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ABSTRACT
Age-friendly cities and communities have emerged as a significant policy,
participative and governance response to ageing and its spatial effects.
This paper argues that it has important benefits in mobilizing older
people, placing age on the urban agenda and building recognition
across politicians, policy makers and programme managers. Based on
the experience of Belfast (UK), the analysis suggests, however, that it
needs to be understood within wider urban restructuring processes, the
importance of the property economy and how planning practices
favour particular groups and modes of development. Drawing on
demographic data, policy documents and in-depth interviews, it
evaluates the relationship between age and urban regeneration,
research-based advocacy and central-local relations in health and place-
based care. The paper concludes by highlighting the importance of
knowledge in competitive policy arenas and the need to focus on the
most excluded and isolated old and where and how they live.

KEYWORDS
Age-friendly; knowledge;
governance; Belfast; older
people

Introduction

Demographic ageing and its impact on communities, transport and neighbourhoods are one of
the defining features of the modern urban age (Buffel and Phillipson 2016). The prominence of
the age-friendly city and its extension to more than 1000 places recognize its global significance
and how policy makers respond to its long-term effects (WHO 2007; WHO 2018). The emphasis
on coordination mechanisms, resource integration and bringing ageing into mainstream housing,
planning and urban regeneration reveals the complexity of the governance challenge in creating
age-inclusive cities. Here, the age-friendly concept reflects the broader shift within urban policy
from a narrow concern with ‘land use’, to a more integrated commitment to ‘spatial’ planning
(Healey 2010). In reality, space is produced and reproduced by complex and multilevel economic,
social, demographic and environmental forces that need to be considered together in effective pla-
cemaking strategies. Modes of functional government are ill-equipped for the task and new forms
of governance, that bring the relevant actors, institutions and policies together in a more colla-
borative arena are needed to direct change (Allmendinger and Haughton 2009). Just as planners
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stress the need to connect spatial processes, gerontologists emphasize temporal relations. Walker
(2018) argues that we should not focus on a static demographic category of the ‘old’ but embrace
ageing processes across the life-course and emphasize the importance of lifetime neighbourhoods,
adaptable communities and liveable places that connect ageing with a flexible version of space and
the housing stock.

Bringing space, demography and planning into relation emphasizes the need to understand the
construction of the age-friendly city, how it is enacted in competition with other narratives of urban
‘growth’ and how it impacts the material conditions of older people themselves. Here, the analysis
highlights the value of the age-friendly discourse in cognitively shaping the city as a place in which
to grow old, rather than a site of exchange, accumulation and value extraction, at least in the global
North (Buffel and Phillipson 2019). Whilst ageing and its spatial effects are global, this paper, based
in the United Kingdom, is primarily concerned with the contested legislative, policy and insti-
tutional context of advanced capitalist economies. In this respect, ageing and place is a battle for
ideas in which evidence, different ‘ways of knowing’ and participatory research, not just partici-
pation in decision making, is critical (Rydin 2007, 54). The importance of knowledge and its role
in forming, implementing and evaluating interventions is explored through the Age-friendly Belfast
(AfB) programme that began in 2014 and is now in its second strategic plan between 2018 and 2021.
Belfast is a metropolitan area of 690,000 people that has experienced de-industrialisation and the
loss of jobs in heavy engineering and shipbuilding in particular as well as nearly three decades of
violent conflict between Catholics who broadly want to reunify Ireland and Protestants who mainly
want to retain the union with Britain (Herrault and Murtagh 2019). The need to regenerate the city,
modernize infrastructure and present a normalized imagery to outside investors, tourists and
skilled workers is an important backcloth for the pursuit of an age-friendly agenda.

The next section sets the context by reviewing the relationship between planning and the age-
friendly concept and highlights the diversity of actors, arenas, policy scripts and decision-mak-
ing levels involved in the process. The paper then draws on Healey’s (1996, 2010) approach to
institutional mapping and uses secondary data, policy documents and semi-structured inter-
views to understand the impact of AfB. Three issues are developed in detail and these include:
the relationship between ageing and urban policy; the impact of civic society organizations on
knowledge production and use; and strategic-local relations in ageing and health. The paper
concludes by highlighting the institutional, political and economic constraints within which
age-friendly strategies are evaluated and the potential for more tactical responses especially
within the community sector.

