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Abstract 
 
Walkable neighbourhoods are one of the holy grails of current urban planning and design.  The 
perceived benefits of walkable neighbourhoods are wide ranging. However, much of the 
research that supports this endeavour is based on the notion of an adult able-bodied walker. 
In reality, pedestrians are as diverse as the population itself – with different physical, social, 
cultural, emotional and financial abilities and resources to navigate the neighbourhood 
landscape. It is critically important that this diversity is recognised at the design and planning 
stages of future ‘walkable’ neighbourhoods, as a failure to do so may exclude people from 
walking in their own neighbourhood.  It is also important that we recognise that the resident 
population of a neighbourhood is not static, people will arrive and leave, all residents will age;  
some will become less able over time (through injury or illness); and some children will be 
borne to families living in the neighbourhood.  This means that the planning and design of all 
neighbourhoods needs to recognise not only a level of diversity for the ‘first’ residents but 
also that this diversity is likely to increase over time. 
 
This Working Paper consist of a review of the literature relevant to three vulnerable and  often 
overlooked groups when designing neighbourhoods: children, older people and people with a 
disability. For ease of use, each review is presented as a separate Part, with its own 
Bibliography.  In conclusion, the review identifies both commonalities between the needs of 
the three population groups for creating more liveable and accessible neighbourhoods and 
contradictions between the needs of different individuals.  Recognising these contradictions 
is an important step in resolving them.  Ignoring the diverse needs of people of different 
abilities and ages is not the way to go.   
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Designing Walkable Future Neighbourhoods: 

Considering Diversity 
 

Introduction 
Walkable neighbourhoods are one of the holy grails of current urban planning and design.  The 
perceived benefits of walkable neighbourhoods range from enabling physical activity that 
positively contributes to health whilst addressing the risk of injury to pedestrians by reducing 
vehicle traffic; through reducing carbon emissions from fossil-fuel-based transport, and 
reducing noise and environmental pollution from motorised vehicles; to enhancing the 
potential for stronger social connections, as a result of pedestrian encounters; and reducing 
social exclusion by enabling access across the neighbourhood, for those without private 
transport.     Much of the research that supports this endeavour is based on the notion of an 
adult able-bodied walker (Stafford and Baldwin, 2018).  But pedestrians are as diverse as the 
population itself – with different physical, social, cultural, emotional and financial abilities and 
resources to navigate the neighbourhood landscape. Pedestrians will have a range of possible 
desired routes and destinations; and diverse reasons for walking (including both passive and 
active exercise, interaction with nature, visiting a local shop, travelling to a bus stop, and 
walking home from school).    
 
It is critically important that this diversity is recognised at the design and planning stages of 
future ‘walkable’ neighbourhoods, as a failure to do so may exclude people from walking in 
their own neighbourhood.  It is also important that we recognise that the resident population 
of a neighbourhood is not static, not least because some people will leave and others will 
move in.  The current preference for ageing in place discussed later in this paper, is a reflection 
of a larger fact, that many people become attached to and established in their neighbourhood, 
suburb or precinct within a city.  People establish social ties and their children’s school 
commitments, and plan journeys-to-work that build on their residential location.   In addition, 
all residents will age;  some will become less able over time (through injury or illness); and 
some children will be borne to families living in the neighbourhood. This means that the 
planning and design of all neighbourhoods needs to recognise not only a level of diversity for 
the ‘first’ residents but also that this diversity is likely to increase over time.  A more holistic 
approach to planning and designing healthy neighbourhoods,  bringing together the diversity 
of current and future needs is required (Forsyth et al., 2017)  
 
This review pays relatively little attention to the inside of buildings, except with regard to 
accessibility.  The review pays little attention to the potential contribution that a diverse 
housing stock can contribute to community stability and resilience.  The main focus of the 
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review is on the external built environment, and specifically the importance of small and large-
scale design for enabling people from different ages and abilities to walk within 
neighbourhoods.  For children, the ability to walk independently to play spaces also requires 
the consideration of the nature of a ‘play space’ or ‘play opportunity’.  The research literature 
is in agreement on two matters: firstly, for a child the walkable journey itself can provide 
opportunities for play; and secondly the ‘play opportunity’ or ‘affordance’ (a concept first 
introduced by Gibson, 1979)  may be unexpected and diverse. For example a tree is an 
affordance that provides multiple opportunities, if allowed: namely to climb, to swing from 
branches, to hide and to seek, to watch birds, to collect leaves and to gather sticks, to tell 
stories and to act them out etc.   
 
 The review consists of three main parts. Each part reviews the research literature with regard 
to a similar question.   
Part 1: Are Suburban Neighbourhoods Meeting the Needs of Children for Independent 
Mobility and Access to Play?  
Part 2: Are Suburban Neighbourhoods Meeting the Needs of Older People? 
Part 3: Are Suburban Neighbourhoods meeting the Needs of Disabled People? 
 
Inevitably there is some overlap between these three Parts, particularly acknowledging that 
there can be people of all ages with disabilities, and that the likelihood of an impairment 
increases with age.  For example, Baldwin and Stafford (2019) found both more-able older 
people and younger people with a disability identified the same barriers to access: lacking or 
uneven footpaths, missing kerb cuts and ramps, lacking seating, and slipping / tripping hazards 
(such as cobblestones).  In addition, the need for neighbourhood design to have more regard  
for children with mobility impairments is highlighted  in the following quote: 

“Neighbourhood streets do not just appear – their design is socially constructed.  What 
a street looks like, the function it serves and the people and activities it permits are all 
based on socio-cultural norms that evolve and change with society.  The 
neighbourhood street is embedded with a multitude of assumptions about actors and 
activities permitted and omitted in the street.  Children with mobility impairments, 
belong to two such groups that do not fit in with the normative thinking of street actor.  
… immobility encountered by children reinforce how street design privileges particular 
bodies (‘able’ and ‘adult’) and objects (vehicle over pedestrians), while othering and 
devaluing children with mobility impairment by making problematic non-normative 
habitual ways of moving about space.”  (Stafford, et al., 2019) 

 
Findings from the literature reviews for each of the three parts are as follows.  
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Part 1:   Children 
This literature review finds that parental attitudes towards independent mobility and play 
have a far greater impact on all children’s activity levels than the number and diversity of play 
opportunities, or any other environmental factors. Whilst neighbourhood safety concerns (be 
it from traffic or from strangers) play an important role, the perceived level of neighbourhood 
and social cohesion is critical in allowing children more independent mobility. Built 
environment factors that can address safety concerns and support social cohesion include: 
the presence of pedestrian footpaths / pavements and pedestrian crossings; traffic calming 
designs that reduce traffic volume and speed; improvements to driving and parking behaviour 
that puts pedestrians at risk on the footpath; the provision of appropriate cycling 
infrastructure; low residential fences and  dwellings oriented so that their front doors face 
each other; easy safe access to a diversity of play spaces, green spaces, communal gathering 
spaces, local shops and community facilities (such as a library), and bus stops; the involvement 
of children of all ages in designs; and excellent maintenance of the public realm. 
 
Part 2:  Older People 
Neighbourhoods are changing to meet the needs of the growing population of older people 
who want to age in place.  Older people encounter many physical and cognitive changes as 
they age, leading to a reduction of the areas in which they spend the majority of their time in 
later life. With home and neighbourhood being the two main functional locations, it is 
important neighbourhoods are designed in order to encourage the continuation of both an 
active and independent lifestyle, thereby supporting both the well-being and quality of life for 
older residents. Recognising that neighbourhoods designed specifically for one age bracket 
can lead to negative outcomes for others has led to a focus on planning neighbourhoods which 
can be used by people of all ages and abilities. 
 
There is complexity involved in both defining a neighbourhood and designing a 
neighbourhood. Both processes involve the recognition of the physical, policy, and social 
environments. The main consideration to be made when designing age-friendly environments 
for older people (mainly located in suburban areas), is the incorporation and provision of 
accessibility and ease of use.  Designing a walkable neighbourhood with the inclusion of 
simplistic features, can contribute to producing more accessible and age-friendly 
environments.  The physical, social, and recreational opportunities that greenspaces, open 
spaces and community spaces offer to older people make them a vital component of future 
neighbourhoods.   Critical design features of age-friendly neighbourhoods include: design for 
safety; access (or close proximity) to facilities and services; well-maintained pavements, 
pedestrian crossings and community public spaces; suitable street layouts and traffic calming 
methods; mobility options (such as appropriate public transport); user friendly green spaces; 
thoughtful design of porches and front gardens enabling social exchange; and community 
opportunities for neighbourly relationships to develop and be sustained. In addition, involving 
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older people in the planning and design processes can contribute to making ageing in place 
neighbourhoods more accessible and inclusive.  
 
Part 3: People with a disability 
A key idea that has emerged out of disability theory, and therefore consideration of urban 
planning and architecture, is the oppression that is created by a poorly designed environment, 
be it from physical access barriers, wayfinding / navigation barriers, information barriers, 
and/or safety barriers.  Thought into designing for different bodies and needs has not occurred 
seriously until recent decades, and because of the longevity of the built environment, disabling 
environments still remain a problem to be addressed.  
 
Disability in suburbia is a complex topic, due to covering a wide array of different impairments 
and environments, including open space, streets, houses and public buildings. This has been a 
wide overview of the relevant literature and the themes which emerge from it. Improved 
design can be at the small-scale (recognising that one inaccessible component nullifies and 
accessible journey) and at the larger scale, such as across a neighbourhood. Design initiatives, 
such as universal design and inclusive design, offer the possibility of improved outcomes, 
whilst recognising the need to negotiate different and conflicting needs. The solution to this 
largely appears to be better community consultation (and disabled people are experts in their 
own needs), and the potential to design in the possibilities for adaption in the future.    
 
Good design for people with disabilities may be a difficult and slow process, especially in old 
neighbourhoods where solutions must be retrofitted. The factor that makes the largest 
impact, however, is the will of the designers to work with the community to create a product 
suitable for all. As has been found, disabled people are not passive victims of their 
environments but enjoy being changing forces within their communities. Listening to them 
will overall be beneficial for everyone. 
 
Conclusion 
Whilst the reviews of the literature are presented as separate parts, it is clear that future 
neighbourhoods will be home to a diversity of people over time.  It is important for urban 
planners and designers, and all those involved in the creation of neighbourhoods,  to note that 
the real world does not fit so neatly into one of these 3 boxes.  Whilst there are many 
commonalities between the three parts, as to what lessons we can draw for future 
neighbourhoods, there are also significant differences, particularly at the micro-scale.  We 
recognise that just as we have acknowledged that there may be contradictions between, for 
example, the best designs for people who are wheelchair users and those with limited 
stamina, there may also be contradictions between designing for the needs of older people 
(for quiet spaces) and children (for noisy play). Similarly, the built environment needs of 
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someone experiencing  dementia may differ significantly from those of a child with a visual 
impairment. We consider that recognising these contradictions is an important first step in 
resolving some of them.  Ignoring the diverse needs of people of different abilities and ages is 
not the way to go. 
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Part 1: Are Suburban Neighbourhoods Meeting the Needs of Children for 

Independent Mobility and Access to Play?  

 

Introduction 
This literature review explores topics relevant to children’s independent mobility and access 
to play in suburban neighbourhoods. Four parameters have directed the work: 

• Children’s age: five to 15 years old; 
• Research methodology: where possible, studies that involve children as primary 

research subjects;  
• Country of origin: a preference for countries with reasonably comparable living 

conditions to New Zealand; and 
• Study focus: experiences of children in suburban neighbourhoods (instead of inner-city 

or rural areas). 
Most literature focused on primary school children and adolescents. Findings that appear to 
be relevant to teenagers have been presented in a separate section.  
 

Theme 1: Independent Mobility: or the right to roam 
The concept of independent mobility underpins most literature regarding children’s access to 
play opportunities. Independent mobility is an integral part of children’s development: it 
supports children’s physical, social, cognitive, and emotional development; it helps to 
establish and support bonds with other children; it contributes towards children’s daily 
physical activity; and it helps children to develop resilience (Rogers, 2012; Carver, Watson, 
Shaw, & Hillman, 2013; Bhosale, Duncan, Schofield, Page, & Cooper, 2015). Independent 
mobility restrictions have negative consequences: greater feelings of loneliness; a weaker 
sense of community; a lower sense of safety; and less frequent social activities with friends 
(Pacilli, Giovannelli, Prezza, & Augimeri, 2013). Loebach and Gilliland (2016) regard the 
opportunity for children to “playfully and independently” explore their neighbourhoods as 
“fundamental to their development and well-being” (p. 575). Independent mobility enhances 
children’s feelings of power and control, which has a positive impact on general health and 
wellbeing (Pacilli et al., 2013). Children establish their own personal spatial history, develop 
practical mapping skills, and increase their general spatial knowledge through independent 
travel - skill attainment that can’t be achieved easily by those who cannot travel 
unaccompanied (Valentine, 2004; Tranter, 2006; Carroll, Witten, Kearns, & Donovan, 2015). 
Gaining familiarity with the local neighbourhood and its inhabitants boosts children’s 
confidence in themselves and their own ability to cope with challenging situations (Witten & 
Carroll, 2016). Travelling independently also provides children with age-appropriate training 
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for their teenage years, equipping them with skills they will need to leave their suburb for 
secondary school (Freeman & Quigg, 2009).  
 
Children gain intrinsic benefits from having the opportunity to enjoy ‘just walking’ behaviour: 
socialising with friends is highly valued, turning a walking journey into a play experience 
(Brown, Mackett, Gong, Kitazawa, & Paskins, 2008; Badland et al., 2016). Walking without 
supervision also enables children to enjoy unscheduled breaks at play destinations they pass 
on the way (Smith et al., 2012; Depeau et al., 2017). Freeman & Quigg (2009) and  Pacilli et 
al., (2013) claim that children gain value from the opportunity to negotiate their own 
independent social transactions, which is an important developmental step in the continued 
quest for autonomy. Hillman (2006) agrees that children find it exciting and enjoyable to 
spontaneously initiate their own social encounters. Mitchell, Kearns, and Collins (2007) find 
that children enjoy their daily walk to school, particularly if they undertake it with friends, and 
that children who are driven from school would often prefer to walk. 
 
Loebach and Gilliland (2014) describe children’s freedom to move independently in their 
neighbourhoods as their ‘territorial range’, which they categorise as: 

1. Habitual range: easily accessed settings near the child’s home; 
2. Frequented range: neighbourhood locations that are periodically accessed, and 

generally bounded by a combination of parental restrictions and physical elements 
(such as a busy road); and 

3. Occasional range: infrequently-accessed locations on the edge of the child’s territory, 
often accessible only by public transport. 

 
Moran, Plaut, and Merom (2017) note in an Israeli study that suburban children had lower 
territorial range than inner-city children, which they attribute to the hard boundary created 
by highways at the edge of suburbs. This supports Loebach and Gilliland’s (2014) theory that 
boundaries shape children’s ‘frequented range’. Research (Babb, Olaru, Curtis, & Robertson, 
2017; Chambers et al., 2017) identifies a typical territorial range of around 500m for most 
children. However, Veitch, Salmon, and Ball, (2008) note that some children report ranges as 
low as 100m. Chambers et al. (2017) calculate that children spend more than 50% of their 
independently mobile time within the 500m buffer. This 500m range typically represents 
suburban neighbourhood limits, and is seldom exceeded (Freeman & Quigg, 2009). Loebach 
and Gilliland (2014) conclude that nearly 95% of children played within 400m of their home. 
Collectively, these findings support the need for density and proximity of affordances within 
neighbourhood.  
 
Carver et al. (2013) discuss children’s freedom to travel independently in terms of ‘mobility 
licences’, with different licences given for different types of trips: a licence to travel home 
from school unaccompanied, for example, or a licence to travel on local buses alone. Carver, 
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Veitch, Sahlqvist, Crawford, and Hume (2014) acknowledge that children who initially have 
permission only for unaccompanied school journeys may later achieve the licence to make 
recreational trips. Children who are granted freedom to play in public also play more in other 
contexts (Prezza, 2007). Independent mobility has been linked to higher physical activity rates 
and noted that active school travel is a good general indicator of children’s physical activity 
levels (Badland et al, 2015; Babb et al., 2017), so it seems reasonable to assume that 
independent or escorted active school travel may serve as a precursor to more general 
independent mobility. Badland et al. (2015) argue that better understanding broader child-
related travel patterns will help transport planners to support children’s travel needs.  
 
Veitch et al. (2008) and Pacilli et al (2013) suggest that children’s territorial range expands as 
they become older. Castonguay and Jutras (2009) attribute this both to parents’ increased 
confidence in their children’s abilities, and to changes in children’s play preferences, in line 
with their developing maturity. Younger children value familiarity and prefer to stay near 
home, whereas older children value increased autonomy, and express that by extending their 
territorial range (Castonguay & Jutras, 2009). Younger children must therefore settle for play 
facilities within their permitted territorial range, but older children have more opportunity to 
choose play destinations based on personal preferences (Jansson & Persson, 2010). 
 
Studies indicate that birth order may influence the age at which children become 
independently mobile, with positive correlations between having an older sibling, and 
unsupervised outside play at a younger age (Valentine, 2004; Pacilli et al., 2013). This suggests 
that parents may relax their concerns after their first child plays outside independently 
without negative consequences. Only children tend to gain independent mobility at a later 
age (Pacilli et al., 2013). Parents may simply be more cautious with their first child. Another 
study by Bringolf-Isler et al. (2010) finds that having younger siblings increases older siblings’ 
freedom.   
 
Theme 2: Children and neighbourhoods 
The importance of neighbourhoods 
A number of studies (Oliver et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2017) recognise neighbourhoods as child-
relevant ‘places’: children’s domains, where they can control territory. Children demonstrate 
a strong sense of physical and social connection to their neighbourhoods, which provide the 
landscape for most of their daily experiences (Freeman & Quigg, 2009; Freeman & Tranter, 
2011; Rogers, 2012). Children want to feel a sense of belonging in their neighbourhoods, and 
to be able to move about safely, access places to play, and socialise with friends (Witten & 
Carroll, 2016). Children also value the quiet and peacefulness of their suburban 
neighbourhoods (Carroll et al., 2015). Neighbourhoods typically represent safety and 
familiarity (Witten & Carroll, 2016; Kearns, Carroll, Asiasiga, & Witten, 2016).  
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Freeman and Tranter (2011) describe the essential role neighbourhoods play in children’s 
lives: “Neighbourhoods are places where they begin to encounter the world outside their 
home, where they make their first independent forays and where they become part of wider 
public life.” (p. 77). Children understand the value of ‘ambient companionship’ from a young 
age, and prefer to spend most of their time around other people (Nansen et al., 2015; Moran 
et al., 2017).  
 
