
“The population of [older adults] in Alberta continues to rise faster 
than other age groups” and is expected to double by 2040. 1  In 
Calgary, “this has huge implications on... health care, education, 
community services and so on”, says Nenshi. 2  Calgary has 1.28 
million residents, and 24% are over fifty-five years old. 2  A vast 
majority of older adults live in private households. 3  

Canada is home to “almost six million [older people who] represent 
a complex and dynamic cohort, with diverse living arrangements  
and housing needs”. 4  Older adults want to choose “where and  
how they age in place”. 5  As this issue becomes more pertinent,  
our society needs to consider the current systems surrounding 
aging in place.

The Government of Alberta defines aging in place as “having the 
health and social supports and services needed to live safely and 
independently in your home or community for as long as you wish 
and are able”. 1  Aging in place is “linked to greater health and 
happiness outcomes for [older people]” 6 and it’s seen as “an 
advantage in terms of a sense of attachment or connection and 
feelings of security and familiarity in relation to both homes and 
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Problem definition

Methodology

The report discusses the system that exists around aging in place in 
Calgary and highlight leverage points for actionable change.

The structure of the paper loosely follows the Impact Gaps Canvas 8 
and the research comes from both academic and non-academic 
sources, showcasing qualitative and quantitative data through a 
literature review, as well as insights gleaned from the public 
participation opportunities throughout the fellowship.

How might we design and build 
cities and communities that 
empower people to age in place? 

92% of Alberta’s older adults 
live in private households

24% of Calgary’s population 
is over fifty-five years old

communities” and relates to sense of identity, independence and 
autonomy, and roles in relationships. 5  While aging in place can 
pose challenges in the realm of “self-care, mobility, and household 
management”, 7 people who choose to age in place are able to 
maintain relationships and roles within their established 
communities, keep autonomy, and continue contributing to society 
in a meaningful way.

Research question

http://mapthesystem.sbs.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Impact-Gap-Canvas-eg-page-001.jpg
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Recommendations and next steps

Findings

A multitude of resources detailing aging in place building 
standards and in-home adaptations already exist, so the larger 
concern is rooted in the stigma around aging in North America 
and the need to bring planning practices into our lives at earlier 
stages. 	At this point, with cities and older populations growing at 
a rapid pace, proactive rather than reactive solutions are needed. 
We need to work to reframe aging as an opportunity, both within 
our organizations and our communities.

The next step in this research is understanding the lives of people 
who are actively aging in place in Calgary, Alberta. Since 92% of 
[older people] live in private households, 2 a diverse collection of 
perspectives are available locally. Inclusive community 
engagement and participatory processes are essential in co-
creating solutions with and for people with lived experience. 

With a structure in place to 
collaborate with other 
organizations, such as a living 
lab model, 12 we can tackle aging 
and place. By working together, 
sharing knowledge and 
learnings, there is potential for 
significant collective impact.
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The involvement of older 
people with lived experience 
aging in place is key.

In systems thinking, an impact gap is defined as “who or what  
is not being served in the gap between the problem and the 
current solutions”. 8

An impact gap identified in the report is the prevalence of ageism 
in our society. Western culture has very negative connotations 
around aging and death. This social construct makes aging 
shameful, limiting the questions we ask and the way we address 
the issue. 9  Aging in place needs to be a conversation everyone is 
included in, including younger generations, and it needs to be 
discussed without ageist undertones. 

An additional gap exists in the idea that we need to create 
communities and neighbourhoods specifically catered to older 
adults. The age-friendly “movement needs to address how it can 
be more socially inclusive… [which] also means pushing for a 
narrative that doesn’t single out older people as the only group in 
need of urban redesign”. 10 In Calgary, specifically, walkability and 
density are a struggle due to the car-centric design of our city, 
making this a hugely impactful gap to work on.

Two other challenges are due to “the sheer diversity of health and 
functional states experienced by older people” 9 and financial 
stability as the traditional trajectory of life becomes longer.

