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Abstract

Since the mid-2000s, the need to create age-friendly cities and com-
munities, meaning places where older people are actively involved, 
valued, and supported, has emerged as a major concern for urban 
policy. The World Health Organization (WHO) has driven this 
age-friendly agenda through its Global Network for Age-friendly 
Cities and Communities (GNAFCC). This paper reviews some of 
the challenges associated with the development of this policy, given 
the variety of economic and social pressures facing urban commu-
nities. The discussion provides background to the development of 
the age-friendly model and a summary of some of the factors nec-
essary for its successful implementation. The paper then reviews a 
range of key areas where age-friendly policies might be developed, 
with a particular focus on issues relating to the various inequalities 
affecting older populations. The paper also emphasises the impor-
tance of future age-friendly work being grounded in collaboration 
with the range of movements seeking to improve the quality of life 
of people living in cities. The paper concludes with a call for a more 
inclusive age-friendly movement, one that acknowledges the full 
diversity of aging experiences.
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Desarrollando ciudades amigables con los mayores: 
oportunidades y desafíos políticos

Resumen

Desde mediados de la década de 2000, la necesidad de crear ciu-
dades y comunidades amigables con los mayores, lo que significa 
lugares donde las personas mayores están activamente involucra-
das, valoradas y apoyadas, se ha convertido en una preocupación 
importante para la política urbana. La Organización Mundial de la 
Salud (OMS) ha impulsado esta agenda amigable para las personas 
mayores a través de su Red Global para Ciudades y Comunidades 
Amigables para las Personas Mayores (GNAFCC). Este artículo 
revisa algunos de los desafíos asociados con el desarrollo de esta 
política, dada la variedad de presiones económicas y sociales que 
enfrentan las comunidades urbanas. La discusión proporciona an-
tecedentes para el desarrollo del modelo amigable con la edad y 
un resumen de algunos de los factores necesarios para su imple-
mentación exitosa. Luego, el documento revisa una variedad de 
áreas clave donde se pueden desarrollar políticas amigables con la 
edad, con un enfoque particular en los problemas relacionados con 
las diversas desigualdades que afectan a las poblaciones de may-
or edad. El documento también enfatiza la importancia de que el 
trabajo futuro favorable a la edad se base en colaboración con la 
gama de movimientos que buscan mejorar la calidad de vida de las 
personas que viven en las ciudades. El documento concluye con un 
llamado a un movimiento más inclusivo y amigable con la edad, 
uno que reconozca la diversidad completa de las experiencias de 
envejecimiento.

Palabras clave: amigable con todas las edades, política urbana, 
desigualdad, coproducción

发展老年友好型城市：政策机遇与挑战

摘要

自2005年前后开始，创造老年友好型城市和社区（即老年人
获得积极参与、价值和支持的地方）的需求已成为城市政策
的一个主要关切。世界卫生组织（WHO）已通过其全球关爱
老年城市和社区网络（GNAFCC）来推动该老年友好型议程。
鉴于城市社区面临的不同经济压力和社会压力，本文审视了
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与该政策发展相关的一些挑战。讨论部分为老年友好型模式
的发展提供了背景，并为其成功执行的部分必需因素提供了
总结。本文随后审视了一系列老年友好型政策可能得以发展
的关键领域，尤其聚焦于与影响中老年人口的各种不平等相
关的议题。本文还强调了未来老年友好型工作的重要性，这
项工作基于与试图提升城市人口生活的不同运动进行协作。
本文结论呼吁进行一项更具包容性的、承认老龄化经历多样
性的老年友好型运动。

关键词：老年友好，城市政策，不平等，合作提供

Introduction

Population aging is taking place 
across all countries of the world, 
raising major issues for the direc-

tion of public policy. By 2050, one in six 
people in the world will be sixty-five and 
over (16 percent), up from one in elev-
en in 2019 (9 percent). In Europe and 
North America, one in four persons is 
expected to be aged sixty-five or over by 
2050 (United Nations, 2019). Of equal 
importance is the continuing spread 
of urbanization, with 55 percent of the 
world’s population now living in urban 
environments (UN, 2018). The relation-
ship between these two major trends—
aging and urbanization—is now the 
subject of increased academic and pol-
icy analysis. The Organisation of Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) (2015, p. 18) argues that:

Designing policies that address 
ageing issues requires a deep 
understanding of local circum-
stances, including communities’ 
economic assets, history and cul-
ture. The spatially heterogeneous 

nature of ageing trends makes 
it important to approach ageing 
from an urban perspective. Cities 
need to pay more attention to lo-
cal circumstances to understand 
ageing and its impact. They are 
especially well-equipped to ad-
dress the issue, given their long 
experience of working with local 
communities and profound un-
derstanding of local problems.

