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Abstract: The population of older people is increasing worldwide, and this demographic change pose 
challenges for cities and communities around the world. The overall wellbeing of elderly population can 
be achieved not only by improving the healthcare facilities but also by proper planning of their housing 
requirements to support them to age in place as well. The World Health Organization (WHO) has 
developed a framework to enable interventions to improve the age-friendliness of a city. However, there 
is limited knowledge of identifying the determinants of age-friendly housing. This paper discusses the 
opinion of stakeholders on how age-friendly housing can be created for the older population in Adelaide, 
South Australia. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the experts in the field of ageing and 
housing. The interviews were analysed using qualitative approaches resulting in preferable 
recommendations for age-friendly housing. The outcome of the interviews indicates that adaptability, 
access to services and housing options are the most significant factors followed by design, affordability 
and sense of community in the housing sector for the wellbeing of the older population. The rest of the 
factors are safety, sharing spaces, maintenance, privacy, increase in housing infrastructure and sense 
of stability and security of housing. Among them, sharing spaces, increase in housing infrastructure and 
sense of stability and security of housing have not been mentioned by WHO in their guidelines for age-
friendly cities.  
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Background 
The increase in life expectancy, coupled with declining birth rates over recent decades, has led to 
substantial population ageing throughout the world. The global population aged 60 years and more is 
growing at a rate of 3.26 per cent per year anticipated to increase more than double by 2050 and more 
than triple by 2100, from 901 million in 2015 to 2.1 billion in 2050 and 3.2 billion in 2100 (United Nations, 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2015). These demographic changes 
are leading to social, economic and personal challenges in the world. However, old age is not 
necessarily a phase of decline and loss as it provides the opportunity for positive change and productive 
functioning when approached properly (Balcombe & Sinclair, 2001).  
 
‘Active ageing’, a dominant international policy response to population ageing, is the process of 
optimising opportunities for health, participation and security to enhance quality of life as people age 
(WHO, 2007). The benefit for older people being active is to remain socially connected and play an 
active part in communities. The primary health conditions affecting older people are associated with 
reduced physical activity, social isolation and loss of confidence which can be improved and 
exacerbated through immediate urban environment (Landorf, Brewer & Sheppard, 2007). If housing is 
not suitable for the older population, they will be restricted to their homes and will be increasingly prone 
towards isolation, depression, reduced fitness and increased mobility problems (Karuppannan & Sivam, 
2008).  
 
Majority of the older people prefer to live independently and age in the same place (Karuppannan & 
Sivam, 2013) To support ageing in place, a considerate urban environment with adaptable services and 
diverse housing types that can accommodate the needs of people as they age is required (Landorf, 
Brewer & Sheppard, 2007). Alidoust & Bosman (2016) argue that ‘ageing-in-place’ has brought some 
important debates about housing and older people such as the scope of the environment to be adapted, 
the values and preferences of older persons, the respective responsibilities of housing providers and 
support providers and the relationship between independent housing with appropriate community care 
and residential aged care. Ageing in place has conventionally referred to individuals getting old in their 
homes emphasising on modification of the home environment to compensate for limitations related with 
ageing.  
 



Basic demographic and social aspects such as location and type of housing, household structure, social 
provisions and moving patterns affect the quality of life of people. A person’s capability to take care of 
oneself, relish, maintain or enhance their own home and to maintain leisure activities can be 
considerably affected by design of one’s home, its appropriateness for adaptation and its location 
worldwide (Karuppannan & Sivam, 2013). Most of the older people continue to live in the housing 
environments that have not been designed with their needs and capacities in mind (WHO, 2016).  
Generally, the assumption worldwide is that people own their own home before they retire, and the age 
pension will be enough to live on. However, this is not always the case, and increasingly less so. 
Therefore, the new stock of housing should be able to cater people at all stages in life, including the old 
age. The existing stock also needs to be managed and modified effectively. Likewise, the urban 
environments need to be age friendly.  
 

Case Study  
This study has focussed on Adelaide metropolitan area in South Australia as a case study. Population 
aged 60 years and above made up 24.3% of the total population in South Australia and 23% in Adelaide 
metropolitan area (ABS, 2016). The proportion of the older population in Adelaide is higher resulting in 
a greater demand for appropriate age-friendly housing. Recognising the challenges, the state 
government put forward the basic themes identified as fundamental to the future and one of the themes 
is housing (O’Hehir, 2014). Madigan (2017) argued that housing that supports health, wellbeing and 
independence for older people is an important aspect of developing South Australia’s capacity as an 
age friendly state.  
 