Planning the age-friendly city

Scharlach and Lehning (2016) trace the development of the age-friendly concept to a complex set of
theoretical, empirical and behavioural explanations and related practices. Functional perspectives
(being active), subjectivities (how older people feel) and adaptive processes (an ability to cope
with life-course change) explain, in part, the broad scope of place-based policies and programmes.
When international organizations, states and local authorities intervene to sustain a pro-age
approach, the range of issues then extend to governance, participatory policymaking and service
delivery. The substantive policy aim is to keep older people living in their home for as long as poss-
ible. In broad terms, most do want to remain in their own home and in familiar environments with
established and functionally useful familial and community networks (O’Brien 2017). This con-
nected set of conceptual and practical challenges, ideas about place and population change and
how to make cities age inclusive is captured in the Age-friendly Cities and Communities (AFCC)
framework developed by the World Health Organization (WHO 2007). The integrative approach
aims to improve eight aspects of the city: outdoor spaces and public buildings; transportation; hous-
ing; social participation; respect and social inclusion: civic participation and employment; civic
engagement including older adults’ information needs; community support and health services.
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In their review of the concept, Scharlach and Lehning (2016) interpret these in three interlinked
priorities, in an explicit ecological framework for the age-friendly city. First, is the environmental
fit and in particular the availability of suitable housing, adaptable physical spaces and transport that
meets the needs of people as they age. Second, social engagement, including participation in activi-
ties and creating positive attitudes to ageing and third, a multidimensional approach to health and
wellbeing to enable older people to live more independent lives. Statistical indicators are critical to
making progress to a more age-friendly state and to identify domains where progress is slow, where
there are specific service gaps and the need for programme interventions.

Indeed, Scharlach and Lehning (2016) argue that part of the challenge of the age-friendly concept
is how data is used and prioritized, which, in turn relates to the competing policy, professional and
institutional cultures involved in the process. For planners, normative, primarily statistical projec-
tions, provide a certain way of knowing while the community sector tends to emphasize the quali-
tative experiences of older people as consumers of the city (Rydin 2007; Buffel 2018). Evidence and
argumentation is itself, an important discourse in competition and collaboration over the age-
friendly city and who benefits (and loses) from policy processes. Here, the distinction between
abstract and relational space and how we understand ageing-in-place is a well-established epistemo-
logical (and political) challenge. Madanipour (2013) is especially critical of planning and its concern
with abstraction and how space is reproduced via a narrow range of mainly normative methods and
related practices. In reality, space is socially produced, constantly evolving and subject to compe-
tition between different interests with varying resources, political capital and methodological
preferences:

Knowledge is inherently multiple, with multiple claims to represent reality and multiple ways of knowing. This
is in contrast to the positivist claim of modernism that examination of the facts will reveal the truth. (Rydin
2007, 54, authors italics original)

Rydin develops the point by distinguishing between the different types of knowledge deployed in
land use management, starting with what she calls current state. This emphasizes description, par-
ticularly of socio-economic conditions (and how they affect and are affected by ageing), whereas
outcome state considers the impact of particular policies and programmes (such as the application
of the core indicators in the AFCC process). Predicted state knowledge evaluates future scenarios,
critical in demographic forecasting, whilst policy processes explore the relationship between
resources and decision making and social processes help to explain the distributive impacts of
such decisions on particular categories (the poor, older people, neighbourhoods and so on).
Each has its own ontological and methodological character and real progress can be made by ‘trans-
gressing epistemic boundaries’, broadening the conceptual core of the discipline and incorporating
social, economic and political contexts in understanding the way in which older people are affected
by the urban change (Madanipour 2013, 376; Kelley, Dannefer, and Masarweh 2018). Madanipour
argues that specialization in professional fields, economic liberalization and in particular, privatiza-
tion has splintered knowledge and practice in which evidence performs three important roles. First,
is a challenging function by helping to rethink core concepts, including the way in which space is
conceived in physical or economic rather than in social terms. Second, it enables perspectives to
cross disciplinary boundaries and to lose the rigidity in the way in which problems (and solutions)
are framed. Third, it enables ‘lower level connections’ to be made between sympathetic interests to
experiment, test and demonstrate new ideas and interventions (Madanipour 2013, 385).

However, the sheer presence of knowledge is insufficient to validate a particular position, gain
recognition or ultimately affect decisions about how resources are allocated. For advocates of the
age-friendly approach, governance structures and partnership working are critical, not just to
share information, but to achieve effective policy integration and a more corporate approach to pro-
gramme delivery (Torku, Chan, and Yung 2020). The capacity of such structures to bring together
all the interests, with authority and in particular influence over resource decisions has, however,
been questioned. Buffel and Phillipson (2019) point to the absence of the private sector especially
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in property development, in creating a broad understanding of urban change and the role of older
people within it. In her review of the age-friendly literature, Steels (2015) also questioned the coun-
terfactual case for partnerships, arguing that there is a dearth of evidence that they add value to
existing governance arrangements in service delivery. For others, these are governing technologies,
a managerial way to smooth conflict or a process of downloading to allow the state to withdraw
from expensive welfare commitments, including ageing (Allmendinger and Haughton 2009).

Kelley, Dannefer, andMasarweh (2018) were also critical of the instrumental nature of the AFCC
approach and the extent to which it ignored or devalued wider urban processes that influence how
and crucially, where older people live. It is the property economy and how it is enabled by the plan-
ning system that creates demographic change, especially in the city centre, through explicit forms of
gentrification. Young professionals and creatives are the most profitable market and small, high-
density apartments are where investment returns can be maximized (Buffel and Phillipson 2019).
Increasingly, the urban core, elite investment sites and waterfront developments are readied for
the high growth economy (tech, finance and business services) and the specialized housing market
that supports it. Older people are, via redevelopment, zoning ordinances and land assembly pro-
grammes gradually displaced from such sites to the periphery where services, assets and connec-
tivity tend to be weaker.