Cities are regarded as central to eco-
nomic development, attracting mi-
grants, professional workers, and 
knowledge-based industries (Burdett & 
Sudjic, 2016). Urban environments cre-
ate many advantages for older people, 
for example through providing access 
to cultural activities, leisure facilities, 
and specialist medical care (Phillipson, 
2010). At the same time, they may also 
produce feelings of insecurity, arising 
from the impact of urban regeneration, 
population turnover, and environmen-
tal problems associated with climate 
change, together with high levels of 
pollution1 (Burns, Lavoie, & Rose, 2011; 
Rolnik, 2019; Wallace-Wells, 2019).
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The pressures associated with 
city living indicate challenges for pol-
icies seeking to reconcile population 
aging with urban development (Buf-
fel & Phillipson, 2016). An emerging 
theme has concerned the need to cre-
ate age-friendly cities and communi-
ties. Alley et al. (2007, p. 4) define an 
age-friendly community as a “place 
where older people are actively in-
volved, valued, and supported with in-
frastructure and services that effective-
ly accommodate their needs” (see, also, 
van Hoof, 2018). The period from the 
mid-2000s saw a substantial growth of 
interest in age-friendly issues. This ini-
tial period of development recorded a 
variety of achievements, linking aging 
populations to the need for changes to 
the built environment, transportation, 
housing, and neighborhood design 
(Moulaert & Garon, 2016; Stafford, 
2019). However, a combination of wid-
ening inequalities within and between 
urban environments, and the impact 
of austerity on local government and 
city budgets, has raised questions about 
future progress in age-friendly and re-
lated activities. Age-friendly programs 
encompass interventions across a range 
of environments, from large metropoli-
tan areas to isolated rural communities. 
In this paper, and reflecting the bulk of 
research to date, the discussion focuses 
on issues faced by older people living 
in urban neighborhoods. This article 
contributes to the debate on developing 
age-friendly programs, with particular 
attention to factors that might assist in 
extending their influence across differ-
ent groups and communities. The paper 
does this by, first, reviewing their ori-

gins; second, outlining success factors 
behind their development; and third, 
examining new approaches to advanc-
ing age-friendly interventions. 

The Development of 
Age-Friendly Cities 
and Communities

The relationship between popu-
lation aging and urban change 
has become the focus of various 

initiatives, for example, through the 
American Association of Retired Per- 
sons (AARP), the International Feder-
ation on Ageing (IFA), and AGE Plat-
form Europe. The age-friendly perspec-
tive was first developed by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) (2007; 
2015; 2018) through a project examin-
ing the experiences of older people liv-
ing in urban environments. The result 
of this work was a guide identifying the 
key characteristics of an age-friendly 
community in terms of service provision 
(e.g., health services, transportation), 
the built environment (e.g., housing, 
outdoor spaces, and buildings), and so-
cial aspects (e.g., civic and social partic-
ipation) (WHO, 2007). This guide has 
since become one of the most frequent-
ly used tools to assess the age-friendli-
ness of cities and communities (Plouffe, 
Kalache, & Voelcker, 2016). To encour-
age dissemination of its work, the WHO 
launched in 2010 the Global Network 
for Age-friendly Cities and Commu-
nities (GNAFCC), which by 2020 had 
reached a membership of around 1000 
cities and communities in forty-one 
countries.2
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The growth in popularity of the 
age-friendly movement has led to the 
development of various age-friend-
ly frameworks and initiatives. These 
can be found under headings such as 
“age-friendly,” “elder-friendly,” “ag-
ing-friendly,” “livable,” and “lifetime 
neighborhoods” (see, further, Buffel, 
Handler, & Phillipson, 2018). The dif-
ference in terminologies reflects the 
variety of approaches to, and organiza-
tions involved in, creating age-friend-
ly environments. Lui and colleagues 
(2009) developed a typology for catego-
rizing these, with models ranging from 
an emphasis on the physical versus so-
cial environment on the one hand, and 
from top-down to bottom-up gover-
nance on the other. Some models focus 
on adapting the physical infrastructure, 
for example through providing access to 
green spaces, promoting home adapta-
tions, and enabling mobility and walk-
ability,3 while others pay more attention 
to social aspects of the environment by 
emphasizing inclusion, participation, 
and social support.

