
How councillors can improve 
neighbourhoods for older people

Pride  
of place



This report outlines what local councillors can do to improve neighbourhoods  
for older people in their ward or division.
• Make time to listen to older people.
• Make change happen to improve the neighbourhood.
• Make an ongoing commitment to keep people involved.
Age UK is inviting councillors to become Pride of Place advocates and work  
with us to improve neighbourhoods for older people.
Visit www.ageuk.org.uk/prideofplace to find out more and sign up.

Age UK’s Pride of Place campaign is calling for 
better neighbourhoods for everyone in later life.  
We want to enable older people to be active  
and make a contribution to their local community.

www.ageuk.org.uk/prideofplace
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1  Why neighbourhoods  
matter now

In the midst of the current challenges 
facing local authorities, why is the 
quality of neighbourhoods of particular 
importance now?
As local authorities are forced to cut their budgets, 
councillors are facing difficult decisions about 
where to make savings. At the same time, 
new measures around localism are likely to 
bring profound changes to councils and their 
relationships with their residents. 

So in the midst of these challenges, why should 
local councillors take time to think about 
neighbourhood issues for older people?

In this report, Age UK sets out how relatively  
low-cost improvements to neighbourhoods  
will enable older people to continue being active 
for longer, and how that is good for us all.

Our society is ageing. One in four children born 
today is likely to live to 100.1 As the number of 
older people rises, it is important that as many as 
possible remain active and able to contribute to 
the local community for as long as possible.

Yet for many older people, lack of good-
quality support and infrastructure within the 
neighbourhood acts as a barrier that prevents 
them from being active locally. 

Lack of public transport, or somewhere to sit 
down, or access to a clean public toilet limits 
how far people are able to go. Poor-quality 
pavements or poor street lighting in an area  
can stop people feeling confident enough  
to go out at all. 

The place where these things are most critical  
is the immediate neighbourhood. Exactly what 
area this covers should be defined by local 
residents rather than imposed from outside, but  
it is likely to be within a local government ward.

Many of the things that older people say they 
need in their local neighbourhood are relatively 
inexpensive to provide. The long-term benefits of 
improvements could significantly outweigh the 
costs. (See page 2: ‘What impact would better 
neighbourhoods have?’)

Spending cuts mean that getting value for 
money is even more important than ever.  
The localism agenda brings opportunities,  
but these may need to be shaped to meet local 
people’s needs. A new approach to improving 
neighbourhoods is needed and local councillors 
are uniquely placed to make it happen.

As ward representatives, councillors have both 
the electoral mandate and the local knowledge 
to bring about positive change. This role can  
go much wider than any formal responsibilities 
or portfolio they may have within the council to 
cement the strong link between the councillor 
and their older electors.

Many older people have told us that they want to 
feel a sense of pride in their local area. They love 
many things about their neighbourhood – but 
they also know what needs to be fixed. Councillors 
can help them bring these improvements about.

A new approach to improving neighbourhoods 
is needed and local councillors are uniquely  
placed to make it happen.
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2  What impact would better 
neighbourhoods have?

As the population ages, investment  
in better neighbourhoods now is vital 
to bring about long-term savings. 
Of course, improvements to neighbourhoods 
cost money, and few councils have money  
to spare. Maintaining public toilets could cost  
a council £25,000 a year,2 for example, and  
every pavement repair can cost upwards of  
£80.3 But when compared to the cost of the  
NHS and social care, the amount is relatively  
small, while the benefits accrue to a large number 
of older people.

An ‘age-friendly’ neighbourhood may be the  
key factor that enables someone to go on  
living in their own home, rather than going into 
residential care. This could save the taxpayer 
about £18,000 a year.4  

The Government is piloting ‘community 
budgeting’ in a number of locations during 
2011. This follows the successful ‘Total Place’ 
pilots of the previous government. Under a 
community budgeting system, the costs of 
improving local neighbourhoods could be offset 
against the savings in the health and social care 
budgets. This would make the value of better 
neighbourhoods much clearer.