Integral to children’s perceptions of their neighbourhoods are the social networks and 
childhood play opportunities that they provide. Rogers (2012) comments: “The combination 
of space and friends formed a nexus within which spontaneous, autonomous, absorbing play 
occurred” (p. 497). The act of exploring with their friends builds strong peer associations with 
places (Lidén, 2003). Children appreciate proximity to friends and to places to play, as well as 
easy access to amenities like local shops (Carroll et al., 2015). Children are motivated to play 
in public open spaces if they might encounter play companions there (Wheway & Millward, 
1997; Veitch, Salmon, & Ball, 2007). Carroll et al. (2015) note that the sociability of playing at 
parks was of great importance to many children, writing: “Many accounts of parks had a strong 
relational aspect: the park was about play; but it was also about playing with friends.” (p. 427). 
Pacilli et al. (2013) credit children’s independent mobility with the power to build stronger 
communities, writing: “[By contrast], children’s autonomy fosters their integration in local 
social networks, promotes parents’ social ties with other parents as well as their sense of 
belonging to the local community.” (p. 389). 
 
Designing child-friendly neighbourhoods 
O’Brien (2003) and Valentine (2004) discuss urban planners’ and urban designers’ historical 
and ongoing failure to properly consider children’s public space needs and use patterns. Walsh 
(2006) interprets the dominance of ‘closed’ play options, with fixed equipment and limited 
opportunities for creative play, as evidence that play spaces are being designed according to 
adults’ perceptions of what children enjoy. The importance of providing diverse and proximate 
opportunities for play is highlighted by Wheway and Millward (1997), and Hendricks (2001). 
Cole-Hamilton and Gill (2002) conclude that children will find opportunities to play 
everywhere. Whilst other researchers (Valentine, 2004; Broberg et al., 2013) recognise that 
whole environments must be designed with children’s needs in mind, not just playgrounds or 
playgrounds or school routes. This contrasts with historical expectations that children must 
adapt their behaviour to fit into an adult environment (Mitchell et al., 2017). 
 
Various attributes contribute to a child-friendly suburb. Freeman and Tranter (2011) claim that 
what is needed is a good social environment, and a good physical environment. Sharmin and 
Kamruzzaman (2017) present their own key criteria: “children’s possibilities for independent 
mobility; and their opportunities to actualize environmental affordances” (p. 104). Broberg, 
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Kyttä, and Fagerholm (2013) describe child-friendly neighbourhoods more extensively, and 
highlight the following six elements that these places should provide: 

1. Opportunities for children to care for places they loved and respected; 
2. Affordance actualisation in places, to enable meaningful exchanges between child and 

place; 
3. Opportunities for environmental learning and environmental competence; 
4. The ability to create and control ‘territories’, and protect them from harm;  
5. Privacy experiences and the opportunity to nurture childhood secrets; and 
6. Opportunities for children to express themselves in space (p. 111). 

 
Loebach and Gilliland (2016) explain that, contrary to their expectations of insufficient 
opportunities for play, suburban neighbourhoods offer plenty to entertain children who are 
sufficiently empowered to access play opportunities. They recommend that neighbourhood 
affordances should be audited and evaluated to determine overall child-friendliness (Loebach 
& Gilliland, 2016). Children often roam from place to place while playing, using the entire 
environment as a play space (Wheway & Millward, 1997). Freeman and Tranter (2011) claim 
that a wealth of dedicated play spaces in a city may be evidence of ‘child unfriendliness’, 
because it suggests that children should only play in those spaces. O’Brien (2003) disagrees, 
instead calling for dedicated children’s spaces: “Children’s emphasis on their improving play 
and leisure space, found in our study, suggests that contemporary children are expressing a 
desire to be in the neighbourhood, to have a public space for themselves.” (p. 146).  
 
Castonguay and Jutras (2009) note the importance of giving children sufficient opportunity to 
express their wishes for their environment, and argue that this is an essential step in building 
a ‘child-friendly city’. O’Brien (2003) discusses a study that shows how participating in 
consultations tend to have highly practical and constructive requests, raising issues about the 
need for increased street cleaning and better street lights, for example. Rogers (2012) 
identifies several environmental suggestions from children who have taken part in 
consultations, including: the reduction or elimination of crime and antisocial behaviour; better 
maintenance and improvement of the built environment; and improved services and 
amenities, particularly those directly relevant to children’s needs and interests, like 
playgrounds, sports fields, libraries, and cinemas (Rogers, 2012). Research (Mitchell et al., 
2007; Witten & Carroll, 2016; Veitch et al., 2017) shows that children notice if their play spaces 
are badly maintained, which highlights the need to prevent vandalism and remove antisocial 
elements, such as graffiti and broken glass. O’Brien (2003) acknowledges that adults may not 
have realised the degree to which these antisocial elements discourage children’s play.  
 
Sharmin and Kamruzzaman (2017) call for changes in land use distribution to better meet 
children’s needs, with child-relevant destinations designed in close proximity. Child-friendly 
urban design is interpreted (Villanueva, 2014; Jansson, Sundevall, & Wales, 2016) to include 
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walkable neighbourhoods, and physical separation of motor vehicles from pedestrians and 
cyclists. Carroll et al., (2015) agree that child-friendly urban design must move beyond 
playgrounds, and should instead include transition spaces and semi-private threshold spaces. 
Whitzman and Freeman (2015) argue that all locations are important and relevant to children, 
and should therefore be designed with their needs in mind. Freeman and Tranter (2011) 
mention the risk of sanitising neighbourhoods in a quest for child-friendliness, warning that 
totally safe neighbourhoods represented a form of limitation, offering nothing for children to 
explore or learn about. They advocate for challenging neighbourhoods that provide 
opportunities to develop resilience (Freeman & Tranter, 2011).  
 
Neighbourhood types 
Mixed use neighbourhoods offer adults a broad range of activities, but children living in these 
neighbourhoods tend to stay closer to home (Loebach & Gilliland, 2016). Interpreted 
positively, this would suggest that their social and play needs were met near home. A negative 
interpretation would indicate that other opportunities for play were too distant to reach 
(Loebach & Gilliland, 2016). However, areas offering a mix of local destinations attract people, 
increasing natural surveillance and ‘eyes on the street’ (Foster et al., 2015). Children in purely 
residential areas also often report low independent mobility levels (Foster et al., 2015). This is 
attributed to a lack of local affordances, but it is acknowledged that parents’ attitudes towards 
independent mobility mostly significantly influence their children’s behaviour (Foster et al., 
2015).  
 

Theme 3: Children and play 
The importance of play 
The benefits of play, which include: opportunities to socialise with friends; enhanced social 
skills through play encounters; improved mental and physical health; educational gains 
achieved through play activities; and the enjoyment derived from being active, are discussed 
in a number of studies (Korpela, Kyttä, & Hartig, 2002; Brockman, Jago, & Fox, 2011; Freeman 
& Tranter, 2011). Play is intrinsically valuable to children, because it is enjoyable (Freeman & 
Tranter, 2011).  
 
Several studies (Cole-Hamilton & Gill, 2002; Brockman et al., 2011) suggest that children 
greatly value the freedom of unsupervised play, and its temporary respite from adult control. 
A negative correlation has been identified between adult supervision and children’s activity 
levels at parks: many children prefer to play at parks without adults present (Veitch et al., 
2007; Broberg et al., 2013; Jansson et al., 2016). However, this anti-adult attitude is not 
universal. Plenty of children enjoy visiting parks with family members, and fathers are 
particularly valued as park companions (Veitch et al., 2007). Children have longer and more 
frequent outdoor play sessions during the weekends, which suggests more discretionary time 
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for play during those days, and reinforces the benefits of adults being available for supervision 
(Faulkner, Mitra, Buliung, Fusco, & Stone, 2015). 
 
Societal benefits of children’s independent play 
Everybody appears to benefit when children are free to play in public. Mitchell et al. (2007) 
claim that the presence of children in public breaks down barriers between adults, 
contributing to a lively, communal environment. Children in public spaces indicate community 
cohesion, and are a sign of freedom and belonging (Mitchell et al., 2007; Freeman & Tranter, 
2011). Independent mobility is considered crucial in the rehabilitation of communities: 
“children’s autonomy fosters their integration in local social networks, promotes parents’ 
social ties with other parents as well as their sense of belonging to the local community” 
(Pacilli et al., 2013, p. 389). 
 
Play preferences and preferred locations 
Many children greatly prefer outdoor play (Hendricks, 2001; Babb et al., 2017). However, 
Wheway and Millward (1997) highlight that, although children may prefer outdoor play in 
parks, this isn’t always the most utilised play opportunity. Instead, observations of children’s 
actual play practices show that they spend most of their time playing on the street (Wheway 
& Millward, 1997). This could suggest that children cannot pursue the play opportunities that 
most appeal to them. It appears that park visits mainly occur with adult supervision (Prezza, 
2007; Senda, 2015).  
 
A range of play opportunities pursued in public open spaces has been identified, including 
playground use, imaginative play, adventurous play, impromptu or casual sports activities, and 
games with rules (Wheway & Millward, 1997; Castonguay & Jutras, 2009; Jansson et al., 2016; 
Witten & Carroll, 2016; Babb et al., 2017; Chaudhury, Hinckson, Badland, & Oliver, 2017). 
Children value variety in play affordances (Castonguay & Jutras, 2009). Some evidence 
(Scarlett, Naudeau, Salonius-Pasternak, & Ponte, 2005; Gleeson, Sipe, & Rolley, 2006; Walsh, 
2006) indicates a preference for adaptable materials and open-ended play spaces, leading to 
the popularity of adventure playgrounds and ‘junk’ playgrounds. However, traditional play 
equipment is still popular with many children (Wheway & Millward, 1997). Castonguay and 
Jutras (2009) claim that children’s traditional preference for natural places has been replaced 
with a preference for playgrounds, community spaces, and other adult-designed play spaces. 
They acknowledge that this might be less because children no longer enjoy nature-based play, 
and more because children’s access to natural place spaces had declined (Castonguay & 
Justras, 2009).  
 
Some children associate ‘play’ with less active, more sociable behaviour, such as chatting with 
friends (Thomson & Philo, 2004; Rogers, 2012). Babb et al. (2017) refer to children who are 
empowered to independently access play opportunities, but seldom choose to do so. These 
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children may be more anxious about independent play, or simply have less general interest in 
expressing their spatial independence (Loebach & Gilliland, 2014). Authors (Veitch et al., 2007; 
Faulkner et al., 2015) recognise that some children just prefer inside games to outside play. 
 
Veitch et al. (2008) conclude that children prefer to play in their own gardens, which is 
reportedly consistent with the findings from other studies. O’Brien (2003) and Kearns et al. 
(2016) agree. O’Connor, O’Rourke, Robinson McGunnigle, and McCormack (2017) use findings 
from The Irish Neighbourhood Play Project to identify the garden, the house, and the road as 
children’s top three play locations. Carroll et al. (2015) agree that friends’ and family 
members’ houses - categorised as ‘fourth spaces’ - served as an important play destination for 
many children, and particularly for Māori and Pacific children. Valentine (2004) perceive this 
preference for private play space as negative, demonstrating the limited degree to which 
children can independently explore public space. However, Page, Cooper, Griew, and Jago 
(2010) discuss findings from an extensive British study that reveals children’s favourite play 
spaces as friends’ houses, their school, local shops, and parks and playgrounds. This reinforces 
the value that children place on variety in their play affordances. Karsten (2005) studied 
historical Dutch play habits and concludes that children were traditionally given no choice but 
to play outside, as inside space was seen as ‘adults’ space’. The modern combination of smaller 
families and larger houses has provided more space for children to play inside (Karsten, 2005). 
School grounds have been identified as valued play spaces (Freeman & Quigg, 2009; Carroll et 
al., 2015). Witten and Carroll (2016) theorise that children and parents alike regard this 
location as a safe place for play.  
 
The research literature  identifies ‘third spaces’ - local places that aren’t home or school - as 
places where children can navigate unfamiliar circumstances and environments (Mitchell et 
al., 2007; Carroll et al., 2015; Witten & Carroll; 2016; Babb et al., 2017). Aarts, de Vries, van 
Oers, and Schuit (2012) claim that third spaces are as valuable to children as playgrounds and 
school grounds. In a study of Auckland-based children (Badland et al., 2015), the most popular 
third space destinations for accompanied and unaccompanied children were retail businesses, 
sports facilities, parks and other recreational facilities and churches. Carroll et al. (2015) also 
identify local shops as a favoured play location.  
 
Children value the act of travelling to or between third space destinations as much as the 
destinations themselves, because travel provides opportunities to play with friends (Wheway 
& Millward, 1997; Cole-Hamilton & Gill, 2002; Brown et al., 2008). Suburban streets can 
themselves be play destinations if they facilitate bike and scooter use, and if they aren’t 
heavily used by cars (Kearns et al., 2016). Semi-private ‘threshold’ places, such as driveways, 
have also been identified as particularly important sites for independent play, because parents 
and caregivers perceive them as safe locations (Carroll et al., 2015; Kearns et al., 2016; Witten 
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& Carroll, 2016). This is particularly unfortunate in New Zealand, which has one of the highest 
rates of paediatric driveway runovers in the world (Shepherd, Austin & Chambers, 2010).   
 
Children find value in waste ground or undeveloped land, with some authors claiming that 
children preferred this type of site to playgrounds and other formally designated play spaces 
(de Monchaux, 1999; Valentine, 2004; Rogers, 2012; Jansson et al, 2016; Kearns et al., 2016). 
Thomson and Philo (2004) argue that children find excitement and adventure in these sites, 
even though the possibilities they offer may not be obvious to adults. Moore (1990) discusses 
children’s appreciation of thickly vegetated parks and unused spaces that offer opportunities 
for concealment - to play hiding games; to construct huts; or to develop tunnels. Unmanicured 
green spaces reportedly offer a greater range of play opportunities (Jansson et al., 2016).  
 
A distinction can be recognised between children’s places - informal places where children 
meet each other and manipulate whatever physical elements they find as part of their play 
activities – and more formal places for children, which are designed by adults (Jansson et al., 
2016; Rasmussen, 2004). Moore (1990) notes that the ‘degraded’ nature of these informal 
spaces is largely what draws children to them, as they provide opportunities for adventure 
play that more manicured spaces can’t offer. Jansson, Sundevall and Wales (2016) agree, 
writing: “Unmanaged spaces were described as providing a specific freedom for their 
[children’s] play.” (p. 235). De Monchaux (1999) partially attributes the popularity of 
undeveloped spaces to the way in which these spaces provide children with opportunities to 
control and alter their environment. 
 
Thomson and Philo (2004) write: “Children and young people probably want spaces suitable 
less for doing and more for being - for socialising, chatting, hanging out - and as such they may 
always reject formal, adult designed sites of play in favour of carving out their own informal 
and disorganised spaces from the adult world around them.” (p. 126). Brockman et al. (2011) 
also claim that children value opportunities to escape from adult rules and control. Rogers 
(2012) agrees, acknowledging that the attraction of these spaces is the high probability that 
adults won’t be present, which increases children’s freedom of interaction.  
 
De Monchaux (1999) suggests that ‘children’s places’ should be converted into ‘places for 
children’, to make them aesthetically acceptable to adult members of the community. This 
suggests both a lack of appreciation for why children appreciate informal places, and a 
continued assumption that adults’ needs outweigh children’s preferences.  There seems to be 
a broad societal expectation that children should restrict their play activities to designated 
play areas  (Moore, 1990; Thomson & Philo, 2004). Attempts to turn ‘children’s places’ into 
‘places for children’ demonstrates a continued attempt to contain children’s play in adult-
designated spaces.  
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Children have a strong preference for parks and other green spaces (Hendricks, 2001; de 
Monchaux, 1999; Brockman et al., 2011; Babb et al., 2017). Veitch et al. (2017) credits this 
both to the affordances that parks offer, and to the aesthetic value children place on green 
spaces. Research (Boone-Heinonen, Casanova, Richardson, & Gordon-Larsen, 2010; Tappe, 
Glanz, Sallis, Zhou, & Saelens, 2013; Jansson et al., 2016; Mitchell, Clark, & Gilliland, 2016) 
shows that proximity to parks increases the likelihood of greater physical activity levels for 
both genders, and particularly for teenage boys. Pacilli et al. (2013) call for green spaces and 
parks throughout neighbourhoods, complemented by private outdoor spaces. The quality of 
the parks is also perceived as an influence on children’s activity levels, with good quality parks 
reportedly correlating to lower levels of screen time and more outside activity (Christian et 
al., 2016). Rigolon’s (2017) Colorado-based study concludes that access to fewer, larger, 
better-maintained parks with good play facilities is more likely to encourage physical activity 
amongst children than having a access to a larger number of smaller, less well-equipped parks.  
 
Play facilities and playground design 
Walsh (2006) emphasises the importance of designing high quality public play spaces, 
describing them as “social assets of the community” (p. 137). However, Walsh (2006) also 
acknowledges that children’s requirements should be considered beyond playgrounds, to 
better enable spontaneous play throughout the neighbourhood. Valentine (204) suggests that 
parents in all neighbourhoods reports a lack of suitable play facilities for their children.  Whilst 
Wheway and Millward (1997) claim that playground design suffers from a lack of attention, 
with play spaces being added into new developments on whatever land is left over after 
residential land allocations have been made.  
 
Chancellor (2007) suggests that, despite significant council investment, many Australian 
playgrounds are seldom used by children playing independently, and that parents and their 
younger children are the main users of these spaces.  Some studies (Veitch et al., 2008; 
Noonan, Boddy, Fairclough, & Knowles, 2016) show that well-equipped playgrounds are very 
popular with children, particularly if they are near their homes and can be easily accessed.  
However other researchers (Moore, 1990; de Monchaux, 1999; Holt et al., 2015) argue that 
children are unconcerned about playground quality: any playground is valued, because of all 
playgrounds provide places to make a noise, encounter other children, and play, with the 
equipment merely providing a jumping-off point for play activities. Jansson et al. (2016) agree 
that children greatly value the social aspect of playground use.   
 
Several authors (Wheway & Millward, 1997; de Monchaux, 1999; Chancellor, 2004; Scarlett et 
al., 2005; Brockman et al., 2011; Jansson et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2016) discuss the need - 
recognised by children themselves - for play spaces to cater for different age groups and 
developmental stages. Australian studies (Veitch et al., 2007; Veitch et al., 2017) acknowledge 
that playgrounds are often designed for younger children, and fail to offer sufficient challenges 
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for older children.  As well as recommending playgrounds that provided facilities for different 
age groups, Walsh (2006) counsels urban designers to include seating for older people in the 
community, space for teenagers (such as group seating for socialising, and a ball court), and 
general amenities, such as toilets and water fountains. Gleeson et al. (2006) also advocate for 
facilities that cater to adult users of playgrounds. However, Carroll et al. (2015) suggest that 
this does not reflect children’s preferences: “Children’s sense of ownership of parks and 
playgrounds was also displayed through their annoyance when play equipment was 
vandalized, they felt excluded, or their access was limited by the presence of older people.” 
(p. 430).  
 
