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Abstract 

The demographic challenge posed by the increase in the population over 60 entails 

challenges in other orders such as social, health or urban. There is a negative perception 

on the capabilities of the elderly and a generalized mindshare that they are a social 

burden due to the increasing cost of retirement pensions and social/healthcare. 

However, those over 50 constitute a group with a great weight in the economy and that 

has given rise to the so-called Silver Economy. In addition, they hold a human/social 

capital and an immense capacity to help other generations. They have put this at the 

service of their families and society at all times, which has been especially evident during 

the last economic crises. According to the research carried out, the cities adapted to the 

elderly are also inclusive and attractive environments for talented. Society in general, 

and urban environments in particular, must adapt so that the elderly feels comfortable 

and become attracted to them. This article addresses the reasons and proposes some 

measures to achieve that goal.  
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1. SILVER CITIES CHALLENGES 

“The term 'silver economy' was created by experts from the University of Oxford. It refers 

to the economy of people over 50 years old, including all their economic activities, 

products, demands and expenses.” (Zsarnoczky, 2016, 105).  

If we think about what cities should be like to better prepare and become more attractive 

to elder people, the 'Silver-haired people', we could think of the term 'Silver Cities' to 

mailto:josea.ondiviela@ufv.es
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93875-8_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93875-8_3


name them. In this article we are going to study what characteristics they must 

accomplish to achieve that objective.  

The elderly population is not homogeneous. Senior citizens are different in many ways. 

Age is the main distinguishing feature because there may be decades of difference 

between them. If we use two fundamental time milestones such as: the retirement age 

at 65 and the average life expectancy age at 80, then we obtain three groups of elder 

people. (Adapted and extended from Zsarnoczky, 2016, 105):  

• Young Elder (active workers): aged 50-65 

• Adult Elder (retired): 66-80 

• Oldest elderly: >80 

Demographic change will have important consequences for economic growth and return 

on investment.  

1.1 Demography trends 

By 2050, 80% of elderly people in developed countries will live in urban areas (OECD, 

2015). Many challenges must be faced to provide for everyone’s legitimate right to a 

long, happy and healthy life. Chronic and infectious diseases and microbial resistance 

due to the abuse of antibiotics are increasing. Pandemics’ spread along the world is 

underpinned by global mobility. Demographic data on aging are increasing the demand 

for social and health services. Health services are usually offered by national or regional 

entities, but social services remain on the shoulders of cities. Unfortunately, cities are 

not prepared for this tsunami, neither financially nor infrastructurally, nor in terms of 

service provision capacity.  



 

Figure 1.1. Demographics evolution (2008-2060). Source Eurostat (Eurostat, 2011). 

The current demographic curve in the advanced countries is shaped like a ‘baobab’, (See 

figure 1) with a large proportion of people in its central zone, threatening by a massive 

incorporation of elderly people into the retiree area, with a high demand for services and 

no contribution to Social Security to finance it. This situation will undoubtedly mean an 

exponential increase in service costs, which will lead to the collapse of the current 

system. 

The direct effects of an aging population should be addressed: the number of people in 

the EU (Eurostat, 2017) over 65 will increase by 70% by 2050, and the population over 

60 is growing 3.5 times faster than the overall population. It is expected that the 

proportion of the population aged 65 or older in Europe will increase from 17% in 2010 

to 30% by 2060. For the first time in history, this group will be the largest. The share of 

those aged 80 or over (the oldest-elderly) is growing faster than any other segment of 

the population and is projected to triple by 2060. The old-age dependency ratio 

(population aged 65 years or over vs that 20-64 years old) is projected to more than 

double, from 28% in 2010 to 59% by 2060.  



 

Figure 1.2. Proportion of OECD population over 65 years old. Source: Grosvenor 

Research (2018, 8-9), based on data from UN World Population Prospects 2017. 