Scharlach (2016, p. 313) em-
phasizes the importance of combining 
both physical and social infrastructure 
in building age-friendly communities, 
highlighting the following elements:

1. Adequate general physical and so-
cial infrastructures that promote 
health and wellbeing for the entire 
community;

2. Minimal age-related barriers faced 
by older community members in 
trying to access that infrastructure;

3. Compensatory and enabling fea- 
tures that respond to the particular 
age-related needs and sensibilities 
of older community members;

4. Mechanisms for engaging older 
adults as valued members of com-
munity life. 

What are the success factors iden-
tified in the research literature that can 
assist in the development of age-friend-
ly policies? Fitzgerald and Caro (2016) 
identify the main ones as a large and 
growing concentration of older people, 
a strong network of social and civic or-
ganizations, the availability of health 
and social services, an extensive trans-
portation network, a variety of housing 
options, and access to green and open 
spaces. Another factor cited as import-
ant in the research literature is the ex-
tent to which cities and communities 
can mobilize a range of stakeholders, 
built around partnerships with public, 
private, and third sector organizations 
(Garon et al., 2014). Linked with this 
is the need for strong political leader-
ship in gaining support for age-friendly 
policies at local and regional levels of 
government (Moulaert & Garon, 2015). 
McGarry (2018, p. 247) illustrates this 
from developments in Manchester, UK 
(an early member of the GNAFCC), 
commenting on the extent to which 
the work has “been able to secure much 
needed political support [by] harness-
ing leadership around the ageing agen-
da within the local authority, and em-
bedding age-friendliness increasingly 
firmly into local authority thinking.” 
Drawing on the example of Portland 
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,Oregon, in the US, Neal et al. (2014, p. 
96) cite “existing relationships between 
the university and local city planning 
and other government agencies” as a 
strength of the age-friendly program 
developed in the city. 

Second, the ability of cities and 
communities to develop their own in-
terpretation of the age-friendly model 
has often been described as a feature of 
the WHO approach. Various research-
ers have advocated the need for the 
movement to remain flexible in adapt-
ing to the needs of each local context 
(Liddle et al., 2014; Menec et al., 2011). 

The notion of flexibility has 
been interpreted in various ways in 
the age-friendly literature. Liddle and 
colleagues (2014), for example, stress 
the importance for the age-friendly 
movement to extend its focus beyond 
cities. They question the ability of the 
WHO’s age-friendly definition to be 
applied to non-city settings (e.g., rural 
areas and retirement communities). 
Flexibility will also be important in the 
context of new challenges facing cit-
ies, not least with the effects of climate 
change, the impact of pandemics (such 
as COVID-19), and the movement of 
populations arising from civil and mil-
itary wars (Gatrell, 2019; Mehta, 2020).

Third, the extent to which pol-
icies for older people are integrated 
with the management and planning of 
cities, will be an important element in 
developing successful age-friendly pol-
icies. Social policies can promote older 
people’s participation in urban change 
in a variety of ways: for example, by 
ensuring greater use of the resources 

associated with living in cities. Urban 
regeneration can benefit from the skills 
and experience of older people and the 
attachments they bring to their neigh-
borhoods (Lewis et al., 2020). However, 
as a group, older residents often tend 
to be “invisible” in the implementation 
of policies. Kelley, Dannefer, and Ma-
sarweh (2018, p. 56) refer to this as a 
process of “erasure,” whereby “certain 
groups are ‘unseen’ in policy, research, 
or institutional practice.” Making cities 
more age-friendly will therefore require 
radical interventions in terms of involv-
ing both older people and the genera-
tion approaching old age as key actors 
setting the agenda for future urban de-
velopment (see further below).

New Directions for the 
Age-Friendly Movement

Despite the many achievements 
arising from age-friendly ac-
tivities, a variety of problems 

may frustrate the growth of high-qual-
ity programs. The initial development 
of age-friendly work came at a time of 
economic growth, with an expansion 
in public sector programs of different 
kinds. However, support for these was 
thrown into reverse with the finan-
cial crash of 2008 and the application 
of neoliberal policies, which led to a 
scaling back of social protection for 
vulnerable groups (McBride & Evans, 
2017; Walsh, 2015). Thus, the imple-
mentation of age-friendly programs has 
come during a period when cities are 
experiencing substantial reductions in 
physical infrastructure and services, in-
cluding the closure of libraries, cuts to 



143

Developing Age-friendly Cities: Policy Opportunities and Challenges

community center provisions, and the 
tightening of eligibility for support for 
home and residential care (Klinenberg, 
2019; Toynbee & Walker, 2020). 