Theme 4: Barriers that limit independent mobility and neighbourhood play 
Parents’ general attitudes towards independent mobility 
Children cannot enjoy independent mobility, and thus access play opportunities, without their 
parents’ or caregivers’ approval: parental concern appears to be the most pervasive barrier to 
children’s independent mobility. Faulkner et al. (2015) claim that negative parental 
perceptions of the neighbourhood causes a discrepancy between access to play facilities and 
actual use of play facilities. Parents acknowledge the deterioration of childhood freedom since 
their own youth, and recognise that this has eroded their children’s social and play 
opportunities (Valentine, 2004). However, Oliver et al. (2015) report a positive correlation 
between the proportion of active trips made by children, and their parents’ perception of 
neighbourhood safety. This suggests that parents who can overcome their concerns and 
enable their children’s independent mobility may later recognise that some of their concerns 
were disproportionate.  
 
Traffic  
Widespread parental concerns regarding the risks posed to children by traffic has been 
identified (Bhosale et al., 2015; Bringolf-Isler et al., 2010; Prezza, 2007; Malone, 2007; Pacilli 
et al., 2013; Faulkner et al., 2015; Holt et al., 2015; Valentine, 2004; Moore, 1990; Noonan et 
al., 2016). Traffic accident statistics in most developed world countries would tend to justify 
their concerns, making this a rational parental fear. An Auckland study on parental mobility 
licences identified high levels of concern about traffic safety, with the most significant 
concerns (and hence parental limits on independent mobility) being about inadequate cycling 
infrastructure for their children (Smith, et al, 2019).  Carver et al. (2013) note that, after 
restricting their children’s independent mobility because of traffic concerns, parents often 
contribute to the traffic problems by chauffeuring their children between walkable 
destinations. Bringolf-Isler et al. (2010) discuss a possible mismatch between parents’ 
perceived traffic concerns, and the actual risk presented by traffic. However, busy roads are a 
clear barrier to play, if they must be crossed in order to reach play facilities (Veitch et al., 
2008).  
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Strangers 
Several studies (Bhosale et al., 2015; Brockman et al., 2011; Prezza, 2007; Malone, 2007; 
Faulkner et al., 2015; Holt et al., 2015; Valentine, 2004; Moore, 1990; Noonan et al., 2016) 
identify concerns about stranger abuse or abduction as a key factor limiting children’s 
independent mobility. In most of the cited studies ‘stranger danger’ was seen as equal to 
traffic concerns, but parental fears regarding strangers dominated in other studies (Wheway 
& Millward, 1997; Lin et al, 2017).  In Public Space and the Culture of Childhood, Valentine 
(2004) acknowledges that demonstrated stranger abduction fears do not reflect the 
statistically low risk of stranger attack or abduction. Another fear was the risk of children being 
exposed to unwanted influences (Gilliam, 2003).  
 
Unsociable neighbourhoods 
Villanueva (2014) highlights parents’ general perceptions of their neighbourhood 
environment as a key factor influencing their children’s independent mobility. In general, 
parents believe neighbourhoods have become less sociable and socially cohesive (Bhosale et 
al., 2015; Noonan, Boddy, Fairclough, & Knowles, 2017). Parents also believe that passive 
surveillance levels have deteriorated over time (Karsten, 2005; Holt et al., 2015). Pacilli et al. 
(2013) describe the vicious circle achieved when parents fear a lack of social cohesion because 
of their diminished social ties. They write of an inflated perception of public social danger, 
which reduces parents’ willingness to grant their children independent mobility and further 
reduces social cohesion (Pacilli et al., 2013). 
 
Research has found that children were not attracted to empty parks, because of concerns 
about possible encounters with threatening or unknown people (Castonguay & Jutras, 2009; 
Villanueva, 2014; Carroll et al., 2015; Witten & Carroll, 2016; Chaudhury et al., 2017; Moran 
et al., 2017). Wheway and Millward (1997) note that some potentially attractive play spaces 
were ignored by children because they were too private. The choice to play in public sight 
appears both to acknowledge parents’ requests to stay where they could be seen, and to 
demonstrate children’s own preference to be around other people (Wheway & Millward, 
1997). However, despite some concerns regarding public space and the people and situations 
they may encounter, children are not unduly fearful about playing or travelling without 
supervision (Moore, 1990). Witten and Carroll (2016) note that children are usually willing to 
overcome their caution about navigating their neighbourhood alone: 
 

“Feeling wary moving about the neighborhood unsupervised did not mean it wasn’t a 
valued experience. Fears were often situation specific and offset by a range of benefits 
such as learning about the neighborhood, being active and fit, hanging out with 
friends, fresh air, feeling free and happy, not being embarrassed by your parents, and 
being independent.” (p. 342).  
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Children’s perceptions of adults’ behaviour 
Mitchell et al. (2007) discuss findings from an Auckland survey of three different suburbs that 
revealed children’s ongoing frustration at adults’ unreasonable use of public space. Children 
in the survey spoke of adults blocking pavements with inconsiderate parking and skips being 
used in home renovations, motorists reversing from driveways without checking for 
pedestrians, and adults’ expectations that child cyclists will share road space with buses and 
other large vehicles (Mitchell et al., 2007).  
 
Negative attitudes regarding neighbourhood play 
Noonan et al. (2017) discuss the perception that children’s unsupervised outdoor play is 
regarded as a quasi-antisocial activity: affording children outdoor license prior to this socially-
construed age may be viewed in certain communities as ‘bad parenting’.” (p. 1919). Moran et 
al. (2017) fear that this lack of acceptance of outdoor play may become a social norm, further 
prompting a widespread shift from outdoor play to indoor play. However, it is noted that, if 
children are seen playing outdoors, more children are encouraged to join them (Sage et al., 
2010). 
 
Disapproval of outdoor play is generally attributed to intolerance regarding the noise of play 
(Witten & Carroll, 2016). Valentine (2004) criticises adults’ expectations that people of all ages 
should conduct themselves in public to the behavioural standards that adults have imposed. 
She claims that public space is, essentially, grownup space, and that children and teenagers 
are expected to modify their use of it accordingly (Valentine, 2004).  Children’s discomfort 
with signs that forbid them to play, or forbid them to engage in specific types of play, has been 
identified (Morrow, 2003; O’Brien, 2003). Christensen, Mygind, and Bentsen (2015) describe 
potential play spaces that were being controlled by adults’ rules as ‘contested places’. They 
celebrate children’s decisions to ignore ‘no play’ signs, seeing this subversive behaviour as 
evidence of continued negotiation between different users of public space, and summarise 
this spatial conflict as an example of tensions that exist between adults’ perceived ‘correct’ 
use of places, and children’s desired use (Christensen et al., 2015).  
 
Organised activities 
Several researchers identified the increased popularity of organised activities, which is widely 
regarded as a barrier to independent play because it is perceived to use time that would 
otherwise be spent playing (Valentine, 2004; Chancellor, 2007; Veitch et al. 2007; Freeman & 
Tranter, 2011; Bhosale et al., 2015; Loebach & Gilliland, 2016; Noonan et al., 2016). Holt et al. 
(2015) interpret data regarding increased participation in organised activities as suggesting “… 
that rather than parents creating a sense of community around neighborhood play areas, they 
were now more likely to put their children into organized and adult-supervised sports 
programs.” (p. 82). Kearns et al. (2016) attribute parental preferences for organised activities 
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to a need to manage risk; and a widespread acceptance that adult-led structured leisure 
activities are developmentally beneficial for children. Freeman and Quigg (2009) defend 
parents’ motivations, arguing that this shift was less about parental aspirations, and more 
about enabling children to engage in activities they enjoyed.  
 
Valentine (2004) writes extensively about the deficiencies she perceives in the trend for 
children to engage in organised activities instead of free play and discusses the limited 
opportunity for children to influence the play opportunities provided in adult-run activities. 
She also highlights the relative democracy of independent outdoor play, in which different 
types of children play together: providing opportunities for integration between children from 
different cultures and backgrounds (Valentine, 2004). 
  
Aarts et al. (2012) argue that the shift towards organised activities is not universal, and is more 
apparent amongst parents with higher incomes, with their  children less likely to engage in 
outdoor play.  Thomson and Philo (2004) express concerns that children who take part in 
organised activities may be less accustomed to designing their own play, or using their 
imaginations in play. These children are also seen as being more likely to lack social contact 
with other children in their neighbourhood (Karsten, 2005).  In addition, increased homework 
levels are recognised as potentially eroding the amount of time available for outdoor play 
(O’Connor et al., 2017). This factor appears to be prevalent primarily in middle-income 
families, and is less evident in lower socioeconomic areas (O’Connor et al., 2017).  
 
Peer conflicts 
Many children are reluctant to access local play affordances because of concerns about 
bullying and other antisocial behaviour, in particular from older children and teenagers 
(Prezza, 2007; Veitch et al., 2007; Castonguay & Jutras, 2009; Brockman et al., 2011; 
Christensen et al., 2015; Witten & Carroll, 2016; Babb et al., 2017). One study (Brockman et 
al., 2011) suggests that this concern about older children is more relevant for girls than for 
boys. Veitch et al. (2007) suggest that the problem of threatening behaviour from older 
children is more of an issue in low to medium socioeconomic areas. This could signal a lack of 
leisure facilities for teenagers in those neighbourhoods.  
 
Technology 
Noonan et al. (2016) claim that children whose screen time is unrestricted are less likely to 
play outside. A Japanese study (Senda, 2015) links declining park use to an increase in 
children’s screen time, although it did not reveal how that conclusion was reached. Veitch et 
al. (2007) suggest that sedentary entertainment can be addictive to children. Christian et al. 
(2016) view this issue from a different perspective, claiming that increased screen time is 
caused by insufficient local destinations to attract children. 
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The role of parents 
Some reluctance to grant children the right to independent mobility and opportunities for 
independent play can be attributed to what Mitchell et al. (2007) describe as “the prevalent 
social construction of children as dependent, vulnerable and in need of constant adult 
guidance and supervision” (p. 615). This echoes Prezza’s (2007) findings that some parents 
fear their children will become lost or disoriented if they are outside unaccompanied. Mitchell 
et al. (2007) identify the social pressures to be seen as a ‘good’ parent, which is portrayed as 
being a protective parent. Malone (2007) reports that parents in an Australian study feel under 
pressure to balance their children’s need for independent mobility with the risk of being 
judged as neglectful parents for not accompanying them. Parents are also concerned about 
their children acting in an antisocial manner in public (Villanueva, 2014). A study (Bhosale et 
al., 2015) that included grandparents as respondents demonstrates that parents are justified 
in feeling that their behaviour is judged and criticised, with a general view from the older 
generation that “children today are very sheltered or (to quote) ‘mollycoddled’.” (p. 526). 
Given that concerns about tangible risks, such as traffic, are entirely legitimate in the context 
of busier suburban roads and higher childhood accident rates, it appears unfair to judge 
parents too harshly for being cautious about their children’s safety.  
 
Children’s attitudes towards parental independent mobility restrictions 
However, children appear to be relatively pragmatic about, and accepting of, the mobility 
restrictions placed upon them, and understand their parents’ concerns, even if they don’t 
share them (Bhosale et al., 2015; Brockman et al., 2011; Prezza, 2007). Children do not 
necessarily abide by their parents’ restrictions (Thomson & Philo, 2004). Valentine (2004) 
argues that children demonstrate greater competence at assessing risk than their parents, 
using maturity and rationality to consider the possible consequences of independent mobility; 
in contrast to their  parents’ over-emotional, irrational, and less reasoned attitudes. 
 
Theme 5: Encouraging independent mobility and neighbourhood play 
Strong and cohesive neighbourhoods 
Malone (2007) acknowledges that strengthening communities is an essential strategy to 
facilitate children enjoying independent mobility. Hillman (2006) writes: “The public must 
become more involved in taking responsibility for keeping an eye on other children” (p. 66). 
Noonan et al. (2017) comment: “parents who perceived a high level of neighbourhood social 
cohesion were less fearful of their child playing outdoors and more willing to let them travel 
further away from home unsupervised” (p. 1918). Parents who have strong ties to their 
community feel more confident in the passive surveillance provided by other adults, which 
reduces their concerns about their children travelling and playing independently (Valentine, 
2004; Prezza, 2007; O’Connor & Brown, 2013; Holt et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2017).  Aarts, 
Wendel-Vos, van Oers, van de Goor, and Schuit (2010) discuss a large Dutch study that 
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identified neighbourhood social cohesion as the strongest factor influencing access to 
independent outdoor play. A second Dutch study (Karsten, 2005) reported high levels of 
passive surveillance in specific neighbourhoods.  
 
Enabling children to experience their neighbourhoods independently develops their own 
sense of local community spirit (Lidén, 2003; Valentine, 2004). This is further supported if 
children have high levels of trust in other adults in the community, including their friends’ 
parents (Holt et al., 2015). While passive surveillance can reassure parents, the knowledge of 
actual surveillance - that adults are watching out for them - reassures children that they are 
safe in their communities (Villanueva, 2014). The presence of adults and children in public 
spaces contributes to increased feelings of safety, trust, and mutual support within a 
community (Villanueva, 2014). Children also tend to play outside for longer periods when 
other people are present in the neighbourhood, (Faulkner et al., 2015).  
 
Freeman and Tranter (2011) highlight the role that community development can play in 
promoting community cohesion, and identify clubs and community organisations as key 
facilitators of this shift to stronger communities. This perspective contrasts with a widely-held 
belief that children’s increased participation in organised activities has a negative correlation 
with independent play. 
 
The built environment 
The presence of pedestrian pavements (or footpaths) has a positive correlation with 
independent mobility and outdoor play (Aarts et al., 2012; Babb et al., 2017). Wheway and 
Millward (1997) identify a range of urban design features that would help to reduce traffic 
speeds and levels in residential areas, thus increasing the likelihood of children’s independent 
play. Several studies (Sharmin & Kamruzzaman, 2017; Brockman et al., 2011; Noonan et al., 
2016; Tappe et al., 2013; Wheway & Millward, 1997) identify dead end streets and cul-de-sacs 
as urban design features that offer more opportunities for children to play independently 
outside. Statistics may show higher incidences of child pedestrian accidents from vehicles 
entering or exiting properties and on shared driveways, and at the convergence of driveways 
at the end of cul-de-sacs (Austin, Shepherd & Chambers, 2014), but the literature suggests 
that parents do not perceive this risk. Christian et al. (2016) note that suburbs with cul-de-sacs 
offer fewer local destinations and lengthen journey times to affordances. Foster et al. (2015) 
contend that passive surveillance is enhanced through the presence of walkable street 
networks, which encourage pedestrian activity and thus increase natural surveillance. 
Villanueva (2014) asserts that well connected streets facilitate active transport modes and 
make navigation easier, which encourages children’s independent mobility.  
 
This presents a challenge for urban designers: should street networks focus on cul-de-sacs to 
provide the types of streets that parents perceive (rightly or wrongly) as a safe place for 
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children to play? Or should street networks support connectivity and walkability, which would 
indicate less support for the presence of cul-de-sacs? Authors (Noonan et al., 2016; Sharmin 
& Kamruzzaman, 2017) recognise the contradictory nature of these two urban design goals. 
Foster et al. (2015) assert that parents welcome walkable streets that encourage greater 
pedestrian activity, even if those pedestrians are strangers, because the benefits of increased 
natural surveillance offset the risks presented by strangers. To summarise this paradox: 
parents are less concerned about strangers if a walkable street network encourages the 
presence of more strangers.  
 
Freeman and Tranter (2011) acknowledge both the importance of community cohesion, and 
the role that sympathetic urban design can play as a method of overcoming parental isolation. 
They identify specific built environment elements, such as low fences between houses, houses 
that face each other, and houses connected to communal gathering spaces, claiming that this 
type of urban design encourages meetings between people (Freeman & Tranter, 2011). 
Broberg et al. (2013) also identify several built environment qualities that support children’s 
independent mobility and access to independent play opportunities, including: residential 
density levels; sufficient availability of green space; traffic systems that support pedestrian 
and light traffic use; and easy access to recreation areas.  
 
Technology 
Several studies (Thomson & Philo, 2004; Brockman et al., 2011; Underwood, 2011; Nansen et 
al., 2015; Chaudhury et al., 2017) suggest that parents are more likely to support their 
children’s independent mobility if they can contact them easily by mobile phone, enabling 
some degree of parental supervision, albeit remotely. Underwood (2011) identifies a range of 
correlations between mobile phone ownership and children’s likelihood of engaging in 
independent outdoor play.  
 
The Irish Neighbourhood Play Project shows that technology has become incorporated into 
some outdoor play (O’Connor et al., 2017). Kaczmerek, Misiak, Behnke, Dziekan, & Guzik  
(2017) assert that playing Pokémon GO was a particularly effective way of encouraging male 
gamers to venture outside. Wagner-Greene et al. (2017) claim that participants in this game  
have significantly increased physical activity levels and experience several additional benefits, 
however some players have taken physical risks while participating, or have trespassed 
(Wagner-Greene et al., 2017). 
 
Other factors supporting independent mobility 
Owning a dog significantly extends children’s territorial ranges (Freeman & Quigg, 2009). 
Christian et al. (2014) discuss findings that show that many children walk their dog without 
adult company, and that dog-walking children enjoy greater independent mobility overall. 
Christian et al. (2014) attribute these findings to a belief that parents’ fears of strangers 



Building Better Homes, Towns and Cities | Working Paper 19-03 27 

hurting their children are mitigated by the presence of a dog.  Freeman and Quigg (2009) 
identify local school attendance as the primary determinant of independent mobility and 
community attachment. The right to travel independently to school is frequently the first 
mobility licence granted to children, so it is unsurprising that children who cannot enjoy this 
independent mobility also lack other opportunities for independent travel. 
 

Theme 6: Teenagers and suburban leisure 
Valentine (2004) explains that teenagers seek freedom to spend unsupervised time in public, 
instead of being expected to attend organised activities with younger children. Cole-Hamilton 
and Gill (2002) contend that teenagers spend time hanging around on the street because they 
lack anywhere else to go. Valentine (2004) acknowledges that some teenagers ask for youth 
clubs and other facilities to provide them with leisure opportunities, but also recognises that 
most teenagers want freedom to access public space more readily, with less of what she 
describes as “unreasonable intervention of adults into their social worlds” (p. 87). She also 
claims that teenagers’ preference for spending time in public space after dark is linked to their 
desire for unsupervised time (Valentine, 2004). Measor and Squires (2000) argue that most 
teenagers are disinterested in attending youth clubs, noting that teenagers enjoy a broad 
range of facilities and services that are primarily provided for an adult market, such as shops, 
cafés, sports facilities, and leisure centres. Broberg et al. (2013) found that Finnish 
adolescents’ and teenagers’ leisure preferences showed that playing sports and shopping 
were among the most popular leisure affordances accessed, and that affordances that 
encouraged social contact were highly valued. Wheway and Millward (1997) claim that 
activity-oriented places, like public pools, are particularly popular with teenagers. Chancellor 
(2004) identifies the need to more accurately identify the type of outdoor spaces that will 
attract teenage users.  
 

Theme 7: Gender differences 
This literature review refers to the binary terms ‘girl’ and ‘boy’ because these are the terms 
used by all reviewed authors who discussed gender as it pertained to access to play. However, 
gender non-binary children may have experiences that are not reflected in this discourse. 
 
