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Why Parks for Older
Adults? “andoiangs. | friendly <ooial meion

Parks represent valuable assets for

cities as they provide recreational
opportunities, serve as places for

social interaction and offer a natural
respite to urban dwellers.! Parks can be
particularly beneficial to older adults who
may be at risk for social isolation. Enumerating

the general characterist.ics _of “Age—Frieany” cities, | Figure 1 Age-friendly
the World Health Organization lists housing, transportation, city elements.
social participation, community support and health services, Credit: World Health
communication and information, social participation, civic participation Organization, 2007
and employment, and outdoor spaces and buildings, which include parks

and open spaces? (Figure 1).
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In addition to their increased risk for social isolation, elders face more
risk than other age groups for deteriorating physical and mental health
and sedentary lifestyles. According to the Administration on Community
Living (formerly Administration on Aging), about 30% of elders in

2010 were living alone, and among women over the age of 75 that
percentage was almost 50%.% Social isolation can lead to loneliness

and mental health problems experienced by some elders, who also
become more vulnerable to physical health issues and early death. Parks
can reduce the prevalence of social isolation, provide opportunities

for intergenerational interaction, and create a sense of place and
attachment. Indeed, parks can offer a great deal more than simply a
place to go outdoors. They provide settings where elders can interact
with other elders, exercise, visit together with their families, or tend to
their grandchildren.

Seniors and Parks 2



Figure 2: Garden of Hope at All Children's Hospital in Florida. Credit: All Children's Hospital
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People get emotional attachment to places other than their home,
sometimes referred to as “third spaces."* Older adults are more likely
than younger adults to have lived in a singular place for a long period
of time and consequently feel more attached®. If parks and other open
spaces are part of the third spaces for community elders, they can help
them develop a positive connection to their surrounding environment
and feel part of their community.

At the same time, the connection between people and nature is a

deep bond that reaches back thousands of years and has also been
associated with healing processes.® The healing power of nature extends
to both physical and mental health. Hospitals found that people with less
stress healed faster.” When people are under stress, the brain releases
cortisol. High cortisol levels in elders can cause decreases in learning
and memory and increase the risk for dementia and other cognitive
iImpairment.® Exposure to nature can reduce stress, thus improving
cognitive function and performance.® Since older adults are the most

at risk for such ailments, it is important to have spaces like parks and
greenery that allow for relaxation and stress reduction.
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Figure 3: Indoor chair
aerobics for seniors.

Credit: Prince George

County Dept. of Parks
and Rec

Despite the strong link between physical activity and health, older adults
represent the most inactive portion of the population. Physical activity
tailored to the needs of participants can benefit even the oldest and
most frail elders.'® A tailored physical activity regimen may even slow
the aging process."" Therefore, providing parks as a safe, welcoming
outlet for elders to exercise is of vital importance to their health and
quality of life,

Report Need and Purpose

Unfortunately, people over the age of 65 in the U.S. remain a highly
underserved group in regards to parks. This gap exists despite the many
benefits of parks, which among other things also include a positive
relationship between physical and emotional well-being. Additionally,
parks provide an opportunity to spend time in a natural setting and
undertake activities including exercising, gardening, walking or simply
meditating in nature.’”> Programming activities for seniors in parks, rather
than designing the parks with the seniors in mind, is the norm. Even

so, only a few parks offer senior-friendly programming or have senior
centers that offer recreational or educational programs, such as arts and
crafts, dancing, yoga, or aerobics. Often, seniors attend these programs



Figure 4: Outdoor
exercise classes for
senjors.

Credit: Marco Sarli
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inside buildings rather than in an outdoor environment. Indoor activities

have social, physical and intellectual benefits but these could be greatly

expanded by taking place in an outdoor setting, where elders can access
nature.

U.S. cities should design and program more senior-friendly open

spaces to fulfill the current unmet need and prepare for the growing
aging population. This report is a first step towards this direction.

It is designed to help planners, landscape architects, open space
advocates, senior citizen advocates, community groups, and government
organizations to better understand how urban parks and open spaces
can be appropriately designed to serve elders explicitly but also all
urbanites.

Many organizations recognize the need for focusing on older adults.
Individuals aged sixty and over currently represent approximately
eighteen percent of the population in the U.S., and that figure will
continue to grow. As shown in Figure 5, by the year 2050, T in 4 adults in
the United States will be over the age of sixty.

Organizations such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and the
American Planning Association (APA) try to respond to this demographic
change through efforts to understand and accommodate "aging in
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Figure 5: Percentage of people over 60 in the U.S.: 1900-2050. Credit: Administration on Aging
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place" and create "age-friendly" cities.” These efforts include open
space as an important element of the urban form but provide little

detail on how to design it in order to better fit the needs of older adults.
Older adults are not a homogeneous group, which only adds to the
challenge. Their patterns of use and preferences about open spaces are
influenced by socio-demographic and cultural characteristics.' Yet, little
knowledge exists about the needs and preferences of different groups of
older adults in regards to neighborhood open space or the influence of
objective and subjective features of the neighborhood built environment
on their physical activity patterns (e.g., walkable streets, availability

and proximity of parks and recreational facilities, availability of exercise
equipment, pedestrian amenities including sidewalks or footpaths,
adequate lighting, and intersection crossing features; aesthetics such as
foliage, pleasant scenery).'