Older people should not just be seen as  
the recipients of care and support services. 
Millions are active citizens and contributors  
to the economic and social well-being of  
our nation. They contribute significantly to  
the UK economy already, with a spending  
power amounting to over £100 billion annually5 
and this is only likely to increase. People in later 
life are also active in community groups, sports 
associations, as school governors and in  
local politics. 

Almost a million people over the age of 65  
care for a relative or friend.6 Nearly one-third  
of children whose mothers work are cared  
for by grandparents,7 and more than a third of 
65–74-year-olds undertake formal volunteering 
at least once a month.8 

As our society ages, our communities will rely 
increasingly on the activity of older people.  
We need to invest now in neighbourhoods  
that will enable us all to go on being as active 
 as possible as we grow older. 

 
Case study 
The cost of poor paving 
While walking to the bus stop, 81-year-old 
Phil Healey tripped over a tree root that  
was breaking through the paving. Mr Healey  
fell flat and banged his forehead and hurt  
his left hand and right knee as he tried  
to break his fall.

Fortunately some passers-by were on hand 
to help him to a nearby seat and call for an 
ambulance to take him to the local hospital.
He was discharged later that day.

Following his experience he phoned the local 
council to tell them about the pavement and  
asked them to mend the area where the tree  
roots were protruding by nearly five inches.  
Even though he had taken pictures and 
shown that the walkway is uneven the 
council has not yet made any repairs, as it 
argues that there is no dangerous edge. 

Mr Healey has had to go back to hospital for 
further tests and treatment. He has received 
physiotherapy to help manage the pain and 
regain his mobility. With the help of his local  
Age UK he is still trying to get the pavement 
repaired by the council, to make sure that  
no one else suffers a more serious fall at  
the same spot.

hospital.He
hospital.He
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3  Why councillors  
are key players

Co-ordination of different players from 
the public, private and voluntary sectors 
is needed, in order to bring about more 
‘age-friendly’ neighbourhoods.
In some communities, groups of older people 
have the willingness, confidence and capacity  
to enter into this arena themselves and argue  
for what they need. Age UK is supporting groups 
of older people through its ‘Change One Thing’ 
campaign to identify the one issue within the 
local neighbourhood that is most important  
and then campaign to change it. Through the 
programme, groups are campaigning to improve 
pavements, public toilet provision, bus routes 
and litter.

Localism measures to devolve power downwards 
may offer new opportunities for groups such  
as these. But we have to recognise that in many 
neighbourhoods, older people simply do not 
have the capacity or organisation to take this on.  
In some communities, there is no support from a 
local Age UK, Age Concern or Older People’s Forum; 
people may be isolated or suffer from poor health; 
or language or culture may present barriers.

Age UK believes that all older people deserve 
neighbourhoods where they can live life to  
the full – this should not just be the privilege  
of those who have the capacity to argue  
for it themselves. That is why we are calling  
on local councillors to take a lead. 

Case study  
‘It just seems like common sense.’
Councillors Jim Beall and Barbara Inman of 
Stockton Borough Council do regular ‘ward 
walkabouts’ with council officers and others. 

They have divided the ward into ‘patches’ 
and aim to do a one-and-a-half-hour walk 
in one of these patches about every two 
months. Over the course of a year they will  
cover the whole ward.

The walkabouts are an opportunity to share 
local intelligence and to identify problems.  
As much as possible, they aim to solve 
problems on the spot – making a note  
of broken pavements and kerbs that  
need repairing, for example.

The walkabouts involve officers from  
the council’s Care for Your Area, antisocial 
behaviour and enforcement services, from 
the local neighbourhood police as well as 
the housing provider (where there is social 
housing) and sometimes the fledgling 
residents’ association. The biggest challenge 
in setting them up was getting all these 
people to work together.

Cllr Beall is keen to stress that what they  
are doing is nothing new. ‘It’s not rocket 
science – it just seems like common sense’, 
he said. 