Japan leads global life expectancy (living more years from the age of 60) with 26 

(UNDATA, 2014), which points to a total expectation of 86 years (data from 2012 with an 

upward trend). It is followed very closely by most modern countries at 85 and 84. If 

citizens reach retirement age at 65, this means that, on average, our population expects 

around 20 years of receiving a pension, social and health services and many others, 

without contributing to the maintenance of the system. This trend also contributes to 

increasing the total cost of the benefits guaranteed for retirees.  

According to the United Nations (UN, 2017), the number of elderly people globally is 

expected to reach nearly 2.1 billion by 2050. Not only are older people increasing in 

number, but they take an increasing share of total population in every country. This has 

implications for most sectors of society. The modern welfare society began in the late 

1940s with a ratio of eight workers to each pensioner (Grosvenor Research 2018, 19). 

Currently, this ratio is 4:1, which is projected to become 2:1 in 2060. The percentage of 

elder adults is continuously growing, with a greater increase in women (Zsarnoczky 

2016, 106). These new age distributions will lead to fewer workers sustaining each 

elderly person. This trend will continue for the next 60 years because of decreasing 

fertility rates.  

1.2 Increased demand for Social/Care Services. Social Security Collapse 



The number of face-to-face doctor visits per year in advanced countries exceeds 10 and 

rapidly points to 15 (already 17 in South Korea) (STATISTA, 2019). This trend is 

unaffordable. Most of these visits are made, obviously, by the elderly. With technological 

investments, mainly towards remote care and for devices to monitor patients at home, 

Nordic countries are reducing this to 4 visits or less (Sweden at 2.8). 

There are only two ways to contain the cost of social and health services: simply cutting 

them, assuming the impact on the modern welfare society and the political cost; or ration 

their use, by using technology to get people to use the services strictly when truly 

essential. Going to the doctor to renew a chronic prescription or simply to socialize for a 

while is unsustainable, and unnecessary, as we have learnt from pandemic times. 

People need to socialize, and we need to avoid undesired loneliness, but with specialized 

services, not overloading regular medical resources. Some governments are considering 

setting up a basic minimal fee per visit, to prevent this behavior. There are much cheaper 

ways to achieve those objectives. Our services continue to collapse every flu season. 

Technology can help us stay healthy without having to physically go to the doctor. First 

things first: prevent problems and maintain healthy habits with the advice of a personal 

monitoring system. Then, use remote care to deal with minor illnesses, so to prevent 

visiting the doctor if health indicators are under control and basic prescriptions are 

working. Finally, use remote specialized care for serious but chronic diseases, such as 

dementia, Alzheimer's, Parkinson's and so on. 

Keep people at home for treatment unless really necessary to do otherwise. 

A citizen with any disease at a hospital is considered a patient, and the responsibility 

falls upon the healthcare system, mostly provided by Regions or Central Government. 

The same person with the same non-urgent disease at home is a citizen with some 

dependencies, or who needs some care (mainly social). Then, the responsible authority 

is, basically, the city. This will imply an exponentially-demanded service which cities are 

not prepared for. Anyway, it’s widely proven that the best way to support a person with 

a chronic disease is by keeping them at home. It’s cheaper for the system, and better for 

the citizen’s health. Another alternative for elderly people is staying in a nursing home. 

As 90% of elderly people prefer to live at home, that means they link their happiness with 

that lifestyle, surrounded by family, neighbors and friends while maintaining access to 

community centers where they can connect with other seniors. When the elderly can no 

longer live in their own homes, they can be taken in by family members and get external 

assistance from caregivers while family members are at work. Many Nordic families build 

extra rooms at home to keep their loved ones closer. A person’s home is more familiar, 



therefore if they stay in their homes as long as possible, they remain happier. At home, 

elderly people maintain some of their independence and confidence even though they 

may need assistance with certain things. They know where things are, routines are 

easier to maintain, everything is friendlier. Homes can be adapted to become age-

friendly. 

New technologies help avoid undesired loneliness by connecting people (Collier, 2019). 

