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Abstract 

Due to the increase in life expectancy and the one-child policy, China is experiencing 

population ageing in line with global trends, characterised by huge and rapid growth in 

numbers. The ever-changing physiological and psychological status inherent to the ageing 

process emphasises the importance of helping older people maintain a good and independent 

life in their own home and community for as long as possible. This is vital for older people’s 

own health and wellbeing, as well as reducing the pressures on health and social care and 

their cost to the government. Older people are especially sensitive to their social and 

immediate physical environment. An age-friendly community requires a close person-

environment fit to properly address older people’s individual needs, physical environmental, 

and social environmental conditions. A supportive neighbourhood environment can 

encourage older people to conduct outdoor activities, which are vital to them to keep healthy 

and maintain social connections. As a part of the neighbourhood environment, 

neighbourhood outdoor space plays an important role in influencing older people’s daily 

activities and ageing-in-place experiences. The attribute of neighbourhood outdoor space can 

allow, or indeed prevent, older people from conducting outdoor activities. Therefore, the 

affordances that fit with older people’s characteristics and needs that are offered by the 

attributes of neighbourhood outdoor spaces have excellent potential to support older 

people’s usage while they are ageing-in-place. The concept of affordance has been applied 

mostly in relation to children’s, rather than older people’s, activity environments and thus 

this study is one of the first to develop the concept in the context of older people’s 

environments. Current Chinese age-friendly environment research is still at a very early stage, 

just starting to move from a broad planning perspective to relatively more detailed aspects.  

 

This study applies theories of person-environment relationships and affordances in the 

context of research into age-friendly environments to inform improvements in the planning, 

design and management of neighbourhoods and communities that support ageing-in-place. 

 

The study uses multi-method research methodologies including interviews with older people 

living in the two types of residential community (work-unit residential community and 
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commercial residential community), behavioural observations of older people in outdoor 

settings, and stakeholder interviews. NVivo was used to analyse interview data to reveal older 

people’s experiences of ageing-in-place, identify the factors that influence their experiences 

and use of outdoor spaces, as well as stakeholder’s perceptions.  

 

The interviews revealed that older people’s personal physiological, mobility, mental, and 

financial status are the premise factors that determine how they use outdoor spaces and 

whether they can age-in-place independently and well. Their relationships with children, 

partners, responsibilities for grandchildren’s care, as well as relationships with neighbours, 

wider social engagement, and access to community services constitute the social factors. 

Older people’s attachment to the natural environment and satisfaction with the community's 

physical environments constitute the physical environment factors. Among the physical 

factors, community retrofitting in the old residential communities is identified as an 

opportunity to increase older people’s satisfaction, engagement, and attachment to their 

community. Most importantly, by integrating the analysis of older people’s outdoor activities 

and environmental attributes, personal agency is developed by this study as environment-

related agency and social-related agency. Their sense of agency could influences their 

personal status, social and physical environment, and in turn influenced by those factors. It 

determines whether older people have positive ageing-in-place experiences rather than 

feeling stuck in their residential communities.  

 

GIS mapping was used to analyse the observation data to present older people’s outdoor 

activity characteristics. The spatial and temporal analysis of this data revealed a rich diversity 

of activities and temporal patterns of usage. 

 

By integrating data from these different methods, ten environmental attributes were 

identified as supportive to older people’s environment-related and social-related agency. The 

attributes are convenience, comfort, safety, multifunctionality, attractiveness, qualities of 

good maintenance, exercisability, restability, sociability, and identifiability. Overall, this 

provides a granular and nuanced explanation of how environmental attributes and design 

elements in different behaviour settings support older people’s environment-related and 

social-related agency. Based on these findings, corresponding policy and practice suggestions 
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have been made. This research will help researchers and policymakers to understand the 

factors that influence older people’s experiences in their communities and use of outdoor 

spaces. It presents the complexity and diversity of older people's outdoor activities in their 

residential communities and neighbourhood outdoor spaces. It provides a framework of 

factors influencing older people’s ageing-in-place from Landscape Architecture to 

Environmental Gerontology perspectives; explored a way to apply the concept of affordance 

in age-friendly environment research; identified older people’s sense of agency in relation to 

neighbourhood outdoor space; and made relevant suggestions that can be used to improve 

Chinese urban neighbourhood outdoor space to ensure it can be more age-friendly in the 

future and to support older people’s ageing-in-place. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1. Research background 

1.1.1. Population ageing in the world 

Population ageing is both unprecedented and inevitable in all countries and areas worldwide 

(Figure 1.1) due to declining fertility and increasing longevity (World Health Organisation, 

2015; United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2019a). In 1980, there were 

382 million people aged 60 years or over worldwide; this number had more than doubled by 

2017 to 962 million, which accounted for 12.7 per cent of the world population (United 

Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017). After 2017, an increasing number 

of datasets and reports have begun to use the age of 65 and over to report ageing population 

data. For instance, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2019a) 

reported that, in 2018, for the first time in human history, people aged 65 and over 

outnumbered children aged under 5 years old. In the most recent world population data 

report,  people aged 65 years and over numbered 727 million worldwide in 2020, which 

accounted for 9.3 per cent of the global population (United Nations, Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs, 2020a). They further predicted that the number of older people globally 

will more than double and reach 1.5 billion by 2050, which will be around 16 per cent of the 

world population. By then, there will be one person aged over 65 in every six people globally. 

More critically, the number of people aged 80 or over is predicted to  vastly increase, from 

143 million in 2019 to 426 million in 2025, almost tripling in only six years (United Nations, 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2020b).  
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Figure 1.1 Percentage of the world population aged 65 years or over in 1990, 2019, and 2050, according to the 

medium-variant projection (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2019a, p19) 

Globally, the proportion of ageing population in Northern Africa and Western Asia, Central 

and Southern Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, and Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, is 

predicted to double between 2019 and 2050 (United Nations, Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs, 2020b). This report further declares that Eastern and South-Eastern Asia had 

the largest ageing population in 2019, at 261 million, followed by 200.4 million in Europe and 

Northern America. In Europe, the median age of the European Member States’ population 

will rise 5 years over the next few decades, which means the population is ageing dramatically 

(European Economy, 2021). In the UK, older people aged 65 years and over had continued to 

increase to 12.5 million by mid-2020 compared to 10.3 million a decade earlier (United 
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Kingdom, Office for National Statistics, 2021). Among the top 10 countries with the highest 

increases in the proportion of their ageing populations predicted between 2019 and 2050, 

nine countries are located in Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, with an increase of 23 per cent 

in the Republic of Korea, 21 per cent in Singapore and China, and 20 per cent in the Taiwan 

Province of China (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2020b). 

 

1.1.2. The ageing population in China 

In China, '60 years' and '65 years' were defined as the threshold age of older people  in the 

first and second national gerontology and geriatrics symposiums, respectively (Chen, 1993, 

cited in Yang et al, 2017, p.79). Scholars mentioned that the definition of ‘old age’ needs to 

be changed due to changes in life expectancy and health status in line with the development 

of the economic and social environment and developments in science and technology (Peng 

and Lu, 2017; Yang et al, 2017; Zhai and Liu, 2019). These developments have significantly 

changed the way of life and productivity of older people, who now have more opportunities 

to participate in economic and social activities. This research, defining older people as being 

aged 60 years and over, follows the current legal definition of older people: the Law of the 

People's Republic of China on Protection of the Rights and Interests of the Elderly defines 

older people as being 60 years old and over (China. The Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People's 

Republic of China, 2019).  

 

China is experiencing rapidly increasing growth in its ageing population (Peng, 2021). It has 

been over 40 years since China introduced the one-child policy, in 1979. The regulations 

include restrictions on family size, late marriage, childbearing, and spacing of children in cases 

where second children are permitted (Hesketh et al., 2005). The decline in family size in the 

1970s combined with a sustained decrease in mortality has accelerated the process of 

population ageing in China (Chen and Liu, 2009). China had just slightly more than 20 years to 

adapt to a rise from 10 per cent to 20 per cent of its population falling into the aging category, 

whereas France saw the same proportional change over almost 150 years (World Health 

Organisation, 2015). Up to 2010, more than 177.6 million people aged 60 or over accounted 

for 13.26 per cent of China’s population (China. National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s 

Republic of China, 2011). In 2017, almost a quarter of the ageing population in the world lived 
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in China. According to the seventh national census (China. National Bureau of Statistics of the 

People’s Republic of China, 2021), the population aged 60 and above is 264.02 million, 

accounting for 18.70 per cent. Among them, the population aged 65 and above is 190.64 

million, accounting for 13.50 per cent. Compared with 2010, the proportion of people aged 

60 and above increased by 5.44 per cent. From 2017 to 2050, the proportion of ageing 

population is predicted to increase from 16 to 35 per cent in China (United Nations, 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017) (Figure 1.2).  

 

 

Figure 1.2 China: Percentage of population aged 60 or over (United Nations, Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs, 2019b). 

China conducted its Seventh National Population Census in 2020. According to reports from 

individual provincial and municipal Bureaux of Statistics, the majority of Chinese provinces 

and municipalities are facing ageing issues. As clearly shown in Figure 1.3, the areas to the 

North, Northeast, and within the Yangtze River Basin have proportionately high ageing 

populations; Liaoning Province, Chongqing, and Sichuan Province have the highest 

proportions of such, at 17.42 per cent, 17.08 per cent, and 16.93 per cent respectively.  

 

This ageing demographic in China brings certain pressures to the healthcare system (Wang 
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and Chen, 2014), and pension system (Dong and Wang, 2014). The health and wellbeing of 

older people determines the pressure of population ageing, and are strongly related to the 

circumstances in which they age (OECD/World Health Organisation, 2020). According to an 

analysis of the health and medical status of urban and rural elderly in China (Hu et al, 2018), 

37.8 per cent of urban older people’s self-assessment of their health status is good, 42.62 per 

cent is fair, whilst only 31.85 per cent of older people who live alone in the urban area 

reported a good health status. Almost 80 per cent of older people reported that they have 

some form of chronic disease. In terms of urban older people’s exercising frequency, 31.3 per 

cent exercised six times or more, 15.1 per cent exercised three to five times, and 35.3 per 

cent never exercised per week. Chinese older people’s health status is worth being concerned 

about, whilst their frequency of exercising is directly related to their health status and also 

needs to be improved. 

 

 

Figure 1.3  Percentage of ageing population (aged 65 or over) in 2021 by Province, autonomous region, and 

municipality in mainland China (Drawn by author, according to Individual provincial and municipal Bureau of 

Statistics Seventh National Population Census Data) 
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1.1.3. Significance of the research and theoretical background 

The everchanging psychological and physiological status of older people, together with 

urbanisation, present this population group with its own particular challenges, especially in 

today’s rapidly urbanising China. Urban environments can cause older people to feel tension 

and pressure, resulting in changes in their psychological and physiological status and 

behaviour. Older people can continually contribute to society if they can maintain good health 

and wellbeing, and vice versa. This population ageing phenomenon is an urgent problem that 

needs to be addressed. In order to reduce pressures on government and individual families 

in relation to care for older people, ageing-in-place becomes an economically and socially 

beneficial choice, which also follows most older people’s own wishes. Most older people 

prefer to remain in a familiar environment to avoid the negative effects of relocation and any 

drastic transitions. However, ageing-in-place demands that the urban neighbourhood 

environment is suitable for older people to reside independently and to flourish for as long as 

possible. To support ageing-in-place, the World Health Organisation proposed an age-friendly 

cities and communities initiative to build age-friendly environments, an initiative which is 

followed by 51 countries worldwide (https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/).  

 

Population ageing phenomena also attract research attention from diverse perspectives, for 

example, policy (Rémillard-Boilard, 2020), public health (Beard and Bloom, 2015), economics 

(Marešová et al, 2015), as well as environmental gerontology (Rowles and Bernard, 2013). 

Environmental gerontology provides solid conceptual and empirical foundations for 

developing age-friendly societies and promoting healthy ageing (Kendig, 2003). By looking 

into older people’s relationships with the environment, the theory of environmental press 

model (Lawton and Nahemow, 1973) and the ecological model of active living (Sallis et al, 

2006) emphasise the significance of the fit between older people’s abilities, capabilities, 

various personal conditions, and their surrounding physical, social, natural, and policy 

environments, which will support positive experiences and outcomes. Environmental 

psychology also develops concepts focused on the environment-behaviour nexus, their 

relationship, and researching them conjointly. The concept of affordances (Gibson, 1979) 

highlights that opportunities inherent in the physical environment or affordances can be 

perceived by people, thereby inviting and supporting people’s activities, or indeed preventing 
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them if the appropriate opportunities are absent. The affordances of the environment can 

also be changed, created, and therefore applied in the field of landscape design for specific 

purposes. Scholars also investigate age-friendly environments with different foci on housing, 

transportation, outdoor spaces,  buildings, and so on. A representative research project in the 

UK, I-DGO (http://www.idgo.ac.uk), focused on how to improve older people’s quality of life 

by improving outdoor environments to support older people’s ability to get outdoors. Two 

design guidelines for age-friendly streets, parks, and public open spaces were proposed that 

can be used by government, designers, and practitioners, and also the general public. In China, 

researchers have explored age-friendly housing and communities (Zhou and Li, 2018; Zhou 

and Qin, 2018), as well as age-friendly neighbourhood outdoor spaces (Yu and Tian, 2019).  

 

Compared with Western culture, older people’s interaction with their living environment is a 

more passive process in China. It is not only determined by older people’s own level of 

competence and the environment characteristics, but also certain other factors, for example, 

socioeconomic status, filial piety, and so on (Yu and Rosenberg, 2020). Urban environments 

in Asia are also different to those in Western countries due to their specific environmental 

and cultural characteristics, which will lead to different activity patterns (Cerin et al, 2013b). 

Currently, the Chinese urban environment and the needs of the ageing population are 

seriously unmatched, given the various qualities of the built environment, extreme lack of 

activity space, and inconvenient transportation, which cause many problems in the daily lives 

of older people (Cong and Wang, 2012). This means that older Chinese people may face a lot 

of environmental pressures that they need to cope with, and further have a lot of unmet 

needs. More research should also be solidly based on the Chinese context, focus more on 

detailed aspects, and apply relevant theories. This research is vitally important to address the 

urgent issue of population ageing in today’s rapidly urbanising China. By drawing on the 

notion of an age-friendly environment, together with application of theories from 

environmental gerontology and psychology, this study explores age-friendly neighbourhood 

outdoor spaces in the context of Beijing, China. It is a relatively interdisciplinary subject 

emerging from the World Health Organisation’s age-friendly initiative, focusing on older 

people’s subjective experiences and neighbourhood outdoor environments, combining 

landscape architecture and sociology perspectives. 
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1.2. Research aim and questions  

This study aims to obtain both subjective and objective data to understand older people’s 

experiences of ageing-in-place and how they perceive and use neighbourhood outdoor spaces. 

Therefore, to inform improvements in the planning, design, and management of 

neighbourhoods and communities’ outdoor spaces that support ageing-in-place. Three main 

research questions and corresponding objectives were proposed, starting from 

understanding experiences, revealing space usage patterns, leading to the identification of 

environmental affordances that influence older people’s usage of outdoor spaces. 

● RQ 1: What are older people's experiences of ageing in Chinese urban 

neighbourhoods? 

Objective 1: To identify the multiple factors that influence older people's experiences 

of ageing-in-place.   

 

● RQ 2: Where and how do older people use outdoor space in their daily lives? 

Objective 2: To reveal older people's usage of outdoor space.  

 

● RQ 3: How does neighbourhood outdoor space afford older people's activities? 

Objective 3: To identify the neighbourhood outdoor spaces’ environmental attributes 

that afford older people’s activities. 

 

● RQ 4: How to improve outdoor spaces in Chinese urban neighbourhoods to be more 

age-friendly? 

Objective 4: To develop policy recommendations and practice guidelines in relation to 

outdoor space in Chinese urban neighbourhoods to support ageing-in-place. 

 

1.3. Research context 

Ageing-in-place is a policy response to the population-ageing phenomenon. In China, more 

than 85 per cent of urban older people wish to age-in-place (China. National Office of the 

Elderly Working Committee, 2013). Supporting ageing-in-place in China followed the policy 

principle that take home care as the foundation, community-based social care as the support, 
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and care institutions as the supplement (China. The State Council of the People’s Republic of 

China, 2006). Therefore, older people’s home and residential communities took on the major 

responsibility of supporting ageing-in-place. This study thus focuses on the neighbourhood 

level to explore older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place.  

 

The work-unit and commodity housing residential communities accounted for 78.1 per cent 

of Chinese urban house ownership (China. National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s 

Republic of China, 2011). These two types of residential communities are fundamentally 

different. The difference most relevant to this study is the outdoor space. Work-unit 

residential communities have very limited outdoor space for walking and recreation (Yan et 

al, 2014), whereas commodity housing residential communities are usually set in landscaped 

gardens (Li et al, 2012). The differences in outdoor spaces may result in differences in old 

people’s  outdoor activities. 

 

1.4. Research procedure 

To achieve the research aim and objectives and collect comprehensive data, this research 

used a multi-method qualitative research methodology, combining spatial ethnography 

strategy and case study, and multi-data collection methods: semi-structured interviews, 

observations and on-site interviews, and stakeholder interviews. The choice of spatial 

ethnography research design and multi-method qualitative methodology enabled immersion 

in the research context and in-depth data to be obtained. The combination of the interview 

and observation methods have enabled this study to obtain both subjective data from 

participants about their life experiences in their neighbourhoods and how they perceive 

environmental affordances and use outdoor spaces, as well as objective data from the 

observations that reveals their usage patterns in outdoor spaces. The spatial ethnography and 

case study facilitate social science research and physical spatial analysis, which is helpful to 

understanding the social, spatial, and material aspects of ageing-in-place. The study had four 

phases. Each of the research questions was aligned with a specific phase in the study: 

 

1. Phase 1 involved selecting residential communities and conducting semi-structured 
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interviews with older people from selected sites, as well as stakeholders. This phase 

identified the factors that influence older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place, 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces that they frequently used, and how they use them. 

2. According to the interview data, the neighbourhood outdoor spaces for observation 

have been identified. Phase 2 involved collecting observation and on-site interview 

data in selected residential communities and neighbourhood outdoor spaces, 

revealing older people’s usage situations and their perceptions of these outdoor 

spaces. 

3. By triangulating interview, observation, and stakeholders’ interview data, phase 3  

identified the attributes that influence older people’s use of outdoor space at the 

macro-, meso-, and micro-levels , and further explored how older people’s sense of 

agency has been developed. 

4. The findings from the previous phases were used to inform planning, design, and 

management recommendations in relation to outdoor space in Chinese 

neighbourhoods to support older people ageing-in-place. The outcomes from this 

phase achieved the overarching aim of this study. 

 

1.5. Thesis structure 

This thesis is structured according to eight chapters, as follows (Figure 1.4): 

 

This chapter (Chapter 1) introduces the research background which highlights the significance 

and necessity of this research. After explaining the research aim and questions, the research 

procedure and thesis structure were then introduced to give the reader a clear understanding 

of how this study and thesis were conducted. The key definitions that are relevant to this 

research were then explained to help the reader understand the relevant terms, especially 

related to the Chinese context. Finally, the personal motivation was clarified to demonstrate 

how the personal life and study experiences inspired this study. 

 

Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive and in-depth literature review regarding the knowledge 

and theories about the relationship between ageing and environment, ageing-in-place, and 
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age-friendly environments. Based on this, this chapter emphasises the importance of looking 

at older people and their residential neighbourhood environments in the Chinese context. 

 

Chapter 3 introduces the research strategy and methodology and the reasons for choosing 

this approach. A research framework is developed, introducing the research methods 

(interviews, observations, and stakeholder interviews), their detailed application (e.g., 

recruiting participants, recording data, and the analysis of the resulting data). 

 

Chapter 4 moves to the detailed research context, involving the relevant Chinese policy and 

design standard and stakeholder’s perspectives, the introduction of the concept of 

neighbourhood and community in China, the case studies and how they were chosen. 

 

The following chapters, chapters 5, 6, and 7, report the research results according to different 

research questions and their associated methods. Chapter 5 is based on the interview data, 

and details the factors that influence older people’s experiences in ageing-in-place and use of 

outdoor space, and identifies the neighbourhood outdoor spaces that they frequently use. By 

analysing the observation data, Chapter 6 presents older people’s activity patterns in both 

residential communities and neighbourhood outdoor spaces, and illustrates how older people 

actually use these spaces. Chapter 7 triangulates data from the interviews, observations, and 

stakeholder interviews, proposing an affordance framework for age-friendly outdoor space 

which contains affordances at the macro-, meso-, and micro-levels. 

 

Finally, chapter 8 discusses the results and findings from previous chapters, and answers the 

research questions, and draws conclusions, to achieve the overall research aim. 
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Figure 1.4 Thesis structure (source: author) 

1.6. Key definitions 

This section provides definitions and relevant Chinese characteristics as well as PinYin 

translations of key terms used in this thesis, which should help the reader to gain a basic 

understanding of the terms. Detailed discussions and explanations will be given in related 

sections of the thesis. 

 

Community / Residential community ( 住宅小区 Zhu Zhai Xiao Qu) 

Composed of several residential buildings and has a clear geographic definition (see Chapter 4.4). 

 

Community committee (社区居委会 She Qu Ju Wei Hui) 

The smallest political unit in China. It is a self-governing organisation for residential 
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community residents’ self-management, self-education, and self-service. The duties are to 

protect residents’ lawful rights and interests, mediate residents' conflicts, assist the 

government and its agencies with work to address residents’ interests, and reflect residents’ 

opinions, requirements, and suggestions to the government or its agencies. The committee 

can also carry out community services and activities that are beneficial to residents and can 

establish related services business. The jurisdiction of the community committee can cover 

just a single or several residential communities. 

 

Work-unit residential community  (单位型小区 Dan Wei Xing Xiao Qu) 

A kind of residential community composed of privatised public housing. Residential buildings 

are usually medium-rise, multistorey buildings built between 1949 and the 1990s. The 

residents worked, or are still working, in the same unit. 

 

Commercial residential community (商品房小区 Shang Pin Fang Xiao Qu) 

A kind of gated and guarded residential community composed of market housing built after 

the 1990s and constructed by estate developers. The community consists of high-rise 

buildings with outdoor space, including landscaped gardens generally designed by landscape 

architects. 

 

Neighbourhood (邻里 Lin Li) 

Neighbourhoods are ultra-local communities of place comprising several residential 

communities. They are therefore larger than these residential communities in both their 

physical and social layers. They do not have clear geographic boundaries, but usually comprise 

a range of land uses to provide living facilities and services for local residents. The 

neighbourhood is also a local area within which residents engage with people outside their 

own residential communities. The standard for urban residential areas’ planning and design 

(China. Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Construction, 2018) defined neighbourhoods in 

China as 15-min, 10-min, and 5-min pedestrian-scale neighbourhood living circles, based on 

the principle that residents can walk for 15, 10, and 5 minutes to places that meet their 

diverse needs. 
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Neighbourhood outdoor space (邻里户外空间 Lin li Hu Wai Kong Jian) 

Based on the understanding of neighbourhood, neighbourhood outdoor space refers to 

different types of communal and public outdoor space within 15 minutes walking distance 

from older people’s residential communities. These outdoor spaces are used by older people 

in their daily lives, and include communal gardens, neighbourhood green spaces, parks, 

streets, or pavements. This also includes outdoor space in the residential community where 

old people live as well as outdoor space used by older people outside the immediate 

community and within local neighbourhoods. Larger areas such as district, metropolitan, and 

regional green spaces are not included in this study due to time and capacity limitations. 

 

Empty nest (空巢 Kong Chao) 

The period in older people’s lives after their children have left home. 

 

One-child policy (独生子女政策 Du Sheng Zi Nv Zheng Ce) 

The family planning policy introduced in the 1980s aimed at restricting population growth, 

including limits on family size, late marriage and childbearing, and spacing of children (when 

such was allowed). The one-child policy promoted only one child per couple, but which ended 

in 2016.  

 

1.7. Personal motivation 

The postgraduate experience in the Department of Landscape Architecture, the University of 

Sheffield, informed my realisation of the dynamic relationships between people and the 

environment, and the usually unnoticed power of landscape design to benefit people’s health 

and wellbeing. My Master’s degree dissertation explored the intergenerational perceptions 

of Chinese children’s contact with nature and use of urban green spaces. During the data 

collection process, I noticed that many of the children were supervised by grandparents. This 

reminded me that I was also taken care of by my grandmother when I was young, and she is 

now 98 years old. She moved to live with my aunt in a residential building just opposite the 
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heavily-trafficked main road. Even though they live on the ground floor, my grandmother still 

finds it difficult to get out of the home to go outside because the outdoor environment is full 

of barriers and is not age-friendly. She has to spend a lot of time alone staying indoors. This 

is common for many ageing Chinese populations. 

 

Before I applied for a PhD study, a few Chinese metropolitan cities started to propose age-

friendly initiatives, but rarely mentioned outdoor environments. Many other provinces and 

cities have not even proposed it. There is a long way to go in order to improve the Chinese 

outdoor environment so that it becomes age-friendly, and all the ageing population are 

supported in being able to get out of their homes safely and thus live better lives. 
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Chapter 2 Literature review 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter will draw upon worldwide literature concerning a diverse range of relevant issues, 

including urbanisation and ageing, older people’s health and wellbeing, ageing-in-place, 

theories relating to older people, their environment and activities, and age-friendly 

environments. The diversity of relevant knowledge and theories helped this study to build a 

comprehensive theoretical framework in relation to this research topic. 

 

Based on the basic outline of ageing populations both worldwide and in China in Chapter 1, 

the first section (2.2) links the ageing population and the urbanisation phenomenon. It then 

goes on to deal with older people’s physiological and psychological changes as part of the 

ageing process, and their living arrangements - both vital aspects of the ageing process - 

together with different ageing concepts. This section also emphasises the importance of 

paying attention to this population group. The following section (2.3) looks into the concept 

of ageing-in-place, and explains why it is important for older people, and why it is necessary 

to conduct research on this topic, especially in China. The following section (section 2.4) 

introduces the diverse theories concerning the relationship between older people and their 

living environments, including the relationship between environment attributes, affordances 

and older people’s outdoor activities, which helps this study to build theoretical knowledge, 

identify research gaps, and propose research questions. In section 2.5, the review spotlights 

the key aspect that can support older people ageing-in-place: age-friendly environments, and 

narrows the focus on age-friendly outdoor space, introducing current Chinese research 

progress. Finally, based on all the background knowledge and theories, research gaps are 

identified, followed by the proposed overall research aim and questions.    

 

2.2. Ageing, health and wellbeing 

2.2.1. Urbanisation and ageing 

Apart from population ageing, rapid urbanisation represents another global phenomenon of 
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recent decades. The definition of urban or urbanisation varies in different countries and cities. 

Europe and North America define areas as urban where more than 50 per cent of the surface 

is built-up, surrounded by areas with 30–50 per cent built land cover, with over 10 people per 

hectare, whereas other countries use population size, density of economic activity, or 

governance structure to define urban regions (Elmqvist et al, 2013). The United Nations (2014) 

uses population size and density, distance between built-up areas, economic activity types, 

legal or administrative status, and specific urban services to define urban areas. Marsella 

(1998) concluded that the parameters of urbanisation include population, together with 

economic, environmental, cultural, and psychosocial lifestyle, as well as there being a political 

component. As Tisdale (1942) mentioned, using population concentration to define 

urbanisation seems to be limited, but it is actually the only unambiguous parameter that can 

be used in this manner. Even though there are different ways to define urban areas, it is 

generally accepted that urbanisation usually involves population migration from rural to 

urban areas (McGranahan and Satterthwaite, 2014). The rapid expansion of urban areas is 

usually achieved at the expense of agricultural land and causes knock-on effects to 

biodiversity and ecosystem services (Elmqvist et al, 2013).  

 

According to the United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2017), the 

ageing population is growing faster in urban areas than in rural. Globally, between 2000 and 

2015, the number of older people increased by 68 per cent in urban and 25 per cent in rural 

areas, and the proportion of people aged 60 years or over residing in urban areas increased 

from 51 to 58 per cent. The increasingly concentrated population in urban areas brings 

sustainability challenges to cities relating to housing, infrastructure, food security, as well as 

natural resources management (Li et al, 2017). Together with various challenges, cities also 

have more resources and opportunities (van Hoof et al, 2018). Urbanisation has both 

advantages and disadvantages regarding human health and wellbeing. Although living in an 

urban area provides better access to healthcare services and facilities, people may not be able 

to offset the impacts of the urban environment and lifestyle (Chen and Chen, 2015). 

Urbanisation creates problems of overcrowding, pollution, social deprivation and stress-

related illness (Godfrey and Julien, 2005). These chronic environmental stressors, also 

including neighbourhood problems, such as crowding, congestion, and noise, have been 

called “daily hassles”, which can cause behavioural, psychological, and physiological reactions 
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in older people (Phillips et al, 2004). The urban environment can also cause tensions and 

pressures for older people (Wahl and Oswald, 2010). Changes in neighbourhoods have 

significant implications for individuals’ mental health, especially for urban residents. It is 

especially dangerous for them when changes in the local environment restrict their daily living 

activities, cutting off their health and support networks (Phillipson, 2004). Older people’s 

leisure-time physical activities are also influenced by the inconveniences and the safety 

factors of their local neighbourhood. Many newly developed residential communities in 

Chinese urban areas lack sufficient facilities and space for older people’s sports and exercise 

(Zhu et al, 2016). Uneven paving, poor seating, steep inclines, and unsafe traffic situations 

may cause some difficulties for older people moving around their neighbourhood (Burton and 

Mitchell, 2006; van Hees et al, 2017). Higher population density is negatively related to the 

sense of neighbourhood safety (Chen and Chen, 2015). Many older people in urban 

communities experience a growing sense of insecurity about the local environment, feelings 

of isolation, and loss of community life (Phillipson et al, 2002). In urban areas, attention needs 

to be paid to the accessible public spaces to enable older people to actively cope with the 

changes in the contemporary urban area and the ageing process (Galcanova and Sykorova, 

2015). Whether the experience of city life is enjoyable and tolerable or not will impact 

significantly on the future of older people (Phillipson, 2010). 

 

With the development and restructuring of the economy since the 1980s, China is 

experiencing accelerated urbanisation (Lin, 2007). Gu and Wu (2010, pp. 1-2) defined 

urbanisation in China as “a complex and multifaceted process involving population migration 

from rural to urban areas, rural and urban land conversions, spatial reconfiguration of 

settlements, and changing governance and management”. Lin (2007) concluded Chinese 

urbanisation’s features to be city-based and land-centred processes. Based on the data about 

the elderly population in the fifth and sixth censuses, Zhao et al (2017) found that prefectural-

level and above cities in China (including cities under the jurisdiction of a province or 

autonomous region, leagues, autonomous prefectures, and municipalities) are generally at 

the middle period of population ageing, which means the ageing population rates are 

between 10.1 per cent to 15 per cent. Van de Poel et al (2012) found that Chinese 

urbanisation brings a higher percentage of reporting poor health, and the percentage of poor 

health is positively related with the degree of urbanisation. They explained the potential 
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reasons for such, including pollution and unhealthy lifestyles, the latter relating to a high risk 

of developing cardiovascular disease and cancer. 

 

2.2.2. Health and wellbeing in later life  

The process of ageing increases the risk of many health problems. According to the World 

Health Organisation (World Health Organisation, 2015), the underlying changes as people age 

include decline in movement, and in sensory, cognitive, and immune functions. Amarya et al 

(2018) concluded that the process of ageing is accompanied by changes in the 

musculoskeletal system and physiological function. With age, the joints become less flexible 

and more susceptible to damage, and the decline in muscle strength also increases stress on 

certain joints and influences older people’s balance control, which may lead to falling (Collins, 

2013, Sturnieks et al, 2008). Muscular activities become less responsive and efficient due to 

a reduction in nerve conduction. The changes in joints and muscles cause a decline in physical 

mobility and daily activities (Amarya et al, 2018). Even where older people are healthy and 

functioning well, fear of falling is common in older people due to their musculoskeletal 

changes, and will reduce their recreational physical activity (Bruce et al, 2002). Many studies 

have also detailed the physical health issues of older people, which include multiple chronic 

diseases (Hung et al, 2011; Wolff et al, 2002) and mobility decline (Buckwalter and DiNubile, 

1997; Hicks et al, 2011; Rantakokko et al, 2013; Ferrucci et al, 2016). However, residual 

plasticity still remains to a high degree in the ageing skeletal muscle (Taaffe and Marcus, 2000). 

Therefore, the practice of exercise is helpful for older people to maintain muscle size and 

strength, retain proper balance to prevent falls and injuries, and to generally function 

independently (Gauchard et al, 1999; Collins, 2013). There is a strong relationship between 

mobility and quality of life (Groessl et al, 2007; Bentley et al, 2013). Improved mobility 

amongst older people in physical space enables independence, autonomy, and reciprocal 

social relations with others, and therefore enhanced wellbeing (Ziegler and Schwanen, 2011). 

However, poor health status (Andresen et al, 1994), and increased prevalence of chronic 

diseases (Chapman et al, 2005), is related to depression, and is in turn also a risk factor for 

functional decline, poor health outcomes (Perissinotto et al, 2012), and even suicide (Fiske et 

al, 2009). 
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As Amarya et al (2018) noted, physiological changes affect the nervous system, cognition, 

memory, learning, and intelligence, as well as particular senses. With age, the reduction of 

brain capacity to transmit signals causes neurological disorders, for example Alzheimer’s and 

Parkinson’s disease, which are the most common age-related neurodegenerative diseases 

(Reeve et al, 2014). These will manifest as cognitive or behavioural function impairments to 

the ability to acquire and remember new information; reasoning and handling of complex 

tasks; judgment; visuospatial abilities; language functions; as well as changes in personality, 

behaviour, or comportment (McKhann et al, 2011). Sensory loss  includes vision, hearing, 

taste acuity, smell, and touch (Amarya et al, 2018). As Salvi et al (2006) stated, the ageing 

changes in the eye include decreased visual acuity, declining sensitivity of visual field, and 

decreased contrast sensitivity. Older people are intolerant to glare and find it difficult to adapt 

to bright light and darkness. The loss of olfactory ability is also very common amongst older 

people and is related to depression, cognitive performance, and quality of life (QoL) (Seo et 

al, 2009). The sense of touch, especially on hands and feet, also declines with age, making it 

more difficult for older people to sense their contact with a surface. To be more specific, 

Farage et al (2012) explained that older people may find it difficult to sense whether they are 

fully seated, or whether a button has been depressed. The above changes, forming part of 

the ageing process, indicate the importance of designing physical environments to meet the 

specific needs of older people (Farage et al, 2012). 

 

Later in the course of life, changes to people’s functional ability and intrinsic capacity can be 

divided into three periods: maintain high and stable capacity, decline in capacity, and 

significant loss of capacity (Figure 2.1). Different intervention strategies are suitable for older 

people at different stages of capacity. To be more specific, when older people are starting to 

experience declining capacity, the main aim of health services has changed from preventing 

to reversing or slowing the decline process. Therefore, the role of the environment is to 

promote older people’s capacity-enhancing behaviours to help them overcome the decline of 

capacity. With further loss of capacity, the emphasis of the environment changes to that of 

removing barriers and compensating for loss of capacity. Long-term care is also needed at this 

stage to support older people’s basic living and dignity. This framework explains the 

relationships between older people’s changing capacity and supportive environments and 

care interventions. However, health is not only about the physical aspect.  
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Figure 2.1 A public-health framework for Healthy Ageing: opportunities for public health action throughout the 

course of life (WHO, 2015) 

The process of ageing is also accompanied by emotional and psychological changes. Even 

though Segal et al (2018) stated that the rates of clinical depression in older people are  lower 

than in other segments of the adult population, Stuart-Hamilton (2012) concluded, based on 

previous research, that the reason for more frequent isolated depression symptoms is that 

older people are more likely to be exposed to depressing events. To be more specific, 

maintaining functional independence is a pressing problem (Mehta et al, 2002). Functional 

impairment is an important risk factor for depression in older people (Zeiss et al, 1996). 

Psychosocial adversity including isolation, relocation, caregiving, and bereavement trigger 

physiological changes and increase the potential for the development of depression 

(Alexopoulos, 2005). Socially isolated older people, whether subjective (loneliness) or 

objective (lack social support networks), underline the significant potential for depressed 

mood (Golden et al, 2009). As one of the susceptibility factors for depression, loneliness is 

common in older people (Golden et al, 2009). Perissinotto et al (2012) confirmed that 
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loneliness can result in functional decline and, ultimately, death. Loneliness and social 

isolation are also associated with physical and mental health, as well as quality of life and 

wellbeing (Grenade and Boldy, 2008; Luanaigh and Lawlor, 2008; Findlay, 2003; Steptoe et al, 

2013). By reviewing related literature, Bryant et al (2008) found that the symptoms of anxiety 

and anxiety disorders are also common in older people, and often present with depression. 

From the other perspective, Gale et al (2014) suggested that maintaining better psychological 

wellbeing may protect older people from physical frailty.  

 

The World Health Organisation (1946, p1) defined health as “a state of complete physical, 

mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. In terms of 

wellbeing, the World Health Organisation (2015, p.231) defined it to include physical, mental, 

and social aspects that together form the basis for a “good life”. Michaelson et al (2012, p.6) 

defined it as “how people feel and how they function, both on a personal and a social level 

(e.g., sense of being connected to those around them), and how they evaluate their lives as a 

whole”. Steptoe et al (2014) described wellbeing from the subjective perspective, which has 

three aspects: evaluative wellbeing (i.e., life satisfaction), hedonic wellbeing (refers to daily 

emotional feelings), and eudemonic wellbeing (refers to purpose and meaning in life). 

Hedonic wellbeing refers to the emotional quality of a person’s daily experience, the intensity 

and frequency of experiences of joy, fascination, anxiety, sadness, anger, and affection that 

make a person’s life pleasant or unpleasant (Kahneman and Deaton, 2010). These definitions 

and research emphasise how wellbeing provides the basis for a “good life”; as Walker (2002) 

notes, older people can continue to contribute to their family, local community, and society 

provided that they can sustain their wellbeing, functioning, and levels of physical activity. 

 

Health and wellbeing are closely related, and the link could become more important as people 

age (Steptoe et al, 2014). Positive wellbeing has a significantly favourable influence on health 

and longevity (Chida and Steptoe, 2008; Diener and Chan, 2011). There are several other 

factors that influence older people’s wellbeing. Bennett and Soulsby (2014) listed 

intrapersonal factors comprising morale, identity, and health, and interpersonal factors 

including social participation, social networks, family, marital status, and social support. 

Similarly, Litwin and Shiovitz-Ezra (2006) revealed that the number, diversity, frequency, 

intensity, structural, and interactional characteristics of later life social relationships and the 
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exchange of social support, combined with the extent to which these are meaningful to the 

person, can influence older people’s wellbeing. De Quadros-Wander et al (2014) emphasised 

the relationship  between the capacity to change the environment to meet individual needs, 

and the capacity to align individuals' expectations with the environment, and  people’s 

wellbeing in later life. Douma et al (2021) gave a different perspective: the potential of their 

living space to fulfil older people’s needs is more important to their wellbeing than its actual 

size. Quality of life also reflects a broad concept of mental wellbeing including health and 

happiness status, as well as social indicators (World Health Organisation, South-East Asia 

Regional Office, 2018). To enable older peoples’ ageing well, attention needs to be paid into 

their physical, mental and social wellbeing related to their specific changes in musculoskeletal, 

physiological, mental status, and their capacity to adapt to the environment.   

 

2.2.3. Older people’s living arrangements 

Living arrangements also play an important role in influencing older people’s health and 

wellbeing, even though the research results are complex (Hays, 2002). Older people’s living 

arrangements may differ from their preferred and actual circumstances, due to health status 

and their, or their partner’s, functional ability, the death of a partner, gender, financial status, 

housing costs and locations, children’s need for care of grandchildren, number of children and 

their marital status, and dominant local cultural norms and traditions (Sereny, 2011; United 

Nations. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2020a).  

 

A number of studies have explored the relationship between living arrangements and older 

people’s health and wellbeing. Zunzunegui et al (2001) found that, for older people in Spain, 

living with children is associated with good self-rated health and low depressive symptoms. 

Chen and Short (2008) stated that co-living with children or spouses has positive influences 

on older people’s wellbeing, whereas living alone has a negative impact. Similarly, emotional 

and mental health were also identified as dramatically low amongst empty nest older people 

(Lv et al, 2013). As Ji (2018) reported, 29.9 per cent of urban older people in China have a 

sense of loneliness, with the percentage of 33.7 per cent in women and 25.6 per cent in men. 

There are 64.3 per cent of urban older people who are living alone who report a sense of 

loneliness. The period in life after their children have left home is described as an empty nest 
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(Harkins, 1978). In contrast to the findings reported earlier that 20.2 per  cent of the empty 

nest older people in urban areas reported a sense of loneliness, whereas 29.1 per cent of 

urban older people who live with their children reported a sense of loneliness (Ji, 2018). This 

indicates that older people may still feel loneliness if they lack means of communication with 

family members, even if they are living together. Wu et al (2010) state that loneliness is 

pervasive among empty nest older people, and indeed may restrict their social relationships. 

According to the data from the State Council of the People’s Republic of China (2017), there 

are 255 million people aged more than 60, 118 million of who are empty nesters or living 

alone. The percentage of empty nest older people is predicted to continue growing, because 

the parents of the first batch of children born after the one-child policy began in the 1980s 

are about to enter old age (Yu and Tian, 2019). Apart from empty nests, Feng et al (2017) 

found that living in and moving into a care institution are both correlated with a higher 

mortality risk in older people.  

 

In East Asia, multigenerational co-residence is considered an ideal living arrangement that 

benefits filial piety, family solidarity, and collective family interests over individual interests 

(Xu, 2019). Filial piety (Xiao) plays a vital role in Chinese society as it signifies the important 

‘rules’ of how children should treat and take care of their parents (Yeh, 2003), such as showing 

respect, being obedient, living with the parent (or staying close if co-residence is not possible), 

taking care of the parent, and so on (Cheng and Chan, 2006). However, the traditional filial 

piety has changed with the development of society. Changes in filial piety also bring changes 

to older Chinese people’s living arrangements. The traditional filial piety underlines the 

responsibility of children for parents, whereas it is now a more reciprocal relationship that 

includes receiving altruistic help from parents (Chen and Liu, 2012). Between 1990 and 2000, 

the proportion of older people co-living with their children declined from 70 per cent to 57 

per cent in China (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017). 

Nevertheless, an increasing number of grandparents are playing a caregiving role in 

contemporary Chinese society (Chen et al, 2011).  Co-residing grandparents caring for 

grandchildren is also common in many Chinese families (Chen and Liu, 2011). In 2016, more 

than 80 per cent of China's migrating older population were younger than 70 years old, with 

the main reasons being taking care of younger generations (43 per cent), ageing care and 

employment (23 per cent) (Wang et al, 2017). However, there are different views concerning 
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the benefits and disadvantages of older people caring for their grandchildren. Yang et al (2021) 

identified grandchildren’s care as a significant  reason for reduction in urban older people’s 

life satisfaction. Ku et al (2013) found that older people who provide childcare in 

multigenerational families (grandparents, their adult children, and their grandchildren) tend 

to have better self-rated health, fewer depressive conditions, and better life satisfaction. 

Similarly, Guo et al (2008) found that caregiving and co-residing with grandchildren are 

beneficial for grandparents' physical and mental status. Older people who are taking care of 

their grandchildren prefer to choose activity spaces near children’s activity spaces to fulfil 

their desires to be with their grandchildren (Tang, 2016). No matter what their living 

arrangements, older people may have different needs in relation to their neighbourhood 

environments. 

 

2.2.4. Ageing well 

There are several concepts proposed to relate to ageing well, namely healthy ageing, 

successful ageing, productive ageing, and competent ageing (Villar, 2012).  

 

The World Health Organisation renamed their programme on the health of the older people 

to Ageing and Health, and proposed it as a global strategy (Kalache and Kickbusch, 1997). In 

the World Health Organisation’s (2003) Healthy Cities programme, the importance of 

addressing older people’s needs for health, care, active and independent living, quality of life, 

supportive environments, and access to services to achieve healthy ageing are all highlighted. 

The well-known definition of healthy ageing was proposed by the World Health Organisation 

in 2015 (p28) as “The process of developing and maintaining the functional ability that 

enables wellbeing in older age”. The World Health Organisation (2015) also suggested key 

areas for healthy ageing action. This comprises a person-centred approach that considers the 

diverse needs of older people (e.g., in long-term care), reducing inequity, enabling the choice 

that is vital to older people’s agency and autonomy (Stephens et al, 2015; Welford et al, 2012), 

and enabling ageing-in-place. This strategy guided cities worldwide to pay attention to older 

people’s health and wellbeing. Their most recent suggestion is that knowledge from social, 

biological, economic, and environmental determinants needs to be integrated to address 

healthy ageing from a life course perspective (World Health Organisation, 2021).  
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Successful ageing is another strategy to overcoming ageing issues. Early research about 

successful ageing was conducted by social scientists in the United States from the 1960s to 

1970s. Later, psychologists and behavioural scientists turned their attention to successful 

ageing during the 1980s and 1990s Over the subsequent 20 years, successful ageing also 

attracted physicians and health services researchers (Phelan and Larson, 2002). By comparing 

various definitions of successful ageing, Phelan and Larson (2002) identified core factors 

comprising life satisfaction, longevity, freedom from disability, mastery or growth, active 

engagement with life, positive adaptation, and high or independent functioning. To be more 

specific, independent functioning has been defined by Rowe and Kahn (1987) as physical, 

cognitive, and social functioning. 

 

Productive ageing initially refers to older people participating in production of goods or 

services, no matter whether they are paid or not (Caro et al, 1993). It was then developed to 

a wider concept, as Peng and Fei (2013) defined in a Chinese context: “under the premise of 

their willingness and capabilities, and on the basis of equal opportunities, older adults directly 

or indirectly participating in activities that are beneficial for personal and social development, 

in order to achieve the ultimate goal of harmonious development of personal and social 

values”. Unlike successful ageing, productive ageing not only regards ageing as a personally 

good feeling of old age, but argues  more broadly that the whole of society should feel good 

about the ageing population, and believe that they are contributing to that society and not 

becoming a burden (Morrow-Howell et al, 2001). As Lin and Lv (2016) mentioned, productive 

ageing regards older people as supporters for the family, and participants in the social 

economy.  

 

Another ageing strategy highlighting older people’s participation is active ageing, as first 

proposed by the World Health Organisation (1999) in the International Year of Older Persons 

to encourage older people’s participation in society. In 2002, the World Health Organisation 

(2002, p.12) defined active ageing as: “the process of optimizing opportunities for health, 

participation and security in order to enhance quality of life as people age”. Peng and Fei 

(2013, p.10) explained the importance of active ageing as it emphasises older people’s right 

to social participation, transferring older people from problem-makers to problem-solvers, 
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from obstacles to instruments of social development, from consumers to creators of social 

wealth. Chapman (2009) stated that ‘ageing well’ has changed in recent years as a process of 

building a sense of self amid later-life changing. These ageing strategies, with their various 

concerns, have all been considered as potential approaches to developing an age-friendly 

society in China. 

 

2.3. Ageing-in-place 

2.3.1. Understanding ageing-in-place 

Ageing should not be perceived as a liability, as many older people wish to remain active in 

their communities and maintain relevance to the societies in which they live, and some might 

feel younger than their chronological age (Farage et al, 2012). Where to live is a major concern 

for older people as they age. Whilst some older people have no option about their place of 

residence because they do not have the resources to make choices, an increasing number of 

older people are able to choose how and where they live (Sokolec, 2015). Davey et al (2004, 

p.133) defined ageing-in-place as “remaining living in the community, with some level of 

independence, rather than in residential care”. It can also be understood as remaining in an 

individual’s own home or neighbourhood and that individual’s fitness to meet changing 

conditions and needs (Fänge et al, 2012). It shows how older people are part of  the 

neighbourhood, community, and different sociocultural contexts. Concerns with place and 

ageing focuses on how space and place affect older people’s quality of life and the 

opportunities to age successfully and actively (Andrews and Phillips, 2005). Chapman (2009) 

mentioned that ageing well in a place can be understood according to certain physical, socio-

cultural, and temporal factors, because of people living in physical places and amid social 

norms. She further suggests that it is necessary to study people who are ageing and the places 

where they age, to understand ageing well.   

 

Buffel et al (2012) identified several reasons why the neighbourhood plays a significant role 

in influencing older people’s wellbeing and quality of life. First, older people tend to spend 

the majority of their time in their neighbourhoods. Esther et al (2017) confirmed that older 

people are more likely to stay in their local area than younger people because they are less 
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mobile. Attachment to place is another reason because it increases with age and has been 

defined as “an affective bond or link between people and specific places” (Hidalgo and 

Hernandez, 2001, p.274). Older people’s sense of attachment and connection with place is 

not only linked to housing but also operates at the neighbourhood and social levels. Both 

perceived neighbourhood quality and outdoor place attachment explain life satisfaction 

among older people (Oswald et al,  2010). Enhanced attachment to one’s area is related to 

age and ageing-in-place (Gilleard et al, 2007). Being out of a place or losing one’s place can 

cause a particular anxiety, called “place panic” by Casey (2001). It is reasonable to assume 

that If older people are forced to leave their attached neighbourhoods, “place panic” could 

be worse for them than their younger counterparts. The physical place where older people 

reside is important for them. However, Boyle et al (2015) highlighted the potential of place to 

support older people’s meaningful relationships, for example, the networked social and non-

social relationships they developed across different spatial scales and over time, arguing that 

these relationships are more important than the physical aspects of place for successful 

ageing-in-place. Maintaining independence and social integration is quite important for older 

people’s ageing-in-place. Local social networks are therefore correspondingly more critical for 

those more oriented towards their immediate vicinity. As Thomése and Tilburg (2000) 

identified in the Netherlands, older people’s neighbouring social networks accounted for 

more than 60 per cent of their core social relationships. Older people with a better sense of 

control, good quality friendships, and fewer depressive symptoms are said to be associated 

with neighbourhoods with more social cohesion (Stafford et al, 2011). Vanderhorst and 

McLaren (2005) have similar findings, namely that increasing social support resources for 

older people help to reduce their symptoms of depression and suicidal ideation. Older 

people’s friendship networks also influence their physical activity and health-promoting 

behaviours (Watt et al, 2014). By researching older people’s social interactions in 

neighbourhood shops, Stewart et al (2015) proposed another new concept: civic socialising. 

This concept suggests that accessible local shops enable older people to engage in social 

activities and maintain their sense of presence, which will help them build their autonomy 

and continue to be active in the community. They further stated that civic socialising is vital 

for policy planning and the wellbeing of the increasing number of older populations in the 

world. If older people are not able to engage in daily social interactions in their communities, 

many of them might be excluded from mainstream society. 
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Ageing-in-place is a common policy response to the population ageing phenomenon (World 

Health Organisation, 2015). Governments and international organisations agree that ageing-

in-place, in the community, for as long as possible, is both economically and socially beneficial. 