Thus, the purpose of this report is to identify and to compile information
from different sources about the needs and preferences of older

adults in regards to open space and synthesize it in the form of design
guidelines for senior-friendly open spaces in cities.



Figure 6: St. Barnabas
Senior Center.

Credit: Liz Devietti
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Data Sources

The report that follows draws information
from different sources to understand how
parks can be best designed for elders.
First, we undertook a systematic review of
the scholarly literature from different fields
(including public health, gerontology, urban
planning, landscape architecture, urban design, and

leisure studies) to identify research relevant to the intersection of elders,
parks, and physical activity. Second, we reviewed professional reports of
agencies, planning departments, and parks and recreation departments,
as well as articles and blogs on two particular topics: 1) descriptions
and evaluations of parks built for elders around the world; and 2) toolkits
and "how-to" manuals for creating age-friendly built environments.
Third, we interviewed representatives from nine different local, state,
and federal agencies and organizations that focus on issues relating to
aging or parks and open space. The purpose of these interviews was to
identify the agency perspectives and initiatives in regards to planning
and designing open spaces for older adults. Lastly, we conducted
eight focus groups with elders and their caregivers at St. Barnabas
Senior Citizen Center in the Westlake neighborhood of Los Angeles
to understand the elders' open space and physical activity needs and
preferences.



Report Structure

Following this introductory chapter, chapter 2 draws from the scholarly
literature in urban planning, recreation and leisure studies, physical
activity studies, psychology, and gerontology to assess what scholars
in these different disciplines tell us about the elders’ biological,
psychological, social, and physical activity needs for open space.

In addition to the scholarly literature, national, regional, and local
organizations focusing on issues related to aging or parks and open
space have important perspectives to add to this discussion and body

of knowledge. Thus, in chapter 3, we examine the perspectives and
policy initiatives of different agencies such as the Administration on
Community Living (formerly Administration on Aging), the American
Association of Retired Persons (AARP), the National Parks Service, the
California Department of Parks and Recreation, among others. Interviews
with agency staff gave us information about how they perceive the

open space needs of elders and what, if any, particular programs or
efforts they are undertaking to address these needs. Many interviewees
perceived the open-space aspirations of elders as similar to those of

the general population but saw their needs as requiring some additional
considerations. The principle of universal design, creating urban form
that is accessible to older people and people with and without disabilities

Figure 7: Strolling in the sun. Credit: Susan NYC




Figure 8: Hyde Park
Senior Playground,
London.

Credit: First News
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drives the programming considerations of many agencies including
National Parks Service's effort to bring park rangers to senior-citizen
centers and present programs as if the elders were in a park. The
representatives from these organizations emphasized that much more
can and should be done to serve older populations, and recognizing this
need is the first step in addressing it.

Some cities around the world are beginning to provide open space
opportunities directly targeted at older adults. However, these cities
are few and far between, and their practices are relatively unknown to
U.S. policymakers and municipalities. Indeed, little shared knowledge
exists about where these parks are located, what distinguishes them
from other parks, and how they are received by older adults. Chapter 4
highlights existing examples of "playgrounds for seniors” from places
around the world including Canada, Finland, Great Britain, Germany,
Spain, Japan, Singapore, and China. While a few existing domestic
examples complement the international examples, the former appear
to be earlier in the planning stage, yielding very few physical designs
to examine and share. Nevertheless, these early efforts may serve as
examples of how some cities around the world have been responding
to elders' needs for open space as well as passive and active recreation
outdoors.
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Figure 9: MacArthur
Park.

Credit; Liz Devietti

The relative lack of research about the open space needs of older adults
iIs accompanied by a complete lack of senior-friendly recreational and
park facilities in most U.S. cities. To make matters worse, a number

of American cities, including Los Angeles, suffer from an uneven
distribution of urban open space.'® Many researchers and open space
advocates have conducted analyses to examine various demographic
groups' access to open space. They have found that access varies
widely by neighborhood but largely corresponds with economic
prosperity.'” For example, many low-income neighborhoods in the
densely populated areas of Los Angeles have less than one acre of
park space per 1,000 residents,'® while only thirty percent of children in
the city have easy access to parks.'® Unfortunately, we have very little
knowledge of seniors' access to parks.

While in other parts of the world municipalities are providing open
spaces for their elders, most such efforts in the U.S. happen within

the private confines of a few senior citizen centers and facilities for
assisted living, not in public parks. As such, only a subset of older

adults can access them. Indeed, the provision of open space for elders
by the private or nonprofit sectors should be complemented by the
provision of municipal facilities or outdoor recreation areas with exercise
machines or other opportunities for physical activity, that are open and
accessible to all. There may be even opportunities for collaboration

10



Figure 10: Hongshan
Park.

Credit: Ciskavan Geer
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and synergy among public, private, and
nonprofit entities. One such example is in
the works in Los Angeles, where a nonprofit,
the Los Angeles Neighborhood Land Trust
(LNLT), is collaborating with the Los Angeles
County to acquire a parcel of land and convert
it into a park for older adults. The site is in
Westlake, a very dense, low-income neighborhood
of Los Angeles and in close proximity to St. Barnabas
Senior Citizen Center. The LNLT is looking for design
recommendations for how to make the park most appropriate for the
senior community. Currently, no explicit design recommendations exist.
The elders' voices and perspectives are rarely incorporated in the design
of built form. This report seeks to fill this void. Through a series of focus
groups with elders, family caregivers and staff at St. Barnabas, we have
collected information about the elders' open space needs, preferences,
and values about the forthcoming park. These appear in
chapter 5.