A resident in the ward commented: 

‘A lot of people won’t go to the council, so the 
walkabouts are a good way for the councillors 
to find out where the problems are.’
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Case study 
Changing One Thing in Stockport
Two local clubs for older people in the 
Stockport area, Heald Green Young at Heart 
and the Poppy Club, decided that they would 
like to take part in Age UK’s Change One 
Thing campaign with support from Age 
Concern Stockport (now Age UK Stockport).

Staff from Age UK helped members of  
both groups think through all the problems 
affecting them in their neighbourhoods. 
Issues included a bus route that did not run 
frequently enough, a dangerous road junction, 
people cycling on pavements and poor public 
toilets. But the main concern was with uneven 
and broken pavements in the area.

The poor state of the pavements made 
people feel nervous about walking – one 
member of the Poppy Club had in fact recently 
tripped over a broken pavement and fallen.

The groups decided that they needed to 
collect evidence of the problem. Age Concern 
Stockport supplied them with disposable 
cameras and members are currently 
photographing and mapping particular 
problem areas. They then plan to contact  
the council and raise awareness by sending  
a letter to the local press.

Local ward councillors are ideally placed to play 
this co-ordinating role. As the first level of elected 
representation in this country, councillors have  
a responsibility to their ward electors and are  
in a position to hear the views of a wide range  
of older people in their ward, whatever kind  
of community they represent.

They have both the local knowledge of the  
area and some of the main players involved,  
and the electoral mandate for action. We know 
that older voters make up a significant proportion 
of the electorate and are more likely to vote  
than younger people.9 

Councillors will need to work collaboratively,  
and take on a role that is much wider than  
any formal responsibilities that they may have 
within the council. They need to liaise with other 
ward councillors, with local representatives of 
other statutory agencies such as the police, fire 
brigade and health services, with the voluntary 
sector where appropriate and (where there are 
two-tier councils) with the respective county  
or district council. 
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Make time to listen
Councillors have a good idea of what is 
important in their ward from knocking on 
doors and dealing with case work. However, 
councillors need to find the time to hear about 
the day-to-day concerns that can have a big 
impact on living in the ward. Older people are 
concerned that their views are not taken into 
account and that there is a reluctance to listen 
to their advice. Of course older people in any 
one neighbourhood will not always agree, 
which is why it is vital that councillors seek  
the views of a wide range of people.

Considerations for councillors
• What existing groups can you tap into?
Is there an older people’s forum or network 
with whom you can consult? Has the council 
appointed an older people’s champion?  
If there are existing groups and structures,  
it is a good idea to make use of them,  
but do not restrict consultation to them.

•  What are the barriers to  
older people getting involved? 

There may be existing opportunities to 
participate that older people do not feel are  
for them. Public meetings or surgeries need  
to be accessible, with good transport links,  
and the details of the meeting need to be 
promoted widely. Surveys need to be clear, 
concise and easily readable. 

•  How can socially excluded views be heard?
Hearing the views of older people who are 
socially isolated is vital but will take a different 
approach. By working with trusted individuals 
and anticipating where these people may go  
(e.g. GP surgeries), you may be able to make  
a connection with those who will never turn  
up to meetings or fill in surveys. 

•  What are the issues affecting older people?
How can the physical fabric of the 
neighbourhood better meet everyone’s 
needs? What needs to be done to bring 
people together locally and help older people 
stay active and involved? What changes are 
needed to sustain really local services that  
are geared towards people of all age?

4  What can councillors do?
Local neighbourhoods are as varied as 
the people that live there and there is 
no single blueprint for an ‘age-friendly’ 
neighbourhood. 
Although there are some common features,  
the priorities of older people in any particular 
community will be unique. A variety of different 
organisations may be responsible for meeting 
these priorities.

What councillors can bring is co-ordination and 
leadership to understand people’s priorities  
and drive improvements forward.