The OECD (2015, 35) evaluated 275 global cities and showed how they are characterized by
increasing concentrations of young people in the core and older people at the periphery and
these processes are both demand and supply driven. Certainly, inner-city housing markets have
tightened for older people, especially in the reduction of social and affordable options, but prefer-
ence and pre- and post-retirement migration cause others to downsize, seek out more scenic
locations or move into residential care (Buffel and Phillipson 2019). O’Brien (2017, 418) thus
shows that social structures and the ‘spatial exclusion’ they create, leaves increasing numbers of
older people in underserved and poorly connected neighbourhoods. Indeed, being old is now
one of the most important risk factors in loneliness as older people, especially men, find themselves
in more remote locations with diminishing friend and kinship groups and increasingly alienated
from social networks (Tung et al. 2019). Community development approaches based on connecting
the most lonely, emphasize the limits of planning policies, but also the necessary connection
between the built and social environments. Physical activity and in particular walking, is at the
heart of this relationship, in which infrastructure, safety, access to amenities and aesthetics are
the priority (Cleland et al. 2019). In her analysis of stakeholder perspectives in Age-friendly
Perth, Atkins (2019) stressed the importance of interventions at a strategic level and early on in
the planning process by creating a mix of land uses, a variety of age-specific housing options
and better transport connections. These explicitly structural interventions are fundamental and
set the context in which other community development, intergenerational or volunteering pro-
grammes can be delivered to full effect. Indeed, she goes on to criticize urban sprawl, specifically
because it undermines the potential for such interventions, which can be best realized in compact,
demographically mixed neighbourhoods, with a diverse service base.

Zhang, Warner, and Firestone (2019) surveyed 559 planners on their efforts to deliver Liveable
Communities for All Ages with a particular focus on the potential of the age-friendly approach. They
show that while the physical design is clearly important, ‘facilitating practices and community
engagement in the process are key to advancing planning for age-friendly communities’ (Zhang,
Warner, and Firestone 2019, 31). They call for an emphasis on the social aspects of ageing that stress
personalization, co-production and governance models that give older people a meaningful say in
decisions that affect their lives. When older people are given a voice, they articulate immediate con-
cerns about a living income, fuel poverty, crime and loneliness. Finlay, Gaugler, and Kane (2020,
780) argue that it is poverty that shapes older people’s life chances and when the right type of par-
ticipatory design is used, ‘issues such as financial deprivation, transient housing, commercial disin-
vestment and social isolation’ come to the fore.
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The way in which age-friendly strategies are pursued within overarching structures of urban
change, the capacity of age organizations to influence or resist these processes through participatory
design and how alternative evidence is used to challenge dominant formations are priorities run-
ning through the analysis. So too is the capacity of age-friendly governance structures to leverage
resources or alter programme delivery in more inclusive ways. The value of the age-friendly city is
that it creates an arena to bring these strands together in particular places and points in time. The
multiple objectives, interests and discourses, competition for attention and tactical manoeuvres
emphasize the real-politick of the age-friendly city and these are explored next in the context of
Belfast.

Research design

In her review of the age-friendly literature, Steels (2015) emphasized the number of studies that are
concerned with stakeholder relationships, collaboration and the way in which interests, including
older people, participate (or not) in programme delivery. Healey (1996, 2010) advocates an insti-
tutional research design to unpack these processes and how decisions are arrived at, where and
in whose interests. Here, she emphasized the need to evaluate: who is involved; the performance
of governance and government structures; which stakeholders dominate; the tactics used by various
groups to pursue their interests; the importance of discursive strategies and the use of multiple
forms of knowledge; and how resources are allocated and ultimately, how decisions impact on
the lives of the citizenry.

This provides a framework for the empirical design in Belfast and Table 1 sets the policy and
related stakeholder focus within the quantitative data used to both describe the spatial nature of
ageing and the performance of AfB itself. The research was formally approved by the University’s
Faculty Research Ethics Committee and although the respondents were not vulnerable, care was
taken to ensure informed consent, anonymity and data privacy throughout the analysis. Table 1
shows that nine indicators provided a baseline from which to track the performance of the strategy
between 2014 and 2017 when seven comparative indicators were measured. The policy analysis first
involved: an evaluation of 16 strategy and programme documents in planning; housing and regen-
eration; health care; older people; and community development initiatives. Following Healey, this
then, informed a series of 22 semi-structured, in-depth interviews with representatives from the
main organizations on AfB, although these developed over time to identify other interests with a

Table 1. Research design and data sources.