By reducing institutional care and supporting home or community-based care, ageing-in-place 

can provide cost-effective health services for older people (Song and Chen, 2015). The United 

Kingdom proposed the lifetime neighbourhood policy to respond to population ageing, 

looking into the built and natural environment, housing, social networks, services and 

amenities, access to services, and resident empowerment (Bevan and Croucher, 2011). The 

United States launched the Liveable Communities Policy, which focuses on land use, housing, 

parks and public spaces, transportation, health services and community support, as well as 

attaching importance to residents’ opinions (see https://www.aarp.org/livable-

communities/). In 2000, Japan changed their social care strategy to keeping care-needing 

older people in their own homes by providing formal care services (Nishino and Nakatani, 

2018). Also, the World Health Organisation proposed an initiative that builds age-friendly 

environments to support ageing-in-place (2015). By reviewing literature related to ageing-in-

place from 1980 to 2010, Vasunilashorn et al (2012) found that 36 per cent of the articles 

focused on the environment, 29 per cent looked at services, 15 per cent concentrated on 

health and functioning, 7 per cent on technology, and 13 per cent focused on others. In terms 

of environment, scholars also highlighted that there is a “mismatch” between the physical, 

social environments and the needs of older people (Iecovich, 2014). Supportive 

neighbourhood environments facilitating older people’s successful ageing-in-place are 

needed (van Dijk et al, 2015).  

 

2.3.2. The meaning of ageing-in-place 

Lawler (2001) identified several reasons for ageing-in-place. It is the most desirable and cost-

efficient way of ageing. It also helps older people to maintain a social network and limit the 

negative effects of relocation and dramatic transitions. These are also identified by Iecovich 

(2014) as the goal of ageing-in-place from the perspective of older people and their families, 

which enables older people to have more control over their lives, maintaining their identity 

and wellbeing. The second goal identified by Iecovich is from a policymaker's perspective, 
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which is to reduce expenditure by providing care services in the community and older 

people’s homes. 

 

Ekström (1994) explained why older people’s homes and neighbourhoods are an essential 

foundation for their emotions of trust and security. Firstly, the time that people have lived in 

the same place contributes to the continuity and stability provided by the place, and helps to 

reflect values and memories from their lives. Wiles et al (2011) also note that ageing-in-place 

is beneficial to older people’s sense of attachment, feeling of security and familiarity, and 

sense of identity. Secondly, the long-standing home and neighbourhood form a controlled 

territory and provide certainty and relative independence. Thirdly, the home can be a part of 

a known, predictable, and dependable neighbourhood which makes older people familiar 

with the surrounding environment, able to know and trust neighbours, and to be known as 

well. Old neighbours play significant roles in emotional support for older people (Yu and 

Rosenberg, 2020). Fourth, older people can confirm their values and ideas with people who 

are similar to them through socialising and everyday encounters with neighbours. Based on 

the socioemotional selectivity theory, research in China found that support from family and 

friends has both positive and negative effects on older people’s emotional wellbeing; the 

positive effects can be enhanced based on older people’s personal interests and selectable 

friend support rather than family support, which is a form of bonded kinship and not 

selectable (Li et al, 2014). This further highlights the importance of maintaining older people’s 

social network to support them psychologically. Therefore, it is important to keep older 

people continually living in their familiar environment and with their supportive social 

connections. 

 

Ageing-in-place in China 

Government responses to changes in population structure determined social stability (Yu and 

Rosenberg, 2020). Ageing-in-place has also been suggested as a suitable way to meet the 

challenge of population ageing in China; indeed, it is favoured by the government and by older 

persons themselves. Research and national data demonstrate that the majority of older 

Chinese people prefer to continue to live at home rather than in care institutions (Liu et al, 

2015). More specifically, over 85 per cent of urban older people in China wish to age-in-place 

(China. National Office of the Elderly Working Committee, 2013). This is also confirmed by 
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Zhou and Walker (2021), who found that ageing-in-place is preferred even more in urban 

China. In 2006, the State Council clearly pointed out that to gradually establish and improve 

the social care for older people it is necessary to take home care as the foundation, 

community-based social care as the support, and care institutions as the supplement (China. 

The State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2006). This represents a significant change 

in Chinese social welfare, from an approach based on the “family” to one based on “home”, 

and expands the responsibility for providing services for older people to include the 

government, wider society, community, market, and other sectors, not only the government 

and families alone (Wang, 2013). Yu and Tian (2019) further explained the benefits and 

shortcomings of three types of ageing models in China: ageing-at-home, ageing-in-community, 

and ageing-in-care facilities (see Appendix Table 1).  

 

According to these advantages and disadvantages, ageing-in-place, which includes ageing-at-

home and in the community, people’s independence, and social contacts, is appropriate if 

they do not require professional health services. However, Yu and Rosenberg (2020) pointed 

out that Chinese older people who live in modern commercial residential buildings also feel 

isolated, and feel a strong nostalgia for their previous social environments. Older people 

might have a sense of powerlessness when they are forced to prioritise other people’s needs, 

prioritise economic status, and forced to live in unfamiliar residential environments. 

Therefore, attention needs to be paid to strengthening older people’s familiarity with the 

environment and social contacts if they are ageing in a community that they are not familiar 

with.  

 

Enabling older people’s ageing-in-place also places requirements on the living environment. 

According to a report entitled Housing and Liveable Environment Condition of Urban and 

Rural Older People in China (Cheng and Hou, 2018), 30 per cent of older people live in housing 

built in the 1970s and 1980s, 30.1 per cent in housing built in the 1990s, and 33.6 per cent in 

housing built after 2000. They analysed older people’s satisfaction with two aspects of their 

neighbourhoods, namely neighbours’ relationships and satisfaction with neighbourhood 

facilities (Figure 2.2). Only 29.5 per cent of urban older people said that their neighbours 

would provide necessary support and only 44.0 per cent thought they would communicate 

frequently with them. In terms of satisfaction with neighbourhood facilities, 23.6 per cent of 
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urban older people were satisfied with the public toilets, 40.1 per cent with the fitness space, 

and 52.2 per cent with the environment's greenery. According to the Urban Green Space 

Classification Standards (China. Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, 2017), 

greenery, which means green spaces rather than just the vegetation, may include residential 

greenery, road greenery, parks, and so on). The same report found that 13.5 per cent of urban 

older people had taken a fall in the past year, and most of these falls happened on roads. In 

terms of the activity spaces in urban areas, Ji (2018) also reported that 61.9 per cent of older 

people know there are squares near home, 58.7 per cent that there are fitness spaces nearby, 

and only 47.3 per cent that there are parks nearby. This data reveals that the activity spaces, 

especially urban parks, were not close to or known by more than half of older people. 70.1 

per cent of urban older people use squares, 63.4 per cent parks, and 54.1 per cent exercise 

sites. These figures highlight that the neighbourhood facilities and activity spaces in China 

need to be improved to be suitable for the ageing population as they are important for 

Chinese older people to carry out outdoor activities and build neighbourhood relationships. 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Satisfaction with neighbourhood facilities among older people in urban and rural areas (Modified 

from: Cheng and Hou, 2018, p.257) 
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2.4. Theories on older people, environment and activities 

2.4.1. Environment press and Ecological models 

With the development of environmental gerontology, Lawton and Nahemow (1973) 

conceptualised the relationships between personal competence and environmental demands 

in their environment press model (Figure 2.3). The vertical axis represents individual 

competence, for example, physical function, cognitive ability, and social communication 

ability; the horizontal axis represents the extent of environment press - the degree to which 

an environment demands a response from the person (Lawton, 1989), which could be related 

to housing, neighbourhood, and public transport conditions (Peace et al, 2007). They 

proposed that  matching the level of the comfortable individual competence zone and the 

level of environment press determined individuals adaptive behaviour. That means that for 

an ageing person, an appropriate combination of their current competence and given 

environmental circumstances can lead to individuals’ highest performance of behaviour and 

emotional function (Peace et al, 2007). On the contrary, when the degree of environmental 

press exceeds older people’s adaptation level, maladaptive behaviour will result. 
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Figure 2.3 Diagrammatic representation of the behavioural and affective outcomes of person-environment 

transactions. (Environmental press model) (Lawton and Nahemow, 1973) 

The early research about individuals’ behaviour developed certain theories and models 

including the Health Belief Model, Social Cognitive Theory, the Theory of Planned Behaviour, 

and the Transtheoretical Model (Glanz et al, 2008). At this stage, the theories and models 

about ageing and environment mostly focus on individuals’ capabilities, psychological 

characteristics, and physical environment (Yu and Tian, 2019).  

 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) defined ecology as the process of human development and 

relationships with its immediate settings, and the larger context in which the settings are 

embedded. Similarly, Hawley (1950, cited in Stokols, 1992) defined the term ecology as the 
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interrelationships between organisms and their environments. Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

developed ecological systems theory and defined four levels of environmental factors: the 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. The microsystem refers to the 

interrelations within the immediate setting, such as among family members or work groups, 

the mesosystem refers to interrelations between two or more settings, such as physical family, 

school and work settings; the exosystem refers to the settings which people do not have 

direct relations with but which nevertheless have impacts on people’s development; the 

macrosystem refers to the cultural and subcultural settings, or ideology and belief systems 

above the previous levels of systems.  

 

At the same time, Moos et al (1979) determined four categories of environmental factors that 

influence older people’s behaviours in sheltered living settings, comprising physical and 

architectural features, policies and procedures, human aggregate, and social climate. Human 

aggregate means the characteristics of residents and staff in the setting. Social climate means 

the “personalities'' of environment settings; some environments can be more supportive than 

others, just like human beings. This framework draws out the influence of social aspects on 

behaviour. Later, in 1988, McLeroy et al proposed an ecological model to expand the 

influential factors of individuals’ behaviours to social environments, and organisational, 

community, and public policy factors. This model supposes that the changes in social 

environment have the potential to change an individual ‘s behaviours. Stokols (1992) defined 

the ecological model as a framework for understanding the nature of people’s transactions 

with their physical and sociocultural environments, which involved sociology, psychology, 

economics, and public health disciplines. This further changes attention from biological and 

geographic environments, to social, institutional, and cultural environments of people-

environment relationships. However, these theories and models have limited effectiveness in 

interventions (Sallis et al, 2006).  

 

Based on previous ecological models of physical behaviour, Sallis et al (2006) developed an 

ecological model of active living (Figure 2.4) explaining the different layers and types of 

factors that influence human behaviour. In this model, the perceived environmental 

attributes influential on physical activities were classified as safety, attractiveness, comfort, 

accessibility and convenience. Physical activity has been divided into active recreation, active 
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transport, household activities, and occupational activities. These activities were further 

subdivided into different behaviour settings which include neighbourhood, recreation 

environment, home environment, transport, workplace environment, and school 

environment. This model also provided correlative environment elements for different 

behaviour settings, which can be used to conduct observation in related environments. This 

model provides guidance to implement interventions in personal aspects, physical 

environments, social environments, and policy aspects to achieve active living (Sallis et al, 

2006). 

 

The ecological perspective underpins research on various aspects of ageing, including, for 

example, liveable environments and older people’s quality of life (Stephens et al, 2019), 

environmental features and leisure-time physical activity (Cerin et al, 2010), healthy lifestyle 

(Fitzgerald, 2009), and so on. Jackson (2003) explored the relationships between various 

aspects of the built environment and population health. Ecological models and theories are 

especially suitable for researching physical activity that usually occurs in specific settings; 

research into the characteristics of a place is key to understanding how space supports or 

prevents physical activity (Sallis et al, 2006). Giles-Corti et al (2005) further suggested that 

environment-specific and behaviour-specific ecological models are needed to guide future 

interventions. 
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Figure 2.4 Ecological model of the four domains of active living (Sallis et al, 2006, p.301) 
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2.4.2. Environmental attributes and activity  

Aspinall et al (2010) defined environmental attributes as aspects or qualities of the 

environment which are part of a space setting. Physical environment attributes have close 

relationships with physical activity (Humpel et al, 2002). Apart from the attributes identified 

by Sallis et al (2006) in the ecological model, applications of ecological models in physical 

activity research have also identified diverse attributes. By reviewing 19 quantitative studies, 

Humpel et al (2002) found that accessibility of facilities, opportunities for activity, and 

aesthetic attributes had strong relationships with physical activity, whilst weather and safety 

had less strong associations. The accessibility of facilities includes accessible cycle paths, 

access to local parks, facilities on frequently travelled routes, density of pay and free facilities, 

and parks, beaches, and shops within walking distance. Opportunities for activity refers to 

home equipment, satisfaction with recreational facilities, local clubs and awareness of 

facilities. Aesthetic attributes include a friendly neighbourhood , pleasant things near home, 

attractive local area, enjoyable scenery, hills and living environment. The less-influential 

attributes are weather conditions, safe footpaths, levels of crime in the neighbourhood, and 

unattended dogs.  

 

Bedimo-Rung et al (2005) developed the conceptual model of park characteristics, physical 

activity, and public health, and characterised influential park characteristics as Features 

(Facilities, Programmes, Diversity), Condition (Maintenance, Incivilities), Access (Availability, 

Equitable, Individual, Within park), Esthetics (sic) (Design, Attractiveness), Safety (Perceived, 

Objective), and Policies (Management, Budget). McCormack et al (2010) used both qualitative 

and quantitative methods to identify the associations between park use and the attributes of 

urban parks, and found that safety, aesthetics, amenities, maintenance, and proximity are 

important attributes that can promote park use. Furthermore, they also pointed out that 

people’s perceptions of the social environment also have significant influences on physical 

activity patterns.  

 

In certain research about environment attributes and older people’s activities, safety from 

traffic and safe parks were found to be related  to older people’s health-related quality of life 

and self-rated health (Parra et al, 2010). Living in areas with parks, higher connectivity, feeling 
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safe, and the presence of recreational programmes were positively associated with older 

people’s walking activities (Gómez et al, 2010). Sugiyama et al (2009) identified that the 

pleasantness and safety of neighbourhood open space were associated with older people’s 

life satisfaction, and the quality of paths to open space were relevant to older people’s 

walking behaviour. Alves et al (2008) identified older people’s preferences for local parks 

attributes, which include an absence of  nuisance, cafes and toilets, many trees and plants, 

light traffic en route, wildlife to watch, and good maintenance.  

 

Su et al (2014) conducted quantitative research in China by recruiting 1440 adult participants, 

and found that perceived access to physical activity destinations was related to males’ leisure 

time physical activity; perception of aesthetics quality was associated with females’ leisure 

time walking; whereas perception of residential density was inversely related to females’ 

leisure time walking. Similarly, Zhang et al (2013) identified green space attributes relevant 

to residents’ recreational activities, including safety, accessibility, naturalness, coherence, 

uniqueness, diversified species of plants, configuration of plants, plant density, local old trees, 

attractive vegetation, seats and shelters, sculptures, rockeries and stones, pools, fountains, 

hills, lawns, slope, rivers and pools, historicity, pavilions and corridors, exercises facilities, and 

children’s play settings. Cerin et al (2013a) found that influential environment attributes for 

Chinese older people’s activity were safe, aesthetically-pleasing, low-pollution 

neighbourhoods with easy access to recreational and public facilities. 

 

Identifying environment attributes that promote park use and physical activity has the 

potential to guide interventions aimed at older people in rapidly urbanising settings (Parra et 

al, 2010). It is also helpful to decision makers, urban planners, and landscape architects in 

terms of their ability to improve the environment with consideration for older people, and to 

support older people’s use of the environment (Aspinall et al, 2010, Soma et al, 2017).  

 

2.4.3. Behaviour setting 

The development of environmental psychology also contributes to ageing research by 

emphasising the social aspect (Wahl and Oswald, 2010). The concept of behaviour setting is 

believed to be a suitable concept to research behaviour in the real milieu, and a cornerstone 
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of various research disciplines including ecological psychology, behavioural ecology, 

environment psychology, and sociological social psychology (Popov and Chompalov, 2012). 

This concept was first introduced by Barker (1968, 1987), and included a behaviour pattern, 

a physical setting, and the relationship between the behaviour and the setting. Certain 

physical settings and their socio-cultural contexts can elicit certain behaviours.  

 

People’s behaviour can be predicted more precisely according to the environment rather than 

their individual characteristics (Sallis et al, 2006). The fit between people’s behaviour patterns 

and the features and arrangements of physical elements in a behaviour setting is described 

as “synomorphy” (Schoggen, 1989). Memmott and Keys (2014) also suggested that people 

and physical elements in a behaviour setting can support routine activities within place and 

time boundaries. In earlier periods, Lynch (1984) discussed the fit between environment and 

behaviour, applying the concept of behaviour setting in a variety of environment contexts. 

More recently, this concept has been applied widely in diverse contexts. Moore and Cosco 

(2010) found that children’s physical activities in childcare centres vary between different 

behaviour settings, for example pathways, open areas, and play structures. Even the same 

type of behaviour setting with different attributes also attracts different physical activities. 

Smith et al (2016) observed 30 childcare centre outdoor learning environments with 355 

behaviour settings and identified that the adjacency and centrality of play settings and 

manipulable items are important to facilitating children’s physical activity. Roe and Aspinall 

(2011) applied this concept in forest settings and found that boys with extreme behavioural 

problems experienced restorative benefits. Ganji (2018) used this concept to explore the 

behaviour of people  from diverse ethnic backgrounds in urban public open spaces, and found 

that the frequency and types of activities varied in different settings. These research efforts 

applied the concept of behaviour setting as a unit of analysis to facilitate the study of designed 

landscapes. The physical settings can be decomposed into designed functional areas, for 

example, pathway, open area, play equipment, and so on. The concept of behaviour setting 

links the environment and the behaviour, promotes understanding of the impact of design on 

people’s behaviours, and can be used to propose guidelines for design interventions (Moore 

and Cosco, 2010).  

 

As suggested by Moore and Cosco (2007), the concept of behaviour setting is a valued tool in 
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park design, which can help the designer to identify the functions of different parts of the 

park and to arrange these parts within the park appropriately. However, the application of 

the concept of behaviour has mainly focused on children’s activities, as mentioned above. 

There is still a lack of research applying this concept in studies related to ageing people’s 

activities in outdoor environments. This concept will be used to guide this study's analysis of 

older people’s behaviour in outdoor environments, and the physical and social aspects of the 

environment that influence older people’s activities.  

 

2.4.4. Affordances of the environment 

From the ecological perceptual psychology perspective, Gibson (1979) defined affordances as 

what the environment offers or provides the animal (‘human’), either positively or negatively. 

It also refers to the fit between environment support (both good and bad) and people’s 

capabilities that make possible a given activity (Gibson and Pick, 2000). Heft (1988) and Moore 

and Cosco (2007) explained that affordances can be understood as the functional 

significances of environment features related to individual users. Based on Gibson’s 

perceptive, Kyttä (2003) defined p-e (person-environment) fit as a process of the individual 

and the environment adjusting to each other, using various levels of affordances (potential, 

perceived, used, and shaped affordance) to describe the levels and characteristics of p-e 

relationships.  

 

This concept has been applied in various research settings. In Terian’s (1988) review of Lang’s 

book, Creating Architecture Theory: The Role of the Behavioral Sciences in Environmental 

Design (1987), Lang applied the theory of affordance to the architecture environment. Kyttä 

(2003) applied the concept of affordance in child-friendly environment research and notes 

that “weak” groups, such as children and older people are dependent on the affordances of 

the vicinal surroundings. McKenzie and Jefferson (2007) identified some housing affordances 

for women ageing-in-place and mentioned certain outdoor space aspects, for example: street 

width affords mobility and access to services; parks and gardens afford physical activity, 

contemplation and socialisation; natural amenities afford physical activity and passive 

enjoyment or contemplation. Ganji (2018) found sittability as the main affordance of spaces 

for lingering and visibility, and suggested some spatial structures including benches, ledges, 
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planting beds, steps, grassed surfaces, and so on. Heft (2010) suggested that in many cases 

affordances can be considered to be motivating qualities, e.g., open fields afford possibilities 

for running, and also attract children to run and tumble. In terms of applying affordance in 

green space research, Hadavi et al (2015) found that people prefer nearby green space that 

can afford opportunities for both socialising and growing plants. Ganji (2018) identified that 

free and accessible green spaces within residential neighbourhoods that are suitable for 

different play and sports afford people the opportunity to engage in informal practices of 

social activity. Hadavi et al (2015) found that their participants preferred space with 

playgrounds because they had children. Hadavi et al (2015) further suggested that research 

should be conducted using wider age ranges with more detailed demographic information to 

reveal different affordance patterns.  

 

The above studies emphasise the importance of the affordance concept in green space 

research, and also  in landscape research more generally (Hadavi et al, 2015). However, Clark 

and Uzzel (2006) noted that environment affordances not only relate to the features of the 

environment, but also individuals’ physical characteristics, needs, and intentions. Specific 

environments “afford” specific types of behaviours, but people’s needs, values, and 

competencies might play a more vital role in supporting or inhibiting behaviours (Land, 1987, 

citied in Terian, 1998). Chemero (2018) described affordance as a relationship between the 

feature of an environment and the perceiver’s ability, which determines how the 

environment affordance is perceived. Therefore, identical environment features do not afford 

the same function for different individuals. As in the example given by Heft (2010), a plaza 

can be meaningful to thirteen-year-old skateboarders due to the environment features that 

make certain manoeuvres possible, and also can be meaningful to older people because they 

can have social encounters with friends on particularly arranged benches in the plaza. This 

Implies that environmental affordances can vary according to an individual's circumstances.  

 

Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014) argued that in the human case, affordances not only include 

the action opportunities offered by the material environment,  but also the possibilities for 

action the environment offers in the context of a way of life, and that way of life is 

sociocultural. That explains why some human abilities are different, because we participate 

in different sociocultural practices. They further stated that the world can sometimes 
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motivate people to act in certain ways, because we have been solicited by the specific 

possibilities for action in our situation. Their arguments linked with Costall’s (1995) viewpoint 

that the concept of affordance proposed by Gibson should be socialised. Gaver (1996) also 

mentioned that social affordances reveal the possibility that people can offer new 

affordances to one another, therefore there are possibilities that the physical environment 

offers opportunities for social interaction. Gaver further noted that  affordances for socialising 

could be a powerful tool for design. As Clark and Uzzell (2006) insisted, it is impossible to 

conceptualise the environment into separate physical and social aspects, and to separate 

environmental physical and social affordances is misleading and theoretically and 

philosophically contestable. The reason they made this contention is that the physical and 

social aspects of the environment work together and are fused to support behaviour. 

Therefore, the affordance can relate to both physical and social features of the environment. 

A space can be especially desirable for users when it affords distinctive engagement 

experiences (Heft, 2010). Clark and Uzzell (2006) further identified the important socio-

environmental affordances of adolescents, for example, to be active, be alone, be in a place 

where they feel they belong, be in control of the environment, be with close friends, and so 

on. As well as social affordances, Roe and Aspinall (2011) identified emotional affordances, 

which refer to restoration effects. However, much of the relevant research did not link the 

findings to the planning and design process (Hadavi et al, 2015). 

 

Ward Thompson (2013) notes that the concept of environment affordance has influenced a 

great deal of the research related to landscape and environment preference, as well as 

environment-behaviour interactions. A favoured environment should afford users the 

possibility of being able to carry out  activities that are important to them that other 

environments cannot support (Clark and Uzzell, 2006). Withagen et al (2012) further 

suggested that affordance is not only the possibility of activities, but also can invite activities. 

This concept provides a new perspective to designers to consider how the physical 

environment can support different people’s activities and experiences. As Heft (2010) said, 

affordance considerations can lead environmental aesthetics research from assessments of 

preference to experiencing the environment in the course of action, and that engagement in 

environment is vital for affective experience. 

  



 

44 
 

Affordances of the environment can be created and designed proactively, and regarded as an 

effort to increase or regulate the p-e fit (Kyttä, 2004). In the field of engineering, Maier and 

Fadel (2009, p23) defined “Affordance-based design” as follows:  

 

“Design is the specification of a system structure that does possess certain desired affordances 

in order to support certain desired behaviours, but does not possess certain undesired 

affordances in order to avoid certain undesired behaviours”.  

 

Reflecting the field of landscape, affordance-based design is not the specification of a system 

structure, but rather a kind of theory and logical basis by which to understand people, or 

specific people's behaviour in relation to environmental features, in order to support and 

encourage their desired activities. As Maier et al (2009) asserted, affordances can be 

understood as a conceptual framework to explain the relationship between form, function, 

and meaning of architectural elements, and humans. It can also be used to improve the design 

process between people with different backgrounds (e.g., architects and engineers) as a 

common theoretical basis. In addition, it can be used as an evaluation tool to examine the 

differences between design intentions and actual usage to prevent design failures.  

 

The concept of affordance and behaviour setting are usually mentioned together in research. 

The affordances of the settings can influence people’s behaviour, therefore contributing to 

the functioning of the behaviour settings (Ward Thompson, 2013). As Moore and Cosco (2007) 

suggested, identifying affordances can help designers develop detailed park design features 

that matter to the users, and to explore the similarities and distinctions between various 

behaviour settings. For example, the settings may vary in their form, topography, or visual 

transparency (Moore and Cosco, 2007). The above literature review has provided an overview 

of how the concept of behaviour setting and affordance has become a useful combination in 

research about children’s outdoor activities and green spaces, which provides a new 

perspective in exploring the relationship between people’s activities and environment 

attributes. As suggested by Brown and Corry (2011), landscape architecture needs more 

evidence-based design, not only in the areas that are already based on evidence, for example, 

transplanting of trees, visual preference, microclimate modification, etc., but also the areas 

encompassing social, cultural, aesthetic, and human components. However, the majority of 
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research in this area has no findings to actual designs, and there is still a lack of research 

applying these concepts to the ageing population as well as neighbourhood outdoor spaces, 

especially in the Chinese context.  

 

2.4.5. Person-environment relationships in later life 

As suggested by Wahl and Oswald (2010), a better understanding of ageing from 

environmental perspectives is needed in order to understand the relationship between the 

environment and new lifestyles, and leisure activity patterns. They state that the process of 

ageing is one of continuous adjustment of people's relationships with the environment that 

they reside in. They developed an overarching conceptual framework on person-environment 

(p-e) relationships in older age (Figure 2.5), referring to two key processes: the belonging 

process, which is relevant to older people’s experiences, and the p-e agency process, which 

is relevant to older people’s behaviour. 

 

 

Figure 2.5 Overarching conceptual framework on person-environment relationships in later life (Source: Wahl 

and Oswald, (2010). The SAGE Handbook of Social Gerontology, P.115.) 
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Processes of p-e belonging refer to the emotional and cognitive evaluation and 

representation of physical environments, and also attachment to place which leads to 

patterns of place meaning. It is based on three concepts and theories: residential satisfaction, 

place attachment, and meaning of home. According to Amérigo and Aragonés (1997), 

residential satisfaction is influenced by objective attributes and subjective evaluations of the 

residential environment. It affects people’s behavioural intentions,  influences their adaptive 

behaviour to maintain or increase congruence with the residential environment, and gives an 

increase in life satisfaction. Another concept, place attachment, is known to be related to 

identity (Peace et al, 2005), quality of life (Joaquim Araújo de Azevedo et al, 2013), residential 

satisfaction (Fried, 1982), and wellbeing (Rollero et al, 2010; Wiles et al, 2009). Research 

related to place attachment that focuses on the neighbourhood scale accounts for a much 

higher proportion than other place sizes (Lewicka, 2011). Various neighbourhood socio-

spatial factors influence the degree of attachment to a place, including but not limited to 

neighbourhood safety and walkability, satisfaction with parks and recreational facilities, 

maintenance of streets and open spaces, and availability of trees (Oktay et al, 2009). The third 

concept within the process of p-e belonging is the meaning of home, as it usually presents in 

the attachment process. Through reviewing the literature, it appears that the meaning of 

home can reflect a broader concept, meaning of place, and be used to understanding the 

relationship between person and environment. Iecovich (2014) explained “place” as 

consisting of physical (home or neighbourhood), social (connections with others), emotional, 

and psychological components (sense of belonging and attachment), and cultural dimensions 

(older people’s values, beliefs, symbolic meanings, and ethnicity). Gustafson (2001) proposed 

a theoretical model-self-others-environment to be used in exploring the meanings of place. 

Place usually has highly personal meanings via life-path, emotions, activity, and self-

identification. In terms of the meanings between self and others, place  is usually related to 

social relationships, the sense of community that is based on these social relationships, being 

recognised and recognising others, as well as anonymity. The theme ‘others’ creates 

meanings via residents' perceived characteristics, traits, and behaviours. Meaning of place 

also depends on the environment, comprising the physical environment (including natural 

environment and conditions such as weather and seasons, built environment), symbolic or 

historical environment, institutional environment, as well as the place localisation, and the 

nearness or distance to other places. The relationship between environment and self creates 
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meanings via individuals’ formal knowledge (geographical, historical), familiarity with the 

place in which they live, and whether the place offers opportunities to people to perform 

activities. Finally, the themes of traditions, festivals, and anniversaries involve self-other-

environment poles that contribute to the overall meaning of place. 

 

Processes of p-e agency refer to the perceived controllability of older people’s physical 

environments, the interplay between the physical environment and older people’s 

behavioural, and p-e fit. The interplay refers to the demands of the physical environment 

conditions (‘docility’), and older people’s active use, compensation for, adaptation, 

retrofitting, and creation of places (‘proactivity’). The notion of p-e fit refers to the reciprocal 

and dynamic relationship between individuals and their environments (World Health 

Organisation, 2015). Kahana et al (2003) point out that the characteristics of the environment, 

person, and p-e fit are significant to determining older people’s life satisfaction. Older people 

will have unmet needs when they feel that the environment cannot accommodate their 

intended actions. Unmet needs can be used to investigate the interaction between person 

and environment (Sugiyama and Ward Thompson, 2007). Oswald et al (2005) stated that age 

is influential on basic needs, such as necessary daily activities, whereas place plays a more 

significant role in higher-order and social aspects needs, which refer to more subjective 

domains including comfort, familiarity, privacy, and favoured activities. They identified that 

different categories of neighbourhood are associated with the p-e fit, for instance, more 

pleasant parts of the neighbourhood have higher fit with higher-order needs.  

 

The processes of belonging and agency play an essential role in supporting older people to 

maintain their identity and autonomy, and are related to wellbeing. As George (1998) 

commented, self and identity are cornerstones of wellbeing. In the framework of person-

environment relationships, the process of belonging, especially place attachment, directly 

leads to identity. Life experiences and personally valued things in one’s life and who you are  

determine individual attachment to place (Rubinstein and Parmelee, 1992). Just as Peace et 

al (2005) defined identity as how people see themselves, it also influences how people 

respond to things and people around them. Personal identity can make a place become 

meaningful, and in turn the place can shape individual experiences and lead to identity 

(Rubinstein and Parmelee, 1992). In the framework of person-environment relationships in 
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later life, the process of agency is connected to older people’s autonomy. While considering 

the ageing process, the World Health Organisation (2002, p.13) defined autonomy as: The 

perceived ability to control, cope with and make personal decisions about how one lives on a 

day-to-day basis, according to one’s own rules and preferences. The ageing process is usually 

accompanied by a decrease in functional autonomy due to changing functional and cognitive 

capacity, social relationships, and emotional status, which will also influence psychological 

wellbeing (Quaglino et al, 2016). Other scholars have verified that perceived environmental 

barriers will reduce older people’s autonomy in participation in outdoor activities 

(Rantakokko et al, 2017). Familiar environments can support older people’s daily activities 

and their sense of autonomy and control, which contributes to their wellbeing (Gitlin, 2003). 

Control and autonomy are amongst the factors that can enhance older people’s wellbeing 

(Creech et al, 2013). Arguably, when the environment can fit with older people’s behaviour in 

the process of agency, it will then contribute to their autonomy and wellbeing. 

 

2.4.6. Place attachment 

Peace (2007) indicated that the ecology and person-environment relationships theories 

usually focus on the environment, whereas the concept of place attachment emphasises the 

process of individual affective, cognitive, and behavioural ties to the surrounding physical 

environment. The strength of the ties, and different meanings related to different 

environment settings, for example, home or specific landscapes, reflects the attachment to 

place. Rubinstein and Parmelee (1992, p.142) explained how a space becomes a place as: 

 

“Personal experience, either direct or vicarious, and social interaction lead the person to 

attach meaning to a defined space; as a result, within his or her own identity, it becomes a 

place.” 

 

Similarly, de Donder et al (2012) described place attachment as the positive and affective links 

between individuals and their homes and neighbourhoods. The benefits of place attachment 

include a better quality of life (Smith and Cartlidge, 2011; Seamon, 2013; Tartaglia, 2013; 

Marcheschi et al, 2015), meaningful social relationships (Kyle et al, 2005), and psychological 

benefits including memories, belonging, relaxation, positive emotions, activity support, 
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comfort-security, personal growth, freedom, entertainment, connection to nature, practical 

benefits, privacy, and aesthetics (Scannell and Gifford, 2017). By reviewing over 400 papers 

from the past 40 years (prior to 2010 at the time of writing), Lewicka (2011) also found that 

many researchers stated place-attached people are more likely to engage in place-related 

activities.  

 

Smith (2009) identified the factors influencing place attachment, which include length of 

residency, social support, contacts and integration, perception of area or perceived rewards 

of living in an area compared with other areas, access to services and amenities, 

neighbourhood satisfaction, proximity to social encounters, perceived control over the 

environment, perceived choice in the selection of residence, community participation, public 

spaces, life history, cultural influences, and location.  

 

Scannell and Gifford (2010) developed a tripartite model of place attachment including three 

dimensions: Person, Place, and Process (Figure 2.6). Place attachment in the person 

dimension includes individual and group aspects. From the individual perspective, attachment 

to a place becomes meaningful because of personal experiences, realisations, and milestones. 

As Manzo (2005) stated, a meaningful place is not simply important, it is the experience-in-

place that creates meaning. There are scholars who debate whether a place's characteristics 

create meanings. Mannarini et al (2006) identified neighbourhood characteristics related to 

residents' sense of community and thus their place attachment. Kelly and Hosking (2008) also 

found that physical spatial characteristics of a place influence the formation of place 

attachment. Even so, Saar and Palang (2009) strongly argue that place attachment should 

relate to place meanings rather than quantitatively measurable characteristics. On the group 

level, attachment to place is built through shared historical experiences and can be religion-

based. For example, Shamsuddin and Ujang (2008) found that traditional streets can influence 

people’s degree of attachment by their historical meanings, and the meanings are strongly 

reflected in the activity and atmosphere on site that people are involved in.  

 

The process dimension refers to the psychological process. Place attachment usually brings 

positive emotions, for example, happiness, pride, and love. Also, people construct a sense of 

place attachment through their memory, knowledge, schemas, and meanings of the place. As 
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Lewicka (2013) said, different types of memory are an enabler of continuity and place 

attachment. Memory can contribute to people’s sense of attachment by linking events 

happening on site to people (Ratcliffe and Korpela, 2016). Another dimension of the 

psychological process is behaviour, which means people expressed their attachment through 

trying to maintain proximity to a place, reconstruction of a place, or relocation to similar 

places. Riemer (2004) found strong evidence that many people, especially those older people 

who leave their home and family to pursue things and are adrift, are wishing to look for their 

roots and hope to return to their homes to be near the important things in their lives. The 

place dimension is the most important dimension of attachment. Place attachment is 

different at different scales of the physical environment, for example, worldwide, city, 

neighbourhood, house, or natural environment. As Williams and Vaske (2003) identified, 

natural landscapes are not only natural resources but also places containing history, 

memories, emotional, and symbolic meanings.  

 

 

Figure 2.6 The tripartite model of place attachment (Scannell and Gifford, 2010, p.2) 

The place dimension also represents social aspects, which can be social interactions that the 

place affords people, or symbolised social bonds. The social aspect of attachment facilitates 

social relationships and group identity, and sometimes conflates with a sense of community, 

as their influencing factors such as emotional bonds, behavioural commitment, affiliation, 
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satisfaction, and belonging are largely overlapped (Pretty et al, 2003). In this sense, sense of 

community refers to social bonds in physical places that support social interaction, such as 

neighbourhoods and shops. 

 

Place attachment is particularly important for older people because they are likely to reside 

in the same community for a long time (Phillipson, 2007), spend more time in their local 

environments (Glass and Balfour, 2003), rely on diverse support from neighbours (Nocon and 

Pearson, 2000), and their sense of identity is also related with place attachment (Rowles, 

1983). Place attachment not only motivates ageing-in-place, but also provides older people 

with a sense of security so they are able to carry out daily activities (Cristoforetti et al, 2011). 

Apart from this, Rubinstein and Parmelee (1992) also stated that place attachment is 

especially vital to older people for several reasons. Firstly, attachment to key current or 

former places helps older people remember their life course, thereby maintaining a sense of 

continuity, fostering identity, and protecting themselves from deleterious changes. Secondly, 

attachment to place can act as a buffer to support older people’s positive self-image. Finally, 

attachment to place represents older people’s independence and continued competence. 

McHugh and Mings (1996) suggest that attention should move beyond a unitary conception 

of home because more and more older people have attachment in multiple places due to the 

increase in older people’s mobility and migration and their changing lifestyles and activities.  

 

In China, Chen et al (2019) identified a relationship of “environmental satisfaction-residential 

satisfaction-place attachment” that highlights the importance of older people’s satisfaction 

with the environment and their residential community in building their attachment to 

community. Lu et al (2018) found that residents in China have strong social, symbolic, and 

functional attachment to their gated community, through knowing their neighbours, 

participating in neighbourhood activities, having the benefit of privatised services, and being 

provided with a nice neighbourhood image. However, as mentioned in Chapter 4 (4.4 

Understanding community in a Chinese context), Zhu et al (2012) argue that residents in 

commodity residential communities have strong place attachment but less social interaction. 

This is congruent with their attachments being related to property ownership and satisfaction 

with the physical environment. Even though the social environment is an influencing factor, 
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place attachment in this case is more about neighbours' social status and quality, rather than 

social interaction.  

 

2.4.7. Environment support: Outdoor space effects on ageing 

The influence of outdoor space on older people has been well studied. Sugiyama and Ward 

Thompson (2007) argue that supportiveness of outdoor environments is beneficial to older 

people’s quality of life and list three modes of how older people benefit from outdoor 

environments: participation in outdoor physical activity, exposure to outdoor natural 

environments, and social interaction in outdoor spaces. The three are usually interlaced: for 

example, contact with nature sometimes involves physical activities, physical activities 

sometimes involve social interactions.  

 

2.4.7.1. Participation in outdoor physical activity 

There has been an extensive array of research studies on the various benefits from 

participation in physical activity, such as improved strength, aerobic capacity, flexibility, 

physical function, cognition, and reduced risk of depression and dementia (Keysor and Jette, 

2001; Lü et al, 2016; Ku et al, 2012; Lee et al, 2014, Benedetti et al, 2008). Taking part in 

various activities also allows older people to enjoy esteem and respect, to exercise their 

competence, and to maintain caring and supportive relationships (World Health Organisation, 

2007a). Most importantly, maintaining outdoor activities could extend older people’s high-

quality living period and reduce the period during which they need more intensive care 

(Duggan et al, 2008). However, physical inactivity is a worldwide burden on public health (Lee 

et al, 2012). By reviewing fifty-three international studies of physical activity in older people, 

Sun et al (2013) found that the most recommended physical activity level is 150 minutes of 

moderate or vigorous physical activity per week. They further noticed that older people were 

less likely to be active than other reference groups, and men were more likely to be regularly 

active in terms of physical activity, especially leisure time physical activity, than women.  

 

Harris et al (2009) also noticed from objectively measured steps of 280 older people in the 

United Kingdom that their physical activity level is well below recommended levels. They also 

found that the factors influencing older people’s physical activity level include age, general 
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health, disability, diabetes, body mass index, exercise self-efficacy, and perceived exercise 

control. Most research in China also indicates that older people’s physical activity does not 

meet the recommended level. To be more specific, Chen et al (2015) found that older people 

who live alone in Shanghai have low physical activity levels, and health education 

interventions are needed to increase these levels. Li et al (2020) reported that physical 

inactivity is common, even endemic, in Chinese people aged 45 and over, especially those of 

an older age, who have difficulties in daily living, and not working.  

 

Apart from older people’s personal factors, the linkage between built environment and 

physical activity has been increasingly highlighted. Built environment elements include land-

use patterns, large- and small-scale built and natural features, and the transportation system, 

all shape the opportunities for physical activity (Brownson et al, 2009). The built environment 

can promote or inhibit older people’s physical activities. The elderly can remain independent 

and active when the environment has supportive features (Kerr et al, 2012), for example, the 

accessible green and open space (Sugiyama and Ward Thompson, 2008; Moran et al, 2014). 

Keskinen et al (2018) reported a series of findings indicating that for older people with 

mobility restrictions, perceiving nature and the presence of water are vital for outdoor 

physical activity. For older people without walking difficulties, higher habitat diversity within 

natural areas is relevant to their physical activities.  

 

As Sallis et al (2006) stated, different types of physical activity happening in different settings 

are affected by different environmental characteristics. Urban environments are culturally 

and environmentally distinctive in Asian and Western countries and therefore lead to 

different activity patterns (Cerin et al, 2013b). They found that older people’s recreational 

walking level in Hong Kong was twice to four times higher than in the places studied in 

relevant Western research. Research in China identified that living near functional spaces 

(Zhou et al, 2017), and other factors such as mixed land use, sidewalks, aesthetics, and 

facilities enabled older people to maintain physical activity levels (Day, 2016). Another study 

in Zhongshan, China, suggested that abundant pavements, density of bus stops, accessible 

commercial establishments, and sufficient green space could be effective in terms of 

encouraging walking among older people at different levels. However, they argue that the 

walkability of compact urban form in the Western context might be so supportive in the 
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context of Zhongshan (Zhang et al, 2014). Other physical factors identified such as presence 

of bridges or overpasses connecting to services, proximity of recreational facilities, 

infrastructure for walking, and indoor places for walking also have a positive impact on 

recreational walking within the neighbourhood (Cerin et al, 2013b).  

 

In terms of the neighbourhood environment, neighbourhood social factors, such as individual-

level social cohesion and participation, and physical factors, are both associated with Chinese 

older people’s leisure-time physical activities (Gao et al, 2015). Most physical activities such 

as outdoor walking, traditional Chinese exercises, and leisure activities take place in parks, 

streets, or community open spaces (Li, 2016). Ku et al (2007) confirmed that physical activity 

contributes to Chinese older people’s physical, psychological, developmental, and social 

elements of subjective wellbeing, and enhances their quality of life. Multilevel physical 

activity interventions are needed to increase physical activity levels among Chinese older 

people (Zhu et al, 2016; Li et al, 2020). To be more effective, these physical activity 

interventions also need to consider the environment. 

 

2.4.7.2. Exposure to outdoor natural environments 

Nature plays an influential role in older people’s daily life (Finlay et al, 2015). Numerous 

studies have documented the various benefits of contact with natural environments. Another 

concept within environmental psychology that is relevant to how people benefit from the 

environment is restorative environments, which refers to particular environments and 

environmental configurations that benefit psychological and/or physiological recovery (Joye 

and van den Berg, 2018). Joye and van den Berg (2018) further pointed out that natural 

environments are more restorative than built or urban environments, and exposure to 

restorative natural environments has the potential to benefit wellbeing and prevent illness.   

 

There is evidence that older people living in neighbourhoods with more green spaces show 

improvement in frailty status (Yu et al, 2018), and exhibit fewer mental health issues (Wu et 

al, 2015). Therefore, increasing access to natural environments at the neighbourhood level 

could be a useful intervention to improve older people’s mental health status. Similarly, 

exposure to urban green space benefits older people’s physical health and mental wellbeing 

(Lau et al, 2021). Based on research by Hawkins et al (2013) and Olsson et al (2013), Orr et al 
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(2016) list themes of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ in natural environments. ‘Being’ includes activities 

such as enjoying green views through the window, being outdoor in the fresh air, being 

peaceful and tranquil outdoors, being outdoors to maintain independence and social contact, 

and being outdoors as a confirmation of the self. ‘Doing’ activities include doing something 

outdoors such as sharing expertise and produce in outdoor gardening. In outdoor gardening 

activities, older people can feel a sense of achievement and satisfaction from growing things, 

observing things growing, participating in the process, and sharing skills and expertise with 

fellow gardeners (Hawkins et al, 2013).  

 

As Day (2008) identified, older people emphasise the importance of natural window views to 

their health and wellbeing, as they can perceive the changing seasons, and the sequence of 

leaf burst and blooming of different plants and flowers. The sensory descriptions that 

underline vision focus more on older people deriving pleasure and joy from appreciation of 

nature, and the detailed description of plants is a kind of compensation for being less mobile 

and having fewer opportunities to be outdoors (Orr et al, 2016). Orr et al (2016) also 

mentioned that being in the fresh air is a multi-sensory experience because the air transmits 

the sensation of wind, the sounds and smells of nature, and a sense of open space. Numerous 

studies have shown the importance of being in fresh air for older people (Duggan et al, 2008; 

Butler and Cohen, 2010; Bengtsson and Carlsson, 2013). Being peaceful and tranquil in the 

outdoors emphasises that older people need passive engagement with natural environments, 

which generates therapeutic experiences and effects (Milligan et al, 2004). Nature also 

enables older people to engage in outdoor activities, but older people in different countries 

have different preferences. As Alves et al (2006) identified, Hispanic older people prefer 

natural settings with furnishings to conduct group social activities, whereas Anglo-American 

older people find authentic natural environments to be more attractive for peaceful activities, 

for example, quiet reflection. In China, Wang and Rodiek (2019) found that older people 

strongly prefer colourful flowers in urban parks. Also, Huang et al (2019) reported that older 

people’s better self-rated health correlates with higher residential greenness and proximity 

to blue and green spaces. These differences are also meaningful to design environments for 

older people in different countries. 

 



 

56 
 

2.4.7.3. Social interaction in outdoor spaces 

Lovell et al (2015) reported that exposure to the natural environment and social contact were 

critical pathways for improving health and wellbeing through activities. As Knox (2005) 

mentions, place is a setting for social interaction. It structures people’s daily routines and life 

paths, providing a site for the processes of socialisation. Kweon et al (1998) identified some 

features of sociopetal outdoor spaces, which encourage older people to develop social 

relationships with neighbours via providing opportunities to have repeated face-to-face 

contact with them. These features include having access to transient public spaces, clustered 

elderly housing, outdoor common spaces adjacent to high rise buildings, and other outdoor 

spaces, e.g., spaces in front of buildings, open spaces, parks. Neighbourhood physical 

environments play a role in influencing residents’ quantity and quality of social contact and 

therefore affect neighbourhood social ties (Kuo et al, 1998).  

 

Van den Berg et al (2015) confirmed some built environmental factors influencing social 

interaction. They stated that smaller residential communities tend to have more local social 

contacts and make residents feel at home in the neighbourhood. Neighbourhood facilities, 

comprising supermarkets, primary schools, and outdoor sports facilities within 1 km are also 

identified as positive factors leading to local social interaction. Older people with more 

integrated social networks also visit parks more frequently (Enssle and Kabisch, 2020). Green 

spaces allow older people to meet friends and socialise (Esther et al, 2017), contributing to 

strengthening and maintaining a sense of community and social interaction among older 

people (Kweon et al, 1998; Kim and Kaplan, 2004). Older people perceive going outdoors as 

an opportunity to have informal encounters with neighbours or friends, which is a source of 

social inclusion and identity (Duggan et al, 2008). There are also different levels of 

engagement in outdoor activities. Bengtsson and Carlsson (2013) identified a range of older 

people’s outdoor social activities, such as people-watching, drinking coffee together, as well 

as attending larger parties and events. They also highlighted that some older people prefer 

sitting alone in the garden with views of others. 

 

2.4.8. Outdoor activities 

In Gehl’s famous book Life Between Buildings: Using Public Space (2011), he emphasised the 
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up-to-date essential principles and quality criteria for public spaces related to people’s 

behaviours. Gehl (2011) identified three types of outdoor activities which have different 

requirements in relation to the outdoor physical environment: necessary activities, optional 

activities, and social activities (Figure 2.7).  

 

 

Figure 2.7 Graphic representation of the relationship between the quality of outdoor spaces and the rate of 

occurrence of outdoor activities (Gehl, 2011, p.11)  

Necessary activities include activities essential in daily life (e.g., shopping, waiting for a bus or 

person). The majority of necessary activities involve walking. Because of the nature of this 

type of activity, it happens under most conditions and is less influenced by the external 

environment. Optional activities refer to activities which people may wish to do if time and 

place make them possible. This type of activity is highly dependent on the outdoor physical 

conditions. A good environment can make broad spectrum of activities possible. It is 

reasonable to assume that when the affordances of a physical environment meet older 

people’s needs, optional activities will happen more frequently, and can lead to  more social 

activities because the optional activity provides the essential element of social activity - 

people. Social activities refer to all activities that depend on others' presence in public spaces. 

Gehl (2011) further classified social activities into active and passive. Active social activities 

include various communal activities, greetings, and conversations, whereas passive activities 

- the most widespread type of social activity - refer to passive contacts with others, such as 

seeing and hearing other people. Social activity is also referred to as ‘resultant’ activity 

because it is usually associated with the other two activity types.  
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Other scholars studying older people’s outdoor activities have also identified diverse types. 

Shergold (2019) classified older people’s activity into solitary, informal, and formal activities.  

Zhang (2006) listed Chinese older people’s outdoor activities according to the frequency of 

their occurrence, including chatting with old friends, strolling, using exercise facilities, playing 

chess or cards, resting, exercising through Tai chi, singing and dancing, taking care of children, 

and ball sports etc. Wu (2015) concluded that Chinese older people’s daily activities comprise: 

  

● Daily exercise activities: strolling, using exercise facilities, dancing exercises, jogging, 

and mountain climbing, which usually happen in pedestrian paths, community 

squares, parks and green spaces, and outdoor exercise facilities. 

 

● Daily leisure activities: strolling, sitting and chatting, watching TV, reading books or 

newspapers, and playing cards or chess, which usually occur in community squares, 

pedestrian paths, activity rooms, parks, and libraries. 

 

According to the Analysis of the Spiritual and Cultural Life of the Elderly in Urban and Rural 

Areas of China (Ji, 2018), more than 90 per cent of urban older people usually watch TV or 

listening to broadcasts, 56 per cent of urban older people usually go strolling and jogging, 26.8 

per cent of urban older people practise gardening, and about 16.4 per cent of urban older 

people usually play Mah-jong, cards, or chess. This raises concerns about older people who 

are less healthy because many outdoor leisure activities require a healthy body and good 

mobility. Those activities that require less physical exertion, for example strolling and taking 

care of plants, provide opportunities for older people who are less healthy to maintain 

physical and mental wellbeing. The traditional Chinese sports and physical activities, such as 

Tai chi, Qigong, and Yangko, are identified as having health benefits to healthy older people 

and those with chronic diseases (Guo et al, 2016). Xie et al (2019) found that the most popular 

neighbourhood outdoor activities for older people in Wuhan, China, are exercising, social 

activities, shopping, playing chess or cards, and growing vegetables. Li and Zhang (2015) also 

found that playing cards and Mah-jong are vital social activities for older people, which usually 

involve four people playing together (Li and Zhang, 2015). Other scholars found that Chinese 

older people’s leisure space and time tend to be constant and fixed, and that they prefer to 
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participate in group activities and be accompanied by familiar friends (Li et al, 2011). In terms 

of travel, research in the megacity of Shanghai found that older people’s main mode of travel 

is walking, usually between 10 to 15 minutes a time (Huang and Wu, 2015). By using GPS 

tracking technology, a space-time behaviour study in Xi’an found that older people’s daily 

travelling distances are usually within 1000 metres (male) and 600 metres (female) (Xu et al, 

2019). 