Lastly, chapter 6 synthesizes the information gleaned in this study
in ten overall objectives, specifically discussed in reference to how
open spaces for older adults should be designed. In this vein, the
chapter develops a series of design and policy suggestions and
recommendations.

11
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CHAPTER 2

THE ELDERS’
NEEDS FOR OPEN
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Figure 11: Socializing. Credit: Elaine Lee
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Literature Overview

The peer-reviewed literature on open space, physical activity, and
elders is relatively small. A systematic search of age and health-
related databases yielded a total of forty-four peer-reviewed articles

on the topic published between 1970 and 2013. Of these, twenty-two
were specific to elders, while the others were relevant to the general
population including elders. This elder-specific literature provides some
insight into elders' needs for open space and physical activity.

The core question for the literature review is: Do elders have different
open space and physical activity needs relative to younger persons?
This chapter will address this question empirically by examining the
scientific evidence for the elders’ unique needs relative to the rest of

the general population. Based on principles of gerontology or the study
of aging, theoretical and conceptual reasons exist as to why elders

may have distinct open space and physical activity needs relative to
other populations. Reviewing these principles provides a conceptual
framework for the subsequent review of the literature on the open space
needs of elders.
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Four major principles related to the study of aging include:

1. the almost universal preference of elders to "age in place,”
despite the intersection of aging and biological/health issues;

2. the psychological underpinnings of elders' need for
independence;?

3. the social and cultural diversity among elders as they age,
especially in relation to their risk for social isolation;® and

4. the inevitable, continued development of elders over their
life span in which they interact with their environment and
adapt and compensate for physical constraints attributable to
chronic disease and/or behavioral limitations.*

A Biopsychosocial Approach to Aging in Relation to
Open Space Needs

The first three principles discussed previously compose different parts
of a biopsychosocial approach,® which underscores that while human
aging has distinct biological, psychological, and social aspects, these
aspects overlap (see Figure 12). Thus, the interrelationships of the
three dimensions as they pertain to elders' open space needs must

be considered. While the evidence for elders' open space needs will

be presented sequentially according to these three dimensions, they
ultimately influence one another to the extent of being part of one
“whole"—the elder.
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Biopsychosocial Approach to Understanding Health

Gender Learning/memory
Physical lliness Attitudes/beliefs
Disability Personality

Behaviors
Emotions
Coping skills
Past trauma

Genetic vulnerability
Immune function
Neurochemistry
Stress Reactivity
Medication effects

Social supports
Family background
Cultural background
Social/economic status
Education

Figure 12: The biopsychosocial model of health. Credit: http://perspectivesclinic.com/health-psychology/

Biological Needs

Older adults prefer to "age in place,"® usually in their own homes.
However, their increased risk of developing health issues as they age
often challenges this preference. Open space and the positive influence
that it can have on elders' health may help elders continue to "age in
place." Moreover, neighborhood open spaces may also be considered

“places of aging" or locations outside of the home that also influence the

well-being and quality of life of elders.”®

Until 1946, the concept of health was generally defined as the absence
of disease or illness. In 1946, the World Health Organization (WHO)
broadened the definition to "a state of complete physical, mental, and
social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity."
In regards to needs for open space, elders express their physical health

needs in the context of more subtle mental and emotional health needs.

Thus, a study from Bogota, Columbia, found that elders' perception of
safety in neighborhoods was strongly related to self-reported physical

Seniors and Parks
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Figure 13: Grand
Park.

Credit: Waltarrrrr
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health status.'® A similar finding was observed by a study in Great
Britain that also found a positive association between feelings of safety
in neighborhood open space and life satisfaction.!" In focus group
discussions of age-friendly neighborhoods in Edmonton, Canada, elders
mentioned safety and security along with good accessibility and places
to rest as desirable park characteristics.'” Elders with dementia and their
caregivers reported in focus groups how aspects of outside spaces can
be therapeutic (e.g., feeling "free") but also frightening (e.qg., getting lost
or becoming disoriented about location and direction). Elders in this
study made special mention of their and their family's anxiety if they
end up in an unfamiliar environment without quides.'®* Researchers in
Helsinki, Finland designed an urban park with the objective to maintain
the physical and mental ability of seniors. Key features sought to strike
a balance between their physical health needs (e.g., providing handrails,
lighting and benches) and mental/emotional needs (providing a safe
environment with maps and route markers).'* Another study in a nursing
home of Helsinki, Finland found that self-reported health of elders, a
major predictor of physical health outcomes, related positively to more
frequent visits to outdoor space with greenery.'® Indeed, researchers
have found that physical health benefits from outdoor space pertain

to even the frailest of older adults,'® especially if they raise feelings of
comfort, safety/security, and aesthetic pleasure.!’
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In another study, a systematic analysis of open spaces frequented

by older adults using observations and surveys enabled the
recommendation of ergonomic features.'® The researchers carefully
noted the "normal,” age-related biological changes with increasing age:
reduction in muscle strength; higher levels of fatigue; reductions in
agility, coordination, equilibrium, flexibility, joint mobility and increased
rigidity in the tendons. They detailed similar reductions in sensory
capacities of hearing and vision. Drawing from their findings, the
researchers suggested the use of contrasting colors on flooring and
benches, graphics in addition to words on signs, shorter paths, benches
optimized for accessibility (via wheelchair) and social interaction, part
shade/part sun so as to allow choice, and intermediate or low lighting
levels.' Interestingly, all ergonomic suggestions pertain directly to
normal aging, which is not a disease in and of itself, but, rather "wear
and tear."” Such recommendations become even more important for
elders with at least one chronic health condition/disease.