Changes in the economic and so-
cial environment facing cities are rais-
ing important issues for the way that the 
age-friendly movement might progress 
over the next decade. To consider these, 
the next section of the paper identifies 
a number of areas for development, 
grouped under the following headings: 
linking age-friendly work with urban 
policies and movements, focusing on 
social inequality, acknowledging di-
versity around health issues, securing 
innovation in work within neighbor-
hoods, and strengthening research pro-
grams on age-friendly issues. 

Linking Age-Friendly Work with 
Urban Policies and Movements
A starting point for extending the scope 
of age-friendly activity would be to 
strengthen collaboration with move-
ments that are campaigning to improve 
urban environments. The growth of 
age-friendly work has been led in Eu-
rope mainly by departments within lo-
cal government; in other countries (e.g., 
the US), non-governmental organiza-
tions (e.g., AARP) play a more influen-
tial role. Although this has led to a sig-
nificant expansion in projects, the range 
of partnerships with non-age-related 
organizations, such as property devel-
opers and the business sector more gen-
erally, has been limited. This was less an 
issue when economic conditions were 
favorable for developing age-friendly 
programs; however, financial pressures 

on cities have created a need for forg-
ing a broader range of partnerships as a 
means of protecting existing resources 
and accessing additional resources. 

One response would be to es-
tablish links with groups working on 
initiatives such as smart cities, healthy 
cities, resilient, and sustainable cities 
(Ramaswami et al., 2016; UN-Habitat, 
2016). The age-friendly movement has 
been weakened, it might be argued, 
by operating separately from other 
urban projects, with the division be-
tween healthy and age-friendly cities 
programs—both WHO-sponsored—as 
an example. Moreover, encouraging 
links between different urban pro-
grams might help expand the range 
of age-friendly interventions. For ex-
ample, ideas from the smart and sus-
tainable cities movement around sup-
porting alternatives to cars, increasing 
energy efficiency, and reducing pol-
lution, should also be a central part of 
making cities age-friendly. Engagement 
with this type of work has the potential 
to produce further resources for the 
movement and add to the sustainability 
of existing projects. 

In addition, the concept of 
age-friendliness needs to be developed 
in a way that recognizes the complexity 
of the urban environment and its influ-
ence across different phases of the life 
course. While the trend toward urban 
living is worldwide, the pattern of urban 
growth demonstrates considerable vari-
ation: a mix of expanding and declining 
cities (in terms of population size) in 
the Global North and accelerating ur-
banization in Africa and Asia. Securing 
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age-friendliness in the context of the 
rise of mega-cities and hyper-cities pro-
vides another variation (UN, 2018). At 
the same time, processes for developing 
age-friendliness will need radical adap-
tation given the type of urban expan-
sion prevalent in parts of Southern Asia 
and sub-Saharan Africa (UN-Habitat, 
2012). Population growth in these con-
tinents has taken place largely through 
the rise of so-called slums, many of 
which are located on the periphery 
of capital cities (Davis, 2006; Mayne, 
2017). The problem of reaching older 
people and migrants who are aging in 
place, albeit housed in temporary ac-
commodation bereft of basic facilities, 
underlines the need for new models of 
intervention that can respond to the 
highly unequal contexts experienced by 
urban elders across the work.

Challenging Social Inequality
A second area for development con-
cerns grounding age-friendly work in 
policies that challenge social inequality. 
A key task for future activity must be to 
ensure equal access to basic necessities 
for daily living and the decision-making 
processes underpinning urban life, ex-
plicitly addressing gender, social class, 
ethnic and other inequalities affect-
ing the older population (see, further, 
Kelly, Dannefer & Masarweh 2018). 
In the Global North, the age-friend-
ly brand has been adopted in various 
guises in (mainly) white communities, 
but is much less evident among black 
and minority ethnic groups (Lehning 
et al., 2017). However, it is precise-
ly the latter that experience the most 
disadvantaged and least age-friendly 