Type Scope Number

Statistical analysis Geographic and temporal analysis of population
change

% people over-65 by year and electoral ward
2001–2018

Secondary Age-friendly domain indicators 2014 9
Age-friendly domain indicators 2018 7

Policy document
audit

Local planning and regeneration 4
Health and social care 2
Older people and ageing 2
Housing management 2
Community development 6
Total 16

In-depth interviews Central government officials 6
Public sector agencies 4
Local government officials 2
NGOs and community groups 4
Private sector (property) 2
Policy researchers 2
Politicians 2
Total 22
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stake in the policy arena. The starting point was a stakeholder map, which identified the key organ-
izations, individual staff and a rationale for their status as ‘stakeholder’. The questionnaire exam-
ined inter alia: how respondents understood and prioritized problems; set and delivered policy
objectives; interacted with other policy and political interests; and monitored and evaluated the
impact of their programmes.

The 22 interviews were analyzed by one lead researcher to avoid problems of ‘inter-rater
reliability’ and ‘coding agreement’ between multiple readers (Braun and Clarke 2020, 7). The
approach used systematic coding to generate initial themes that were revealed and refined as pat-
terns emerge, consistency was maintained, outliers evaluated and saturation was reached across
the dataset. Initial codes are kept open, organic and interpretive as the basis of developing the
final theme. This can be demonstrated in the second of the three themes discussed in the empirical
section on civic society and alternative ways of knowing. Socio-spatial concepts tell us about the dis-
tinction between abstract and subjective space and how they are separately described in the for-
mality of demographic and economic forecasts in the first case and from the lived experiences of
older people as users of the built environment in the second. Here, distinct codes emerge around
qualitative and quantitative research types, separately aligned (not always neatly) with particular
clusters of stakeholders, policies and even individual organizations. These codes build, via the tac-
tical use of different forms of data, research and programme evaluations to a theme, which is about
knowledge production and use. In prioritizing a particular approach to space, within the context of
an age-friendly city, it is therefore, important to emphasize that this process is not purely inductive
or shaped in ‘a theoretical vacuum’ (Braun and Clarke 2020, 4). Thus, the need to understand urban
restructuring and the economic as well as the demographic factors that reproduce space highlight
the need to look at planning, the property economy and urban regeneration and in whose interest
such regimes act.

Age-friendly Belfast

Belfast was formally designated an Age-friendly City in 2014, with an emphasis on empowering
older people to be active and highlighting the implications of ageing among politicians, policy-
makers and businesses, especially in the retail sector (AfB 2014). The revised plan for 2018–2021
stressed: the need for stronger partnership working; more age-appropriate walking and transport
infrastructure; a focus on social inclusion; improving access to health and social care; and protecting
the financial security of the poorest old (AfB 2018a). The revised plan was informed by a detailed
statistical assessment of the age-friendly domain indicators (AfB 2018b) but also had a formal link
with the Greater Belfast Seniors Forum (GBSF), a network representing six local age networks
across the city (G6 group).

The Plan for 2018–2021 was also based on a range of quantitative surveys and structured focus
groups with older people and stakeholders across the statutory, community and private sectors.
This enabled a comparative analysis on the eight age-friendly domains. The metrics draw on differ-
ent surveys with a range of populations, participants and methods, but they are clearly cited by AfB
to enable a transparent evaluation of the validity and reliability of each one (AfB 2018a; 2018b).
Figure 1 shows significant improvement in the lives of older people over the period of the first strat-
egy with more people: physically active over 30 min (+10%); visiting parks (+12%); feeling Belfast is
a city where they can live life to the full (+5%); and volunteering (+4%). They are also more satisfied
with public transport (+7%) and accessing support for housing adaptations (2%). The baseline
report (AfB 2018b) also showed that older people feel safer in their neighbourhood after dark
(+4%), 40 businesses had signed up to the Age-friendly Charter and in 2014–2015, a pilot pro-
gramme to reduce isolation worked with 1300 older people and showed that 340 recorded a mea-
surable reduction in their feelings of loneliness.

However, the analysis also showed that isolation, loneliness and mental health were compound
problems faced by older people, especially in the most deprived communities. While people are
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living longer in Belfast, there is a difference between the most deprived and the least deprived areas
in the city of 5.6 years for females and 9.2 years for men (AfB 2018b, 22). Similarly, the Have Your
Say survey in 2017 found that 26% of those aged 50+ had been treated for anxiety or depression in
the past 12 months and the NICOLA (longitudinal study for older people in Northern Ireland) data
indicates that nearly one-in-five older people (18%) do not have any close friends. This is higher for
men (22%) than women (16%) and for those in the oldest age cohorts (27%) (AfB 2018b, 25).

Age-friendly policies and the city

Kelley, Dannefer, and Masarweh (2018) argued that this focus on indicators misses deeper com-
plexities of the age-friendly arena as a site of placemaking in all its contradictions and possibilities.
There are, of course, a number of dimensions to this complexity, but the literature emphasizes the
need to understand the context of urban change, the capacity of older people and advocates to chal-
lenge dominant growth formations and the significance (or not) of evidence to shift resource
decisions within collaborative governance arenas. Drawing on the document analysis and related
stakeholder interviews, three themes reveal the performance and potential of the age-friendly
concept:

. Urban regeneration, growth and the property economy;

. Civic society and alternative ways of knowing; and

. Strategic-local relations in ageing and health.