 

It is obvious that Chinese older people’s outdoor activities have significant differences 

compared with older people in other countries. However, there is still a lack of comprehensive 

research on Chinese older people’s outdoor activities and, to the author’s knowledge, there 

have been no studies based on Gehl’s (2011) classification of outdoor activities. The 

affordances of outdoor space will significantly influence the occurrence of optional activities, 

therefore the presence of people will influence the occurrence of social activities. In order to 

explore how Chinese neighbourhood outdoor space can support older people’s ageing-in-

place, it is reasonable to assume that the neighbourhood outdoor space needs to satisfy older 

people’s necessary activity needs to encourage more optional activities, and invite more 

social activities.  

 

2.4.9. Assemblage thinking 

Public space has been developed with over-determined functions and uses since the second 

half of the 20th century, which prevent spontaneous use of public space and sociability 

(Sendra, 2015). Assemblage thinking has been used in addressing complex city problems. 

“Assemblage” is a term understood as the relational process of composition, where the 

individual elements define the assemblage by their co-functioning, and assemblage thinking 

is attentive to both the individual elements and the interactive whole (McFarlane, 2011). 

Kamalipour and Peimani (2015) have suggested that assemblage thinking contributes to 

addressing complex city problems by encouraging multiscalar thinking. It is beneficial to both 

theory and practice because it can stimulate integrated ways of landscape architecture 

(Kamalipour and Peimani, 2015). By reflecting this method of thinking, assemblage theory 

also enables this landscape study to consider neighbourhood outdoor spaces at different 

scales, and considers how individual elements work together. 
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2.5. Age-friendly environments 

Healthy, accessible, and supportive environments enable older people to do the things that 

are important to them and support their rights regarding ageing-in-place (World Health 

Assembly, 2016). Therefore, ageing-in-place can be promoted by building age-friendly 

environments, which can maximise older people’s capacity and ability, enable them to be and 

to do  (World Health Organisation, 2015). The development of ageing-in-place policies also 

emphasise the importance of an “age-friendly community” (Lui et al, 2009). An age-friendly 

community can moderate the demands of the environment and provide a better fit to older 

people’s strengths and deficits (Alley et al, 2007), and is of crucial importance to older 

people’s wellbeing (Nieboer and Cramm, 2017). Organisations and government entities 

worldwide have encouraged the development of age-friendly physical and social 

environments to enhance older people’s health, wellbeing, and ability to age-in-place 

(Lehning et al, 2015). Research in relation to ageing-in-place and environment has identified 

diverse influencing factors including housing (Bayer and Harper, 2000; Safran-Norton, 2010; 

Hwang et al,  2011), technology (van Hoof et al, 2011), services (Cutchin, 2003), as well as 

community  and neighbourhood (Wiles et al, 2011; van Dijk et al, 2015). These physical and 

socio-environmental features should be mutually complementary to help older people to 

continue to live and participate in the community (Fitzgerald and Caro, 2014). By reviewing 

430 sources from Web of Science, Yu and Wang (2018) found that the key research on age-

friendly environments focuses on quality of life, ageing-in-place, physical activity, built 

environment, policy, care facilities, and public participation. The launch of ‘Global age-friendly 

cities: A guide’ by the World Health Organisation (2007a) has had a significant effect on global 

age-friendly research. The World Health Organisation identifies age-friendly features under 

three themes, physical environment (outdoor spaces and buildings, transportation, housing), 

social environment (social participation, respect and social inclusion, civic participation and 

employment, communication and information), and multiple services (community support 

and health services) (World Health Organisation, 2007a, p.9; World Health Organisation, 

2017). However, Wiles et al (2011) noted that research and policy about ageing-in-place 

usually focus on “home”. Actually, features of neighbourhoods also play a role in influencing 
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people’s decision to move or stay, albeit indirectly and in a limited way (Lee et al, 1994).  

 

2.5.1. Age-friendly physical environment 

As discussed in Section 2.2.2 Health and wellbeing in later life, the changes to the 

musculoskeletal system and physiological function in the ageing process combined with the 

ergonomics of the physical environment present certain challenges to older people. For 

example, the height of seating might not be suitable for older people’s centres of gravity; 

handles, handrails or counters are needed to help older people maintain their balance whilst 

doing certain activities (Farage et al, 2012). Based on the theory of person-environment 

relationships, Yu and Tian (2019) listed the physiological and psychological changes of older 

people, and their corresponding activity and living needs, as well as the needs of the living 

environment at housing, neighbourhood, and city levels (see Appendix Table 2). 

 

Following the age-friendly cities initiative proposed by World Health Organisation (2007a),  

countries worldwide also responded with age-friendly initiatives. To be more specific, 

Appendix Table 3 lists the public space requirements according to age-friendly initiatives in 

different countries. These initiatives focus on the transportation environment, walking or 

street environment, seating, public toilets, and public spaces. Apart from these examples, the 

I’DGO (see: Inclusive Design for Getting Outdoors (idgo.ac.uk)) project is a good example of 

using environmental support theories, explaining that older people have the ability to adapt 

to their environment, and their motivations and needs are important to their quality of life. 

They collected data via various methods, comprising literature review, focus groups and 

workshops, questionnaires, interviews, and behavioural observations, in order to explore 

how to design age-friendly outdoor space to encourage older people to get outdoors, and 

proposed guidance for age-friendly streets and open spaces, respectively.  

 

Design research has focused on generating evidence-based design recommendations to 

minimise barriers to movement outdoors and transform disabling environments into 

supportive ones. Thoughtful design recommendations should allow older people to easily 

understand, interact with minimal difficulties, and to avoid potential hazards (Farage et al, 

2012). Most recently, the research consortium I’DGO have called for the introduction of 

http://www.idgo.ac.uk/index.htm


 

62 
 

certain design features as standard to enable barrier-free movement at all levels (UK Urban 

Ageing Consortium, 2014). However, as repeatedly mentioned above, attention should not 

only focus on the place, but also how the place can support older people’s social relationships. 

The next section moves from age-friendly physical environments to social environments, and 

their relationships. 

 

2.5.2. Age-friendly social environment 

Apart from the physical environment, the social environment also contributes to creating 

living spaces that make it possible for older people to age successfully (Fitzgerald and Caro, 

2014). The World Health Organisation (2007a) defines age-friendly social environments as 

ones in which older people receive respect and feel included by other people’s behaviours 

and messages from the community; older people participate in recreation, social, cultural, 

educational and spiritual activities; older people have opportunities for civic participation and 

employment; and older people receive information to avoid social exclusion. Lui et al (2009) 

identified the key characteristics of social environments based on age-friendly initiatives 

worldwide. These include social cohesion and sense of place, social inclusion, being valued 

and respected, encouraging older people to lead community development work, and 

promoting social and civic engagement. Social engagement means maintaining high levels of 

social connections and participation in social activities (Butler and Shannon, 2013). Active 

social environments that provide older people with opportunities to maintain social networks, 

be active in formal organisations, as well as receive respect are beneficial to older people’s 

quality of life (Alley et al, 2007). By doing voluntary work in political or charity organisations, 

older people’s social capital and society’s social cohesion can be promoted (Butler and 

Shannon, 2013). Wang et al (2002) also found that frequent involvement in mental, social, or 

productive activities can reduce older people’s risk of dementia.  

 

In order to promote age-friendly social environments, recommendations were also proposed 

by organisations worldwide. Taking Hong Kong as an example, Jockey Club Age-friendly City 

(2019) suggested that increasing the availability and accessibility of activities and space for 

activities are necessary to enhance social participation for older people, especially the groups 

of older people who do not use community centres frequently. An age-friendly project in the 
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Netherlands aims to run affordable activities in each neighbourhood, organise activities for 

older people through collaborations between theatres, care, and sports organisations, 

establish a knowledge centre to stimulate older people’s sharing of peer knowledge and skills, 

set up places for older people to meet neighbours, organise programmes to avoid loneliness, 

and create exercise facilities in public parks for older people (Van et al, 2018). A project from 

Poland suggested stimulating older people’s involvement in various activities in Senior 

Activity Centres, for example, dancing events, outdoor and intergenerational activities, to 

help them receive respect and social inclusion (Van et al, 2018).  

 

The above-mentioned initiatives in relation to age-friendly social environments are usually 

also relevant to the physical environment, for example, to the accessibility of spaces, and the 

various activities organised in outdoor space. As Lui et al (2009) stated, the physical and social 

environment are usually contingent on each other and mutually reinforcing. Current policies 

in China still lack consideration for creating an engaging social environment for older people 

in its rapidly ageing society (Yu and Rosenberg, 2020).  

 

2.5.3. Community support and health services 

Menec et al (2011) mentioned that community support includes providing various services in 

older people’s homes and health services, including primary care, acute care, long-term care, 

and even availability of healthcare providers. Availability of sufficient, good quality, and 

accessible community support and health services is critical for older people to maintain 

health and independence (World Health Organisation, 2007). Abundant professional health 

and social services are the key features of an advanced society, and are vital for people’s 

health and wellbeing (Fitzgerald and Caro, 2014). Therefore, community support and health 

services contribute to delaying or replacing  institutionalisation to promote ageing-in-place 

(Chui, 2008). In the UK, information and communication technologies have been used to 

develop telecare services to provide care services to older people in their communities 

(Sixsmith and Sixsmith, 2008). In the USA, a programme for All Inclusive Care for the Elderly 

was set up to provide long-term care services (Eng et al, 1997). In Canada, a programme of 

integrated care for vulnerable community-dwelling elderly provided an alternative to 50 per 

cent of hospital level inpatient stays in the community (Béland et al, 2006). In Italy, integrated 
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social and medical care, as well as case management programmes, not only improved older 

people’s physical function, but also reduced decline in their cognitive status (Bernabei et al, 

1998). 

 

However, due to older people’s personal circumstances, including potential multiple chronic 

conditions, disabilities, and financial issues, combined with potential external factors 

including cost, information, distance, and transportation, they may have difficulties in 

accessing health services (Fitzgerald and Caro, 2014). To address this issue, age-friendly 

initiatives proposed to reduce cost, improve the delivery of information to older people, 

improve age-friendly transportation, and improve cooperation between organisations, and 

municipal and regional governments to deliver services (Fitzgerald and Caro, 2014). The 

importance of accessibility of services, for example, in health centres, poses challenges to 

urban planning to provide evenly distributed services that older people can access within 

walking distance (Van et al, 2018).    

 

Due to the rapid population structure transition, together with the problems arising from the 

one-child policy, family-oriented long-term care is not a sustainable option in China. 

Therefore, both institutional and community-based health and social care services are needed 

to supplement family oriented long-term care (Glass et al, 2013). China is in transition from 

family-oriented to society-oriented ageing care, and this will take a long time (Yu and Tian, 

2019). In the deployment of community support and health services, attention needs to be 

given as to how the physical environment can play a supportive role to help older people 

receive services. 

 

2.5.4. Age-friendly environment research in China 

As Zhang et al (2019) noted, the Chinese focus on the age-friendly environment began after 

the World Health Organisation’s proposal regarding age-friendly cities and communities in 

2007. Due to the cultural differences and differences in the translation of “friendly” (You Hao), 

the China National Committee on Ageing (2009) proposed the concept of age-liveable (Yi Ju) 

cities and communities, which had the same essence as age-friendly cities and communities 

proposed by the World Health Organisation. As Yu and Rosenberg (2020) suggested, current 
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and future urban planning, together with  neighbourhood and community design in China, 

should consider older people’s perceptions and needs. The immediate home and community 

environment can significantly influence older people’s daily activities and wellbeing. 

 

Wu and Qu (2016) defined an age-liveable environment as a dwelling and living environment 

that is suitable for different age groups, including older people. The narrower sense of age-

liveable environment means the physical living environment, whereas the broader meaning 

means the social, economic, and cultural environment. The aims of an age-liveable 

environment include promoting older people’s health, participation opportunities, security, 

and their quality of life. The building of an age-liveable environment operates at  three levels 

which are region, city, and community. It is the basic and primary factor that enables ageing-

in-place. Yu and Rosenberg (2020) pointed out that the development of an age-friendly 

environment should involve housing and built environment upgrades, and promoting social 

cohesion through older people’s familiar ways of social interaction. In the rapidly changing 

urban environment, how to reconstruct older people’s sense of belonging, support 

intergenerational interaction, and promote effective community management have become 

challenging issues for policymakers and urban planners (Yu and Rosenberg, 2020).  

 

In their Graphic book on the construction of age-friendly communities, Zhou and Qin (2018) 

proposed eight principles including integrity, convenience, safety, applicability, comfort, 

participation, richness, universality (inclusivity), and fifty key points looking at entrances, 

parking lots, roads, paths, activity spaces, rest spaces, landscapes, signage systems, and 

lighting systems. It provides relatively comprehensive recommendations for age-friendly 

communities, but is more focused on commodity residential communities, which usually have 

comprehensive support facilities and more plentiful space compared with work-unit 

residential communities, and does not include other neighbourhood outdoor spaces. This 

study can add more detailed information about how older people use outdoor spaces in not 

only commodity residential communities, but also work-unit residential communities, as well 

as neighbourhood outdoor space. Based on proposals for age-friendly initiatives worldwide 

and standards for the planning and design of urban residential areas (GB50180-2018), Yu and 

Tian (2019, p206-207) suggested age-friendly neighbourhood outdoor spaces with 

corresponding technical measures (Appendix Table 4). These two representative publications 
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reveal that Chinese age-friendly environment research has started to pay more attention to 

detailed aspects of outdoor space. 

 

There is other scattered research in China looking at age-friendly outdoor space features. Zhai 

et al (2018) pointed out that age-friendly outdoor spaces should comprise fitness equipment, 

wide open areas, proximity to water feature, seating, tranquillity, and beautiful scenery. More 

specifically, they found that older people prefer sunshine and shade provided by plants, good 

views that enable them to observe and be observed by others, flat surfaces rather than 

rockery, and ornamental plants instead of aromatic plants. Zhao et al (2021) outlined older 

people’s requirements for exercise environments in urban parks, suggesting that 

fundamental requirements are comfort, security, evenness (reasonable distance, free access 

or access for a reasonable fee), specificity (specific exercise areas for older people), and 

maintenance. Additional ‘expected’ requirements include attractiveness and intimacy of the 

landscape and the accessibility and adequacy of the space, as well as higher level 

requirements that comprise the characteristics of the landscape and the services of the space. 

Liu (2021) emphasised the necessity for children’s playing facilities and child-friendliness in 

an age-friendly environment due to the phenomena of older people taking care of their 

grandchildren. These examples of research into age-friendly community and outdoor spaces 

in China all have different emphases, and contribute to the progress of age-friendly 

environment research in China. However, there are still excellent research possibilities in both 

community and neighbourhood outdoor spaces, focusing on older people’s actual usage 

situation. 

 

2.6. Research gaps and informing research questions 

To support Chinese older people ageing-in-place, it is vital to understand their daily 

experiences of their process of ageing-in-place, and find out what the personal, physical and 

social environmental factors that influence their daily lives and use of outdoor spaces actually 

are. Most research related to ageing-in-place is focused on housing (Hwang et al, 2011), 

neighbourhood (Van et al, 2015), services (Rantz et al, 2011), and technology (Kim et al, 2017). 

Explorations of age-friendly initiatives in different countries, for example UK 
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(https://agefriendlysheffield.org.uk/), Canada (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2012), China 

(Xie, 2018), follow the guide developed by the World Health Organisation (2007a), which 

concentrated on the three age-friendly themes, physical environment, social environment, 

and multiple services. Outdoor space, as one of the important features within the physical 

environment theme, has not been researched comprehensively. A gap identified by Steels 

(2015), based on reviewing international literature about the characteristics of age-friendly 

initiatives, was that the majority of the studies were from the developed, rather than the 

developing world. It is necessary and important to provide evidence for building age-friendly 

communities in non-Western contexts (Yu and Rosenberg, 2020). A study carried out by Li 

(2014) assessed Chinese urban age-friendly neighbourhoods from a planning perspective, but 

only briefly mentioned neighbourhood open space design. Furthermore, the activities within 

open spaces in residential communities and wider public outdoor spaces may differ and need 

to be further explored (Zhang and Lawson, 2009). As noted by Sugiyama and Ward Thompson 

(2007), another research gap is the lack of research into older people's usage of outdoor space, 

including where they spend time, what they do, and for what purpose. Baltes and Smith (2003) 

further pointed out that attention needs to focus on different groups of older people (e.g., 

young old and oldest old) because they differ both physically and psychologically.  

 

Therefore, It is necessary to focus specifically on neighbourhood-level outdoor space, 

including outdoor spaces within residential communities and neighbourhoods, to reveal the 

way in which older people use outdoor space, and to identify the environmental affordances 

that facilitate or inhibit older people’s outdoor activity. Targeted environmental improvement 

suggestions can then be proposed to support older people’s outdoor activity based on their 

ageing-in-place experiences and outdoor space use patterns, in order to support their ageing-

in-place healthily, independently, and actively, both physically and socially. 

 

This study therefore explores Chinese older people’s diverse experiences of ageing-in-place, 

and places of ageing, both of which are key to understanding how neighbourhood outdoor 

space influences older people’s experience of ageing-in-place. The overarching aim of this 

study is to determine the aspects of outdoor space that influence older people’s outdoor 

activity, and to develop the evidence base necessary to inform practice guidelines in relation 

to improving outdoor space in Chinese urban neighbourhoods. The research questions are 
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listed below with their corresponding research objectives.  

 

● Research question 1: What are older people's experiences of ageing in Chinese urban 

neighbourhoods? 

Objective1: To identify the multiple factors that influence older people's experiences 

of ageing-in-place.   

 

● Research question 2: Where and how do older people use outdoor space in their daily 

lives? 

Objective 2: To reveal older people's usage of outdoor space.  

 

● Research question 3: How does neighbourhood outdoor space afford older people’s 

activities? 

Objective 3: To identify the neighbourhood outdoor space’s environment attributes 

that afford older people’s activities. 

 

● Research question 4: How to improve outdoor space in Chinese urban neighbourhoods 

to be more age-friendly? 

● Objective 4: To develop policy recommendations and practice guidelines in relation to 

outdoor space in Chinese urban neighbourhoods to support ageing-in-place. 

 

2.7. Summary 

By noticing the rapid population ageing phenomenon and older people’s ever-changing 

physiological and psychological status, as well as the way that environmental affordances 

influence how they perceive and use their living spaces, it is reasonable to speculate that the 

neighbourhood environment that they reside in can greatly influence how they conduct daily 

outdoor activities and influence their health and wellbeing in the ageing-in-place process. To 

develop ways of constructing and improving age-friendly outdoor environments in Chinese 

urban neighbourhoods, a structured methodology has been developed based on the above 

knowledge and theories to guide this study, which will be introduced in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 3 Research methodology and research design 

3.1. Introduction 

First, in section 3.2, the author sets out this study’s philosophical standpoint, approach to 

theory development, methodological choice, strategy approaches, and the overall research 

framework that guides data collection in order to understand how older people experience 

ageing-in-place and use outdoor space in a Chinese urban context. 

 

The chapter presents how the research framework guides this study to achieve the main 

research aim. The study divides three research questions and objectives into four phases with 

the application of appropriate research methods and corresponding outcomes. 

 

Next, section 3.3 explains the application of the research methods, which include semi-

structured interviews, observations, and stakeholder interviews. This section describes how 

these methods were selected, applied, and how they worked together, as well as how the 

collected data was analysed and interpreted. 

 

Finally, the ethical considerations are explained. The chapter concludes with a reflection on 

the research design and data collection process.  
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3.2. Research strategy and methodology 

3.2.1. Research philosophy and approach to theory development 

 

Figure 3.1 The standpoint of this study in the ‘research onion’. Modified from: Saunders et al. 2019, p.130 

The research onion was developed by Saunders et al (2019) to represent the chosen 

procedure for data collection and analysis. This study’s standpoint is depicted in Figure 3.1. 

The outer layer, research philosophy, represents the system of beliefs and assumptions within 

which the researcher solves a problem and develops knowledge in a specific field. This study 

takes an interpretivism perspective, which argues that knowledge is subjective, culturally and 

historically situated, and is dependent on people’s experiences (Ryan, 2018). It is a dominant 

research philosophy that supports research in gaining a better understanding of social life by 

interpreting a world that is inhabited by people (Chowdhury, 2014). Social science research is 

different from natural sciences as interpretivism insists that the human and social worlds 

create meaning, therefore they cannot be researched using the same methods used in 
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studying physical phenomena (Saunders et al, 2019). The processes of interpretation and 

accounts of social life can be used for sociological investigation to explore the meanings and 

motivations behind people’s behaviour (Whitley, 1984; Chowdhury, 2014). Interpretivist 

research aims to create new, more abundant explanations of social contexts, and therefore 

requires the researcher to enter and understand the participants’ social world from their 

perspective (Saunders et al, 2019). 

 

The next layer moves to the approach to developing theory, which is relevant to whether the 

research is theory-testing or theory-building (Saunders et al, 2019). This study conforms to an 

inductive approach, because this approach is able to produce reliable results by systematically 

analysing qualitative data (Thomas, 2006). The inductive approach is most usually followed 

by interpretive philosophy because of the linkage between this approach and the humanities 

and its emphasis on subjective explanations (Saunders et al, 2019). The inductive approach 

utilises rich information collected from the real world and builds theory by exploring, 

analysing and finding vital patterns in the dataset (Sabherwal and King, 1991). As Saunders et 

al (2019) suggested, the inductive approach is more concerned with the research context and 

is suitable for a small sample size, mostly collecting qualitative data using different methods 

to explore a phenomenon and identifying themes to build a conceptual framework. 

 

3.2.2. Multi-method research 

After deciding on the research philosophy and the approach to developing theory, the next 

step is to determine an appropriate methodology. Multimethod research means the 

combination of different methods within a qualitative or quantitative approach (Mik-Meyer, 

2020). Basically, a multi-method approach to an issue can be adopted using a combination of 

research methods that can complement each other (Wood et al, 1999). As Brewer and Hunter 

(1989) explained, a multimethod approach can overcome each individual method’s 

limitations by intentionally using different methods as part of the same research. Compared 

with a single method, using mixed research methods enables researchers to collect more 

comprehensive and stronger data, and to address more complicated and broader research 

questions (Yin, 2018). Multiple individual methods should not have similar weaknesses and 

biases, and weaknesses in one method should be compensated for by the strengths of 
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another to guarantee the effectiveness of method triangulation (Amaratunga and Baldry, 

2001). Yoo and Kim (2017) commented that qualitative research helps to understand the 

relationship between the environment and physical activity. Moran et al (2014) suggested the 

combination of interviews and spatially-oriented methods in research about the physical 

environment and older people’s physical activity can provide insight into how and why this is 

influenced by the physical environment. The observation method is perceived as a 

quantitative method that can provide relatively comparable quantifiable data in landscape 

research (Zeisel, 1984; Lipovská, 2013; Bozkurt, 2016; Bozkurt et al, 2019). The rigour in the 

quantitative method can make the researcher more self-reflecting concerning their own 

status as a subjective observer, whilst the qualitative method can promote an understanding 

of what the phenomena assessed actually mean for the subjects investigated, and enrich the 

quantitative part (Karpatschof, 2007). 

 

3.2.3. Spatial ethnography 

To understand the aspects that influence older people’s experience of ageing-in-place, and 

how they use outdoor spaces, it is vital to understand, from older people’s perspectives, how 

they perceive their neighbourhoods’ physical and social environments, and to objectively 

record how they are actually using the associated spaces. A research methodology that 

combines social science and spatial analysis methods is suitable for this study. The 

methodology of spatial ethnography was first developed by Kim (2015) by combining social 

science research and physical spatial analysis to explore how sidewalks are used and the social 

processes and meanings of their use. She describes how spatial ethnography informs urban 

design and planning through talking to local people, doing physical surveys, and participating 

in the use of space and observing how spaces are actually used. Ethnographic research can 

provide insights into very detailed design problems (Guenther, 2012). Social science research 

in the landscape field reveals people’s subjective perceptions and personal experiences. For 

example, Yung et al (2016) conducted focus groups with older residents to explore their social 

needs and perceptions regarding public open spaces. Walker and Hiller (2007) used an 

interview method to explore how older women perceive and experience their 

neighbourhoods to identify the neighbourhood social and physical dimensions that 

influenced their health. The behaviour studies usually focus on people’s behavioural patterns 
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(McCormack et al, 2014; Cosco et al, 2010), movement patterns (Meijles et al, 2014; 

D'Antonio et al, 2010), and occupation of space (Bozkurt et al, 2019; Marušić, 2016, Ratti et 

al, 2006). There is also some landscape research combining social science and behavioural 

research methods. Zeitler et al (2012) used in-depth interviews and GPS tracking methods to 

reveal the aspects of suburban environments that influence older people’s mobility and their 

modes of transport. Ja’afar et al (2012) identified the landscape aspects of physical 

appearance and function that contribute to the character of the traditional street 

environment by using mixed methods, comprising visual survey, behavioural observation, and 

interviews. These notable studies informed the  choice of spatial ethnography methodology 

triangulated with multiple case study research sites in this thesis. 

 

3.2.4. The case study approach 

By reviewing related literature, Thomas (2011, p.513) defined the case study as: 

 

“Case studies are analyses of persons, events, decisions, periods, projects, policies, institutions, 

or other systems that are studied holistically by one or more methods. The case that is the 

subject of the inquiry will be an instance of a class of phenomena that provides an analytical 

frame—an object—within which the study is conducted and which the case illuminates and 

explicates.” 

 

Case studies have been used in a variety of disciplines, especially in social science research, 

to obtain an in-depth and comprehensive understanding of a complicated situation in the real 

world (Crowe et al, 2011). Yin (2018) also states that the case study approach is suitable for 

investigating contemporary events in depth in a real-world context and requires multiple 

sources of data and triangulation of various data sources (Yin, 2018). In contrast with 

experimental research, in which the researcher aims to control the variables and to test 

hypotheses, the case study is more naturalistic and depends on the real-life situation, and 

seeks to answer ‘how’, ‘what’, and ‘why’ questions (Crowe et al, 2011). 

 

Groat and Wang (2013) found the case study to be more appropriate to the landscape 

architecture field as ‘an empirical inquiry that investigates a phenomenon or setting’. They 
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further listed five salient features of the case study approach in the landscape architecture 

field comprising researching single or multiple cases in real contexts, the ability to interpret 

causal links, an emphasis on theory development during research design, a reliance on 

multiple sources  and triangulation of data, and the ability to generate theory. The case study 

has a long history of being employed in landscape research (Francis, 2001), and in being 

combined  with an ethnographic research approach as well (Ganji, 2018). The representative 

work of Hester (1984), Whyte (1980), Gehl (2011), and Sim (2019) explored people’s use of 

outdoor space. These researchers built and applied theory via studying various cases. It would 

have been impossible for the researcher to gain a comprehensive picture of how older people 

in Chinese urban neighbourhoods use outdoor space without considering the contexts in 

which this occurred. 

 

Groat and Wang (2013) further explained the combination of case studies and other 

strategies in landscape architecture research. One of the strategies they proposed is a multi-

phase research design which, as the name suggests, means designing the case study research 

in two or more phases. The advantage of a multi-phase research design is that each phase can 

be fully and distinctly presented. Apart from the multi-phase approach, a multiple case study 

allows the researcher to find similarities and compare differences between cases (Yin, 2018). 

This study focused on multiple case studies and used multi-phase data collection to explore 

the dynamics of older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place and use of outdoor space. To 

investigate the diversity of ageing-in-place experiences and outdoor activities in relation to 

different social and physical characteristics of urban neighbourhoods, two urban residential 

communities and three adjacent neighbourhood outdoor spaces in Beijing were selected as 

case studies to compare the similarities and differences between older people’s experiences 

and uses of outdoor spaces. The detailed case selection process is explained in Chapter 4. 

 

3.2.5. The research framework 

In order to respond to the research questions and objectives, a research methodology 

framework (Figure 3.2) was developed to guide this study. As Abowitz and Toole (2010) 

suggested, there is no single ideal data collection method; each method has intrinsic 

advantages and disadvantages. An appropriate mix of each method’s strengths and 
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weaknesses can enhance the validity and reliability of the research. Therefore, this study is 

structured into four phases with appropriate data collection methods designed to respond to  

the research questions and objectives.  

 

In phase 1, semi-structured interviews were used to collect data from resident older people 

in sites 1 and 2 (residential communities) to achieve objective 1. The purpose of these 

interviews was to explore older people’s perceptions of ageing-in-place, their experiences of 

ageing-in-place, how they perceive neighbourhood outdoor space, and to identify the 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces important to them. The interviews provided qualitative data 

to meet the research objectives and identified important neighbourhood outdoor spaces 

used by older people in which to conduct observations and on-site interviews. Stakeholder 

interviews were also conducted in order to help understand the factors that influence older 

people’s experiences in ageing-in-place and use of outdoor space from another perspective. 

 

In phase 2, observations were used from all sites (both residential communities and 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces) to reveal older people’s patterns of usage of outdoor spaces  

(objective 2). On-site interviews were used as a supplemental method to provide further 

richness in the dataset. The combination of interviews and observations provides information 

from both researcher’s and participants’ perspectives, giving a more comprehensive picture 

of how older people who are ageing in urban neighbourhoods use and perceive outdoor space 

in their daily lives. 
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Figure 3.2 Framework of the research methodology (Drawn by author)
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In phase 3, data from interviews with residents and outdoor space users, observations and 

stakeholder interviews were triangulated to identify the affordances that influence older 

people’s use of outdoor space (objective 3), and to develop an affordance framework of age-

friendly neighbourhood outdoor spaces.  

 

Finally, in phase 4, findings concerning older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place, use of 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces, and the identified influential affordances were used to 

inform planning, design, and management recommendations in relation to outdoor space in 

Chinese urban neighbourhoods to support older people ageing-in-place. The outcomes from 

this phase will achieve the overarching aim of this study.   

 

3.3. The selection and design of research methods for this study   

3.3.1. The selection criteria for research sites 

In this study, the selection of the research sites involved two steps: (a) choosing the urban 

residential communities, and (b) selecting outdoor spaces near the identified urban 

residential communities. Due to the limitations of a single case study’s generalisability, it is 

desirable to include more than one case in the research (Meyer, 2001). Flyvbjerg (2006) 

categorised samples and case selection strategies into random and information-oriented 

selection (Table 3.1). Quantitative research focuses on the representativeness of cases and 

selects cases more randomly, whereas qualitative research is concerned with the 

information-richness of cases and selects cases more purposefully (Kuzel et al., 1999). There 

are several types of cases in the information-oriented selection, including deviant cases, 

maximum variation cases, critical cases, and paradigmatic cases (Flyvbjerg, 2006). To 

maximise the effectiveness of data from small samples, this study relies on information 

expectations to select multiple research sites. 

 

Yin (2009) suggested that case selection must be representative or typical; however, Crowe 

et al. (2011) argued that the case is chosen for its interest to the researcher rather than its 

representativeness. As noted by Crowe et al (2011), accessibility is the central consideration 
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when selecting a research site. The researcher must know whether they can access the site, 

recruit proper participants, and obtain sufficient data. Considering the variations between 

cases, two residential communities were selected as examples of different housing types, and 

three outdoor spaces were selected as case studies on the basis of their representativeness 

and accessibility. The strategic selection process can increase case study generalisability 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006); this will be detailed and illustrated in Section 4.6.  

Table 3.1 Strategies for the selection of samples and cases (Flyvbjerg, 2006) 

 

 

3.3.2. Semi-structured interview 

In this study, semi-structured interviews were used to directly address research objective 1. 

The semi-structured interview is a qualitative data collection method in which the researcher 

can control the topics of the interview but where there is no specific range of answers to each 

question (Ayres, 2008). It offers participants opportunities to explore issues they feel are 

important (Longhurst, 2003). It can be used to cover the main themes in a research study and 

combines the use of prepared questions as well as openness to participants’ answers and 
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incidental stories (Kvale, 2008).  

 

3.3.2.1. Structuring the interviews 

The interviews started with a set of grounding questions designed to obtain information 

about participants' personal circumstances including their gender, age, occupation status, 

living arrangements, length of time at their current residence, mobility situation, and mode 

of daily travel. These grounding questions helped the researcher to gain a general 

understanding of participants' personal situations, which in turn helped to contextualise the 

remaining interview themes. 

 

They then moved on to address substantive issues with questions designed to elicit the 

participants’ thoughts and feelings in two thematic areas. The first interview theme explored 

participants’ experiences and perceptions in relation to outdoor space in their neighbourhood. 

The researcher asked participants about their daily outdoor activities; their usually 

visited/meaningful/important outdoor spaces; perceptions and experiences of these spaces; 

factors preventing or facilitating their use of outdoor space; views of outside from home; 

unmet needs relating to outdoor space; and their ideal outdoor space scenarios. The intention 

was first to identify the important outdoor spaces for participants, as well as their general 

usage patterns and perceptions of these spaces, which provided the basis for the next phase 

of data collection (observation).  

 

The second interview theme related to participants’ perceptions of their neighbourhood and 

their experiences of ageing-in-place. The researcher asked participants to reflect on their 

satisfaction with, and attachment as residents to their current neighbourhood compared with 

their previous experiences of living in other neighbourhoods. This was to explore whether or 

not they have feelings of belonging, and their satisfaction with the neighbourhood, and to 

elaborate their experiences and perceptions of ageing-in-place, as well as how this relates to 

outdoor space. 

 

The questions eliciting participants’ experiences and perceptions were usually open-ended 

questions, starting with “Tell me about...” and “How...”, and followed up with probing 

questions which prompted participants to recall their memories and stories, and to clarify or 
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extend their responses. 

 

3.3.2.2. Recruiting of participants and conducting interviews 

The recruitment of participants for the semi-structured interviews aimed to include older 

people living in the selected residential communities with diverse living experiences. Between 

March and May 2019, the researcher conducted 20 interviews on site 1, and 22 interviews on 

site 2 (Table 3.2). Approximately  two in three potential participants approached agreed to be 

part of the study. Guest et al (2006) suggested that six to twelve interviews have adequate 

representativeness to explore the general perceptions and experiences among a group of 

relatively homogeneous individuals. In this study, older people of different gender, age, and 

mobilities were interviewed to further explore the differences between them. Glaser and 

Strauss (1967, p.65) first defined data saturation as ‘no additional data are being found 

whereby the sociologist can develop properties of the category. As he sees similar instances 

over and over again, the researcher becomes empirically confident that a category is 

saturated’. Therefore, the researcher decided not to do any further interviews when she 

found no more new themes emerged from conversations with different types of older people. 

 

Initially, the researcher contacted the community committee hoping to get some help in 

recruiting participants, but they just told the researcher to talk to residents she could meet 

within the residential community. The recruitment of participants followed purposeful 

random sampling and snowballing strategies. The purposeful random sampling strategy is 

especially appropriate in qualitative research when the potential number of participants 

within a purposive category is more than can be studied with the available resources and time 

(Patton, 2015). In this study, the purposive category of participants are people who are aged 

60 and over,  with the consideration of the heterogeneity in gender, age, mobility level, and 

household composition. Consequently, the researcher visited the residential community 

every day and approached older people who seemed not to be in a hurry (e.g., residents who 

were sitting somewhere or passing slowly by), older people who were using mobility aids, 

more elderly older people, and those with grandchildren. Some of these older people became 

the initial participants in this study and introduced other participants to the researcher. 

 

Prior to the interviews, all the participants were provided with an information sheet and 
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consent form to make sure they understood the purpose of this study and were willing to be 

audio-recorded. All the interviews were audio-recorded using a mobile phone, and the 

recordings were uploaded into the researcher’s password-protected university Google Drive 

and backed up on the researcher’s personal computer, which is also password protected. All 

the participants’ data were anonymised and given a reference number (e.g., S1_1_M_90: the 

first participant in the site 1 work-unit residential community, male, age 90). 

Table 3.2 Overview of semi-structured interview participants (source: author) 

 

 

Table 3.3 Summary of participants’ number, gender, mean age, standard deviation, mobility, and household 

composition (source: author) 

 

 

The researcher used colloquial language to ask interview questions to ensure the participants 
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felt more informal and at ease, and to keep the interview process more conversational. The 

researcher always kept the attributes of a skilled qualitative interviewer in mind: being open-

minded, flexible and responsive, patient, observant, and a good listener (Guion et al, 2001). 

The longest interview time was more than three hours. The researcher played the role of a 

good listener during the interview process, which not only helped the researcher establish a 

good relationship with some participants but also gained in-depth data and a network of 

contacts to approach more participants. The researcher conducted a couple of interviews 

with some of the participants on different days. With greater familiarity between the 

researcher and participants, the participants disclosed more detailed stories and experiences 

in response to the interview questions. 

 

3.3.2.3. The analysis of data from the semi-structured interviews 

The analysis of data from the semi-structured interviews was structured into four steps. The 

first step was to transcribe the entire interview recordings manually. Roulston (2014) has 

suggested that transcribing the entire interview corpora, including those sections which 

deviate from the topics under consideration, can help the researcher to consider how and 

why these deviations influence the participants’ expression of interview topics. Van Nes et al 

(2010) suggested that keeping to the original language as much as possible helps the 

researcher to avoid lost meanings when analysing data in another language. Therefore, the 

researcher decided to analyse data in her native language, Mandarin, and then use English to 

name the codes and themes for dissemination. To aid precision in  the wording of codes and 

themes, the intended meanings from the raw data were explained and discussed with the 

researcher's supervisor and another PhD researcher from the School of Architecture, who is 

also focusing on ageing and environment research in a Chinese context.  

 

The analysis of qualitative interview data includes both a rough review of the dataset as well 

as detailed analyses including, for example, the identification of structures, the elaboration 

of categories, and hermeneutic interpretations. It aims to compare different formats of data 

or data from different cases, and to generate subjective or social meanings from this material 

(Flick, 2013). In this study, the software program NVivo was used to analyse the qualitative 

interview data. It reduces the need for a great number of manual tasks and ensures the 

researcher is working more methodically, thoroughly, and attentively (Bazeley and Jackson, 
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2013), and provides the researcher with more time to explore and identify themes and derive 

results (Hilal and Alabri, 2013). 

 

Thematic analysis is a data analysis approach used for identifying, analysing, and reporting 

themes within data, and describing data in detail (Braun and Clarke, 2006). It does not usually 

report the frequency counts of themes (Wilkinson, 2000), which means a theme might 

account for much space or just appear a little within the dataset (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

The approach used in this study explored the latent meanings underlying the semantic 

content to explore Chinese older people’s diverse and distinctive experience of ageing-in-

place. Whether an identified theme was mentioned by participants more frequently or less 

frequently, they are all vital to helping this study achieve its research objectives. 

 

The researcher analysed the interview data from two residential communities together but 

used different letters to distinguish participants from different residential communities. An 

inductive approach was used to identify themes. According to suggestions concerning the 

inductive approach to analysing qualitative data developed by Thomas (2006), after inputting 

data into NVivo, the researcher starts a close reading of the text and consideration of the 

latent meanings. The initial codes were derived from such a close reading of the dataset. 

These initial codes were then revised to avoid redundancy and categorised into themes. The 

themes were discussed as mentioned above and iteratively modified into the final version. 

These outcomes are discussed in Chapter 5. This qualitative interview analysis also informed 

the next phase of data collection and analysis: observation. 

 

3.3.3. Observation 

Observational research plays a vital role in behavioural sciences, helping the researcher to 

present convincing evidence for real-world phenomena (Sussman, 2016). Observation has 

been used in environment-behaviour research (Bechtel and Zeisel, 1987), environmental 

psychology research (Sussman, 2016), landscape research (Moore and Cosco 2007; Cosco et 

al, 2010; Marušić, 2011; Ghavampour et al 2017), as well as research about the ageing 

population (Zhai and Baran, 2017). In environment-behaviour research, behaviour is always 

linked with an environmental context, which means people’s behaviour is not separable from 
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the environment in which it takes place (Bechtel and Zeisel, 1987). As Lynch and Hack (1984) 

suggested, the observation of activities is the most reliable form of data to understand how 

places work when it is consociated with inquiries into experiences. Ward Thompson (2013) 

assessed Lynch’s work, focusing on people’s activity on site rather than just design features, 

linking theory to practice, supporting the concept of affordance, and encouraging designers 

to think about how places invite various activities. Zeisel (1981) defines observing behaviour 

as systematically watching people use their environments, including what they do, with whom, 

their relationships, the context and physical settings. Additional insights may be gained into 

how people’s activities affect one another spatially, and how the physical environment 

provides opportunities for, and constraints to the behaviours taking place. Observations 

should be systematically recorded and location-based, by using field notes, maps, precoded 

checklists, photographs, and videos (Zeisel, 1981; Hanington and Martin, 2012).  

 

The intention of the observation in this study was to address research objective 2. Outdoor 

spaces that were important to older people who reside in the selected residential 

communities were identified in the semi-structured interviews. These spaces became the 

sites used for observing older people’s activities in Phase 2. Observation was chosen as one 

of the primary data collection methods because it provides insights into participants’ various 

interactions with others and with their environment, and provides different and more 

objective data compared with self-report methods, which rely on participants’ abilities to 

recall their experiences without bias (Liu and Maitlis, 2010; Sussman, 2016). Besides, people 

may sometimes not be aware of their own behaviours (Ng, 2016), or they tend not to mention 

some of their activities because they think they are trivial and not worth mentioning (Zeisel, 

1984). The combination of observation and interviews in this study was intended to gain a 

comprehensive set of data because these easily neglected behaviours are vital to this study. 

It is especially important to gain empirical knowledge from observation when focusing on 

inclusive design and specific users such as older people, whose real-world responses to a place 

provide a vital source of information (Marušić and Marušić, 2012).  

 

3.3.3.1. Procedure and application 

Observation was carried out at five sites from August to October in 2019. The detailed site 

selection process is introduced in Chapter 4. Pre-site visits were organised to gain a basic 
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understanding of the site and its usage and to measure the site in order to generate the scaled 

site plan. Field observation also helped the researcher to experience the observation sites 

features (Carpiano, 2009). Based on the information from the semi-structured interviews with 

older people regarding the uses to which the observation sites were put, consideration of the 

schedule of Chinese older people’s routine lives, and the scale of the observation sites, and 

observation time from 6:00 to 19:00 throughout the day was determined (i.e., 13 hours in 

total).  All the observation sites take about 15 to 20 minutes to walk around. Therefore, the 

duration and frequency of observation was set at 15 to 20 minutes per hour. Three days’ 

observations in total were carried out at each site, including both weekdays and weekends. 

 

The mobile phone was chosen as the recording equipment because it is portable and has 

capacity to take high-quality photos, live photos, and videos. To identify whether a person 

was aged 60 or above, the researcher combined her previous experience of knowing and 

interacting with older people in China, and paid attention to relevant aspects of their 

appearance, for example, grey hair colour, stooped physique, and facial wrinkles. At each time 

slot, the researcher walked from the same starting point, along the same paths crossing all 

parts of the site, and took pictures or videos to capture all the older people’s activities 

occurring on site. The researcher backed up photos onto password-protected personal 

computers after each day's observation. 

 

Details of the structured observation including the date, weather, and number of photos 

(including live photos and short videos) are listed in Table 3.4. A total number of 4,282 photos, 

live photos, and short videos were taken, which were used as the original data for producing 

GIS behaviour maps and data analysis. 



 

86 
 

Table 3.4 Observation date, weather, and number of photos at each site (source: author) 
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3.3.3.2. Position of the observer 

Lashley (2018) distinguished observational research into participant observation, 

nonparticipant observation, covert observation, and online observation. Participant 

observation is usually fully embedded in the research setting for an extended period of time 

and develops long-term relationships with the participants. In contrast, nonparticipant 

observation means the researcher does not, or only occasionally participates in the activities 

happening on site, therefore the participant does not risk being obtrusive. This approach 

enables the researcher to conserve more time and energy to focus on recording data and field 

notes. However, this approach may cause the observed participants discomfort or feelings of 

strangeness. In order to record the most accurate data and to minimise the discomfort of 

observed participants, this study followed a nonparticipant approach for the majority of the 

time, but maintained limited participation in some activities, for example, using the exercising 

facilities to make the researcher a space user as well, and had conversations with some of the 

participants both proactively and passively. 
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3.3.3.3. Alongside the observation 

During the observation, the researcher conducted informal on-site interviews with older 

people at the observation sites. The conversations were mainly focused on the users’ 

perceptions of the space and how they use the space in their daily lives. The researcher 

approached potential participants while they were doing exercises, walking, or sitting. 

Sometimes the researcher joined in with their conversations with their companions, or the 

users themselves started a conversation with the researcher. The researcher recorded the 

on-site interviews using written notes or audio recorded with participants' consent. Besides 

observations and on-site interviews, the researcher wrote notes during the observation 

process to record thoughts whilst observing activities, hearing conversations, and 

experiencing the sites. After the researcher finished each time slot data collection and prior 

to the next time slot, she either sat near the older people to converse with them or 

somewhere at a distance where she could observe the older people’s activities and write 

observation notes.  

 

3.3.3.4. The analysis of data from the observations 

GIS has been used in many research studies to record and analyse empirical observation data 

(Ghavampour et al, 2017; Korpilo et al, 2017; Ostermann, 2010). It can locate different 

categories and frequencies of behaviour spatially and link with specific design features, 

providing preliminary data for building design ideas (Bechtel and Zeisel, 1987; Sussman, 2016). 

The overlay of behaviour maps can demonstrate some of the patterns of how people use the 

space and changes in terms of different user types and numbers, activities, and times of the 

day (Marušić and Marušić, 2012). 

 

In this study, the first step to analysing the observation data was familiarisation with the 

photos to identify the main user groups and behaviours, and to generate code systems for 

different users and behaviours. The second step was to record users' locations and behaviour 

on the site map, and use code systems to give each activity a unique code (A1, B1, etc.) and 

to input data into GIS software to generate behaviour maps. The third step was to analyse 

behaviours by different themes to reveal aspects of how these sites were used by older 

people (objective 2). The fourth step was to divide each site into different behaviour settings 

based on the usage and space features, and then identify the space attributes that afford 
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older people’s outdoor behaviour (objective 3). 

 

In the detailed coding process, every behaviour identified from the dataset was coded in its 

unique position on the GIS map with three attributes, namely time of occurrence, user type, 

and behaviour type. Because of Chinese older people’s role in taking care of their 

grandchildren, as well as their mobility levels’ influences on their outdoor activity, the user 

types were classified into six categories which are Male, Female, Male with child, Female with 

child, Male with wheelchair, and Female with wheelchair. Inspired by Li’s (2015) classification 

of activities in urban squares which includes passing-through and staying-in behaviours, and 

Ganji’s (2018) classification of activities in urban public open spaces including mobile and 

stationary behaviours, this study categorised older people’s behaviours into passing-through 

activities and on-site activities. 

 

Passing-through activities (coded A1, A2 etc) refer to the activities of moving into, out of  and 

within the site, such as walking, running, or passing through with pram or wheelchair. On-site 

activities (coded B1, B2, etc) refer to activities happening within a specific range of space 

within the site, or moving in a small range, such as sitting or standing somewhere, exercising 

somewhere, playing with children somewhere. On-site activities were further coded under 

Gehl’s (2011) classification of outdoor activities, which included necessary, optional, and 

social activities. During the data input process, some behaviour codes were redefined in order 

to identify more specific types of behaviour. For example, behaviours b2 Standing and 

watching and b3 Sitting and watching were subdivided into behaviour b2 Standing and 

watching (objects), b3 Sitting and watching (objects), and b21 Standing and watching (people) 

and b22 Sitting and watching (people). This is because the researcher found that older people 

watching objects as opposed to watching people represented fundamentally different types 

of behaviour. Based on Marusic’s (2011) experience of generating behaviour maps in GIS, the 

recorded data were manually inputted into the CAD site plan map in GIS with its unique 

attributes including user type, activity and locations, transformed into digital symbols (Figure 

3.3). Different shaped and coloured symbols were created to represent different users and 

activities, which is helpful to the presentation of behaviour patterns in overlapped behaviour 

maps (Table 3.4). 
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Figure 3.3 Screenshot of the GIS working interface (source: author) 

Table 3.5 Examples of symbols (source: author) 

 

 

A thematic analysis method was used to analyse the behaviour maps. The theme reveals the 

key information related to the research question, and shows patterned results within the data  

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). To be more specific, the analysis of the behaviour maps was 

undertaken according to two main themes: user and activity features. To present the user 

features in each site, a pie chart and a line chart were generated for each site with the 



 

91 
 

assistance of Excel software and BDP online data analysis software (Figure 3.4). These maps 

help this study to illustrate the proportions of different user types and the number of different 

users on site at different times. The user density maps and activity spatial distribution maps 

were produced to show how different users occupied the site and where different activities 

happened on site (Figure 3.5). Behaviour lists including user numbers and percentages were 

generated to show behaviours at each site (Table 3.5). 

 

 
Figure 3.4 Examples of pie chart and line chart to present user features (source: author) 

Based on the activity and spatial features in each site, each site was divided into several 

behaviour settings comprising passing-through space, static activity space, active activity 

space, nature space, and living and services space. By selecting each of the activities in each 

site in GIS, the researcher used Microsoft Excel to record each activity’s’ most concentrated 

behaviour settings. Then the researcher went back to the observation data, field notes, and 

on-site interviews to further explore and describe the environmental aspects that support or 

inhibit older people’s activity. After the initial coding, the descriptions for each site’s 

behaviour settings were then summarised and used to generate the spatial affordances. Each 
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site has a table to document the activity classification, activity, and corresponding behaviour 

settings, illustration photos, aspects of the space that support and inhibit the activity, and 

summarised space affordances. Finally, each site’s affordances were compared to identify the 

similarities and differences, and then further distilled and categorised into different levels 

(macro-, meso-, and micro-scales) according to their features. 

Table 3.6 Example of behaviour lists (source: author) 

 

 

 

Figure 3.5 Examples of density map (left) and activity spatial distribution map (right) (source: author) 
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3.3.4. Stakeholder interviews 

The aim of the stakeholder interviews was to explore how outdoor space influences older 

people’s ageing-in-place and use of outdoor space, from space designers’ and space managers’ 

perspectives, therefore the potential participants needed to have working experience relating 

to older people, especially in environmental design, and community matters. The strategy for 

recruitment of stakeholders was convenience sampling (Given, 2018), based on participants' 

ease of availability. According to the researcher's network and participants' availability, there 

were six participants from disciplines of architecture, landscape architecture, community 

committee, and aged-care (Table 3.7). Stakeholder interviews were conducted both face to 

face and via the phone. The participants were informed and consented to be interviewed 

prior to doing so, and the interview data were recorded and then transcribed, and imported 

into NVivo for analysis. The analysis was based on the first and second research questions. 