Methods 
This paper is a part of a PhD thesis which discusses both users’ (older people’s) perspectives and 
stakeholders’ perspectives on age-friendly housing. This paper only focuses on stakeholders’ 
perspectives, while the differences in the views of older people and stakeholders is included in the 
thesis. This paper investigates the perception of stakeholders on obtaining age-friendliness in housing 
in Adelaide. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with different groups of stakeholders namely 
academics and researchers (ARs), governmental officials (GOVs) and service providers (SPs) in field 
of ‘ageing and housing’. There were twenty respondents in total, ten ARs from local universities, ten 
GOVs from local councils, Office for the Ageing, SA Housing and Renewal SA and two SPs from local 
aged care service providers. The respondents were first contacted by email and invited to state their 
willingness to participate. After they agreed, face to face semi-structured interviews were conducted at 
their choice of date and place. The survey was approved by ethics committee of the University of South 
Australia.  
 
The interview data were analysed using qualitative content analysis. Qualitative content analysis is a 
methodological controlled analysis of text within the context of communication, but data must be 
transformed into written text before the analysis is conducted (Mayring, 2000). This analysis is useful to 
analyse interview transcripts to gather information about people’s opinions. The data were transcribed 
into Microsoft Word and analysed using quantitative software tool NVivo 12.  
 
Thematic analysis was used as qualitative content analysis to identify both implicit and explicit ideas 
within the data as themes. The process of identifying themes considered single words, phrases, 
sentences or even paragraphs. It might assign a code to a specific text portion of any size within whole 
text, where this portion represents a single theme or specific issue that is relevant to the research 
questions (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2005). The themes were derived based on the literature review and the 
interview data and by comparing them to the age-friendly guidelines of housing by the World Health 
Organization.  
 

Results and Discussions  
The most prominent challenges in housing sector in Adelaide are the prevailing culture of large individual 
homes on big blocks of land, developer’s interest not matching the needs of end users, tenure insecurity, 
limited housing choice, under-utilised housing designed for nuclear family and little consideration of the 
needs of older people. From the analysis, twelve main themes or factors have emerged for housing in 
context of Adelaide as shown in figure 1. The number of references is converted into the percentages 
to determine which factor is accorded the most priority and which the least. The most mentioned factors 
are adaptability (19.41%), access to services (17.91%) and housing options (14.92%), followed by 
design (9.95%), affordability (9.45%) and sense of community (9.45%). The rest of the factors are safety 
(6.46%), sharing spaces (3.98%), maintenance (3.48%), privacy (2.48%), increase in housing 
infrastructure (1.49%) and sense of stability and security (0.99%) which are further discussed. Among 
them, sharing spaces, increase in housing infrastructure and sense of stability and security of housing 
have not been mentioned in World Health Organization guidelines for age-friendly cities. 



 

a) Adaptability  
In context of Adelaide, stakeholders mentioned that a lot of houses are being built which are not 
adaptable according to people’s changing needs. Housing that meet adaptable and liveable housing 
guidelines would be beneficial to all, not just older people. Adaptations, modifications and low-cost 
initiatives make enormous difference that do not have to be huge and expensive. Different ideas and 
technological solutions are being developed. One of the design solutions can be subdividing a large 
property into two and adapting to be more useful. For example, a government official suggested:  
 

“We are trying to help people to age in place so that they don’t have to move out from their home. 
They can adapt their homes to their needs and continue living quite independently as long as 
possible. There are models that allow people to subdivide properties to separate properties to 
allow granny flats and access from both back and front so that you can live on the same block 
privately and as a family also” (Respondent #GOV2, 2018).  

 
Therefore, adapting buildings into two rather than knocking them down is more beneficial to people. 
According to WHO (2007), the ability to modify one’s house also affects the ability of older people to 
continue to live comfortably at home.  
 

Figure 1: Percentage of statements made in favour of corresponding themes or factors to be 
considered for age-friendly housing 

 

 
 

b) Access to services  
Stakeholders mentioned that access to services is a significant factor for age-friendly housing in 
Adelaide. It is about enabling environment where people can access what they want to access as one 
researcher mentioned:  
 

“If you live in a big old house with a big garden, far from the shops and you no longer drive, then 
you are trapped in that space. It is no longer an enabling environment; it is one that stops you 
from getting out” (Respondent #AR6, 2018).  