Urban regeneration, growth and the property economy

The Regional Development Strategy (RDS) 2035 for Northern Ireland emphasizes the need to mod-
ernize infrastructure, support economic development and strengthen connectivity, nationally and
globally. Objectives around social inclusion, shared space and a commitment to mixed housing,
which were a feature of the previous Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2001–2015 (BMAP), have
been diluted or dropped altogether in favour of a more explicit growth agenda. The RDS provides
the framework for local plans and here the Belfast Local Development Plan (LDP) 2035 emphasizes
the need to recover from decades of de-industrialisation, violent conflict and political instability to
justify a particular form of neoliberal renewal (Herrault and Murtagh 2019). The former shipyard is
being regenerated as a mixed-use development (apartments, offices, hotels and entertainment)

Figure 1. Performance of age-friendly Belfast.
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through decontamination and reclamation, land assembly and infrastructure provision in a major
public-private waterfront project. The LDP identifies a similar growth model in the Innovation Dis-
trict based on the new Ulster University (UU) campus in the Cathedral Quarter to the north of the
city centre:

There are opportunities to build on the Ulster University city campus investment to promote the development
of a lively mixed-use innovation district to secure employment and residential opportunities for graduates and
entrepreneurs. (BCC 2019, 55)

The graduates and entrepreneurs that are vital to contemporary urban models reflect a particular
form of youthification and studentification (Moos et al. 2019). The creatives are where value is
maximized in the property economy, the labour market and a particular faith in ‘growth’ at the
expense of liveability. The UU campus will bring around 17,000 young people and faculty into
the city centre and a large number of purpose-built student housing is already in place with a
further 7000 units approved for development:

There is a big push within the plan to get people living in the city centre but it’s about making sure that there is
something for older people as well as young professionals or more transient younger populations. (Housing
association provider)

The population of the Belfast Metropolitan Area (BMA) increased from 647,262–693,383 people or
+6.7% between 2001 and 2018, while the number of people aged over-65 increased from 95,244–
114,584 or +20.3% (Based on NISRA 2020). However, as Figure 2 shows, it is the intra-spatial
changes that question the claim that the city is age-friendly. For example, the number of people
over-65 declined in real terms and as a proportion of the population by −20.6% in the urban
core and −19.5% in the mid-city. At the same time, the proportion of people over-65 increased
by +9.4% and +19.8% in the suburbs and metropolitan fringe respectively. This is, of course, a com-
plex process of: natural ageing within suburban neighbourhoods; displacement, as choices are con-
strained by housing supply in the centre; and preference, as people seek out other older people,
family members and services that will support them as they age. The point is that the periphery
is increasingly ageing and the core has become gradually younger.

In short, the effects of these processes is that ‘Belfast city centre shuts down at six o’clock, which
might create a stigma attached to city centre living (and with) a shift in the demographics of Belfast
as the student population is going to move into the centre’ (Housing association provider). The
same official pointed out that two significant sites originally designated in BMAP for social housing
in the Cathedral Quarter have now been developed for student accommodation and a university

Figure 2. Percentage change in the proportion of people aged over 65 by area 2001–2018.
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carpark. The problem for AfB is getting effective representation from planners at either a strategic
or operational level, which is necessary to influence the content of the LDP and push back commer-
cial interests on particular sites. Public health officials also recognize that caring for older people in
their home requires a different type of community, transport system and infrastructure to encou-
rage physical activity. These explicit placemaking objectives are difficult to achieve because of the
absence of planners, their discursive policy culture and their preoccupation with economic growth:

I’ve never yet been at a meeting where planners are there. I would love it, we would love it. I think we speak
different languages. I don’t know whether there is a feeling that planners are not really interested in health.
Maybe I’m being disingenuous… (planning) is really more about the economic aspects, which is high on
the priority list, but you do wonder “well, how is this going to affect planning and health?.” (Public health
official)

Kohijoki and Koistinen (2019, 5) made the point that city centres mean more to older people
than ‘satisfying consumption needs’ because they are asset-rich, offer a range of essential services,
social experiences and connectivity to transport and health facilities. Attitudinal research shows
that older people do want to stay in the neighbourhood, where they live and only 20% of people
over-65 in Northern Ireland want to move from their present home (NIHE 2013). The housing
association sector has been critical of the lack of access they have to sites in the city centre, because
of pressure from commercial developers and zoning regulations, but this has downstream conse-
quences for older people, their sense of place and how they might be supported by their community:

It is about having somebody who will realise that Mrs. Jones has not been seen out of the door…A lot of what
we do is not about building homes but building the community and older people within it. (Housing associ-
ation provider)

The Plan (BCC 2019, 78) considers older people, only in relation to housing need in which norma-
tive ideologies and a preference for quantitative projections reduce older people to metrics and
units of analysis. Professional planners dominate the policy discourse, armoured with an array of
projective techniques to defend particular economic outcomes that often exclude a deeper socio-
logical reading of place. The Plan does not address how older people might walk more, use transport
and parks, connect with health and care services and live as a community.