Several  studies claim that boys typically enjoy both more independent mobility, and 
independent mobility at a younger age (Moore, 1990; Wheway & Millward, 1997; Bringolf-
Isler et al., 2010; Pacilli et al., 2013; Villanueva, 2014; Faulkner et al., 2015; Mitchell et al., 
2016). Research indicates that girls are typically less active than boys, and play outside less 
often. Boys enjoy greater territorial range (Veitch et al., 2008; Bringolf-Isler et al., 2010; Oliver 
et al., 2015; Christian et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2016), and typically play outside for longer 
time periods (Korpela et al., 2002; Thomson & Philo, 2004; Prezza, 2007; Loebach & Gilliland, 
2014; Faulkner et al., 2015; Mitchell et al., 2016; Babb et al., 2017). Some parental traffic 
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concerns appear to be focused on boys’ perceived inability to cross roads safely (Villanueva, 
2014).  
 
There appears to be stronger feelings of parental concern for the safety and welfare of girls, 
with a belief that daughters need greater protection (Brown et al., 2008; Pacilli et al., 2013; 
Senda, 2015). However, extensive British research (Brown et al., 2008) shows that parents 
who have heightened concerns for their daughters’ safety try not to let their concerns curtail 
their children’s freedom. Wheway and Millward (1997) suggest that girls still play a more 
active role in caring for younger siblings, which may account for their reduced independent 
mobility.  
 
The difference between girls’ and boys’ independent mobility levels has been attributed to 
the self-reinforcing nature of boys’ outdoor play (Brown et al., 2008; Brockman et al. 2011): 
because they seem to be more likely to play outside, they make friends locally, which gives 
them even greater motivation to play outside.  Brockman et al. (2011) identify this as a cause 
of boys’ early spatial dominance in public spaces, which can result in public spaces being ‘boy 
spaces’. They also claim that there are no corresponding ‘girl spaces’ (Brockman et al., 2011). 
This can further discourage girls from using those public outdoor spaces for play. Christian et 
al., (2016) identify that  physical activity can be encouraged in girls by offering a greater range 
of local affordances. Lidén (2003) agrees that certain public spaces become gendered, writing:  
 

The girls who seek out the sports ground frequently associate the area with 
masculinity, insecurity and a somewhat uneasy feeling. However, many also have good 
memories of playing with close friends or teasing the boys. The place is associated with 
physical experiences, the testing of skills and independence. They connect such places 
with gendered images of themselves and with events associated with gendered 
bodies. In this way, boys and girls reassert places as gendered when they become 
involved in them. (p. 132) 

 
However, other researchers (Korpela et al., 2002; Thomson & Philo, 2004) disagree, insisting 
that their findings showed equal numbers of boys and girls playing outside, in the same 
locations, and enjoying the same kind of activities. Brown et al. (2008) also found that parents 
are more likely to grant permission to play outside if children have a specific play goal in mind, 
as opposed to merely ‘hanging out’ with friends. Boys appear to play organised games more 
often, which might therefore account for their greater independent mobility (Sage et al., 2010; 
Brown et al., 2008).  
 
Veitch et al. (2008) claim that girls often have autonomy to visit a greater number of 
destinations unaccompanied. In addition, parents regard girls as more socially mature 
(Valentine, 2004), with better capacity to organise social engagements with friends (Brown et 
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al. 2008). Girls access more local affordances when accompanied by friends, and when in 
densely built areas (Broberg et al., 2013; Chaudhury et al., 2017). Despite having less territorial 
range within the neighbourhood, girls are more likely to be granted permission to travel 
further afield, particularly to visit shopping malls (Brown et al. 2008). Parents regard these 
privatised public realms as safe, monitored locations for girls to socialise with their friends 
(Brown et al., 2008). It may be that shopping malls are the equivalent ‘girl spaces’ that 
Brockman, Fox, and Jago (2011) were unable to identify.  
 
Brown et al. (2008) note that girls often travel with friends, and become more adept at using 
public transport at a younger age - developing skills to navigate the adult world before their 
brothers. Chaudhury et al. (2017) present findings the Auckland-based Kids in the City study 
to demonstrate that travelling with peers tends to increase the number of play opportunities 
children could access. Christian et al., (2016) identify easy access to local bus stops as one way 
to support girls’ independent mobility.  In summary, boys may have more local freedom, but 
girls tend to gain a greater level of expanded freedom.  
 
Theme 8: Socioeconomic status 
Mitchell et al., 2016) links girls’ physical activity levels to their socioeconomic status: girls from 
wealthier households have higher activity levels, and girls from low income households are 
the least active of all children. Children in low socioeconomic areas may experience higher 
independent mobility levels and enjoy greater territorial range (Veitch et al., 2008; Oliver et 
al., 2015). Some studies (Rogers, 2012; Chaudhury, Oliver, Badland, Garrett, & Witten, 2016) 
suggest that children in these neighbourhoods may be more likely to live near extended 
family, which provides them with local destinations. Witten and Carroll (2016) claim that 
children in low socioeconomic neighbourhoods enjoy informal physical activity opportunities 
- playing, climbing, walking, or scootering - significantly more often than children in wealthier 
neighbourhoods. This finding is interpreted as a side effect of their parents being unable to 
afford organised sports and other extracurricular activities for their children (Ziviani, 2008; 
Castonguay & Jutras, 2009; Sage et al., 2010). Ziviani (2008) concludes that younger primary 
school children are less disadvantaged by an inability to participate in organised activities, 
because all children of that age tend to play similarly, however, older children may have less 
access to sports facilities.  Rigolon’s (2017) Colorado study regarding access to parks reveals 
greater proximity to parks for low socioeconomic households, but less access to the larger, 
less crowded, better-equipped parks that are typically found in wealthier neighbourhoods.  
 
Valentine (2004) claims that children living in rental accommodation are more likely to enjoy 
greater freedom to play outside, as are the children of single parents. Other studies (Thomson 
& Philo, 2004; Aarts et al., 2012) recognise that children from poorer families may be forced 
outside for play, due to a lack of available inside space. Valentine (2004) accepts that lone 
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parents often have no choice but to allow unsupervised play because of a shortage of adults 
in the household. Research by Veitch et al. (2008) and  Foster et al (2015) reveals that parents 
in low socioeconomic areas express greater fears about their children’s safety in public, and 
stronger concerns about a lack of safe places for their children to play. Low socioeconomic 
neighbourhoods are also more likely to contain a greater number of alcohol outlets, which can 
influence negative public behaviour, and also tend to have greater incidences of general 
physical disorder: litter, graffiti, and poorly-maintained amenities (Foster et al., 2015).  In 
general, public spaces in low socioeconomic areas are likely to be of poorer quality (Karsten, 
2005; Freeman, 2006; Veitch et al., 2008).  
 
Theme 9: Ethnicity 
There is limited research on the impact of children’s ethnicity on their play habits and 
independent mobility. Oliver et al. (2015), drawing on the Kids in the City study, point to higher 
physical activity levels for Māori and Pacific children, and lower levels for children of Indian, 
Asian, and other (non-Pākehā) ethnicities. Samoan children’s higher levels of independent 
mobility are also noted by Chaudhury et al., (2016). Lin et al. (2017) map out the different 
independent mobility obstacles identified by parents of different ethnicities. All ethnic groups 
identify local parks, reserves, and sports fields as places of concern, but Asian and Indian 
respondents are most likely to identify specific streets of concern, and are also most likely to 
highlight the danger posed by traffic (Lin et al., 2017). Samoan and other Pacific respondents 
hold more frequent concerns about unsupervised youth in public spaces (Lin et al., 2017). 
Māori, Samoan, Pacific, and Indian respondents are all more likely than Pākehā and Asian 
respondents to report that they regarded ‘everywhere’ to be a place of concern (Lin et al., 
2017). 
 
Karsten’s (2005) study identifies a lack of heterogeneity in neighbourhood play, which reduce 
opportunities for migrant children to interact and integrate with Dutch children. Rigolon 
(2017) notes that the Colorado neighbourhoods he studied are largely segregated, with White 
neighbourhoods enjoying the best and largest parks, and Latino and other ethnic minority 
groups having much lower access to parks categorised as ‘safe’. 
 

Theme 10: Disability 
Few studies acknowledge the impact of disability on children’s access to play. Indeed Stafford 
et al. (2019) acknowledge that we still have limited understanding of how children with 
impairments move around their own neighbourhoods, and how this excludes them from day 
to day activities.  Cole-Hamilton and Gill (2002) note that disabled children and other children 
with specific needs may require different types of support to access play affordances, and that 
there are only limited opportunities for disabled and non-disabled children to play together. 
The marginalisation of disabled children from public space is also recognised by de Monchaux 
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(1999), who suggests that exclusion from public space affecting all children presents even 
more of a challenge for disabled children. Cole-Hamilton and Gill (2002) also highlight a lack 
of literature evaluating the health benefits of play for disabled children.  
 

Theme 11: Children’s participation in neighbourhood urban design 
Children’s desire to actively participate in consultation regarding park and playground design, 
and the frustration they feel when they are not consulted is discussed by O’Brien, (2003) and 
Jansson et al. (2016).  Although Scarlett et al. (2005) acknowledge that some modern 
playgrounds are designed with extensive input from children, Cole-Hamilton and Gill (202) 
claim that only limited consultation takes place, and Wheway and Millward (1997) agree, 
pointing out that they were unable to find any examples of children being involved in a play 
space planning process from beginning to end. Whitzman and Freeman (2015) point out that 
most consultations focus on older children and teenagers, and fail to include younger children. 
Mitchell et al., (2007) criticise what they describe as “the prevalent social construction of 
children as dependent, vulnerable and in need of constant adult guidance and supervision” 
(p. 615) seeing  this as both as a restriction of children’s independent mobility, and as an 
attitude used to justify children’s continued exclusion from the decision-making process. 
 
Several studies (Gleeson et al., 2006; Whitzman & Freeman, 2015; Jansson et al., 2016) claim 
that children seek opportunities to consult on the design of their communities in general, and 
not just in the design of child-focused elements. Broberg et al. (2013) recognise the 
importance of elevating children’s needs to equal with adults’ needs, writing: “Children should 
also be seen as abled and active users of their environment and as informants possessing 
valuable insights into the possibilities and restrictions of different environments.” (p. 119). 
They regard this quest for generational equality as a key task for urban planners (Broberg et 
al., 2013). Freeman (2006) agrees that children are willing to work with adults regarding 
planning issues, as long as the consultation process is authentic. She comments: “...they want 
to be treated as respected partners, to have their views, skills and ideas respected. The issue 
is … their experiences of working with adults have not always been positive ones…” (p. 82). 
Thomson and Philo (1997) acknowledge that urban designers of new towns and developments 
have a unique opportunity to involve children in the design of a play strategy from the outset, 
but don’t often utilise it. 
 
Conclusion 
Findings throughout this literature review suggest that parental attitudes towards 
independent mobility and play have a far greater impact on all children’s activity levels than 
the number and diversity of play opportunities, or any other environmental factors. Whilst 
neighbourhood safety concerns (be it from traffic or from strangers) play an important role, 
the perceived level of neighbourhood and social cohesion is critical in allowing children more 



Building Better Homes, Towns and Cities | Working Paper 19-03 32 

independent mobility. Built environment factors that can address safety concerns and support 
social cohesion include: the presence of pedestrian footpaths / pavements and pedestrian 
crossings; traffic calming designs that reduce traffic volume and speed; improvements to 
driving and parking behaviour that puts pedestrians at risk on the footpath; the provision of 
appropriate cycling infrastructure; low residential fences and  dwellings oriented so that their 
front doors face each other; easy safe access to a diversity of play spaces, green spaces, 
communal gathering spaces, local shops and community facilities (such as a library), and bus 
stops; the involvement of children of all ages in designs; and excellent maintenance of the 
public realm. 
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Part 2:  Are Suburban Neighbourhoods Meeting the Needs of Older People? 

 
Introduction   
Older people present a unique array of needs within neighbourhoods. As ageing societies 
continue to expand globally, researchers are attempting to further understand the 
performance of neighbourhoods and how they are meeting the needs of older people (Vine, 
Buys, & Aird, 2012; Temelová & Dvořáková, 2012; Mahmood & Keating, 2012; Farrelly, 2014; 
Alidoust, Gordon, & Bosman, 2014). Recognising that the design of neighbourhoods can either 
encourage or discourage older people to embrace the neighbourly resources and amenities 
available to them, the quality and liveability of neighbourhoods needs to improve to 
accommodate older people (Vine et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2003; Chui, 2001). Worldwide, 
governments and international organisations are attempting to establish age-appropriate 
policies, designs and living initiatives such as ageing in place, which support and enable older 
people to continue living in their own homes and familiar neighbourhood environments (Parra 
et al., 2010; Elsawahli, Shah Ali, Ahmad, & Al-Obaidi, 2017). For New Zealand, it is predicted 
that by 2051 older people over 65 will make up approximately 25 percent of the population, 
meaning implementation of these design elements and living initiatives will be needed to 
better support the well-being of the older population (Ministry of Health, 2002; Ministry of 
Social Policy, 2000; Ministry of Health, 2016). 
 

Theme 1: Functionality Changes Experienced by Older People   
The process of ageing brings with it changes that alter the way older people live their daily 
lives. It is common for the range of environments that older people frequently visit and utilise, 
to shrink to the area of their residential neighbourhood. In response to this, it is important 
that neighbourhoods are capable of accommodating the needs of all older people, no matter 
what their cognitive or physical abilities.  
 
It is expected that there will be a decrease in the everyday rhythms of older people as a result 
of age-related changes they are likely to encounter (Lager, Van Hoven, & Huigen, 2016). These 
changes come in a variety of forms including the slowing of cognitive processing, an increase 
in the difficulty of physical activities, and a decline in the ease of mobility (Ribeiro, Mitchell, 
Sá Carvalho, & de Fátima de Pina, 2013; Vine et al., 2012; Marquet & Miralles-Guasch, 2015; 
Dujardin, Lorant, & Thomas, 2014; Milton et al., 2015; Burton & Mitchell, 2006). These 
changes lead to older people being an extremely heterogeneous group, where every 
individual has a unique set of attributes (Burton & Mitchell, 2006).  It is also during this time 
that the relationship of disability and older age illustrates its strongest bond (Frye, 2014).  
These changes can cause minor or major problems for older people when they are attempting 
to continue functioning independently both at home, and when venturing elsewhere (Burton 
& Mitchell, 2006).   
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As a result of these changes older people tend to decrease the area within which they spend 
the majority of their time, to the confines of their local and familiar neighbourhood (Vine et 
al., 2012; Temelová & Dvořáková, 2012; Gong, Gallacher, Palmer, & Fone, 2014; Weiss, 
Maantay, & Fahs, 2010; Föbker & Grotz, 2006; Alidoust, Bosman, Holden, Shearer, & Shutter, 
2017). This sees older people becoming dependent on, and vulnerable to, the conditions and 
quality of their neighbourhood (Ribeiro et al., 2013; Dujardin et al., 2014; Marquet & Miralles-
Guasch, 2015; Föbker & Grotz, 2006; Wiles, Leibing, Guberman, Reeve, & Allen, 2011). For 
older people, the neighbourhood becomes an integral determinant for their independence, 
health and well-being (Ribeiro et al., 2013; Vine et al., 2012; Temelová & Dvořáková, 2012; 
Milton et al., 2015; Föbker & Grotz, 2006; Van Dijk, Cramm, Van Exel, & Nieboer, 2015; Van 
Der Greft, Musterd, & Thissen, 2016; Loo, Mahendran, Katagiri, & Lam, 2017; De Donder, 
Buffel, Dury, De Witte, & Verte, 2013; Luz, Cesar, Lima-Costa, & Proietti, 2011; Alidoust et al., 
2014).  
 
The elements of design and planning that have created the neighbourhood then shape the 
way older people interact with their local environment. This can either support or oppose their 
personal needs (Marquet & Miralles-Guasch, 2015; Burton & Mitchell, 2006). If the 
neighbourhood design is age-friendly and suits the varying needs of older people, it will be 
beneficial for the social, physical, and health determinants of their quality of life (Van Dijk et 
al., 2015). If governments want to encourage older people to continue living independent and 
active lives, the design and planning of neighbourhoods must take into consideration their 
specific needs, a point which Frye (2014) believes is not currently being embraced as fully as 
it should be.   
 
It is important to have liveable neighbourhoods for older people, however there are many 
people from other age groups that also need to be able to be comfortable in the same area. 
Temelová & Dvořáková (2012) explore Mangen’s (2004) concern of neighbourhoods being 
designed with age-based provisions that are too specific and do not recognise the needs of 
others who will be using the same spaces (Biggs & Carr, 2015). This can create a ‘generational 
divide’ within the neighbourhood, such as a park designed with only children in mind and no 
provision for the needs of older people such as benches to rest on (Lager et al., 2016); or a 
park designed for older people with no space for children to play (Mitchell et al., 2003; Burton 
& Mitchell, 2006).   It is vital that neighbourhood designs cater to a diverse range of ages and 
abilities, providing sustainable environments for everyone through all stages of their lives 
(Temelová & Dvořáková, 2012; Milton et al., 2015; Taylor & Buys, 2014; Mahmood & Keating, 
2012; Strobl, Maier, Ludyga, Mielck, & Grill, 2016).  
 
Some researchers argue that the standard provision of designs that fit the needs of a typical 
healthy young white male must be questioned (Mitchell et al., 2003; Burton & Mitchell, 2006; 



Building Better Homes, Towns and Cities | Working Paper 19-03 43 

Biggs & Carr, 2015; Strobl et al., 2016), instead finding designs that are user friendly for 
everyone, including the vulnerable groups of children, older people, and those with disabilities 
(Lestan, Erzen, & Golobic, 2014).  Biggs and Carr (2015) conclude that ‘a functioning and 
sustainable urban space entails taking shared and distinctive generational requirements into 
account, negotiating diverse and possibly contradictory uses and designing structures that can 
stand the test of generational time’ (p. 109). Coincidently, research has found that the 
introduction of design elements that are intended to benefit older people also produce benefit 
for other users in the neighbourhood (Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Mitchell et al., 
2003; Biggs & Carr, 2015).  
 
Theme 2: Designing a Neighbourhood 
There are three components that come together to form the basis of a neighbourhood; the 
physical and built environment, the social connections and interactions that occur within in it, 
and the policies that work in association with it. When examining the performance of 
neighbourhoods the physical and policy roles are significant in determining the success of 
meeting the needs of older residents.  One of the vital needs for older people in 
neighbourhoods is ease of accessibility. With an increasing number of older people suburban 
neighbourhood design needs to encompass this necessity of accessibility. 
 