Another study from Great Britain found that aside from more general
preferences such as toilet facilities, trees, plants, and maintenance,
elders noted a strong preference for things to look at while in the park
and for limited traffic and lack of nuisance.?°?" Columbian elders also
noted a similar preference for limited vehicular traffic.??

In addition to park design features, the trip to or from the park should be
considered. Thus, having public transportation that is accessible (i.e.,
not too far from their homes) is especially important to disabled elders,
who also benefit from handicapped parking.?® Studies have found elders
expressing the desire of having parks in close proximity?* and even more
specifically, having “zebra-stripped crosswalks" in the route to an open
space or park.?® Researchers have warned that too many intersections
on the way to the park may cause fear among elders about pedestrian
traffic accidents.?®
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Figure 14: Wide,
smooth walkway.

Credit; Dave
Overcash

A study in the UK examining elders' ability to walk to the nearest open
space found a major gap: “A third of the sample could not walk more
than 10 yards (9 m), and only half could walk 100 yards (90 m); yet

only one-third had a bus stop, one-quarter a local park, and one-third a
local shop within this distance."?” Elders in Hong Kong reported similar
major issues in getting to/from a park mostly because of physical health
barriers.?

Psychological Needs

Choice is an important psychological need for elders. In fact, involving
elders in the planning of open space, parks, and/or physical activity
programs will help designers understand what motivates them, and how
they negotiate any leisure constraints.?? Allowing elders to give input and
express their preferences may facilitate "buy in" and use of their choices
for planning. More specifically, leisure service organizations should
focus on elders' motivations and negotiation strategies before, during,
and after implementing health programs.®® Many elders face increasing
leisure constraints because of health-related issues, so park planners
would be wise to help them negotiate between their motivation to go

to open spaces and their burgeoning constraints® as well as between
priorities and limited resources.®?33 One study in which elders were not
asked for input found that “if you build it..." (i.e., a recreation facility), they
will not necessarily come.?*
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Surviving to an old age requires resilience. One way elders may
maintain resilience is to cope with psychological needs by adapting

to the environment. With age, the fear of falling likely becomes

more pronounced as elders realize the difficulty of maintaining

physical stability in open spaces.®® Elders may, however, differ in their
expectations as to whether the environment should accommodate their
psychological fears of falling or they should adapt to the potential for
environmental risks and be extremely cautious.®®

Choice and a sense of control compose part of elders’ desire to be as
independent as possible. In relation to open space, elders’' priorities vary
by subgroups. Among elders living alone, distance to the park was more
important than other park features and facilities. Among elders with a
disability, having seating opportunities en route to the park was the most
important feature.®” However, independence may not reflect reality as no
one is completely independent of his/her context, including the elders.®
Further, independence could result in isolation and may not reflect the
diversity of elders' goals. Because of the risk of isolation, some elders
may prefer “interdependence” wherein they live independently but
somewhat depend on others for social interactions, rather than support
or assistance.

Social Needs

Elders have indicated that open spaces and parks should not be just for
physical exercise but may also be important social venues,**4% even for
elders with dementia.*' Indeed, social aspects of open space and park
use may be more important to some elders than physical amenities.*?
This preference may even be more intense in different seasons like
winter. Elders have been found to perceive open spaces as gathering
spaces, also referred to by some researchers as "third places” or
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Figure 15: Playing piano in Washington Square Park, NYC. Credit: Christopher Kostrzak
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“bumping places."? One researcher referred to the social aspects of
open spaces and parks as “natural neighborhood network."* However,
overcrowding or other social nuisances could interfere with elders'
tendency to spend more time observing nature.*

Some elders may prefer to be with peers only, while others may want to
by surrounded by other age groups as well. Thus, elders in a Montreal
study preferred their own peer groups when at the park,*® while elders

in the Netherlands were interested in having "other people” (from other
age groups) nearby.*” Researchers have suggested adding paved trails
and playgrounds as a way to increase physical activities as well as
family and intergenerational activities.*® Among ethnic elders in Chicago,
Hispanic and Asian elders preferred to go to parks with larger social
groups than Caucasian or African American elders.*

Social interaction positively affects quality of life and life satisfaction.®
Researchers have found significant positive effects of neighborhood
open space on life satisfaction and suggested that social interaction
may be one of several mechanisms explaining the relationship.®' But
perceiving open spaces and parks as social venues affects more than
the elders' experience of pleasure and "sociality.” Elders who visited

a park with a companion had better scores on physical health status,
including self-reported health and body mass index.*?
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Moore et al. (2010) explored how different types of social participation
associated with park use. They categorized elders into one of four
groups based on their formal or informal participation in social
organizations or networks and their instrumental (e.g., being local
leaders about community issues, etc.) or expressive orientation (e.g.,
having hobbies, belonging to religious organizations, etc.) in the social
organizations or networks. In all, they found that elders who were
engaged in expressive types of social organizations or networks used
parks more than those who were not.%

The biopsychosocial framework provides a way to examine the research
literature on open spaces and parks in relation to elders' biological/
physical, psychological, and social health needs. Open spaces and
parks may be considered more than a supplement or adjunct of elders'
homes to actual extensions of them. Further, such extension of home
may facilitate the physical and mental well-being, even for frail elders.
In fact, elders, themselves, often mentioned both their physical and
mental/emotional health needs and preferences in relation to open
space and parks as not just separate but interrelated dimensions of
their health. However, open spaces and parks should also be designed
in consideration of both the normal physical declines with age as well as
concomitant physical and mental diseases and disabilities.

