely age
group of internet users to access services online (Ofcom, 2014). Overall, this
suggests that few older people are directly benefitting from the move or

expansion of services online.

1.1.3 Policy

Whilst access to local services is acknowledged to have a link to quality of life
(see McLennan et al., 2011), rural areas have undergone change in relation to
such services. Combined with the faster ageing of rural areas (see Champion
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and Shepherd, 2006; RERC, 2005), this suggests that there are significant
numbers of older people ageing in rural environments that could be becoming
more inaccessible in terms of local services. Whilst this could reasonably be an
area of concern for social policies, there is little that addresses this combination
of issues comprehensively. Instead, current social policy in England covers

aspects of these issues in isolation from one another.

Broadly, social policies related to ageing have had a narrow focus
(predominantly on providing pensions and care for older people) and have been
set at the national level (see Stockdale, 2011). In this context, regional and rural
differences can be overlooked, in favour of national approaches. More recently,
and by contrast, Stockdale (2011) highlighted that issues related to ageing were
becoming more integrated into general policies; however, this was noted to be
predominantly in the devolved countries of the UK. This suggests that England
persists with narrow, ageing-related policies whilst other countries in the UK
have developed a more holistic approach, with ageing issues included in
broader policies.

In relation to the future of rural areas, England uses the broad policy approach
of rural proofing. Rural proofing procedures should mean that policymakers
have considered the impact on rural areas of all new policies (Defra, 2012). The
guidance for enacting rural proofing is broad, with no specific instruction on
consulting local people or requirements for considering the needs of rural sub-
populations, such as older people (see Defra, 2013c). In principle, rural proofing
addresses the local service environment of rural areas, where the services are

accountable to or owned by the state.

Further to the physical service environment, the government also has a policy
covering digital access; government services are ‘digital by default’ as a cost
savings measure (Cabinet Office, 2012). The outcome of this policy approach is
that government services should be available online, with this means of access
promoted. Alternative forms of access, such as via telephone, should still be
available to customers who cannot be helped via digital access (Cabinet Office,

2012). The inference from the ‘digital by default’ policy is that online access is
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preferable, however as outlined previously, older people are the least likely

population group to access services online (Ofcom, 2014).

Separately from policies relating to the service environment, there is an ‘ageing
in place’ agenda. These polices are aimed at supporting, and encouraging,
older people to live in their own homes for as long as possible (DCLG, 2014).
This policy approach suggests that older people should age in their own
communities, but there is a lack of specificity for the implications of ageing in

rural areas or in communities with depleting local services.

In the context outlined above, it is the intersections of older people living in rural
communities that are undergoing service change that is of policy relevance.
However, the policies of rural proofing, digital by default and ageing in place
highlight different approaches that lack crossover. This could mean that the
policy issue of ageing in changing rural environments is not being sufficiently

addressed by the currently policy stances in England.

1.1.4 Academic environment

In the academic literature, Peace and colleagues (2007) suggest that there has
been a trend in ageing research to ignore the environment and location of the
older person. Research that is concerned with older people, ageing and the
rural environment could reasonably locate itself within the crossover disciplines
of environmental gerontology or geographical gerontology, or a combination of

these.

Environmental gerontology’s field of interest is the environment of ageing; this is
not restricted to the physical, also including other aspects of the environment,
such as social elements (Peace et al., 2007). This area covers the development
of theories of the relationship and intersections between a person and their
environment as they age, or as older people (Peace et al., 2007).
Environmental gerontology is inherently interdisciplinary, with contributions from
the social sciences, biology and medicine; different disciplines have been more
predominant in the field at different times since the early twentieth century
(Peace et al., 2007).
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As an overall field, environmental gerontology has a range of theoretical and
methodological approaches; however, research has tended to focus on housing
environments designed specifically for older people, with comparatively little
study relating to ageing in different types of communities (Peace et al., 2007).
Resulting from the narrow focus on specialised housing, Smith (2009) suggests
that environmental gerontology has seen little recent theory development or
methodological innovation. From these areas of criticism, my research can
address underexplored areas of environmental gerontology through its interest

in older people in rural communities.