Leverage points are “places within a complex system where a 
small shift in one thing can produce big changes” throughout. 11

One of the points identified in the report is “[changing] information 
structures and flows”. 11  Changing the system’s structure to help 
interdisciplinary silos better share knowledge and resources could 
make a drastic impact. Living labs combat silos with a partnered 
“Public-Private-People” approach, that aims to facilitate and 
manage innovation processes, focused on “real-life 
experimentation and active user involvement”. 12  

By altering information structures and flows, organizations can 
collaborate on solutions and share knowledge more effectively.

Another leverage point identified is redefining the “goals of the 
system”. 11  By redefining the goal, we are better able to tackle the 
issue. Common understanding is key to collaborative problem 
solving and bringing the fundamental goal of “choice” back to the 
forefront of aging in place is vital.
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1 Barnes, S. (2017). Everything you need to start stitching your own embroidery. My Modern Met.

Hand embroidery 
as a medium
Hand embroidery is a traditional craft 
practiced across the world, consisting of small 
stitches with a needle on fabric in decorative 
patterns. I chose to use hand embroidery as a 
medium for my creative work because 
“supplies are inexpensive and the techniques 
range from basic to advanced”, 1 just like 
planning for and discussing aging in place. 
There are many ways to learn about aging in 
place and bring those practices into your life. 
The freehand style you'll find throughout this 
booklet alludes to the individuality and 
flexibility both aging in place and hand 
embroidery provide.

Hand embroidery is a skill often passed down 
from generation to generation. I used my 
grandmother's embroidery hoops to create the 

pieces in this booklet. Intergenerational 
teaching and connection is vital to building 
strong, connected communities that can 
support aging in place.

In the accompanying report, Aging and Place, 
a key finding is that aging in place needs to be 
reframed as an opportunity. Hand embroidery 
has been reframed in recent years as a trendy 
hobby for twenty-somethings. Although it is an 
age-old craft, embroidery can now be found 
across digital platforms, like Instagram and 
Pinterest. A similar reframing needs to occur 
with the idea of aging in place — it needs to 
be something taken up by younger 
generations and brought up in conversation 
without the negative connotations surrounding 
old age in Western culture.

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/6ffn8yrucknyz98/AADkWjl9BakD_jlRyBKVUPXCa?dl=0
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Calgary has 1.28 million residents, and 24% are 
over fifty-five years old, which “has huge 
implications on... health care, education, 
community services and so on” (Fletcher, 2019).

The circle graph represents the portion of older 
people living in Calgary.

1.28 million people live in Calgary,
24% are older adults.

FACT
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92% of older adults in Alberta
live in private households.

As of 2019, there are over 13,500 Alberta 
residents living in seniors’ housing (Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2019, p. 
1), but a vast majority of older adults live in 
private households, 92% according to 
Statistics Canada (2018). The Report on 
Housing Needs of Seniors shows that, 
“Canada’s almost six million [older people] 
represent a complex and dynamic cohort, 
with diverse living arrangements and housing 
needs (Ministers Responsible for Seniors, 
2019, p. 6).

The circle graph represents 92% of older 
adults living in private households in Alberta.

FACT
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Aging in place is seen as “an advantage in 
terms of a sense of attachment or connection 
and feelings of security and familiarity in 
relation to both homes and communities” and 
relates to sense of identity, independence 
and autonomy, and roles in relationships 
(Wiles et al., 2012, p. 357).

The network of blue circles represent older 
people scattered throughout Calgary's 
neighbourhoods, maintaining autonomy and 
ties to community. 

Older adults staying in 
their communities creates 
stronger support networks.

FINDING
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The age-friendly “movement needs to address 
how it can be more socially inclusive… [which] 
also means pushing for a narrative that 
doesn’t single out older people as the only 
group in need of urban redesign” (Kirk, 2018, 
para. 8). Creating age-friendly cities needs to 
“enhance the independence of a cross-section 
of society”, not only older adults (Cinderby et 
al., 2018, p. 410).

The wreath represents the idea of "evergreen" 
communities, that can be flexible and 
adaptable for every generation.

Age-friendly community 
design serves everyone, 
not just older people.

FINDING
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How might we design and build cities and 
communities that empower people to age in 
place? We know that having older people 
choose to stay in their homes and 
communities strengthens relationships and 
community ties, contributing to the social 
capital of our cities (Suttie, 2014).

