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Press release. Embargoed until Thursday 26th April.


If an older person cannot get out and about locally, their wellbeing and quality of life is at stake, a team of leading UK researchers has found. A report published today by Inclusive Design for Getting Outdoors (I’DGO), a consortium led by the University of Edinburgh, reveals that, if a person aged 65+ does not find it easy or enjoyable to get outdoors, they can spiral into poor physical health, less social contact with others and a reduced quality of life overall. Involving 4,350 older people across Britain, the research has found that good, walkable access to local shops, services and green spaces doubles an older person’s chances of achieving recommended levels of ‘healthy walking’, improves their level and range of activities, generally, and increases their life satisfaction. The alternative – becoming ‘a prisoner in their own home’ – can result in increased admissions to hospitals and residential care homes, placing a high financial burden on pensioners, their families, the NHS and Local Authorities. 
Led by Professor Catharine Ward Thompson of the University of Edinburgh, and involving leading researchers from the Universities of Salford and Warwick, the I'DGO consortium was established in 2003 to discover the ways in which access to the outdoor environment really does matter to older people and what role outdoor planning and design has to play in supporting those aged 65+ to maintain a good quality of life, wherever they choose to live. Since 2007, the project has focused on three specific areas: interventions to create pedestrian-friendly, shared space residential streets; tactile paving and its impact on mobility; and the role of outdoor space around the home (gardens etc.) in improving wellbeing and quality of life. The findings launched today at Europe House, the UK Headquarters of the European Commission, reveal that the desire to get out and about does not diminish in older age, nor does the variety of activities people like to do outdoors. They also illustrate how the pedestrian experience is vitally important to older people and how difficulties getting around are often due to the poor design, provision, installation or upkeep of neighbourhood features.

I'DGO has found that lesser-quality environments are often considered by older people to pose an increased falls risk, especially by those with vision, mobility or other impairments. They can heighten fears about crime, nuisance and traffic and make going outdoors less enticing, reinforcing feelings of loneliness or entrenching the challenges of socio-economic deprivation. Measures to make streets less car-centric improve older people’s perception of supportiveness and safety but, neighbourhood-wide, it is good paths, accessible open space, safe crossings and plentiful seats, toilets and greenery that really make the difference. With regards to open space at home, the biggest boosts to wellbeing come from having one’s own patio, space to socialise or simply a green view.

Stricter adherence to guidelines, e.g. on tactile paving and road crossings, would improve consistency across streets and redress widespread uncertainty among older people about what they signify. Enforcing regulations about street clutter and pavement parking could also help, as might public awareness-raising about features which help older people get out and about, and those which act as barriers to outdoor use. 
Speaking about the findings, Baroness Sally Greengross said:
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“I am delighted that I'DGO is adding so significantly to the evidence base on the benefits of getting outdoors, and the importance of ageing-in-place, at a time of heightened public interest in standards of living and care in older age. For those involved in the planning, design and maintenance of the public realm, as with professionals and policy makers in health and social care, the work is an important touchstone which can bring real benefits to Britain’s growing number of people aged 65+.” 
Ends\
Notes: Inclusive Design for Getting Outdoors (www.idgo.ac.uk) is a consortium comprising OPENspace Research Centre at the University of Edinburgh and Heriot-Watt University, the SURFACE Inclusive Design Research Centre at the University of Salford and the WISE (Wellbeing in Sustainable Environments) research unit at the University of Warwick. On I'DGO TOO, we have been working with the Centre for Health, Sport and Rehabilitation Sciences Research at the University of Salford.  I’DGO is funded by the UK Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC). Contact m.cox@ed.ac.uk (07870 297 819) to arrange interviews. Photos available on request. 