Marketing principles for any product do better with consumer input.
Asking elders for their input about open space design provides them
with a sense of choice and control that supports their general need

to be independent or optimally interdependent. Honoring such needs
treats elders with the respect and dignity that they desire and deserve.
Perhaps less recognized in relation to physical and psychological health,
consideration of social health should also play an important role in the
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design of open spaces and parks for two reasons. First, elders' social
aspects of their health can be both a draw to and benefit from open
spaces and parks. Second, consideration of social well-being is a must,
as elders face increasing risk of social isolation that can, sadly, be
deadly.

A Person-Environment and Life Span Perspective on
Elders’ Needs for Physical Activity

The fourth principle related to the study of aging derives from two major
theories: the “person-environment theory” and the "life span theory.”
The first identifies how individuals do not operate in a vacuum but
constantly interact with their environment.®* The notion of “environment
is broad and does not only refer to the natural (i.e. nature) but also the
physical, cultural, and social environment. Ideally, individuals interact
with their environment in a manner that sustains a natural balance
relative to their needs and preferences.

Elders may become out of balance with their environment, if they
experience isolation from needed resources. Public support is growing
for the design of communities where, in contrast to more rural or
suburban settings, a variety of residences for elders and non-elders exist
around a town center.®® Mixed-use communities may provide elders with
more access to multiple resources, including open space for physical
activity, and help keep them in balance. In fact, heterogeneity in land use
positively associates with elders' use of parks.®®

As they age, elders risk additional wear and tear, which, in turn, makes

them susceptible to becoming out of balance with the environment. With
their own agency and self-direction, they may compensate for their
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Figure 16: Maple
Park

Credit; Liz Devietti

increasing biopsychosocial limitations by adapting to the demands
of the environment. Adaptability, however, should go both ways: the
environment should also be adapted to the elders' needs as they
continue to change and develop.

Elders and their aging processes evoke continual change. This brings
in the tenets of the life span theory, which purports that individuals
continue to develop and change over their life span. These two theories
represent ideal conceptual bases to examine the literature on elders’
physical activity needs since physical activity operates as a potential
mechanism for improving how elders interact with their environment
as well as how they adapt over time, despite the ongoing challenges of
living with multiple chronic diseases.

Physical Activity Needs

Although open spaces and parks may be enjoyed for passive recreation
and relaxation, much of the literature examines park features associated
with active use and/or physical activity. The most common type of
physical activity among older adults, regardless of age and other
sociodemographic attributes, is walking for exercise or transportation
purposes.®” The presence of walking paths or trails in a park or open
space positively associates with older adults’ physical activity.%® Certain
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open space and neighborhood features (e.qg., safety, connectivity, etc.),
associate with longer periods of walking among older adults, while
noisy traffic leads to less walking.5® Even the presence of opportunities
for walking has positive associations with physical health. Researchers
studying Japanese elders have noted a positive relationship between
availability of "walkable" green spaces and longevity.®® A survey
investigating the link between walking on streets in Schiedam,
Netherlands in relation to perceived attractiveness of a street found
elders commenting on both the positive (e.g. vegetation and greenery)
and negative (e.qg. litter) aesthetics of streets.®!

However, many elders do not have easy access to parks and open
spaces, which limits the frequency of park use. Indeed, a major
constraint to park use relates to the long distance of the park from the
elders' homes,®? and the farther the distance the lower the physical
activity of elders.®® Thus, elderly women were most likely to engage in
physical activity when they perceived themselves as being close to a
park.®* Among adults, including elders, who perceived a park as within
walking distance, park use declined with increasing age.®® In a study

of adults 65 years or older, researchers classified respondents into
“achievers" and "non-achievers"” based on their self-reported frequency
and intensity of physical activity. "Achievers” perceived themselves to
be close to a park, felt safe, and perceived having companionship and
social support.®® The presence of paved trails promoted physical activity
among a sample of adults that included elders, although they did not
distinguish elders' from other adults' physical activity levels.®’

Researchers have also examined the impact of age on physical activity

and park use. In a study examining the relationship between park use
and physical activity, elders were less likely than other adults to visit
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parks.®® A different study found that older adults have the lowest levels
of physical activity relative to other age groups.® Another study focusing
only on park use in relation to age found bimodal results among elders
compared to younger adults: the elders had the highest rates of the
lowest and highest use.”® However, the results were descriptive with no
tests for statistically significant differences, so these trends may be due
to chance alone.

A different study examined variables that may explain variations in the
frequency and duration of physical activity among older adults. One of
the main findings noted that age and gender affect overall participation
in physical activity as well as its frequency and duration.”” However,
some of the results contrasted with those of previous findings, indicating
that other factors (e.g. race/ethnicity, social support, personal traits etc.)
may also be at play. More indirectly, some have suggested that park use
may associate with physical activity. One study noted that older females
tend to use parks less, thus implying that older females may also need
special attention.”