Elderly people have different requirements, depending on their mental and physical 

condition. The plan is to always provide the most positive attitude, balancing: 

• Socialization instead of isolation. Avoid undesired loneliness. 

• Focus on health more than illness. Enjoy life, every day. 

• Activity over inaction. Activity is always better (heart rate, blood pressure, 

glucose, cholesterol levels are very dependent on activity) 

• Better to work on prevention than providing treatment.  

• Freedom of choice instead of coercion. Always respect human dignity. 

• Monitoring to prevent problems or to quickly react to alerts vs a Big Brother reality 

of continuous surveillance. The right to privacy is a must. Avoid cameras when 

possible. 

Aging population just adds to other social challenges at the center of most political 

agendas like funding, social inclusion, high-quality healthcare, undesired loneliness, 

digital inclusion, or access to quality housing. 

With Bloomberg Philanthropies support, Barcelona’s “Vincles” (“links”) project provides 

a basic device as a communicator tool to keep elderly always on, connected to family 

and friends, able to make videocalls, photos and socialization (Barcelona 2020). 

Physical Inclusiveness. The UN Enable program published that 650 million people, 

approximately 10% of the world population, live with a disability, and more updated 

reports point to one billion (Ecosoc, 2008). Elderly people are at greater risk of cognitive 

deterioration, frailty and multiple chronic health conditions with implications for their 

independence, their quality of life (and that of their families), but also for the general 

sustainability of social assistance systems. The challenge now is to develop safe, 

intelligent and respectful digital solutions for integrated care which guarantee a truly 

personalized provision of health and social assistance, while consolidating advances in 

the efficiency of service delivery, and guaranteeing the trust of users and public officials 

on access, privacy and data exchange. Making provisions for disabled persons to find 

their way independently in urban areas, town centers in particular, should play a relevant 



role in all urban planning. Due to the graying of the population, it is expected that by 

2050, 15% of the urban population will need some kind of support (UN, 2016b). Some 

apps and tools are available to ease the accessibility of disabled persons (Walsh, 2019), 

however they still are suboptimal applied (Hamraie, 2018). 

1.3 Silver Economy power 

The Silver Economy is considered the general economy area that is relevant to the needs 

and demands of elder adults. It would include all the economic activity generated by the 

production, consumption and trade of goods and services relevant to this age group, 

both public and private, including their direct and indirect effects on the economy (Varnai 

et al. 2018, 6).  

In 2015, in the European Union, there were 199 million people over 50, 39% of the total 

population (Ibid. p.8). At that time, it accounted for around €4.2 trillion of Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) and about 78 million jobs, of which 30 million were direct jobs. This 

represented 35.3% of employment in the entire EU (Ibid. p.10). For the next decade, this 

group is expected to reach 222 million people (43% of the EU total). As an example of 

their purchase power, their household spending share is forecasted to reach 44% in 

2025, around €5.0 trillion (Ibid. p.9). If it were a country, the silver economy would be the 

third largest economy in the world, only behind the USA and China. It generated profits 

for companies of almost €780 billion (Ibid. p.9). Although the Silver Economy focuses on 

the elderly consumption patterns, there is an indirect effect in providing opportunities for 

all generations, both adults and young people. Challenges and opportunities are 

therefore interrelated.  

 



 

Figure 1.3. Economic Impact of the Silver Economy in the UE. Based on Varnai et al. 

(2018:11). The Silver Economy; GVA: Gross Value Added. 

Currently, this age group has a higher educational level and purchasing power than 

previous generations, same as the use and access to new technologies. It is also 

expected that the level of well-being achieved by this generation will be even higher than 

that of the next. Real estate is the main investment held by elder people, which is favoring 

the proliferation of financial solutions such as reverse mortgages. This makes it possible 

to improve economic conditions in the retirement stage since a periodic amount that 

complements the pension received from the State is received (Grosvenor Research 

2018, 19). On the other hand, since they do not have to dedicate part of their income to 

expenses related to the purchase/rental of their living home, they allocate part of them 

to other purposes such as travel and entertainment. They take short trips more often and 

are more willing to buy expensive or luxury products. They are increasingly shopping 

online at times when others are working (Ibid. p.24). Among their shopping habits, most 

of the people over 60 prefer to buy in stores near their residence, they buy fewer items 

on each occasion, but of greater value (Ibid. p.25).  

