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O ve rvie w of Pro je ct 

• First re search p ro ject to  extensive ly examine
old e r ad ult p lay and  the  b uilt environment.

• The  g o a ls o f Ag ing  Playfu lly a re  to :

(1) Deve lop  a concep tual framework and  p ractical
g uid e line s of o ld e r ad ult p lay.

(2) Analyze  the  sp atial d istrib ution of p lay
infrastructure .

(3) De te rmine  the  p o litical and  social accep tab ility
and  feasib ility of future  o ld e r ad ult p lay
inte rventions.

(4) Deve lop  recommend ations for p lanning  and
p ub lic health p o licy.



Introd uction

• Around  the  world  p op ulations are  ag ing  rap id ly.

• Canad ians 65 years of ag e  and  o ld e r currently
make  up  1 8 % of the  national p op ulation, and  b y
2068 that numb er is exp ected  to  rise  to  3 0 %1.

• Simultaneously more  p eop le  are  living  in citie s
than eve r b e fore .

• The re fore , m o re  p e o p le  a re  ag ing  in  cit ie s.

• Howeve r, citie s we re  no t d e sig ned  to  mee t the
need s of an ag ing  p op ulation.



Social Iso lation & Lone line ss

• O ne  of the  most p revalent challeng es of
g rowing  o ld e r is social iso lation and  lone line ss.

• As p eop le  ag e , the ir p hysical and  cog nitive
world s can shrink as they b ecome  increasing ly
like ly to  exp e rience  imp airment and /or red uced
mob ility2.

• Inte ractions b e tween p hysical and  social
e nvironments and  ind ivid ual comp e tencie s can
p rod uce  a limiting  environment that can re sult in
d ecreased  p hysical and  mental we llb e ing 3,
furthe r p ushing  an o ld e r ad ult into  the
exp e rience  of social iso lation.



Be yond  Acce ss

• Ag e-friend ly p lanning  has emerg ed  as a
d iscourse  for inte rventions to  p romote  enab ling
environments b y minimizing  the  risks associated
with ag ing 4.

• Howeve r, the re  is more  to  inclusive  d e sig n than
just caution and  acce ss.

• Built and  social environments can b e  d e sig ned
to  op timize  op p ortunitie s for o ld e r ad ult
we llb e ing , no t only to  minimize  risk.

• These  enab ling  environments can d o  more  than
minimize  risk, they can g ene rate  p lay.
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Play   

• Play as a sp ontaneous and  creative  b ehaviour is
we ll suited  to  comb at o ld e r ad ult lone line ss.

• Play imp roves community re lationship s and
increase s social cap ital and  social connections5.

• O nly recently has p lay emerg ed  as an urb an
d esig n consid e ration cap ab le  of imp roving
inte ractions and  exp e riences with the  b uilt
environment, and  thus far is limited  to  the  child -
friend ly context6.

• Lead ing  us to  q uestion: “What environments do
olde r adults find  p layful?”



Sociosp atial Environme ntal We llb e ing  +
Play Conce p tual Frame work 

By d e tailing  the  the ore tical 
re lationship s b e twe e n 
ind ivid uals and  the ir 
surround ing s and  d e lineating
how the se  re lationship s 
contrib ute  to  limiting  or 
e nab ling  e nvironme nts, the  
co nce p tua l fram e w o rk 
se rve s a s a  to o l tha t  can  b e  
use d  b y p lanne rs and  
p o licy m ake rs to  re va lua te  
p e rce p tio ns o f o ld e r ad u lt  
in te ractio n  w ith  the  lo ca l 
e nviro nm e nt. 















Me thod olog y 
• Case  stud y of Canad a’s d emog rap hically o ld e st

city: Victoria, BC.

• 14 p articip ants we re  se lected  to  take  p art in the
p articip atory p hotovoice  exe rcise .

• Photovoice  allows the  re searche r to  view the
p henomenon of p lay throug h the  p e rsp ective  or “lens”
of the  p articip ant7,8.

• Particip ants we re  asked  to  cap ture  p hotos of
e nvironments that (1 ) enab le  them to  p lay; o r (2 ) limit
the ir ab ility to  p lay.

• A se rie s of focus g roup s we re  he ld  in which
p articip ants shared  the ir p hotos/exp e riences.



Pre liminary Re sults



“I g ue ss as a se nior we  mad e
it this far without major 
d isaste rs, that w e ’re  no t 
w anting  to  invite  ano the r 
o ne  g o ing  in to  d ang e ro us 
e nviro nm e nts as our 
reactions are n’t q uite  as 
q uick, o r no t as ag ile  as we  
once  we re , o r thoug ht we  
we re .”



“I lo ve  to  g o  to  p lace s w he re  yo u  can  
sto p  and  visit  w ith  d o g s and  g o  with 
my d aug hte r and  he r d og s for 
examp le . But the re 's actually no  
walking  p ath…I would n't b e  ab le  to  
walk into  it. It’s just an examp le  of an 
area that ob viously wasn't p lanne d  for 
o ld e r p e op le , o r acce ssib le  walking . It’s 
nature , and  it's nice  that the re 's no t a 
lo t o f concre te  b e cause  I d on't like  
p lace s full o f concre te , b ut a  p a th  
d o e sn ' t  re q u ire  a  lo t  o f tho ug ht.”



“This one , I like , p articularly, 
b e cause  in it you can se e  a 
p athway to  the  b each. And  
the n it’s just kind  of the  jo y, 
the re ’s flowe rs, and  the  id ea
of, you know, the re ’s 
o p p o rtun ity the re , on the  
b each to  throw stone s… 
The re  we re  some  o the r 
p icture s of the  b each or 
p icture s of the  b ike  p ath 
the re , b ut it d id n’t as clearly 
show varie ty of – like  yo u  
co u ld  p ick yo ur se tt ing .”