Information also emerges about the preferences for physical activity
among older adults in parks. One large study including various age
groups found four groups of users: active health-oriented (i.e., activity-
focused such as strolling or sports), active socially-oriented (i.e., focused
on family activities), passive local (i.e., not focused on any particular
activity and preferred local parks), and moderate (i.e., average overall

in terms of preferred park location, features, and activities and needed
public transportation)” and suggested unique needs (i.e., health,
socializing, or relaxation) that may motivate elders. Park use among
elders varies by ethnicity, with some groups preferring to use parks that
had a social milieu and others using certain park facilities more than
others.™ These findings point to the inherent diversity of elders in terms
of their preference for park use and physical activity.
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Figure 17: Senior
sport zone by
Lappset.

Credit: Lappset

Specifically in relation to physical activity programming, one study
recommended more attention to ethnic minority issues and diverse
activity programs for elders.” Physical activity programs could even
help increase awareness of parks and open spaces among ethnic
minority elders.”®’" Diversity among elders extends beyond age, gender,
and ethnicity to level of disability. For elders with functional limitations,
the presence of walking areas, handicapped parking, and public
transportation affect physical activity.”® Finally, diversity among elders
also pertains to their socioeconomic status, including their education
levels. Thus, a study on the relationship between socioeconomic status
and physical activity among individuals in general, found that elders with
lower educational levels may need more information about the benefits
of physical activity, and more effort is needed to bolster their self-
efficacy in physical activity.”

Conclusion

In all, examining the research on physical activity and elders in the
context of open spaces and parks from a “person-environment”
perspective and life span theory suggests several points for further
consideration. First, walking is the most common physical activity for
elders in relation to open spaces; both in the park and also to reach the
park. Second, distance to parks affects the elders' use. Third, compared

to other age groups, evidence suggests lower physical activity levels.
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Fourth, demographic characteristics of elders associate with physical
activity and park use in varied ways suggesting a diversity of motivation
to engage in physical activity and park use. The last two points indicate
the diversity of ways that agency and self-direction among elders affect
their use of open spaces and parks. Fifth, the existing dearth of physical
activity and other park programs may serve to draw elders to open
spaces and parks, but these programs need to cater to their diverse
needs and preferences. The impending need for more programming may
indicate a general misunderstanding about how programs may facilitate
the continued development and sustenance of elders' health and well-
being. Planners and landscape architects should take into consideration
the above points in designing parks. Further, programming for elders in
open spaces and parks may serve more than just a source of physical
activity but also as a multi-dimensional, contextual mechanism for
health promotion and disease prevention.

In conclusion, the scientific literature on elders' need for and use of
parks and open space suggests nuances that are unique to the aging
population but not incompatible with younger age groups. Urban
planners, landscape architects and policy makers do not need to
explicitly create parks and open spaces for elders, but, rather, seek
elders' participation with them, given their inherent geographical,
demographic, and health diversity. For all age groups, health pertains to
biological, psychological, and social factors, but elders, in particular, face
higher risks for declining health. Thus, parks and open spaces provide
much more for elders than just sources of recreation; they provide a
means to improve and/or sustain their health and well-being.
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Figure 18: Older adults enjoying open space. Credit: Benjamin Bertsch
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Interview Overview

To better understand the current policy initiatives and open space needs
of older adults, we conducted interviews with representatives from local,
state, and federal agencies focusing on issues related to aging or open
space. More specifically, we interviewed nine individuals representing
the following organizations:

« Los Angeles Jewish Home

« ONEgeneration Adult and Child Daycare Facility

+ Los Angeles Neighborhood Land Trust

* Philadelphia Corporation for Aging

« California Department of Parks and Recreation (CDPR)

* National Park Service (NPS)

 Environmental Protection Agency's (EPA) Aging Initiative
+ Administration for Community Living (ACL)

+ American Association of Retired Persons (AARP)

These interviews shed light on the elders' needs regarding open
space and physical activity, changes in such needs over time, type
of open space initiatives or programming currently offered by these
organizations, and emerging challenges.
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Figure 19:
Intergenerational
interaction.

Credit: Collied
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Elders’ Open Space Needs

In general, the elders' needs for open space
amenities parallel those of the general public with
some additional considerations. According to Jeff
Brown, Senior Landscape Architect, California Department
of Recreation and Parks:

“Seniors are looking for some of the same things that everyone
wants — safe places, places that offer opportunities for
contemplation, and open space where they can play with the
grandkids...They may stay away from loud musical events but still
desire and should be offered the same experience [as the general
public] within their capabilities.”

His department touts “universal access” as paramount — the approach
of creating places that encourage access and are purposely designed to
appeal to all users.

Kathy Sykes, Senior Advisor on Aging and Sustainability, Environmental
Protection Agency, explains that the physiology of aging generates
unique needs:

“As we age we have a loss of mobility and our motor system slows
down; vision isn't great as it was before. Thus, parks need to have
good signage with large fonts to help way-finding; they should not
have colors with little contrast. If there is a crosswalk nearby, the
countdown should be visible, and there should be both visual and
audible crosswalk signaling.”