A whole market of products and services for this group is developing. New applications 

are also being created, such as the opportunity offered by the autonomous vehicle, 

especially targeting elderly, when certain capabilities such as reflexes diminish. Another 

sector that has been growing for years is travelling & hospitality. In one of the researches 

we carried out, traveling was distinguished as the activity that most motivates this group. 



2. WHY ELDERLIES ARE IMPORTANT? WHY MAKING OUR CITIES MORE AGE-

FRIENDLY? 

2.1 Why are they so relevant and can’t be left apart? 

It is grossly unfair that the generation that won WWII, got our current welfare system, 

democracy and civil rights is despised in this way. But of course, the new generations 

who were born already at the time of social and economic prosperity do not know the 

effort that it did cost. They were born on the cusp of the mountain of well-being, and they 

are simply not willing to step down, not even for their own parents. 

“By adapting cities and communities to elder people, we are turning them into inclusive 

and equitable places where no one is left behind, especially the most vulnerable senior 

people. In turn, equitable societies benefit everyone.” Said by John Beard, Director of 

the Department of Aging and Life Cycle of the WHO (WHO 2018, V). 

In Europe, the decrease in the available workforce will lead to economic decline, unless 

retirement age is prolonged. There are studies that support that elder workers are less 

productive due to a decrease in physical and cognitive agility (Varnai et al. 2018, 16). 

Hearing loss can lead as well to loss of balance and cognitive impairment, such as 

memory loss, poor concentration, and even dementia. In addition to social isolation, 

depression and lack of confidence are commonly found. They make the brain have to 

work harder, generating fatigue. Although with aging there is a slight loss of some 

cognitive functions (related to hearing and vision, slower processing of complex or dual 

tasks), it is offset by an increase in social and verbal skills, as well as semantic/implicit 

memories. Elder workers bring benefits such as becoming the repository of tactical 

knowledge (know-how) accumulated over years and as experienced mentors for the 

team younger people (Ibid, p.26-27).  

In addition to all the above, associated to a social nature, there is a huge economic 

aspect and impact on GDP, as previously explained. 

In several Southern Europe countries or Asia, when physical distance allows it, they are 

also a fundamental support in the care of grandchildren: taking them to and from school, 

taking care of them after school classes end and parents have not yet finished their 

working day, or preparing a snack and babysitting when parents want to enjoy leisure. 

During the hardest years of the 2008-13 crisis, pensions remained stable while salaries 

fell and unemployment increased, which caused many pensioners to have to help 

financially their children in what can be considered a generational transfer. Many paid 



for food or accommodate back their children at home. Many families endured the ravages 

of the crisis thanks to this generational transfer. 

2.2 Elderly as a social burden 

For this group, the majority of public spending is focused on health and, secondly, on 

social protection services.  

“An image of aging as a social burden is disseminated, both by the media and, 

sometimes, by the scientific discourse. In addition, elder people tend to be spoken of as 

passive beings, anchored in tradition and lacking in attractiveness and social utility. This 

fatalistic vision of the phenomenon, however, usually ignores that, far from lacking 

initiative or stagnating in their attitudes and behaviors, they adapt to the new times like 

those of any other age. It is what they are doing at present, in effect, fitting into social 

modernity and contributing to its development like the most.” (López & Díaz 2013, 68). 