As discussed by Alidoust, Holden, & Bosman (2014), physical, policy, and social environments 
interact with one another to form the neighbourhoods within which we reside. A 
neighbourhood cannot be evaluated without acknowledging each of these components. 
When assessing neighbourhoods, older people tend to consider the social relationships they 
have within them (Van Dijk, 2015), however it is the physical and policy aspects which form 
the original neighbourhood base within which  the social mechanisms develop (Jackisch, 
Zamaro, Green, & Huber, 2015). If the initial physical and policy concepts are effective, they 
then provide the environment for facilitating social connections. Not only do the physical and 
policy environments assist in shaping positive social interactions, they also influence the 
health and well-being of the neighbourhood residents (Luz et al., 2011; Chui, 2001; Novek & 
Menec, 2014).  
 
There are increasing numbers of older people living in low to medium density suburban areas. 
Zegras, Lee, & Ben-Joseph (2012) found that in the United States the majority of older people 
are living in the suburbs, and Australian research showed that older Australians tend to also 
live in low-density suburbs (Taylor & Buys, 2014; Zeitler & Buys, 2015).  Accessibility for older 
people varies across density levels.  In high density areas older people are more likely to use 
the physically active process of walking for getting around and accessing amenities (Li, Fisher, 
Brownson, & Bosworth, 2005; Cao, Mokhtarian, & Handy, 2010). In low to medium density 
suburbs there is lower evidence of social participation in the neighbourhood and higher 
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reliance on the use of cars for mobility (Zegras et al., 2012; Zeitler & Buys, 2015; Patterson & 
Chapman, 2004). This has led to the conclusion that thriving urban neighbourhoods with 
nearby amenities, reliable public transport options, and user-friendly built environments are 
more suitable for older people than lower density neighbourhoods such as suburbs located 
away from facilities and amenities (Maltz, Hunter, Cohen, & Wright, 2014; Föbker & Grotz, 
2006; Nyunt et al., 2015; Marquet & Miralles-Guasch, 2015). 
 
If a neighbourhood does not have ease of use and good accessibility older people can find 
themselves living in environments that cause stress, fear, and isolation from neighbourhood 
amenities and other residents (Vine et al., 2012; Curtis & Punter, 2004; Föbker & Grotz, 2006; 
Alidoust et al., 2014; Burton & Mitchell, 2006). Alternatively, older people may find they need 
to travel elsewhere in order to comfortably fulfil their day-to-day tasks, a process that will only 
become more difficult with the ageing loss of mobility (Cao et al., 2010; Alidoust et al., 2014). 
The neighbourhood design process needs to involve careful thought around “place making”, 
ensuring that the built environment produced will be accessible, well connected, 
complementary and beneficial to the quality of life of older people and other residents 
(Elsawahli et al., 2017; Mahmood & Keating, 2012; Lawhon, 2003; Novek & Menec, 2014; 
Burton & Mitchell, 2006). 
 
Distance from facilities and amenities is a significant issue for older people and neighbourhood 
design. Being in close proximity to supermarkets, parks, post offices etc, is identified as a 
desirable quality for age-friendly neighbourhoods, creating positive influence on health and 
quality of life (Novek & Menec, 2014; Sugiyama et al., 2014). As well as proximity increasing 
the accessibility for residents, it increases the likelihood that older people will be active when 
utilising the resources available and socialise with other residents they may encounter on the 
way (Nyunt et al., 2015; Li et al., 2005; Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Barnett, Cerin, 
Ching, Johnston, & Lee, 2015; Chong, Yow, Loo, & Patrycia, 2015). 
 
Traditional neighbourhood design theories are becoming influential when considering the 
layout of age-friendly neighbourhoods. These designs incorporate walker-friendly grid-like 
street layouts, as opposed to cul-de-sacs often found in suburban neighbourhoods (Sugiyama 
et al., 2014; Patterson & Chapman, 2004; Burton & Mitchell, 2006; Zegras et al., 2012; Lawhon, 
2003). The traditional design encourages accessibility and pedestrian mobility throughout, 
with the incorporation of open and green outdoor areas for use by residents of all ages and 
abilities (Cao et al., 2010; Lestan et al., 2014; Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007). The 
recommendation of simple and intuitive design elements is also made, recognising that such 
features have the greatest user-friendly outcomes (Mahmood & Keating, 2012). 
 
 



Building Better Homes, Towns and Cities | Working Paper 19-03 45 

Theme 3: Ageing in Place 
Ageing in place sees older people continue to live independently in their own home within the 
familiar surroundings of their neighbourhood.  Ageing in place allows for stability in living 
arrangements and potentially provision of nearby amenities (Mahmood & Keating, 2012). 
Holding onto independence is a priority for the majority of older people, and ageing in place 
allows this to happen (Taylor & Buys, 2014; Harris, 2013; Zeitler & Buys, 2015; Wiles, 2011; 
Davey, 2006). As well as maintaining independence, ageing in place positively influences the 
health and well-being of older people (Vine et al., 2012).  
 
The majority of older people in New Zealand choose to age in place, staying in their own 
homes for as long as possible (Davey, 2006).  As a result, it is important to consider how well 
the characteristics of the built environment fit the needs of older people (Strobl et al., 2016). 
It is the strength and weaknesses of the neighbourhood design that determine how suitable 
an environment is for ageing in place (Vine et al., 2012, Föbker & Grotz, 2006). Safety, access 
to nearby facilities and services, well maintained pavements, suitable street layouts, mobility 
options, user friendly green spaces, and the opportunity for neighbourly relationships to 
flourish all contribute to making the ageing in place neighbourhoods more accessible and 
inclusive for older people (Temelová & Dvořáková, 2012; Dujardin et al., 2014; Van Dijk, 2015; 
Van Der Greft, 2016; Föbker & Grotz, 2006; Zeitler & Buys, 2015). Ageing in place 
neighbourhoods have also shown that if you create environments that are safe and easy to 
navigate, older people will have the confidence to get out and about, and be both socially and 
physically active in their neighbourhood (Marquet & Miralles-Guasch, 2015;Ward Thompson, 
Curl, Aspinall, Alves, & Zuin, 2014; Nyunt et al., 2015; Farrelly, 2014; Burton & Mitchell, 2006). 
 
An alternative living option that older people are presented with is retirement homes or care 
facilities. Despite these options limiting the continuation of independent living, research in 
Canada has shown that there are some who prefer additional support from those around them 
as they age (Adams & Chivers, 2016). This research also highlighted the architectural 
expression and symbol of old age that these buildings present within neighbourhoods. The 
loss of independence that people associate with retirement and care homes can work as 
encouragement for older people to remain ageing in place with perceived greater control of 
their own existence (Adams & Chivers, 2016; Davey, 2006).  
 
A consensus can be identified for the benefit that ageing in place brings for governments. This 
way of living reduces the pressure that is being placed on governments worldwide as 
populations continue to age (Vine et al., 2012; Davey, 2006; Ministry of Social Policy, 2000). 
Ageing in Place lowers the need to provide age specific retirement and care facilities which 
have large economic implications (Vine et al., 2012; Wiles et al., 2011).  Many Western 
countries have policies that support the long term independent living of older people (Lager 
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et al., 2016).   The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development and its member 
countries have been providing continuing support for the concept since the early 90s (Davey, 
2006; Dujardin et al., 2014), and the World Health Organisation (WHO) also supports the 
notion of ageing in place and the active ageing and physical activity it can produce (Van Dijk, 
2015).   
 

Theme 4: The Meaning of Home for Older People 
When considering where to live at an older age, people will want to ensure their home 
environment is suitable for their personal needs; be it a home that they have lived in for some 
time or one that they move to. For some older people they will be continuing to live in a house 
that they have been in for some time, other people will be choosing a new location for this 
segment of their lives. In both instances, it is preferable that the houses and their surrounding 
neighbourhoods are age-friendly and suit the age-specific needs of the residents. 
 
Providing a definition of home will present varying responses from different people. For many, 
home refers only to the physical property in which they live.  However, as discussed by Wiles 
et al. (2009), older people tend to believe home encompasses more than just their house, it 
includes the people and places that they are familiar with in their neighbourhood 
(Buckenberger, 2012). When considered alongside Buckenberger’s findings that older people 
place higher value in the tangible elements of their neighbourhood compared to the younger 
preference of physical qualities, this is not surprising. 
 
It is common for suburban neighbourhoods to have elements of social connection and 
neighbourliness evident throughout. These community interactions can positively impact on 
the day-to-day well-being of older people and broaden what they perceive to be their home 
(Rogers & Sukolrantanametee, 2009; Wiles et al., 2009; Wilkerson, Carlson, Yen, & Michael, 
2012; Kweon, Sullivan, & Wiley, 1998). Positive social interaction can assist in creating a sense 
of place within neighbourhoods (Buckenberger, 2012). 
 
The physical attributes of a house can play a big part in connecting older people to the 
community and neighbourhood outside. Increasing attention is being given to the roles that 
front porches, decks, and gardens can play in social exchanges (Rogers & Sukolrantanametee, 
2009; Buckenberger, 2012; Wilkerson et al., 2012). If older people are sitting on their porch or 
deck, or are in their gardens observing their surroundings, they are able to converse with 
passer-by’s or keep a friendly eye on the properties around them. These semi-private 
‘surveillance spots’ can also be located indoors connecting the older residents to the 
neighbourhood and contributing to the sense of community in the area (Wilkerson et al., 
2012; Rogers & Sukolrantanametee, 2009; Wiles et al., 2009). 
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Theme 5: Suitable Characteristics of the Built Environment for Older People 
There is a large body of research which has looked into the most important, beneficial, and 
suitable characteristics of the built environment in neighbourhoods that are home to older 
people. These characteristics fall into three main categories; barriers of the built environment, 
influences on mobility and active lifestyles, and the role of the outdoors and greenspace.  
 
Barriers 
Much of this research has involved older people identifying the physical barriers they perceive 
to be influencing their neighbourhoods. The condition and terrain of pedestrian areas and 
streetscapes, and the quality and provision of elements such as seating, clear signage, time 
allocation for crossing intersections, street lighting, and road layouts were frequently 
mentioned as critical factors that can either enhance or hinder exploration and utilisation of 
neighbourhood resources (Vine et al., 2012; Dujardin et al., 2014; Ward Thompson et al., 2014; 
Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Aspinall et al., 2010; Frye, 2014; Kerr et al., 2014; Strobl 
et al., 2016; Patterson & Chapman, 2004; De Donder et al., 2013; Chippendale & Boltz, 2015; 
Burton & Mitchell, 2006; Wiles, 2011; Ministry of Social Policy, 2000). Older people have 
stated that influence of these barriers can cause their neighbourhoods to become more 
restrictive as they continue to age (Milton et al., 2015; Biggs & Carr, 2015; Kerr et al., 2014; 
Strobl et al., 2016; Anmear, Cushman, & Gidlow, 2009). 
 
Proximity and accessibility 
The proximity and accessibility of resources is frequently mentioned across neighbourhood 
design research. If amenities such as shops, health services, and open spaces are located 
nearby, the liveability of the neighbourhood for older people is improved, encouraging higher 
levels of interaction with the local environment (Vine et al., 2012; Temelová & Dvořáková, 
2012; Marquet & Miralles-Guasch, 2015; Fokkema, Gierveld, & Nijkamp, 1996; Zeitler & Buys, 
2015; Nyant et al., 2015; Novek & Menec, 2014; Strobl et al., 2016; De Donder et al., 2013). 
Local and accessible neighbourhood resources also positively influence social interaction and 
relationships between residents, leading to the formation of neighbourly connections 
(Mahmood & Keating, 2012). Accessibility to greenspaces such as parks, is one of the main 
concerning issues identified by both older people and fellow neighbourhood residents 
(Temelová & Dvořáková, 2012; Van Dijk, 2015; De Donder et al., 2013). The importance of the 
close proximity to amenities grows as older people continue to age and they become less 
mobile or able to drive themselves elsewhere (Vine et al., 2012; Strobl et al., 2016).  
 
Safety 
Participation is highly influenced by older people’s perceptions of safety (Alidoust et al., 2014). 
With heightened awareness and anxious tendencies, older people may become consumed by 
concerns of safety both at home and around the local neighbourhood (Temelová & Dvořáková, 
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2012; Föbker & Grotz, 2006; Strobl et al., 2016). In Inclusive Urban Design: Streets for Life, 
Burton and Mitchell (2006) define neighbourhood safety as ‘the extent to which streets enable 
people to use, enjoy and move around the outside environment without fear of tripping or 
falling, being run-over or being attacked’ (p. 115). The work of De Donder et al. (2013) found 
that the majority of safety concerns were linked to incivilities and disorder within the 
neighbourhood, yet something as simple as observed design quality of a neighbourhood can 
also influence safety perceptions. Keeping these concerns in mind when designing 
neighbourhood components, such as pedestrian areas, may assist in reducing the worries held 
by older residents (Michael, Green, & Farquhar, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2003; Van Dijk, 2015; De 
Donder et al., 2013). 
 
Improvements 
The barriers identified by older people are often easy to fix through minor changes, or simple 
ongoing maintenance of the built environment. Without ongoing maintenance, 
neighbourhoods which once catered well to the needs of older people can become unsuitable 
(Vine et al., 2012; Ward Thompson, 2014; Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Aspinall et al., 
2010; Barnett et al., 2015; Chippendale & Boltz, 2015; Burton & Mitchell, 2006). The need for, 
and implementation of, traffic-calming methods to improve pedestrian safety around roads is 
frequently raised by older people  (Michael et al., 2006; Lehning, 2014). The high existence of 
discussions around traffic-calming should alert planners and designers of the need to include 
these considerations in the early stages of neighbourhood design (Burton & Mitchell, 2006). 
If this consideration results in a higher number of all residents being active within the 
neighbourhood  (not just older people) this will lead to increasing their quality of life (Gong et 
al., 2014; Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Lehning, 2014). 
 
However, researchers, urban planners and designers beware. There is a general consensus 
throughout research that older people report being happy with what their neighbourhoods 
have to offer, and that they meet their needs (Vine et al., 2012; Föbker & Grotz, 2006; Zeitler 
& Buys, 2015; Zeitler & Buys, 2015; Wiles et al., 2011). It is only when the older people are 
encouraged to delve deeper into evaluations, that barriers are  mentioned. For example, Vine 
et al. (2012) explain that there is a desire to have neighbourhood amenities nearby, however 
the lack of them does not lower the neighbourhood satisfaction levels of older people.  
 
Theme 6: Mobility and Active Living for Older People 
The level of mobility possessed by older residents is dependent on two factors, their individual 
physical and mental state, and the availability of mobility friendly options incorporated into 
the design of their neighbourhood. It is common for research that is looking at the mobility of 
older people in their neighbourhoods to be discussed in association with levels of activity.  
Living an active lifestyle with functional mobility positively influences the independence and 
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the quality of life of older people (Frye, 2014; Kerr et al., 2014; Novek & Menec, 2014; Ministry 
of Social Policy, 2000). 
 
The utilisation of motor vehicles allows older people to be independently mobile when making 
trips to places both in and outside their neighbourhoods (Milton et al., 2015; Zeitler & Buys, 
2015; Cao et al., 2010). Older people’s dependence on motor vehicles is the highest it has ever 
been (Cao et al., 2010; Vine et al., 2012). This mobility method is extremely popular, especially 
in the United States where 87 percent of older adults use their car for most of their trips 
(Zegras et al., 2012). Barriers of accessibility to local amenities influence older people’s high 
use of motor vehicles, however for many older residents, driving has been a normal part of 
their lives and this has continued as they have aged (Vine et al., 2012; Van Dijk, 2015). As they 
continue to age their ability to safely control motor vehicles decreases, leading to a higher 
reliance on alternative mobility options within their neighbourhoods (Vine et al., 2012; 
Marquet & Miralles-Guasch, 2015; Milton et al., 2015; Van Dijk et al., 2015; Cao et al., 2010). 
The inability to no longer drive without a car is seen as a life-changing event by many older 
people (Davey, 2004). 
 
While motor vehicles are the favoured mobility mode, it is important that neighbourhoods 
cater to the needs of non-car drivers (Zeitler & Buys, 2015). If older people  choose to utilise 
the walking-friendly mobility options in their neighbourhoods, they can gain benefit for their 
well-being and quality of life (Marquet & Miralles-Guasch, 2015; Patterson & Chapman, 2004; 
Loo et al., 2017). This supports the concept of active ageing established by WHO in 2002, as it 
incorporates daily activities with a healthy lifestyle that includes physical activity (Michael et 
al., 2006; Biggs & Carr 2015). It is expected that active ageing will be more achievable if 
neighbourhood amenities are located nearby; pedestrian areas, footpaths and road-crossings  
are in good condition; environments are user-friendly and safe; and the neighbourhood is 
exciting and interesting to explore (Michael et al., 2006; Ward Thompson, 2014; Frye, 2014). 
However a high number of motor vehicle users create situations of safety concern for 
pedestrians. Older people have a high representation in pedestrian accident figures for New 
Zealand (Fokkema et al., 1996; Ministry of Social Policy, 2000). These are especially a concern 
in the growing number of shared-surface transport spaces that are being implemented 
internationally (Frye, 2014) and locally. In these situations, not only do older people have to 
be thinking about their own movements, but they have to be aware of other vehicles around 
them. 
 
The alternative mobility option of public transport does not have as strong a following or 
utilisation rate. Vine et al. (2012) believe that the low use of public transport by older people 
is linked to negative impressions of the actual services available, rather than how available 
and reliable they are. Factors such as the attitude of public transport drivers, and the 
accessibility associated with getting on and off vehicles used for public transport can deter 
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older people from using them (Frye, 2014). The introduction of seniors “travel for free” cards 
may encourage greater usage. Community transport options in the UK targeted directly for 
older people appear to provide an essential transport option. It is important that user-friendly 
public transport options are available for older people as they may need to access facilities 
and services that cannot be found in their suburban neighbourhood (Zeitler & Buys, 2015). 
 

Theme 7: Outdoor Areas and Older People 
The provision of, and access to greenspace and open space outdoors improves the quality of 
neighbourhoods. For older people, being able to visit nearby outdoor space can improve their 
well-being via the associated benefits of health and social connection. 
 
Suburban living of low-to-mid density provides opportunity for neighbourhood design to 
incorporate multiple green and open spaces. For those living in neighbourhoods of higher 
density, there is less likely to be very good access to such spaces (Temelová & Dvořáková, 
2012; Föbker & Grotz, 2006). Older people living in suburban areas have preference for 
smaller outdoor spaces that allow them to sit and enjoy their surroundings (Temelová & 
Dvořáková, 2012; Novek & Menec, 2014).  This contrasts with the desires of younger 
generations who prefer bigger outdoor spaces.  Older people studied by Baldwin et al. (2019) 
supported the notion of a town square, or similar open space design,  that brings together a 
mix of  generations.  In order to meet the needs of residents of all ages, neighbourhoods would 
benefit in having a variety of spaces available for residential use (Alidoust et al., 2014; Burton 
& Mitchell, 2006).  
 
An alternative approach to greenspace is the appearance of community gardens. Community 
gardens are beneficial to health with their encouragement of social interaction and 
development of sense of community and place (Abraham, Sommerhalder, & Abel, 2010; Blake 
& Cloutier-Fisher, 2009; Kweon et al., 1998). In addition, including a men’s shed, providing 
‘facilities for retired men and people with a disability to learn new skills, share old trade skills 
and be part of a team that work together’ extends the benefits of social interaction to those 
less likely to join in (Baldwin et al., 2019).  
 