Indeed, EPA's Aging Initiative stresses that accessibility to open spaces
is vital for older adults. Enhancing accessibility for elders should include
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Figure 20: Benches
in park.

Credit; Flickr user
red_Rock_moon

making the trip to and from the park easy for them. In addition, planners
should consider how the various design elements and programs offered
at the park can be better accessible to them, such as having restrooms
and drinking fountains easily available and accessible in the park.'

Thus, parks, in addition to good signage, should also have "wheelchair
accessibility, lighting at night, umbrellas, appropriate walking paths"?
and "more frequent rest stops, more shaded areas, [less steep] sloping
trails [and] less strenuous trails to accommodate those with less
strength.”® Additionally, park placement should be carefully considered
in relation to other facilities often used by seniors, such as churches and
community centers. As Katie Hirning, California State AARP Director,
notes:

"Parks are critical in how they associate with other spaces or
facilities used by seniors. For example, churches are very important
for the African-American and Latino communities. A church may
use the park to host an event, if the park has a center for seniors.
Libraries are also critically important for senior citizen gathering.
There needs to be a synergy between parks, churches, libraries, and
senior citizen centers.”

According to Mike Kim, Project Manager, Los Angeles Neighborhood
Land Trust — a nonprofit that creates parks in Los Angeles — senior
groups tend to request two things:

Seniors and Parks 38



Seniors and Parks

Figure 21: Clear
pathway in
MacArthur Park.

Credit; Liz Devietti

"Space where they can find respite (i.e., sit and feel safe enough to
people-watch or daydream), and spaces that allow senior-friendly
physical activity programs.”

He notes that "many times the older adults will advocate for a separate
section or space from the general population...and will ask for barriers

or edges that separate their space from the children's play areas.” A
number of interviewees made clear that the need for safety is more
pronounced among senior park users, who also value spaces with good
visibility.* As Kathy Sykes emphasizes, senior people, in particular, can be
discouraged if they feel unsafe. She recommends addressing these fears
by keeping the outdoor setting well maintained and having "many eyes
on the park." An additional worry that is more pronounced for elders is
the possibility of tripping and falling. They need open spaces and paths
that they can navigate easily and safely.®

On a broader scale, the concept of livable communities, the main focus
of the Administration for Community Living, promotes the idea of more
age- and senior-friendly spaces. According to David Ishida, Regional
Administrator, Administration on Community Living:

“Livable communities should have areas where people can congregate and
areas where they can sit, rest, and reflect. There should also be spaces
where older individuals have the opportunity for socialization.”
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Figure 22: Private
seating area in
Denver Botanical
Gardens.

Credit: Cindy Hasler
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The overall consensus that emerged from our interviews was that parks
should not be considered as isolated, individual spaces but as integral
parts of a larger interconnected community that enables all users to
have similar levels of access and benefit.

Elders' Physical Activity Needs

Open spaces provide settings for both passive and active recreation.
Older adults need to remain active as they age and require spaces

that accommodate their limitations in mobility and strength. Thus, the
AARP views parks as providing "a much needed place for older adults
to support exercise, vitality and health."® As stressed by Mike Kim from
the Los Angeles Neighborhood Land Trust, "providing areas where
seniors can get active requires creating spaces that allow senior-
friendly physical activity programs."” According to Sykes, this includes
open spaces with "multiple ways for people to be involved with multiple
activities, such as gardening and even watching others, which can
inspire activity." Parks with gym equipment provide the opportunity for
exercise and the incorporation of low impact equipment like stationary
bicycles and elliptical machines that allow older adults to participate.’
However, while all interviewees acknowledged the importance of open
spaces as settings for physical activity for older adults, they were mostly
not aware of particular senior-oriented physical activity programs
regularly taking place in U.S. parks.
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Figure 23: Calisthenics in Shanghai, China. Credit: David Moss
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Senior-Specific Programs

Recognizing and understanding the needs of older adults allows for
better implementation of programming targeting this specific group. We
asked each of the interviewees to discuss any specific open space and/
or physical activity programs they offer for seniors.

LA Jewish Home offers extensive in-resident housing and programming
for seniors. With a large female, Jewish population of an average age

of 93, LA Jewish Home serves a specific niche of the senior population.
They provide a wealth of activities for their residents such as physical
activity programs six days per week that include yoga, tai chi and social
dancing.? Additionally, their nine-acre campus features numerous
existing parks and open spaces with facilities for seniors to sit and relax
or be active along walking trails.

ONEgeneration, an adult daycare and childcare facility, joins seniors and
children together in activities that enrich multiple generations.® Elders
can take advantage of services such as at-home care management and
daytime activities in the senior enrichment center.’® While ONEgeneration
does not have specific park programming, it encourages elders to be
physically active through a wide array of exercise and dance classes
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Figure 24: Old
Timer's Brunch

at Longmire
Community Building
in Mt. Rainier
National Park.

Credit: National
Park Service, Kevin
Bacher
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and to become socially connected through discussion and support
groups.' The California Department of Parks and Recreation focuses on
iImplementing universal design at their parks. The Department does not
pursue outreach or programming geared specifically toward older adults.
Despite this lack of specific focus on the older population, a comment
from the 2004 Performance and Management Report serves as an
example of how the organization may take action on visitor feedback to
help create open spaces that can be enjoyed by all:'?