Age UK is inviting councillors to:

• Make time to listen to older people.
•  Make change happen to improve  

the neighbourhood.
•  Make an ongoing commitment to keep  

people involved.
Here we suggest some questions for individual 
councillors to consider.
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Make an ongoing commitment
Improving neighbourhoods is not just a  
one-off occurrence, but an evolving process.  
In the real world of limited funding and  
difficult choices, councillors may not be able to 
solve every problem that older people identify. 
One frustration commonly voiced by older 
people is that things don’t change as a result 
of consultation. So people need to be kept  
up to date, to have an understanding of  
the process and why things are happening. 
Councillors will need to commit to ongoing 
dialogue with older people. 

Considerations for councillors
• How can people be kept involved?
The progress of consultations and resulting 
neighbourhood improvements should be 
reviewed and updated regularly. 

Make change happen
Improving neighbourhoods will take more than 
talking. In some cases there will be a simple 
answer to a problem. But there is a complex  
web of organisations that affects many decisions 
about neighbourhoods, which can be obscure 
to local people but which councillors deal with 
every day. Communities are not idle recipients 
of services and infrastructure. They want 
to take responsibility and be involved in the 
design and, where appropriate, the delivery  
of solutions. 

Considerations for councillors
•  Where are the opportunities  

to influence decisions?
As a councillor, you are in a good position  
to identify the various decision-makers  
on a particular issue. You may be able to open 
doors into the council system of local partners 
and providers, representing older people’s views 
and influencing decisions. You can help make 
direct connections between service providers 
and communities so that neighbourhoods  
are improved.

• What resources are available? 
As a councillor, you may be aware of  
local funds available for small projects –  
and advise neighbourhood groups about  
the process of making applications. Councils 
can also provide officer time and expertise as 
well as or even instead of money. For example, 
they may have expertise and experience in 
putting together match funding for projects  
or engaging with local partners or businesses. 

•  Are there opportunities to find  
new local solutions?

Many older people will have the time and 
inclination to get more involved in their 
neighbourhood. As a councillor you may  
be able to identify ways in which older  
people can be more involved in their 
neighbourhoods, whether it is through 
representation on committees or taking  
over the running of local facilities. You can  
also help people to think creatively to solve 
neighbourhood problems – for example,  
could a community toilet scheme replace 
council-run public toilets?
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5  What do older people need  
in their neighbourhood?

All neighbourhoods are different and 
the older people who live in them have 
differing priorities and needs. But there 
are common issues that many older 
people report.
Age UK and its predecessor organisations have 
gathered evidence10 from older people about 
the issues they face when out and about in their 
local neighbourhoods. Up and down the country, 
the following issues have been mentioned.

Places
• Better meeting places and green spaces
• Public seating
• Better-quality pavements
• Safe, well-lit streets

People 
• Local social activities
•  Better relationships between different  

age groups
• Being able to have a say in local decisions
• Volunteers and neighbours helping people out

Services
• Better local buses and parking
• Accessible and clean public toilets
• Local shops and services within easy reach 
• Somewhere to turn for advice

The priority for older people varies considerably 
between areas – what is important for a small 
rural community will be very different from the 
needs of older people in a suburban or inner-city  
area. And of course people’s individual 
circumstances determine which issue is most 
important for them (whether they have access 
to a car, for example). 

The most significant feature of this range  
of issues – particularly in terms of bringing  
about changes – is the variety of actors  
or decision-makers involved.

For example, in shire areas the pavement  
along which people walk to get to the bus- 
stop is the responsibility of the county council.  
The benches and litter-bins they pass on the  
way may have been provided by the parish 
council. The bus shelter is controlled by the 
borough council, while the bus itself is run by  
a private company. The free bus pass is funded  
by central government, but administered by  
the county council.

This is the reality of local neighbourhood decision-
making – and one that is likely to become more, 
not less, complex as local public services change. 
New powers devolved to local councils and 
communities are bringing more opportunities  
for older people to have their voices heard.  
And whether or not you like the term ‘Big Society’, 
in future there will be space for a much wider 
range of people and organisations to get involved 
in solving problems and delivering local support. 
This will do nothing to decrease the complexity 
of the response needed. 
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5.1 Public transport
Seven out of ten single people over the age of 65 
do not have access to a car.11 Public transport that 
fully met the needs of older people would enable 
them to get out to do shopping and other leisure 
activities, to meet friends and relatives, and  
to look after their own health and well being.