The coded themes were then added into Chapter 4, Chapter 5, and Chapter 7 to enrich the 

results. 

Table 3.7 Overview of stakeholder interview participants (source: author) 

 

 

3.4. Data collection limitations 

Weather is an uncontrollable circumstance within observation research. It was raining whilst 

the researcher was observing site 2 at 19:00 on September 11st, 2019. The data at this time 

slot was therefore supplemented by a further observation at 19:00 on September 24th, 2019.  

Another circumstance caused by the weather is that the temperature turned colder in 

October whilst the researcher was observing site 1, compared with observations of site 5, 

which were carried out in warmer weather in August. There were still some older people on 

site after 19:00, especially at sites 2 and 4. However, the light was diminishing after 19:00 and 

it was difficult to distinguish people’s age range and to capture clear photographs. Therefore, 

the observational data after 19:00 was not included in the structured observation dataset. 
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However, the researcher interviewed some older people on site to ask about old people’s 

activities and space usage after this time. 

 

The initial design of the data collection methods included focus groups aimed at facilitating 

discussions between older people and stakeholders. However, during the process of data 

collection, the researcher realised that arranging and facilitating such focus groups was too 

challenging for an individual researcher, especially as there were some potential conflicts 

between community committees and older residents.  

 

3.5. Data triangulation 

Data triangulation has been defined according to four types (Denzin, 1984, cited in 

Amaratunga and Baldry, 2001): data source triangulation, when the researcher looks for the 

data to remain the same in different contexts; investigator triangulation, when several 

investigators examine the same phenomenon; theory triangulation, when investigators with 

different viewpoints interpret the same results; and methodological triangulation, when one 

approach is followed by another, to increase confidence in the interpretation. This study 

triangulated different methodological approaches in the data collection process, and 

triangulated interview and observation data in the data analysis process. These two forms  of 

triangulation contribute to the integrity of this study.  

 

3.6. Research ethics 

This study included the exploration of Chinese older people’s daily life experiences, which 

required the consideration of ethical issues and the position of the researcher. An application 

detailing all the methods of data collection requiring ethics approval (resident and 

stakeholder interviews; behavioural observation, mapping, and photography) was approved 

by the University of Sheffield's Research Ethics Committee devolved to the Department of 

Landscape Architecture. The main ethical requirements covered: 

 

● Paying attention to participants' safety, especially older people who have less 
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mobility. 

● Being aware of personal safety while doing the observations. 

● Fully informing participants to make sure they fully understood the study and 

obtaining their consent. 

● Taking care not to disclose individual identities while recording observation data in 

public space, as well as while processing and presenting these data. All photography 

and filming had to be non-obtrusive and carried out at distance so that individual 

identities were protected, insofar as was possible.  

● There was also a requirement to explain the reason for the photography if asked; to 

request consent from people appearing in the photographs if they requested such 

information; and to delete the photographs immediately if no consent was given. Any 

children's faces appearing in the photographs had to be pixelated. 

 

3.7. Summary 

This chapter has explained this study’s interpretivist research philosophy, and the reasons for 

using a multi-method qualitative research methodology comprising spatial ethnography and 

case study approach. Based on these methodological considerations, the research framework, 

including four phases and three data collection methods, has been explained. The 

consociation of semi-structured interviews with older residents, observations, and on-site 

interviews, as well as stakeholder interviews, was used to draw a comprehensive perspective 

of older people's ageing-in-place experiences and how they use and perceive outdoor spaces. 

Each data collection method has been explained in detail, including the participants, data 

collection procedures, and data analysis methods. These detailed procedures can be used for 

reference in future relevant research. In the following chapter, Chapter 4, the relevant policy 

and design standard context, understanding of neighbourhood and community in the Chinese 

context, research site selection process, and research site contexts will be presented. 
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Chapter 4 The research context 

4.1. Introduction 

This thesis moves from theoretical knowledge to the research context in this chapter. First, it 

introduces the policy, planning, and design standards for China’s ageing population, 

combined with stakeholder’s perspectives, which emphasises the need to pay attention to 

older people. To help the reader understand the research context, the meaning of the 

neighbourhood living circle is introduced based on the standard for urban residential areas 

planning and design (GB50180-2018). Then, the meaning of community and its development 

in a Chinese context are then explained as the primary and most significant stage in the data 

collection process. The research site selection process is then detailed to explain how each 

site was selected. Two residential communities and three outdoor spaces were selected for 

data collection. For clarity, the characteristics and context of each site are also explained in 

detail and demonstrated with plans and photos.  

 

4.2. Policy, planning, and design standards for China’s ageing population  

The concept of age-friendly environments was introduced in China in 2007 and became a 

government priority in 2009 (Xie, 2018). Building an age-friendly environment was raised for 

the first time in the 2012 revised Law of the People's Republic of China on the Protection of 

the Rights and Interests of the Elderly (the Central People's Government of the People's 

Republic of China, 2012). The regulation stated that the country should guide and support 

age-friendly residential development, promote and support older people’s barrier-free home 

modification, and create a barrier-free living environment. Since then, the issues of the ageing 

population have received attention from various local authorities and have been reflected in 

policy, e.g., the Shanghai age-friendly city construction guide (Shanghai Civil Affairs Bureau 

Office, 2013) and the guide to advancing the age-liveable community pilot construction 

(Shanghai Working Commission on Ageing, 2014). The Law of the People's Republic of China 

on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of the Elderly, which was amended in 2015, 

highlighted that the country should take steps to promote the construction of an age-friendly 
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environment to provide older people with a safe, convenient, and comfortable atmosphere. 

The National Development and Reform Commission (2016) published the Guiding Opinions 

on Promoting the Construction of Age-Friendly Environment (No.73; 2016), proposing five 

main aspects: age-friendly living environment, transportation environment, health support 

environment, living services environment, and social and cultural environment.  

 

In China, the published standards mainly focus on facilities for older people in the 

architectural design field, whereas systematic standards in the urban public environment and 

community residential environment fields are lacking (Lin, 2015). Only a few standards, such 

as codes for accessibility design (GB50673-2012), for urban residential areas planning and 

design (GB50180-2018), and for the planning of urban-rural facilities for the aged (Exposure 

Draft), mention barrier-free outdoor environments and the allocation of older people’s 

activity space.  

 

After reviewing 66 related policies and standards from 12 representative provinces and 

municipalities, Yu and Tian (2019) found that metropolises such as Beijing and Shanghai have 

started to use existing resources to make age-friendly modifications to older people’s living 

environments. The Beijing Municipal Commission of Housing and Urban-Rural Development 

(2021) published Guiding Opinions on the Comprehensive Improvement of Old Residential 

Communities to implement age-friendly modifications and the construction of a barrier-free 

environment. This guide suggested age-friendly modifications in areas such as barrier-free 

movement, public space, home living environment, public services, and home care services. 

However, Yu and Tian (2019) found that current relevant regulations and standards for age-

friendly environments lag behind practice in China, making it difficult to meet the growing 

ageing-in-place demand for urban and rural older people. As stated by Gadakari et al (2018), 

building design standards are essential to guiding the design and research process. However, 

current Chinese design standards need to be more detailed and developed, with a particular 

focus on older people’s health and needs, ergonomics, and supportive technologies, with 

flexibility and consideration for the differences in climate and lifestyle in northern and 

southern China.  
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4.3. Understanding neighbourhood living circle in a Chinese context 

The Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Construction’s (2018) standard for urban residential 

areas planning and design (GB50180-2018) redefined urban residential areas into 15-min, 10-

min and 5-min pedestrian-scale neighbourhood living circles, based on the principle that 

residents can walk for 15, 10, and 5 minutes to places that meet their diverse needs. The basic 

neighbourhood unit is the neighbourhood block, which consists of residential housing. These 

neighbourhood scales are distinguished by the number of residents, residences, boundaries, 

walking distance, satisfied needs, corresponding facilities and public green spaces (Table 4.1). 

Street and community committees are two administrative levels that correspond to the 15-

min and 5-min pedestrian-scale neighbourhoods, respectively. Neighbourhood facilities 

within a 5-min pedestrian-scale neighbourhood must have a comprehensive outdoor fitness 

space with a service radius of 300 metres (including outdoor activity space for older people, 

such as square dance space and a small ball sports space). 

Table 4.1 Graded control scale of the neighbourhood 

 

Source: Standard for urban residential areas planning and design (China – Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 

Construction 2018)  

 

Under this new guidance and in the context of China, Yu (2019) concluded the neighbourhood 

has three layers of meaning. Firstly, the neighbourhood living circle has distinct geo-spatial 
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characteristics, which reflect residents daily-life activities, and relevant functional living 

spaces. Secondly, it has social and economic attributes, acting as a shared unit for residents 

to participate in social life and access to public services. Thirdly, it also has a neighbourhood 

boundary, as perceived by the residents, and carries the social networks of specific residents. 

Based on these understandings, the neighbourhood might not have specific actual boundaries, 

and may differ from person to person. In this study, the selection of neighbourhood outdoor 

space is restricted to within 15 mins walking distance, and used by older people in their daily 

lives. The definition of neighbourhood outdoor space is introduced in Section 1.6. 

 

4.4. Understanding community in a Chinese context 

In English, community refers to ‘the people living in one particular area or people who are 

considered as a unit because of their common interests, social group or nationality’ 

(‘community’, 2021). In most cases, the term ‘community’ is translated into Chinese as She 

Qu. In China, community or She Qu has unique and diverse meanings. Tong Ming (WeChat 

Media Platform, 2019) established three types of meanings of the word ‘community’ in a 

Chinese context in a lecture on whether a community can be planned. The first meaning, on 

the physicality layer, refers to a neighbourhood unit, which usually covers several or more 

than a dozen hectares of land, has complete infrastructure and services, and can satisfy 

residents' daily life needs. The second meaning, on the social layer, may or may not overlap 

with the physical meaning. In one neighbourhood unit, there may be several communities of 

people; these community groups may be larger than the neighbourhood unit. The third 

meaning is about the manageability layer, which relates to the Chinese administrative system. 

The community committee is China’s smallest political unit, with its own organisation to 

provide both administration and services to community residents (Audin and Throssell, 2015). 

Residents have the right to participate in the community committee’s election and therefore 

influence the government's policy trend (Tong et al., 2005). A community committee's 

jurisdiction can include a single residential community or several residential communities. 

 

In this study, the term community is more about the physicality meaning, refers to a 

residential community, which represents several residential buildings and has a clear 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/living
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/particular
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/area
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/considered
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/unit
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/their
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/common
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/interest
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/social
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/group
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/nationality
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geographic definition. 

 

4.5. Chinese urban residential community development 

Since 1949, urban housing has primarily been provided as a form of social welfare and income 

subsidy within a socialist system (Wang and Murie, 1996). Public-sector institutions and 

enterprises were responsible for providing accommodation for their employees. After several 

pilot experiments, the Chinese government initiated the national housing reform 

implementation plan in 1988 to encourage urban residents to buy their houses and to 

commercialise and privatise urban housing (Zhang, 2000; Wang and Murie, 1996). During the 

1990s, many government-owned enterprises and institutions sold their housing stock to 

existing tenants or other employees (Wang and Murie, 1996; Wang, 1995). In  1998, the 

Chinese government (China. The State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 1998) 

announced  that public housing would be phased out, and urban housing would be 

commercialised across the country. Privatised public housing is known as work-unit 

compounds. Public housing was replaced by commodity housing, purchased by  an increasing 

number of city dwellers (Wang and Murie, 2000). Commodity housing has been proliferating 

in recent years. In 2010, the urban home ownership rate in China was 89.3 per cent (Table 

4.2), with the figure of 11.2 per cent being old/traditional private housing, 38 per cent being 

commodity housing (new market housing) and 40.1 per cent being work-unit housing 

(privatised public housing) (Chen et al., 2014; National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s 

Republic of China, 2011). 

 

Work-unit and commodity housing residential communities are therefore the major forms of 

house ownership in urban China; both are fundamentally different (Huang, 2005). Work-unit 

residential communities are usually medium-rise buildings (Zhao and Zhao, 2003). Residents 

of work-unit residential communities typically live there for extended periods and are well-

acquainted with one another (Wang and Li, 2004). Their working, living, and social networks 

all overlap significantly (Li, 2007). According to Ma (2002), work-unit residential communities 

have intense and strong social interaction and social cohesiveness. However, the outdoor 

space for walking and recreation in the work-unit residential community is limited, which has 
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a considerable influence on older people’s satisfaction (Yan et al., 2014).  

Table 4.2 Tenure distribution of housing in urban China (2011) 

 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s Republic of China (NBSC, 2011) 

 

Conversely, commodity housing residential communities are typically constructed by estate 

developers and designed by landscape architects (Wu, 2005), provided with landscaped 

gardens, high-rise buildings, gated and heavily guarded (Li et al., 2012), and have residents 

who do not know each other (Wang and Li, 2004). As Li (2007) mentioned, residents in 

commodity housing residential communities generally work in different domains and have 

diverse social networks outside the community. Wu (2005) noted that dwellers of commodity 

residential communities regard their residence as a place to live rather than a site for social 

interaction; they also have relatively low dependence on their community (Li, 2007). Zhu et 

al. (2012) confirmed that, when compared to work-unit residential communities, residents of 

commodity residential communities have weaker neighbourly interactions but intense place 

attachment due to the pleasant physical environment and less contact with neighbours. 

 

4.6. The site selection process 

As mentioned in Section 3.3.1, this study’s case selection is information oriented, but also 

considered representativeness and accessibility. Therefore, the general strategy behind the 

selection of residential communities was to focus on areas with significant ageing populations 

and different residential community types to ensure representation of the population of 

interest as well as different Chinese main residential community types. The strategy behind 

the selection of neighbourhood outdoor spaces was based on the interview data, which 
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helped to identify spaces that were used frequently by older people to ensure they reflected 

older people’s daily outdoor activities. 

 

4.6.1. The selection and context of Beijing 

This study was conducted in Beijing, China. Beijing is the capital of China, located in the 

northern part of the North China Plain, with a total area of 16,410 square kilometres, and 

seven ring roads. There are 16 districts in Beijing, six of which are in the central urban area 

(Beijing Municipal Commission of Planning and Natural Resources, 2018), which account for 

about 1,378 square kilometres (Figure 4.1, Left). In the 2000s, Beijing’s built environment 

grew rapidly, and the central area expanded contiguously (Jian et al., 2016). According to Feng 

et al. (2019), neighbourhood-level parks are more concentrated in central urban areas, 

whereas city-level parks are mainly distributed around the fifth ring road (the border of the 

central urban area). They further pointed out that the distributions of urban parks and urban 

residents are mismatched. As a highly urbanised metropolitan city in China, Beijing is suitable 

for researching how older people live in residential communities and use outdoor spaces. 

  

According to the Seventh National Population Census data (Beijing Municipal Bureau of 

Statistics, 2021), Beijing’s resident population was 21.893 million. The population aged 60 and 

above accounted for 4.299 million or 19.6 per cent, with those aged 65 and over accounting 

for 2.912 million or 13.3 per cent. Compared to 2010, the proportion of people aged 60 and 

above increased by 7.1 per cent, with those aged 65 and up increasing by 4.6 per cent. Up to 

2019, the Chaoyang and Haidian districts had the most residents aged 60 and over, at 597,000 

and 567,000 respectively, among the city’s 16 districts. Compared to the previous year’s 

figures, these two districts have experienced the largest growth in the household registered 

ageing population, at 31,000 and 26,000, respectively (Beijing Municipal Health Commission, 

2020). According to the 2010 census data, Beijing’s ageing population is concentrated 

between the second and fifth ring roads, with the remainder dispersed in the outer suburbs 

(Yi et al., 2014). The large ageing population also made Beijing a meaningful site for 

conducting a study relating to older people. 
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Figure 4.1 Left: 16 districts and Beijing’s central urban area; Right: Location of the selected communities in the Chaoyang 

and Haidian districts (source: author) 

As mentioned in Section 4.5 (Chinese urban residential community development), work-unit 

and commercial communities represent the major residential community types in urban 

China. To ensure a more focused study with wider applicability, the self-owned housing built 

before 1949 was excluded from this study as this housing type is increasingly being replaced 

by commodity housing; it also has a typical layout and local history in Beijing that differs 

greatly from other areas of China. Therefore, in this study work-unit and commercial 

communities were selected from the Chaoyang and Haidian districts, which are located 

between the second and fifth ring roads (Figure 4.1, Right) and have the highest ageing 

populations in Beijing districts. The following sections will explain why these two specific 

communities were chosen. 

 

4.6.2. The selection of residential communities 

The first residential community (site 1) was selected because it is the pilot community for the 

construction of an age-liveable community in Beijing (Beijing Haidian District People's 

Government Office, 2018). The criteria for the government's selection of the age-liveable 

community pilot site included medium-rise (six floors or less) and high-rise residences built 

between the 1980s and 1990s, with a proportion of old age residents of at least 10 per cent, 

space to expand, and transformation experiences that can be rolled-out more widely. 

Community retrofitting entailed the adaptation of existing housing, provision of community 

services, and improvement of cultural (attitudes towards older people) and outdoor 
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environments (e.g., the construction of ramps, stairs, roads, activity squares, walking 

infrastructure, and additional activity spaces for older people and children). The retrofitting 

project began in April 2019 and ended in August 2019. This residential community is 

representative of this residential community type and has an ageing population making it 

suitable for conducting this study. 

 

The second residential community, built in 2003, is a commodity residential community in 

Chaoyang district. The district has 24 streets and 19 areas (same administrative level as streets, 

Figure 4.2). According to Zong Heng Data’s report in 2019 

(https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/4ihkgTOwuDDPfIizGA3j1g), the streets in Beijing with the 

highest density of ageing people are Tuanjiehu and Panjiayuan in Chaoyang district, and Niujie 

in Xicheng district. Considering that Chaoyang district has the largest ageing population in 

Beijing, the researcher selected a commodity residential community on Tuanjiehu and 

Panjiayuan streets. Most of Tuanjiehu street’s residential communities are old and consist of 

work-unit residential communities. There are only a few commodity communities with one 

to three residential buildings. Panjiayuan street has 12 community committees (Table 4.3), 

where four commodity residential communities were built after the housing reform in the 

1990s.  

 

The researcher chose the newest residential community with the most residential buildings 

to more potential participants to be approached and have contrasting environmental 

conditions compared with site 1. Therefore, Panjiayuan street’s residential community B from 

community committee 10 was selected as site 2. 

  

 

Figure 4.2 Division of administrative levels in China (source: author) 

    Country  Province / 
Municipality 

 District / 
Area 

 Street  Community 
committee 
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Table 4.3 The selection of residential communities from Panjiayuan street (Source: author) 

 

 

4.6.3. The selection of neighbourhood outdoor spaces for observation 

Based on interviews with 20 older people at site 1 and 22 older people at site 2 (see Table 

3.2), several outdoor spaces were identified as the most used and favoured places for 

participating older individuals (Table 4.4). Among the site 1 participants, 17 usually do 

outdoor activities in their communities, while some visit parks (eight go to Shuangyushu 

neighbourhood park and seven to Zizhuyuan park). Moreover, eight participants from site 1 

habitually go to the university near their community without specifying which space on 

campus they visit (but which may include the green space on campus); five explicitly stated 

they go to the campus’s western green space; while three visit the eastern green space. At 

site 2, 18 older people said they regularly do outdoor activities in their communities, while 20 

highlighted Longtan park. 

 

Among the above-mentioned spaces, Zizhuyuan and Longtan parks are city-level 

comprehensive parks occupying 47.35 and 49.2 hectares, respectively. It was impossible for 

the researcher herself to observe these two parks using the same procedure applied in other 

sites, due to their large size. Therefore, these two city-level comprehensive parks were 

excluded from this study due to the resource and time constraints inherent to a PhD study. 
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This study therefore focused on smaller-sized neighbourhood-level outdoor spaces. The 

university campus as a whole was also ruled out due to its large and diverse area being difficult 

to subject to the same observation procedure; the western and eastern green spaces on 

campus were chosen as cases instead.  

Table 4.4 Outdoor spaces frequently mentioned by participants (source: author) 

 

 

Therefore, apart from the two residential communities, three outdoor spaces were selected 

for observation: Shuangyushu neighbourhood park, and the western and eastern green 

spaces on the university campus. These three outdoor areas are distributed within 800 metres 

of site 1’s diameter (Figure 4.3). This section will introduce the context of these outdoor 

spaces. 
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Figure 4.3 Location of sites 1, 3, 4, and 5 (source: author) 

4.7. The context of the selected sites 

4.7.1. Site 1: Shuangyushu work-unit residential community 

Site 1 (Figure 4.4), near the third ring road and a university in the Haidian district, covers 0.64 

square kilometres, and was built before the 1983 housing reform. It is not only a work-unit 

community, but it also includes some relocated households. The total number of registered 

households is 1,025 with 2,980 residents, 458 of whom are 60 or older and who account for 

15.3 per cent of the community’s total residents. This residential community is divided into 

two parts. There are six multistorey residential buildings on the east side of this community 

with work-unit and relocated residents, only one of which  has a lift. On its west side, there 
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are three high-rise residential buildings with mainly work-unit residents (Figure 4.5). 

 

 

Figure 4.4 Location of site 1 and adjacent urban context (source: author) 
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Figure 4.5 Master plan of site 1 (source: author) 
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● Residential community entrance 

The community entrances are open and barrier-free, with pedestrian and vehicular roads. The 

east side’s entrances, entrances 1 and 2, are unguarded, whereas the west side’s entrance, 

entrance 3, is guarded. 

 

 

Figure 4.6 Residential community entrances 1, 2, and 3 at site 1 (source: author) 

● Road and parking 

The road on the east side is split into pedestrian and vehicular lanes by different colours and 

materials, whereas the west side road is not divided. However, because of the limited parking 

space, cars occupied the divided pedestrian paths, forcing residents to walk on the vehicular 

road. Some parts of the road surface are uneven due to underground tree roots. Residents 

parked their bicycles near the building’s entrance. 

 

 

Figure 4.7 Site 1’s pedestrian and vehicular road, as well as its parking space (source: author) 

● Residential building entrance 

With the ramp and handrail installed as part of the community retrofitting, the residential 

building entrance is now barrier-free. However, one residential building entrance still has 

stairs, which an older resident required to be kept. 
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Figure 4.8 Residential building entrance at site 1 (source: author) 

● Activity and rest spaces 

An activity square is located on the east side of the community (No. 6 on Figure 4.5), close to 

the ageing service centre. Seating is provided along the edge of the square, with billboards to 

the rear. The rest spaces are in front of the multistorey residential buildings on the east side. 

Each rest area is unique; some have a pergola with seating, while others have seating without 

a pergola. Since there are no seating areas along the residential community road, residents 

bring their chairs or tables to the rest spaces. On the west side of the community, there is 

only a pavilion with stairs for rest (No. 7 on Figure 4.5).  

 

 

Figure 4.9 Residential community square, rest space in front of the residential building, and a pavilion at site 1 

(source: author) 

An exercise area along the road (No. 9 in Figure 4.5) and a small green space (No. 8 in Figure 

4.5), outside but close to the residential community (Figure 4.11), have been included in the 

site 1 research boundary for observation. These spaces are accessible via barrier-free road 

connections. However, the exercise area is along the main vehicular route with no plants to 

demarcate it. The small green space (No. 8 in Figure 4.5, Figure 4.12) is a minipark surrounded 

by several residential communities and a kindergarten. This space has an exercise area, linear 

benches, benches under a wooden canopy, tree pool with seating and dense trees; however, 
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there is no specific space for intergenerational use. 

 

 
Figure 4.10 Exercise area along the road, and a small green space close to the first residential community (source: author) 

 

Figure 4.11 Site 1’s small green space plan and illustrative photos (source: author) 

● Landscape  

Some residents create their own ‘garden’ using the flowerpots for planting in the rest space 

in front of the residential buildings. Many of the plants in the ground were also planted by 

locals. However, most of the plants on the east side of the residential community do not show 

evidence of being designed and maintained. On the west side of the community, there are 

barely any plants, just some bushes near the pavilion and plants in the small planter.  
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Figure 4.12 Landscape in the first residential community (source: author) 

● Signage and lighting system 

This community has a signage system that includes the building number on the wall, the 

apartment complex number in the residential building entrance, and signposts at the main 

road crossing. The lighting is only set along the main road via poles, but many areas are not 

illuminated. 

 

 

Figure 4.13 Signage and lighting system in the first residential community (source: author) 

4.7.2. Site 2: Fangdanyuan commodity residential community 

Site 2 is in Chaoyang district, on the outskirts of the east second ring road (Figure 4.14). This 

residential community is surrounded by other residential communities, close to the Hucheng 

River and opposite Longtan park, a city-level comprehensive park. According to the 

Panjiayuan street committee, the total number of residents in site 2 was 980 in 2019, with 

260 being from the ageing population, which includes 30 older people whose household 

registration is not in Beijing. Site 2 was built in 2002, with five high-rise residential buildings, 

four of which have 24 floors and one has 12 floors (Figure 4.15).  
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Figure 4.14 Location of site 2 and adjacent urban context (source: author) 
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Figure 4.15 Master plan of site 2 (source: author) 

● Residential community entrance 

This residential community is gated and has only one entrance with a guard, access control, 

and separate pedestrian and vehicular flow. The strict access control prevents non-residents 

from easily entering. 
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Figure 4.16 Residential community entrance at site 2 (source: author) 

● Road and parking 

The road within the residential community is divided into pedestrian and vehicular lanes. 

Some sections of the road in front of the residential buildings are only accessible to 

pedestrians, bicycles and electromobiles (mobility scooters). The pedestrian paths are mostly 

barrier-free with some uneven parts. This residential community has sufficient parking space 

in the parking lot, underground, and along the road. There are also bicycle and electromobile 

parking spaces underground and in front of the residential buildings.  

 

 

Figure 4.17 Site 2’s vehicular and pedestrian road, as well as its parking space (source: author) 

● Residential building entrance 

There are two types of residential building entrances. The first has rain-sheltered steps and 

barrier-free ramps without shelter. The second type also has a rain shelter but has a step 

height difference between the entrance and the road.  
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Figure 4.18 Residential building entrance at site 2 (source: author) 

● Activity and rest spaces 

The areas for activity, exercise and children's playground are all located in the centre of the 

residential community (Nos. 5 and 6 in Figure 4.15). Outdoor seating is available along the 

pedestrian paths, by the pond and near the residential building entrance. Two rest pavilions 

with seating (No. 4 in Figure 4.15, Figure 4.19, Right) are in the southern part of the residential 

community, behind the residential buildings.  

 

 

Figure 4.19 Activity space with exercise facilities, children's playground, rest space, and the pavilion at site 2 

(source: author) 

● Landscape 

This residential community has a greater variety of plants than site 1. It is also run by a 

property management company. Though the property’s management replants regularly, 

there is still a lot of bare earth. Nevertheless, residents also grow plants and flowers in front 

of their residential buildings or in planters in front of their residential building’s entrance. In 

the heart of the residential community, near the main activity space, there is an artificial pond 

with a bridge that has some fish.  
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Figure 4.20 Landscape in site 2 (source: author) 

● Signage and lighting system  

This community has a signage system that includes signposts along the road and building 

numbers on the wall. The lighting is set along the main road, paths, and at the entrances to 

the residential buildings. 

 

 

Figure 4.21 Signage and lighting system in site 2 (source: author) 

4.7.3. Site 3: Eastern green space within university campus 

Site 3 was a university experimental field before it was recently converted into a green space 

for university students, staff, and nearby residents, surrounded by university residential 

buildings, teaching buildings, experimental fields, and parking spaces. This site is not 

restricted to use by university students and staff but is openly accessible to people who wish 

to use it. Therefore, it is welcomed by nearby residents. This site is widely used by older 

people, with some middle-aged people and children, but not very often used by university 

students.  

 

With barrier-free entrances, pedestrians and users with prams and wheelchairs can easily 

access this location. The main path surrounds the site, while other paths divide it into 
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different planting areas with a wide variety of plants. Because these plants were newly 

planted when the site was built, the area is not shady and has clear and wide views. Seating 

is evenly distributed along the paths and the raised plant bed. The exercise equipment (No. 2 

in Figure 4.22) is in the centre of the planting area and is connected by several paths. Users 

can access this area whether they enter from the north or south entrance. Two pergolas with 

seating and tables (No. 3 in Figure 4.22) separate the planting and activity areas. The 

children’s activity space (No. 4 in Figure 4.22) is in the north part of the site, between the 

pergola and basketball court, and is covered by the shelter and surrounded by a low fence. 

The site’s southern section has seating with four tables and a shelter (No. 5 in Figure 4.22), 

while its eastern part has two basketball courts, which are used by children, adults, and older 

people (No. 6 in Figure 4.22).
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Figure 4.22 Master plan of site 3 (source: author)
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Table 4.5 Site 3’s illustrative photos (source: author) 

  

No. 2 Exercise space No. 3 Pergolas with seating 

  

No. 4 Children’s playground No. 5 Seating with tables and the shelter 

  

No. 6 Basketball court Overview of plants on site 3 
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4.7.4. Site 4: Western green space within university campus 

Site 4 (Figure 4.23) is a green space near the university’s main entrance that is mostly 

surrounded by university teaching and office buildings, as well as a parking space. However, 

this space has decreased with the development and extension of university buildings over the 

past decade. The site’s winding and narrow paths split it into large planting and small activity 

spaces. This location has many dense trees with large canopies, making it shady. However, 

since tall shrubs were also distributed along the paths, these obstructed the views. Seating is 

likewise reduced and extremely limited because the campus does not wish for non-university 

people to sleep there. The exercise equipment is distributed on both the west and east sides 

of the site. Moreover, two table tennis areas are found under tree canopies. There is a large 

artificial pond with a fountain is in the centre of the northern part, surrounded by some open 

space. The sound of the fountain combined with the shady trees creates a natural atmosphere. 

Like site 3, the majority of users of this green space are older people, rather than students.  
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Figure 4.23 Master plan of site 4 (source: author) 
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Table 4.6 Site 4’s illustrative photos (source: author) 

  

No. 1 Exercise space No. 2 Table tennis table 

  

No. 3 Pond with fountain No. 4 University building 

  

No. 5 Parking space Overview of plants on site 4 
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4.7.5. Site 5: Shuangyushu neighbourhood park 

Site 5 (Figure 4.24) is a typical neighbourhood park that is open to the public and primarily 

serves residents. It is located along a main road with many residential communities nearby. 

Most of the site is divided into activity and planting spaces, with a few paths connecting them. 

This site has different-sized and -shaped activity spaces. Even though there are differences in 

level between activity spaces, the ramps are designed for barrier-free accessibility. 

Furthermore, the site’s entrances have rails to stop bicycles and electromobiles. 

  

There are numerous seats provided along the margin of these activity spaces, as well as under 

the trees and shelter. Unlike the other sites, this one does not have any exercise equipment. 

Two sculptures are surrounded by rails. Most of the plants in this site are dense trees and 

shrubs. Flowers are only planted in the centre of the southwest activity space. 
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Figure 4.24 Master plan of site 5 (source: author) 
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Table 4.7 Site 5’s illustrative photos (source: author) 

  

No. 1 Office building No. 2 Central activity space 

  

No. 3 Rest space No. 4 Trellised pavilion 

  

No. 5 Sculpture Overview of plants on site 5 
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4.8. Summary 

This chapter introduced the development of age-friendly initiatives and published standards 

in China, and highlighted existing gaps, the need to conduct further age-friendly research in 

China to support the development of current policy and standards. The newly proposed 

standard for urban residential areas planning and design, which defined the neighbourhood-

life circle in a Chinese context, was then introduced to help the reader understand the 

neighbourhood, and how neighbourhood outdoor space has been defined. The physicality, 

sociality, and manageability of community in the Chinese context was then explained, and 

what residential communities mean in this study. The differences between work-unit and 

commodity housing residential communities, which are the two main residential types in 

China, were also underscored. The process of selection of Beijing and the two residential 

communities and three neighbourhood outdoor spaces based on their representativeness, 

accessibility, and proportion of older residents, was then presented. The selected sites have 

different environmental characteristics, which have been illustrated with descriptions and 

photos. The findings from the data gathered from the interviews and observations conducted 

at the selected sites are set out in the next three chapters. 
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Chapter 5 Factors influencing experiences of ageing-in-place and 

use of outdoor space 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter moves from the research context to the analysis of data, presenting the findings 

from the interviews with older people and stakeholders undertaken in Phase 1, with the aim 

of addressing the first research objective:  

 

To identify the multiple factors that influence older people's experiences of ageing-in-place 

and use of outdoor space.   

 

The analysis of the Phase 1 interviews provides a better understanding of the personal and 

environmental factors that influence older people’s choices and experiences of ageing-in-

place. The data from the interviews with older people from the two communities mentioned 

in Chapter 4 was thematically analysed using NVivo. 127 nodes were identified and refined 

into four main themes and some subthemes. The four main themes: Personal Factors, Social 

Relationships, Physical Environment, and Agency, have been used to structure this chapter 

according to four sections. The subthemes have been used to structure the subsections and 

detailed contents. 

 

The first section discusses how older people’s personal situations, including their independent 

living ability, mobility, mental health, and financial conditions, which act as premise factors 

enabling or limiting their decisions to use outdoor space and their choices of whether or not 

to opt for ageing-in-place. The second presents older people’s social relationships at a family 

and neighbourhood level, and explains how their interactions with others, participation in 

community matters, together with the availability of community services, promote or  inhibit 

their use of outdoor space and influence their experiences of ageing-in-place. The third 

section sets out the experiences that older people have of contact with the physical 

environment and their perceptions and preferences in relation to it.  

 

Agency as a decisive factor in older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place is illustrated by 
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the fourth section, which syntheses the above factors.  

 

5.2. Personal situations as premise factors 

5.2.1. Physiological health 

The premise of ageing-in-place is that older people have the ability to take care of their 

activities of daily living, so they can live an independent life in an environment that they are 

familiar with, rather than moving to care homes. When participants talked about independent 

living, their concerns focused on whether they could look after themselves and maintain some 

level of mobility. Maintaining these daily activities are important for older people to live an 

independent and good-quality life. This factor is also recognised by some stakeholders who 

acknowledged that older people’s health conditions are a significant factor that will influence 

their choice of ageing-in-place or moving to care institutions, as well as their use of outdoor 

spaces. 

 

“Ageing-in-place, to be honest, is children busy with their own things. I can cook by myself, 

maintain my life. Buy things I want to eat and do things that I wish to do.” [S2_12_F_75] 

 

Older people’s ability to live independently is determined by their physiological health 

conditions. A decline in health conditions was seen as associated with the ageing process. 

Therefore, of the majority of the participants expressed their concerns about their, and 

sometimes their partners’, health conditions as well. 

 

“I’m afraid of being ill and going to the hospital, afraid of being unable to move. These are the 

things that make me panic...For example, my partner and I, one of us will experience mobility 

difficulties and lose our ability to look after ourselves one day. It’s inevitable in the ageing 

process. ” [S1_20_F_75] 

 

In order to live independently during the ageing-in-place process, being healthy is also one of 

the main reasons for older people to go outside. Apart from older people who like to go 

outside for exercise, those older people who do not like to exercise will sometimes force 
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themselves to go outside to stay healthy and prevent chronic diseases. As one participant 

mentioned: 

 

“I don’t actually like doing exercise. Just exercise a little bit. Force myself to do it, otherwise I 

will get the Three Highs (High blood pressure, high blood glucose, and high blood lipid levels).” 

[S2_10_M_79] 

 

Those older people who exercise regularly also have different levels of exercise intensity due 

to their different health conditions, which is relevant to the following factor, mobility.  

 

5.2.2. Mobility 

Health conditions not only determine older people’s ability to live independently but also 

influences their mobility. With the lengthening list of health problems and declining mobilities, 

participants changed the outdoor spaces they visited habitually. Participants in good health 

and with good mobility usually go to more distant places, for example, to a city level park by 

bus, whereas those experiencing health and mobility problems just go walking in the local 

area or even only within their residential community. Here are two participants who talked 

about changes to their usually visited outdoor spaces. 

 

“I'm not going to the Summer Palace and the Old Summer Palace anymore. I used to go there 

two years ago. Sometimes with my partner, sometimes with other neighbours, I just went 

there by bus. But not now...I cannot walk for a long time.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

“I usually just walk within the community or the other community outside here. Not walking 

for a long distance anyway. I used to go to the parks previously. But now that I'm aged, 

mobility has declined relatively. I used to go to Tiantan Park, Longtan Lake Park. I’m old now, 

my children worry about me if I walk for a long distance and if something happens to me 

outside.” [S2_1_M_82] 

 

Apart from the changes to their usually visited places, their activities also changed according 

to their different health and mobility levels. Their outdoor activities also transitioned from 
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being very active to very passive, for example, just sitting outside. 

 

“I had four activities today. I practised dancing before 10 o’clock in the morning, went to 

Haidian District Women and Child’s Activity Centre and watched the Beijing Opera, came back 

to Nong Ke Yuan at noon and practised singing in order to participate in our street Flower 

Festival. Then ride back here to play table tennis.” [S1_19_F_63] 

 

“I have arthritis in my legs. I usually just sit within the community and enjoy the sunshine, 

sometimes walking for a while. I used to go to Longtan Lake Park. But I’m not going this year 

because of arthritis in my legs...I used to walk outside in the evening…” [S2_8_F_77] 

 

Most participants stated that they try to do more activities, or even just try to go outside to 

maintain their state of health. The interviews reveal that being outside and participating in 

outdoor activities becomes more important in older people’s daily lives. The immediate 

environment, which can support older people who are less mobile to do outdoor activities, 

becomes especially vital in their ageing-in-place experiences as people become unable to 

access locations that are further away. Here a participant described how her partner tries to 

go outside to maintain mobility. 

 

“He likes to go outside now. He did not go out for more than a year when we lived in Zao Jun 

Miao. He got sick for years. His legs do not have power. It is very convenient to live here on 

the first floor. It is very nice we can go out for a walk and chat. He does not want to stay at 

home anymore, usually wants to go outside.” [S1_17_F_73] 

 

5.2.3. Mental Health 

Apart from older people’s independent living ability and mobility, the state of their mental 

health also influences their experiences of ageing-in-place. Some negative feelings came from 

participants' declining state of health. This was first represented by participants' negative 

judgements of themselves, for example, they regarded themselves as useless, and worried 

about bringing trouble or becoming a burden to their children. 
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“I have told my children, if I have a terminal illness, do not give me any treatment. I am aged 

and useless.” [S2_1_M_82] 

 

Here a participant who survived a cerebral infarction and had some associated sequelae 

described their state of mind: 

 

“It is not easy for them to have me like a burden. People usually say it is good to have older 

people at home. But I think it is a burden.” [S2_9_F_80] 

 

Apart from their worries about their state of health and negative judgments of themselves, 

some older people also faced other negative emotions, for example, loneliness, sadness, 

depression, and subjective powerlessness.  

 

“A big problem nowadays is that older people are very withdrawn and the essence of this is 

that there is no communication with others. There is no communication between the older 

people. They are mentally monotonous and withdrawn. There is no opportunity to interact or 

talk to each other. This makes life very monotonous and miserable.” [S1_1_M_90] 

 

The interview data revealed some reasons for these feelings of isolation, including lack of 

communication opportunities, loss of relatives, conflicts with relatives and children, 

environmental changes, and so on. These were caused by external factors to a great extent, 

but further underscore the importance of maintaining older people’s mental health in ageing-

in-place. The stakeholder, who is a landscape designer with experience in designing 

continuing care retirement communities, also noticed that changes in older people’s mental 

status have the potential to influence their ways of living and use of spaces, which requires 

designers to take these changes into consideration in the design process.    

 

“The design itself is first of all back to a deeper understanding of the physical functions of the 

older people themselves, and then the corresponding strategy. The second is to consider the 

psychological changes of older people. After gradually ageing, the state of all people is 

actually different from when they were young, you really cannot imagine. You will find that 

state, the whole physiological and psychological gaps and changes, including with family and 
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friends...The elderly are a contradiction, they want to be independent, but still need 

psychological care.” [Landscape Architect 1] 

 

5.2.4. Financial conditions 

The interview data also revealed interviewees’ overwhelming concerns about their financial 

status with regard to daily living costs, ageing-in-place, or moving to care homes. For example, 

when older people find it difficult to cook by themselves, they become very concerned about 

nearby restaurant or canteen prices, revealing that some older people’s spending habits are 

very frugal.  

 

As soon as I came [to this residential community], my son-in-law went to buy me a 200 yuan 

meal ticket, he said you can go there to eat. Not to mention the taste, the price is too expensive. 

It costs 18 yuan for lunch…This is completely profitable…If you have to ask them to deliver, it 

costs three yuan. It is just the distance outside the community walk to here. My legs are not 

good, I can slowly walk over, I don't want to spend this three yuan, I will go by myself. 

[S2_09_F_80] 

 

Reflecting on visiting parks that are far from their residential communities, most older people 

mentioned that they can take buses for free to visit parks, with only one older person saying 

she would go to the park by taxi. Some municipal parks in Beijing are not free for all to use, 

but Beijing’s policy is to support older people aged 60 and over to visit these parks for free, 

and to offer free public transportation (China. General Office of Beijing Municipal People's 

Government, 2018). 

 

Participants’ most frequently mentioned concern related to the financial aspects of ageing-

in-place is whether they can afford medical care and carers relevant to their health conditions.     

 

“The ageing problem is a noticeable problem. There are three ‘not enoughs’. I do not have 

enough money for a caregiver. Their salary is too high. Not enough beds in care homes. I do 

not have enough money to hire caregivers in hospitals.” [S1_13_F_83] 
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Some participants do consider moving to care homes. However, their expectations of the care 

home’s environment and the cost did not match. The majority of older people actually wish 

to have a comfortable but also affordable care home, but usually the environment is 

unsatisfactory, or the cost unaffordable. The financial consideration has also been noticed by 

some stakeholders, who are aware that some older people might not be able to afford the 

expensive care institutions, or continuing care retirement community. 

 

“The care homes now are very expensive, require many deposits, we cannot afford it. Those 

cheap care homes, it is like waiting for death, very lonely and lifeless. Some people went there 

for just one month and came back. They cannot bear that environment. Staying at home is 

better.”  [S1_20_F_75]  

 

“Nowadays, various developers are trying to create a better environment and living 

environment for the older people. So, when they build these projects, they actually invest quite 

a lot of money. The service system they bring to the older people is also very good. These bring 

a problem, the price is very expensive, often hundreds of thousands or even millions.” 

[Architect] 

 

This further highlighted the importance of age-friendly residential communities that can 

support older people ageing-in-place, rather than forcing older people to feel trapped in their 

communities. 

 

These interviews revealed how older people’s personal factors, comprising physiological 

health, mobility, mental health, and financial status, influence whether they can age-in-place 

actively and live a quality life. These personal factors determine whether they can balance 

personal capabilities and external resources and restrictions, such as the supportive or 

unsupportive residential community and neighbourhood environments. These factors also 

revealed older people’s internal concerns and needs in the process of ageing-in-place. The 

following sections now go on to present the role of external social and physical factors in 

influencing older people’s use of outdoor space and experiences of ageing-in-place. 
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5.3. Social relationships 

This section presents older people’s social relationships and engagement at the family and 

neighbourhood level. The family relationships include the extent and diversity of their contact  

with children, partners, and grandchildren. Their neighbourhood connections comprise how 

they perceive and  build intimate or reserved relationships with neighbours, formalised social 

engagement in community matters, and community services. This section will explore how 

various informal casual social interactions could enable older people to receive reciprocal 

support and companionship from family members or neighbours, which also promote their 

use of outdoor space. It also details the reasons why formalised social engagement 

contributes to their sense of inclusion as well as attachment to the community. The section 

then explores how these informal and formal social contacts work together to influence older 

people’s experiences and wellbeing in the ageing-in-place process. 

 

5.3.1. Diverse Family Contact               

5.3.1.1. Children 

Several different household compositions were identified from the interviews, namely empty-

nest (living alone or with a partner), living with their children, or with their children and 

grandchildren. These different living arrangements determine whether they have close 

contact with their family members and, therefore, influence the arrangement of their daily 

lives.  

 

Parent-child relationships dominate Chinese family relationships across different generations. 

Children providing care for their parents is a traditional behaviour which represents filial piety 

in Chinese culture (Yeh, 2003). Some participants who live with their children not only receive 

support and companionship in their daily lives but are also enabled to maintain social contact 

with the outside world via facilitation of the use of outdoor space. As one participant said, 

with the help of her children, she could go to a distant park to watch other people’s activities, 

which is an important thing in her life:  

 

“My son takes me to walk around, listen to people singing the song and Beijing opera. I like 
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sitting there to listen to opera. My son will walk around. He will take me to listen to the other 

group of people singing the opera until everyone leaves. Then we will come back for lunch. We 

will go to Zizhuyuan Park every Saturday.” [S1_21_F_95] 

 

However, there are also participants who move into their children’s homes because they need 

to take care of their grandchildren or they themselves need care from their children due to 

illness or infirmity. In these circumstances, even though older people are still living in 

residential communities, they are uprooted from their own local social networks, with only 

their relationships with their own children thus remaining. 

 

Some empty nest participants, whether living alone or with a partner, expressed their feelings 

of loneliness, which indicated that their need to receive emotional support and 

companionship from their children had not been satisfied. In this case, the interaction with 

their neighbours becomes an important source of social interaction. In contrast, some 

participants stated that they chose not to live with their children because of conflicts with 

them, for example, over different living habits and perspectives. Here a participant talked 

about the reasons why he chose to live alone:  

 

“Many older people do not live with their children, they choose to live alone. The first reason 

is the differences in lifestyle, the second reason is the differences in ways of thinking. We 

cannot live together...I am still isolated even though I have many children. They did not have 

time to chat with you even when they came back, to talk about how I ate and dried the bran 

in the past. They do not talk with you. We have barriers in thought.” [S1_1_M_90] 

 

5.3.1.2. Partners 

Apart from older people’s relationships with their children, partners and spouses also played 

an important role in providing daily living, offering emotional support and companionship to 

each other. They build living habits and rapport together through years of shared experiences. 

Numerous participants said they got used to going outdoors with the companionship of their 

partners. This does not necessarily mean going to the same place together; sometimes they 

go out together and do different activities in different places. 
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“I run and she walks around while we go out together in the evening. She just walks on the 

street. We go to Zizhuyuan Park in the morning together, have a rest in the afternoon, and 

walk around in the evening. Then the day is finished.” [S1_10_M_62] 

 

However, participants explained how the habit of going out together was broken when older 

people’s partners experienced health problems. Partners’ health problems will change the 

fundamentals of their lives and restrict their activities as well. For example, a participant 

stated that she used to go to city parks with her partner, but now her life revolves around her 

partner, and they only can go to the neighbourhood park close to their community because 

of her partner’s illness. 

  

“All my thoughts are to take care of my partner. So, I do not have connections with neighbours. 

I do not even meet with my friends, just chat via Wechat. I go out very rarely, do not have 

time…I used to go to Zizhuyuan (a city park). It is quite big. But now I cannot go anywhere 

because of him. Zizhuyuan is much bigger than here (the small green space close to community 

1)...I do not have any hobbies now. He took all my hobbies. No pleasure at all. Every day is 

very depressing. I don’t have any other mood. Really depressing...”  [S1_17_F_73] 

 

Furthermore, older people experienced the loss of a partner not only in perceived emotional 

loneliness but also as a reduction in their activities and social interactions, which could lead 

to social isolation. This theme came up for example in discussions with participants who 

described changes in their outdoor activities. The loss of partners undermined their 

motivation to go to parks, maintain their outdoor activities, and wider social connections. 

 

“In terms of the parks, I used to go to the Summer Palace with my partner. But I do not have 

any interest in going there by myself. It is alright to stay here. So, I just walk within the 

community. I do not have any interest in other places. All I care about is my health.” 

[S1_3_M_87] 

 

“It was about 10 years ago, my partner was still alive. We went to Longtan Park every day. 

There are many activities. We exercised together...I could walk at that time. But my partner 

passed away afterwards. I do not have interests and motivations by myself. They have 
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partners to go with. I really admire those old partners. It is two people anyway.” [S2_9_F_80]  

 

5.3.1.3. Childcare 

As some stakeholders mentioned, to design environments for older people requires paying 

attention to children, family, and older people themselves. Interviews also reflected a 

recurrent situation, namely that many participants took on childcare duties to look after their 

grandchildren. The majority of their daily lives are grandchildren centred because their child 

and daughter/son-in-law are working full time. They spend most of their time doing 

housework, cooking, taking grandchildren to and from school, etc. This close connection with 

family members provides sufficient emotional support at the family level. However, a majority 

of participants stated that taking care of grandchildren occupied their leisure and rest time. 

Consequently, they do not have time to do their own activities or to go somewhere else, 

which could in turn influence their wider social connections. Here are two responses from 

participants who mentioned childcare duties when asked about their daily outdoor activities. 

 

“I do not have many activities, just looking after my grandchild every day. Some older people 

have many activities, for example, dancing, singing, they are really happy. I am just looking 

after my grandchild. Their activities are really abundant. My daily life is doing housework, 

cooking, and picking my grandchild up from school.” [S2_20_F_60] 

 

“I do not have many activities now. She (participant’s grandchild) is young and pretty 

troublesome...I used to go to parks very often, every week, any time as I wanted. But now I go 

out much less since I have a grandchild.” [S1_9_F_75] 

 

The interviews revealed that when older people look after their grandchildren, their activities 

tend to become centred within their communities or spaces that are otherwise very close to 

their communities. The immediately accessible outdoor space becomes an important space 

for intergenerational usage. Older people may also play the role of guardian by watching or 

waiting for their grandchildren when playing outside. These activities also provide 

opportunities between those older people who look after their grandchildren to have some 

casual communication as their grandchildren play together:  
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“I usually went to Tian Tan Park. My grandchild is too young, she cannot go there. Some older 

children can go to parks. The young children are just staying within the community yard. I 

haven’t gone anywhere recently, just looking after my grandchild.” [S2_6_F_65] 

 

When older people relinquish the burden of childcare responsibilities, when their 

grandchildren do not need their care anymore, they might feel exhausted and experience a  

loss of mobility and the motivation to do more outdoor activities. For example, several 

participants mentioned being tired while they talked about childcare. As one interviewee said, 

she has looked after her grandchild since she retired and she does not have the energy to 

pursue many activities, even though she now has the time to do so. 

 

“I just became idle last year. Now I am not doing anything. Just staying at home to cook and 

wash clothes. I retired for 20 years and to help them (participants’ children) to look after their 

child. Now I can finally have a rest. But I cannot walk for a long distance and do not want to 

go anywhere anymore.” [S2_12_F_75] 

 

In contrast, some others who maintain better personal agency and mobility tend to be more 

active compared with the period in which they took care of grandchildren. 