The climbing, intertwined flowers represent 
the way people are interconnected within 
their communities and how they lift and 
support each other.

Connections between people
create stronger communities.

FINDING
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Inclusive community engagement and 
participatory processes are essential in co-
creating solutions with and for people with lived 
experience. By working together, sharing 
knowledge and learnings, there is potential for 
significant collective impact. “No government or 
ministry can achieve these outcomes working in 
isolation. It takes the whole community, working 
together to make environments age-friendly, 
harnessing innovation and imagination from all 
sectors and all actors” (World Health 
Organization, 2018, p. 7).

The flowers represent the human capital 
available within our own cities and communities 
that can be harnessed to create a better future 
and sustainable systems change.

Older people need to be involved in 
co-creating solutions, based on their 
lived experiences.

RECOMMENDATION
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Western culture has very negative 
connotations around aging and death. This 
social construct makes aging shameful, 
limiting the questions we ask and the way we 
address the issue (World Health Organization, 
2015). Aging in place needs to be a 
conversation everyone is included in, 
including younger generations, and it needs to 
be discussed without ageist undertones. 

The blue represents older people and orange 
represents younger generations. The blue 
stitches are meant to show that even the 
younger generations are aging, and they need 
to support older people and be an active part 
of the conversation around aging in place.

Aging in place is
a conversation for everyone.

RECOMMENDATION
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About 
the fellowship
The Catalyst Fellowship is a cohort-based, 
community-engaged learning experience for 
Mount Royal University students committed to 
building a more just and sustainable future for 
all. Created by MRU’s Institute for Community 
Prosperity, the fellowship is one-part 
community-partnered research and one-part 
transformational learning. Fellows dive into 
social innovation frameworks, experiential 
learning, and deep listening with community, 
addressing real-world 21st-century challenges 
with community partners. They spend eight 
months exploring the root causes of complex 
ecological, social, economic, and cultural 
issues, collaborate and build meaningful 
connections across sectors and boundaries to 
engage multiple stakeholders, accelerate their 
personal and professional development, and 
deepen their ability to make meaningful 
change in their communities.

About the 
community 
partners

Brookfield Residential is a builder and 
developer, creating master-planned 
communities and new homes and commercial 
properties throughout North America. Their 
focus is on creating an exceptional customer 
experience and sustainable, vibrant 
communities. Seton, Livingston, and Rockland 
Park are examples of these master-planned 
communities in Calgary.

Brookfield Residential

Universal Access works to create equal access 
opportunities for all community members by 
reducing barriers. The team is guided by lived 
experience and Universal Design standards, 
with Certified Accessible consultants who 
work in the community to help people 
understand the unique relationship between 
spatial layout and social inclusion.

Universal Access

About the fellow
Mackenzie Johnson is a recent graduate of 
Mount Royal University, with a Bachelor of 
Communications - Information Design. She is 
an emerging changemaker with a human-
centered design background and an interest 
in sustainable cities and communities. She can 
almost always be found with a coffee in hand.

https://www.mtroyal.ca/nonprofit/InstituteforCommunityProsperity/Students/Fellowship/index.htm
https://www.brookfieldresidential.com/
https://www.universalaccess.me/
http://mackenziejohnson.design/
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Research direction 
and process
As a community-engaged research fellowship, 
Catalyst focuses on including the community 
in research design and sharing the findings of 
the fellowship with the community.

In our initial meetings, our team discussed the 
direction we’d like the research to take, 
landing on the following research question: 
“What are the lifestyles, wants, and needs of 
seniors and soon-to-be seniors, and how 
might we create inclusive, adaptable spaces 
that support them to age in place?”.

This question was iterated throughout the 
8-month period, honing in on a more specific 
direction and scope: Aging in place, with a 
focus on the built environment and community 
design in Calgary, Alberta.

6

Methodology
This research paper is a deliverable for the 
2019-2020 Catalyst Fellowship. It intends to 
discuss the system that exists around aging in 
place in Calgary, AB and highlight leverage 
points for actionable change. The structure of 
the paper loosely follows the Impact Gaps 
Canvas (Papi-Thornton, 2016).