Utilisation of outdoor greenspaces and open spaces provides multiple health and well-being 
benefits for users. Visiting greenspaces benefits the health of elderly by encouraging active 
ageing through the provision of locations where residents can be physically active whilst also 
being locations for planned or spontaneous social interactions (Michael et al., 2006; Gong et 
al., 2014; Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Alidoust et al., 2014; Takano, Nakamura, & 
Watanabe, 2002). Outdoor spaces offer pleasure to older people and improves their 
psychological health through access to nature, sunlight, and fresh air (Buckenberger, 2012; 
Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Aspinall et al., 2010; De Donder et al., 2013; Takano et 
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al., 2002). Outdoor green spaces have also been shown to reduce both stress and anger of 
adults of all ages (Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Carman, 2006). Access to outdoor 
spaces may increase the longevity of older people (Lestan et al., 2014; Lee & Maheswaran, 
2010; Harris, 2013; Takano et al., 2002). When older people visit the greenspaces and open 
spaces in their neighbourhood, their ‘smell, touch, taste, sight and sound’ are all exposed to 
the elements of the natural environment surrounding them (Carman, 2006, p. 2). 
 
Successful neighbourhood designs incorporate greenspaces and open spaces that are easily 
accessible for all residents. Access to greenspace is frequently identified as the main issue 
when residents of all ages are consulted about the design of their neighbourhood (Temelová 
& Dvořáková, 2012; Lestan et al., 2014). Older people and people with disabilities appreciate 
the provision of appropriate seating, shade and shelter,  and accessible toilets (Baldwin et al., 
2019).  The latter is, no doubt, also appreciated by the parents of young children.   If there are 
environmental barriers within neighbourhoods that make it difficult for older people to access 
the local outdoor spaces, the potential quality of life benefits that these spaces offer are lost 
(Ward Thompson, 2014; Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007; Lestan et al., 2014). The 
provision of greenspaces is one of the key factors of age-friendly environments, their presence 
in neighbourhoods is essential (De Donder et al., 2013). 
 

Theme 8: International Initiatives Involving Older People in Neighbourhoods 
The age-friendly approach, established by the WHO, recognised the importance of making 
places more suitable for supporting older people as they age (Ward Thompson, 2014; 
Mahmood & Keating, 2012).  This approach asserts that changes made to improve 
functionality for older people, will also benefit all other users of the environment (Biggs & 
Carr, 2015). Western governments are incorporating this approach into many of their policies 
as they attempt to develop and reform all neighbourhoods as liveable neighbourhoods (Vine 
et al., 2012; Alidoust et al., 2014). Elements of this concept can be found in policies, plans, and 
documentation under similar terminology, e.g. healthy ageing perspective, and liveable 
neighbourhoods. In 2007 the WHO produced the Global Age-friendly Cities Guide which 
emphasises the importance of improving accessibility to amenities in neighbourhoods and 
improving the overall quality of built characteristics in neighbourhoods to better suit the 
needs of older people (Lager et al., 2016; Biggs & Carr, 2015). As well as the physical changes, 
the guide provides suggestions linked to social welfare provision (Lager et al., 2016). 
Mahmood & Keating (2012) also identify an additional bonus of decreasing levels of social 
exclusion that have occurred as a result of age-friendly designs. 
 
Universal Design embraces the theory that environments improved for older people will also 
assist all other users (Biggs & Carr, 2015; Frye, 2014). As this approach portrays all the suitable 
characteristics needed for age-friendly environments, it is frequently incorporated into the 



Building Better Homes, Towns and Cities | Working Paper 19-03 52 

design of neighbourhoods for older people (Vine et al., 2012; Mahmood & Keating, 2012). 
Inclusive Design is an alternative approach used to design built environments that cater to all 
ages and abilities. Inclusive Design is utilised in the Streets for Life concept developed by 
Burton & Mitchell (2006) which aims to create streets throughout neighbourhoods that 
people of all ages feel safe and comfortable using (Burton & Mitchell, 2006). These initiatives 
are discussed in Part 3. 
 
All of these initiatives can assist older people in being able to continue living independently in 
their neighbourhoods with easy access to all amenities (Lager et al., 2016; Biggs & Carr, 2015; 
Jackisch et al., 2015). These initiatives also highlights how strong an influence local 
environments have over the quality of life held by residents (Moore et al., 2011). Moving 
forward, these initiatives need to be incorporated into every element of development, 
refurbishment, and maintenance, In order to create the best environments for older people 
(Jackisch et al., 2015).  
 
Policies to Support Older People in Neighbourhoods 
Whilst New Zealand’s response is slower than some other similar countries (partly due to a 
younger age profile), relatively recent policies support ageing in place (Ministry of Health, 
2016). Through integration of ageing in place and age-friendly concepts in national and local 
plans and policies, neighbourhoods of greater quality can be created for the older people (Vine 
et al., 2012; Parra et al., 2010; Biggs & Carr, 2015; Alidoust et al., 2014; Burton & Mitchell, 
2006). In order to successfully achieve this, Sugiyama & Ward Thompson (2007) stipulate the 
necessity to provide planners, policy makers, and any other parties involved in the design of 
neighbourhoods with all appropriate and vital information (Jackisch et al., 2015; Zeitler & 
Buys, 2015; Novek & Menec, 2014).  
 
International research has identified the importance of incorporating the voice of older people 
into the development of policies and plans. Multiple sources talk of a lack of consultation with 
older people, or opportunity for them to participate in the relevant decision-making processes 
(Biggs & Carr, 2015; Mahmood & Keating, 2012; Strobl et al., 2016; Alidoust et al., 2014; Wiles, 
2011; Office for Seniors, 2016; Davey, 2006; Wiles et al., 2011). Chan & Cao (2015) recognise 
the value of knowledge held by older people and the assistance this could provide when 
making changes to their living environments; and believe a shift in the role of older people 
from clients to change makers will increase the success of neighbourhood design outcomes.  
Frye (2014) drawing on a range of international case studies, argues that it is important to 
make changes as soon as possible in order to reduce the potential negative consequences that 
may occur. 
 
The New Zealand Government has a specific Office and Minister for Seniors. The Office and 
the Minister for Seniors work with community groups, local and regional councils, and the 
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central government on issues relating to the older people of New Zealand (Office for Seniors, 
2017). There are two policy statements in place that relate to the ageing population: the 
Positive Ageing Strategy 2001 which has a focus on social aspects of ageing, and the Healthy 
Ageing Strategy 2016 which centres on the health and well-being of older people. The Positive 
Ageing Strategy has a vision for ‘a society where people can age positively, where older people 
are highly valued and where they are recognised as an integral part of families and 
communities’ (Ministry of Social Policy, 2001, p. 13). This strategy has goals of supporting 
older people when they choose to independently age in place, and assist older people in the 
process of increasing their levels of participation in their neighbourhoods. The Healthy Ageing 
Strategy 2016 works towards ensuring that ‘older people live well, age well, and have a 
respectful end of life in age-friendly communities’ (Ministry of Health, 2016, p. ii). This strategy 
recommends a life-course approach to bettering the health and well-being of the older people 
of New Zealand (Ministry of Health, 2016b). 
 
There is a need for local governments to create supporting documents that are specific to their 
local areas (Frye, 2014).  However, as of 2016, only 35 percent of New Zealand councils have 
these plans, strategies, or policies in place for their older people (Office for Seniors, 2016). 
Wellington City Council has a Positive Ageing Policy (Wellington City Council, 2012). The policy 
states its connection to the national Positive Ageing Strategy, and stipulates that any future 
development of strategies, plans, and policies for the city will take into account the needs of 
the growing older age cohort (Wellington City Council, 2012).  The Auckland Council has a 
Seniors Advisory Panel which provides advice to the council by identifying issues that are of 
concern to older people and provide assistance informed by their role as older people in 
society (Auckland Council, 2017). This panel fulfils the recommended consultation with and 
participation of older people, however, there is no age related strategy or plan in place for the 
Auckland region.  
 

Conclusion 
Neighbourhoods are changing to meet the needs of the growing population of older people 
who want to age in place.  Older people encounter many physical and cognitive changes as 
they age, leading to a reduction of the areas in which they spend the majority of their time in 
later life. With home and neighbourhood being the two main functional locations, it is 
important neighbourhoods are designed in order to encourage the continuation of both an 
active and independent lifestyle, thereby supporting both the well-being and quality of life for 
older residents. Recognising that neighbourhoods designed specifically for one age bracket 
can lead to negative outcomes for others has led to a focus on planning neighbourhoods which 
can be used by people of all ages and abilities. 
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There is complexity involved in both defining a neighbourhood and designing a 
neighbourhood. Both processes involve the recognition of the physical, policy, and social 
environments. The main consideration to be made when designing age-friendly environments 
for older people (mainly located in suburban areas), is the incorporation and provision of 
accessibility and ease of use.  Designing a walkable neighbourhood with the inclusion of 
simplistic features, can contribute to producing more accessible and age-friendly 
environments.  The physical, social, and recreational opportunities that greenspaces, open 
spaces and community spaces offer to older people make them a vital component of future 
neighbourhoods.   Critical design features of age-friendly neighbourhoods include: design for 
safety; access (or close proximity) to facilities and services; well-maintained pavements, 
pedestrian crossings and community public spaces; suitable street layouts and traffic calming 
methods; mobility options (such as appropriate public transport); user friendly green spaces; 
thoughtful design of porches and front gardens enabling social exchange; and community 
opportunities for neighbourly relationships to develop and be sustained. In addition, involving 
older people in the planning and design processes can contribute to making ageing in place 
neighbourhoods more accessible and inclusive.  
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Part 3: Are Suburban Neighbourhoods meeting the Needs of Disabled People? 

 

Introduction 
This is a literature review of the policies and academic studies broadly relevant to disability in 
suburban environments. This work adopts the definition of disability used within the New 
Zealand Human Rights Act 1993 section 21(1)(h) which includes: 

• physical disability or impairment (such as respiratory condition) 
• physical illness 
• psychiatric illness (such as depression or schizophrenia) 
• intellectual or psychological disability or impairment (such as learning disorders) 
• any other loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological or anatomical structure 

or function (such as arthritis or amputation) 
• reliance on a guide dog, wheelchair or other remedial means 
• the presence in the body of organisms capable of causing illness (such as HIV/AIDS or 

hepatitis). 
According to Statistics New Zealand (2014), over 1 million people, or 24% of New Zealanders, 
were disabled in some way in 2013. This figure was higher than previous years, hypothesised 
to be due to the aging population. The most common disability, especially within the older 
adult group, is physical disability caused by illness or disease. The most common type of 
disability in children under 15 are learning disabilities. Hearing and visual impairments are also 
correlated with older age, and affect 11% of the population. Psychological and intellectual 
disability are least common, only affecting 5% and 2% of the population respectively. Finally, 
it is important to note that half of disabled people responding to the survey had more than 
one impairment, and the chances of this increases with age. 
 
This review is interested in criticism from disability advocacy/theorists, lived experiences and 
opinions of disabled people, and operational/proposed design guidelines.  Themes around this 
research largely relate to the positive impacts and utility from universal design, but also 
caution in using universal design uncritically. Ultimately, people with disabilities cover a large, 
non-homogenous group that is near impossible to objectively describe. There is even 
disagreement within disabled circles as to what constitutes disability, and what should be 
provided for, to assist those with disabilities. An accessible solution for one disabled person 
may be very different from another – even between those who may be considered to have 
the same impairment. Therefore, the only solution that appears relatively uncontested is the 
fundamental need to understand the community which needs to be accommodated, and work 
as collaboratively as possible during every step of the design process to ensure something 
suitable is created.  Planning and designing future neighbourhoods, whilst recognising the 
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likely needs of the residents in say 50 years, requires flexibility and adaptability to be 
incorporated into the design.  
 
A scan of the research literature identified a broad range from theoretical debates to 
interviewing disabled people on their experiences on the street and in their homes. Four main 
themes emerged: discussing the social oppression of the built environment; the activeness of 
disabled community members; the commonality of disability; and the cautions of using 
universal design.  
 

Theme 1: Social oppression of the built environment 
Theories of disability emerged from disability civil rights discussions and protests, 
spearheaded by disability advocates. Scholars like Oliver (1996) and Imrie (1996) identified 
that previously, disability was originally seen as the fault of the person. The person’s specific 
impairment was what disabled them, which made disability a ‘personal tragedy’. The way to 
solve the issue was by treating the impairment or by using technological fixes. For this reason, 
this approach was labelled the ‘personal tragedy’ model, the ‘individual’ model, or the 
‘medical’ model of disability (Oliver, 1996).  
 
Oliver (1996) and others challenged this idea, stating “it is society which disabled physically 
impaired people” (p. 22). This argument stemmed the ‘social model’ of disability, which 
identified a ‘design apartheid’ and demanded society provide appropriate services for 
disabled people, instead of blaming them for their inability to navigate the built environment 
(Oliver, 1996; Imrie, 1996; Parr & Butler, 1999; Boys, 2014). In identifying the issue being a 
creation of the environment, and not a personal failing, these authors therefore identified 
disabled people as a uniquely oppressed group. This challenged the fields of urban planning 
and architecture, as implicit in creating this design apartheid.  However, it is now 
acknowledged that these 2 disciplines can play a fundamental role in providing equality for 
people with disabilities.   
 
Interest in accommodating for disabilities has increased since this conversation began. More 
effort has been taken in questioning the experiences of disabled people in order to understand 
the best way to implement a universally accessible environmental design (Storey, 2011; 
Manley, 2011). These requirements obviously differ from impairment to impairment, which 
face different challenges. Barriers within the physical environment are numerous and often 
pose vastly different issues. Therefore, this review has chosen to categorise barriers as those 
to physical access, wayfinding, information gathering, and safety. 
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Physical Access Barriers 
Potentially the most classic understanding of disability access, this relates to a disabled 
person’s ability to safely enter, travel through and exit a neighbourhood or location, and 
whether certain facilities or services can be comfortably reached or used. Badly designed or 
maintained structures are the main barriers faced. This issue affects much of the disabled 
population, especially those with mobility impairments or stamina issues.   
 
Those with physical and visual impairments often identify partial or complete barriers such as 
uneven and broken surfaces, street obstacles, narrow ramps and doors, badly designed stairs 
or ramps (or the lack thereof), lack of handrails, or busy footpaths and roads (Central Council 
for the Disabled, 1969; Imrie & Kumar, 1998; Connolly, 2003; Burton & Mitchell, 2006; 
Kirchner, Gerber & Smith, 2008; Parkin & Smithies, 2012). Some design ‘features’ cause 
unintended consequences: tactile surface strips and cobblestones can create a slip or trip 
hazard, the latter causing  physical pain and discomfort for the wheelchair user traversing 
them (Baldwin et al, 2019). Obstacles of particular issue were ‘mobile’ ones which could not 
be readily accounted for, such as parked cars on the footpath, or rubbish bins out for collection 
(Parkin & Smithies, 2012). Vegetation covering the footpath or overhanging branches was also 
frequently identified as an issue (Allen, Milner, & Price, 2002; Connolly, 2003; Manley, 2011). 
Many of these issues relate to maintenance more than design.  
 
Those with a condition reducing stamina often need frequent public seating (Central Council 
for the Disabled, 1969; Connolly, 2003). One interviewee with a heart condition called public 
benches a ‘god send’, and said she would be unable to travel outside without them (Central 
Council for the Disabled, 1969, p. 10). It must be remembered that many people with heart 
conditions or other issues with stamina often cannot walk further than 100m or so without 
needing to rest, and so even moderate stretches without a rest spot can become a barrier 
(Central Council for the Disabled, 1969). Ramps were expressed as a particular problem area 
for many, particularly those with too steep a slope (Central Council for the Disabled, 1969; 
George, 2010; Manley, 2011). Some people with stamina impairments expressed a preference 
for stairs, as they were usually shorter (Central Council for the Disabled, 1969). 
 
While public buildings like businesses and public facilities are required to be physically 
accessible in the United States, Thapar et al. (2004) found access unreliable for wheelchair 
users. Narrow entrances and hallways and stairs can render front-door access impossible. 
Sometimes, the ‘solution’ to this issue is to require the disabled person to enter via a back or 
side door, which can be humiliating (Imrie and Kumar, 1998). Features are regularly not 
designed for people at sitting height – desks, pay phones, signs and water fountains are usually 
located at standing height (Thapar et al., 2004). Other issues within public buildings include 
broken lifts, raised or lipped thresholds and poor surfacing (Thapar et al., 2004). 
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Homes were found to cause more issue for those with mobility impairment than visual 
impairment. Allen, Milner, and Price, (2002) found that because of their familiarity, several 
blind children had little issue with their home, and did not consider themselves impaired 
within it. This was also reflected upon their wider neighbourhood and school. Issues arose, 
however, with visiting the homes of friends and family, if housing layouts were very different. 
Adults with visual impairments expressed wants for more space in their homes; easier to reach 
controls; clear, unimpeded routes between doors; and better contrast (Royal National 
Institute for the Blind, 1995; Long, 1995; Allen, Milner, and Price, 2002). Both own homes and 
friend’s homes posed significant issues for wheelchair users, whose basic needs often required 
wide spaces, ability to reach shelves, windows and appliances/power points, level surfaces 
within and between rooms, and no steps or raised thresholds (Beresford, and Oldman, 2002; 
Imrie, 2010). Inability to use one’s home efficiently impeded independence and often affected 
quality of life – for example, some physically impaired people stated they lived off 
microwaveable meals due to being unable to use the kitchen (Imrie, 2010). Several 
participants in different studies identified the bathroom as a particularly problematic area. 
Since many bathrooms had no space to allow entry or manoeuvring of a wheelchair, some 
people found they had to use the toilet and wash themselves with the door open (Imrie, 2010). 
Others with late onset mobility impairment could not reach their bathroom, as it was on the 
second level of their house. They were forced to have sponge baths or bathe outside with a 
hose (Imrie, 2010).  
 
Public transport was a challenge when buses had no low platforms to board, were 
uncomfortable, and were crowded. A New Zealand Human Rights Commission (2005) study 
found that many city buses simply could not accommodate mobility equipment, or allow those 
who could not step high up to board. Other bus drivers refused to service those with 
disabilities, driving past them and causing humiliation and frustration. While all Auckland city 
buses and trains now are designed to accommodate mobility equipment and the physically 
impaired, ensuring all bus drivers are well trained and accommodating may be more difficult 
to guarantee. This is exacerbated by the timetabling schedules that bus drivers operate under, 
which may give little time to provide additional assistance to passengers.  
 