“Trail improvement (Sea Lion Point Trail) was very well done. My
mom is 97, she could take the trail now that it's smoother. Also
appreciate benches for elderly!!" Point Lobos State Reserve, Winter
2000

Similarly, the National Park Service (NPS) does not specifically market its
parks to seniors. Through some outreach programs, however, they may
send a ranger to a senior citizen center to talk about programs offered

at their parks.'® This can be a beneficial option for those unable to get to
the parks for health, mobility or medical reasons. In order to better serve
the needs of those who do visit their parks, the National Park Service
collects statistical information about different age groups, including
seniors, to watch for trends in attendance over time. In doing so, they
better understand park attendees and can accommodate their needs by
training their staff accordingly. Nevertheless, so far, NPS does not have

specific marketing or outreach campaigns for seniors.
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Figure 25:
Uncomfortable park
bench in Death Valley
National Park.

Credit: Jill Hayes
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In terms of design, Ray Bloomer, Director of Education and Technical
Assistance at the National Park Service, described how his agency is
now “starting to have a higher percentage of benches with high backs
and arm rests to make seating at the park easier for those with hip or
knee replacements.”

EPA's Aging Initiative disseminates information and seeks to create
collaborative partnerships that inform communities on how to develop
spaces that promote health. One example is the publication Growing
Smarter, Living Healthier,'* that they have disseminated widely to
stakeholders (i.e., government officials, senior-specific organizations like
the AARP, NGQ's focused on minority populations, the Center for Disease
Control, and elected other officials).

In addition to this guidebook, the EPA initiated the Building Healthy
Communities for Active Aging program, which rewards communities
that demonstrate the incorporation of smart growth and active aging
approaches at the local, county, regional, or state levels.'® An example
of this awards program in action is in Brazos Valley, Texas. In combined
efforts, the City of College Station and the Brazos Valley Council of
Governments outfitted parks with outdoor strength training equipment.
Moreover, the Texas Senior Games took place in Brazos Valley in 2014
and will take place again in February 2015.7®
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The Administration for Community Living (ACL) is part of the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services and supports programs for
seniors, disabled individuals, and family caregivers by directing funding
exclusively for these groups. The Administration on Aging (AoA) is the
main senior-specific unit within ACL. While AoA does not design or
provide open spaces, one of its initiatives — the Community Innovations
for Aging in Place Projects (CIAIP) — illustrates ACL's concern for
seniors' access to public space.'” The purpose of CIAIP is to identify
barriers to independence and aging in place and to provide innovative
strategies to combat such barriers. Outlets for socialization and
recreation are two things that Aging in Place projects specifically list as
priorities for seniors, both of which can be realized in open spaces.

While the AARP does not have any particular program focusing
exclusively on parks,'® it offers national park discounts to older adults,
which encourages able individuals to frequent these facilities more
regularly. Additionally, AARP donated $235,000 towards the construction
of Sunrise, an affordable housing project in Charlottesville, VA (built by
Habitat for the Humanity), which transformed a 16-unit trailer park into
a variety of duplex houses, single family homes and apartments.'? At the
center of this development is a “large, communal ‘backyard’ space of
50,000 square feet...to promote socializing, play and community

Figure 26: Communal backyard in housing complex. Credit: Habitat for Humanity
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Figure 27: Brazos Valley Senior Games. Credit: City of College Station, TX
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activities." Nine of the sixteen families that moved to the new
apartments lived previously in mobile homes, and eight of the nine have
family members over the age of 65.%°

The Philadelphia Corporation for Aging (PCA), a non-profit organization,
focuses on improving “the quality of life for older Philadelphians or
people with disabilities and [assists] them in achieving their maximum
levels of health, independence and productivity."?' For example, the
Senior Strut — a mile-long social walk through Fairmount Park for
individuals 60 years of age or older illustrates the organization's
approach to improving not only the physical health but also the social
health of Philadelphians. Philadelphia’s Mummers, a group of endeared
entertainers and musicians, lead the Strut.?? Participants of the Senior
Strut receive a free t-shirt and pedometer along with the opportunity to
receive health screenings and participate in other activities.?® With over
400 participants in 2013, Planner for Policy and Program Development
and Chair, Kate Clark states that the Senior Strut is the most well-
received and most highly anticipated annual PCA event.?
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Figure 28: Senior
enjoying a stroll
through Brighton
Queens Park.

Credit: Elsie Esq.
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Times Are Changing

With a growing aging population, local and national
organizations must respond to the changing needs
of older adults through awareness and enhanced
programming. However, this concern has not necessarily
translated in developing senior-friendly parks. According to

Katie Hirning of the AARP. “People [are living] longer and want to be more
active. [There] is a growing population that we need to accommodate.”
She notes that:

"AARP's approach has changed a lot. We used to primarily focus on
issues of social security and address a population that was mostly
retired. We are now focusing on the boomer generation; many are
still working. People live longer, want to be more active.”

She admits, however, that the AARP has not had any particular initiative
related to parks.

The increase in the number of elders is particularly felt by organizations
such as LA Jewish Home that went from serving 1,000 residents at
their facility a few years ago to serving "2,500-3,000 in-house including
people in the community” presently.?® This change is not only felt

by senior-specific organizations. According to Jeff Brown from the
California Department of Parks and Recreation:

“In the last decade or so, the urban interface has changed. We are
dramatically thinking outside of rustic parks and transitioning into
urban spaces.”

As a result, planners should take serious consider