Civic society and alternative ways of knowing

The problem for older people and NGOs is that this policy gap has deepened social and spatial dis-
connections such that ‘loneliness and isolation have jumped up the agenda and we are reactive to it’
(Older people NGO representative). A more sociological discourse on ageing, loneliness and place
is evident among community groups, NGOs and network organizations. There is also recognition
that the discourse needs to assert itself in competition with more dominant professional or official
ideologies and methodologies. The value of evidence-based argument to challenge other forms of
‘knowing’ has been an important tactic among outsider groups and resource weak interests (Mada-
nipour 2013). For some Council officials, too much of the research is focused on policy outcomes
rather than being centred on, or informed by, older people themselves:

(Older people need) to influence the design of the research and the questions being answered or the questions
that older people would like to be asked. It is that interchange between the research community on what is a
priority for older people, that would be most useful. (Belfast City Council older people section)

In Figure 3, the analysis returns to Rydin’s (2007, 60) differentiation in knowledge types to explain
the discursive value, competition between ideas and tactical importance that evidence plays in the
age-friendly concept. For Rydin, current state knowledge provides a baseline of conditions, which
has been central to AfB’s work to profile the nature of problems, set out progress and identify gaps
in performance. This also relates to outcome state knowledge by producing periodic reports on the
battery of indicators that comprise the eight age-friendly domains. Part of the approach here is to
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get agencies to take ‘ownership’ of the indicators so that there are ‘certain things that the Council
are responsible for and then certain things that other parties are responsible for’ (AfB programme
official). AfB understands that this type of current state knowledge also needs legitimized and
because it is based on the views of older people, it carries more weight with service providers:

The information came from older people and we had initially workshops and questionnaires with older
people, then we had ones with stakeholders and then we had a joint one with all stakeholders and older people,
so that everybody signed-off the Plan. (AfB programme official)

Here, AfB recognizes that the type of knowledge they produce also needs to relate to normative
cultures within planning, transport and urban management. They worked with Belfast Healthy
Cities (BHC 2014) to produce a Walkability Index for the city to identify problems sites, physical
barriers and in particular, the need to improve footpath infrastructure. The Index applied a recog-
nized methodology and used geographic information systems to present a comprehensive analysis
that informed specific walking studies undertaken by older people themselves. Using photo-elicita-
tion and structured interviews, older people: identified barriers to shops, services and health facili-
ties; how to open access to urban parks; and the need for enforcement (cars parked on pavements,
cyclists and incursion from cafes and bars). By 2016, 24 walks involving 250 older people had been
conducted and these formed the basis of a Walkability Assessment Tool to provide guidance to
urban managers and planners. The research had a limited short-term impact on the delivery of
the official government urban realm strategy, Streets Ahead 2013, but it did initiate a critical debate
in the city council about the need for an alternative approach. In particular, AfB pointed out that the
council prepared its own strategy that stressed the importance of the commercial core as a ‘shared
space for older people’ that included the potential of ‘super-crossings’ at main intersections, wider
footpaths and improved seating and toilet provision (BCC 2015, 65).

A similar approach was applied to loneliness. An isolation index was prepared for the city that
measured areas where the risk of loneliness reflected known characteristics such as being aged 75 or
older, living in single person households, not having access to a car and living in areas of social
deprivation (AfB 2016). The performative nature of the analysis was recognized by AfB members
as ‘a way of speaking to’ policy makers, especially in housing and planning (NGO member of AfB).
The NGO Engage With Age, one of the AfB partners, undertook a mixed methods evaluation of
their experimental HOPE programme, which targeted hard-to-reach older people in eight neigh-
bourhoods where the risk of loneliness was high. HOPE worked through community and statutory
intermediaries to identify and engage particular individuals and delivered a programme of practical

Figure 3. Knowledge types and the age-friendly concept.
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and therapeutic supports, personal activities and social networking events. The evaluation showed
significant percentage improvements in entry and exit self-assessment against a range of
indicators, including keeping in touch (+30%), feeling positive (+32%) and staying well (+12%)
(EWA 2015, 8).

The potential of older people as active producers of the age agenda also relates to the strength of
the governance regime and how this has evolved over time. The main older people’s NGO (AGENI)
trained members of the G6 and GBSF groups in policy consultation, the use of data and lobbying
techniques. In particular, they focused on Rydin’s process role by providing a critical user voice on
the way in which the AfB strategy is implemented:

You have to put what the older people say against the statistics as well. Its not perception as its important
because older people perceive it not to be right and yet the statistics are different. (AfB programme official)

The public transport authority Translink point to statistical evidence that transport has improved
but the G6 group persistently criticized the timing, frequency and quality of the bus service. Older
people acted as ‘mystery shoppers’, adopting the position of customers to produce evidence about
the problems they faced, especially on route flexibility and the need for services to connect suburban
concentrations of older people to health facilities. The approach did not immediately lead to better
services, but it showed their capacity to use different types of data to review policy processes and
pursue better outcomes for older people.