“I’ve  se e n p e op le  
the re  p laying . I mean
you can p lay 
che cke rs; you could  
e ve n d o  it with some  
stone s, rig ht. That 
would  re q uire  saying
to  a frie nd , “He y 
le t ’s g o  p lay, it ’s 
b e au tifu l”. Grab  a  
co ffe e .”



“I think it’s really imp ortant that you d o  
make  it inclusive . The re 's a lo t o f se niors 
whose  you know child re n, g rand child re n 
are  not around . The y're  he re , iso late d  and  
p ub lic sp ace , o r p ub lic g a the ring  sp ace  is 
im p o rtant  to  b e  inclusive  to  a ll. I d on't 
have  child re n or g rand child re n, b ut I love  
watching  child re n. And  to  b e  p layful in the  
p ub lic sp ace  whe re  most of our live s as 
se niors we 're  iso late d  from the  young e r 
se t. And  I just  lo ve  to  e ng ag e  the  m any 
d iffe re nt ag e s is what I consid e r kind  of 
p layful you know?”



Enab ling  Environme nts 

Natura l “It was just this se nse  of re b irth and  a se nse  of oh, this is wond e rful. I can sit 
and  p lay b y just watching  this – watching  nature  as it’s slowly coming  b ack”

Multi-Use
“ You can e njoy the  b each d own he re , a little  b it furthe r d own you can e ve n 
launch a b oat if you want to. And  you can walk all around . You can walk in the
g rass. You can sit, you can d o  whate ve r.” 

So cia l/ In te rg e ne ra tio na l/ Co m m una l

“I may only se e  one  o the r p e rson b ut at least I had  e ye  contact ab ove  the  mask. 
So  to  b e  ab le  to  commune , and  communicate  with o the r p e op le  was a b ig  
thing  for me .”
“The  social comp one nt of my p lay is critical” 

Le a rn ing  /  Pro g ram m ing
“Learning  I find  to  b e  a b ig  p art of my kind  of p lay. I want to  b e  learning
some thing .” 

No sta lg ic
“I always as a child , love d  to  b e  in the  wood s. And  so  this is a way of d oing  it, 
only as an o ld e r ad ult.” 
“Watching  p e re nnials come  up  in the  sp ring , that was a g ood  time  in my life .”

Sa fe  /  Acce ssib le

“The y’re  frie nd ly e nvironme nts…you d on’t have  to  worry ab out traffic or 
crossing  b usy road s at all, o r d ealing  with cars.” 
“I like  it b e cause  it’s acce ssib le . I can walk the re  and  walk home . I d o  have  a 
b alance  issue  so  I like  flat thing s.” 

In te ractive
“Game s that are  on the  tile  and  the  p ave me nt that you can stop  at or 
some thing  that you can inte ract with.” 

Am e nitie s 
“Pub lic one s (washrooms) would  facilitate  a lo t more  outd oor and  more
p rolong e d  activity.”



Limiting  Play Environme nts 

Dang e ro us 
“The re  are  b ike  lane s along  the re , b ut the  traffic is so  fast. It is like  a straig ht 
stre tch and  e ve ryb od y’s g oing  70 km an hour, so  I try to  avoid  that one . The re  is 
nothing  p layful ab out that sp e e d .” 

Stre ssfu l 
“The  cars are  flying  b y so  fast. It’s like  you’ve  g ot to  have  your wits ab out you 
e ve ry minute .”

Dis-o rg an ize d
“The  cond os, most of the  thing s that are  b uilt are  ad  hoc, like  the  d e sig n…it’s 
so  b ad ly d e sig ne d  it’s not human, and  it’s not mad e  to  e nhance  p lay.” 

Exclusive  
“Going  d own the  road  and  you’re  looking  throug h the  house s at the  b eautiful 
wate r out the re  and  the re ’s no  way to  g e t to  it. You’re  g oing  d own the  road  and  
it’s all p rivate  p rop e rty.” 

Inacce ssib le  
“Historically whe re  I would  have  thoug ht ab out g oing  to  p lay, I ne ve r g o  to  
those  p lace s anymore . The y’re  just no t acce ssib le  to  me , and  I would n’t find  
the m e njoyab le .”

No ise  Po llu tio n  
“Walking  along  b usy stre e t, e ve n on a sid e walk with imp aire d  hearing , walking  
with frie nd s, it’s more  d ifficult to  hear the m…I avoid  walking  on those  just 
b e cause  of the  noise  le ve l.” 

Co nstra ine d  
“It’s really hard  b e cause  the y d on’t have  much sp ace  to  d o  anything  in the ir 
laye rs of ap artme nts.”



Summary  

Play as an inte rvention, p lay as an activity, and p lay as a state of
b e ing , all have an imp ortant ro le in how p eop le inte ract with the ir
environment, with each othe r and with themse lve s.

Even a small inte rvention in p ub lic sp ace may ve ry we ll exp and a
social and sup p ort ne twork, comb at social iso lation, cultivate a
sense of b e long ing , and p romote p hysical activity. Ab ove all p lay
can g ive p urp o se .

“It’s imp ortant that we  
b uild  thing s that b ring  

p e op le  tog e the r as 
op p ose d  to  se p arate .” 

Play a s an  in te rve ntio n

“For me  p lay is sing ing  ”

Play a s an  act ivity

“Play is to  g e t e ng rosse d
in what you’re  d o ing ” 

Play a s a  sta te  o f b e ing



Thank You! 
Que stions?

This re search was sup p orte d  b y the  Social Scie nce s and  Humanitie s Re search Council o f 
Canad a. 

Want to  learn more ? ag ing p layfu lly.ca
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