communities. It will be difficult to take 
age-friendly policies seriously unless 
there is closer engagement with those 
neighborhoods and groups of older 
people that are abandoned in the face 
of urban change (Scharf & Phillipson, 
2005). Acknowledging social and eth-
nic diversity is thus an important issue 
for the age-friendly movement to ad-
dress (Gonyea & Hudson, 2015). The 
implications are wide-ranging, includ-
ing responding to different cultural in-
terpretations of what age-friendliness 
might mean; shaping policies around 
the needs of particular groups with 
contrasting migration histories and life 
course experiences; recognizing dis-
tinctive forms of inequality experienced 
by particular ethnic groups, notably in 
areas such as health, income, and hous-
ing; and understanding the impact of 
racism on communities and the chal-
lenge this presents for the achievement 
of successful age-friendly work. 

As well as identifying and an-
alyzing inequities between different 
groups of older people and neighbor-
hoods, there is also a need to identify 
viable and effective strategies, interven-
tions, and actions to tackle such dispar-
ities. The potential of age-friendly cities 
to reduce health and social inequalities 
at the local level is highlighted by Ken-
dig and Phillipson (2014). However, 
systematic monitoring and evaluation 
are necessary to determine which strat-
egies are most appropriate and the type 
of resources required that can support 
such work. 

Developing effective responses to 
inequality will almost certainly require 
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stronger linkages between different lev-
els of age-friendly work: macro (e.g., 
government), meso (e.g., corporations, 
municipal authorities), and micro (e.g., 
neighborhood). Case studies of cities 
in the WHO global network (WHO, 
2018) confirm that, to date, there has 
been considerable success in securing 
support at the meso and macro lev-
els—financial and administrative—for 
age-friendly initiatives (notably around 
areas such as social isolation and lone-
liness). However, age-friendly work has 
been much less successful in attracting 
the interest of key government depart-
ments, e.g., in areas such as econom-
ic development, transport, and urban 
planning. Such attention will clearly be 
necessary if the movement is to avoid 
the danger of economic and social in-
equalities limiting the range and effec-
tiveness of initiatives.

Acknowledging Diversity  
in Health Issues
The diversity of health issues experi-
enced by older people also raises im-
portant issues for age-friendly work. A 
relevant question here is do age-friendly 
initiatives reach out to people with all 
types of health conditions or are they fo-
cused predominantly on the “healthy,” 
i.e., those involved in different forms of 
“active aging” (Golant, 2014)? To date, 
it is the latter who have dominated the 
development of the movement. But this 
raises questions about whether the goal 
is to create inclusive rather than exclu-
sive communities (Gonyea & Hudson, 
2015). If the former, then age-friend-
ly initiatives must have the capacity to 
support people diagnosed as frail or 

with dementia and associated condi-
tions (Grenier, 2007). This would argue 
against the trend of developing sepa-
rate dementia-friendly communities or  
similar. Rather, the approach should ac- 
knowledge the variety of groups for 
whom age-friendly issues are relevant, 
and the need to build environments 
that support and reflect the diversity of 
conditions in middle and later life. 

Widening Participation
Consideration is also needed when 
reaching out to groups that may be 
disengaged from age-friendly issues. 
To date, the movement has—in many 
urban areas—drawn upon organiza-
tions already involved in campaigns on 
issues affecting older people, such as 
voluntary bodies working on behalf of 
older people, pensioner action groups, 
and carer organizations (Steels, 2015). 
But these may have limited connections 
to organizations representing black and 
minority ethnic groups, the LGBTQ 
community, women’s groups, and faith-
based organizations. Each of these will 
be affected by age-related issues in dif-
ferent ways: Their involvement could 
make a substantial contribution to cre-
ating a more inclusive and representa-
tive age-friendly movement.

 The variety of groups within the 
older population is likely to mean that 
the process of developing age-friend-
ly communities will involve reconcil-
ing conflicting interests and concerns 
(Moulaert & Garon, 2015). This sug-
gests the need for methods of commu-
nity engagement that will work with the 
range of concerns affecting different 
age groups. An example of such an ap-
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proach is that of coproduction (Buffel, 
Skyrme, & Phillipson, 2017). Copro-
duction builds on a partnership among 
older people, their families, communi-
ties, and statutory and non-statutory or-
ganizations that work together to devel-
op research and a shared understanding 
and to design, develop, and deliver op-
portunities, projects, and solutions pro-
moting social and political change (Sanz 
et al., 2015). The ultimate goal is to facil-
itate different forms of community em-
powerment and to allow individuals and 
groups to organize and mobilize them-
selves toward social action.