However, other sectors have been critical of such participatory methods and the narrow range of
older people they attract, because they tend to prioritize immediate concerns rather than the deeper
structural problems faced by the poorest old. An emerging social enterprise sector has provided ser-
vices, access to work and managing older people’s centres. This direct confrontation with poverty
they argue, reflects a more politicized approach to defining research priorities:

We’ve developed our own focus groups of older people to take their views about what it was like to be unem-
ployed, what it was like to be feeling the way they were on the shelf and had no more usefulness in terms of the
workplace. This was people, 50-plus, who weren’t necessarily in the economic safety net of being able to retire
and just live off a personal pension pot. (Social enterprise manager)

The social enterprise GEMS developed the KESTREL programme (Knowledge, Experience, Skills,
Training, Respect, Empowerment and Lifelong Learning) to address the needs of older people
through volunteering, training and full-time and part-time work. The focus groups were backed
up by statistics that showed the differential economic profile of older people in Northern Ireland.
Most were relatively prosperous, but the analysis showed significant spatial concentrations of older
people living in the most deprived neighbourhoods. For GEMS, the universality of AfB missed the
point about targeting resources and programme innovation on those at the economic margins.
They are in the second phase of the programme, which was based on an initial £0.5 m pilot inter-
vention to help older people stay in or access the labour market. The evaluation of the pilot showed
that 107 people completed formal training with 94 helped into work, while 33 have become volun-
teers. The participant exit survey showed that 78% rated their self-esteem as excellent or good,
confidence was 75% and 65% said that their quality of life had improved. The analysis also estimated
that the programme created savings in welfare benefits of £1.1 m, new full-time waged incomes of
£6.1 m and part-time wages of £0.9 m over a five-year period (Murtagh 2017). The need to present
older people as economically productive and counter the burden of ageing narrative led the Com-
missioner for Older People to undertake a wider strategic review of the fiscal and financial contri-
bution of the older community (COPNI 2014). The research showed that income from taxation,
paid work and caring was set against projected costs (in health, social care, pensions and so on)
and showed that over the next 50 years the net contribution of the over-60s was +£24.7bn. Poverty
reduction is now a significant component of the AfB strategy and in particular, it stresses the impor-
tance of meaningful work for incomes, dignity and the self-respect of older people. Like COPNI, the
research aimed to demonstrate the net economic benefit of ageing in competition with mainstream,
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growth narratives in urban planning. Overall, the evaluation showed that every £1.00 spent on KES-
TREL created a saving of £2.75 over a five-year period but GEMS emphasize the centrality of social
inclusion in the impact of the programme:

The added benefit of the KESTRAL programme was that people were reporting improvements in their resi-
lience, a reduction in their trips to the GP, better management of their existing health conditions and much
less social isolation. This was a big issue and one on which we know that older people who are socially isolated
are more likely to experience health, social emotional and wellbeing problems. (Social enterprise manager)

Strategic-local relations in ageing and health

The health and social care arena adds to the complexity of the age-friendly discourse by emphasiz-
ing the importance of policy scale. The Northern Ireland Health andWellbeing Strategy 2026 frames
ageing as a resource problem in which the projected growth in the number of older people creates
enormous financial, logistic and institutional challenges. The answer, again, is to enable people to
live in their own homes for as long as possible via dwelling adaptations, peripatetic care and com-
munity development support. Whilst this clearly fits with the age-friendly concept, AfB has little
leverage over regional health policy and the resources it commands, especially when it comes to
contradictions in programme objectives. For example, the strategic housing authority points out
that there have been real cuts in the Supporting People budget ‘of more than 20% in the last 10
years’ (Housing management official). Supporting People provides grants primarily to community
and voluntary sector organizations for housing adaptations and community programmes to tackle
loneliness and deliver services to the most isolated old. It would be wrong to criticize AfB for not
protecting the social housing budget, but it shows that such governance arenas have comparatively
little capacity to resolve policy contradictions, especially in the high-cost social care sector.