 
Having services in the local area is advantageous for older people as a researcher indicated:  
 

“Once they lose their driving license, they lose that kind of access and ease in transport; that’s 
when having everything in your local area becomes more important (Respondent #AR4, 2018).  
 

A government official highlighted the health benefits of having close services as:  
 

“Having the shops really close by within walking is really important. It benefits the health, because 
they are walking instead of driving their car” (Respondent #GOV5, 2018).  
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Living close to services and facilities is an age-friendly feature (WHO,2007). Hence enabling 
environment to provide easy access and proximity to services is important for older people.  
 

c) Housing options 
In context of Adelaide, stakeholders stressed that there should be enough housing choices so that older 
people can have their choice. There should be careful thought process on where and how older people 
want to live and whether they want high rise living or one storey developed from a big block of three 
houses or both so that they can have choice. There can be different housing alternatives such as 
apartments, retirement homes, high, low and medium density housing. Medium density housing can be 
residence on upper floor, multiple houses on one block, two or three or four storeys. Besides these 
choices, there can be communal housing, cohousing and public housing. A researcher discussed the 
importance of diverse options of housing as:   
 

“Nowadays, people are looking at fitting five or six houses in place of two houses next to each 
other. There might be a student in one, a mom with two kids in another and an older person in 
next. It is not the matter of which one suits who, it is the matter of if you are interested in similar 
things and can live collaboratively. Some seniors want neighbours not to feel alone and share 
facilities so that they can do things together. While some do not want to hear from neighbours or 
share anything. So, it is about getting the mix correct. If they want privacy, design in a way that 
they can have their own private space and put similar people together. If they want to do their 
hobbies or cook a meal together, mix those people together. No point in mixing those who don’t 
want that.” (Respondent #AR8, 2018).  
 

Stakeholders pointed out that it is essential to have mix of housing for the demographic diversity as well. 
A government official put it as:  
 

“Moving out of particular suburb may not be practical for a lot of people. It might be detrimental if 
you have a mass shift of one demographic out of an area into another area just because they 
have got old. That would change that mix of demographics which is not necessarily a good thing. 
So, the key is to make sure that the housing stock in a particular area caters for a broad range of 
age groups so that you attract that broad range of demographics” (Respondent #GOV5, 2018). 

 
The above opinion is in line with WHO (2007) that a range of housing options in the local area to 
accommodate changing needs is an important age-friendly feature. One of the significant outcomes of 
a project conducted by South Australian Department for Health and Office for the Ageing (OFTA) for 
housing in South Australia was also that housing options should be as diverse as the people who live in 
them (Madigan, 2017). Therefore, availability of the choice of living is one of the major solutions in 
housing sector for older people.  
 

d) Design 
In Adelaide, the design of a house plays a significant role in moving for older people. When older people 
might need to downsize; they move out from big to small house, they might not need to. They could 
have stayed in same house with good design; there could be changes to the block they live on; maybe 
they could have their families there along with their independence. The design of house should be good 
enough to keep them in their home. In case of individual houses having enough space to be able to 
have flexible design is desirable. A government official gave an example as:  
 

“If you have a second bedroom, it can be used for a carer or family to stay when needed or as a 
craft room. So, being able to have enough flexibility to use the space differently from when you 
are 50 to when you are getting 90, thus, having flexible kind of house design is important” 
(Respondent #GOV3, 2018).  

 
The design factor also includes wider hallways, corridors and main doors, provision of lifts, light and 
shade. Besides that, smart technologies are developing rapidly and can be incorporated into housing 
that would make it more age friendly as time progresses. According to WHO (2007), several aspects of 
housing design are considered to affect the ability of older people to live comfortably at home. Therefore, 
more design strategies should be implemented to ensure that the housing is appropriate for older 
people. 
 

e) Affordability  
Stakeholders pointed that affordability is a serious issue in Adelaide, including cost for maintenance, 
downsizing and choosing good options. They mentioned that there are only few good options for older 
people where they can move to because most of the options available are relatively unsuitable. 
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Delivering housing which is relatively affordable is required so that the level of government subsidy is 
also not that high. A government official stated: 
 

“On average, older people have more assets, but lower income and banks don’t give loan of 30 
years to a person who is 75. So, finding a solution that allows people to build their own place 
though they might be 55, 65 or 70, is really important, because rather than convincing developers 
to build in a certain way, having the capacity to influence design and purchase a property specific 
to their needs is essential. It is about finding things that meet that affordability threshold for people. 
People who have resources can make the choices, but those who haven’t are stuck with whatever 
they can get and often that is inappropriate. In some circumstances, they might even face high 
level of hardship or situations that might be detrimental to their health” (Respondent #GOV4, 
2018).  