Encouraging Innovations  
within Neighborhoods
Attention must also be given to devis-
ing new ways of delivering age-friendly 
interventions at a neighborhood lev-
el. The age-friendly domains put for-
ward by the WHO provide a valuable 
framework for developing ideas and 
initiatives. The weakness of current 
work, however, relates to uncertainty 
about the best measures to assist the 
implementation of projects, how best 
to target isolated groups, how to in-
volve minority groups, and how to en-
sure the sustainability of projects. Some 
organizational developments (notably 
in the US) that emerged outside the 
age-friendly movement merit closer 
consideration: for example, the Village 
model and Naturally-Occurring Re-
tirement Communities. The former is 
a grassroots approach that engages old-
er community residents in developing 
membership associations that provide 
supportive services and social activi-
ties. The latter represent partnerships 

between statutory and voluntary bodies 
to enhance services for older people liv-
ing in geographically defined areas with 
relatively high densities of older adults 
(Greenfield et al., 2012; Scharlach, 
2012; Scharlach & Lehning, 2013). The 
effectiveness of these approaches needs 
to be tested in more detailed research 
than presently exists (see, for exam-
ple, Graham et al., 2014); there is also 
the problem (notably with the Village 
movement) of membership being re-
stricted to financially more secure older 
adults, with notable underrepresenta-
tion of minority groups. Nonetheless, 
testing these and similar models might 
be a valuable way of devising ways of 
translating the ideals of age-friendly 
work into sustainable projects within 
neighborhoods.

Strengthening Research Programs 
on Age-Friendly Issues
Finally, the age-friendly movement has  
developed at a rapid rate, notably 
through the stimulus of the WHO Glo-
bal Network and other international 
organizations. But this has occurred in 
the absence of research regarding the 
effectiveness and impact of such work: 
whether it benefits some groups rather 
than others, what contribution it makes 
to the wellbeing of older people, wheth-
er it leads to improvements in urban 
design, and whether it strengthens sup-
port networks within neighborhoods. 
Establishing answers to these questions 
will be vital if local authorities and cit-
ies are to extend financial support to 
age-friendly programs. In addition to 
measuring the impact of interventions, 
there is also a need for building pro-
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cess evaluation activities into program 
implementation, using these to con-
duct continuous quality improvement 
(Greenfield et al., 2015). Encouraging 
comparative studies examining the var-
ious approaches to building age-friend-
ly communities in different social, po-
litical, and economic contexts should 
also be an important element of future 
work (Moulaert & Garon, 2016). There 
is also an urgent need for research on 
building age-friendly communities in 
the Global South, recognizing the dis-
tinctive pressures arising from rapid ur-
banization, migration, and the impact 
of climate change.

Given the need for a stronger 
emphasis on research, a key task for the 
age-friendly movement will be to create 
stronger linkages with academic insti-
tutions and researchers from multiple 
disciplinary perspectives. One way for-
ward could be through the development 
of an international research network, 
pioneering new research, technology, 
and solutions across a range of aging-re-
lated domains and supporting the re-
search side of GNAFCC’s policy work. 
An important role for such a research 
network would be to bring together ac-
ademics from existing research centers 
supporting age-friendly issues, encour-
age the development of early-career re-
searchers specializing on age-friendly 
issues, develop work on specific themes 
(e.g., the impact of gentrification, issues 
affecting migrant groups), and devel-
op new methodological approaches for 
evaluating the benefits or otherwise of 
age-friendly interventions. This will be 
especially important to justify future 
funding for new age-friendly initiatives 

in times of austerity where the ability to 
demonstrate social and economic im-
pact has become ever more important. 

Conclusion

The development of the age- 
friendly movement must now 
be considered an important di-

mension of public policy, reflected in 
the work of numerous organizations 
working at local, regional, national, and 
international levels. The movement has 
been able to achieve significant progress 
within a relatively short space of time. It 
has been able to develop a broad global 
policy response to the forces associated 
with urbanization and aging, encour-
aging and enabling cities and commu-
nities worldwide to develop and adapt 
age-friendly programs within their lo-
cal neighborhoods. The WHO has pro-
vided a global network of support and 
dialogue between different cities and 
communities, in association with part-
ners such as AARP and Age Platform 
Europe. Importantly, the WHO has de-
veloped an influential framework for 
action with its emphasis on areas such 
as the built environment, transporta-
tion, housing, and social participation.