The information in this paper comes from both 
academic and non-academic sources, 
showcasing qualitative and quantitative data 
through a literature review, as well as insights 
gleaned from the public participation 
opportunities throughout the fellowship.

http://mapthesystem.sbs.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Impact-Gap-Canvas-eg-page-001.jpg
http://mapthesystem.sbs.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Impact-Gap-Canvas-eg-page-001.jpg
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Problem definition
“The population of [older people] in Alberta continues 
to rise faster than other age groups. As of June 30, 
2019, over 615,000 Albertans were over the age of 65. 
That number is expected to double within the next 2 
decades. Today’s [older adults] are living longer and 
healthier lives, have higher education levels, are 
working longer, serve their communities through 
volunteering, civic engagement and charitable 
donations” (Government of Alberta, 2020b, para. 22).

When you combine an aging population with the 
United Nations prediction that two-thirds of the world 
population will be living in urban areas by 2050 (n.d., 
para. 2), creating cities and communities that support 
aging in place becomes a very important conversation 
point. In Calgary, “this has huge implications on every 
single thing that we do whether it’s health care, 
education, community services and so on” (Fletcher, 
2019, para. 18), says Nenshi. Calgary has 1.28 million 
residents, and 24% are over fifty-five years old 
(Fletcher, 2019). As of 2019, there are over 13,500 
Alberta residents living in seniors’ housing (Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2019, p. 1), but a 
vast majority of older adults live in private households, 
92% according to Statistics Canada (2018). We know 
this population can be better served. The Report on 
Housing Needs of Seniors shows that, “Canada’s 
almost six million [older people] represent a complex 
and dynamic cohort, with diverse living arrangements 
and housing needs. Within this context, it is generally 
understood that most [older adults] desire to age in 
place” (Ministers Responsible for Seniors, 2019, p. 6).

As this issue becomes more pertinent, our society 

needs to consider the current systems surrounding 
aging in place. The goal is to allow people to stay in 
their own community and keep as much of their 
lifestyle as intact as possible, with a focus on people 
maintaining autonomy and living standards. The 
Government of Alberta defines aging in place as 
“having the health and social supports and services 
needed to live safely and independently in your home 
or community for as long as you wish and are able” 
(2020b, para. 1). Aging in place is “linked to greater 
health and happiness outcomes for [older people]”, 
especially in terms of battling social isolation (Kalita, 
2017, para. 4). Older adults want to choose “where and 
how they age in place”, found Wiles et al. (2012, p. 
357). It’s seen as “an advantage in terms of a sense of 
attachment or connection and feelings of security and 

The population this paper focuses on prefers to 

identify themselves as “older people” or “older 

adults”. Therefore, those terms will be used 

throughout this paper whenever possible, replacing 

the terms old, senior, elderly, or geriatric. 

familiarity in relation to both homes and communities” 
and relates to sense of identity, independence and 
autonomy, and roles in relationships (Wiles et al., 2012, 
p. 357). While aging in place can pose challenges in 
the realm of “self-care, mobility, and household 
management” and most older adults’ homes are not 
designed to support them as they age (Forsyth, 
Molinsky, & Ye Kan, 2019), there are many positive 
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attributes. People who choose to age in place are able 
to maintain relationships and roles within their 
established communities, keep autonomy, and 
continue contributing to society in a meaningful way.

To have a holistic understanding of aging in place, as a 
system, we must also acknowledge the other areas it 
interacts with, including health, home, transportation, 
finances, connections, safety, supports and services, 
community, spouse/partner (Government of Alberta, 
2020b, para. 3). Related issues span from [older adult] 
isolation and public health to familial structures and 
food insecurity to affordable housing.