 
There is another kind of challenge the government is facing is to support older people living in a home 
with big yard. A government official noted this issue as:  
 

“A lot of ageing population in Adelaide are living in large older homes with big yard. If an old lady 
with tight income lives in an old house of 1000 square meters and she can’t maintain it, that’s sort 
of challenge on how government is going to encourage that person to stay there as a lot of 
services might be required to help her stay in that place?” (Respondent #GOV6, 2018).  

 
Hence, for providing affordable homes, planning regulations need to accommodate more flexibility in 
planning blocks. A researcher emphasised it as:  
 

“If someone is living on a big block, government can help redevelop that into two or three smaller 
dwellings that might suit a first home buyer or student or a small family and rethink how to 
incentivise people to do these sorts of developments” (Respondent #AR8, 2018).  

 
This is in line with WHO (2007) recommendation that cost of housing is a major factor influencing where 
older people live and their quality of life. Therefore, more affordable housing options suitable for older 
people should be made available to them.  
 

f) Sense of community 
Stakeholders highlighted the importance of sense of community, that sense of looking out for each other 
in Adelaide. The sense of community can be developed by building housing inwardly and was 
highlighted by a service provider as:  
 

“We usually built houses in a row and they look out onto the road. But if we build more inwardly 
and have paths between the houses so that people living next door can look over and can see 
somebody is out, they are more likely to chat to each other. Building in that way genuinely creates 
conversation and people being aware of each other which is important and brings sense of 
community” (Respondent #SP1, 2018).  

 
According to WHO (2007) also, familiar surroundings, where people feel part of the local community, 
contribute to the age-friendliness of a place. So, building sense of community is very important.  

 
g) Safety  
Stakeholders mentioned that one of the challenging things in housing sector in Adelaide is providing 
options that help to reinforce safety. Safety can be in the form of better lighting or personal safety so 
that you are less likely to fall over and get injured. Safety can also be from people breaking into house 
and in relation to how people get in and out of the house. Passive surveillance can be a supporting 
factor for safety as the capacity for crime and other wrong activities can be low because people are able 
to see each other. A researcher gave similar example as:  
 

“The front of the street can look same but behind that, you can have people sharing space 
together which means you get passive surveillance of your neighbourhood, better for security and 
better for someone who had a fall to have your neighbour known that you have fallen. You live in 
a house on your own and if you fall over; no one may know for days if you do not see neighbours 
on regular basis. The closer you live; it is more likely that someone knows when you are not well, 
or you have fallen over. They can help you in other ways also like they can get you stuffs from 
shops or they can look after your plants when you are away” (Respondent #AR6, 2018).  

 



Feeling safe in the home environment is essential and there is need for more to be done to ensure that 
older people feel secure at home (WHO, 2007). So, safety is an important concern.  
 

h) Sharing spaces 
Stakeholders discussed that if councils in Adelaide can work out a strategy where a certain percentage 
of new development or redevelopment has to provide one or two-bedroom dwellings that share some 
sort of facilities, whether it be sharing yard space or car parking area, that can potentially make positive 
changes otherwise the private market will only provide whatever is known and sold easily. A government 
official suggested:   
 

“There can be three or four houses owned by different members of the family that are separate 
in one complex sharing a garden and shed. So, you have that separate space living in private, 
but you are also so close by to family” (Respondent #GOV7, 2018).  

 
Some people choose to live in a detached house alone while some prefer communal housing. The 
solution for this can be people coming together who have similar interests. For example, some people 
might be interested in having gardens so that they can grow vegetables and share same spaces as 
community gardens. However, this factor has not been mentioned in the WHO age-friendly guidelines. 
 

i)  Maintenance 
Stakeholders emphasised that it is difficult to maintain large homes especially when you are old. In 
Adelaide people tend to downsize not for financial reasons, but for maintenance reasons, which can be 
a smaller garden not necessarily a smaller house. A researcher gave an example as:   
 

“They want a land space to be smaller, but they want three bedrooms. That is where it is all tricky 
because you want to continue living in your first home as long as possible but you can’t because 
it is too big to clean or too dangerous to go up and down the stairs or gardens are too much to 
look after and so on”(Respondent #AR2, 2018).  