  

“I just walked around the community when my grandchild was young. Now I’m not strolling 

here (within the community). I usually play table tennis in Long Tan park.” [S2_17_F_67] 

 

Older people who look after their grandchildren spend most of their time in families, play the 

role of caregiver, and benefit from intimate family relationships. Restricted by their 

grandchildren, they might not go to distant parks as frequently as they used to, staying in 

their residential communities instead or going to parks close to their residential communities, 

which could influence their social networks to some extent. However, they have more 

opportunity to get familiar with their neighbours, especially those older people who look after 

grandchildren as well. This further revealed that the immediate outdoor spaces within and 

around older people’s communities are important for older people who are restricted to their 

communities to have casual communication opportunities and build relationships. After the 

cessation of their childcare duties, maintaining a good level of health and mobility determines 



 

141 
 

whether they can resume their activity range. In summary, older people who lack connection 

or interaction with their family members, for example, children or partners, tend to have 

greater social needs from their neighbourhood. In contrast, older people may use the outdoor 

space and build their social networks outside their communities more actively with 

companionship from their children or partners. On the one hand, looking after grandchildren 

might limit older people’s own social lives; on the other, this also brings opportunities for 

older people to build social relationships at the neighbourhood level, especially within their 

communities. 

 

Another theme appearing from the interviews was that in order to receive care from children 

or help children to take care of grandchildren, some older people moved to live with their 

children; therefore, they might be uprooted from their familiar social relationships. This 

relates to older people’s neighbourhood relationships, which will be further discussed in the 

next section. 

 

5.3.2. Neighbourhood connections 

This section reveals how participants in both of the communities have divergent relationships 

with their neighbours - both intimate and reserved - which influence their sense of place 

attachment, use of outdoor space, and experiences of ageing-in-place. The effect of 

formalised social engagement and community services in influencing older people’s ageing-

in-place and activity is also explored in this section. 

  

5.3.2.1. Intimate relationships with neighbours 

A common view amongst interviewees was that intimate relationships with neighbours are 

reciprocal and mutually supportive. They reported better living experiences, for example, 

having more chances to communicate and receive emotional support, or even help with each 

other's family members. The intimate relationships between neighbours even became a 

motivation for them to go out more frequently. Here, one participant said she enjoyed 

walking around with her neighbours. 

 

“Here is like a small home anyway. It is nice to have many friends. You will not be happy if you 
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do not have many friends...This is the environment that I am familiar with. I have lots of friends 

and know many neighbours. We have good relationships...It is nice to meet with each other. 

It is delightful to go out because I know lots of people. Sometimes I can meet with someone 

when I go out and then we can walk together and have some communications with each other. 

It simply makes me feel happy.” [S1_20_F_75]   

 

Many participants described their social needs, for example, seeing and talking to other 

people, which is important to them in terms of receiving emotional support because these 

social interactions became a way for them to pass the time and to avoid loneliness.  

 

“We do not have many things to do, we must go out. Only having two older people at home is 

very boring. We have to go out anyway. Some older people stay together and talk about 

anything.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

“That older brother (the neighbour living in the same buildings with participants) usually 

interacts with us. His child is not at home. He likes to talk with peers. Many older people are 

like this, children are not nearby and willing to talk with peers.” [S2_13_M_75] 

 

The need for social connections was also echoed by another participant who stated that she 

wants to move back to her previous work-unit residential community. She shared the memory 

that she watched movies with her old neighbours at the so-called ‘big pitch’ in their residential 

community. This showcased how the physical environment hosts a social bond. As stated by 

this participant, the neighbours there satisfied her social needs, for example, talking and 

companionship. 

 

“I have another idea, but it is unrealised. I just want to go back to my previous work-unit 

residential community. There is no big difference with this one. That community is also a gated 

community. The neighbours are all from our units and acquainted with each other. So, we 

have many things to talk about. We can talk about our past and our children. Our children also 

know each other, they play together. I really want to go back there, but I can't. The house has 

been sold.” [S2_9_F_80] 
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Older people’s acquaintances within the residential community and in their neighbourhood, 

also play a role in satisfying older people’s social needs. Intimate relationships with 

acquaintances facilitate older people’s use of outdoor space, and in turn emphasised the 

importance of social profiles in a place. One participant described his impressions of outdoor 

space: 

 

“There are many old men there. We talk together every day. We sit and chat in the pavilion in 

Lianhuazi Park.” [S1_5_M_77] 

 

Apart from receiving companionship and emotional support from neighbours, mutual support 

between neighbours was also identified from the interviews. Neighbours play the role of 

being each other’s informal helpers, for instance taking care of each other’s family members, 

helping to carry heavy objects, etc. This instrumental support helps older people to develop 

their attachment to the place. The comment below from a participant who is living with her 

father illustrates how they develop relationships with neighbours and attachment to the 

neighbourhood through mutual support and interactions with neighbours. 

 

“We have good relationships with some of our neighbours. For example, when I need to go on 

a business trip, a sister neighbour will help me to take care of my father, deliver food 

sometimes. We still have these interactions. I will share some food with them when I cook 

something delicious, and they will also share with us. It is a kind of attachment.” [S1_2_F_60] 

 

The building of neighbours’ intimate relationships is based on residents' familiarity with each 

other. Familiarity requires time as well as meeting and casual interaction opportunities. Here 

a participant who usually spends time strolling in the community talked about how he built 

relationships with his neighbours: 

 

“Did you see the twins over there? There are three twins in our community, they call me 

grandfather every day. I usually take some chocolate to give to those children when the 

weather is not too hot. They call me grandfather every day, it has been four generations. How 

do people develop relationships? For example, I compliment those children, their parents will 

be happy, they will call me grandfather, and I will give them candy. This is a good relationship. 
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That is how people communicate.” [S1_1_M_90] 

 

These intimate relationships between neighbours seem more common in the first community 

because these older people have lived in their community for a long time and have 

established their neighbourhood networks. These relationships contribute to older people’s 

attachment to their neighbourhood and provide an incentive for  older people to go out more 

frequently.  

 

Stakeholders of architects and landscape architects also emphasised the importance of 

engaging older people in social activities, to avoid older people becoming isolated, and enable 

them to maintain their social identities. An architect explained how they help older people to 

build social connections in one of their continuing care retirement community projects:  

 

“In the middle of the community there is a public building, we have designed a lot of different 

studios and workshops, each of which has a different function, such as piano, chess, 

calligraphy, painting, food, drink and entertainment, Chinese medicine, etc. Anyway, it's like 

a role-play for older people, they can go in and fulfil their dreams or realise their social values. 

It's the equivalent of a small society, which you build up and then let them find their own circle. 

In this way, older people will naturally form many cliques. Some of them are sports people, 

some of them like to sing, and so on. A lot of traditional communities nowadays have gaps in 

their social circles because they don't have complete facilities to offer older people.” [Architect] 

 

5.3.2.2. Remote relationships with neighbours 

However, in both communities, participants also reported reserved relationships with their 

neighbours because they were not acquainted with some of the new residents or rental 

households. In the first residential community, many old residents choose to move out and 

rent out, or otherwise sell their houses. The older people sometimes distinguish their own 

identity as “Older Beijingers”, and the new residents as the “New Beijingers”. This identity 

division revealed older people’s attachment to their established social networks and 

exclusion from a sense of social connection with the wider community. Therefore, the 

unfamiliarity with new residents or rental households diminishes older people’s attachment 

to the community, which can also decrease their social interactions in their communities. 
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“The old neighbours are becoming fewer and fewer. We have been living here for more than 

30 years. The first reason is too many rental households that we are not familiar with. They 

come today and leave tomorrow. The other reason is some people buy houses here. They are 

called New Beijingers, we are Old Beijingers.” [S1_18_M_62] 

 

This also happened in the second community. The residents have lived there for a relatively 

shorter time and do not have many collective memories because they did not know each 

other before living there. Some people who bought houses there and then rented them out, 

resulting in a high proportion of rental households. Here, a participant explained the reasons 

why he felt that the neighbours' relationships are distant. 

 

“Just so-so. There are no neighbour’s relationship problems anymore. Because everyone is 

living their own life. Sometimes we nod our heads when we frequently meet someone...People 

are not familiar with each other. You see...in the building, people are from everywhere and do 

not have interactions. It is not like in the past, in the work-unit residential buildings, people 

worked together and knew each other.” [S2_21_M_62] 

 

As discussed in Section 5.3.1 (Children), there are some older people who moved in with their 

children in order to look after their grandchildren. This revealed another reason for reserved  

relationships with neighbours, which is that these older people are usually non-local and only 

live with their families for a certain period of time. They are uprooted from their familiar social 

relationships and might find it difficult to build new social connections in their new 

community. This sub-theme was reflected in  a participant’s comment below. 

 

“Many older people in this community are non-local. Few are Beijingers. Many people come 

here to look after grandchildren for their children. They live here for a period of time and then 

leave.” [S2_14_F_74] 

 

Participants’ choices to do outdoor activities within their community or go to some distant 

place are also influenced by their local social relationships. Some participants chose not to 

use outdoor space outside their community because they do not have familiar social 
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relationships there. People’s decisions about whether or not to use a space are influenced by 

who else is using it. This indicates the importance of social relationships in mediating people’s 

choices of spaces to visit. Here, a participant explained why he does not go to the green space 

very close to his community.  

 

“I’m not used to going there. I do not know anyone there. Usually, people from those 

residential buildings go to that park. Few residents from this community go to that park. I do 

not go either.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

At the same time, others considered that they did not have the right  people to connect with  

in their community, and therefore chose to go to other more distant places to build social 

connections. 

 

“Older people with grandchildren can communicate with each other. Older people who do not 

have grandchildren have nothing to communicate. Older people who have dogs can talk with 

each other, the caregivers can chat with each other. There are not many activities in this 

community. We go outside to find some like-minded friends.” [S2_6_F_65] 

 

These cases illustrate that unfamiliarity with community residents is the main reason for 

reserved relationships with neighbours, which in turn influences older people’s socially based 

attachment to their neighbourhood and their use of outdoor space. 

 

5.3.2.3. Formalised social engagement 

Apart from the informal social support from family members and neighbours, another theme 

emphasised by participants is the opportunity to participate in community matters. One 

participant said her previous experiences of working on the community committee 

determined her decision to age-in-place. 

 

“I had things to do at the community committee at that time, so I’m not leaving here to live 

with my son. I used to live here so I do not want to move, and [will] stay here.” [S1_15_F_87]  

 

This theme particularly emerged from the first community as the community retrofitting was 
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about to start whilst the interviews were being undertaken (more information will be 

provided in Section 5.4.4). Participants expressed their concerns about how their community 

would be changed, and their suggestions regarding the community retrofitting. The older 

people who voiced their concerns and wished to participate were generally more attached to 

their communities. Formalised engagement could therefore provide opportunities for older 

people to feel included as well as generating a sense of attachment to the community. 

However, it seems that there were some difficulties with the retrofitting process, as many of 

the participants reported that their voices were not heard. For example, one interviewee said: 

 

“When I saw this news last year, I started to prepare the suggestions. I sent my suggestions 

letter immediately when they started the retrofitting. It is my own suggestion. I sent a copy to 

the community secretary and a copy to the community director. No response. Nobody replied 

to me.” [S1_3_M_87] 

 

There was even one participant, who said he felt valued by his community (“In this community 

people value me, they ask me to participate in the community committee’s meeting.” 

[S1_1_M_90]), who also reported that his suggestions had not been considered:  

 

“If they want me to agree to their proposal before they apply it, they need to know the 

residents' opinions. I do not have a place to say, they did not listen to me. I’m glad that you 

listen to me. Why? Because I can express my opinions. It does not matter if they agree or not. 

I do not have that ability and responsibility.” [S1_1_M_90]  

 

Formalised social engagement has the potential to influence older people’s choice and 

experiences of ageing-in-place through influencing their sense of attachment to the 

community and inclusion in the community. 

 

5.3.2.4. Community services 

Another recurring theme from the interviews is older people’s demands for community 

services. The need for community care was also mentioned by all stakeholders due to their 

consideration of older people’s health needs. Generally speaking, accessible and affordable 

community care is a common need for older people. They have many expectations from 
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community services which can support their independence and the choice of ageing-in-place, 

especially for older people who lack support from their family members: 

 

“I’m not moving, especially at this age. I choose ageing-in-place and don’t plan to go to the 

care home. Ageing-in-place is a nice choice. Now the community nursing services are about to 

start. They have not actually started their work yet. I think things will get better after they 

start to provide services.” [S1_15_F_87] 

 

“My children have their own home. I [will be] living alone in the future. So, I have many 

demands. I request [that] the community install sensors in my home, to retrofit my home, and 

request the community aged care centre provides services. They need to be responsible. 

Someone has to come to my home immediately if I am calling. The fees need to be reasonable, 

which means the fees need to consider our salary and the civil servant pension level.” 

[S1_3_M_87] 

 

A surprising sub-theme from the interviews is that many of the participants expressed their 

need for community-based activities. As people age, their social networks tend to shrink to 

the neighbourhood level or even to within the community. Therefore, community 

committees play a role in organising activity programmes which have the potential to provide 

opportunities for social interactions between residents. A member of staff on the first 

residential community committee describes how they support residents and older people’s 

activities: 

 

“Generally speaking, the community committee plans and organises the activities, and sets 

the stage. They (residents) will perform. If they want to participate in a programme, our 

community will also set up the stage for them, through our streets and community committees, 

using all these forces and opportunities to create such opportunities for them.” [Community 

committee staff] 

 

This member of staff also mentioned that the community committee organises activities in 

different seasons, using different themes according to different holidays. However, there are 

also residents in both residential communities who feel that these do not offer enough 
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activities. The community committee might need to get more older people to do different 

activities according to their interests. 

 

“The community does not have many activities. Residents can enhance their social interactions 

with neighbours If there are many activities in the community. It seems that we do not have 

many interactions now.” [S2_6_F_65] 

 

Thus far, Section 5.3 has attempted to describe older people’s social connections at the family 

and neighbourhood levels. Family members, including children, partners, and grandchildren, 

play a vital role in providing informal support, facilitating or inhibiting social connections and 

use of outdoor space, and providing companionship in older people’s lives.  

 

Good relationships with neighbours act not only as a source of socially based attachment to 

their community but also encourages old people to be more active. Opportunities for them 

to have casual interactions are important as part of the process of familiarisation with 

neighbours and building social connections. Older people’s opportunities for formalised social 

engagement were identified as another means of contributing to their sense of attachment 

and inclusion in communities. The community services should provide community care, as 

well as organised activity programmes, both of which are important ways of supporting older 

people’s independent living and social connections. 

 

The next section moves on to present how older people perceive and use the physical 

environment, as well as how the physical environment acts as a vital factor in influencing 

older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place and the use of outdoor space. 

 

5.4. Physical environment 

Attachment is simultaneously socially and physically based (Scannell and Gifford, 2010). The 

previous section has explained how social relationships influenced older people’s attachment. 

This section will address how the physical environment plays an important role in influencing 

older people’s attachment and satisfaction, and what older people’s preferences are for 
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environmental attributes. The community retrofitting in the first community as an 

opportunity to maintain older people’s attachment and improve their satisfaction will also be 

discussed in this section. 

 

5.4.1. Contact and attachment to the natural environment 

When older people were asked about their outdoor activities, a common response was that 

they usually go outdoors to experience nature, for example, to get exposure to sunlight and 

fresh air, and enjoy the blossoms. Enjoying nature can be relevant to social relationships as 

well as staying healthy. One interviewee said she usually goes out to get some exposure to 

sunlight and to walk with her neighbour for exercise. These natural elements can also stand 

out from social dimensions as independent elements that benefit older people both physically 

and mentally. Participants reported positive feelings from close or distant visual contact with 

natural elements. For example, they will go outside to admire the blooms or enjoy the views 

of nature outside the window. It is reasonable to assume that views of nature outside the 

window can be more important to older people who are less mobile or bed-ridden, as they 

might lack opportunities for close contact with natural elements outside their homes. 

 

“At home, I can see the courtyard within the community, and Longtan Lake from the other 

side,  sometimes people are boating. So, I think it is nice.” [S2_13_M_75] 

 

Natural elements also play a role in attracting older people to go outside, which is important 

for them in order to maintain mobility and positive emotions. Participants described how they 

experience positive emotions through admire flowers in their neighbourhoods:  

 

“Looking at some flowers makes me feel really happy. It is always better than staying at home 

with your partner and looking at each other...Especially the Peony in Nongkeyuan (the 

university close to her community). Have a look at the beautiful photos that I took. Look at 

those Peonies, really beautiful, I really like them.” [S1_17_F_73] 

 

“Just strolling and seeing the scene. Looking at some flowers when they are blooming.” 

[S1_6_M_73} 
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These extracts show how older people’s mobility, social interactions, and emotions have been 

promoted through even just looking at the natural elements in their neighbourhoods. These 

less participatory connections with natural elements can further develop into a sense of 

attachment through more involved and participatory activities with natural elements, such as 

planting and taking care of plants in the residential community. A recurrent theme in the 

interviews was how older people value their “works”, which are the plants they have grown. 

Their strong sense of attachment is developed through their repetitive care for these natural 

elements: 

 

“To be honest, they threw away my Chinese Rose when they started the retrofitting. I felt 

heartbroken. Because I have feelings about them (Chinese Rose). I still think about how to take 

care of them even though I almost cannot move.” [S1_1_M_90] 

 

“These Peonies in the courtyard were from a flowerpot that I retrieved from the dustbin. They 

were dried up at that time. Then I propagated them into piece in the courtyard. It has been 

decades. I invested heavily in them at that time. It is like my job. We cannot even sleep thinking 

about them, about watering and weeding.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

The attachment to plants from these planting and nurturing experiences in communities 

sometimes also involves developing social relationships with neighbours, therefore 

promoting attachment to communities. At the time the first community was built, the 

majority of plants were planted by residents. Some neighbours who grew and looked after 

plants together over the years to improve and maintain their community environment formed 

a kind of emotional bond which is vital in promoting people’s attachment to the community. 

As one participant put it: 

 

“It is voluntary labour. I just found a successor for this area (the small green space outside this 

participant’s residential building), he just retired. We water the plants in this area…There are 

some French Platanus over there. The trunk is very rough. It was bought from Beixiaguan, 15 

yuan (RMB) each. I cannot say It was all planted by me, but at least I organised residents to 

plant them. I handled all of them.”  [S1_1_M_90] 
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However, the departure of old neighbours (as mentioned in Section 5.3.2) and community 

retrofitting (Section 5.4.4) impacted interviewees’ attachment to the community both socially 

and physically. A similar theme was also identified in the second community. As the residents 

in commercial residential communities are usually unacquainted with each other, when some 

older people move in, they might choose to grow some plants to help them adapt to the new 

environment. As one participant said: 

 

“We grew three trees before, but the property management removed them. This (an orchard 

within the green space in the community) was grown by us, another two over there, and a 

pomegranate tree. We have grown them since we moved to live here.” [S2_12_F_75] 

 

Taken together, this section presents how older people derive positive feelings, maintain 

mobility and social relationships through looking at natural elements, and through growing 

and taking care of plants. Such contact with natural elements contributes to older people’s 

sense of attachment to the community, as well as to that with natural elements. The 

attachment to natural elements leads to the next theme, which is residents’ satisfaction with 

their communities.  

 

5.4.2. Satisfaction with the physical environment 

As well as the attachment to natural elements and community, the physical environment in 

older people’s community and neighbourhood is also associated with their satisfaction. 

Attachment to community is a multidimensional response relevant to physical and social 

integration, whereas satisfaction is more predicted by residents’ perception of the physical 

environment and their use of local resources (Ringel and Finkelstein, 1991). Neighbourhood 

satisfaction is the result of the fit between environment attributes and older people’s needs 

and preferences. Participants expressed a variety of perspectives regarding their 

neighbourhood satisfaction. When some participants in the first community said they thought 

the environment was good, they were usually comparing it with  previous situations. When 

the researcher probed one particular participant as to why she thought the community 

environment gets better and better, she stated that: 
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“The changes. There is no square there at the very beginning.” [S1_7_F_77] 

 

However, more participants in the first community reported less satisfaction, especially 

towards the environment within their community. Here a participant stated her intense 

dissatisfaction with the environment, but familiarity with the community relieved her 

negative feelings.  

 

“It is absolutely not good here. I feel crowded here. It is totally different (compared with her 

other home)...I only focus on life within the home and do not think much about the outside 

environment. The greenery and facilities are not good. It is not allowed to grow things. There 

are not many good impressions, just because we are used to living here...But I do not feel bad 

back here, because the intimacy here is stronger.” [S1_2_F_60] 

 

This the importance of keeping older people’s familiarity with the environment in the 

community retrofitting (Section 5.4.4) process. However, the above participant stated that 

they would move out of this community. Decreased satisfaction with community 

environments could push older people into leaving their long-standing communities and 

result in negative long-term wellbeing outcomes. Surprisingly, most participants in the first 

community reported better satisfaction with the environment outside their community, for 

example, some other nearby residential communities and outdoor spaces. This is reflected in 

older people preferring to go to other places outside their community for activity: 

 

“It is very organised here. The plants are all pruned. I will sit in the pavilion for rest when I get 

tired of strolling...It is nice here, looks structured. It is not like our community, it is messing up 

everywhere. I usually stroll here when I feel bored in our community.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

“This small park is quite nice. The management of Nongkeyuan is good. We need to appreciate 

this environment. A lot of people come here, including people from Zaojunmiao, and many 

people who live nearby. Because they do not have this environment (within their community). 

It is impossible to go to a distant park. That is why people all come here.” [S1_20_F_75]  
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In terms of older people from the second community, far  more of them stated that they were 

satisfied with their community, as well as the neighbourhood environment. Some participants 

described their community as a park with a proud tone. Their satisfaction with the 

environment brings them pleasure and also encourages them to have contact with the natural 

elements and activities outside the home: 

 

“The environment of this community is quite nice. It is like a park. The trees, plants, and ground 

cover are all green. There are few communities nearby that have large spaces like our 

community. The community over there does not have green space or space for activity.” 

[S2_3_F_82] 

 

“The environment is so tidy. It improves your feelings of pleasure invisibly. It would be 

disappointing to see dirty things somewhere. It is really enjoyable to see these flowers and 

grasses.” [S2_4_M_88] 

 

Nevertheless, there are also environmental problems in the second community reported by  

the participants. These problems are relevant to space management, which will be discussed 

in Section 5.4.3. 

 

Older people’s satisfaction with their community and neighbourhood could have the 

potential to increase their general life satisfaction, as it supports older people’s ability to 

continue to reside in their familiar environment rather than move out or feel stuck in their 

communities. The attributes that are preferred by older people that can support their 

satisfaction will be presented in the following section. 

 

5.4.3. Identified environmental barriers and preferences for environmental attributes 

It is vital to know what environmental attributes can fit with older people’s preferences and 

needs, thereby promoting their satisfaction and supporting ageing-in-place. The following 

bullet points extracted from the analysis of interviews represent older people’s preferences 

for environmental attributes reflected by existing barriers in the environment. 
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● Convenience  

Older people’s activity range shrinks along with their declining mobility. Older people in the 

first residential community with severe mobility issues may be trapped in their homes, as only 

one multistorey residential building has a lift. The interviews confirmed that older people 

found it difficult to climb the stairs, and many of the older householders had moved out from 

this residential community. The location of local facilities, for example, hospital, park, 

transport, grocery store, restaurant, and community centre, should be easily accessible to 

older people. These essential local facilities are the primary important things to satisfy their 

needs in daily life. Where older people’s individually mobility status permits, they find the ring 

road to be  a good connection with surrounding facilities: 

 

“It is very nice to live close to the second ring road. Next to the community is the moat. The 

park is over there. It’s convenient to get around, to the shops and buy something. The food 

markets were set up recently, very convenient.” [S2_10_M_79] 

 

There are also participants who said they no longer go to the park opposite their residential 

communities because they have to cross the bridge over the ring road, even though other 

older people said it is very close. In this context, the ring road may act as a barrier for some 

older people accessing the parks on the far side. This further confirmed that the location of 

the surrounding facilities and the connectivity of roads influences level of convenience.  

 

Apart from the location of surrounding facilities, the scale of space also influences the 

convenience of a space. For those older people who are less mobile, or sometimes other older 

people who do not want to go outside their community, the space within the community 

becomes a space for walking or strolling. Older people will even count their daily steps, as 

participants from each residential communities explained: 

 

“I walked around the road in the community, it is about 350 metres, and I usually walk around 

twice. I have a record of the steps on my mobile phone.” [S1_3_M_87] 

 

“It is more than 700 metres or 800 metres to walk around within the community. If walking 

the whole circle, including the parking area, is about more than 800 metres. I can usually stroll 
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in the community if I do not go out.” [S2_10_M_79] 

 

Another participant recalled her experiences in another residential community in which the 

exit of residential buildings faces a wall, and the path is very narrow, with no places for 

strolling in that community. There are also some more mobile participants who said the scale 

of their communities was too small, and wished that it could be larger, but not too large. In 

terms of the space outside the residential community, a very mobile participant also 

mentioned that he prefers to go to a park with a suitable scale: 

 

“It is too big (The Summer Palace). It will be noon when I come back...I like to go to the 

Zizhuyuan Park most, because it is not too big, suitable for strolling in a circle.” [S1_10_M_62] 

 

These comments reveal that the scale of the residential community that is preferred by older 

people is one that is at least able to support their daily strolling requirements, especially for 

those less mobile older people. For older people who are more mobile, outdoor space on a 

walkable scale is also sought out for daily use. 

 

● Safety 

Older people perceive that community safety is usually related to property management, for 

example, the presence of a guard, and walking safety which relates to uneven roads and lack 

of pavements. Below are two examples of older people describing the road in their residential 

community as unsafe: 

 

“The road is unsafe and uneven. It is very easy to fall if not careful. Some lamps are like 

ornaments. Some places are not bright. It would be safer if the road is even.” [S1_3_M_87] 

 

“There is no pedestrian pavement outside the community main entrance. That side is a 

restaurant. This side is the stairs.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

The walking safety issue is also related to the paving materials used for the road, as 

participants from the first residential community mentioned that the road in their residential 

community and nearby streets was paved with brick, which is not user-friendly to them. 
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● Functionality 

A very prominent contradiction in the first residential community is that the limited outdoor 

space has been used  for parking, causing the majority of participants to mention that they 

do not have sufficient space for activity. As one participant stated:  

 

“Here used to be green space. Now it is for parking. Residents do not have space to stroll. 

There are too many cars.” [S1_15_F_87]  

 

Therefore, older people in the first residential community tend to go outside this community 

to stroll, exercise, or to conduct other activities. For older people who are less mobile, 

immediate activity space within the community is vital because they might not be able to go 

to other spaces used by more mobile older people. This contradiction is less frequently 

mentioned in the second residential community, as it is designed with much more greenery 

and activity areas than the first. However, older people are different from each other, they 

might need to use the space for different purposes, for example strolling, exercising, playing 

chess, dancing, looking after grandchildren, and so on. Therefore, space that affords a rich 

variety of activities that can meet older people’s diverse physical and social needs is vitally 

important. 

 

● Attractiveness 

Participants expressed their preferences for attractive things in different ways, but mostly 

they talked about natural elements. For example, the natural things to look at while they hang 

out around the community, and the natural views outside their windows.  

 

“There are many nice flowers. I don’t know their names. They grow from spring to summer, 

very nice to see. Here used to be Chinese roses everywhere, very beautiful. But they 

disappeared gradually. These are the new ones planted by the property management this year. 

It’s very nice. It is very enjoyable when I go downstairs and see them every day. These round 

plants (boxwood) are quite cute after they are pruned. It is also nice in winter.” [S2_22_F_68] 

 

However, concerns about bare earth were widespread in both residential communities. Bare 
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earth not only influenced the aesthetic effect, but also the actual usage of the outdoor space. 

The researcher observed some participants bringing paper or a bag with them to put on the 

seats before they sat down. As one participant said, bare earth generates a lot of dust. This is 

also relevant to property management.  

  

“The land is too bare. It is all dust when the wind is blowing. The plants should be diversified.” 

[S2_19_F_60] 

 

● Quality of maintenance 

Cleanliness is the main indicator that a space is well-maintained, which could promote older 

people’s satisfaction. The cleanliness depends on space maintenance, from both 

management and users. Participants from both residential communities suggested they 

prefer the outdoor space to be clean, tidy, and without nuisance, e.g., from rubbish, dog mess, 

catkins, mosquitos, which can act as barriers to their use of the outdoor space. Apart from 

the cleaning of the space, safety and aesthetics are also influenced by space maintenance. 

However, many of the participants stated that their communities have not been well 

maintained. The first community’s space maintenance is the responsibility of the community 

committee. The second community is managed by a property management company. In both 

communities, the maintenance of plants and clearing of rubbish were identified as the main 

maintenance problems. One participant in the second community stated that: 

 

“These plants spend residents' money. They die quickly. It is not reasonable. The property 

management company did not discuss it with us. It is not managed well. I saw other 

communities, the guard stood outside the community in the morning. We did not even know 

our property management manager. The garbage station in our community is not suitable. 

The petrol station is just outside. It is very dangerous. Nobody is cleaning the rubbish on the 

ground. The person responsible for cleaning our residential building is really good. She cleaned 

everything. Good is good. Bad is bad. These twigs should be pruned, otherwise, the trees are 

not growing well.” [S2_14_F_47] 
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5.4.4. Community retrofitting as an opportunity 

During the first phase of data collection in the first community, the community age-friendly 

retrofitting was about to start. The researcher asked participants questions about their 

perceptions of the community retrofitting. Some participants showed certain nostalgic 

sentiments when talking about community retrofitting, which could also be representative of 

their attachment to the community. The comment below presented older people’s fear of 

breaking the existing balance between their abilities and the environment.  

 

“I feel uneasy, I do not know how they will retrofit again.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

Older people’s ability to accept change in their environment usually decreases as they age. 

Therefore, they tend to keep things and environments unchanged. As a member of the 

community committee said, a very old resident who is over 90 years old requires the stairs in 

front of his residential building entrance to be retained rather than changed to a ramp, 

because he is used to taking the stairs. However, expectations regarding the retrofitting were 

also expressed because of dissatisfaction with the existing environment. Concerns regarding 

how the community retrofitting would be conducted were widespread because it was directly 

relevant to their ageing-in-place experiences. As mentioned in Section 5.3.2, “Formalised 

social engagement”, some older people submitted their concerns, comments, and 

suggestions to the community committee. Nonetheless, it seems that there were certain 

communication issues between older people and the community committee during the 

retrofitting planning stage. As many participants stated, their suggestions were not accepted, 

or apparently even listened to: 

 

“Complete satisfaction is impossible. There are always some problems. There are some things 

that we cannot be concerned about. Our comments do not make any difference.” 

[S1_18_M_62]  

 

“My partner sometimes writes some suggestions about the retrofitting to the community 

committee. It does not work. He did not have power. The community committee decides 

whether to accept the suggestions or not.” [S1_7_F_77] 
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As mentioned earlier in Section 5.3.2, formalised social engagement could promote older 

people’s inclusion and attachment to the community. Therefore, it is important to establish 

good communication between older people and community committees and provide 

opportunities for older people to participate in community retrofitting matters. Formalised 

social engagement is important to help older people accept the environmental changes and 

to maintain their ‘fit’ with the environment. 

 

Together, these themes provide important insights into how older people developed 

attachment through direct and indirect contact with natural elements, felt  satisfaction with 

the physical environment, and their preferred physical environment attributes: Convenience, 

Safety, Functionality, Attractiveness, and Quality of Maintenance. The community retrofitting 

in the first community was also identified as an opportunity to improve the environment, and 

to maintain older people’s attachment to their community and the fit between older people 

and the environment. 

 

The opportunities for indirect or direct interaction with the natural environment enhanced 

older people’ sense of attachment. The wider general physical environment is associated with 

older people’s satisfaction through the fit between environmental attributes and older 

people’s needs and preferences. The physical environment stands out as a vital factor that 

influences older people’s activities, attachment, as well as satisfaction, thus determining 

older people’s ageing-in-place experiences and wellbeing. 

 

5.5. Agency as a decisive factor 

This section will triangulate the findings from above to illustrate how older people’s agency is 

a determining factor that affects older people’s choice and experiences of ageing-in-place.  

Sense of agency decreases with the ageing process (Moore, 2016). Wahl and Oswald (2010) 

pointed out that agency is relevant to the perceived controllability of older people’s physical 

environment, and to the interplay and fit between the physical environment and older 

people’s behaviour. In this study, agency is not only about older people’s sense of control of 
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their physical environment and social relationships, but also about their ability to choose to 

age-in-place positively. As Righi et al (2015) noted, agency means people being able to achieve 

something for themselves rather than being forced to accept. Participants’ levels of agency 

are influenced by their personal circumstances, their social relationships, as well as the 

physical environment. The balance between their agency and external resources and 

restrictions determined their positive or negative experiences of ageing-in-place. Older 

people who have better agency usually experience higher levels of satisfaction with these 

three factors, and vice versa. 

 

As mentioned in Section 5.2.1, most participants expressed their awareness that the process 

of ageing involves the risk of developing various health conditions which may influence their 

ability to live independently. Maintaining a good ability to live independently determines 

whether older people feel in control of their home, residential community, and 

neighbourhood, which also determines their level of agency. In contrast, if environments 

provide older people with a sense of control, this will support older people’s ageing-in-place. 

Some participants stated that they have experienced a loss of capacity to shape their 

community environment due to ill-health, which means their agency is limited by their 

personal health situations. 

  

“We felt we had some autonomy in the past. I’m not sure if this is the right way to say it. We 

can improve the environment as we want. We could always do something while we had 

working capacity in the past. If we want to plant something here to improve the environment, 

we will do it while we can. We also manage here, we have the ability to manage if we can 

improve it.” [S1_6_M_73] 

 

Their financial conditions sometimes also restricted their agency. If older people can live in 

their own home, and own their own property, this will increase their sense of agency. 

Participants also mentioned that the cost of care homes and their expectations towards the 

environment did not match well, and therefore they actually cannot afford and choose to go 

to care homes. In this sense, some older people may feel trapped in their homes. 

 

“When our generation becomes old, it’s better to have our own house, otherwise life will be 
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very difficult. We cannot afford a good care home. Those bad ones are also overcrowded, you 

cannot go there even if you want.” [S2_5_F_71] 

 

In terms of the links between social relationships and older people’s agency, older people 

who receive support from family, neighbours, as well as community services apparently have 

a better agency to choose ageing-in-place and have more positive experiences than older 

people who lack social support. The social interactions enable older people to maintain their 

social connections, which make older people feel attached to their residential communities. 

These emotional connections provide older people with the motivation to choose to continue 

to live in their own residential communities.  

 

“I’m not leaving, staying here. I’m familiar with the neighbours. They come and sit here to chat 

in the afternoon sometimes...My children’s house is very good and has many bedrooms. But 

I’m not going.” [S1_1_M_90] 

 

“It is good to stay at home, especially in this environment. The older people in our community 

are almost the same. Some of them have a caregiver, or the neighbours will help each other, 

or have the hourly worker to help them age-in-place. Because the environment is good, the 

neighbours' relationships are good. Older people do not wish to go somewhere else.” 

[S2_22_F_68] 

 

Older people’s personal status, physical environment, social relationships, and their sense of 

agency are interrelated. The process of ageing usually needs to balance declining personal 

abilities with the changing environment, and many experience a decline in social connections. 

A supportive environment which has fewer environmental pressures and more preferred 

environmental attributes can help older people maintain their fit with the environment. 

Supportive social connections also provide older people with positive experiences of ageing-

in-place. Both of these contribute to their sense of control of their residential community 

environment, giving them the agency to make a positive choice to age-in-place. 
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5.6. Summary 

This chapter illustrates older people’s ageing-in-place experiences from the analysis of 

interview data in two types of urban communities in Beijing, demonstrating that older 

people’s agency to choose and experience ageing-in-place is affected by their personal 

situations, social relationships, and their physical environment. 

 

Ageing-in-place for as long as possible was the preferred option of participants in this study. 

Living an independent life, keeping a good level of mobility for as long as possible and 

maintaining positive mental health are older people’s goals, as well as being influential 

premises for experiences of ageing-in-place. These personal factors can be supported by 

receiving reciprocal support from family members, neighbours, social engagement, and 

community services. These supportive social relationships also contribute to older people’s 

sense of attachment to their community. The physical environment contributes to older 

people’s attachment as well as satisfaction if it fits with their preferences. Community 

retrofitting is an opportunity to improve the environment, and older people’s satisfaction and 

attachment.  

 

Outdoor space plays an important role in supporting older people in maintaining good health 

status and social connections. In turn, older people’s health conditions and their social 

relationships also determine how they use outdoor space. The immediate outdoor space is 

particularly vital for older people who are less mobile and for intergenerational usage. It can 

provide opportunities for older people to have more social interactions and therefore 

contribute to their attachment to the community. Not only the immediate outdoor space, 

outdoor space that is easily accessible at the neighbourhood level is also important to 

satisfying older people’s diverse needs. On the one hand, older people’s preferences of 

outdoor space including Convenience, Safety, Functionality, Attractiveness, and Quality of 

Maintenance influenced their satisfaction; on the other, the social profile of the outdoor 

space also plays a role in mediating older people’s choice of whether to use a space. 

 

Having discussed the factors that influence older people’s choice of ageing-in-place and use 

of outdoor space, the next chapter addresses the ways older people use outdoor space and 
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identifies the space attributes that influence their usage. 
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Chapter 6 Older people's use of outdoor spaces 

6.1. Introduction   

Based on the understanding of older people’s experiences and perceptions of ageing-in-place, 

as well as insights regarding their usage of outdoor spaces gained from the interviews with 

residents of the two communities reported in Chapter 5, this chapter moves from subjective 

perceptions to combine objective data from observations and subjective data from on-site 

interviews, aiming to address the second research objective: 

 

To reveal older people's use of outdoor spaces. 

 

The results from the observations and onsite interviews for each site will be set out 

sequentially in this chapter. The observation data combined with the informal interviews 

provided insights from both researcher and participant perspectives, both visually and 

verbally, giving a more comprehensive picture of how older people use different outdoor 

spaces in their daily lives. With the support of the Geographic Information System (GIS), 

Microsoft Excel, and NVivo, the researcher analysed the user features, including the 

proportion of each user type, the number of different users at different times, and the density 

of spatial distribution of different user types, which revealed who was using the space and 

their preferred time and location for this use. The activities taking place in each site were also 

analysed, including by distinguishing them into passing-through and on-site activities, as well 

as assessing the numbers and proportions of different user types participating in each activity. 

Passing-through activities were defined as transitory and mobile activities, moving into, out 

of, or within the site,  whereas on-site activities were defined as activities performed within 

a specific area of the site while the researcher was recording the data. Based on Gehl’s (2011) 

classification of outdoor activities, on-site activities were further classified into necessary, 

optional, and social activities. Interview transcriptions, observation photos, diagrams, tables, 

and behaviour maps are used to illustrate how people were using these outdoor spaces. The 

complete list of observed older people’s activities at all observation sites and corresponding 

symbols used in behaviour mappings is attached in Appendix Table 5. 
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6.2. Site 1: Shuangyushu work-unit residential community 

6.2.1. Observation times 

06:00 - 19:00, 10th October 2019 - Thursday, 21℃ / 12℃, Cloudy 

06:00 - 19:00, 11th October 2019 - Friday, 18℃ / 13℃, Cloudy 

06:00 - 19:00, 19th October 2019 - Saturday, 20℃ / 10℃, Cloudy 

 

6.2.2. User characteristics 

The overall impression was that this site was used by all types of users including residents in 

different age ranges, but the majority of users are older people who are occupying some open 

areas for different activities. The following data describes the older people who were 

observed. A total number of 1680 users were observed during the three days’ observation at 

site 1. From the analysis of the proportions of different user types at site 1 (Figure 6.1), female 

older accounted for more than half of the total number of users (51.9 per cent). The 

proportions of the three types of female users (female, female with child, and female with 

wheelchair) outnumbered all three types of male users. 

 

Based on the analysis of the three days of data, the number of different types of user on site 

at different times was determined (Figure 6.2). 

● Generally, female users dominated the site throughout the day, except when they fell 

slightly below the number of male users at 7:00 and 19:00. The peak times for female 

users were 8:00, 10:00, and 16:00. 

● The general pattern of male usage was more stable during the morning from 7:00 to 

11:00, dipping at lunchtime, and increasing to the same number seen in the morning 

from 14:00 to 16:00. These numbers were maintained until 17:00. 

● The peak times for female users with children were 7:00, 10:00, and 17:00, and for 

males with children, 7:00, 11:00, and 18:00. This demonstrated a trend for users with 

children to use the space later than users without children. 

● There were fewer wheelchair users, with low numbers observed between 10:00 to 

12:00, and 14:00 to 17:00. 
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Figure 6.1 Percentages of different user types at site 1 (source: author) 

 

Figure 6.2 Number of different users by different times at site 1 (source: author) 

By analysing the spatial distribution density of different users at site 1 (Figures 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 

and 6.6), it was found that the occupation of space differed between males, females, users 

with children, and users with wheelchairs. The 612 male users were relatively well-dispersed 

along the road, the west side of the small green space, the entrance to the community, the 

south corner of the community, the exercise area along the road, the immediate space 

outside the residential building, as well as the square within the community.  

 

The total number of 872 female users were concentrated in the small green space, by the 

shop along the road and in the south corner of the community. 176 users with children 

occupied the central area of the small green space and the south part of the road. This might 

be because that location leads to other green spaces, for example, site 2 and site 3.  
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There were only 20 users with wheelchairs, located in the margin of the activity area in the 

small green space, along the road, and in the square within the community. The low number 

of users with wheelchairs might be because most of the residential buildings are without lifts, 

therefore older people with mobility problems are either trapped at home, or choose not to 

live in this community. The small green space immediately adjacent to the residential units 

was occupied by all user types and therefore more popular than the spaces within the 

community. 
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Figure 6.3 Density of male users at site 1 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.4 Density of female users at site 1 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.5 Density of users with children at site 1 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.6 Density of users with wheelchairs at site 1 (source: author) 
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6.2.3. Activities 

24 types of activity were observed during the three days’ observation at site 1, which included 

seven passing-through activities (Table 6.1, Figure 6.7), and 17 on-site activities (Table 6.2, 

Figure 6.8). Walking was the dominant activity, followed by passing through by bicycle (or 

electromobile). Distinct from walking for necessary purposes, strolling around is also an 

important activity for older people. As one on-site interview participant described his daily 

activities: 

 

“I usually stroll within or around the community. I will go to Nongkeyuan if I go out of the 

community. There is no place to go.” [Male, 73] 

 

As shown in Figure 6.5, the density of passing-through activities was obviously higher along 

the main road, especially the south part of the road, than the paths within the community. 

The road plays an important role in older people’s strolling and connecting with other 

destinations, for example, shops and green spaces (site 2 and 3). 

Table 6.1 Passing-through activities at site 1 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 
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Table 6.2 On-site activities in site 1 (source: author) 

  

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 
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Figure 6.7 Spatial distribution of passing-through activities at site 1 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.8 Spatial distribution of on-site activities at site 1 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.9 Master plan of site 1 (source: author)
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Using Gehl’s (2011) classification of outdoor activities, the researcher classified the 17 on-site 

activities at site 1 into necessary activities, optional activities, and social activities (Table 6.2), 

and analysed the frequency of each. What stands out in the table is that shopping as a 

necessary activity has the highest frequency. Shopping activity was especially popular on 19th 

Oct because the temporary food market programme was held on that day. According to the 

retailer from the temporary food market programme, the market is open from 7:00 to 14:00 

every Wednesday and Saturday. Shopping activity was concentrated in the west side of the 

small green space where the temporary food market programme was held (No. 8 in Figure 

6.9), and the south corner within the community where there was a grocery store (No. 5 in 

Figure 6.9, Figure 6.10, Left and Middle). The number and distribution of older people 

involved in shopping activity suggests that the necessary stores, or programmes operating 

close to where older people live and where they are active, are important to their daily lives. 

  

 

Figure 6.10 Shopping at the temporary food market (Left), grocery store (Middle), and standing and chatting 

along the path (Right) (source: author) 

The most frequent optional activities were doing exercises, sitting and watching objects, and 

standing and watching objects. This reveals that older people’s demands for doing exercises 

and preferences for things to look at, as mentioned in Section 5.4.3, or information boards to 

get information. Older people prefer to do exercise by using facilities in the small green space 

(No. 8 in Figure 6.9, Figure 6.11, Left) rather than in the exercise area along the road (No. 9 in 

Figure 6.9, Figure 6.11, Middle). Here, a participant explains the reason why the exercise area 

along the road is not safe: 

 

“There are not many people there. It is close to the road where the cars go and towards.” 

[Female, 80] 
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The activity of taking care of plants was also observed in the rest space within the residential 

community (No. 7 in Figure 6.9), which bore out older people’s contact with and attachment 

to natural elements (as mentioned in Section 5.4.1) (Figure 6.11, Right).  

 

 

Figure 6.11 Older people exercising in the small green space (Left), in the exercising area along the road 

(Middle), the plants cared for by older people in the pots and planted in the ground (Right) (source: author) 

Standing and chatting, sitting and chatting, in addition to sitting and watching people were 

the most frequent social activities at site 1. These indicate the importance of opportunities 

for older people to communicate and observe others. According to Figure 6.8, the activity of 

standing and chatting is mostly concentrated at the path intersection within the community 

(Figure 6.10, Right). These crossing points, therefore, could be important spaces to promote 

the meeting, greeting, and chatting opportunities for older people which are important for 

them to build intimate relationships with neighbours (as mentioned in Section 5.3.2). The 

activity of sitting and chatting as well as sitting and watching people was distributed amongst 

spaces where seats were provided in the rest space (No. 7 in Figure 6.9), the square within 

the community (No. 6 in Figure 6.9), and within the small green space (No. 8 in Figure 6.9).  

 

 

Figure 6.12 Older people playing with children (Left), dancing in a group (Middle), and singing after dancing 

(Right) (source: author) 
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Playing with children (Figure 6.12, Left) was also observed in the small green space (No. 8 in 

Figure 6.9), revealing that some older people use the space for intergenerational interaction. 

As mentioned earlier in user features (Section 6.2.2), the peak times for users with children 

and users without children are slightly different. The on-site interviews confirmed that some 

older people will choose to avoid using the space when there are lots of children present. 

 

“I usually sit here for about one or one and a half hours at 4 pm, then I will go home. Because 

the kindergarten and primary school is over. A lot of children will be active here. They need to 

play, and they need space. Firstly, we need to leave space for children. Secondly, It is difficult 

to blame us or children if they hit us.” [Female, 83] 

 

The activities of dancing and singing (Figure 6.12, Middle and Right) were carried out by the 

same group of older people active at the same place within the small green space (No. 8 in 

Figure 6.9), but at different times. A participant from this group who lives in this community 

stated that: 

 

“We usually dance for an hour from 8 am to 9 am, then we will sing for a while afterwards.” 

[Female, 76] 

 

The small green space (No. 8 in Figure 6.9) close to residential communities plays a 

multifunctional role in satisfying different user’s diverse purposes, including shopping, 

exercising, communicating, dancing, singing, supervising children, and so on. It seems to be  

even more popular and important than the outdoor spaces immediately adjacent to the 

residential units within this residential community. 

 

6.3. Site 2: Fangdanyuan Commodity residential community 

6.3.1. Observation times 

06:00 - 19:00, 28th August 2019 - Wednesday, 31℃ / 20℃, Cloudy / Sunny 

06:00 - 19:00, 29th August 2019 - Thursday, 30℃ / 20℃, Cloudy / Sunny 
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06:00 - 19:00, 31st August 2019 - Saturday, 32℃ / 18℃, Sunny 

 

6.3.2. User characteristics 

Mixed age groups of people were also apparent at this site. Most younger users were 

observed going in and out of this residential community, whereas older people, middle aged 

people, and children are the main users of the open space at site 2. 1244 older people were 

observed at site 2 during the three days observation period. The proportions (Figure 6.13) of 

females and females with children slightly outnumbered males and males with children. Users 

with wheelchairs were considerably fewer, accounting for no more than 0.48 per cent of 

males and females, respectively.  

 

Generally, older people were going out at 10:00 and 17:00. What can be clearly seen in Figure 

6.11 is the different peak times for male and female users. Male users’ peak times were 7:00, 

11:00, and 17:00, whereas female users were increasing from 7:00 and peaked at 10:00, then 

decreasing dramatically and remained at lower numbers until they peaked again at 17:00. The 

peak times for users with children were similar, namely 10:00, 17:00, and 18:00, though 

female users with children also peaked at 7:00.  

 

 

Figure 6.13 Percentages of different user type at site 2 (source: author) 

The spatial distributions of males, females, users with children, and users with wheelchairs 

showed certain distinctions (Figure 6.15, 6.16, 6.17, and 6.18). Male users were more 

concentrated in front of the residential building entrance, where a desk and seats for chess 

and poker are provided. In contrast, female users were concentrated by the seats in front of 

the residential building entrance, and near the activity space. Users with children occupied 
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the central activity space where the exercise facilities are located (No.6 in Figure 6.19). 

Surprisingly, these users with children were not concentrated close to the children’s 

playground (No. 5 in Figure 6.19). There were only 12 users with wheelchairs appearing at site 

2 during the three days of observation, and these were in any case mainly passing through.  

 

 

Figure 6.14 Number of different users at different times at site 2 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.15 Density of male users at site 2 (source: author) 



 

184 
 

 

Figure 6.16 Density of female users at site 2 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.17 Density of users with children at site 2 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.18 Density of users with wheelchairs at site 2 (source: author)  

6.3.3. Activities 

There were 23 types of outdoor activity observed at site 2, which included seven passing-

through (Table 6.3, Figure 6.20), and 16 on-site activities (Table 6.4, Figure 6.21). As at site 1, 

walking was the dominant passing-through activity, which included going to other 

destinations, back home, or strolling within the residential community. As one participant 

mentioned, she usually strolls to keep healthy, and this is also an opportunity to meet 

neighbours: 
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“I usually go out for a walk in the morning and afternoon. I have plenty of time. It is not good 

to sit at home and watch TV all day. Strolling has some benefits. We have some neighbours 

who usually walk together.” [Female, 75] 

 

The activities of walking with a dog and walking with mobility aids accounted for a higher 

percentage and number of users than at site 1, which may indicate that older people at site 2 

prefer to walk their dogs within their residential community. Older people who are less 

mobile (walking with mobility aids) also usually walk within their residential community. 

 

Figure 6.19 Master plan of site 2 (source: author) 
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Table 6.3 Passing-through activities at site 2 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 

 

 

Figure 6.20 Spatial distribution of passing-through activities at site 2 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.21 Spatial distribution of on-site activities at site 2 (source: author) 

Shopping and collecting parcels were classified as necessary on-site activities (Figure 6.22). 