Current solutions
The challenge of creating age-friendly communities is 
a topic being discussed across the world, spearheaded 
by the World Health Organization (WHO). Age friendly 
communities “recognize the wide range of capacities 
and resources among older people; anticipate and 
respond flexibly to aging-related needs and 
preferences; respect older people’s decisions and 
lifestyle choices; reduce inequities; protect those who 
are most vulnerable; and promote older people’s 
inclusion in and contribution to all areas of community 
life” (World Health Organization, 2018, p. 11). The 
WHO’s Global Network for Age-Friendly Cities and 
Communities was founded in 2007. Since then, the 
Global Network has “enabled cities, communities, and 
other sub-national levels of government around the 
world to become increasingly age friendly” (World 
Health Organization, 2018, p. 15). Members engage in 
a continuous improvement cycle: engage and 

understand, plan, act, measure, and repeat. As part of 
this network, members are able to encourage each 
other and share best practices from around the world. 

There are a number of resources available addressing 
designing homes and communities to accommodate 
the aging population:

Age-Friendly Alberta provides information and 
resources for making cities and communities 
“more accessible and inclusive for [older 
people]” (Government of Alberta, 2020a, para. 
1). You can even apply for the Age-Friendly 
Alberta Recognition Award for taking the steps 
to make your community more age-friendly.

Universal Design Standards dictate the “design 
and composition of an environment so that it 
can be accessed, understood and used to the 

https://www.alberta.ca/age-friendly-communities.aspx
http://universaldesign.ie/What-is-Universal-Design/
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areas: access to information and services, community 
support and health, housing, participation and 
inclusion, prevention of and response to elder abuse, 
and transportation and mobility (City of Calgary, 2014). 
The steering committee’s 2017-2018 Report to the 
Community “highlights the progress that has been 
made on Age-Friendly Calgary initiatives” (City of 
Calgary, 2018a, p. 1). A number of projects are 
mentioned, including a lane-way house project from 
the University of Calgary, an intergenerational play 
initiative as part of the 20th International Play 
Association Triennial World Conference, and a 
dementia-friendly community pilot project (City of 
Calgary, 2018a). Another project in Calgary is Jack 
Long Foundation’s Elderhouse. Elderhouse is rooted in 
dignity, respect, and belonging, a balance between 
independence and support, located in Inglewood, with 
the vision to build one in every community (2019). It 
features a mix of private and shared spaces, allowing 
residents to maintain independence and autonomy as 
well as have support nearby.

greatest extent possible by all people 
regardless of their age, size, ability or disability” 
(National Disability Authority, 2020, para. 1).

IDEO has developed two books, Independent 
Living and Connected Living, as “organizations 
tools for designing human-centered products 
and services for older adults” (2018).

Kalita (2017) lists a number of simple home 
renovations to consider in her Architectural 
Digest article.

The New York chapter of America’s Institute of 
Architects (AIANY, 2017) released a publication 
in 2016 called Aging in Place Guide for Building 
Owners.

Become a certified Aging in Place Specialist 
through the Canadian Home Builders’ 
Association (2020).

In Calgary, a community-wide strategy was developed 
to prepare for the aging population, targeting six 

Impact gaps
In systems change, an impact gap is defined as “who 
or what is not being served in the gap between the 
problem and the current solutions” (Papi-Thornton, 
2016). By identifying these impact gaps, we can better 
understand what’s missing (Papi-Thornton, 2016). 

An impact gap exists due to the prevalence of ageism 
in our society. Western culture has very negative 
connotations around aging and death. Despite 

“substantial evidence that older people contribute to 
society in many ways, they are instead often 
stereotyped as frail, out of touch, burdensome or 
dependent” (World Health Organization, 2015, p. 10). 
This inequity breeds inequity. If older people are 
constantly told they aren’t able to contribute to society 
in a meaningful way, eventually they will stop 
contributing. Applewhite calls ageism “the last 

https://www.ideo.com/post/tools-and-insights-for-enhancing-the-lives-of-older-adults
https://www.ideo.com/post/tools-and-insights-for-enhancing-the-lives-of-older-adults
https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/aging-in-place-guide
https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/aging-in-place-guide
https://46u0j30o449zq8181dfurbcj-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/AIP_2017_EN.pdf
https://46u0j30o449zq8181dfurbcj-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/AIP_2017_EN.pdf
https://www.chba.ca/CHBA/Events_Template/EventDisplay.aspx?EventKey=2020CCAPSP&WebsiteKey=3f616792-1a1f-474b-89e9-e4b665be1d9d
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acceptable form of prejudice” and points out that “all 
-isms are socially constructed, which means we make 
them up and they can change over time” (2017). 