The national bus pass for older people has 
enabled many more people in later life to get  
out and make the most of local amenities.  
But equally important are bus routes that meet 
the needs of older people. This problem is 
particularly acute in rural areas – for example,  
in Cornwall, 19 per cent of households (40,000 
properties) cannot get to either of the main 
county hospitals by public transport before 12pm.12 
Elsewhere, older people report that buses do not 
serve shopping centres or GP surgeries.

The Department for Transport’s national travel 
survey 2008 found that 30 per cent of older 
people have problems walking to or using a bus.13 
Some councils have introduced alternatives to 
the bus pass, such as travel tokens, which can  
be used for taxis or rail transport. These have 
been extremely valuable to many older people, 
and should be maintained. 

In the current climate of budget cuts, transport 
may seem like a soft target. However, councils 
need to recognise that lack of transport can have 
a profound impact on people’s lives. Without 
accessible transport, older people experience 
greater social isolation, which is likely to result 
in an increased demand on adult social care 
services. In contrast, studies have shown that 
access to public transport helped older people  
to stay socially connected and active, which  
in turn helped them keep mentally alert.14

Studies have shown that access to public 
transport helped older people to stay  
socially connected and active.

Case study 
‘If I couldn’t get out of  
the house I would go mad.’
Enid Gill likes to get out of the house most 
days. ‘It means everything to me to get  
out’, she says, ‘I like to get some fresh air  

– and I get to meet some lovely people.’

Enid is totally blind and uses a wheelchair,  
so getting out is a challenge.

‘There isn’t a bus comes anywhere near’, she 
says – the nearest bus stop is a quarter of a 
mile away. She would also find it impossible 
to climb the steps up on to the bus. 

Until last year, she used to receive bus tokens 
or vouchers from the council, which could be 
used for taxis in lieu of the free bus pass. But 
the council has now stopped providing tokens.

Luckily, Age UK Darlington runs a local 
transport service, and a volunteer driver  
picks Enid up three or four times a week  
to take her to lunch at the centre.

When asked what it would mean if she 
couldn’t get out, Enid said, ‘If I couldn’t  
get out of the house I would go mad.  
I might as well give up on life.’
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6.2 Public toilets
As people age, they are more likely to suffer  
from incontinence or take medication that means  
that they need to go to the toilet more frequently. 
There are more than 2.5 million people in the UK 
who suffer from urinary incontinence.15 

The British Toilet Association (BTA) estimates  
that in excess of 40 per cent of public toilets in  
the UK have been closed in the past ten years.15  
A survey carried out by Help the Aged in 2006 
found that 82 per cent of respondents felt  
that public toilet provision in their areas did  
not meet their needs.17 A report18 produced  
by the Department for Communities and Local 
Government under the previous government 
highlighted a number of reasons for this decline, 
but did little to change the situation.

This situation is set to become even worse.  
The BTA estimates that more than 1,000 public 
toilets could face closure in the next 12 months.19 

There is no statutory requirement on local 
authorities to provide public toilets. In the current 
climate of local authority budget cuts, many local 
authorities are reviewing their public toilet facilities 
with the intention of making savings. Community 
toilet schemes (where local businesses offer their 
facilities in return for a financial incentive) can be  
a workable alternative, provided that they meet 
the needs of older people. 

It is absolutely vital that councils understand the 
important role that public toilets play in enabling 
many older people to get out and about in their 
neighbourhood. The 2006 Help the Aged study 
found that 52 per cent of respondents agreed 
that the lack of public toilets in their area stopped 
them from going out as often as they would like. 
This evidence suggests that lack of public toilets  
is a significant factor in the isolation of some  
older people.