Similar to site 1, the food market programme was held in front of the residential community 

main entrance, which attracted 39 older people to buy groceries. The activity of collecting 

parcels was identified at site 2, indicating that a convenient and accessible parcel collection 

station is also necessary for some older people.  
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Figure 6.22 The activities of shopping (Left) and collecting parcels (Right) (source: author) 

Table 6.4 On-site activities at site 2 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 

 

There were six optional activities, dominated by doing exercises and sitting and watching 

(objects). The exercise facilities are located at the edge of the activity space (No. 6 in Figure 

6.19), which provides opportunities for older people to do simple exercises within their 

residential community rather than going out to other places. It is not only used by older 

people doing exercises, but also by older people while they supervise their grandchildren’s 

play, or who bring their grandchildren to play with the facilities. The activity of sitting and 

watching (objects) identified at site 2 included older people reading a book or newspaper, 

looking at their phone, as well as the scenery in their residential community. The popularity 

of watching activities at site 2 might be attributable to the provision of more seats, which 

allows older people to do these low-intensity optional activities outside their homes. There 

are also more laundry racks provided at site 2, which may also explain the reason for the 

higher proportion of people airing their clothes. However, some older people mentioned that 
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the laundry racks influenced the aesthetic of the community environment: 

 

“The environment now is a bit worse because residents are hanging their clothes and quilts 

outside. The community provided many laundry racks based on humanity consideration. The 

environment was much better when there were no laundry racks.” [Female, 68] 

 

The activity of taking care of plants was also observed at site 2, in front of the residential 

building entrance (Figure 6.23, Left and Middle). This confirmed that the planting area in the 

residential community offered important opportunities for older people to make contact with 

nature. Furthermore, it also enhanced the neighbours' interactions. As one participant 

explained, the plants in front of the residential buildings belong to residents on different 

floors and he takes care of these plants on a daily basis.  

 

Many chairs are put outside by residents for seating. During the observation, an older person 

was observed fixing one of the chairs for more than one hour at one entrance of the 

residential building (Figure 6.23, Right; see also Figure 6.24, Right). It is an unusual activity, 

but shows older people’s efforts to maintain their seating and communication area, as 

created by themselves.  

 

 

Figure 6.23 Activity of taking care of plants (Left), plants raised by residents (Middle), and the activity of fixing a 

chair (Right) (source: author) 

The social activities in this site were dominated by chatting, with 19.68 per cent of users sitting 

and chatting, and 18.75 per cent standing and chatting. Older residents usually did their 

chatting near the seating provided close to the activity area and near the residential building 

entrance (Figure 6.24, Left). These two activities revealed that some older people had 
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opportunities to communicate and build relationships with their neighbours. Similarly, sitting 

and watching (people) was the third most popular social activity, not only including older 

people having passive interactions with others, but also including observing children playing. 

These passive interactions have the potential to develop into more interactive social activities, 

for example chatting or playing with children. Playing with children at site 2 accounted for 

10.42 per cent of users, which was more than double that at site 1. As mentioned earlier, 

older people were observed supervising their grandchildren playing on the exercise facilities 

or playing and running around. Site 2 provides more opportunities for children to play and 

also indicates that supervising children is a common activity for Chinese older people. The 

immediate outdoor space that supports intergenerational usage is important for both 

children and older people as their activity range might be less than other populations. Playing 

chess (or cards) usually happens near one entrance of the residential building, which also 

attracts people sitting or standing around to communicate (Figure 6.24, Right).  

 

 

Figure 6.24 Activities of sitting and chatting, standing and chatting, and  playing chess (or cards) (source: 

author) 

6.4. Site 3: Eastern green space within university campus 

6.4.1. Observation times 

06:00 - 18:00, 11th September 2019 - Wednesday, 25℃ / 18℃, Cloudy 

19:00, 24th September 2019 - Tuesday, 25℃ / 18℃, Sunny 

06:00 - 19:00, 12th September 2019 - Thursday, 25℃ / 19℃, Cloudy 

06:00 - 19:00, 14th September 2019 - Saturday, 29℃ / 17℃, Sunny 
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6.4.2. User characteristics 

Even though some younger people, including younger people with children, were seen using 

site 3, older people are still the main users of this site. The observations of this site recorded 

2936 older people during the observation period.  Older female users were the largest user 

group at this site. Users with children were the second-largest group. It is worth noting that 

the proportion of female users with children was more than double the proportion of male 

users with children, with percentages of 12.16 per cent and 5.28 per cent, respectively. 

Proportions of male and female users with wheelchairs are similar, at fewer than 3 per cent 

in both cases (Figure 6.25), but this green space had the highest proportion of wheelchair 

users compared with other sites.  

 

As shown in Figure 6.26, the overall peak times for outdoor activities at site 3 were 9:00, 10:00, 

and 17:00. Numbers of male and female users gently increased from 6:00 to 8:00. Female 

users then increased sharply and peaked at 9:00. They then decreased gradually and 

remained at a stable low until starting to increase again between 15:00 and 16:00. Male user 

numbers tended to fluctuate less, peaking at 9:00 and 16:00. Users with children appear to 

have a similar trend that peaked at 10:00 and 17:00.  

 

 

Figure 6.25 Percentages of different user type at site 3 (source: author) 

According to the density maps of male and female users at site 3 (Figure 6.27, 6.28), the 

distributions of male and female users show a similar trend, with both groups dispersed 

across the site. However, the density of users with children and users with wheelchairs 

(Figures 6.29, and 6.30) presents an entirely different situation. The users with children were 

crowded in the northern part of the activity space, where children’s play facilities are provided 

(No. 4 in Figure 6.31), and around the pergola (No. 3 in Figure 6.31), and the planter area with 
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seating. In contrast, the users with wheelchairs were concentrated in the southern part of the 

activity space, under the pergola and pavilion (No. 3 in Figure 6.31). This indicates that these 

two types of users have different needs and use outdoor space to do different types of 

outdoor activities. 

  

 

Figure 6.26 Number of different users at different times at site 3 (source: author)  
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Figure 6.27 Density of male users at site 3 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.28 Density of female users at site 3 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.29 Density of users with children at site 3 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.30 Density of users with wheelchairs at site 3 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.31 Master plan of site 3 (source: author) 
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6.4.3. Activities 

A total of 27 activities were observed, which included seven passing-through activities (Table 

6.5) and 20 on-site activities (Table 6.6). Because of the nature of this site, the purpose of 

passing-through activity was different from previous sites, which included going to other 

destinations and strolling (the latter can be understood as mobile activities within the site). 

Most older people were using this site for exercise purposes. There were 1331 older people 

walking on the site, which accounted for 84.4 per cent of the total passing-through activities. 

During the observation, many older people were observed strolling along the main path 

around the site for more than one circuit. This site plays an important role in supporting older 

people’s daily outdoor strolling, which is older people’s most important outdoor activity. One 

participant explained how strolling around is her daily outdoor activity: 

 

“Walking, walking along the path. I walk every day, and for a few laps.” [Female, 75]  

 

As mentioned earlier, the users with wheelchairs accounted for a higher proportion of users 

overall than in the other sites. These wheelchair users were more likely to be engaged in 

passing-through activity compared with wheelchair users at other sites. This might be because 

this site has better accessibility for wheelchair users. These users were not only observed 

moving towards the area where wheelchair users congregated, but also moving along the 

path for a few laps as well. This was also observed in the case of older people walking with 

mobility aids, which also proved that this site is attractive to older people with different levels 

of mobility going outside to stroll. 

Table 6.5 Passing-through activities at site 3 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 

 

What stands out from the table is that this site has a very low proportion of users passing 
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through by bicycle (or electromobile) and walking with dogs. Older people can hence walk 

more safely without worrying about passing bicycles or electromobiles. Walking with dogs is 

permitted at this site but with some restrictions, including the dog needing a certificate, 

walking the dog on a lead, and cleaning up any dog fouling. However, there were still 

participants who mentioned that: 

 

“Dogs are fouling everywhere, and you cannot say anything. Dog owners should clean up the 

fouling themselves. It is not managed well. It is so dirty. I have to look down and pay attention 

while strolling.” [Female, 75] 

 

Even though the activity of running accounted for the lowest proportion of passing-through 

activities, this site still had greater numbers of older people running than other sites. This 

again confirmed that this site has better path conditions and a spatial layout that supports 

older people’s ability to stroll and run for exercise. 

 

It is apparent from the spatial distribution of passing-through activities (Figure 6.32) that the 

southern entrance and the outer circle path have more users than the northern entrance and 

the inner path. During the observation, more older people were observed entering this site 

from the southern entrance and walking in an anti-clockwise direction. This is because the 

southern entrance is closer to residential areas. As mentioned earlier, older people’s main 

passing-through activity included walking along the path for exercise. The outer circle path 

provides a longer distance for older people to walk.  
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Figure 6.32 Spatial distribution of passing-through activities at site 3 (source: author)  
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Figure 6.33 Spatial distribution of on-site activities at site 3 (source: author) 
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In terms of on-site activities, there was no activity identified as a necessary activity because 

of the nature of this site, which is designed for people to exercise and socialise. There were 

20 types of on-site activities that can be subdivided into six optional activities and 14 social 

activities (Table 6.6). Doing exercises constituted the most frequent optional activity. This 

activity occurred in the central exercise area where exercise facilities were provided, along 

the inner path, and the path close to the planting area with seating at the eastern part of the 

site. It was observed that older people who exercised along the path usually faced the scenery 

to enjoy the views of nature (Figure 6.35, Left). The activities of sitting and watching objects 

and standing and watching objects at this site include reading newspapers, looking at mobile 

phones, the natural scenery, and the exhibition. In contrast to other sites, the exhibition at 

this site attracts large numbers of older people to stop and view the exhibits (Figure 6.34), 

which also creates opportunities for older people to communicate with each other.  

 

Table 6.6 On-site activities at site 3 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 
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Figure 6.34 Older people viewing the exhibition at site 3 (source: author) 

An interesting optional activity observed at this site was getting a haircut (Figure 6.35, Middle). 

This activity was organised by one of the nearby community committees, which invited some 

barbers to cut older people’s hair for free. This activity not only provides essential services for 

older people, which attracts older people to participate, but also draws in more older people, 

who stand around and chat with others. This revealed that this site can be used by community 

committees to organise activities and provide services, which has the potential to encourage 

older people to get outside, promoting their satisfaction with their neighbourhoods, and 

extending their social connections.  

 

Kite flying was also observed on the activity area of this site, which reflected this site’s 

characteristics of openness, without too many overhanging trees. Even though the activity of 

picking fruit was only observed twice, it is also worth noting that older people are interested 

in making contact with nature or reconnecting with the productive landscapes of their youth 

(Figure 6.35, Right). 

 

 

Figure 6.35 Older people exercising along the path (Left), getting their hair cut (Middle), and picking fruit 

(Right) at site 3 (source: author) 

The activities of sitting and watching (people), playing with children, and sitting and chatting 
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accounted for the most frequent social activities at site 3. In contrast to other sites, sitting 

and watching was the most popular social activity for all user types. For older people with 

children, this activity included not only observing others but also observing their children 

playing on site. Most older people were sitting on the north pergola (No. 3 in Figure 6.31), or 

sitting on the fence around the children’s play facilities (Figure 6.36, Left). Apart from that, 

users with children’s most obvious activity was playing with children, which was the second-

most frequent social activity. One participant stated that:   

 

“There are many children playing here. The children will come here after school. ” [Female, 90] 

 

For users with wheelchairs, sitting and watching and sitting and chatting were the leading 

activities. As mentioned in Section 6.4.2, “User features”, the users with wheelchairs were 

concentrated in the southern part of the activity space (No. 3 in Figure 6.31), which is also 

where they spent time observing others and chatting (Figure 6.36, Middle). These activities 

are essential and meaningful for less mobile older people. The following participant 

highlighted why this site is important to their lives: 

 

“Our main activities are here. We cannot walk for a long time and take the bus. So, we prefer 

staying here to watch these children playing basketball, playing here. It is nice to just sit here 

and watch.”  [Older people at site 3] 

 

 

Figure 6.36 Older people sitting on the fence while observing children playing (Left), Older people with 

wheelchairs sitting on the southern part of the activity space (Middle), Older people playing chess (or cards) 

(Right) on site 3 (source: author) 

Playing chess (or cards) was also a frequent social activity for both male and female users at 



 

207 
 

site 3, which occurred where chess tables were provided in the pergolas (No. 3 in Figure 6.31) 

and seating with tables and the shelter along the south part of the activity space (No. 5 in 

Figure 6.31, Figure 6.36, Right). 

 

The activities of playing basketball and badminton were physically high-intensive activities, 

which occurred more frequently at this site than within the communities. However, there was 

no large group dancing exercise observed at site 3, except for a few female users. Their 

dancing exercise was not organised and did not occur regularly, as at other sites. The rest of 

the social activities, including kicking shuttlecock, practising Tai chi, playing instruments, 

practising Roliball and Diabolo, showing that this site has the potential to invite older people 

to do various activities and get connected with wider networks. 

 

In terms of  older people’s use of space, It seems that there is no conflict with other users. A 

group of young males playing basketball were seen in the early morning (during the 6:00 to 

8:00 observation period), whereas older people were mainly strolling or exercising at that 

time. Some other young adults, and young adults with children, were also using the site 

alongside older people. The group of children taking basketball lessons at the basketball court 

in the afternoons became an attractive event for older people to observe. 

 

6.5. Site 4: Western green space within the university campus 

6.5.1. Observation times 

06:00 - 19:00, 18th September 2019 - Wednesday, 25℃ / 14℃, Sunny 

06:00 - 19:00, 19th September 2019 - Thursday, 25℃ / 16℃, Cloudy 

06:00 - 19:00, 21st September 2019 - Saturday, 27℃ / 16℃, Sunny 

 

6.5.2. User characteristics 

Site 4 is mainly occupied by older people, with a few young adults and middle-aged people 

seen using this site together with them. The observations recorded 1402 older users at site 4 
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during the three days of observation time. According to Figure 6.26, female users slightly 

outnumbered male users, accounting for 45.08 per cent and 42.8 per cent, respectively. The 

proportion of female users with children was 7.06 per cent higher than male users with 

children, the latter with a proportion of 2.92 per cent. Female users with wheelchairs and 

male users with wheelchairs had the lowest proportions at only 2 per cent and 0.14 per cent, 

respectively.  

 

 

Figure 6.37 Percentage of different user type in site 4 (source: author) 

 

Figure 6.38 Number of different users at different times at site 4 (source: author) 

Older people tend to use this site in the morning because the number of all user types was 

higher in the morning than in the afternoon (Figure 6.38). Unlike other sites, where there 

were lower numbers of male and female users from 6:00 to 7:00, male and female user 

numbers at this site were higher from 6:00 to 7:00. What is interesting in Figure 6.38 is the 

difference between male and female users. The number of male users decreased with a 

fluctuating tendency from 6:00 to 12:00, and remained low until it started to increase, when 

it  remained at a relatively higher number from 15:00 to 18:00. The number of female users 
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presented a fluctuating increasing trend in the morning and reached a peak at 10:00. The 

number of female users exceeded male users at 16:00 and peaked at 17:00. The male and 

female users with children presented a similar trend, which peaked at 10:00 and was 

distributed evenly from 16:00 to 18:00. The small number of wheelchair users were 

concentrated at 9:00 and 16:00. 

 

The distribution of male and female users (Figure 6.39, 6,40) had a similar pattern that was 

distributed fairly evenly across the site and clustered where exercise facilities are provided 

(No. 1 in Figure 6.43). There were some small female groups occupying the space near and 

under the pergola at the north-eastern and north-western parts of the site (No. 6 Figure 6.43), 

as well as the parking space outside the site (No. 5 Figure 6.43), and the open space near the 

university building (No. 4 in Figure 6.43). It is obvious that the users with children were 

concentrated around the pond (No. 3 in Figure 6.43) and the exercise area on the south-west 

corner of the site (No. 1 in Figure 6.43). This might be because children prefer playing near 

the water or playing with the exercise equipment. The distribution of users with wheelchairs 

was relatively dispersed. Except for passing-through on a wheelchair, their main activities 

were doing exercises, sitting and chatting, and sitting and watching others.  
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Figure 6.39 Density of males at site 4 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.40 Density of females at site 4 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.41 Density of users with children at site 4 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.42 Density of users with wheelchairs at site 4 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.43 Master plan of site 4 (source: author) 

6.5.3. Activities 

A total number of 24 types of activities were observed on site 4, which included seven passing-

through activities (Table 6.7, Figure 6.44), and 17 on-site activities (Table 6.8, Figure 6.45). 
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The activity of walking accounted for the highest proportion of passing-through activities, not 

only at this site but also at other sites as well. The reason for this might be that some older 

people not only like to stroll here, but also choose to walk through this site to reach other 

destinations rather than using the main road near this site. This site provides alternative, 

greener walking spaces for people to cross compared with the main road. A participant 

explained why they prefer strolling at this site: 

 

“We usually come here in the summer. There are more trees and better fresh air. But the circle 

here is smaller and has less sunshine.” [Female, 75] 

 

Even though the activity of passing through by bicycle (or electromobile) accounted for the 

second-highest percentage of passing-through activity on this site, it was still not frequently 

observed. This activity usually happened along the path, and near the most popular activity 

space in the south-western corner, which indicated that it might represent older people 

passing through this site on their way to other destinations, or travelling to this site by bicycle 

or electromobile, and then dismounting to use the site on foot. The next most common 

activity was walking with a pram; this was usually observed near the pond, which is a popular 

area for older people with children. A limited number of older people were observed walking 

with prams and passing through on wheelchairs, which might reveal that this site was not 

preferred by older people with less mobility to strolling. Unlike at other sites, walking with 

dogs was only observed once due to the location of this site, which is close to the university 

offices and educational buildings. 

Table 6.7 Passing-through activities at site 4 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 
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Figure 6.44 Spatial distribution of passing-through activities at site 4 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.45 Spatial distribution of on-site activities at site 4 (source: author)  
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Table 6.8 On-site activities at site 4 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

A total number of 17 on-site activities could be subdivided into five optional activities and 12 

social activities. Doing exercises made up the highest proportion and number of optional 

activities across all sites. This also explains the reason why there were far more older people 

observed here in the early morning than at other sites, because this site attracts more older 

people to do exercise (usually an early morning activity). Sitting and watching (objects) was 

the next most frequent optional activity, with the highest number of older people observed 

doing this here compared with other sites. As well as looking at their phones, many were 

observed reading a book (Figure 6.46 Left). This might reflect that this site is suitable for static 

activity. Picking fruit was also observed because there are orchards at this site (Figure 6.46 

Middle). Even though they are surrounded by hedges, older people are still interested in 

gaining the opportunity to connect more closely with productive landscapes. Practising yoga 

was only observed at this site, which took place under a landmark tree (Figure 6.46 Right). 

This also confirmed that this site’s characteristics are suitable for tranquil and peaceful 

activities. 
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Figure 6.46 Older people reading a book (Left), picking fruit (Middle), and practising yoga (Right) at site 4 

(source: author) 

In terms of social activities, sitting and chatting, and standing and chatting were the preferred 

social activities for both male and female users, as well as users with wheelchairs. Older 

people were usually observed sitting and chatting alongside the pond (No.3 in Figure 6.43), 

and where seating was provided, standing and chatting near the pond, and close to the 

exercise facilities (No.1 in Figure 6.43). As with other sites, playing with children was also a 

common social activity at this site; this usually happened near the pond  (No. 3 in Figure 6.43) 

and the exercise space (No. 1 in Figure 6.43) at the south-western corner of the site - as 

mentioned earlier in the user analysis - which are the preferred spaces for users with children. 

Three small groups of older people were observed dancing for exercise in the early morning 

at the parking area near the site (No. 5 in Figure 6.43, Figure 6.47, Left), exercise space on the 

north-eastern corner, and the pergola (No.6 in Figure 6.43). Practising Tai chi was also 

observed in small groups of older people, which indicated that this site enabled older people 

to organise various group activities. The next most frequent social activity was sitting and 

watching (people), which was also popular amongst users with wheelchairs. Playing table 

tennis was also a popular social activity at this site, as there are two table tennis tables 

provided (No. 2 in Figure 6.43, Figure 6.47, Middle). A participant from site 1 also mentioned 

that she usually comes here to play table tennis: 

 

“We have a lot of activities. I usually go to the south entrance of the University, near the 

fountain, to play table tennis.” [Female, 63] 

 

A number of older people were also observed kicking shuttlecocks in several small groups at 

the exercise space at the south-western corner (No. 1 in Figure 6.43) of the site and the space 
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close to the pond (No. 3 in Figure 6.43, Figure 6.47, Right). The south-western corner of the 

site and the space around the pond are popular areas for different users and activities. The 

activities of playing an instrument, practising Tai chi Roliball, and playing badminton were also 

observed, which enriched the types of social activity pursued at this site. 

 

 

Figure 6.47 Older people dancing in group at the car park (Left), playing table tennis (Middle), and kicking a 

shuttlecock (Right) at site 4 (source: author) 

6.6. Site 5: Shuangyushu neighbourhood park 

6.6.1. Observation times 

06:00 - 19:00, 3rd September 2019 - Tuesday 33℃ / 20℃, Sunny 

06:00 - 19:00, 4th September 2019 - Wednesday, 32℃ / 19℃, Sunny 

06:00 - 19:00, 7th September 2019 - Saturday, 34℃ / 21℃, Sunny 

 

6.6.2. User characteristics 

Among all the age groups using site 5, older people are the dominant user type, though with 

some other user types including middle-aged adults and adults, both with and without 

children. A total number of 5069 older people were observed during the observation times, 

which was much higher than at other sites. Unlike the other sites (Figure 6.48), the proportion 

of male users was significantly higher than that of female users, accounting for 51.92 per cent 

(2632 male users) and 37.15 per cent (1883 female users), respectively. However, the 

unaltered trend was for the percentage of females with children (6.08 per cent) to remain 

much higher than for males with children (2.43 Per cent). Male and female users with 

wheelchairs did not account for a high proportion because of the large total user number, but 
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the number of users with wheelchairs was not lower than at other sites, with  65 males (1.28 

per cent)  and 58 females with wheelchairs (1.14 per cent). 

 

Figure 6.48 Percentages of different user types at site 5 (source: author) 

 

Figure 6.49 Number of different users at different times at site 5 (source: author) 

The difference between the peak times for male and female users is that the male users 

peaked both in the morning, from 9:00 to 10:00, and in the afternoon, increased gradually 

from 13:00, and peaked between 16:00 and 17:00. In contrast, female users' peak time in the 

morning was also between 9:00 and 10:00, but the number of female users during this time 

exceeded male users. Even though the number of female users also increased slightly in the 

afternoon, it was dramatically lower than male users. However, the number of female users 

increased sharply at 19:00, possibly because their preferred activities were happening at that 

time. As can be seen from the line graph trend (Figure 6.49), there were still a large number 

of older people on site after 19:00. Due to the difficulty in identifying people’s ages from 

photos taken at night, and the observation times at other sites, the researcher did not record 
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data after 19:00. However, the researcher remained on site until 21:00 to speak with some 

older people and learned that this site is still used by many older people, even up to 22:00. 

Therefore, there were more older people using this site than the observed number of older 

people. 

 

As shown in Figure 6.50, it was obvious that there was a trend for male users to concentrate 

where chairs were provided, as their popular activity is playing chess or cards. The female 

users (Figure 6.51) also followed this trend but were, in addition, distributed throughout the 

central activity space (No. 2 in Figure 6.54), the activity space in front of the building, near the 

north-east entrance, and the path with lined trees (No. 6 in Figure 6.54), as they used these 

spaces to dance and to practise Tai chi in groups. The users with children (Figure 6.52) 

occupied the spaces where the seats were provided near the row of trees (No. 6 in Figure 

6.54), the seating under the landmark tree in front of the building, the rest area close to the 

trellised pavilion (No.6 in Figure 6.54), the area near the north-east and the east entrance (No. 

2 in Figure 6.54), as well as the edges of the central activity area (No. 2 in Figure 6.54). There 

are some overlaps between users with children and wheelchair users. However, these 

wheelchair users were more concentrated (Figure 6.53), sitting close to the bench provided 

in the central activity area (No. 2 in Figure 6.54). The seating provided along the central 

activity area provided the opportunity for different users to observe the various activities 

happening there.  
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Figure 6.50 Density of males at site 5 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.51 Density of females at site 5 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.52 Density of users with children at site 5 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.53 Density of users with wheelchairs at site 5 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.54 Master plan of site 5 (source: author) 
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6.6.3. Activities 

There were 30 types of activities observed, which included seven passing-through (Table 6.9, 

Figure 6.55) and 23 on-site activities (Table 6.10, Figure 6.56). The number of passing-through 

activities was significantly lower than on-site activities: only 370 in total. Among the passing-

through activities, walking still accounted for the most frequent, with a proportion of 84.64 

per cent. A greater number of walking activities were observed entering, exiting, and moving 

through the paths. The next most frequent passing-through activity was walking with a pram, 

which was concentrated at the east entrance and along the path lined with trees. Only a few 

older people were observed passing through on wheelchairs and walking with mobility aids. 

This might indicate that older people with less mobility prefer to stay within this site rather 

than moving through. Similarly, passing through by bicycle (or electromobile), walking with a 

dog, and running was only observed once or twice, which also might be because this site is 

generally too busy for these passing-through activities. 

Table 6.9 Passing-through activities at site 5 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 
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Figure 6.55 Spatial distribution of passing-through activities at site 5 (source: author) 
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Figure 6.56 Spatial distribution of on-site activities at site 5 (source: author) 

Among the 23 types of on-site activities, there were seven types of optional activity and 16 

types of social activity. Even though doing exercises was the most frequent optional activity, 

it only accounted for 1.21 per cent, or 57, older people. The reasons for the lower number of 
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older people doing exercises might be that there are no exercise facilities provided and many 

of the older people were exercising in other ways, for example, dancing, ballroom dancing, 

and practising Tai chi. The next most common optional activity was sitting and watching 

(objects), mostly taking the form of older people looking at their phones or viewing 

broadcasts.  

 

 

Figure 6.57 Older people having haircuts (Left), fixing a chair (Middle), and the locked chairs at site 5 (source: 

author) 

The stand-out difference with other sites is that getting haircuts was a popular optional 

activity (Figure 6.57, Left), especially for males. At this site, this activity not only refers to older 

people getting haircuts, but also includes older people doing the haircutting. This activity 

occurred near the eastern and southern entrances, the west side of the activity space in front 

of the office building (No. 2 in Figure 6.54), and the rest space at the western side of the site 

(No. 3 in Figure 6.54). These areas are easily accessible or not very busy. Many of the older 

people bring their own chairs, including portable chairs or wooden stools to this site to seat 

themselves. Therefore, it is unsurprising that locking was observed at this site. Some older 

people also leave their chairs securely locked on-site so they do not need to bring them from 

home every time they visit (Figure 6.57, Middle and Right). Blading was only observed at this 

site, and took place  in the central activity space (No. 2 in Figure 6.54). It not only bears out 

that this site supports this activity, which requires a level floor, but also indicates that 

activities at this site tend to be more active than at others. Practising calligraphy (Figure 6.58, 

Left) is a Chinese cultural activity, which refers to older people using a writing brush dipped 

in water and writing on the floor. This activity was also observed in the central activity area 

at noon when it is not busy (No. 2 in Figure 6.54). While the researcher was talking with the 

older person who practised calligraphy, he said he used to practise in another park when he 
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lived in another neighbourhood.  

Table 6.10 On-site activities at site 5 (source: author) 

 

Male C = Male with Child, Female C = Female with Child 

Male W =  Male with Wheelchair, Female W = Female with Wheelchair 

 

 

Figure 6.58 Older people practising calligraphy (Left), playing chess or cards under tree shadows (Middle), and 

near the north-east entrance (Right) at site 5 (source: author) 

Social activities accounted for the majority of all types of activities observed at this site. 

Among a large number of on-site activities, playing chess (or cards) was the most popular 

social activity, occupying 26.32 per cent, or 1237, older people. This activity is the most 

popular activity amongst male users, but also attracts users with wheelchairs. Older people 

were observed playing chess (or cards) in every observation slot from 9:00 to 19:00, which 

indicated that this activity might not happen only at specific times. It can clearly be seen that 
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this activity mostly happened where chairs are provided, under the shade of the trees (Figure 

6.58, Middle), and also near the north-east entrance, (Figure 6.58, Right) where older people 

sit on the edge of the planting area or on their own chairs. This activity also attracts many 

older people who gather around to watch, coded as standing and watching (people), and 

sitting and watching (people), which were also the next most popular social activities with 

proportions of 14.05 per cent (660 older people) and 13.43 per cent (631), respectively. These 

two activities are also popular amongst male users, which indicates that playing chess (or 

cards) attracts more male users to participate and to watch. Sitting and watching is also a 

popular activity for female users, and is the most frequent activity for users with wheelchairs, 

and  not only includes watching others playing chess (or cards), but also watching people 

dancing, ballroom dancing, and children playing around (Figure 6.59, Left). The next most 

preferred activity is dancing, usually in groups (Figure 6.59, Middle). It also attracts female 

wheelchair users to participate (Figure 6.59, Right). These results indicate that this site 

provides various opportunities for older people at different mobility levels to be included. As 

an old lady sitting on a bench watching people dancing said: 

 

“I used to dance here as well. Dancing is a very good activity, good for your body and mood. 

Even though I cannot dance now, I still like to watch them dancing.” [Female, 84] 

 

 

Figure 6.59 Older people with wheelchairs watching others (Left), older people dancing for exercise (Middle), an 

older female with a wheelchair dancing (Right) at site 5 (source: author) 

Dancing in groups not only provides older people with exercise, but also enables them to feel 

involved in a group activity, and be seen by other people. It is also very attractive to observers. 

Another female user seemed to enjoy being watched while she was doing ballroom dancing, 

as she laughed and said to her friend: 
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“This girl (The researcher) is watching us dancing.” 

 

These quotes lead to the next most popular social activities, dancing and ballroom dancing. 

Dancing is the most popular activity for female users, and there were several different groups 

of older people observed dancing different dances at different times and at different areas of 

the site, for example, in the south-western part of the activity space in the morning, in the 

central activity space (No. 2 in Figure 6.54), and the path lined with trees (No. 6 in Figure 6.54) 

in the late afternoon. The dancing activities at this site are very organised and some are done 

in large groups, with an instructor, lead dancer, and uniform clothing. Ballroom dancing was 

a very popular social activity for both male and female users, and was only observed at this 

site (Figure 6.60, Left). The people who were ballroom dancing included some caregivers who 

bring older people in wheelchairs to this site to watch people dancing and then dance there 

themselves. Ballroom dancing was mainly observed from 7:00 to 10:00 in the central activity 

space (No. 2 in Figure 6.54), and at 19:00 at the space near the north-eastern entrance. As a 

female who was on site said: 

 

“I come here for ballroom dancing every day. An old man will bring the equipment  to play the 

music from around 8:00 until 10:30 every day.” [Female, 60s] 

 

However, the researcher noticed that some of the older people were wearing sunglasses 

while they were dancing. The smooth paving might be too reflective, thereby resulting in 

dazzling light. Another group of people was observed ballroom dancing at 19:00, which lasted 

until 22:00. The researcher spoke with two instructors for this ballroom dance group who  

organise ballroom dancing training classes there from 20:00 to 22:00, and charge 300 Yuan 

(about £33) per year. The social activities at this site are more varied and organised in nature, 

typically involving larger numbers of participants.  

 

Sitting and chatting, and standing and chatting, are also very popular social activities at this 

site, which accounted for 8.07 per cent (379 older people), and 6.24 per cent (293 older 

people), respectively. As mentioned above, the social activities happening on site attract 

many older people to watch, and also might trigger conversations between older people, 
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which are coded as sitting or standing and chatting. These activities together created a busy 

and lively atmosphere at this site.  

 

Figure 6.60 Older people ballroom dancing (Left), older people practising Tai chi (Middle), and older people 

playing instruments and singing (Right) at site 5 (source: author) 

As at other sites, playing with children is the primary activity for users with children, especially 

for females with children. An older person with a wheelchair was observed taking part in this 

activity. It could be beneficial for her to experience the active nature of children. Practising 

Tai chi at this site is usually in large organised groups, accounting for 3.23 per cent (152 older 

people) of on-site activities (Figure 6.60, Middle). These groups were usually observed in the 

activity space in front of the office building, and the activity space near the east entrance (No. 

2 in Figure 6.54), the exception being a small group in the rest space on the western side of 

the site (No. 3 in Figure 6.54). This activity once again verified that the on-site activities in this 

site are organised, with large numbers of participants.  

 

Several pairs of older people were observed playing badminton in the central activity area at 

6:00 (No. 2 in Figure 6.54), because this area will become the space for ballroom dancing after 

7:00. 

 

 

Figure 6.61 Older people kicking a shuttlecock (Left), practising Tai chi Sword (Middle), and playing Diabolo 

(Right) at site 5 (source: author) 
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Even though the remainder of the social activities accounted for less than 1 per cent overall, 

they still present unique opportunities for older people. People playing instruments were 

observed both individually and in groups. A male was observed playing the accordion on every 

observation day and in the same place at 6:00 when this site is relatively quiet. A group of 

males formed a band, observed playing erhu together accompanied by some females singing 

on every observation day in the same place as well, but at noon when the site is also less busy 

and noisy (Figure 6.60, Right). By playing their instruments, these older people not only 

practised their hobbies, and attracted others’ attention, but also joined in group activities and 

made friends outside their own residential communities. The activity of kicking shuttlecocks 

was usually observed in small and younger groups (Figure 6.61, Left). In contrast, older people 

who practise Tai chi Sword are usually older (Figure 6.61, Middle). They were observed 

practising at 7:00 every observation day on the activity space near the south entrance (No.2 

in Figure 6.54), after which this area would then be occupied by the dancing group. Practising 

Tai chi Roliball were another group of older people who were usually active at 9:00 on the 

path lined with trees (No. 6 in Figure 6.54). Playing Diabolo was only observed for small 

numbers of male users (Figure 6.61, Right). From the conversation with users who were 

playing Diabolo, the researcher learned that they have regularly played for years. This activity 

also makes sounds which attract people. 

 

The number of users observed, and the diverse types of activities, indicate that this site is  

fully utilised. Furthermore, the users in this site seem to have formed a tacit agreement that 

different activities involving different-sized groups are arranged at different times and areas 

of the site. Regarding other users at this site, middle-aged people with and without children 

presented a similar activity range and characteristics to the older people. Male adults playing 

chess and cards were more evident in the afternoon, at which time some adults with children 

also appeared in the open area, both mixed in with older people playing chess or cards, and 

older people who were also together with children.  

 

6.7. User, activity characteristics, and space attributes 

The observation results from this chapter presents a staggering array of activities in each site 
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that, together, give a vivid impression of how older people living in work-unit and commodity 

residential communities use the outdoor spaces within and near their neighbourhoods. This 

analysis of the site and user characteristics and the diverse activities at each site suggests that 

the attributes and affordances of the sites significantly influence who uses them, and how 

they will use them. The next section compares the number of users and activities at each site 

and tries to draw out and explain some of their influential attributes and affordances based 

on the results from the previous sections, with the aim of giving some initial explanations to 

form the basis for the following chapter about how space attributes and affordances influence 

older people’s usage. 

 

6.7.1. User types and activities 

By comparing the number of different users’ different on-site activities, some similarities and 

differences emerge. The most common on-site activities for male and female older people in 

residential communities (site 1 and 2) are shopping, standing and chatting, sitting and 

chatting, as well as exercising (Table 6.11). Only female users participate in the activity of 

dancing,  singing, and kicking shuttlecock. Only male users are observed taking care of plants. 

Table 6.11 The number of male and female users’ different on-site activities at sites 1 and 2 (source: author) 

 

 

Male and female older people’s popular activities in neighbourhood outdoor spaces (sites 3, 

4, and 5) show more differences (Table 6.12). Playing chess (or cards) is a frequent activity 
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amongst older people, but attracts more male users to participate, as well as many male 

observers, which also increases the number of male older people standing or sitting and 

watching people. Popular male user activities also include exercising and chatting. Female 

users' most frequent activities are dancing, playing chess (or cards), exercising, and chatting 

(both standing and sitting). Ballroom dancing and practising Tai chi are also popular amongst 

both males and females. There are some activities only observed amongst male users, which 

include playing instruments, playing Diabolo, and practising calligraphy; on the other hand, 

blading and practising yoga were only observed amongst female users.  

Table 6.12 The number of male and female users’ different on-site activities at sites 3, 4, and 5 (source: author) 

 

 

Apart from playing with children, older people with children in residential communities 

engage in more chatting activities between neighbours, as well as observing and exercising, 

whereas in neighbourhood outdoor spaces, more older people with children are observing 

other people or their grandchildren playing, followed by chatting and exercising (Table 6.13).  
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Table 6.13 The number of older people with children’s different on-site activities at different sites (source: 

author) 

 

 

Older people in wheelchairs in both residential communities and in the neighbourhood 

outdoor spaces are usually observing others and chatting (Table 6.14). In neighbourhood 

outdoor space, the exercise facilities enable more older people with wheelchairs to do 

exercises, and the dancing activity on-site also attracts them to join in, while they are sitting 

in their wheelchairs. 

Table 6.14 The number of older people with wheelchair’s different on-site activities at different sites (source: 

author) 

 

 

6.7.2. User characteristics and space attributes 

Comparing the numbers of different users in each site (Figure 6.62) gives a clear indication 

that site 5 (Shuangyushu neighbourhood park) and site 3 (Eastern green space within 

university campus), are the most popular spaces for all user types. Site 2 (Fangdanyuan 

commodity residential community) has the lowest number of older users. Site 2 is a gated 
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community with a green space from which people who are not residents are therefore 

excluded. Even though this residential community is surrounded by other such communities, 

other residents are not able to access and are turned away from the outdoor spaces in this 

residential community. The gated status of Site 2 likely prevents older residents from 

connecting with their peer groups adjacent to the community.  

 

Site 5 Shuangyushu neighbourhood park is surrounded by work-unit residential communities 

and provides open access to all members of the public without restriction. This park is also 

located along the main road linked to the road by a pedestrian route which has excellent 

connectivity with its surroundings. Local residents, especially those who do not have activity 

space in their own residential communities, can access this neighbourhood park conveniently 

within walking distance. Site 3, the Eastern green space within the university campus, has a 

similar feature in the sense that it is located opposite to the residential communities and open 

to the public. The numbers of wheelchair users at these two sites are higher than in other 

sites. These public green spaces attract more users and enable older people with different 

mobility levels to move around conveniently and safely by providing barrier-free access and 

paths across all parts of the sites. The above explanations indicate that accessibility is critical 

to facilitating access by diverse user groups and social mingling among older people; this 

includes both the public and openly accessible status of green spaces, as well as physical 

accessibility for people with different levels of mobility. 
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Figure 6.62 Number of different users at each site (source: author) 

(From left to right: Site 1 Shuangyushu work-unit residential community, Site 2 Fangdanyuan commodity 

residential community, Site 3 Eastern green space within university campus, Site 4 Western green space within 

university campus, Site 5 Shuangyushu neighbourhood park) 

For all sites, the number of females with children was higher than males with children. Sites 

3 and 5 were also most popular in older people with children, which reveals the importance 

of spaces that can support intergenerational usage. These sites seem to cater for 

grandchildren in different age groups. The difference between  these two sites is that the site 

3 Eastern green space has a children's playground, which attracts more older people to 

supervise their grandchildren playing there, whereas the Shuangyushu neighbourhood park 

invites more older people with younger grandchildren, who hang out together in the main 

site activity space.  

 

There were fewer users at site 4, the western green space within the university campus, 

compared with the other sites, and especially compared with the other neighbourhood green 

spaces: the site 3 eastern green space and site 5 neighbourhood park. The potential reasons 

are that the whole of site 4 is filled with dense trees which prevent sunlight reaching the 

ground; there is insufficient lighting when it is getting dark, as well as a limited number of 
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seats for older people to rest on. The paths are curved and paved with stone pavers, which 

are not suitable for older people with walking difficulties. This may also confirm that the 

quality of the walking environment may influence older people’s use of space, deterring them 

from visiting spaces where the walking conditions are sub-optimal. This site is located within 

the university campus, close to the campus entrance, and opposite the university office 

buildings. The surrounding environments create a formal and solemn atmosphere which 

seems to decrease the vibrancy and liveliness of this site, and appears to reduce user numbers. 

In contrast, the popularity of site 5 neighbourhood park creates an active and dynamic 

atmosphere which attracts more users and diverse activities.  

 

6.7.3. Activity characteristics and space attributes 

The numbers of passing-through activities and on-site activities at each site also show 

noticeable differences (Figure 6.63). Both of the residential communities (site 1 and 2), as well 

as site 3, have more passing-through activities than on-site activities. It is reasonable to expect 

this in the residential communities because these sites must accommodate residents’ daily 

travel activities. The reason for site 3 Eastern green space within the university campus having 

more passing-through activities, which refers to mobile activities within the site, than on-site 

activities is that it provides ideal walking environments, which attract large numbers of older 

people strolling. This again revealed the importance of enabling older people to access sites 

conveniently and move around easily and safely within them. At site 3, the path surrounding 

the site plays an important role for people moving back and forth for exercise and leisure 

purposes. The lengths of the paths are suitable for older people to achieve their daily exercise 

goals within their physical capacity, and they can have a rest on the seating provided along 

these routes.  
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Figure 6.63 Number of passing-through activities and on-site activities at each site (source: author) 

As mentioned in Chapter 5 (Section 5.4.3 Preferences for environmental attributes), older 

residents have a strong need for adequate activity space. As reflected in the observation data, 

both of the residential communities have a lower number of on-site activities. This further 

emphasises the importance of providing a variety of activity spaces for older people within 

residential communities. Even though the activity space in site 1 is somewhat limited, the 

number of on-site activities at site 1 is still slightly higher than at site 2. These on-site activities 

are concentrated at the small green space near the residential community, which plays an 

important role in supporting older people’s outdoor activity, especially when there is limited 

activity space within the residential community. The number of on-site activities at site 5 

Shuangyushu neighbourhood park is the greatest among all the research sites, followed by 

site 3 Eastern green space within the university campus. Both of these sites offered adequate 

activity space for different on-site activities. This was especially evident for site 5, which has 

the most diverse on-site activities, and the most on-site activities happening in different sized 

groups. From Figures 6.50 and 6.51, it is apparent that the number of male users was highest 

at site 5. This is because most of the male users at site 5 play chess or cards. Playing chess or 

cards is an activity that clearly attracts male users to go outside. Paying attention to such 

factors should be borne in mind in future outdoor space design if the aim is to attract more 

older males to use green spaces. 
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6.8. Summary 

This chapter provides detailed data analysis how older people use their residential 

communities and neighbourhood outdoor spaces. By analysing the user and activity 

characteristics for each site, the chapter highlights the differing temporal patterns of usage 

of the user types: males, females, males with children, females with children, males with 

wheelchairs, and females with wheelchairs. Older people’s outdoor activities at each site also 

show variations. The on-site activities in residential communities are more relevant to 

necessary activities, such as shopping, and optional activities, such as exercising. Social 

activities are limited in types, such as chatting and observing others, playing with children. 

The on-site activities at neighbourhood outdoor spaces not only include those frequent 

optional and social activities in residential communities, but also a more diverse and greater 

range of social activities, such as getting haircuts, playing chess (or cards), ballroom dancing, 

and different sports activities. By comparing user and activity characteristics across all sites, 

certain environmental attributes start to emerge related to the convenience, safety, and 

richness of activity space.  

 

The more comprehensive space attributes and affordances that influence the fit between 

older people and outdoor space will be presented in the next chapter. What are the space 

affordances that influence older people’s use of these outdoor spaces, and how do they do 

this? These questions need in-depth investigation and triangulation of the data from the 

residents interviews, observations, and stakeholder interviews. The following chapter will 

focus on the third research objective to identify the influential space affordances. 
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Chapter 7 How does neighbourhood outdoor space afford older 

people's activities 

 

7.1. Introduction 

The analysis of older people’s activities from the observation data in Chapter 6 gave the 

researcher a clear understanding of how they actually use and perceive the outdoor spaces 

in their residential communities and neighbourhoods, and allowed some initial environmental 

attributes to be drawn. Beyond older people’s description of their perceptions and the 

observation of older people’s activities, Chapter 7 integrates insights from the onsite and 

stakeholder interviews, and shifts the focus to the neighbourhood outdoor space itself. From 

the perspective of landscape architecture, using the analytical frameworks of the ecological 

model (Sallis et al, 2006), behaviour settings (Barker, 1987), and affordance (Gibson, 1979), 

this chapter explains how neighbourhood outdoor space affords older people’s outdoor 

activities and supports their sense of agency (objective 3), which are both important to 

supporting older people’s ageing-in-place in a healthy and independent manner.  

 

By integrating different data, this chapter further identifies the macro-environment attributes 

and behaviour settings with relevant design elements, using the concept of affordance to 

illustrate how the neighbourhood outdoor space affords older people’s activities (objective 

3).  

 

As suggested by Kamalipour and Peimani (2015), assemblage thinking is necessary to explore 

urban environments and understand urban issues. For example, attention needs to be given 

to the boundary effect and how macro-, meso-, and micro-scales correlate to address the 

access network in an area. Inspired by the ecological model’s scale classification (Sallis et al, 

2006), and Ganji’s (2018) application of assemblage thinking and her explanation of different 

scales of space, it is also important to examine the space itself as a unit and at different scales 

in this landscape study. The ecological model (Sallis et al, 2006) divides the influential factors 

that affect human behaviour into the intrapersonal, perceived environment, behaviour 
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settings, policy environment, information environment, social cultural environment, and 

natural environment. With the specific focus on  neighbourhood outdoor space, and from a 

landscape perspective, this study applied and developed the classification of influential 

factors from the ecological model into the three layers of perceived environment, behaviour 

settings, and more detailed design elements. This scalar approach was combined with the 

concept of affordance to explore how these different layers of environmental factors afford, 

disafford, or have been adapted by older people to afford their outdoor activities. 

 

In this study, attributes at the macro scale can be understood as older people perceiving or 

identifying influential environmental attributes at the whole site scale, as well as specific 

behaviour settings that can influence their use of outdoor spaces. Macro-scale attributes can 

include an outdoor space’s ease of access, or a rest area that is comfortable with attractive 

views. Attributes at the meso-scale refer to the environmental and social characteristics in 

“behaviour settings” (Barker, 1987) that support recurrent patterns of activities in those 

settings, e.g., shady strolling paths, intergenerational areas. Attributes at the micro-scale are 

more relevant to the detailed design elements and facilities aspects, which make behaviour 

settings work to afford older people’s activities, for example, the stone seats that can be 

moved short distances by older people to form the settings to play chess or cards. 

 

Based on the types of activity and their distribution identified in the previous chapter, each 

observed activity was reviewed on the GIS maps at each site to identify areas where this 

activity was concentrated. These hotspots were then named, and  descriptions added with 

their physical characteristics and the recurring activities in Excel tables to create  the initial 

version of the behaviour settings. These initial classifications of behaviour settings were then 

compared within the residential community outdoor space cluster (site 1 and 2), and within 

the neighbourhood outdoor space cluster (sites 3, 4, and 5) to identify recurring settings and 

merge duplicates. These recategorised behaviour settings were allocated into five main types, 

passing-through space, static activity space, active activity space, nature space, and services 

space, to provide a clear structure to the thesis. The design elements that make behaviour 

settings work to afford the activities for certain older people were then distinguished from 

the behaviour settings for each site. During the process of identifying the behaviour settings 

and design elements, some perceived macro-scale environmental attributes were found to 
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recur in different settings. For example, different paths, rest settings, and exercise settings 

were identified as comfortable, attracting older people to use the settings, therefore the 

comfort attributes were identified as macro-scale environment attributes. Combined with the 

previous findings from Chapter 5 and analysis of on-site and stakeholders’ interviews, ten 

macro-environmental attributes were developed. 

 

In this Chapter, macro-attributes are introduced first, followed by the behaviour settings and 

design elements in the community outdoor space cluster (site 1 and 2), and the 

neighbourhood outdoor space cluster (site 3, 4, and 5) respectively. The ways in which older 

people's sense of agency can be supported by these attributes, settings, and elements are 

also illustrated in this chapter. This shows how environment attributes at different levels 

influence older people’s choices to use - or not use - a space, and how older people change 

the micro-design elements to form their desired meso-behaviour settings, thereby reinforcing 

the macro-environment attributes that matter to them. 

 

7.2. Macro-environmental attributes 

This study has identified ten overall environmental attributes that are influential to older 

people’s outdoor activities: Convenience, Comfort, Safety, Multifunctionality, Attractiveness, 

Quality of maintenance, Exercisability, Restability, Sociability, and Identifiability. This thesis 

uses relevant adjectives and nouns interchangeably to make the description of attributes 

more precise. 

 

These individual environmental attributes are usually interrelated rather than only acting 

individually in the behaviour settings. Convenience, for example, is not only about connecting 

older people to other important destinations, but also relies on a safe and comfortable 

walking environment. By the same logic, a comfortable environment usually requires 

attractive natural features to provide views, and shade; and a sociable environment depends 

on the presence of other people and needs to be restable to enable people to sit together, or 

multifunctional to attract more people with diverse interests to visit. To continually satisfy 

older people’s expectations and requirements in relation to outdoor spaces, maintenance is 
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a more long-term attribute that enables other attributes. In the following section, each of 

these attributes is explained, and their relationships with other attributes will be discussed. 

 

7.2.1. Convenience 

From older people’s subjective perspective, convenience was identified as a supportive 

environmental attribute in Chapter 5. From the observation data, it was seen that older 

people can walk from their communities to other important destinations, and outdoor spaces 

connected by walkable routes, which provide older people with convenient access, are 

important attributes to encourage older people to go out to use outdoor spaces. Taking site 

1 (work-unit residential community) as an example, the main traffic roads outside the 

residential community show a clear sign that the southern parts are busier because that 

direction connects to green spaces and university campuses which are the favourite spaces 

older people usually visit (see Figure 6.3). Taking site 5 (Shuangyushu neighbourhood park) as 

an example, this green space has the largest number of users amongst all the observed sites. 

One of the reasons for this is likely to be its location along the main road, which connects 

many nearby residential communities. Older users also observed that the neighbourhood 

green space should be conveniently accessible from their homes, especially if there are no 

activity spaces in their residential communities: 

 

“The surrounding parks are very important because sometimes you have to think about taking 

care of your family, playing for a while and then going back to buy food and cook, so if you are 

going to a big park, it basically costs most of the day. So, it is necessary to strengthen the 

building of surrounding parks. There is no space in the community, and there is no organising 

of activities.” [Older people in site 5] 

 

Apart from nearby green space, observation data also reveals that the necessary facilities, for 

example, local shops and parcel stations, should also be conveniently accessible. However, it 

is worth considering whether the main road linking the residential communities, 

neighbourhood outdoor space, and other facilities are perceived as safe by older people. 

More older people were observed walking in or out their residential communities and  

neighbourhood outdoor spaces on foot rather than cycling. Ensuring the safety and 
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convenience of roads is necessary to prevent them from becoming an obstacle.  

 

Being barrier-free is another vital aspect of making spaces convenient for older people to use. 