It seems that the increase in the elderly population, as described above, leads to 

considering aging as a social problem with global impact (Donizzetti 2019:1). The main 

concern about what the aging process produces in people may be related to an internal 

desire to satisfy the social ideals of youth, typical from Western societies. This promotes 

an anti-aging culture (Ibíd. p.7). In almost all societies there are established stereotypes 

and prejudices related to elder people. Education in this sense has proven to be the most 

valuable method for changing attitudes and anxiety produced by the anticipation of aging 

itself (Ibíd. p.2). 'Ageism' is a form of prejudice towards people for the mere fact of being 

older or being perceived as such. Gerontophobia and ageism are manifested in different 

social settings and productive sectors. A clear example is the high percentage of long-

term unemployed among the elderly who are still active.  

There is a big difference in the respect that society shows for the over the years acquired 

knowledge. In the Western model, the worker develops his professional career and, upon 

reaching a certain age, leaves their job permanently. In the Japanese model instead, 

after a few years of professional growth, the older worker gives way to a collaborator and 

remains in the background to continue contributing based on the accumulated 

experience over the years of work, without leaving the company. 

2.3 Cities must transform themselves. Adaptation to elderly-friendly 

We must prepare for the demographic challenge and reduce the perception of social 

burden, transforming challenges into opportunities for economic growth and social 

development.  



As Felix (2018, 125) would say, human super-aging is an unprecedented experience in 

the mankind history. Governments face a complex twofold demand: rising social costs 

as populations age vs cutting spending on education/unemployment with its impact on 

the younger generations. This could produce an intergenerational fracture.  

One of the observed trends on urbanization is senior population migrating from rural to 

urban areas because they aspire to get access to better services, but most of the times 

cities are not prepared to welcome them (Zsarnoczky 2016, 107). 

By 2030 a third of households in OECD countries will include an elder person. In the next 

30 years, due to divorces at middle age and widowhood later on, households with an 

elder owner living alone, mostly women, will largely increase. Although they have fewer 

needs for space in the homes, few of them change areas due to the roots generated in 

and with the environment. This produces an underutilization of space in larger houses. 

On the other hand, when they require assistance needs, they prefer to receive them at 

home and, only when there is no other alternative, move to nursing homes. Homes that 

are not well designed/adapted for the needs of the elderly can lead to greater home 

accidents (Grosvenor Research 2018, 29). 

Cities must also incorporate elderly-friendly principles to make the urban environment 

more attractive, accessible, adaptable and appropriate for their needs. Currently, there 

are many initiatives that propose measures to promote active and healthy aging. For 

example, the World Health Organization established the Decade of Healthy Aging 2020-

2030 and launched the Active and Healthy Aging Plan. Previously, in 2010, it created 

the World Network of Elderly-Friendly Cities and Communities (Age-friendly World, 

2020). Its objective is to create inclusive, safe and accessible urban environments. It has 

a guide with indexes to measure the degree of friendliness of any city (WHO 2015). The 

World Health Organization (WHO 2007)) defines an Age-friendly City as an inclusive and 

accessible community environment that optimizes opportunities for health, participation 

and security, in order that quality of life and dignity are ensured as people age. Although 

open to later improvements, it is worth highlighting a first guide of 16 indicators to 

establish the degree of age-friendliness of a community, developed for a pilot experience 

carried out by the WHO in 2007 in several cities of the world. The condition of an age-

friendly community (not just cities) is not limited to urban services (Kano et al. 2018). In 

2002, the United Nations defined ‘active aging’ as “the process of optimizing 

opportunities for health, participation and safety in order to improve the quality of life of 

the elderly”. One of its determinants is the physical environment, since spaces adapted 

to the needs of the elderly can influence the level of dependency, social isolation, mobility 



problems and sedentary lifestyle. The first books on environmental gerontology emerged 

around 1970 (Baquero & Higueras 2019, 110). Among the initiatives launched by the 

“Age-friendly World” Network, we can identify city of Zaragoza (Spain), in which a group 

of elder people audits the streets to determine whether they have places to rest or public 

toilets, among other aspects, within the "Walk and discover a safe and accessible city" 

plan.  