Indeed, these concerns are echoed in the government’s Active Ageing Strategy 2016–2021, which
repeated the now-familiar tropes on effective policy coordination, enabling older people to live
independently and helping them to achieve their full potential. As O’Brien (2017) noted, the
emphasis on being active, engaged and motivated is a deliberate discursive framing centred on indi-
vidual responsibilities and potentials, rather than on the economic, spatial and cognitive capabilities
that shape older people’s lives. For example, it often fails to acknowledge the precarious and tran-
sient experiences of older people in private renting, who are homeless or who are affected by com-
plex mental health and addiction problems. In Northern Ireland, Active Ageing stresses the
importance of interagency coordination but does not address the relationship with local authorities
or how built environment programmes would help older people live in their community for longer.
Departmental officials are unclear about how the strategy is delivered locally but ‘are likely to go
down the age-friendly route’ even though they acknowledge that structures outside Belfast are
not well developed (Central government Active Ageing official). They also concede that there are
no new resources attached to the policy and that most of the recommendations are drawn from
existing strategies and programmes:

There is also an element that, as quite often happens with strategies, they can be quite forward looking but they
also contain a lot of business-as-usual and things which have already started and tweaking of things which are
already in place. (Central government Active Ageing official)

Moreover, there is ‘no enforcement mechanism’ in place, rather the department’s role is to ‘encou-
rage’, ‘coordinate’ and ‘enable’ other public sector agencies and it is ultimately up to ‘their own
organizational integrity to deliver on what they say’ (Central government Active Ageing official).
The official went on to explain that a key part of this relationship is to support best practice,
share ideas about what-works and encourage the replication of effective interventions. But agencies
in housing and public health see little evidence of that cognitive value added. Leino, Santaoja, and
Laine (2018, 121) argued that knowledge brokerage is an important gap in participatory planning
and how various types of data are translated between the ‘social worlds’ of the professional and the
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public. The housing association sector point out that Supporting People was an effective pro-
gramme but the evaluation did not impact on other policy worlds and how the programme was
financed:

We have had reports to say yes, this programme, it works, it is massively value-for-money. What should hap-
pen after is more money going into it to make it happen – make it be able to do more. A lot of time what
happens is you’ve got a brilliant evaluation that leads nowhere. (Central government housing official)

Conclusions

The relationship between research and advocacy in the context of AFCC is an important one,
especially for weak, outsider and community interests. Diverse, innovative and user-centred knowl-
edge has been applied by AfB and in particular, older people’s groups to shift the discourse away
from growth-based models of urban development. The age-friendly city offers, at least a framework,
around which the place of older people can be raised, but if it fails to alter their material economic
conditions or leverage these resources then its value is open to criticism. Worse, it could represent a
diversionary tactic, incorporating potentially disruptive groups in performative governance regimes
that implicitly flank overriding planning, housing and infrastructure programmes.

But that misses the point about the potential of the age-friendly concept to mobilize older people,
employ evidence-based advocacy and push back on particular programmes and decisions. AfB, stat-
utory providers and advocacy groups used research, created coalitions and focused on particular
issues, such as transport, to effect change. AFCC indicators that are reported under the eight
domains, to some extent vest responsibility for progress with statutory partners in transport, hous-
ing, health care and so on. Quantitative data also mapped the scale of loneliness and problems with
walking, while participative methods evaluated transport services, barriers in the built environment
and the importance of economic inclusion. The KESTREL programme also emphasized the central-
ity of work to some older peoples identities, demonstrated the social impact of age-specific labour
markets and is now an important aspect of the current age-friendly strategy for Belfast. Challenging
dominant interests, ideologies and professionals with embedded epistemic cultures is, of course, a
difficult challenge. As Leino, Santaoja, and Laine (2018) show, the skills to broker knowledge
between actors in meaningful ways is an area for development in AfB and in age-friendly govern-
ance structures more broadly.

This is only one case study and as such, speaks to particular conditions in a city with unique
patterns of segregation and urban development. It did not capture the complexity of decision-mak-
ing systems, especially the role of the private sector and their impact on key sites and regulatory
processes including land assembly, zoning and preferred developer status. The corporatist nature
of decision making around major urban development projects is not only relatively closed to
researchers but also to semi-state bodies in the age-friendly network. In this respect, the analysis
is broadly based in the global North, which is not easily transferred to Southern conditions and
emergent economies operating in very different cultural contexts. This raises the potential for stron-
ger comparative research between cities in the North and South and how shared processes, such as
ageing, travel across different institutional, political and policy boundaries and with what effect.
Certainly, there is evidence to show that some strong municipal structures in Latin America have
resisted neoliberal urbanism and retained a redistributive ethic across spatial policies and how
they impact on the most vulnerable old (Geddes 2014).

Similarly, the social economy and community-owned enterprise models of care, tackling lone-
liness and delivering services appear useful, if isolated responses to ageing. However, their limit-
ations and/or how they might be scaled or replicated is less well understood. Their ethics,
potential for incorporation or simply downloading responsibility to older people also need to be
evaluated in the context of the age-friendly concept and its potential for genuinely inclusive prac-
tice. Knowledge brokerage as a distinct governance function is a related area for further study. The
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extent to which older people’s experiences can be objectively captured and used to challenge,
change or facilitate pro-age policies calls for a distinct set of functions, skills and tactics, especially
by NGOs, community groups and older people themselves. How these skills can be defined and
supported and to what effect, might be an important integrative function of the wider AFCC move-
ment and its impact on urban development.
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