It is not only for older people who have a lower level of mobility, or who walk with mobility 

aids, but also for older people who push prams or shopping trolleys. As mentioned in Section 

5.3.1, many older people take responsibility for the care of their grandchildren, and were 

therefore observed walking with prams. Shopping is also the most frequent necessary activity, 

and many older people were observed walking with a small shopping trolley to help them 

carry their groceries. This came out from the observations, but a stakeholder also mentioned 

that: 

 

“Some old residential communities are even not fully barrier-free. My residential community’s 

accessibility ramp was retrofitted later. The place with steps will be provided with a board. It 

is because some older people need to go out shopping, they will pull a shopping cart to load 

things. Some steps are more than a metre. Finally, you will find a particularly interesting 

phenomenon, they will spontaneously lay a board on the steps, and then pull up their shopping 

cart.” [Landscape Architect 2] 

 

Stakeholder interviews also suggest that the footpaths within residential communities need 

to flow and be organised smoothly. The passing-through activity at site 3 has a clear pattern 

(see Figure 6.26), with older people moving along the main paths within the site. This also 

illustrates the importance of the convenience of internal circulation. Therefore, barrier-free 

connective routes between residential communities, local services, facilities, and green 

spaces, as well as within each type of space, which enable older people to walk safely to visit 

different destinations and move within site conveniently, are important affordances to 

support older people’s outdoor activities. 

 

7.2.2. Comfort 

Comfort is also a significant attribute that can support older people’s outdoor activity. From 

the observation data, the attribute of comfort refers more to comfortable micro-

environments, for example, comfortable exercising spaces, paths, seating etc. The common 
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feature of a comfortable setting is its reliance on attractive natural features, e.g., surrounding 

plants, which provide shade or natural views, and create a sense of being away from heavy 

traffic. The presence of natural elements enables older people to experience outdoor natural 

environments, avoid prolonged direct sunlight in hot weather, and be separated from traffic 

to provide a sense of safety. To activate the comfort attribute, comfortable microclimates 

within different settings are vital to supporting older people’s ability to spend a longer time 

outside. 

 

7.2.3. Safety 

Safety is undoubtedly a vital and fundamental attribute to support older people’s use of 

outdoor spaces, especially for the passing-through settings. As mentioned in Chapter 5, safety 

refers to enabling older people to walk safely, and to feel that their community is safe. The 

observation data also reflect these two layers of meaning in the safety attribute. For example, 

many older people were observed walking or standing and chatting in the middle of the main 

road within site 1 due to the limited width of the road and the vehicles parked along it. Whilst 

not ideal, paradoxically these factors acted to reduce the speed of vehicles and increased 

older people’s safety while they were walking in the road. At site 2, however, which has 

pedestrian paths, older people were more likely to walk on the pedestrian path rather than 

the vehicle road. At site 3, there is a clear trend of walking activity surrounding the whole site, 

where a flat path without barriers enables older people with different mobility levels to walk 

and move safely. The importance of safety is also obvious when comparing sites 4 and 5. Site 

4 has a very small number of users when getting towards darkness as it does not have 

sufficient lighting after dark, which may result in older people stumbling and falling, and leave 

them in fear of crime. In marked contrast, site 5 still has a large number of users after dark 

(after 19:00), and even shows a trend of increasing numbers of users at this time due to having 

sufficient lighting and barrier-free paths, which ensure walking safety. The presence of large 

numbers of other older people after dark also gives individual older users a sense of safety. 

The importance of safety is also reflected in the exercising area along the road at site 1 (Figure 

6.8, Middle), which older people were not often observed using. Even though there are a 

variety of exercise facilities, the traffic close to it causes a sense of insecurity amongst older 

people. Therefore, older people need residential communities and other outdoor spaces that 
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enable them to walk safely outside, and spaces that feel safe and supportive for their outdoor 

activities.  

7.2.4. Multifunctionality 

In Chapter 5, the need for a space’s functionality to support multiple and diverse activities 

was identified from the interviews. This needs and actual usage were also extracted from the 

observation data and described as the attribute of multifunctionality, because many 

behaviour settings were used for multiple purposes, not only for older people’s spontaneous 

activities and intergenerational interactions but also for community committees’ organised 

services and events. To be more specific, older people may use or adapt a behaviour setting 

for diverse activities, for example, they may exercise on a path, dance under a pergola, set up 

their chess tables under a pavilion, carry out different leisure or sport activities in an open 

area, and use different settings to play with their grandchildren. Some spaces in the 

residential communities were used by the community committee to organise shopping 

programmes, whilst those in neighbourhood parks were used to organise cultural activities 

and provide services. Multifunctional settings have an added richness derived from their 

ability to attract more people to use and adapt them to more diverse activities, promoting 

older people’s sense of agency in using the space. The attribute of multifunctionality was also 

suggested by landscape designers, as one stakeholder said: 

 

“It is important to set up multifunctional possibilities for the space, for festivals and events 

and so on, so that the space has an extensibility.” [Landscape Architect 1] 

 

Even though activities organised by the community committee within the residential 

communities were not recorded in the observation data, the researcher did witness them at 

site 1, when conducting pre-observation site visits. The community committee organised a 

presentation meeting in the community square to share their age-friendly retrofitting plan 

with community residents. From interviewing the community committee staff, it was clear 

that it organises a variety of community activities. These include series of lectures about 

health and safety, a summer evening party, and cultural festivals at holidays. This further 

suggests that community spaces should be able to support such special local community 

activities to address the multifunctional attribute. 
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7.2.5. Attractiveness 

Older people expressed their preferences for attractive things to look at, especially natural 

elements, as well as their concerns about the dust caused by the ugly bare earth in their 

communities, as reported in Chapter 5. The observations also recorded relevant activities, 

such as older people facing the planting area with its diverse plants and flowers to do their 

exercise, or practising yoga under an attractive tree, sitting in a nook area facing the planting, 

stopping for a moment as they walk through a little garden along a path, and gardening in 

their communities. Space that can encourage older people’s participation in gardening or 

nature-related work or activities are attractive to them. Other attractive features also include 

water features, for example, fountains and ponds, where it was observed that older people 

gathered. All these attractive attributes provide older people with opportunities to connect 

with natural elements and listen to natural sounds while they go outside, which could 

significantly improve older people’s outdoor experiences. To some extent, the attractive 

attribute will be influenced by the quality of maintenance, because those natural elements, 

green ground cover, and artificial water features need to be maintained regularly. 

 

7.2.6. Quality of maintenance 

Maintenance was identified in the interviews as an influencing factor with regard to older 

people’s perceptions and use of outdoor spaces. As mentioned in Section 5.4.3, maintenance 

problems include the management of plants and clearing of rubbish. Even though many older 

people mentioned their dissatisfaction with the residential community's environmental 

maintenance, the observation data recorded older people sweeping the road in the 

residential community, revealing that they regard their residential community as “home”, and 

are therefore prepared to conduct community maintenance activities voluntarily and to 

actively maintain their residential community in a preferred condition. Their activities of 

managing and cleaning their residential communities illustrate their sense of agency in 

participating in improving the environment, and their participation in residential maintenance 

and efforts to change the environment could be beneficial to their satisfaction with, and 

attachment to their community.  
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During the observations, the maintenance of green spaces by park staff was also observed 

(and recorded in the observation notes), for example, pruning branches and leaves, sweeping 

the road. One of the older people was observed taking some pruned roses from the 

maintenance staff (at site 3), whilst some others expressed different opinions about the space 

maintenance. For example, in the very busy Shuangyushu neighbourhood park (site 5), one 

participant implied in the on-site interview that the cleaning work influenced their use of 

parks. 

 

“This park is just average, and poorly managed. It should be cleaned at 6.30 am, or before 7 

am at the latest. Now they're cleaning here while we're playing, it's all dust. Small parks are 

poorly managed.” [Older female in site 5] 

 

The presence of maintenance workers has the potential to encourage older people to make 

more use of the space, but can also cause nuisance such as dust, which will significantly 

detract from their experience of using the space. A good level of maintenance, including 

pruning plants, maintaining green ground cover (mentioned in 5.4.3 Attractiveness), and 

regular rubbish removal, will produce a tidy environment and an enjoyable landscape that 

enhances older people’s use of outdoor spaces. Even if the level of maintenance in residential 

communities is not considered satisfactory by older people, the encouragement to participate 

in space maintenance, for example street sweeping and plant management, have the 

possibility of increasing older residents' satisfaction and attachment to their residential 

communities, and to increase their own sense of agency.    

 

7.2.7. Exercisability 

Many of the observed optional and social activities in both the residential communities and 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces are related to exercise. That is consistent with interview data 

which revealed that many older people’s aim is to go outside to exercise and keep healthy 

(Section 5.2.1). An exercisable outdoor space should be able to support different types of 

exercise, for example, mobile activities (e.g., strolling, running), ball games (e.g., badminton, 

table tennis), activities involving specialist equipment, different intensities of exercise, and 

different numbers of people (individuals, and small and large groups), and therefore to satisfy 
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the most important aim of older people’s exercise, which is to keep healthy.  

 

In the stakeholder interviews, the designers also noted the importance of the exercisable 

attribute of a space, and they even considered the special needs of some older people, and 

applied this in their designs by providing restorative exercising spaces and equipment, 

including fitness and flexibility equipment, to meet older people’s specific exercise needs. 

Even though their practice focuses on Continuing Care Retirement Communities, the principle 

that the exercisable affordance needs to consider older people’s special needs can also be 

reflected in the design of normal residential communities.   

 

Identified exercisable settings include diverse types of behaviour settings, for example, paved 

open area within residential communities, tree-lined strolling path, rest nook seating areas 

along the strolling path, centripetal layout exercise area, exercising nook areas, basketball 

court, attractive fountain with waterside seating, and so on. Exercisable settings have 

common and diverse features that afford possibilities for different exercises. Being 

surrounded by plants, which create attractive and comfortable micro-environments, is one of 

the most common features of favoured exercise settings. To be more specific, plants around 

the exercise settings provide shade, fresher air, and natural views, allowing older people to 

relax and exercise comfortably. Other diverse features, for example, the layout and location 

of exercising facilities, are illustrated in detail in later sections. While a space encourages older 

people to exercise frequently, it will also contribute to the sociable attribute, as the process 

of frequently exercising will increase the familiarities between users and trigger more social 

interactions between them. 

 

7.2.8. Restability 

Older people mentioned in the interviews that their declining mobility reduced their activity 

range (Section 5.2.2), so that some older people are only active within their residential 

communities, whilst some still go to other outdoor spaces. Based on the observations, 

restability was identified as an important attribute to support older people's outdoor activity, 

both within the residential communities and neighbourhood outdoor spaces. As a stakeholder 

indicated: 



 

255 
 

 

“Because the older people will get tired after walking for a while, so it is generally necessary 

to set up seats for them at a certain distance, including these entrances, but at the same time 

these seats are actually contributing to the possibility of communication between neighbours.” 

[Landscape Architect 1] 

 

Older people have diverse mobility levels. Even older people who only walk within their 

residential communities also need seating because they could feel tired at any time. Examples 

of older people resting in the parking area and at the edge of the main vehicle road in the 

residential community confirm the need for seating and restability, even in the most everyday 

and mundane situations (Figure 7.1).  

 

Figure 7.1 Older people sitting at their residential communities (source: author) 

Observations in other neighbourhood outdoor spaces also indicated the importance of 

restability in outdoor environments. Older people were observed sitting in different 

behaviour settings, for instance, on shady strolling paths which have rest seating at intervals, 

open paved areas with rest settings, self-made resting areas, pergola rest areas, tree-pool 

seating, and so on. When older people can get rest outside, they can spend more time outside. 

The attribute of restability enables older people to rest while they walk or after exercise, to 

enjoy views of nature, observe others, and supervise their grandchildren. As the above 

stakeholder mentioned, restability also contributes to the sociable attribute as it offers 

possibilities for both passive and active social interaction. 

 

7.2.9. Sociability 

Another important attribute is sociability. As the interviews and site-based data collection 

activities have repeatedly demonstrated older people’s need for social interaction, and their 
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diverse social activities. As mentioned in Section 5.3.2, positive social interactions can 

encourage older people to go outside and increase their sense of attachment. The 

observation data indicated that social activities accounted for a considerable proportion of 

on-site activities across all sites: 59.52 per cent, 67.61 per cent, 75.42 per cent, 56.61 per cent, 

and 96.76 per cent from site 1 to site 5, respectively. Older people’s social activities also vary 

from passive interaction, for instance observing others, to more active interaction, including 

supervising their grandchildren, chatting with others, and participating in group leisure or 

sport activities. As Gehl (2011) stated, social activities to some extent depend on the presence 

of other people. Therefore, an outdoor space with attributes that fits older people’s 

preferences and needs, and attracts diverse activities, will contribute to the sociability 

attribute. At times, older people themselves create the sociability attribute of a site or setting. 

For example, they bring their own chairs to form a social setting to play chess or cards, making 

use of the tree shade on the path, which provides a comfortable micro-environment. This 

reflects older people’s sense of agency in changing the path’s affordance, from affording older 

people to go through, to affording sitting and socialising. Another example was observed at 

site 5, where several open areas are used by different groups of older people in an established 

order at different times of the day; this collective action also reflected different groups of 

people working together to maximise the capacity of a site, a form of  collective agency 

(Bandura, 2006). 

 

Another important factor influencing the sociability of a space is social familiarity, which 

depends on who is using the site. As mentioned earlier in Section 5.3.2 (Intimate relationships 

with neighbours), companionship with neighbours can promote older people’s use of 

community outdoor space. In contrast, Section 5.3.2 (Remote relationships with neighbours) 

also mentions  that if older people do not have any acquaintances in an outdoor space, there 

is the possibility that they may not use it. Therefore, for both residential community and 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces, building familiarity between people is quite important to 

encourage them to use outdoor space. 

 

Older people’s grandchildren can act as social bridges to establish familiarity between older 

people who are supervising their grandchildren. Sociability provides older people 

opportunities to become involved in incidental or frequent social activities with other people, 
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which can strengthen and expand their social networks, enable their participation in active or 

passive social interactions, and have the potential to prevent social isolation. As an architect 

expressed, a good environment that enables older people to socialise is important to older 

people’s ageing-in-place. 

 

“Why would the older people choose to go to the city park to sing and dance and do these 

things? This means that they do not have the space in their own community, or even if they 

do, they do not have a social circle. Therefore, I think that the ageing, one aspect is the 

environment, and another aspect is the social circle. Older people themselves may have 

neighbours in their own residential communities, but they may not know many of them, and 

their social circles are relatively small, so they don't like to walk downstairs in their own 

residential communities very often, and they would rather walk a little farther to meet more 

people in the park. The other thing is that not all residential communities have a very good 

environment, there may be some old residential communities that have no green space, only 

all the parking space. I think the reason why we are designing these senior housing 

developments is to create an environment for the older people, and the second reason is to 

bring them a social circle.” [Architect] 

 

7.2.10. Identifiability 

The attribute of identifiability was clearly highlighted in the stakeholder interviews. It is vital 

to supporting older people being outside, especially for those who are experiencing decline 

of nervous function, for example, due to Alzheimer's disease. Alzheimer's disease’s clinical 

hallmarks comprise developing impairment in orientation to physical surroundings, memory, 

decision making, and language (Nussbaum and Ellis, 2003). In such cases, an identifiable 

environment can afford older people signals to distinguish direction and location, and help 

older people’s wayfinding. As a landscape architect said: 

 

“We will make a distinction in the design, for example, the east side and the west side, one is 

on the streamline, natural type, and the other side is on the regular type, so that the older 

people will know that my home is in a square area, or my home side has a red chair. In fact, it 

is to provide a variety of identifiable and memorable features for older people.” [Landscape 
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Architect 1] 

 

Linking back to the interview data, an older person with Parkinson’s disease, who had  just 

moved from another residential community to live with his children, mentioned that he was 

afraid of going out, reflecting the importance of the affordance of identifiability. For older 

people who are uprooted from their own residential communities and move to live with their 

children (5.3.1), identifiability might also act as a positive affordance to encourage older 

people to become familiar with the environment quickly.  

 

“I dare not go outside alone here, I am unfamiliar with this area. I will not know where I am if 

I go far away. So, I just strolled within the residential community...I am not well, I have 

Parkinson's disease.” [S1_5_M_77] 

 

7.3. The behaviour settings and design elements in residential communities 

The following sections will introduce the behaviour settings and design elements in residential 

communities and neighbourhood outdoor spaces. In order to present different behaviour 

settings more systematically, they have been organised into different categories according to 

their main environment and activity features. The passing-through space setting refers to the 

roads and paths that afford older people the opportunity to move around to different 

destinations. The active activity space indicates different-sized and -shaped open areas that 

afford diverse active activities or group activities. The static activity space represents 

different-sized and -shaped rest areas that afford rest and socialising. Living and services 

spaces are settings that mainly provide older people’s services. Nature space represents 

green and vegetated areas that support older people’s ability to pursue nature-related 

activities or activities that rely on natural elements. 

 

7.3.1. Passing-through space 

● Tree-lined vehicle roads 

Tree-lined vehicle roads that cross all parts of the residential community afford older people 

with different mobility levels the opportunity to walk and cycle, both conveniently and safely.  



 

259 
 

Table 7.1 Example and design elements of tree-lined vehicle roads at site 1 (source: author) 

 

The parking space at the side narrows the space for vehicles 

to pass through, but it also slows down the vehicle speed 

which enables older people to feel safer with regard to 

walking, resting, and talking to neighbours on the road. 

  

The information board is located at the side of the road near 

the entrance to the residential community, and provides some 

community news which affords older people opportunities to 

learn about and involve themselves in community matters. 

 

● Pedestrian paths with a parcel collection station 

Pedestrian paths that are separate from vehicle roads afford older people a safe walking and 

strolling environment. They link different areas of residential communities, and with a parcel 

collection station near the entrance to the residential community, provide additional services. 

A potential issue with the parcel collection station was observed during the observations. An 

older person was seen struggling to use the machine, which suggests  that the design of 

similar technological facilities should take older people's abilities into consideration, or give 

them simple and clear instructions. 

Table 7.2 Example and design elements of pedestrian paths with a parcel collection station at site 2 (source: 

author) 

 

Separate the pedestrian paths from vehicle roads, by using 

different paving or levels, and use bollards to block off part 

of the vehicle road for pedestrians to use. 

 

The parcel collection station is set alongside the pedestrian 

paths, enabling older people to collect their parcels 

conveniently whilst they walk home. 
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● Shady strolling paths 

Strolling paths lined with trees provide shade, with benches at regular intervals, linked to 

different areas of residential communities, e.g., residential building entrances, pavilions, 

artificial ponds, and activity spaces, which afford older people opportunities to enjoy changing 

views whilst they walk to different places.  

Table 7.3 Examples and design elements of shady strolling paths of site 2 (source: author) 

 

The paths and their linkages are barrier-free so that older 

people with different levels of mobility, with prams,  

shopping trollies, or wheelchairs, can move around safely.  

 

The trees and green areas along the paths provide shade and 

changing natural views for older people while they move 

through or sit somewhere. 

 

The seating is located along strolling paths interspersed with 

diverse views for older people to sit and enjoy the natural 

views or chat with acquaintances. Some are situated away 

from, but facing onto, the active activity space, or face 

artificial ponds, affording older people peaceful seating but 

allowing them to maintain visual connection with activities 

happening in the active activity space. 

 

7.3.2. Active activity space 

● Nearby paved open area with exercise facilities  

This setting is immediately adjacent to residential communities without exercise facilities, 

enabling nearby older people to exercise, rest on the facilities, and chat whilst they exercise. 

The open area’s proximity to residential communities determines the flow of potential users, 

and the size of this area is suitable for vending and other similar activities. It also acts as a 

setting for community committees to organise activity programmes to deliver services to 

older people, e.g., shop programmes, that provide groceries for older people to buy, and local 

cultural or community activities. Therefore, it is a setting where older people can exercise, 
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meet up with neighbours, and do grocery shopping while passing by or doing other activities 

on-site, putting together the attributes of exercisability, sociability, restability, and 

multifunctionality. 

Table 7.4 Examples and design elements of  the small paved open area at site 1 (source: author) 

 

A set of exercise facilities at the edge of a small paved open area, 

enable older people to exercise and sit. 

 

The surrounding shrubs and trees provide a sense of enclosure 

which separates older people from vehicle roads. 

 

● Nearby open paved area with rest settings 

This open area adjacent to residential communities, with surrounding benches under a 

pergola, contains individuated benches, as well as tree-pool seating near the centre, affording 

older people a setting in which to dance and sing in groups, stimulating a chain of social 

interactions. 

Table 7.5 Examples and design elements of the nearby open paved area with rest settings at site 1 (source: 

author) 

 

The benches under a pergola surrounding the front and side of the 

open area enable older people to leave personal belongings while 

they dance or sing, and other older people to rest, observe, or chat 

with others.  

 

Individual benches at the other side of the open area also enable 

older people to rest, observe, and chat. 

The trees near the centre provide some shade within the open area, 

with tree-pool seating that enables older people to sit facing 



 

262 
 

different directions for observing or chatting. 

 

● Paved open area within residential communities 

The paved open areas within residential communities are necessary for older people to 

exercise, rest, and socialise, and for community committees to organise community activities. 

This setting is especially vital for older people with mobility issues to have a place to stay 

outside to rest, observe, and socialise with neighbours, so that they do not have to leave their 

residential communities. Taking site 1 as an example, the paved open area is near the 

Community Aged Care Centres, enabling community committees to organise community 

activities (e.g., set up projection cloth for movie display activities, display posters for 

community matters and health promotion). The paved open area at site 2, located at the 

centre of the residential community, linked by several strolling paths from different directions, 

becomes a gathering area for residents.  

Table 7.6 Examples and design elements of paved open area within residential communities (source: author) 

 

The linear seating at the side of the open area at site 1 becomes a 

rest and chat area for older people; those who are less mobile were 

observed sitting and chatting here on different observation days.  

 

The information board at the back of the linear seating also 

provides information about community matters, attracting older 

people to look and chat. 

 

The paved open area at site 2 is semi-encircled by exercising 

facilities and trees, with some benches at the other side. The open 

area enables older people to do exercises that do not need facilities, 

whereas the exercise facilities encourage older people to exercise 

or observe their children playing, and the benches afford sitting 

opportunities suitable for observing and chatting. 

 

● Intergenerational area 

The children's playing facility, in the sandy area with a nearby bench under tree shade facing 

the facility, formed the setting for the intergenerational area. The gathering of children acts 
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as a social bridge between the people who supervise them, who are usually from the same 

residential community, creating social interaction opportunities and increasing social 

familiarity between neighbours. As it is located at the edge of open space in the residential 

community, with exercise facilities, older people can also exercise while they wait.  

Table 7.7 Example and design elements of the Intergenerational area at site 2 (source: author) 

 

The nearby bench enables older people to rest while they are 

waiting, which can extend their time spent outside.  

 

An issue noted whilst observing at site 2 is that the playgrounds 

have sandy floors. This can be considered a play material for 

children, but the sand tends to spread to nearby areas and paths. 

Considering the windy weather in Beijing, the scattered sand could 

make the environment untidy, and become dangerous for older 

people when they walk through. Alternative materials or more 

frequent maintenance might be needed. 

 

● Roadside exercise area 

Whether it is in order to increase the exercise equipment around the residential communities 

or making the most of the street, roadside exercise areas can potentially provide an exercise 

option for older people who do not wish to go far from their residential communities, or for 

older people on their way to other destinations. However, this particular setting is an example 

of an unsafe and uncomfortable setting that is not matched to older people’s comfortable 

competence zone. Older people seemed reluctant to use this setting, which was only 

infrequently in use during the observations, even though there are plenty of exercise facilities. 

Ensuring a sense of safety is the primary issue that needs to be resolved when designing a 

roadside exercise area. Apart from this, the presence of plants on roadside exercise areas is 

also vital to making the micro-environment more comfortable, and to separate it from 

vehicular traffic and exhaust. 
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Table 7.8 Example and design elements of the roadside exercise area at site 1 (source: author) 

 

The very low marble fence (approximate seat height) cannot 

provide older people with a sense of safety and enclosure, 

protection from cars, and there is  no shade provided by trees. 

 

7.3.3. Static activity space 

● Self-made resting area  

Resting areas near the residential community green area or residential building entrance are 

formed by designed benches or pergolas, and furniture brought by residents. This type of rest 

and social setting is mostly maintained by older people themselves, who bring their own 

tables, chairs, planting pots, gardening equipment, etc., forming a flexible setting according 

to their resting, socialising, and planting needs. It was apparent from the observation data 

that this setting afforded older people the opportunity to sit and chat with neighbours, and 

garden in the nearby green area or in pots. 

 

This setting enables older people to adapt the space according to their needs and preferences, 

extending their sense of control from their own homes to their residential communities, 

developing their sense of agency in the setting, and thus potentially increasing their 

satisfaction and sense of attachment to their residential communities. 

Table 7.9 Examples and design elements of self-made resting areas at sites 1 and 2 (source: author) 

The washing lines are also located nearby for older people to dry 

quilts and other large items and this area can therefore also support 

some older people’s living requirements. However, older people 

also mentioned in the interviews that the community environment 

deteriorated somewhat after the washing lines were installed as 

they make it feel untidy. This reveals that in providing facilities, e.g., 

washing lines, both usefulness and environmental attractiveness 

need to be considered to allow some older people to use them 

without affecting the community’s overall attractiveness. 
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● Rest area with nature views 

An example of combining the comfortable and attractive attributes is this setting, with 

benches facing both directions within a small paved area surrounded by dense trees and a 

green area, and very close to residential building entrances. This rest setting affords older 

people a quiet atmosphere to sit and enjoy natural views, be alone, or chat with familiar 

neighbours. 

Table 7.10 Example and design elements of the rest area with nature views at site 1 (source: author) 

 

Dense trees and shrubs offer an enclosed feeling and provide 

natural views for older people to enjoy when they rest here. 

 

The benches enable older people to sit and chat with neighbours. 

 

7.3.4. Nature space 

● Plantable and maintainable area 

In both of the residential communities, older people were observed planting and managing 

diverse plants and flowers in the green area in front of the residential buildings. They 

developed their sense of agency by making changes and maintaining the area by themselves, 

and this process also helped to develop older people’s sense of attachment to their residential 

community.  
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Table 7.11 Example and design elements of the plantable and maintainable area at site 1 (source: author) 

 

These planting opportunities are afforded by the flowerbeds, but 

these areas are not strictly restricted, and not specifically 

designated by the community committee or property management 

company for residents or older people to plant and put out plant 

pots.  

 

The observed planting and maintenance activities, growing diverse plants, and the ways in 

which older people talked about their attachment to plants in their residential community 

(see Section 5.4.1) provide strong evidence that allocating areas near residential buildings for 

older people’s gardening activity is vital to facilitating their interest in gardening. It is also 

beneficial for older people’s sense of attachment to their community, and increases the 

opportunities for older people to go outside, meet neighbours, and enhance neighbourly 

interaction. Stakeholders also emphasised the importance of providing older people 

opportunities to plant: 

 

“The older people contact nature through the gardening activities of flowers, fruits and 

vegetable cultivation, can witness the change of seasons, relieve stress and be restored.” 

[Landscape Architect 1] 

 

As Han and Bao (2016) mentioned, this generation usually grew up in  rural areas, and have 

experience in agricultural activities, therefore it is common for them to have unique 

emotional bonds with the earth and planting. They further suggested that community farming 

activity can enrich older people’s lives, provide favourable environments for aged care, 

encourage social interaction, and could be a suitable proposal for sustainable community 

renovation to address ageing issues. The potential issues of setting up plantable and 

maintainable sites within residential communities are that they need to be approved by 

community residents, and be organised, supervised, and co-ordinated by the community 

committee or even partnerships of local organisations.  
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7.3.5. Services space 

● Easily accessible shops 

Doing housework and cooking are identified as daily activities of older people, as some of 

them take on grandchild-care duties (Section 5.3.1), and some have the independent living 

ability to live alone or with their partners (Section 5.2.1). Housework and cooking are directly 

related to a frequently observed outdoor activity, namely shopping. There are two shops and 

a shop programme at site 1. One shop is within the residential community, whilst the other is 

just opposite the residential community, and the shop programmes are held in the small 

green space near the residential community. Site 2 has a shop within the residential 

community and a shop programme organised in front of the community entrance, which are 

all conveniently accessible for older people. The regularly organised shopping programmes 

in/near residential communities need to be easily accessible, close to where older people 

reside, providing groceries for older people to buy, as it is especially important for those older 

people who are not able to walk long distances. By satisfying older people’s shopping needs, 

the convenient service spaces also have the potential to promote older people’s physical 

activity, create social interaction opportunities, and promote familiarity between neighbours. 

 

7.4. The behaviour settings and design elements in neighbourhood outdoor 

space 

7.4.1. Passing-through space 

● Tree-lined strolling path  

The barrier-free path that surrounds the site, with sub-paths that connect different areas of 

the space, and benches to one side at regular intervals, encourages a constant through flow 

of people. This setting affords older people with good mobility levels the possibility to stroll 

or run for exercise. Older people with poorer mobility levels can walk safely or move easily 

using their wheelchairs, and rest when they feel tired whilst socialising with companions or 

passers-by. 



 

268 
 

Table 7.12 Examples and design elements of the tree-lined strolling path at site 3 (source: author) 

 

The trees lining the path provide older people with shade and views 

of nature while they are moving along the path, standing 

somewhere, or sitting in the benches to observe and chat. 

 

Side benches with backrests that are distributed at intervals at the 

side of the path, with good views of nature and a sense of enclosure 

provided by the surrounding hedging and trees, enable older 

people to sit, to observe, and gather to chat. 

 

Stakeholders also considered using the space near a fixed bench for older people’s social 

possibilities, as mentioned here: 

 

“Next to a fixed bench, we have to reserve space for wheelchair pushers or other people, who 

will have various activities between them at will, and it will be natural. We have to consider 

as much as possible some activities that will happen between older people, and trigger various 

possibilities between them from the design we are doing.” [Landscape Architect 1] 

 

As the observations noted a considerable number of sitting and watching, and sitting and 

chatting activities, the restable and sociable attributes, combined with attractive natural 

elements, would be a forceful combination to support older people’s outdoor walking and 

social interaction.  

 

● Shady strolling path lined with hedging and trees 

The strolling path lined with tall or waist-high hedging, under the shade of the dense trees, 

and curved to cross different parts of the space, with several rest nooks in between, and a 

garden viewing point, provides older people with a quiet, peaceful, and shady path for 

strolling. Considerations should be made to provide sufficient lighting to ensure older 

people’s sense of safety, especially after dark. 
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Table 7.13 Examples and design elements of the shady strolling path lined with hedging and trees at site 4 

(source: author) 

 

The dense trees provide shade that covers most of the strolling 

path, which is lined with hedging at different heights, creating a 

cooling and natural walking environment in summertime. 

 

The garden with diverse ornamental plants alongside the avenue 

trees or lining shrubs afford older people aesthetically pleasing 

views while they stroll, becoming an attractive viewpoint for older 

people inviting them to stroll along the path. 

 

Benches set along the strolling path, away from the activity area, 

enclosed by tall hedging can create a peaceful area for older people 

to rest by themselves or chat with companions. 

 

● Pergola path 

The wooden pergola, covered with climbers but without seating, provides an alternative 

dancing and exercise area for older people, shows how a passing-through setting was used in 

a multifunctional way. 

Table 7.14 Example and design elements of pergola path at site 4 (source: author) 

 

The curved pergola enables older people to stand in a staggered 

row, with good views of the dance leader for all.  

 

The barrier-free paving and links with surrounding grounds enable 

older people to dance and walk safely. 

 

● Rest nook seating areas along the strolling path 

The rest areas with seating that project from the strolling path afford older people a rest nook 

when they pass by. The enlarged areas in front of the rest nook seats become alternative 
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exercise areas (often in the morning), or parking areas for bicycles while users play chess or 

card there (often in the afternoon). 

Table 7.15 Examples and design elements of the rest nook seating areas at sites 4 and 5 (source: author) 

 

The benches are backed with hedging and with natural views in 

front, under the tree shade or under the sunlight, enabling older 

people to step aside from the strolling path and rest there to enjoy 

the peaceful views of nature, and have conversations with their 

companions. 

 

The stone seats at the side are moved by older people according to 

their needs (e.g., playing chess or cards, getting haircuts). 

 

● Path with double row of trees 

The wide passing area with a double row of trees, and seating at one side is highly 

multifunctional, not only acting as a passing-through path, but also providing places to do 

individual or small group exercise activities, play with children, or play chess (or cards),  

illustrating the multifunctionality attribute.  

Table 7.16 Examples and design elements of the path with a double row of trees (source: author) 

 

The barrier-free paving allows older people to pass through or 

dance here.  

 

The double row of trees can provide some shade for this area, and 

also attracts older people to set out their own chairs and tables to 

form chess tables and to play chess or cards. This represents how 

the setting supports older people in exercising their own agency, 

allowing them to gather together and bring their own chairs to form 

a social setting, compatible with the site’s comfortable micro- and 

social environment. 
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● Connecting path 

Sub-paths that connect different areas of the space, and cross planting areas, with fewer 

pedestrians, allow ease of movement for people with mobility issues. They enable older 

people to choose how far they want to walk,  to stop by to do some exercises and enjoy the 

views of nature, or access linked activity spaces, increasing the opportunities for older people 

to observe and participate in the activities going on in these spaces. 

 

7.4.2. Active activity space 

● Centripetal layout exercise area 

A paved area containing diverse exercise equipment, with decorative and attractive planting 

at the centre and perimeter, sub-paths from different directions, combined with visibility in 

different directions, encourages users to exercise in a sociable setting with natural elements. 

Table 7.17 Example and design elements of the centripetal layout exercise area (source: author) 

 

The exercise facilities become a restful setting for older people and 

a playful setting for children.  

 

The decorative planting affords older people the opportunity  to 

enjoy natural views while they exercise, representing the 

attractiveness attribute. 

 

● Exercising nook areas 

The areas with or without exercise facilities, located at the edges of the site or path side, 

created several exercise nooks, as linked by strolling paths and surrounded by dense trees 

and shrubs. These exercising nooks enable older people to stop by and exercise, gather to 

chat, spend time with their grandchildren, or carry out small group activities, e.g., kicking 

shuttlecock.  
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Table 7.18 Examples and design elements of the exercise nook areas (source: author) 

 
 

 

Table tennis tables and diverse exercise facilities enable older 

people to exercise, children to play, creating opportunities for 

socialising.  

 

The dense trees and shrubs provide shade and fresh air, forming a 

comfortable micro-environment. They can also divide exercise 

areas, providing a sense of separation from the strolling path, but 

the gaps in the shrubs maintain these areas’ accessibility, allowing 

older people to move between these areas and the paths. 

 

● Intergenerational area 

Children's play facilities located at the large open activity area near a pergola, enable older 

people to spend time with their grandchildren and can encourage them to socialise with other 

users who are also supervising grandchildren, because they might have more topics in 

common to start a conversation with. Seating arrangements that allow older people to rest 

but also keep watch over their grandchildren is necessary, as children were often observed 

playing at the facilities for long periods.  

Table 7.19 Example and design elements of the intergenerational area  (source: author) 

 

The canopy provides shade for users at different times of day. 

 

The low fence surrounding the play facilities provides a 

supplementary sitting area for older people to rest while they are 

supervising children's play. However, the structure of the fence 

needs to be further considered so that older people can sit more 

comfortably. 

 

● Basketball court 

The basketball court provides a specific sport site for people to play basketball, and affords 

an alternative setting for badminton, doing exercises, and playing with children. 
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Table 7.20 Examples and design elements of the basketball court (source: author) 

 

The high fence can be used to display objects, and is used by the 

community committee to hang paintings, calligraphy, and banners 

as part of cultural activities that attract older people to gather, to 

view exhibits and communicate. 

 

The benches with backrests at both sides of the basketball court 

offer older people places to sit, allowing them to observe or chat 

with others. 

 

● Open areas near the site 

Where there is no or not enough open space suitable for carrying out group activities, 

activities with a larger range of movement, playing cards, or playing with children, the nearby 

open areas, e.g., parking lot, incidental space at the front of buildings, become the 

supplemental areas of choice for older people. The open areas are often without busy traffic 

so that older people can occupy the areas for dancing, exercising, playing chess (or cards), 

and playing with children.  

 

● Paved open area with rest settings nearby 

The open space and barrier-free paving enables multiple leisure and sports activities in 

different groups. Its openness and the nearby rest settings also enable older people to see 

other users and activities happening on-site, which promotes passive or incidental social 

interaction. If there are multiple open leisure or sport areas in one site, they should be close 

to each other and linked by accessible paths to support older people to transit conveniently 

in between.  
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Table 7.21 Examples and design elements of the paved open area with rest settings nearby (source: author) 

 

The smooth paving enables older people to do activities that require 

less friction, such as ballroom dancing and roller skating. 

 

 

Centripetal layout seating is located at the edge of the open area, 

facing the central activity space, with trees at the back or in 

between. The centripetal layout creates the sense of being in an 

audience, encouraging older people to sit and watch other people 

and activities happening on site, and also increasing the 

opportunities for conversation. 

 

The tree branches and shrubs act as hangers to allow older people 

to store equipment or hang their bags up. 

 

 

● Service points at the edge 

Spontaneous haircut activities were observed located near the site entrance and the junction 

of the path and activity space, where it is not crowded but with a flow of people, which 

become service points for older people to receive services whilst they go to the park. The 

service points add a layer of functionality to the site and give extra reasons for some older 

people to come to the site, creating social interaction opportunities in the process. The service 

points are spontaneously created by older people by bringing their own chairs and tools, 

allowing them to exercise their agency in providing or accessing services  they need in the 

space. 
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Table 7.22 Example and design elements of the service points at the edge (source: author) 

 

The nearby decorative stones, and seats afford older people a 

platform on which to place their tools.  

 

● Sculpture nooks 

The sculpture nooks, enclosed by a fence, with one side entrance, contain a sculpture, 

allowing children to play there whilst older people observe them, and also allow some older 

people to exercise. 

Table 7.23 Example and design elements of the sculpture nooks (source: author) 

 

The sculpture is climbable for children, and acts as a support point 

or platform for older people to stretch their legs as a form of 

exercise. 

 

7.4.3. Static activity space 

● Shady trees with moveable stone seats 

The stone seats under shady trees form a rest and social setting, attracting older people to 

play chess or cards. 

Table 7.24 Example and design elements of the shady trees with moveable stone seats (source: author) 

 

Rectangular and square-shaped stone seats are located at the side 

of the wide path or near open areas. The rectangular stone seats 

are not only used by older people to sit, but also used as 'chess 

tables'. The square-shaped stone seats are too heavy to take away 

but easy to move small distances on-site. It enables older people’s 

sense of control in the sense that they can move the stone seats 

according to their needs to maximise this area's capacity, e.g., move 

the stools to a suitable position to play chess or cards. 
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● Pergola rest area 

The wooden pergolas with benches, tables, and plants, are situated at the side of the open 

area and intergenerational area, forming a comfortable rest setting. They afford older people 

the opportunity to rest, chat, observe what is going on around them, play chess or cards, and 

use the services organised by the community committee. This is an example of how the space 

has been used in a multifunctional way. 

Table 7.25 Examples and design elements of the pergola rest area (source: author) 

 

 

The double-sided benches can enable older people to choose which 

way they face while they sit - face to face with other people to chat, 

or facing  the open, intergenerational area, to observe other 

people. 

 

The chess table surrounded by four seats at the centre of the 

pergola attracts older people to play chess or cards, or to chat. 

 

The climber covers the back and top of the pergola, providing a 

sense of enclosure and shade for older people to rest comfortably. 

 

The pergola’s structure can be used by the community committee 

to hang banners, and they add extra chairs in front of the pergola 

to form a setting for providing services for older people. 

 

● Gathering chess tables under canopy 

Tables with seats under a canopy or the shade of a tree enable older people to play chess or 

poker games, and attract onlookers to gather to observe. 
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Table 7.26 Example and design elements of gathering chess tables (source: author) 

 

The chess tables with a set of seats enable older people to play 

chess or poker games in small groups. 

 

The canopy or nearby trees provide shade for the older people who 

are using the tables and their onlookers. 

 

● Attractive fountain with waterside seating 

The artificial fountain with its large pool and waterside seating forms an attractive viewpoint 

and provides restorative water sounds, attracting older people to exercise near the fountain, 

play with children, and sit and chat with companions. 

Table 7.27 Example and design elements of the attractive fountain with waterside seating (source: author) 

 

Nearby dense trees create a patch of shade for people to pause to 

watch and listen to the fountain, hold some occasional 

conversation, or observe the activities and people near the fountain. 

 

The angular form of the edge of the fountain pool affords different 

seating possibilities, enabling older people to sit close to the water, 

enjoy the views of nature, chat with companions, or play with 

children. 

 

● Trellised pavilion area 

The trellis with canopy and seating forms a resting place, used by older people to play chess 

or poker games, by bringing their own chairs to establish their chess tables. 

Table 7.28 Example and design elements of the trellised pavilion area (source: author) 

 

The canopy intercepts the rain, and the structure of the pavilion 

provides a sense of enclosure, also enabling older people to use 

chain locks to lock their chairs so that they do not need to carry their 

chair to the site every time they visit. 

 



 

278 
 

● Linear rest area 

The linear set of benches is located at the side of an open area, with trees and shrubs at the 

back. This rest setting affords older people the possibility to sit and gather to chat. 

Table 7.29 Example and design elements of the linear rest area (source: author) 

 

The linear bench marks the transition between different 

atmospheres, i.e., between an active and crowded area and a more 

tranquil area. It provides older people opportunities to choose 

whether they want to watch the activities and chat with others, or 

get away from people. 

 

The trees at the back provide shade for this area. 

 

● Landmark tree with tree-pool seating 

The landmark tree with tree-pool seating located in the central activity space, away from 

crowded areas and flows of pedestrians, affords older people a chance to choose between 

sitting facing different directions for different purposes, for example, older people were 

observed facing the open area to observe or chat with others, or facing more natural views 

with a few people choosing to play their musical instruments. 

Table 7.30 Examples and design elements of the landmark tree with tree-pool seating (source: author) 

 
 

 

The landmark tree acts as a viewing point, and provides shade for 

the tree-pool seating. 

 

The benches surrounding the landmark tree, or the sittable edge 

of the tree pool, provide an all-round viewpoint and afford older 

people the opportunity to choose the direction they prefer to face. 

 



 

279 
 

7.4.4. Nature space 

● Pickable orchard 

A few orchard trees planted on site attract older people to pick fruit, even though the space 

is not specifically designed for users to pick fruit. Supervision or organisation of fruit picking 

might be needed to conform to local norms. 

Table 7.31 Example and design element of the pickable orchard (source: author) 

 

Orchard trees attract people to have closer contact with nature and 

to feel the change of the seasons. 

 

 

● Attractive tree 

The uniquely shaped tree is set within a wooden deck that afford older people a setting to 

practise yoga in a natural environment.  

Table 7.32 Example and design elements of the attractive tree (source: author) 

 

The tree's unique shape is attractive and provides shade. 

 

The wooden deck provides warm, smooth tactility, and enables the 

laying of yoga mats. 

 

● Green area 

Site 5 does not have specific children’s play facilities. The green area planted with trees and 

surrounded by a low fence is not specifically designed for people to use, but it attracts children 

to play inside of the green area, therefore observed by older people who are supervising their 

grandchildren. 
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Table 7.33 Example and design elements of the greening area (source: author) 

 

The trees and soil provide a playful environment for children. 

 

The low fence deters others from accessing the area which gives this 

green area a sense of being reserved for children to play, therefore 

also inviting older people who are supervising grandchildren to 

come into this area. 

 

7.5. Summary 

Using the analytical framework derived from the ecological model of active living, and the 

concept of affordance, this chapter explains how the environment attributes at different 

levels afford the older people’s activities that are observed in Chapter 6. The attributes have 

been divided into the macro-, meso-, and micro-levels. Combined analysis of interview and 

observation data generated ten macro-environment attributes that work for older people at 

the whole site and behaviour setting levels. The concept of behaviour settings was applied in 

this chapter at the meso-level to classify neighbourhood outdoor environments into passing-

through, static activity, active activity, nature, service space types, with more detailed 

classification under these types. These categories of behaviour settings reflect single or multi-

macro attributes, and represent how older people's activities occurred recurrently within a 

setting with some specific environment features. The more detailed micro-design elements 

(e.g., trees and shrubs, seats, paving, location, pergola, canopy, fence, and facilities such as 

information board and parcel collection station) provide different functions in different 

behaviour settings.  

 

This chapter also explained how neighbourhood outdoor space enables older people’s agency, 

emphasising the important role of neighbourhood outdoor space in supporting older people’s 

ageing-in-place. Convenient and safe walking environments, and comfortable exercise 

settings, provide older people who are less mobile with a feeling of support and activate their 

sense of agency to decide to use these spaces, even though they have lower levels of 

competence in relation to the surrounding environment. Some of the older people were 
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observed using and changing the outdoor space proactively by changing the design elements 

on-site according to their needs, bringing their own items to form a social setting, using a 

space in a different way at different times. These proactive behaviours also reflect Chinese 

older people’s sense of agency in using neighbourhood outdoor spaces, which can support 

their sense of control in life, therefore ageing-in-place healthily and independently. This 

chapter provides a solid foundation to provide suggestions for developing age-friendly 

outdoor spaces that can support older people's ageing-in-place, as will be discussed further 

in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 8 Discussion and Conclusion 

8.1. Introduction 

This chapter systematically discusses the findings derived from different methods of data 

collection set out in previous results chapters in relation to relevant pre-existing research, and 

assesses the study’s achievements against its overall aim. Sections 8.2 to 8.5 discuss the 

findings from Chapters 5 to 7 in relation to objectives 1 to 3. The implications for policymakers 

and practitioners with regard to the research findings are then introduced to emphasise the 

implications of this study. Finally, the research contribution, limitations, and future research 

possibilities are presented. 

 

8.2. Experiences of ageing in Chinese urban neighbourhoods 

8.2.1. Personal aspects 

In the first phase of this study, the researcher used semi-structured interviews to obtain 

perspectives from both older people and stakeholders, revealing older people’s detailed and 

lived experiences of their daily lives in residential communities. As people age, they will 

experience physiological health issues, a decline in mobility, face isolation and depression, 

and concerns about whether their financial resources can support them in their twilight years. 

These factors influence older people’s daily lives and use of outdoor spaces, and  provide key 

points for researchers and stakeholders to consider supporting older people’s ageing-in-place.  

 

This study identified that older people are very concerned about their own and their partners’ 

health status, which fundamentally determines whether they can live a high-quality and 

independent life in their residential community. Older people frequently have several chronic 

diseases, or comorbidity, which will limit the extent of activities, lead to disability, and impact 

independence (Verbrugge et al, 1989; Beswick et al, 2010). Van Dijk et al (2015) also 

highlighted the importance of maintaining independence whilst ageing-in-place. Older 

people's mobility levels, which are influenced by their health status, also play a vital role in 

delimiting the area in which their outdoor activities take place. A reduced mobility level 
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significantly reduces older people’s activity range and the dynamic level of activity. No matter 

what their health and mobility status, participants in van Dijk et al’s (2015) study emphasised 

their efforts to conduct outdoor activities to keep healthy. As suggested by Nusselder et al 

(2008), moderate physical activity helps older people to prevent disabilities. These studies 

emphasise the importance of encouraging older people to go outside their homes and keep 

active outside. The findings from the interview data in the current study also demonstrate 

that the immediate outdoor environment in residential communities is more important to 

support older people with lower mobility levels. Supportive environments can encourage 

older people, even if they are experiencing a decline in their mobility status, to go outside, 

and indeed have the potential to help reverse or at least delay such decline. The findings are 

in line with previous empirical research that the prerequisite for older people to reside 

independently in the residential community is to maintain outdoor mobility, by reducing 

barriers in the outdoor environment (Rantakokko, 2011).   

 

Older people’s strong concerns about their health status could become a mental burden, as 

some participants in the current study expressed negative judgments of themselves because 

of their health issues. Such negative self-images, as perceived by older people themselves, 

are detrimental to their physical, mental, behavioural, and social functioning (Bai, 2014). 

Similar findings have been emphasised by Pan et al (2019) in China: enabling older people to 

experience functional independence and physical health is beneficial for a more positive self-

image. Apart from the negative self-image caused by disease, participants in this study also 

experience loneliness, sadness, and subjective powerlessness due to environmental changes, 

loss of relatives, conflicts with relatives and children, as well as lack of social interaction. As 

Shankar et al (2013) noted, loneliness and isolation are detrimental to older people’s cognitive 

function. Furthermore, older people’s low health literacy and high social isolation are high 

risk factors for mortality (Smith et al, 2018). Therefore, attention should be paid not only to 

older people’s physical health, but also mental health, to avoid their negative self-image and 

feelings, which will significantly influence their experiences of ageing-in-place. 

 

Another factor that will influence older people’s choice of ageing-in-place is their financial 

status. Current continuing care retirement communities in China are focused on providing 

services to wealthy older people rather than the general public. Some older people have to 
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stay in their own residential communities because they cannot afford continuing care 

retirement communities. The environment and services in their residential communities 

therefore determine whether older people perceive that they are trapped or thriving in these 

communities, which emphasises the importance of age-friendly residential communities 

across a wider socio-economic spectrum. The factor of financial status can further apply to 

future residential community retrofitting, which may involve the retrofitting of older people’s 

homes. As Addae-Dapaah and Wong (2001) found in Singapore, older people's lack of finance 

may affect the suitability and feasibility of home modifications, and fail to meet their 

preferences and needs. 

 

8.2.2. Social aspects 

Older people’s relationships with their family members, including children, partners, and 

grandchildren, as well as neighbours, determine the arrangement of their daily lives. Whether 

these relationships are supportive is key to encouraging older people to go outdoors and 

perceive this as a positive experience. 

 

The current study identified that lack of companionship from their children, partner, or 

neighbours has the potential to prevent older people from going outdoors. The illness or 

death of a partner can suddenly break their daily routine, and they might feel a lack of interest 

generally and find it difficult to go outdoors again. As Duggan et al (2008) mentioned, some 

older people may rarely go out or prefer to go out with family members only because of their 

health problems or lack of confidence. However, this study found that older people’s 

neighbours also act in a companion role to encourage them to go outdoors. The current study 

suggests that having a person, whether a child, grandchild, partner, or neighbour, that can 

accompany them to go outside  is vital to helping them conquer the fear of going further afield, 

maintain their interest in the outdoors, and in experiencing the benefits of going outside. 

 

Noon and Ayalon (2018) reported their observation of older people in public open spaces in 

Israel, noting that Intergenerational contact was almost absent and older people were mostly 

sedentary. In China, as identified in the current study, it is a common phenomenon that older 

people play a vital role in taking care of grandchildren, which could occupy most of their daily 
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lives; their lives are “grandchild-centred”. Care for grandchildren could encourage older 

people to use nearby outdoor space more frequently, as they need to bring their 

grandchildren outdoors to play. This in turn prevents some older people from going to other 

distant outdoor spaces for activity, as they might have to take their grandchildren with them 

at any time. As Fu and Chen (2021) identified, strong family ties also have the potential to 

reduce the activity ranges of older people. From another perspective, Chen and Liu (2012) 

stated that grandchildren’s care has no general beneficial or detrimental effect on older 

people’s health, but depends on the method and level of caregiving, and individual 

characteristics. The current study finds that the immediate vicinity should be supportive to 

older people with grandchildren to conduct intergenerational interaction, and bring 

opportunities for older people to build social relationships at the neighbourhood level, 

especially within their communities.  