This social construct makes aging shameful, which 
severely limits the questions we ask, the way 
challenges are discussed, and the way we address 
opportunities (World Health Organization, 2015, p. 10). 
In an Architectural Digest article, Susan Wright 
comments “It’s really traumatic for people to be forced 
out of their homes” (Kalita, 2017, para. 5). She “advises 
homeowners in their 50s and 60s” to begin thinking 
about renovations to aid in the transition, but finds that 
“nobody likes to think about it” (Kalita, 2017, para. 6). 
For aging in place to be successful, it needs to 
become a conversation everyone is included in, 
including younger generations, and it needs to be 
discussed without ageist undertones.

An additional gap that exists is the idea that we need 
to create communities and neighbourhoods specifically 
catered to older adults and that these neighbourhoods 
won’t serve the general population. Chris Phillipson, 
co-author of Age-friendly Cities and Communities: A 
Global Perspective, thinks the age-friendly “movement 
needs to address how it can be more socially 
inclusive… [which] also means pushing for a narrative 
that doesn’t single out older people as the only group 
in need of urban redesign” (Kirk, 2018, para. 8). This 
was found by Cinderby et al. in the UK as well: creating 
age-friendly cities needs to “enhance the 
independence of a cross-section of society”, not only 
older adults (2018, p. 410). 

CityLab reports, “young children living in cities face 
many of the same issues as older residents” 
particularly due to a stricter range of movement to 
their immediate area (Kirk, 2018). “Studies show that a 
safe neighborhood with green spaces, well-maintained 
sidewalks, and the like encourage children, the elderly, 
and everyone in between to go out and exercise and 
socialize—and that has real health benefits” (Kirk, 
2018, para. 9).  Jane Jacobs preached that “cities have 
the capability of providing something for everybody, 
only because, and only when, they are created by 
everybody” (1992). In Calgary, walkability and density 
are a struggle due to the car-centric design of our city, 
which makes this a hugely impactful gap to work on.

This aligns closely with another challenge in the 
system, due to “the sheer diversity of health and 
functional states experienced by older people” (World 
Health Organization, 2015, p. 7). Healthcare and 
government policy is often framed to serve older 
adults who experience a functional decline.

A peripheral concern to note has to do with financial 
stability.  “Public system sustainability and personal 
affordability will be twin challenges” (Ambachtsheer & 
Nicin, 2020, p. 3), particularly in relation to Canada’s 
current pension programs. There has been a 
significant shift in what was the “traditional course of 
life” 50 years ago when the social programs were 
originally designed to support a person’s retirement 
(Ambachtsheer & Nicin, 2020, p. 3).



11Aging and Place / Catalyst Fellowship

Donella Meadows describes leverage points as 
“places within a complex system where a small shift 
in one thing can produce big changes in everything” 
(1999, p. 1). Each lever has varying feasibility within 
the context of our defined system.

“Constants, parameters, and numbers” is a popular 
intervention point (Meadows, 1999, p. 5). In our 
system, this may refer to the number of people who 
are able to age in place, the number of services that 
can support people from within their homes, and the 
amount of healthcare resources available. This logic 
also works for another of Meadow’s leverage points: 
the structure of material stocks and flows and nodes 
of intersection. 

By creating more mobile services and programs 
that can support older adults in their homes as they 
age or creating better, centralized networks with 
nodes where health services can be accessed, more 
people will be able to age in place. While this is 
feasible, Meadows points out that “physical building 
is usually the slowest and most expensive kind of 
change to make in a system” (1999, p. 7-8).

For the “sizes of buffers and other stabilizing stocks, 
relative to their flows” (Meadows, 1999, p. 7), a 
possible intervention can be modifying current 
homes and communities to suit the needs of current 
older adults. This will create a larger buffer to create 
the next generation of healthcare facilities and 
services.