 
According to WHO (2007), being unable to maintain one’s home is as a major barrier for some older 
people. However, if they still prefer gardening community gardens can be an alternative since they will 
have no obligations for mowing the lawns and taking care of the trees and can still enjoy gardening 
whenever they like.  
 

j)  Privacy  
Stakeholders highlighted that some people in Adelaide genuinely want to live in houses alone and not 
attached to other dwellings. A researcher presented an example as:   
 

“There is prevailing mentality of ownership with fences in between, which are becoming taller, 
and overlooking is regarded as a bad thing. So, privacy is a key in our planning statues which is 
also very much cultural in South Australia. If you have windows upstairs, from 1.7 meters and 
down, the glass needs to be obscured, so that you can’t look out” (Respondent #AR8, 2018).  

 
It is important for older people to have privacy at home (WHO, 2007) and hence should be considered 
in housing of older people.  
 

k) Increase in housing infrastructure  
Stakeholders mentioned that increase in housing infrastructure is necessary in Adelaide due to growing 
ageing population and decreasing household size. The rate of people living alone due to various reasons 
is increasing. A government official stated:  
 

“Other challenge in housing infrastructure is that the people are living longer and even if there are 
services, household formation rates are decreasing. So, even though there is same population, if 
it decreases from 2.5 people to 1.7 people per house, in average, you need 50% more houses 
for the same population” (Respondent #GOV4, 2018).  

 
Therefore, more appropriate housing should be built for older people in Adelaide. But this factor has not 
been included in the WHO age-friendly guidelines. 
 

l)  Sense of stability and security 
One of the biggest concerns in Adelaide expressed by stakeholders is that when people get older is 
how stable and secure their housing is. A government official stated:  



 
“Government has been developing a strategy for shared equity. Normally if you buy a house for 
300,000 dollars, you own the house, pay all the maintenance and have all the responsibilities. 
With shared equity, another organisation or a person can put 100,000 dollars of that 300,000 
dollars and owns a portion and gets one third of the value whenever that property gets sold. So, 
sharing the ownership without living in that house can be helpful from affordability perspective. 
Once you become old, it is much more about stability and owning a home gives the stability. If 
you are a renter, there is always the chance that you might need to move out. So, something 
which delivers the home ownership and gives that high level of stability is important. With having 
someone else also to finance, the bank might want lower deposit and your repayments will be 
lower because you are only taking a loan for a 200,000 not the 300,000” (Respondent #GOV4, 
2018).  

 
Besides shared equity, longer term rental contract might give people a greater sense of stability allowing 
them to age in place and to feel the sense of ownership at the same time. However, this factor has not 
been mentioned in the WHO age-friendly guidelines.  
 

Conclusion  
Longevity is the result of socioeconomic and technological developments and can provide opportunities 
for growth. In the past old age was merely associated with decline and frailty which nowadays is being 
transformed as the cumulative effects of improvements in health, greater life expectancy, enhanced 
housing and living conditions, improved healthcare and human development creating opportunities 
(Kalache, 2013). Unlike financial crises or natural disasters, trends in population ageing and its impact 
can be predictable and policies for ageing society should be developed. Policies for such societies are 
not only about targeting present needs and opportunities, but also about anticipating future population 
structure (OECD, 2015). Policies, communities, services and structures need to be designed to enable 
the older people to live in security, relish good health and for continued participation in society. Several 
characteristics of housing facilities when planned properly can contribute to the overall wellbeing of older 
people as Rosenberg and Everitt (2001) emphasised after health and financial situation, the main 
concern of older population is their housing. Appropriate, well designed and located housing will in fact 
also reduce reliance on government services as well as maintain a high quality of life for older residents.  
 
The most significant factors for age-friendly housing in Adelaide are adaptability, access to services and 
housing options. This study found that one size does not fit all when it comes to age-friendliness of 
housing. Older people are such a diverse group and housing they want to live in should be equally as 
diverse. Though some design features are universal, a lot depends on the type of people who are going 
to live there and what is important to them because diversity is the key. People who do not have choices 
should be given opportunities to access housing that will suit their changing needs rather than just being 
allocated a house which does not suit them. Besides these considerations, design, affordability and 
sense of community are also important. Other factors include safety, maintenance and privacy. While 
the factors emerged in this research like sharing spaces, increase in housing infrastructure and sense 
of stability and security of housing have not been mentioned by the World Health Organization in their 
guidelines for age-friendly cities, are considered context specific to Adelaide. Determining these factors 
can be the preliminary step to develop age-friendly housing guidelines which might be useful in 
developing housing policies for similarly developed countries.  
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