 

However, some older people in the current study have had to move into their children’s 

homes in order to take care of grandchildren. In this situation, older people are uprooted from 

their familiar physical and social environment. As Yu and Rosenberg (2020) highlighted, when 

older people are forced to move to an unfamiliar residential community, due to economic 

reasons and considering the needs of other people, they may feel powerless and have a sense 

of insecurity, which also threatens their social relationships (Yu and Rosenberg, 2020). The 

current study notes that how to help these older people to quickly familiarise themselves with 

the physical environment and get social connections are also important aspects to consider. 

 

This thesis identified that neighbouring relationships also act as key aspects influencing older 

people’s experiences of ageing-in-place and use of outdoor space. Neighbours can be 

reciprocal and mutually supportive. Some participants in this study received daily help from 

their neighbours. These positive processes of giving and receiving support between 

neighbours are vitally important for older people as they spend more time in their 

neighbourhood and may live alone (Perren et al, 2014). The current study also identified that 

the companionship between neighbours acts as a facilitator to promote older people going 

outdoors, getting involved in outdoor physical activities and social interactions, and avoiding 

loneliness. This is similar to the findings of Xiong et al (2021), who identified that 

companionship in public open space in China is beneficial to mental health, and beneficial to 
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physical health through physical activities. Supportive social networks and sense of 

companionship play a significant role in promoting older people’s life satisfaction (Pan et al, 

2019). This thesis also identified that social connection could act as a stronger factor than 

physical environment in influencing older people’s life satisfaction or attachment to place. As 

Yu and Rosenberg (2020) identified in China, older people’s sense of isolation is not 

necessarily related to neighbourhood deprivation, because those older people who live in 

commodity residential communities also have a sense of isolation and a strong nostalgia for 

their old social connections. Referring back to Section 2.4.6 (Place attachment), meaningful 

social relationships are beneficial to people’s sense of attachment to a place. It is reasonable 

to assume that older people who perceive more supportive neighbourly relationships might 

have a stronger sense of attachment to their residential community, and thus go outdoors 

more often. 

 

However, older people in this study also reported weaker neighbourly relationships due to 

the continual moving out of older residents and arrival of new residents or rental households, 

those older people moving in with their children in order to take care of grandchildren. 

Unfamiliarity with neighbours will affect older people’s social interactions. Older people may 

not use a space because there are no familiar people there, or choose to use more remote 

space to build their social connections outside their residential community. Many other 

studies identified that the physical environment could influence social interactions (Huang, 

2006; Can and Heath, 2016; Zhang et al, 2018). Combining this knowledge base with the 

findings from the current study suggests an interactive relationship between the physical 

environment and social familiarities. 

  

Apart from social interaction with family members and neighbours, this study also identified 

formalised social engagement and community services as factors that can affect older 

people’s decisions regarding ageing-in-place. In this study, the community retrofitting in the 

old residential community is a particular opportunity that could enable older people to 

engage in community development work. It is a key aspect of an age-friendly social 

environment: promoting social and civic engagement (Lui et al, 2009). This study’s results also 

suggest that enabling older people to express their preferences and participate in community 

retrofitting works, which can provide older people with a sense of control and greater 
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satisfaction with their residential community. 

 

Affordable and accessible community services can support older people with receiving 

necessary health care, which is essential during the ageing-in-place process, especially for 

older people who are living alone. In addition, community committees can promote older 

people’s participation in outdoor activities by organising various activities. However, the basis 

for realising community activities is that the community environment should be able to 

support those activities.  

 

8.2.3. Attachment and satisfaction with the physical environment 

Older people’s mobility, social interaction, and emotions can be improved through viewing 

natural elements in their neighbourhoods. In order to get exposure to sunlight, fresh air, and 

to enjoy the blossoms, older people will go outdoors and therefore get more exercise and 

social interaction opportunities, receiving both physical and emotional benefits. These 

findings are in line with the conclusions given by Sugiyama and Ward Thompson (2007), 

namely that older people’s quality of life can benefit from outdoor environments: 

participation in outdoor physical activity, exposure to outdoor natural environments, and 

social interaction in outdoor spaces. Additionally, this study further identified that planting 

and taking care of plants within older people’s residential communities represent 

opportunities for enhancing their attachment to these communities. This is similar to findings 

from Comstock et al (2010) that gardening activities in home or community environments 

enhance residents’ sense of attachment. Research and practice in China also found that 

community gardens can enthuse residents to participate in community public affairs, and 

benefit community cohesion (Liu and Kou, 2019). Therefore, organising community gardens 

or enabling older people to conduct planting activities could become ways to encourage older 

people to be more active and social, giving them a stronger sense of control and attachment, 

and a better quality of life. 

 

If older people find their neighbourhood environment satisfying, they might have better 

overall life satisfaction. The satisfaction with their neighbourhood depends on the fit between 

environmental attributes and older people’s needs and preferences. If the neighbourhood 
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environment, for example, its greenery, facilities, gardening opportunities, and standard of 

maintenance, fit with older people’s preferences, they may feel satisfied and prefer to live 

there rather than moving elsewhere. Han and Kim (2017) also found that people would not 

move from their current neighbourhood if they were satisfied and had a sense of attachment 

to that neighbourhood. From another perspective, Perez et al (2001) argue that residential 

satisfaction is not an isolated factor, but is also influenced by other factors such as their home, 

neighbourhood, and the building in which their home is located. Even the satisfaction and 

attachment to neighbourhoods are not decisive factors that support older people’s ageing-

in-place, but that rather determine older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place. 

 

8.2.4. Agency 

Following the discussions about older people’s agency in Chapters 5 and 7, this study 

distinguishes agency as environment-related or social-related. They are interrelated with 

each other, influencing and influenced by older people’s personal situations, their use of 

neighbourhood physical environment, and their social relationships. 

 

Older people’s environment-related agency manifests in this study in diverse ways, such as 

exercising their agency to make the decision to go outside and use neighbourhood outdoor 

space, changing the physical environmental affordance (e.g., moving stone seats to form 

chess tables, bring their own chairs to outdoor space), and maintaining their community 

environment (e.g., planting in their residential community and taking care of those plants, 

sweeping the road). Johansson et al (2009) suggested that practice and policy with regard to 

older people’s home modification needs to consider older people’s experiences of 

constrained and disempowering situations, and value older people's efforts at problem-

solving, thereby supporting older people's agency.  

 

Their social-related agency represents their ability to engage in social interactions, change or 

form the environmental social affordance, and participate in community matters. Engaging in 

social interactions enables older people to establish and socialise with their networks, build 

relationships of mutual companionship through going outdoors together, and join group 

activities regularly. Stanley et al (2010) also stated that older people have a sense of agency, 
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manifesting as continuing to be active in adapting and negotiating the challenges that come 

with ageing and loneliness. They suggested that the services for older people need to be 

provided in an empowering and enabling way, to maximise their ability to exert their own 

agency, and avoid the creation of dependency. Combined with the findings from this study, it 

is reasonable to assume that supportive neighbourhood outdoor environments that can 

empower older people and enable them to carry out diverse activities, is a way to support 

older people’s ageing-in-place. 

 

Older people’s sense of agency is also represented in this study as changing or forming the 

environmental social affordance in a place, which can provide them with a sense of control 

about how to use the place, as well as a sense of attachment and belonging to a group of 

people. For example, they may carry out regular activities that attract others to observe and 

become immersed in, or different groups of older people may establish the order of different 

activities that are carried out in one area. That connectedness generated through the group 

is also identified by other scholars as a way of maintaining older people’s participation in 

group activities (Dare et al, 2018). Noon and Ayalon (2018) also described the scenes in which 

older people created unique places that meet their needs by presence in large numbers. 

 

Another type of social-related agency is engaging in community matters, represented in this 

study as older people having the opportunity to perform their civic role, and express their 

concerns and suggestions regarding community retrofitting. Older people themselves know 

what they want from retrofitting their residential community, and their voice being heard is 

thus key to ensuring the retrofitting results are age-friendly. To encourage civic participation 

and empowerment of older people is a key aspect of age-friendly neighbourhoods (Chan and 

Cao, 2015), and also a key social environment aspect of age-friendly cities suggested by the 

World Health Organisation (2007a). Keeping busy and engaged in meaningful activities offers 

older people a sense of being needed, and a feeling that they can still contribute even though 

with decreased functional abilities (Stanley et al, 2010).  

 

Cutchin (2003) defined ageing-in-place as an ongoing process of place integration. Johansson 

et al (2009) further explained the process as a spiral of transactions into new environments, 

rather than a circular or linear process with predictable and repeated situations. Therefore, 
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agency means the active relation that interconnects the person and environment over time. 

This study identified that when the older people’s neighbourhood physical environment and 

their social relationships are supportive, they have a better sense of environment-related and 

social-related agency. This sense of agency can lead older people to be more physically and 

socially active, strengthen their sense of attachment and satisfaction with their residential 

community, thereby supporting older people’s ageing-in-place by ensuring good personal 

situations. Malhotra et al (2021) identified that lonely older people had a shorter life and 

fewer healthy or active life years than those who were not lonely. Therefore, where the 

physical environment and social relationships are not supportive, this has a negative effect 

leading to physical and social inactivity, isolation, loneliness, disempowerment, and 

ultimately a decline in health and wellbeing.  

 

8.3. Older people’s usage of outdoor spaces 

8.3.1. Users’ characteristics 

The observation in two residential communities and three neighbourhood outdoor spaces 

reveals different user and activity characteristics. In residential communities (site 1 and 2), 

females are the main users of outdoor spaces. They are most active outside from 8:00 to 

10:00, and 16:00 to 17:00. Male users, as the next largest group, are most active outside at 

7:00 to 11:00, and 16:00 to 17:00. Older people with children are also common as a type of 

user observed in the Chinese context, usually active in residential communities at 7:00, 10:00, 

and 17:00. There are usually more female older people taking care of their grandchildren 

outside. Older people using wheelchairs in residential communities are infrequently present.  

 

In neighbourhood outdoor spaces (sites 3, 4, and 5), the proportion of male and female users 

varies widely. Sites 3 and 4 show a similar pattern to residential communities, in that the 

female users outnumbered male users, whereas site 5 had a greater number of male users 

than female users. This is because site 5 attracts a large number of male users to play chess 

or cards. Another similarity is that there are more female users with children in all 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces. Users with wheelchairs were more common at site 3 and 5, 

rather than site 4. The users in neighbourhood outdoor spaces are also active at different 
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times. In general, female and male users are active from 6:00 to 11:00, and 16:00 to 19:00. 

Users with children are most active at 10:00, 17:00, and 18:00. Wheelchair users usually 

appear in neighbourhood outdoor spaces at 9:00, 10:00, and 16:00.  

 

Generally, older people are active in their residential communities from 7:00 to 11:00, and 

16:00 to 17:00. The peak times for older people's activities in neighbourhood outdoor spaces 

is 6:00 to 11:00, and 16:00 to 19:00, which is a wider time range than older people in 

residential communities. There is a common trend for older people to be more active outside 

in the morning than afternoon. As mentioned earlier, except for site 5, all other sites have a 

higher proportion of female users than male users. This suggests that female older people 

might be more likely to go outside compared to males. Older people with children are usually 

active outside at 10:00 and 16:00, both in residential communities and neighbourhood 

outdoor spaces. However, older people with children have also been observed at 7:00 in 

residential communities, which might be due to some older people getting their 

grandchildren to school, or pushing prams to get some sunshine and fresh air. Females take 

more responsibility in terms of taking care of grandchildren because the proportion of 

females with children is obviously higher than males with children across all sites. The 

proportions of wheelchair users are extremely low in both residential communities (site 1 and 

2), suggesting that residential community environments have a long way to go to becoming 

barrier-free. 

 

Even though this study did not systematically record the age groups of other users by taking 

photos, through the researcher’s observations during the observation period, it is obvious 

that older users are the dominant user group in neighbourhood outdoor spaces. This is 

confirmed by other observational studies in China, which found that older adults are the main 

users in parks and in community green spaces, at 53.5 per cent (Tu et al, 2015), and 61.3 per 

cent (Pleson et al, 2014) of all user age groups. This is different from non-Asian countries' 

findings, namely that older people are the minority users such as in the US (Park and Ewing, 

2017), Australia (Cranney et al, 2016), and Belgium (van Dyck et al, 2013). These natural 

environments have excellent potential to support older people’s physical activity, social 

interaction, and connection with nature, which are beneficial to their quality of life (Sugiyama 

and Ward Thompson, 2007). The dominance of older people in parks and community green 
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spaces in China is an example of exemplifying best practice  in ageing-in-place approaches in 

a global context. 

 

8.3.2. Older people’s activity characteristics 

A total of 40 types of outdoor activity were observed in this study: seven types of passing-

through activity, and 33 on-site activities. Among these 40 types, 21 were recorded in the two 

residential communities, and 29 in the three neighbourhood outdoor spaces. The passing-

through activities observed in residential communities show the same proportion trends, with 

a greater proportion of walking, followed by passing through by bicycle, walking with a dog, 

walking with mobility aids, and walking with a pram. Only a few older people were observed 

either passing-through in wheelchairs or running in their residential communities. This 

indicated that the passing-through spaces in residential communities should be designed to 

ensure that older people can move safely and confidently, whether they are walking unaided 

or with some form of mobility aid, riding a bicycle, pushing a pram, and especially using a 

wheelchair. Attention should be paid not only to the paths and pavements, but also to the 

connection between the entrance to residential buildings and the paths. Compared with 

passing-through activities in residential communities, the passing-through activities recorded 

in neighbourhood outdoor spaces show different trends. Walking was the most popular 

activity in all the neighbourhood outdoor spaces. The activities of passing-through in a 

wheelchair and walking with a pram were also more common in neighbourhood outdoor 

spaces than in residential communities. These neighbourhood outdoor spaces should also be 

designed to enable users with prams and wheelchairs to move around and park their vehicles. 

 

In terms of on-site activities, outdoor spaces in residential communities and in nearby 

neighbourhoods presented differently. Necessary activities were only observed in the 

residential communities, and consisted of  shopping and collecting parcels. Doing exercises 

was the most popular optional activity across all sites, representing Chinese older people’s 

concern towards their health status and efforts in maintaining it. This is different from a study 

in Australia where few older people exercise outdoors other than walking (Levinger et al, 

2018). The following optional activity is sitting and watching (objects): looking at information 

boards, phones, and reading a book or newspaper.  
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Airing clothes and taking care of plants were the optional activities exclusive to both of the 

residential communities. It is very rare to have private gardens in high-density urban areas in 

China, and doing gardening in their residential communities is therefore an important 

opportunity for older people to connect with nature. The optional activities of getting haircuts, 

flying a kite, picking fruit, practising yoga, roller skating, and practising calligraphy were all 

observed in neighbourhood outdoor spaces. Haircutting is a spontaneous informal  small 

business taking place in neighbourhood outdoor space, which therefore adds a layer of 

service function for older people who visit. Sun (2022) explored how street vendors support 

different pedestrians’ everyday needs in a real, detailed, and specific way. It is reasonable to 

assume that the dominance of older people in parks in China stimulates the haircut business 

in them, which may in turn attract more older people to visit such spaces.  

 

With regard to social activities, social activities in outdoor spaces within communities are less 

varied and more static, for example, sitting or standing and chatting, sitting and watching 

people, playing with children. On the other hand, neighbourhood outdoor spaces not only 

include the occurrence of such social activities in residential communities, but also support 

more dynamic, active, and group outdoor social activities. For instance, in these spaces, more 

people were found playing chess (or cards), doing various sport or exercise activities, such as 

playing basketball, Tai chi Roliball, Diabolo, dancing and ballroom dancing, practising Tai chi 

Sword, and so on. The intensity of social activities observed in this study is quite different 

from Noon and Ayalon’s (2018) observations in Israel that many older people outdoors 

remain alone and without any social contact. In this study, the observed dancing and ballroom 

dancing were mentioned in other studies as guangchang wu (public square dance) (Wang, 

2015; Seetoo and Zou, 2016; Martin and Chen, 2020). The socio-cultural origin of the public 

square dance phenomenon in China is an inheritance from  the yangge (Martin and Chen, 

2020), the Loyalty Dance, and the lifting of the ban on Ballroom Dancing (Tao, 2020). It 

represents individual historical memory and subjective expression, and is the co-result of 

emotional needs of people, promotion of grass-roots autonomy, and the guidance of the 

government (Tao, 2020). Yao et al (2019) identified that the public square dance has the 

function of recreating socialist collective life and relationships for local people, and a space 

where they dance as a unitary community. Square dance also helps immigrants to rebuild 
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social networks broken by migration, and the square has a function similar to that of a village 

community. These unitary and village-like communities support older people’s local identity 

(Yao et al, 2019). 

 

The residential community plays a more important role in supporting older people’s 

necessary activities, whereas neighbourhood outdoor spaces can provide opportunities for 

more diverse optional and social activities, which support older people’s exercise and social 

needs. The future development of neighbourhood outdoor space in China needs to consider 

the diversity of older people’s activities and the conflicts this may cause with other users, e.g., 

rights of dancers and those seeking peace and quiet, disputes over the use of spaces (Wang, 

2015), etc. 

 

8.4. Key age-friendly outdoor space attributes  

This section moves to attributes that influence older people’s use of outdoor space. Attributes 

at the macro-scale can be understood as older people perceiving or identifying influential 

environmental attributes at the whole site scale, or as well as specific behaviour settings that 

can influence their use of outdoor spaces. Attributes at the meso-scale refer to “behaviour 

settings” (Barker, 1987) that include the environmental and social characteristics that support 

recurrent patterns of activities in those settings. Attributes at the micro-scale are more 

relevant to the detailed design elements and facilities aspects, which make behaviour settings 

work to afford the older people’s activities. This section focuses on the main macro-attributes, 

and discusses how the macro-, meso- and micro-scales of attributes were related. 

 

● Convenience 

This study identified convenience as having two layers of meaning. The first refers to the 

barrier-free connective roads between residential communities, necessary living facilities, 

services, and green spaces, which should all enable older people to access different 

destinations without accessibility or safety issues. A pleasant neighbourhood with good 

access to shops contributes to residents' physical activity levels (Sigmundová et al, 2011). 

Zhang and Lawson (2009) claimed that facilities such as an ATM or grocery store can attract 



 

295 
 

people to go out from home but not encourage them to stay. Focusing on the ageing 

population, this current study came to a different conclusion:  living facilities, especially local 

shops and nearby green spaces, not only attract older people to leave their homes, but also 

encourage them to have social interactions whilst they are shopping or using the green space. 

An urban park that has good connections with nearby communities, subway, school, market, 

and restaurant are also identified as age-friendly features in China. 

 

By conducting research with people with dementia, Brorsson et al (2020) identified certain 

features that detract from the accessibility of the grocery shop, comprising illogical 

arrangement, overload of products, information, and people, and visual illusions and intrusive 

auditory stimuli. This is relevant to the second layer meaning of convenience identified in this 

study: the layout within different settings should enable older people to move between 

different areas of a setting. Convenience in this study is similar to the quality of accessibility 

that was identified in other studies. For example, Burton and Mitchell (2006) identified 

accessibility as a vital attribute for age-friendly street environments, in which accessibility has 

been described as the street supporting older people to reach, enter, use, and walk to those 

areas they wish to, no matter whether they have any mental, sensory, or physical impairment. 

An accessible street has wide and level pavements, ground-level signal-controlled pedestrian 

crossings, and is linked to local services and facilities.  

 

● Comfort 

Carmona et al (2010) emphasised that the prerequisite for a successful public space is comfort, 

where the length of time that people stay is an indicator of whether a space is comfortable. 

Aspects of comfort that people respond to comprise environmental aspects (e.g., relief from 

sun and wind), physical aspects, (e.g., comfortable and sufficient seating), and social as well 

as psychological aspects, referring to the space’s atmosphere and character. Comfort in this 

study means comfortable micro-environments, and which are often reliant on attractive 

natural features that provide older people with shade, natural views, and separate the space 

from vehicular traffic. Burton and Mitchell (2006) explained a comfortable street from older 

people’s perspective, which is a street that supports older people’s ability to visit places they 

wish to enjoy without feeling physically or mentally uncomfortable while they are outdoors. 

They introduced further qualities of comfortable streets, which include being welcoming, 
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calm, pedestrian-friendly, and especially providing older people with incapacities appropriate 

services and facilities.  

 

● Safety 

Walking safety and enabling older people to have a sense of safety in their residential 

communities and other neighbourhood outdoor spaces are identified as two layers of 

meaning of the environmental attribute of safety in this study. Safety is also identified by 

Bhuyan et al (2020) in Singapore as a key theme of age-friendly neighbourhoods, which 

includes safety from falls, traffic, and crime. Burton and Mitchell (2006) suggested that streets 

should be safe to enable older people to feel enjoyment in using them and in walking 

outdoors, and avoid apprehension due to possible harm such as tripping, falling, being run 

over, or being attacked. The basic features of safe streets are wide, flat level footways with 

well-lit and separate bicycle lanes. Safety and convenience are especially important factors 

that reduce barriers to older people’s ability to go outdoors and support capacity-enhancing 

behaviours (see Figure 2.1). Reduced traffic speed in residential communities, exercise 

facilities away from traffic, barrier-free pavements, sufficient light at night, and the presence 

of people, are potential aspects identified in the current study to enable older people to walk 

safely and have a sense of safety. 

 

● Multifunctionality 

Whether part of the residential community or neighbourhood outdoor spaces, the 

environment should enable older people to conduct diverse activities, intergenerational 

interactions, and take part in activities and services organised by community committees. This 

attribute also includes the adaptivity that allows older people some degree of agency, so that 

they can change the environment to suit the activities that they wish to conduct.  

 

Chinese older people particularly value intergenerational interactions, therefore, facilities 

that can support them in spending time with their grandchildren are highly preferred (Chan 

et al, 2016). It is vital that outdoor space should at least enable intergenerational interactions 

even though it does not have specific children’s play facilities. This applies especially to the 

outdoor space in residential communities, as this is the main activity zone for older people 

caring for grandchildren. Also, as mentioned earlier, community committee organising 
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activities can facilitate older people’s participation in outdoor activities. Outdoor spaces that 

can support diverse cultural and living services activities, such as exhibitions, cultural festivals, 

shop programmes, and haircutting services organised by the community committee are vital 

to enabling and encouraging older people to participate.  

 

● Attractiveness 

Zhang and Lawson (2009) suggest that the importance of outdoor spaces in residential 

communities is to attract more local people to leave their homes, stay outside for longer, and 

to meet local people to engage in social interaction. In this study, the attractiveness of 

outdoor spaces, within both residential communities and neighbourhoods, is a key attribute 

that invites older people to go outside and find enjoyment in outdoor spaces. The attractive 

features of outdoor spaces include diverse plants, water features, and green ground cover, 

which provide older people with views of nature. These features support the ‘being’ in natural 

environments that was proposed by Orr et al (2016). Zhai et al (2018) pointed out similar 

findings in China, namely that age-friendly outdoor spaces should include beautiful scenery 

and proximity to water features. Apart from ‘being’ in natural environments, Orr et al (2016) 

also concluded ‘doing’ activities, such as sharing expertise and produce in outdoor gardening. 

The current study also identified that outdoor spaces that enable older people to conduct 

activities such as caring for plants are also attractive, giving older people ‘doing’ opportunities 

in outdoor spaces. 

 

● Quality of maintenance 

By reviewing 44 peer-reviewed articles, Wen et al (2018) categorised maintenance as one of 

older people’s landscape preferences. In their study, maintenance comprised cleanliness 

(such as clean pavements), well-maintained facilities, security (such as good visibility and 

under supervision), avoidance of nuisance, crime, and free-running dogs, and good lighting. 

In this thesis, quality of maintenance refers to the regular management of plants and removal 

of rubbish. 

 

Older people prefer outdoor spaces to be clean and tidy, for there to be green ground cover 

rather than bare earth, and well-maintained plants. Encouraging older people to participate 

in managing their residential community could increase their satisfaction and attachment to 



 

298 
 

their residential communities, and increase their agency. Ground cover plants rather than 

bare land with a sparse vegetative cover was also identified as a strongly preferred feature 

alongside the pathways in Chinese urban parks (Wang and Rodiek, 2019).  

 

● Exercisability 

By reviewing nine relevant studies, both qualitative and quantitative, Lee et al (2018) found 

that adults and older people are the main users of outdoor gyms, and health is the main goal 

of the user's experiences. Motivations include rehabilitation, physical health, mental health, 

fitness, gaining strength, improving mood, pursuit of health, weight-gain prevention, and 

weight reduction. Chow (2013) also identified that older people can perceive physical, social, 

and psychological benefits from using outdoor fitness equipment, even though this is not their 

main aim in going to parks. In this study, many of the observed older people’s outdoor 

activities involved exercise. A lot of older people also mentioned that they go out for the 

purposes of exercise in order to maintain their health status and independent living ability, 

which represents their physical-related agency. There were a variety of exercise activities, 

such as, ball activities, equipment activities, different intensities of exercise, with different 

numbers of people involved in each. The outdoor space needs to accommodate such diverse 

exercise activities, supporting older people’s physical-related agency, and thereby 

encouraging older people to be more active and experience more physical, social, and 

emotional benefits. Levinger et al (2021) also identified that the suitability and age-

friendliness of outdoor exercise facility features, locations, and settings can promote older 

people’s participation in physical and social activity. The current study identified that older 

people preferred exercise environments including surrounding natural elements, a 

comfortable micro-environment, with different layouts and locations of exercising facilities. 

 

● Restability 

Restability is an important aspect that enables older people to stay outside for a longer time 

or go to more distant destinations. This attribute is also reflected in Moran et al’s  (2014) 

review of 31 articles, which found that rest areas are especially relevant environmental 

features for older people. Van Cauwenberg et al (2016) also indicated that the presence of 

benches can encourage older people to walk, especially those who are functionally limited, 

as they need places to sit and rest during the walk. Wang and Rodiek (2019) also found in 
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China that seating arrangements in urban parks are supportive of older people’s walking 

activities, and the need for seating increases with age. However, they further noticed that 

current seating in urban parks does not meet older people’s preferences due to placement in 

inappropriate locations and uncomfortable seating without backs and arms. In this study, the 

attribute of restability should not only offer older people places to rest, but also enable them 

to enjoy natural views, observe others, and supervise their grandchildren, all in a comfortable 

micro-environment. Examples of rest settings in this study included self-made resting areas, 

rest nook seating areas along strolling paths, moveable stone seats, pergola rest areas, 

gathering chess tables under canopy, waterside seating, trellised pavilion areas, linear rest 

areas, and tree-pool seating.  

 

● Sociability 

Interview data emphasised that positive social interactions could encourage older people to 

go outside and increase their sense of attachment. Similar findings confirm that public spaces 

that enable daily interactions, for example, observing and greeting neighbours, are vital in 

building people’s place attachment (van Hees et al, 2017). The observation data further 

identified that older people may create the sociability of a site by forming the setting to play 

chess or cards, or establishing the order of different groups of people using the same site. 

Therefore, outdoor spaces that enable older people to get familiar with their local social 

networks and encourage them to participate in diverse passive and active social activities are 

supportive of older people’s social-related agency, and ageing-in-place. The attribute of 

sociability depends on other attributes that invite older people to use the outdoor space and 

carry on diverse activities, creating opportunities for more social activities to happen. Ronzi 

et al (2020) concluded that the combination of sociability, accessibility, and affordability of 

physical environments can facilitate older people’s sense of connection and independence, 

feelings of inclusion, and mental wellbeing. 

 

● Identifiability 

The current study suggests that the identifiability of an environment can encourage older 

people to go outdoors and explore the environments that they are not familiar with by 

providing visible signals, clear colour, or layout distinctions and landmarks, which can help 

them to identify specific locations and distinguish directions. Phillips et al (2013) suggested 
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retaining landmarks and familiar cues when designing and redeveloping a physical 

environment to support older people’s familiarity with it. The identifiability of outdoor space 

is highlighted in this thesis as especially important for older people experiencing a decline in 

cognition, or moving to live with their children in an unfamiliar environment. 

 

● Behaviour settings and design elements 

This study also developed a series of behaviour settings and corresponding design elements 

that can be utilised in future age-friendly environments design. The behaviour settings often 

represent a combination of different macro-attributes.  

 

For the passing-through space, behaviour settings, for example, tree-lined vehicle roads, 

shady strolling paths, and reset nook seating areas along the strolling path, often combined 

the attributes of safety, convenience, restability, and comfort. Services space’s behaviour 

setting in this study is easily accessible shops, whereas similar space or facilities were 

suggested in the UK as cafes (Inclusive Design for Getting Outdoors, 2007). 

 

Behaviour settings for activity space, for example open areas with exercise facilities or rest 

settings, intergenerational areas, and exercise areas, usually combine the attributes of 

multifunctionality, exercisability, restability, and sociability. To maximise the usage of 

exercise facilities, equipment should be installed in easily accessible areas that are close to a 

large target population (Levinger et al, 2021), which is also relevant to convenience attributes. 

Zhou (2018) suggested that the diversity of activity space in Chinese residential communities 

should include ball game courts, exercise and dance areas, fitness activity spaces, casual social 

spaces, intergenerational activity spaces, and gardening spaces. However, this study noticed 

that for residential community or neighbourhood outdoor spaces that do not have sufficient 

space for all the above types of spaces, actually making the space more multifunctional is of 

vital importance. 

 

Findings from the Inclusive Design for Getting Outdoors project (2007) pointed out some seats 

in the open space, giving the example that the path can act as sitting place, playground sitting, 

and a crescent of seats for older people to relax and rest. Based on the findings from the 

Chinese context in this study, self-made rest areas, pergola rest areas, and shady trees with 
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moveable stone seats are amongst the examples of behaviour settings for static activity 

spaces, presenting a little of older people’s efforts to change these settings, and are used for 

their social activities. These settings are more relevant to the attributes of restability, 

sociability, comfort, and attractiveness. 

 

For more detailed design elements, planting elements (e.g., trees and shrubs) provide shade, 

natural views, a sense of enclosure, and separate the traffic and paths, or act as hangers, 

whereas the flowerbeds invite older people to plant and manage. The hangers or other 

elements that can act as hangers are necessary in considering the intense use of outdoor 

space. The adjustable facilities, e.g., moveable stones, provided opportunities for older 

people to change the settings according to their particular needs at a given time. 

 

8.5. Summary of key findings 

The ultimate research outcome of this thesis is to explain the factors that influence older 

people’s experience of ageing-in-place and how neighbourhood outdoor spaces support their 

ageing-in-place. Based on the understanding of older people’s experiences and the factors 

influencing their ageing-in-place (Research question 1), older people’s outdoor activities 

(Research question 2), and identifying influential environmental attributes that afford their 

activities (Research question 3), policy recommendations and practice guidelines were 

produced (Research question 4). 
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Research question 1: What are older people's experiences of ageing in Chinese urban 

neighbourhoods? 

This research question was addressed through interviews with older people who live in the 

two selected  residential communities, and stakeholders who have experiences in the design 

and management of residential communities in relation to older people. The summary of key 

findings for this research question is: 

● Older people’s personal situations, comprising their physiological health, mobility, 

mental health, and financial status are the premises that determine whether they 

have a positive experience of ageing-in-place, and determine their ability to go 

outdoors for activities. The immediate residential community outdoor spaces are 

more important for older people who experience health and mobility difficulties. 

● Older people’s relationships with their children, partners, responsibility for 

grandchildren’s care, as well as their relationships with neighbours, wider social 

engagement, and access to community services form the social factors that influence 

their daily experiences of ageing-in-place, and use of outdoor spaces.  

● Older people’s attachment to the natural environment and satisfaction with the 

community's physical environments are the physical environment factors. Community 

retrofitting in the old residential communities is an opportunity to increase older 

people’s satisfaction, engagement, and attachment to their residential communities.  

● Personal agency, including environment-related agency and social-related agency, is 

a decisive factor that is influenced by personal status, as well as social and physical 

environment. The environment-related agency determines how older people use their 

neighbourhood outdoor space, change or form the physical affordance to afford their 

activities, and how they maintain their community environment. The social-related 

agency represents older people’s engagement in social interactions, their ability to 

change or form the social affordance of a site, and their engagement in community 

matters. While the physical environment and social relationships are supportive, older 

people may have a better sense of agency, becoming more proactive in their physical 

and social activities, both of which are beneficial to their personal situations, therefore 

supporting their ageing-in-place in a healthy and independent manner (Figure 8.1).  
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Figure 8.1 Factors influencing older people ageing-in-place (source: author) 

Researchers, practitioners, and policymakers need to pay particular attention to the above 

personal, physical and social environment factors to facilitate older people’s agency in order 

to encourage them to go outdoors and foster more positive experiences of ageing-in-place. 

 

Research question 2: Where and how do older people use outdoor space in their daily lives? 

By conducting observations and on-site interviews in the selected two residential 

communities and three neighbourhood outdoor spaces, diverse older people’s activities were 

identified, giving a detailed dataset that addresses this question. The spatial and temporal 

analysis of observational data in GIS revealed a rich diversity of activities and temporal 

patterns of usage. The  key findings for this research question can be summarised as follows: 

● Residential community outdoor spaces play a more important role in undertaking 

older people’s necessary activities (e.g., shopping, and collecting parcels); support 

limited types of optional activities (e.g., doing exercises, sitting or standing and 

watching objects, and taking care of plants); and limited types of social activities (e.g., 

sitting or standing and chatting, sitting and watching people, playing with children). 

● Neighbourhood outdoor spaces provide a setting for a greater variety of optional 

activities (e.g., doing exercises, sitting or standing and watching objects, getting 

haircuts). Older people’s social activities in neighbourhood outdoor spaces not only 

included those observed in residential communities, but also more diverse and active 
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social activities, especially in groups (e.g., playing chess or cards, ballroom dancing, 

practising instruments, Tai chi Roliball, Tai chi Sword). 

 

By performing these diverse physical exercise activities, engaging in social and collective 

activities, and interacting with the natural environment, older people can maintain or develop 

their environment-related and social-related agency, and experience health and wellbeing 

benefits that support their ageing-in-place. 

 

Research question 3: How does neighbourhood outdoor space afford older people’s 

activities? 

This research question was addressed by integrating the interview data with older people and 

stakeholders with the observation data, combining subjective and objective perspectives. The 

summary of key findings for this research question is: 

● The overall environmental attributes are identified as convenience, comfort, safety, 

multifunctionality, attractiveness and the qualities of good maintenance, 

exercisability, restability, sociability, and identifiability. These attributes are 

interrelated with each other, and can support older people’s physical- and social-

related agency. They therefore enable older people to receive physical, social, and 

mental benefits from participating in physical and social activities in neighbourhood 

outdoor space.  

● The different behaviour settings that can be used to apply the above environmental 

affordances are passing-through spaces, static activity space, active activity space, 

nature space, and living and services space. 

 

Research question 4: How to improve outdoor space in Chinese urban neighbourhoods to 

be more age-friendly? 

Stakeholder participants in the interviews in this study also shared their perceptions of 

Chinese planning and design standards. The main issue they mentioned is the rationale for 

current standards. For security reasons, current standards might lack agility and flexibility. 

The required width of the road causes difficulties in design and sometimes it may be too wide 

for older people to use. They also made certain recommendations towards future design 

standards: that the rules in the design standards can be more detailed and can be illustrated 
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by diagrams. As a professional design team, they have internal principles, but they can only 

make adjustments according to their own sense or feeling rather than guidance. The relative 

regulations and design standards in China need to be more flexible to adjust to circumstances, 

and to be more detailed according to older people’s physiological and psychological changes.  

 

This study analyses the experiences that older people may have while they age and the 

neighbourhood outdoor space based on interviews and observations, but also highlights the 

diversity of older people, and the need for a more nuanced understanding to design age-

friendly environments. There are no generic design principles for age-friendly environments: 

the fundamental requirement for designing a successful age-friendly outdoor space is to 

understand older people’s needs, and how they use and perceive the space. After exploring 

older people’s personal status, their social relationships, and perceptions and uses of the 

physical environment, this study provides novel insights into the types of planning, design, 

and management interventions that can support older people’s agency and provide them 

with a better experience of ageing-in-place. The suggestions for stakeholders for making age-

friendly residential communities’ outdoor space and neighbourhood outdoor space to 

support ageing-in-place are set out. 

 

According to the public-health framework for healthy ageing, opportunities for public health 

action across the life course (WHO, 2015), environments need to be more supportive in line 

with older people’s declining capacity, to remove barriers to participation, and compensate 

for loss of capacity. This study illustrates the qualities that environments need to demonstrate 

to support older people in this way in the context of urban China. Safety, restability, and 

convenience are the most relevant attributes that can promote older people’s use of 

neighbourhood outdoor spaces, whilst attractiveness and quality of maintenance can add 

another dimension of factors that can invite older people to use outdoor spaces. 

 

Promote the use of residential community outdoor space:  

● Safety and Restability - Residential communities’ roads need to have pedestrian paths 

with barrier-free connection and paving and seating at regular intervals. 

● Convenience - Essential services (e.g., grocery shops or programmes) need to be 

adjacent to residential communities to enable older people to buy groceries 
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conveniently. 

● Convenience and Safety - Residential communities need to have good road 

connections with nearby green spaces, open spaces, exercise areas, and care services 

to enable older people with different mobility abilities to access these places 

conveniently and safely. 

● Attractiveness  - Dedicated planting areas should be provided for older people to do 

gardening.   

● Attractiveness and Quality of maintenance - Residential communities' planting 

should include diverse well-maintained ornamental plants and the planting areas 

should be covered by plants to avoid dust. 

 

Promote the use of neighbourhood outdoor spaces: 

● Convenience - The entrances and different areas need to be accessible for wheelchair 

users and users pushing strollers. 

● Convenience - Supporting and providing space for informal spontaneous business 

activities may be an opportunity to provide services and attract older people to visit. 

● Attractiveness - Orchard trees and ornamental plants that fit with older people’s 

preferences can encourage their connections with nature. 

● Quality of maintenance - Maintenance work, especially cleaning work, should avoid 

busy times, preferably taking place in the early morning when older users have not yet 

gathered. 

● Safety - Sufficient lighting is essential for older people to walk and carry out activities 

safely after dark. 

● Identifiability - Visible cues, such as clear colour coding or layouts, which can help 

older people to identify their locations and distinguish directions are needed. 

 

While older people have high and stable capacity, the role of environments is to promote or 

support capacity-enhancing behaviours (WHO, 2015). Linking with this study’s findings about 

older people’s environment-related and social-related agency, the recommendations are 

listed below. 

 

Enabling physical activities in residential community: 
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● Exercisability and Safety - Where residential communities do not have sufficient 

exercise space, nearby streets, or open areas that could be utilised for the placement 

of exercise facilities. Vegetation is needed to create a sense of separation from 

vehicular traffic, enabling older people to exercise safely. 

 

Enabling social interactions in residential community: 

● Multifunctionality and sociability - The residential communities’ open spaces need to 

be able to afford small scale group activities (e.g., community committee-organised 

activities or services). Accessible nearby open space can act as an alternative choice if 

high-density residential communities do not have sufficient open space. 

● Restability, Sociability, and Comfort - The residential building’s entrance needs to 

have rest settings. These can be simply a few benches and movable stone seats or 

designed rest areas with plants and seating. 

● Exercisability, Restability and Sociability - Exercising facilities and an 

intergenerational area with nearby observation seating are essential for older 

residents to do daily exercise and supervise their grandchildren. 

● Engage in community matters - The community retrofitting process needs to ensure 

the participation of older residents, whose opinions should be considered by the 

community committee and the built environment design sector.  

 

Enabling physical activities in neighbourhood outdoor spaces: 

● Restability and Comfort - Rest areas and exercise areas need to be combined with 

plants to create a comfortable micro-environment. 

● Design elements - Where necessary, electric sockets should be provided for older 

people to charge their audio equipment, together with hangers for their bags and 

audio equipment. 

● Design elements - Appropriate paving materials need to be selected based on 

potential activities, e.g., smooth paving enables older people to do ballroom dancing, but 

excessively reflective paving material should be avoided as dazzling reflections may 

cause discomfort for older people. 

 

Enabling social interactions in neighbourhood outdoor spaces: 
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● Multifunctionality - Open areas at different parts of a site are needed for different 

groups of older people doing different activities at the same time. 

● Restability and Sociability - Observation seating is needed at open areas for older 

people to rest and observe others. 

● Restability and Design elements - Observation seating or sittable fences, space for 

strollers, and hangers for belongings are needed at children’s play areas. 

● Design elements - Adjustable facilities such as moveable stone seats can support older 

people’s ability to adapt the settings according to their particular needs. 

 

Some of the key attributes have the potential to be applied to other countries, but the more 

detailed recommendations based on those attributes need to be further developed under 

specific environmental and cultural contexts. The intensity of Chinese’s older people's social 

life in this study stands out as an example for other countries to illustrate the great potential 

diversity that older people’s lives can have, and how the physical environment can support 

that intensity. 

 

8.6. Research contributions 

In general, this study contributes to the field of age-friendly environment research, deepening 

the understanding of age-friendly physical environments in the context of the World Health 

Organisation’s initiative of global age-friendly cities (World Health Organisation, 2007a). 

Whereas other studies emphasise the key factors in the home environment (Sixsmith and 

Sixsimth, 2008; Hillcoat-Nallétamby and Ogg, 2014), and neighbourhood characteristics (John 

and Gunter, 2016; Cramm et al, 2018), this study highlights the close connections between 

Chinese older people and neighbourhood outdoor space, and the enormous potential of 

neighbourhood outdoor space to support older people’s ageing-in-place. This study also 

provides evidence for building age-friendly neighbourhood outdoor spaces in the Chinese 

context, and scope to be generalised to non-Western contexts. The detailed contributions to 

knowledge and practice from different data and methods are explained in the following 

sections. 
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This study provided first-hand and rich interview data which revealed the issues that older 

people may experience while ageing-in-place, focusing especially on the role of 

neighbourhood outdoor space. The findings enrich the understanding of older people’s needs 

and concerns while they are ageing-in-place, their sense of attachment to their 

neighbourhood, and explores the fundamental mechanism of how neighbourhood outdoor 

space has the potential to support older people’s ageing-in-place. These findings have 

prepared the groundwork for future relevant research and design, helping researchers, 

practitioners, and policymakers to understand the factors that need to be considered whilst 

studying, designing, and managing an ageing-friendly environment.   

 

Based on Gehl’s (2011) classification of outdoor activities, the observation data in this study 

constitutes an elaborate dataset of older people’s activities in both residential communities 

and neighbourhood outdoor spaces, showing the complexity of older people’s outdoor 

activity in the Chinese context. The findings fill the gap identified previously (see Section 2.6), 

presenting older people’s usage of outdoor space, what they do, and for what purposes. 

These older people’s activity patterns also provide detailed information and a foundation that 

can help practitioners, policymakers, and managers to understand how space is used by older 

people, with potential support for future design, study, and research.  

 

This study is one of the first to apply the concept of affordances (Gibson, 1979) and behaviour 

settings (Baker, 1968, 1987) to understand the environment and older people’s outdoor 

activities. The combination of affordances and behaviour settings as defined in this thesis 

provide useful conceptual tools for understanding neighbourhood outdoor spaces in urban 

China, with huge potential for improving older people’s experiences of ageing-in-place. 

Inspired by Sallis et al’s (2006) classification of different layers of domains in active living, this 

study also distinguishes the influential environmental factors into perceived environment 

attributes (macro-level), behaviour settings (meso-level), and more detailed design elements 

(micro-level). Based on the overarching conceptual framework on person-environment 

relationships in later life (Wahl and Oswald, 2010), this study further distinguished older 

people’s sense of agency to environment-related and social-related agency, and the ways in 

which they are interrelated and work together to enable older people to be more physically 

and socially active, while the physical and social environment are supportive. The 
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development of older people’s sense of agency provides a new perspective to understanding 

how to support older people’s ageing-in-place, especially from a Landscape Architecture 

perspective. 

 

In conclusion, the totality of data builds up a rich and detailed picture of the complex 

interrelationship between older people and their outdoor living environments and the 

potential for that relationship to be strengthened as a key means of supporting older people’s 

ageing-in-place. This study proposes a theoretical framework for supporting older people’s 

ageing-in-place through age-friendly neighbourhood outdoor space (Figure 8.1). This 

framework not only fills the gaps in existing Chinese research, policies, and practice guidance 

that are relevant to age-friendly environments, but also forms a foundation for understanding 

the role of neighbourhood outdoor spaces in supporting older people’s ageing-in-place.  

 

8.7. Research limitations 

This research has certain methods and outcomes limitations. First, the observation sites only 

included residential communities and nearby neighbourhood outdoor spaces, and excluded 

large comprehensive city parks. As noted from the older people’s interviews, large parks are 

also favoured places to visit. It is reasonable to assume that older people’s outdoor activities 

in large parks could be also different from those in residential communities and 

neighbourhood-level parks. It is a great pity that this type of space is excluded from this 

research due to time limitations, and the resource constraints inherent to PhD research in 

general.  

 

Second, the observation data only recorded older people’s activities, the missed data 

regarding other users’ activities might have been  a potential opportunity to reveal space 

usage situations in general,  the proportion of older people among total users, and how older 

people may be influenced by other users. 

 

Although this research distinguished different residential community types, and selected 

relatively representative sites, the two residential communities selected might still not be 
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able to represent all the situations in Chinese urban residential communities. There are 

communities in China that are even older and more crowded, or even built more recently, 

which may have different outdoor spaces and design considerations. 

  

Another limitation of this research is the limited observation time. Due to limited research 

time and the researcher’s own capacity, the observations were only conducted for three days 

at each site, and between 7 am and 7 pm. This relatively short duration of the observations 

had the potential to introduce data bias due to limited sample size, change of weather 

conditions, and unrecorded data after 7 pm (see Section 3.4). The other potential biases are 

the data recording and processing bias. For example, the researcher was unable to capture 

every single older user at the extremely busy periods at site 5, resorting to recording short 

videos of the sub-areas from different angles to capture as much data as possible. While 

processing data recorded at the site's busiest times, it was sometimes impossible to identify 

whether users were older people. It was also impossible to accurately determine the number 

of users due to the large numbers of people moving about at the same time and limited image 

or video clarity. The researcher considered the importance of older people’s lived experiences 

while they were using the outdoor spaces, and conducted on-site interviews. However, due 

to the demands of regularly recording observation data and notes, the on-site interview data, 

which represent users' subjective experiences, is limited. 

 

Finally, as mentioned in Section 3.4, stakeholder interviews were used instead of focus groups 

due to difficulties in arranging meetings between stakeholders. There is a limitation based on 

the low number of participating stakeholders. The result from this stakeholder research has 

not been validated or further tested. 

 

8.8. Future research possibilities 

There are certain future research possibilities that can be based on or inspired by this study, 

and that can learn from the limitations to this study. Firstly, the observation data in this 

research only included three days at each of five sites in Beijing. Future research could use a 

longer observation period, in different seasons, and different areas of China. This could 
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increase the reliability of data, and present clearer and more comprehensive characteristics 

of the users, activities, and activity distribution. Due to the time-consuming nature of 

observation data collection and analysis, future research could also consider the use of 

technology to automatically recognise target participants, to reduce the time taken, especially 

in the process of data input. 

  

Secondly, the observational research method can be combined with other research methods, 

for instance, on-site interviews, questionnaires, and eye-tracking, to explore walking-friendly 

environments, and socially beneficial environments. The method of using GIS to analyse 

observation data, and the application of the affordance concept, can also be used in future 

research for different population groups, for example, children and people from different 

ethnic backgrounds, as well as in diverse environmental settings, for instance, schools, age-

care centres, streets, squares, comprehensive parks, and before and after comparisons of 

community retrofitting. 

  

Thirdly, the affordance framework for age-friendly neighbourhood outdoor space can be used 

in future research to evaluate whether the current community or neighbourhood outdoor 

spaces are age-friendly or otherwise to guide residential community retrofitting, or the 

improvement of outdoor spaces. Furthermore, this framework can be further improved by 

collecting more data in different settings, areas of China, and involving more stakeholders. 

With the proposal of the Guiding Opinions on Comprehensively Promoting the Retrofitting of 

Older Urban Residential Communities (China. General Office of the State Council, 2020), 

residential community age-friendly retrofitting is also another research hotspot that has great 

relevance. 

 

Fourthly, as shown in Figure 2.2, rural older people’s satisfaction with neighbourhood 

facilities is even lower than urban older people. Therefore, future attention is also urgently 

needed in the construction of age-friendly environments in rural areas, especially in terms of 

their amenities, fitness spaces, greenery, lighting, and provision of facilities, such as public 

toilets, to support older people in rural areas to also live independent, healthy, and active 

lives for as long as possible. 
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It is vital to understand Chinese older people’s preferences for the features of urban parks  to 

develop design recommendations (Wang and Rodiek, 2019). Therefore, the fifth possibility is 

for future studies to explore Chinese older people’s preferences of park features and their 

planting. As identified in this study, some older people mentioned that they prefer plants to 

be tidy. This might be different from other population groups, or older people from different 

countries, which is worth studying and applying in the context of planting design in age-

friendly environments. 

 

Finally, the unexpected Covid-19 pandemic and closure of green spaces, parks, and amenities 

have reduced people’s healthy outdoor activities and put people in more congested spaces 

(Freeman and Eykelbosh, 2020), which will lead to serious negative outcomes, especially for 

susceptible older people. As identified in this study, planting is amongst older people’s 

activities in their daily lives. The potential of indoor plants to mediate the negative impacts of 

being trapped at home are yet to be clearly identified. Other important questions include 

whether Covid-19 changes people’s perception of outdoor spaces and green spaces and how 

they use these spaces, and how immediate outdoor space can be designed to adapt to public 

health emergency situations. These questions are yet to be studied. 

 

Overall, this study expands the understanding of the dynamic relationships between outdoor 

environments and older people, emphasises the power of landscape design to benefit older 

people’s health and wellbeing, and provides useful conceptual and methodological sources 

for future studies. 
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Appendix 

Appendix Table 1 

Appendix Table 1 The comparison between three types of ageing models 

 (Translate from Yu and Tian, 2019, p.75) 
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Appendix Table 2 

Appendix Table 2 The needs for the living environment caused by the decline of the ability level of older people 

 (Translate from Yu and Tian, 2019, p.164) 
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Appendix Table 3 

Appendix Table 3 The public space aspect within the age-friendly initiatives in different countries 
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Appendix Table 4 

Appendix Table 4 The system of age-friendly neighbourhood outdoor space’ factors 

(Translate from Yu and Tian, 2019, p206-207) 
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Appendix Table 5  

The complete list of observed older people’s activities in all observation sites and corresponding symbols in behaviour 

mappings (Source: Author) 
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