The “lengths of delays, relative to the rate of system 
changes” refers to delays in feedback loops being 
critical to the changes within a system (Meadows, 

1999, p. 8). The length of the delay can be a factor 
that causes more damage in a system rather than 
good changes over time. Building age-friendly 
communities and cities, and even planning the 
initiatives, takes years. Due to this delay, solutions 
need to be dreamed up for the next generation of 
people who will need them.

Feedback loops are another useful lever to consider. 
“A positive feedback loop is self-reinforcing” 
(Meadows, 1999, p. 11), and can be seen as the aging 
population move into traditional facilities. As the 
aging population moves into facilities, more facilities 
need to be built to support the growing demand. Over 
time, this has become the standard, meaning that 
even more people move into these facilities, seeing it 
as their only option. More facilities must be built to 
meet higher demands. This feedback loop can be 
shifted to encourage aging in place and create 
more demand for inclusive, adaptable 
communities.

“Changes to information structures and flows” refers 
to intervention through constant awareness 
(Meadows, 1999, p. 12). Combined with “the power to 
add, change, evolve, or self-organize system 
structure” (Meadows, 1999, p. 14) there is high 
feasibility for impactful intervention. Changing the 
system’s structure to help interdisciplinary silos 
better share knowledge and resources could make 
a drastic impact, since “health systems are often 
better designed to cure acute conditions than to 
manage and minimize the consequences of the 
chronic states prevalent in older age. Moreover, these 
systems are often developed in professional silos and 

Leverage points
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acute care facilities were originally created to support 
people as they age, but in practice they have earned 
a stigma as the last choice option. Most people 
“probably have a picture of a nursing home in your 
head: It’s a hospital-like institution, maybe a little 
smelly, with long hallways, old people slumped 
around a large nurse’s station, harried staff and a set 
schedule that residents — perhaps 200 or more — 
must abide by” (Baker, 2017, para. 7).  These places 
are a “last resort... just 4% of [people] would choose a 
nursing home if they were old and needed long-term 
help” (Baker, 2017, para. 9). If the goal of the system 
is to allow people to choose how and where they’d 
like to age, this traditional trajectory is a failure. 
Reiterating and even redefining the goal of the 
system is hugely important when approaching 
problems with a systems lens. Bringing the 
fundamental goal of “choice” back to the forefront is 
vital to educate people on aging in place.

so address each of these issues separately. This can 
lead to... unnecessary interventions and care that is 
less than adequate” (World Health Organization, 2015, 
p. 6). 

Living labs are a great way to combat this. Living labs 
are a partnered “Public-Private-People” approach that 
aims to facilitate and manage innovation processes, 
focused on “real-life experimentation and active user 
involvement” (Bodi et al., 2015, p. 12). The City of 
Calgary is currently partnered with Calgary Economic 
Development on a Living Lab project that opens up 
City-owned assets in order to test solutions and add 
to the city’s innovation ecosystem (2018b). By altering 
information structures and flows, organizations can 
collaborate on solutions and share knowledge more 
effectively.

“Goals of the system” (Meadows, 1999, p. 16) are 
often less obvious than those of feedback loops 
within the system. For example, long-term care and 

less feasible

more feasible

more impactless impact

CREATING MORE MOBILE 
SERVICES AND PROGRAMS

CREATING 
BETTER, 
CENTRALIZED 
NETWORKS 
WITH NODES

MODIFYING CURRENT 
HOMES AND COMMUNITIES

SHIFT FEEDBACK LOOP TO ENCOURAGE 
AGING IN PLACE AND CREATE MORE DEMAND 

FOR INCLUSIVE, ADAPTABLE COMMUNITIES

CHANGING THE SYSTEM’S 
STRUCTURE TO HELP 
INTERDISCIPLINARY SILOS 
BETTER SHARE KNOWLEDGE 
AND RESOURCES

REDEFINING THE 
GOAL OF THE SYSTEM
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explore. With a structure in place to collaborate with 
other organizations, we can tackle aging and place. By 
working together, sharing knowledge and learnings, 
there is potential for significant collective impact. 
Cinderby et al. argue we must not try to create a 
non-existent ideal scenario, but work to “[understand] 
the complex interrelationship between urban living and 
aging” (2018, p. 410-411). Looking at the actual 
opportunities and constraints will act as a better 
starting point to find actionable steps (Cinderby et al., 
2018, p. 410).