Whilst environmental gerontology and geographical gerontology are referred to
as distinct fields in the literature, there are many similarities in the interests and
approaches of the disciplines. This area of study is acknowledged to be
longstanding and interdisciplinary, including disciplines other than just
geography and gerontology (Andrews et al., 2009). The shared history of the
field of study is not clear-cut; the area has had ongoing negotiation, with the
prominence shifting between disciplines. For example, geographical
gerontology has been criticised for allowing the dominance of geography to
overshadow the exploration of complexity that is within gerontology (Harper and
Lawes, 1995). As a result of this, these ‘contests most noticeably surface
through the way the intersection is labelled, described and claimed by
commentators’ (Andrews et al., 2009). More recently, research in this area has
used the term ‘geographical gerontology’, which is hoped to reflect the
contributions of geography and gerontology more equally in the field (Andrews
et al., 2009). Geographical gerontology thus describes the crossover of
interests between human geography and gerontology, more specifically, ‘the

spatial and environmental contexts of ageing’ (Wiles, 2005: 100).

The changing prominence of disciplines throughout the history of geographical
gerontology is reflected in the research topics and approaches. The field was
earlier dominated by studies at the macro level, using predominantly
guantitative methodologies, however there has since been a broadening of the
discipline’s scope to allow for contesting existing theories and use of a greater

range of methodologies (see Andrews et al., 2009; Wiles, 2005).
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Research related to geographical gerontology has fluctuated in volume and
popularity over time (Cutchin, 2009), similar to environmental gerontology. This
could hint that both environmental and geographical gerontology are areas of
interest, rather than having established disciplinary boundaries. This also could
explain the seemingly close overlap between the focus of the areas and
similarities in critiques. Across both environmental and geographical
gerontology, there appears to have been little social and qualitative research in
community contexts. This research falls within the remit of both geographical
and environmental gerontology, but incorporates an interest in policy,

something not explicitly covered in these fields.

1.2 Research aim and approach

This research aims to explore changes in the service environment, perceptions
of access and the impact on older people, with a particular focus on the role of
rurality within these areas. The research is timely as the Department for Rural
Affairs has recently commissioned a study examining service provision for an
ageing population (see Connors et al., 2013) and may contribute to policy-

relevant evidence.

The research aim was addressed by three, complementary research objectives
and utilises mixed methods. The first research objective was to assess whether
there were differences in service changes between rural and urban areas. Data
from the Commission for Rural Communities was analysed to demonstrate the
average distances to everyday services, for different urban/rural classifications,
at different time points stretching across roughly a decade. The case example
of the Post Office was then used to demonstrate service loss and change in
compulsory programmes, aimed at both rural and urban areas. The examination
of the data for the Post Office explored the frequency and types of service
change that occurred in urban and rural areas and assessed whether there
were differences. The second research objective was to examine whether there
was an urban/rural dimension to how older people perceive their access to local
services. Four waves of the English Longitudinal Study of ageing were utilised

to examine factors associated with difficulties accessing services and predictors
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of experiencing a reduction in access to local services over time. The third
research objective was to explore the possible impacts of service change on
older people living in rural communities. A case study of a rural village was used
to examine change and its consequences. The case study included a document
review, interviews and focus groups with older people, and limited informal

observation alongside researcher reflections.

As these research objectives are complementary, and all contribute to
addressing the overall research aim, the inferences made on the basis of the
findings for each objective were drawn together to form meta-inferences.
Alongside the meta-inferences, the policy and theory implications were also

explored across the research as a whole.

1.3 Structure

Following this introduction, chapter one reviews the relevant literature in relation
to older people’s access to services and rurality. The chapter is split into two
sections, the first focuses on person-environment fit and its related theories and
the second is directed towards issues of older people’s access to services.
Chapter two outlines the methodological approach of the research, providing a
rationale for using a mixed methods approach comprising secondary data

analysis and a case study.

Chapters three, four, five and six detail the empirical research of the study.
Chapter three uses data from the Commission for Rural Communities and the
Post Office to examine whether there are differences in the frequency and type
of service change in rural and urban areas. Chapter four investigates what
affects older people’s perceptions of their own access to services, through
cohort and longitudinal analysis of the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing.
Chapter five details the background, and chapter six the findings, of a case
study of a rural village that ha