Playgrounds for disabled children have recently been a topic of examination, with several 
countries re-examining their playground standards (Yantzi, Young & Mckeever, 2010; Moore 
& Lynch, 2015; Stephens et al., 2015). However, an investigation into the state of Wellington 
City’s neighbourhood playgrounds discovered extremely subpar performance (Perry et al., 
2017). Most playgrounds in that city lacked a variety of equipment that was physically 
accessible for mobility impaired children or parents – for example, most raised equipment had 
no ramps, most swing sets were without a full-body support option, and most slides did not 
have room for two people to slide down side-by-side. Several playgrounds lacked hard 
surfaces to be accessed by a wheelchair. Most lacked accessible car parks, accessible toilets, 
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and low water fountains.  Wellington City’s playground design has been found to impede the 
ability of disabled children to play with their peers, which has proven benefits to development 
(Perry et al., 2017). Since there is no mandatory requirement on New Zealand local councils 
to ensure accessibility in playgrounds, it seems likely that these findings can be generalised to 
the playgrounds provided by other local councils.  
 
Wayfinding/navigation barriers 
If a person is unable to find their way around their neighbourhood, or to a specific location, 
even fully physically accessible neighbourhoods become unusable. This issue relates largely to 
the visually and cognitively impaired, who may need more environmental cues to understand 
where they are in relation to their environment. However, people from all disabilities have 
been found to struggle occasionally with wayfinding due to badly written or placed signs, 
unhelpful or ignorant pedestrians, or crowded and jostling streets (Thapar et al., 2004).   
 
To understand barriers, it is best to understand how some disabled people navigate their 
environment, often to great success. It must be remembered that only very few visually 
impaired people see nothing at all, and so can usually at least make out contrasting colours 
and lights (Barker and Fraser, 2000). The visually impaired largely navigate with visual, 
auditory and tactile information, which come together to form habits within a familiar 
environment, which writes and informs an inner mental map (Allen, Milner & Price, 2002; 
Hersh, 2016). This mental map allows for confident navigation of familiar environments, and 
can be extrapolated to assist with navigation of more unfamiliar environments (Allen, Milner 
& Price, 2002). Information is obtained through the body and equipment, such as the long 
cane which is swept side to side to gather tactile information, or a guide dog to keep the 
person walking safely in a straight line (Schoon, 2010; Parkin and Smithies, 2012; Bates, 2015; 
Hersh, 2016). Kerbs and building lines are essential for people and dogs to understand the 
best line to walk (Schoon, 2010; Parkin and Smithies, 2012; Bates, 2015). Junctions are crucial 
information points, allowing the visually impaired pedestrian to understand where they are in 
the neighbourhood, often marked out by tactile pavement and a dropped kerb (Schoon, 2010; 
Bates, 2015).  
 
Wayfinding barriers therefore largely came about from interference with one’s mental map, 
such as ‘modern’, unintuitive designs). Shared surfaces are especially problematic. Often 
lacking a kerb or navigational reference, and street furniture often blocking a clear path along 
the building line, the visually impaired have expressed troubles in understanding where is safe 
to walk, and how to walk in a straight, safe line (Bates, 2008; Parkin & Smithies, 2012; Bates, 
2015). These authors identify that even guide dogs cannot navigate shared surfaces, due to 
being trained to navigate by using the kerb line, with a minimum vertical kerb height of 60 
mm. In addition, the lack of demarcation between the spaces used by cars and the pedestrian 
requires ‘negotiation’ between drivers and pedestrians, which is impossible for people with a 
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vision impairment.  The resultant lack of orientation can result in a pedestrian inadvertently 
walking into a vehicle’s path (Schoon, 2010).  
 
Other issues are created by small-scale inconsistencies, which create large issues. Mobile 
objects, like parked cars and bins, were unable to be accounted for in a mental map (Butler & 
Bowlby, 1997; Allen, Milner & Price, 2002). Crossing buzzers in an unusual location can be very 
difficult to find, while incorrectly placed tactile pavements may ensure a visually impaired 
person never finds the right place to cross (Imrie & Kumar, 1998; Parkin & Smithies, 2002). 
Other visually impaired people, especially those with late-onset disability, have expressed 
confusion over what tactile pavement may signify. While it technically only signifies a road 
junction, many interpret tactile pavement to signify a safe area to cross (Parkin & Smithies, 
2012). Concerningly, this is often not the case.  
 
Wayfinding is also a significant issue for the cognitively impaired, especially those with 
dementia. An age-related illness, dementia affects the brain and decreases awareness and 
recognition, which increases disorientation and confusion (Cheston & Bender, 1999). Those 
with dementia are at risk of becoming lost, even within a familiar neighbourhood, as their 
condition deteriorates. While traditionally, dementia and other memory-related illnesses 
were treated by institutionalisation, there is increasing awareness of the importance of 
independence, including the ability to run errands or simply enjoy the outside world 
(Blackman et al., 2003; Burton & Mitchell, 2006). More studies have now investigated how 
those with dementia understand their environment and how to find their way around it, to 
better understand how to accommodate their needs. An interesting symptom of dementia, is 
denial of the seriousness of the problem, including the possibility of getting lost (Cheston & 
Bender, 1999; Burton & Mitchell, 2006). This raises a further issue, that those with dementia 
are less aware of the barriers they have, and therefore are less likely to address them. 
 
Many people with dementia navigate in similar ways to those without any wayfinding 
impairments. Landmarks, in the form of prominent buildings or public art, inform the 
awareness of where one is in the neighbourhood, and therefore where one needs to go 
(Burton & Mitchell, 2006; Sheehan, Burton & Mitchell, 2006). Key navigational decisions are 
made at junctions, and are assisted by a clear road hierarchy – main roads versus side streets 
(Burton & Mitchell, 2006). Those with dementia express a preference for walking in 
stimulating environments, along roads that are short and gently winding to better engage 
their attention (Burton & Mitchell, 2006). Fatigue or boredom increased the chances of getting 
lost. Those with dementia were found to be more likely to get lost on the way back home than 
on the way to a destination, after most energy for the walk had already been expended 
(Burton & Mitchell, 2006; Sheehan, Burton & Mitchell, 2006). It is perhaps an unsurprising 
observation that sudden changes within a familiar environment also increases the chances of 
getting lost (Burton & Mitchell, 2006).  
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Information barriers 
This may relate partially to wayfinding, but also relates to obtaining more general information 
relevant to a place or task (such as understanding rules to follow in a park, or differentiating 
a bench from public art). Largely, the issue relates to a person’s ability to interpret given 
information, or ask necessary questions. Therefore, information most often poses a barrier to 
those with sensory, intellectual, communication and cognitive impairments.   
 
Bad sign writing often provides the greatest barrier to information gathering, as all people 
tend to rely upon them. Signs may be poorly written, poorly placed, difficult to read, or fail to 
convey information in enough formats (Barker & Fraser, 2000; Human Rights Commission, 
2005; Parkin & Smithies, 2012). Additional difficulty may emerge for visually impaired people 
who do not speak English as their first language, and therefore require additional 
concentration (Human Rights Commission, 2005). While symbols are generally considered a 
universal solution, they can occasionally be ambiguous or confusing, especially if relatively 
‘new’. A survey of several people with dementia found many participants struggled 
recognising symbols for ‘Information’, ‘Phone Booth’, and ‘Bike Lane’ (Burton & Mitchell, 
2006). Signs without good Braille and embossed letters are inaccessible to the fully blind, while 
verbal announcements may be inaccessible to the hearing impaired (Human Rights 
Commission, 2005). Lacking a variety of formats leaves these groups ignorant to important 
environmental information.  
 
Public transport is a realm where information is critical – people must know where to catch it, 
what route to take, how to pay and where to get off. Those with visual impairments have 
expressed difficulty in interpreting time boards and timetable information, and difficulty 
identifying their bus, especially when lighting was bad or when several buses turned up at 
once (Human Rights Commission, 2005). One hearing impaired interviewee has stated he 
often misses train announcements, and therefore relies on following crowds of people if the 
platform changes (Human Rights Commission, 2005). Other deaf people have expressed 
difficulties in communicating with bus drivers (Hersh, Ohene-Djan & Naqvi, 2010). The 
deafblind, therefore, have significant issues in gathering the correct information in taking 
public transport and usually rely entirely on drivers or assistants to help them identify the 
correct stop, usually using communication cards (Human Rights Commission, 2005; Hersh, 
2016). However, some deafblind travellers have identified unhelpful drivers, or those who 
even dropped them off in the wrong location (Human Rights Commission, 2005; Hersh, 2016). 
 
Modern design presents a unique issue to those with dementia. The replacement of many 
traditional designs, such as the classic red phone box in Britain for new, sleeker designs has 
prevented those with dementia from understanding where to access important services like 
public phones (Burton & Mitchell, 2006). Some people have admitted to not being able to 
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recognise a simple bench, or entrance to a building, due to ambiguities that make these 
features unrecognisable to them (Burton & Mitchell, 2006). 
 
Safety barriers 
Environments cannot be called accessible if they are unsafe to use. Many people with 
impairments face the same safety barriers, including busy traffic, physical obstacles, and badly 
designed or maintained routes. Roads are dangerous within any neighbourhood, but can 
provide an acute barrier to certain impairments which slow movement or reaction time, 
unless appropriate pedestrian crossing facilities are in place.  It can take a mobility impaired 
or visually impaired person seconds longer to cross than a non-impaired person, while a car 
travelling at suburban speeds can cover 14m per second (Schoon, 2010). This, combined with 
a lesser ability to nimbly observe the streets while crossing, makes people with these 
impairments particularly vulnerable while crossing a road (Allen, Milner and Price, 2002; 
Schoon, 2010; Baldwin et al, 2019). A further issue is raised for the visual impaired – tactile 
pavement is not nuanced to be informative of the type of road, and is not used consistently 
(Imrie, 1996; Parkin & Smithies, 2012). For example, there is no tactile cue to indicate a centre 
refuge approaching. Therefore, on large unfamiliar roads, the visually impaired cannot know 
if the road can be crossed in two stages or all at once, and rely entirely on road slope and 
traffic noises to know whether the tactile pavement they find indicates a centre refuge, or the 
opposite kerb (Parkin & Smithies, 2012).  
 
A group of increasing research interest is people with impaired hearing. Sound provides 
essential information to inform the safety of crossing roads, and details what occurs in the 
wider peripheral environment (Byrd, 2007; Hersh, Ohene-Djan & Naqvi, 2010; Caswell, Barton, 
& Harris, 2016). For this reason, the hearing impaired appreciate good sightlines at crossings 
and wide, open spaces so they can understand more of what is happening around them (Byrd, 
2007; Hersh, Ohene-Djan & Naqvi, 2010, Caswell, Barton, & Harris, 2016). Sign language is also 
notable for being a fairly ‘spherical’ activity – requiring space around the speaker and within 
the group, so all can participate without contact (Byrd, 2007). Therefore, spaces designed for 
the hearing impaired must be wide and lacking in obstacles, so those engaged in a signed 
conversation can walk through an environment without the risk of tripping (Byrd, 2007; 
Caswell, Barton, & Harris, 2016).  
 
Little research could be found on safety barriers designed for people with mental disabilities, 
but safety is clearly an issue for some. Children with autism or attention deficit disorders are 
likely to ‘run’ at some point (Office for the Deputy Prime Minister, 2003). It is therefore crucial 
for playgrounds to be fenced, so these children cannot run far from their parents attention or 
into a hazardous area, like a river or road (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2003; Perry et 
al. 2017). However, a survey of Wellington playgrounds found no neighbourhood playgrounds 
were fenced with the standard 1.2m high fence (Perry et al. 2017). Safety is also a concern for 



Building Better Homes, Towns and Cities | Working Paper 19-03 70 

those with dementia, at risk of getting lost. However, there is little written on how to address 
the safety concern, instead the focuses on how to ensure disorientation does not occur in the 
first place. 
 

Theme 2: Disabled people are active members of their neighbourhoods, 
despite challenges 
Despite the struggles that poor design can create, it is apparent from the literature that many 
disabled people highly value being active members and independent of their neighbourhoods. 
They are not passive victims of their impairment, as the medical model may have assumed.   
 
Children and adolescents are found to be very resilient to design faults. Allen, Milner and Price 
(2002) admitted surprise to discover visually impaired children struggled to name any issues 
they experienced within the home, and were often the safest members in the household from 
environmental issues like stairs or badly lit outdoor paths. While some parents were 
comfortable to let their visually impaired children catch public transport into the city by 
themselves, others were more restrictive. Some visually impaired adolescents Allen, Milner 
and Price (2002) interviewed highly craved freedom to roam their neighbourhoods after 
restricted childhoods, and expressed appreciation for some of the difficulties faced in doing 
so. These challenges created better wayfinding techniques, which better fostered 
independence. Indeed, Long (1995) stressed the importance of environments which 
encouraged movement and interaction, for better improving several skills among children and 
adolescents. However, Allen, Milner and Price (2002) found that children’s play ranges are 
decreasing, forcing many to stay at home. Furthermore, busy roads that encouraged speeding 
also made parents warier of their child’s safety outdoors. For example, McKeever et al. (2015) 
found only 4% of motor impaired children in Canada walked to school. 
 
People with impairments and older people need to go outside to work and volunteer, see 
friends, run errands, and enjoy leisure, like everyone does (Central Council for the Disabled, 
1969; Human Rights Commission, 2005; Clarke, Ailshire, Nieuwenhuijsen & de Klein – de 
Vrankrijker, 2011). However, several studies have found disabled people to be less physically 
and socially active than non-impaired people (Kirchner, Gerber & Smith, 2008; Clarke, Ailshire, 
Nieuwenhuijsen, & de Klein – de Vrankrijker, 2011; Boticello, Rohrbach & Cobbold, 2014). It is 
not a lack of willpower or need to be active that stops disabled people from being active, but 
prohibitions from the environment (Imrie & Kumar, 1998; Human Rights Commission, 2005; 
Clarke, Ailshire, Nieuwenhuijsen & de Klein – de Vrankrijker, 2011). Stemming from all this is 
a general frustration of feeling ignored by planners and designers, relegating disabled people 
to passive users of their environments and not active influencers. Disabled people are 
chronically underrepresented in consultation sessions, especially those with cognitive 
impairments like dementia or older disabled people (Blackman et al., 2003; Connolly, 2003). 
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This was confirmed even in simple processes: the frustration of disabled people has been 
expressed at local bodies for failing to take their concerns seriously, or taking far too long to 
address simple concerns like repairing pavement or clearing an overgrown hedge (Connolly, 
2003). These attempts to be involved show disabled people are not passive victims and often 
take steps to create meaningful change within their own and other’s views (Butler and Bowlby, 
1997).  
 
Theme 3: Commonality of disability – need for universal design 
Critics of the social model of disability were concerned with its simplicity. French (1991) 
identified its key issues, as a visually impaired scholar. While she was supportive of the general 
idea forwarded by the social model, she argued that some issues of disability stemmed solely 
from the impairment, and therefore could not be solved through the environment. In French’s 
experience, this was her inability to recognise people visually, creating gradual isolation within 
her neighbourhood. This criticism has been substantiated by other scholars like Hall (1999), 
who argues the personal experiences of the disabled should not be downplayed. A key 
experience of the disabled as they navigate society is the personal impacts of access 
restriction, of illness and fear, rather than simple practical considerations of bad design.  
 
This criticism has led to the emergence of the ‘affirmation model’ of disability – recognition 
that impairment is a normal part of life, which we therefore need to better engage with (Boys, 
2014).  This model is effective for recognising that accessible solutions are necessary not only 
for the disabled community, but also many people outside of it. Over the course of life, any 
ordinary person may require accessible design – as a child with lesser strength, stature and 
stamina, after an injury or disease impairing part of the body temporarily, and navigating with 
a pram or when pushing a wheelchair (Story, 2011). It is also important to remember that 
bodily functions often break down with age, and so most people will become impaired in some 
way as they grow older (World Health Organisation, 2011). The need for accessibility therefore 
is not required solely by a singular group of isolated individuals, but potentially by everybody 
from all ages and walks of life.  
 
Universal design was inspired by civil rights movements, and the growing needs of aging 
populations across the world. While its principles began developing from the 1950s, the term 
was coined in 1985 in the United States, and 1997 the seven international principles were 
written by the Center for Universal Design (Ostroff, 2001). According to Story (2001), these 
principles are: 

• Equitable Use. Ensures design is accessible for all users to avoid stigmatisation and 
segregation. 

• Flexibility in Use. Provides choice in methods of use to accommodate all abilities.  



Building Better Homes, Towns and Cities | Working Paper 19-03 72 

• Simple and Intuitive Use. Design meets user expectations and intuition by removing 
complexity and adding consistency.  

• Perceptible Information. Users can obtain all necessary information, regardless of their 
abilities.  

• Tolerance for Error. Minimises potential hazards from unconscious or mistaken 
actions.  

• Low Physical Effort. Allows users to comfortably and efficiently use the design with 
minimum fatigue.  

• Size and Space for Approach and Use. Accommodates all body shapes, postures and 
ability as they approach, reach, manipulate and use the environment. 

It has been argued by many scholars that following these principles will allow the environment 
to not only better accommodate the impaired (which every person is likely to be at least in 
some stage of life, permanently or temporarily), but everyone. If a design can be used by the 
most vulnerable users, then obviously this provides no hindrance to the least vulnerable, and 
may even create improvements in areas such as safety and efficiency.   
 
Theme 4: Cautions using universal design and generalisations 
Boys (2014) is a disability scholar critical of the social model of disability and universal design 
due to the lacklustre results achieved in reality. To Boys (2014) and Chandler (2011), disability 
access remains an awkward additional consideration of architects (and planners) instead of 
being integrated within the design process. Accessibility and universal design uses language 
that frames disability as a homogenous issue, able to be solved with a coherent singular 
solution. This ignores that even straightforward problems may not easily be solved across 
every person’s experience, and that certain solutions for one impairment may become a 
barrier for another (Boys, 2014; French, 1991). For example, a relatively homogeneous 
environment allows effective navigation of visually impaired person in a new part of town, but 
builds wayfinding barriers for a person with dementia. A shared surface lacking kerbs might 
be fully accessible to a wheelchair user, but cannot be used safely by the blind. Therefore, as 
universal design becomes more standardised, there is a chance it could place more barriers 
for other disabilities. This is especially concerning if it is only designed around one 
understanding of what disability is.  
 
Several scholars have noted the focus of design rules and standards on the wheelchair (Thapar 
et al., 2004). There appears to be an assumption that designing for wheelchairs will create 
access for all, or perhaps even that only in people with wheelchairs have access issues. Even 
for designing for wheelchair use, this is somewhat simplistic, given the range of types of 
wheelchair available, and the possibility that a person may also use a walking frame or sticks 
for short periods.  However, universal design can create more accessible areas for disabled 
people, and those in wheelchairs often need the most help. A study into public building access 
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for visual impairment, mobility impairment and wheelchair use by Thapar et al. (2004) 
hypothesised the wheelchair user would have greater access than the other disabled 
participants because of the nature of universal design standards. Instead, they found that the 
visually and mobility impaired participants had very good access, while the wheelchair user 
had the most difficulties, especially when entering public buildings. Other issues included 
unreachable public phones and desks, narrow doors and hallways, heavy doors and non-
functioning elevators.  
 