But while the age-friendly proj-
ect has made significant progress as a 
global movement, important issues—
as highlighted in this paper—remain 
to be addressed. Most urgently, there 
is the question of how this type of ac-
tivity can sustain itself within the con-
text of austerity and budget cuts facing 
cities and communities, which have a 
direct impact on many of the services 
on which older people rely. Unless this 
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issue is addressed at a global, national, 
and regional level, the sustainability 
of age-friendly work is placed in some 
doubt. There is, at the same time, a 
broader issue surrounding the inclusiv-
ity of the age-friendly project. Although 
the movement has placed older people 
at the center of various initiatives, there 
has been a failure (as argued in this pa-
per) to acknowledge the full diversity 
of aging experiences. Examples include 
the marginalization of many black and 
minority ethnic groups and those with-
in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexu-
al, and queer community. More gener-
ally, the social exclusion experienced by 
many groups in urban areas—for exam-
ple, migrants, refugees, and the rapidly 
expanding number of people without a 
home—have been largely ignored with-
in the age-friendly movement. Given 
the pressures associated with global-
ization and economic recession, ad-
dressing social exclusion will be crucial 
to the successful development of the 
age-friendly project. 

One response to this point might 
be to argue that the debate around 
age-friendly cities has created an im-
portant agenda for rethinking the way 
we both live in and manage our urban 
environments. Some of the questions 
being raised include do older people have 
a “right” to a share of urban space? How 
can the resources of the city be best used 
to benefit the lives of older people? Is the 
idea of age-friendly caring communities 
compatible with modern urbanization? 
However, in addition to these ques-
tions, we might note some fundamental 
issues that the age-friendly movement 
is likely to face in the next phase of its 

development. These can be summa-
rized in terms of whether the idea of 
age-friendliness will progress mainly as 
a form of branding for cities concerned 
with improving their status in compari-
son with other cities. Alternatively, will 
the movement begin to engage with 
the serious problems facing urban en-
vironments, such as widening inequal-
ities, problems of homelessness, and 
the lack of affordable housing? These 
issues have the potential to undermine 
interventions aimed at improving the 
lives of older people; they will almost 
certainly need a stronger response than 
presently exists from those involved in 
age-friendly work.

Dawson (2017) identifies the rise 
of what he terms “extreme cities,” with a 
new precariousness to urban life given 
the impact of climate change-induced 
disasters. Evidence already exists re-
garding the disproportionate impact 
of hurricanes (Katrina in New Orleans 
in 2005), heat waves (Chicago in 1995, 
France in 2003), and tsunamis (Tōhoku, 
Japan in 2011) on older people. Such 
examples underline the need to re-
think approaches to age-friendly work 
in the context of increasingly unequal 
cities facing environmental and related 
threats. The question arising from this 
can be defined as how can movements 
representing aging and urban interests 
work together to resolve some of the ma-
jor issues facing society? Age-friendly 
initiatives could drive forward new 
ideas relating to improving urban envi-
ronments (e.g., highlighting the impact 
of pollution), developing new forms of 
community organization and solidar-
ity (food and energy co-operatives), 
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and supporting intergenerational co-
hesion (e.g., older people working with 
younger people in schools and other 
organizations). The argument is that 
doing age-friendly work also means 
recognizing and challenging the wider 
inequalities and injustices that affect 
city life. Standing apart from these will 
inevitably limit the scope both of the 
age-friendly movement and many other 
campaigns working to improve the lives 
of those living in cities. 

In conclusion, there is consider-
able scope for the age-friendly move-
ment to contribute to a more equal geo-
graphical distribution of society’s wants 
and needs, such as access to health and 
social services, community support, 

good air quality, and inviting public 
spaces. Questions of accessibility, hous-
ing and transport equity, and walkability 
can all be seen as important dimensions 
of the distribution of spatial resources. 
However, the age-friendly approach 
has yet to develop policies that can pre-
vent or reduce the inequalities asso-
ciated with urban living, especially as 
regards their impact on neighborhoods 
in which people may spend the majori-
ty of their lives. Ensuring spatial justice 
(Soja, 2010) for different groups of old-
er people should, therefore, become a 
crucial part of the age-friendly debate, 
with strategies that enable communities 
to increase control over the conditions 
that shape their lives representing a key 
task for public policy.
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