Despite all the new solutions and innovations noted in 
the above sections, “systemic change is needed” 
(World Health Organization, 2015, p. 6). As the Director 
of the WHO Department of Aging and Life Course, 
Beard, says, “No government or ministry can achieve 
these outcomes working in isolation. It takes the whole 
community, working together to make environments 
age-friendly, harnessing innovation and imagination 
from all sectors and all actors. Initiatives must partner 
within communities, but we also can learn across 
communities. A global network of cities and 
communities can help to catalyze progress by 
providing the inspiration and support that can inspire 
change and motivate action in creative ways” (World 
Health Organization, 2018, p. 7).

Conclusion
How might we design and build cities and 
communities that empower people to age in place? 

We know that having older people choose to stay in 
their homes and communities strengthens 
relationships and community ties, contributing to the 
social capital of our cities (Suttie, 2014). We know that 
cities and neighbourhoods that are designed to be 
inclusive and accessible benefit everyone. We need to 
shift the way we think, and ask, “How might we see 
the aging population as an opportunity and not just a 
problem?” (Silkstone, 2019). 

Since many resources already exist detailing aging in 
place building standards and in-home adaptations, the 
larger concern is rooted in the stigma around aging in 
North America and the need to bring planning 
practices into our lives at earlier stages. At this point, 
with cities and older populations growing at a rapid 
pace, proactive rather than reactive solutions are 
needed. We need to work to reframe aging as an 
opportunity, both within our organizations and our 
communities. Sustainable systems change requires 
common ground, and that begins with the terminology 
we use -- specifically around the aging population, as 
well as the goals and steps involved to aged in place. 

The next step in this research is understanding the 
lives of people who are actively aging in place in 
Calgary, Alberta. Since 92% of [older people] live in 
private households (Statistics Canada, 2018), a diverse 
collection of perspectives are available locally. 
Inclusive community engagement and participatory 
processes are essential in co-creating solutions with 
and for people with lived experience. Living lab 
models (Bodi et al., 2015) are an interesting avenue to 
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Reading list
Suggested reading (and listening and watching) 
to further your understanding of aging and place:

World Report on Aging and Health (2015) from the 		
World Health Organization outlines a framework for 	
action around a new concept of aging

Aging Up (2019), from AtlanticLIVE, an event exploring 
aging and exactly what that means for society today

TED Talk on ending ageism with Ashton Applewhite (2017)

The Washington Post calls for a major redesign of life for 
the twentieth century life expectancies (Carstensen, 2019)

An article from Harvard Business Review on combating 
ageism by valuing wisdom (Conley, 2018)

Redefining aging for the 100-year life, an episode from the 
Design for a Better Future podcast

A study on the meaning of “aging in place” to older 
people from The Gerontologist (Wiles et al., 2012)

Great commentary on the correct term to use for “people 
in late life” (Pinsker, 2020)

A fun article about the cities designing playgrounds for 
older people (Traverso, 2019)

A short documentary called The Blessings of Getting Old, 
directed by Jenny Schweitzer-Bell (2019)

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/186463/9789240694811_eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://youtu.be/l-z5_Yowzmc?t=3030
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WfjzkO6_DEI
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/we-need-a-major-redesign-of-life/2019/11/29/a63daab2-1086-11ea-9cd7-a1becbc82f5e_story.html
https://hbr.org/2018/06/how-do-we-combat-ageism-by-valuing-wisdom-as-much-as-youth
https://hbr.org/2018/06/how-do-we-combat-ageism-by-valuing-wisdom-as-much-as-youth
https://omny.fm/shows/design-for-a-better-future/redesigning-ageing-for-the-100-year-life
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnr098
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/01/old-people-older-elderly-middle-age/605590/
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20191028-the-cities-designing-playgrounds-for-the-elderly
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20191028-the-cities-designing-playgrounds-for-the-elderly
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=221&v=8xTDdSwHAic&feature=emb_logo
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