6.3 Pavements
Falls are the most frequent and serious type  
of accident for people aged over 65.20 Having a 
fall can have a big impact on an older person’s 
life, destroying confidence, increasing isolation 
and reducing independence. After a hip  
fracture, 50 per cent of people can no longer  
live independently.21 

There are many causes of falls – and Age UK is 
campaigning for better falls prevention services 
for all older people to reduce their risk of falling. 
But uneven or broken pavements are significant 
risk factors. A survey commissioned by Help the 
Aged showed that every year, nearly one in ten 
people over the age of 65 trip or fall because  
of damaged or uneven pavements.22

All councils need to ensure that pavement repairs 
are carried out promptly and that people are 
encouraged to report problem areas.

6.4 Places to sit down
For older people who are becoming frail and less 
mobile, public seating can make the difference 
between living a full life and feeling cut off and 
isolated. Many older people cannot walk for more 
than ten minutes without a rest.23 Going to the 
supermarket, queuing at the post office or waiting 
at the bus stop can become impossible for many 
if there is nowhere for them to sit down. 

Walking is good physical activity for older people. 
Benches or other places to sit down will encourage 
those older people who are becoming less mobile 
to continue getting out of the house and taking 
exercise, and so will reduce the likelihood of 
these people becoming housebound and isolated.

Public seating does not have to be expensive, 
and in some instances could be provided or 
renovated by local volunteers or community 
groups. Councillors need to find out from 
older people if seating is adequate in their 
neighbourhood and find innovative ways  
of meeting this need.
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6.5 Accessible local services 
Older people use a wide variety of services 
provided by public, private and voluntary  
sectors. Simple, accessible services are vital  
to an age-friendly neighbourhood. 

A local shop or post office not only provides  
the services that people need, but also gives  
an incentive to get out of the house, go for  
a short walk and have a chat. This is just the  
kind of regular social interaction that people  
who live alone need to prevent social isolation.24 
Local services such as post offices or pharmacies 
can also be an essential signposting points for 
information, advice and more specialist services.

Local councils rarely have direct responsibility 
for the provision of local services, but can play 
a role by providing incentives for businesses to 
invest in an area, approving planning strategies 
and applications or working with other statutory 
bodies such as the NHS.

6.6 Personal security,  
street lighting and cleaning
Research by Help the Aged illustrates older 
people’s concerns about crime and low-level 
nuisance, including  graffiti, rudeness and 
rowdiness and litter.25  

These are problems with no easy solutions, but 
the provision of better street-lighting, investment 
in street-cleaning and dealing with low-level 
nuisance all help older people to continue getting 
out of their homes. This in turn may well help 
deal with some issues as the presence of older 
people on the streets may provide a disincentive 
to disruptive behaviour by others.

6.7 Community activities
Sometimes older people’s needs can be met, 
not by physical infrastructure or services, but 
by being part of local projects that encourage 
mutual support and a sense of community.  
For example, fear of young people may be better 
tackled by a community project involving young 
and old together, rather than improvements to 
the physical environment. Community activities 
can include volunteering projects that deliver 
support to isolated older people, the organisation 
of local social events and trips, car clubs, and 
hospital-visiting programmes.

Often it only takes very small amounts of public 
money – as little as a few hundred pounds –  
to enable people to organise projects and 
activities. These might include working with 
established voluntary organisations such as local 
Age UKs and Age Concerns, youth projects or 
sports clubs. 

Even when times are tough, we hope that councils 
can work with other statutory agencies, for 
example, the police and fire service, to hold back 
small sums that will unlock local voluntary action.

Public seating does not have to be expensive, 
and in some instances could be provided  
or renovated by local volunteers or 
community groups.
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Further resources
Global Age-friendly Cities: A guide, WHO, 2007

Manchester: A great place to grow older 
(Manchester’s Strategy for Ageing 2010–20)

Towards Common Ground: The Help the Aged 
manifesto for lifetime neighbourhoods,  
Help the Aged, 2008

Towards Lifetime Neighbourhoods: Designing 
sustainable communities for all, International 
Longevity Centre and Department for 
Communities and Local Government, 2007

Inclusive Design for Getting Outdoors (I’DGO)  
is a research consultancy focused on identifying 
the most effective ways of shaping outdoor 
environments to meet the needs of older  
people and disabled people. www.idgo.ac.uk

www.idgo.ac.uk
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