Viewing people in wheelchairs, or with a visually obvious impairment, as the only people in 
need of universal design is dangerous for people with less visually obvious impairments. 
Generalisations of disability has created a societal view of what disability should look like, and 
therefore those who do not match this appearance may face discrimination or complacency 
from others. French (1991), as a visually impaired scholar, found a neighbour who was 
unwilling to help her with any issues as she navigated her neighbourhood because he thought 
she walked too confidently to be ‘truly’ visually impaired. Bates (2015), as an engineer who 
became blind at a later age, argues that the engineering profession has not taken blind needs 
seriously in the past because of a similar assumption – the confidence in which many visually 
impaired people can navigate their environments means they are not ‘truly’ disabled, and 
therefore need no accommodations. This ignores the many complex navigational and 
wayfinding techniques adopted by the visually impaired, which requires several 
environmental features such as building frontage, kerbs, tactile and auditory information and 
clear pathways. The complacency or disbelief with which disability has been treated by 
workers of public buildings or services, and the general community at large, seems to be one 
of the key issues several disabled people have had to face, which is an issue that is less able 
to be fixed by the built environment (French, 1991; The Human Rights Commission, 2005).  
 
Accessible design, no matter what form it comes in, is a difficult field. The act of living and 
navigating within a neighbourhood requires considerations at the micro- and macro- levels, 
and attention must be given to detail. Even within the most accessible neighbourhoods, use 
by some disabled people may be impossible or untenable if single features are inconsiderately 
designed. Accessible routes to a location, through entrances and exits, to essential features 
like toilets and site-specific services like reception desks and shelves, should be totally 
accessible for a place to be a worthwhile destination. However, these basic needs are often 
not met through compulsory design standards, and therefore often fail to be implemented.   
 

Theme 5: Importance of small-scale design 
Designing for accessibility must be very detail oriented, for it is small details that may facilitate 
or impede a person’s ability to use and move around in their neighbourhoods. Universal 
design frequently discusses the ‘accessible journey’, which is a linear set of tasks which must 
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be completed in order to get from origin to destination (Human Rights Commision, 2005). If 
any step of this journey is inaccessible, the entire journey becomes impossible to complete 
for the traveller, even if the rest of it is perfectly designed. Therefore, design guidance is often 
very specific to ensure every potential feature across an accessible journey is a facilitator of 
that journey, and not a barrier.   
 
The home 
The home is relatively small-scale in design, yet is also a significant space for all the time spent 
in it. Detail is therefore essential to ensure homes are tenable to live in. Lifemark (2017) is a 
New Zealand voluntary initiative which works with building agencies to create better 
accessible housing for occupants and visitors, suitable for all stages of life – from young 
childhood to retirement. Their guidelines (Lifemark, 2017) include: 

• The pathway approaching any entrance to the home is safe and easy to use at all times. 
• Outdoor and indoor surfaces are slip resistant and entry paths are covered and level. 
• Ease of movement around one’s parked car, in the kitchen, bathrooms and laundry, 

and around beds.  
• Wide hallways, stairs and external/internal doors to accommodate mobility 

equipment.  
• A bathroom containing a toilet and level entry shower is found on the ground floor and 

can be used independently by all occupants and visitors.  
• Every bedroom has easy access to a bathroom. At least one bedroom is located on the 

ground level. 
• Storage is usable and easy to access – drawers are easier to use than cupboards. 
• Light switches and power outlets are located away from corners and at accessible and 

consistent heights. 
• Door handles and taps are easy to use and at level heights. Levers easier than knobs.  
• Windows have lever handles, and provide easy viewing.  

 
These guidelines largely relate to those with mobility impairments, but Brawley (1992) 
developed guidelines specifically for those with dementia. Colour, contrast and light are 
important considerations for those with dementia, so environments remain clear and easy to 
recognise. Light must be balanced between natural and artificial to reduce glare and shadows. 
Contrast is important for clear recognition of objects or dangerous edges. Noisy backgrounds 
are more irritating and can cause agitation. Therefore, good insulation and acoustics is very 
helpful (Brawley, 1992). It is worth noting other authors agree with these guidelines for 
designing for the visually impaired (Long, 1995; Allen, Milner & Price, 2002). Finally, providing 
outdoor landmarks for a cognitively impaired person to recognise from the street, such as 
trees or hanging baskets distinct from the rest of the neighbourhood, can allow them to 
recognise when they are home (Brawley, 1992).   
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Experimental design at the Gallaudet University in Washington for Deaf students, could also 
be applied as guidelines in private dwellings, as explained by Byrd (2007) and Caswell, Barton 
and Harris (2016). Because of their reliance on sight, the hearing impaired prefer wide, open 
and permeable spaces. Closures within a space should only be implied, such as through 
opaque glass or half-walls. Terraced designs provide the best visual overview of a space.  Wide, 
uncluttered spaces are very important to facilitate signed conversation – in groups this can 
take up a lot of space. Contrast is also important to ensure clarity of meaning while signing – 
pale blues and greens provides good contrast against skin tones. Finally, reflective surfaces 
are generally appreciated so the person can catch constant glimpses about what is happening 
outside of their peripheral vision. 
 
The street 
Moving into street design, details still remain important for many groups of people. The 
footpath is the key enabler for people with impairments, older people and children.  Absent 
or poorly maintained footpaths; cars parked on and rubbish bins left blocking the footpath; 
drivers reversing from driveways without paying attention;  and a  lack of pedestrian crossings 
and kerb ramps were all identified as significant barriers for children with a diversity of 
mobility impairments (Stafford et al., 2019).  In addition the lack of a separate footpath 
intensified fears of safety for parents and children, as children have to ‘occupy the same space 
as (moving) vehicles’ (Stafford et al., 2019).  
 
Burton and Mitchell (2006) focussed on designing for dementia and the needs of older people 
in their work, but in doing so acknowledged the extension of application to disabled access 
more generally. Their guidelines address many concerns raised by large populations of people 
with impairments, as explored in Theme 1. In order of importance, Burton and Mitchell (2006) 
recommend: 

• Better maintained, wide, smooth and non-slip pavements, clear from mobile objects 
like cars, bins or cyclists.  

• More safe, recognisable crossings with audible and visual cues 
• Clearer signs for all to read, only used when necessary. Text in preference over 

symbols. 
• More wooden seating, with backs and arm rests  
• Enclosed bus shelters with seating (see above point) to provide weather protection 
• Level changes clearly marked and have handrails 
• More accessible toilets 
• Traffic calming measures, and/or buffer between road and footpath on busy streets 
• Junctions have distinctive features to assist recognising one’s location within the 

neighbourhood 
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• Buildings have obvious entrances and their design clearly reflect their use 
• Streets are not too long and wind gently to better engage attention of user 

The emphasis on familiarity and comfort recognises the specific needs of those with dementia, 
while also providing solutions beneficial to other impairments, such as mobility and visual. 
However, more detail is important to ensure full accommodation of these needs. Schoon 
(2010) outlined some key guidelines to create safer crossings for these groups: 

• Narrow lanes to reduce exposure to cars  
• Clear, extended sightlines available from kerb 
• If possible, provide a shoulder or safe zone on the road before the dropped kerb, 

especially if there is a lip or steep slope that may slow down crossing over the kerb 
• Tactile, auditory, and contrast cues used to signify crossings and safe moments to cross 
• Keep kerb in place and only drop for crossing to assist with navigation of the visually 

impaired 
 
Bates (2015) largely appears supportive of similar guidelines, and also stresses the importance 
of the kerb. He recommends they be used in shared streets, with a sufficient height to ensure 
the drivers of cars recognise them as such. He also recommends more traffic signals and 
pedestrian crossings at junctions, which may reduce the need to place crossings elsewhere. 
Finally, he recommends that bollards be at least one metre in height with no sharp edges, for 
anything below the knee creates a tripping hazard.  
 
The playgrounds 
A particular area where good micro-design is essential is accessible playgrounds. With smaller 
bodies and a potentially wide array of ways to be precluded from accessing play experiences, 
playground designers must be detail-oriented. The United Kingdom’s Office of the Deputy 
Prime Minister (2003) has especially investigated the area, and concluded the aim should not 
be designing equipment for every child to use, but designing a total playground that any child 
could use with their peers. Therefore, focus should be on ensuring a variety of different play 
experiences, so children excluded from one piece of equipment or play area are not 
necessarily excluded from a similar experience elsewhere. The ODPM recommends: 

• General, not specialised design. The more ways equipment can be used, the more 
children can use it.  

• Do not overthink equipment for disabled children. For example, simply enlarging and 
modifying toddler equipment is often effective.  

• Some areas would require smooth surfaces for wheelchair access to the facility. Other 
children, such as those with sensory impairments, prefer soft surfaces like bark or 
sand. Design around these different needs, preferably in consultation with the 
community.  
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• Think outward to designing play experiences in areas like public gardens. Water jets, 
for example, provides a fun experience almost every child can enjoy.  

• Place seating nearby or within play facilities, so parents can inconspicuously sit near 
and assist their child if needed, or for children to sit and watch while still feeling 
included.  

• Enhance play-space with natural features to allow more creative play.  
• Ensure quiet spaces exist nearby for destressing or quiet play. 
• Design as much space around equipment as possible for mobility.  
• Provide ramps up to raised equipment and grab bars for the mobility impaired to move 

around with. 
• Adolescents with intellectual impairments often enjoy children’s play equipment also, 

but find themselves too big. Ground level trampolines have been expressed as a great 
tool for all ages.   

• Fences prevent running away, and a new surface to play games with.  
• Ensure storage for mobility equipment, accessible car parks and accessible toilets are 

nearby. 
• Use tactile signs to give information, which can provide a new game for those with 

visual impairments.  
In addition, parents or caregivers may have a disability, so appropriate seating, shelter from 
the rain and shade form the sun,  and access to toilets should be available (Baldwin et al., 
2019)  
 
Signage 
Finally, another important neighbourhood detail is good sign writing to break down 
informational and wayfinding barriers. According to Barker and Fraser (2000) of the Sign 
Design Society, there are four principles to good sign writing: 

• Signs should be used only when necessary 
• Sign location should be part of the process of building  
• Messages should be short, simple and easily understood 
• Signs should be consistent, using prescribed typefaces, colours and contrast.  

 

Theme 6: Importance of large-scale design 
Macro neighbourhood features, like entire streetscapes and parks, are also crucial to consider 
in considering accessibility. Even if every detail of a route ensures accessibility, the travel is 
not worth conducting if the destination is too far away. A poorly designed neighbourhood 
context is untenable to live in for people with disabilities. Burton and Mitchel (2006) also 
considered macro-design considerations in writing guidelines for designing liveable streets for 
people with dementia, and a wider range of disabilities: 

• Neighbourhood has mixed uses, plenty of services/facilities and open space 
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• Frequent small blocks laid in an irregular grid with minimal crossroads 
• Varied urban form and architecture 
• A clear hierarchy of streets – main streets, side streets, and laneways. 

 
According to Burton and Mitchel (2006), designers should ensure most people live within 
500m of primary facilities (like public transport, post office and bank, food shop, and health 
centre). They should also be within 800m of secondary facilities (like a place of worship, 
leisure, community facilities and open space), along with other primary facilities for 
redundancy. They should be within 125m of a phone and post box. This may seem extreme, 
but allowing disabled people to run their own errands and walk around their neighbourhood 
is important for dignity and independence. This extends not only to older adults, but adults, 
adolescents and children with disabilities also who need to work, see friends and family, and 
go to school and extracurricular activities.  
 

Theme 7: Importance of consultation 
Because the needs of different impaired groups are so vast, even across those with the same 
impairment, a common theme emerging from the literature is designing environments with 
help from those people who use them. This will ensure that environments remain well suited 
to the actual people in the community, while also giving a sense of agency and influence to 
one of the more vulnerable groups of society.  
 
This factor should also extend not only to new designs, but existing neighbourhoods. 
Maintenance issues are a key cause of physical barriers, such as broken pavements and 
overhanging vegetation. The users of an environment are the first to learn of these problems, 
and therefore listening to them will allow a local government to be ultra-responsive to any 
issues which may impede access or threaten safety. Guidelines not only discuss what needs 
to be designed to create a liveable neighbourhood, but stress the importance of an open-line 
to the public so the neighbourhood can remain liveable over the long-term (Connolly, 2003). 
  

Theme 8: Importance of mandatory, consistent disability policy 
It is clear that most researchers, disability advocates and organisations, and disabled people, 
believe in the importance of clear and mandatory design guidelines to create better 
neighbourhood accessibility. These rules additionally would create the positive of having 
consistent design, which as has been previously discovered, is important to raising confidence 
navigating in the environment, as well as providing a facilitator for some disabilities.  
 
Notwithstanding the requirements of the Building Code for new buildings, New Zealand’s 
accessibility standards appear to be largely aspirational or provide only voluntary guidance. 
Disability issues are largely handled by the Office of Disability Issues, overseen by the Minister 
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of Disability Issues. The New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016-2026 was released under this 
agency, and makes access to community facilities, housing and streets, a key outcome. It is 
implemented through the Disability Action Plan 2014-2018, written with input from disabled 
people and advocacy agencies. This includes having good access to information in an 
understandable format. The Strategy considers the main facilitators for achieving this goal 
includes community consultation, implementing universal design, and educating professionals 
in accessibility principles. While this is the key document in achieving equitable outcomes for 
people with disabilities, it is entirely aspirational. Little could be found about monitoring the 
achievements or setbacks in implementing this (or the earlier)  Strategy or Action Plan, which 
suggests that more could be done to consider the effectiveness of its goals, or the extent of 
implementation. An ‘Outcome Framework’ to monitor implementation of the strategy is 
currently under development (ODI, 2019) 
 
The Auckland Design Manual also has aspirations towards universal design, though does not 
contain the same principles as the international standard. Instead, practically all of the 
international standards are combined into five broader principles: ‘Body fit’, ‘Comfort’, 
‘Awareness’, ‘Understanding’, and ‘Wellness’. The three other principles, ‘Social integration’, 
‘Personalisation’ and ‘Cultural Appropriateness’ are more social and cultural matters not 
strictly relating to physical disability access. These broader principles do largely capture 
international standards but without the specificity. The Design Manual is also not a statutory 
document (providing only guidance) and can only be considered by council as a relevant ‘other 
matter’ under the section 104 of the Resource Management Act 1991. 
 
The Auckland Unitary Plan, which is a statutory document, fails to address design principles. 
While it does have rules on outdoor lighting and signs, these largely relate to decreasing light 
pollution and billboards respectively. Interestingly, local government obligations towards 
accommodating disabled people within the public realm is fairly unaddressed in statute. 
Disability was only mentioned once in the 1974 Local Government Act, and discussed ensuring 
road crossing between kerbs were suitable for the disabled. The 2002 Act, which repealed the 
1974 Act, does not include a similar provision, and does not mention disability in its provisions 
at all.  Guidance for the public realm of streets and footpaths, is provided by the NZTA in its 
Pedestrian Planning and Design Guide (2007).  And, in the case of Auckland, Auckland 
Transport’s Code of Practice (2013) provides detailed requirements for the construction of 
new footpaths and pedestrian facilities, including pedestrians with disabilities, but this only 
addresses new construction.  
 
The only mandatory standards come from the Building Act 2004, and only for ‘reasonable and 
adequate access’ to publicly accessibly buildings. For the most part, private dwellings (such as 
1, 2 or 3 storey houses) face no accessibility requirements.  The Building Standards and / or 
New Zealand Standard 4121 - an ‘Alternative Solution’ -  can be used towards satisfying 
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building consent requirements. The general standard on public building accessibility, largely 
contains the broad design suggestions brought up by different groups internationally. The 
standard is primarily based around having an accessible route up to and through the main 
entrance and around the building; the provision of adequate and accessible toilet facilities, 
and car parking spaces for people with disabilities.  This accessible route is to be free of clutter 
and assisted by facilitators like wide walkways or stairs/ramps, handrails, good surfacing, good 
lighting/contrast, and consistent signage.  
 
In summary 
The relatively minimal mandatory provisions for access for people with disabilities in New 
Zealand can be seen in the resultant built environment.   Reliance on mandatory accessibility 
provisions for some new buildings assumes that the need for accessibility stops at the 
boundary of the development site; ignores the lack of accessibility  requirements on most 
other new buildings in a suburban; and  ignores the bulk of the built environment, streets and 
footpaths that were built before the current standards, guidelines and mandated 
requirements were put in place.  Guidelines and other voluntary measures can achieve some 
level of improvement.   However, without mandatory rules, inconsistent design or ignorance 
of the issues within neighbourhoods can occur, which risks the creation of inaccessible links 
within the average pedestrian journey.  It has been noted by advocates and disabled people 
alike that without these rules, the issues they face are often treated as a second thought 
(Bristo, 1995; 90 Seconds New Zealand, 2016). This may be because these obligations are, 
literally, voluntary to solve. Therefore, while freedom of movement and non-discrimination 
are rights just as validly held by disabled people as others, they are routinely breached by 
authorities and building owners.   
 
Further research is needed 
This review of the research literature has  made it clear that some impairments have been far 
better explored than others. While mobility, sensory and, to a degree, cognitive impairments 
are fairly well covered, much less has been considered by those with intellectual, learning or 
psychological impairments. It is unclear why this is – potentially because these impairments 
are less readily recognised as disability (especially historically), or an assumption that they do 
not face barriers from the environment. It would be highly worthwhile understanding how the 
environment may better or worsen these impairments, and what poses as barriers or 
facilitators in allowing these groups to comfortably use their homes and neighbourhoods. In 
addition, while this was a review on suburban neighbourhoods more generally, it relied a lot 
on extrapolating information from broader resources, or studies based on cities. It appears 
New Zealand has conducted little research on the experiences of disabled people in 
traditionally suburban environments. 
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Conclusion 
A key idea that has emerged out of disability theory, and therefore consideration of urban 
planning and architecture, is the oppression that is created by a poorly designed environment, 
be it from physical access barriers, wayfinding / navigation barriers, information barriers, 
and/or safety barriers.  Thought into designing for different bodies and needs has not occurred 
seriously until recent decades, and because of the longevity of the built environment, disabling 
environments still remain a problem to be addressed.  
 
Disability in suburbia is a complex topic, due to covering a wide array of different impairments 
and environments, including open space, streets, houses and public buildings. This has been a 
wide overview of the relevant literature and the themes which emerge from it. Improved 
design can be at the small-scale (recognising that one inaccessible component nullifies and 
accessible journey) and at the larger scale, such as across a neighbourhood. Design initiatives, 
such as universal design and inclusive design, offer the possibility of improved outcomes, 
whilst recognising the need to negotiate different and conflicting needs. The solution to this 
largely appears to be better community consultation (and disabled people are experts in their 
own needs), and the potential to design in the possibilities for adaption in the future.    
 
Good design for people with disabilities may be a difficult and slow process, especially in old 
neighbourhoods where solutions must be retrofitted. The factor that makes the largest 
impact, however, is the will of the designers to work with the community to create a product 
suitable for all. As has been found, disabled people are not passive victims of their 
environments but enjoy being changing forces within their communities. Listening to them 
will overall be beneficial for everyone. 
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