Another good ally to improve the lives of the elderly is technology, especially artificial 

intelligence, which is focusing on developing solutions to aging problems such as hands 

tremors or hearing loss. Devices are being created, internal and external to the human 

body, to activate and pulse sensors connected to the brain/mind, to cognitively stimulate 

with neurofeedback or combat depression, among others. Also advances in 

pharmacology, preventive and curative medicine will ensure a better quality of life.  

“The creation of environments adapted to the elderly requires action in many sectors 

(health, chronic care, transport, housing, work, social protection, information and 

communication) and by many actors (Government, service providers, civil society and 

older people and their organizations, families and friends). Working to create sustainable 

and accessible cities and communities for all involves a lifelong process in which the 

harmonization between the needs of people and the environments in which they live is 

progressively improved.” (WHO, 2018:1). The factors that influence healthy, pathologies-

free aging, are intimately connected to the environment (Zsarnoczky 2016, 106). Some 

studies show that the perception of a pleasant and clean environment is associated, to 

a certain extent, with the presence of vegetation. In addition, green areas, aesthetics, 

accessibility to walking areas, parks, children's play areas, security and maintenance are 

the elements that influence physical activity in public spaces (Baquero & Higueras 2019, 

120). 

There must be greater private and public collaboration since many of the technological 

advances that will improve the lives of the elderly are on the hands of private companies. 

It is necessary to promote collaboration between transnational networks on smart, 

sustainable, resilient and inclusive cities. The WHO General Work Program highlights 

the need to follow the Plan of Action on Aging and Health and the Decade of Healthy 

Aging, including work on cities adapted to the elderly. (Ibíd.p.4). Based on the WHO pilot 

study plus some relevant additions (16 WHO Indicators extended to 21), Table 2.1 shows 

most important age-friendly indicators (initiatives) that facilitate the elderly living 

conditions. 

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 



1. Neighbourhood walkability 
Street lighting and adaptation for visually-unpaired and reduced mobility, also hearing (replace 
sound signals with visual or tactile). Sidewalk curbs highlighted with illuminated physical reliefs 
and visual cues. In some cities, the height differences between sidewalks and road have been 
eliminated to avoid falls, as in Ottawa, Canada. 

2. Accessibility of public spaces and buildings 
Weel-chair accessible sidewalks. Easy to find indications. Visually-unpaired aids (beepcons, 
3D tactile maps, indoor maps navigation, etc). 

3. Accessibility of public transportation vehicles 
Senior adapted buses with seats slightly inclined to make it easier to bend down and stand up 
or simply lean on; with space to place the walker in front or the cane to one side. 
The planning of cities must observe age-friendly principles, with adapted accessibility in all 
means of transport and spaces in the living quarters that allow their use by those with reduced 
mobility. (Grosvenor Group 2018, 32).  

4. Accessibility of public transportation stops 
Tools to easily locate the right bus-lane, ramps always better than stairs, information always 
available, easy to visualize (on the floor, front, voice/sound aided information systems, etc). 
5G equipment, connectivity. 

5. Affordability of housing 
Social housing should include special accommodations for elderly. We should keep in mind 
that they feel always better at home than at a nursing house. 

6. Refurbishing of public spaces 
The exercise areas in the parks are outdoor on the ground. They cannot be used when the 
weather is not good (rain, sun heating machines, heat stress). Many studies agree that with 
age, thermal sensitivity decreases, this being one of the factors that make the elderly a 
vulnerable group facing thermal extremes. (Baquero e Higueras 2019, 110). 

7. Refurbishing of comercial spaces 
Increased size of the labels/tags on the products in the stores is needed. For physical fatigue, 
allocate places to sit and rest while shopping are convenient. 

8. Refurbishing work places 
If the retirement age is delayed, several generations will coincide in the work centers and this 
requires physical spaces adaptation. In particular, the lighting, ergonomics and acoustics 
needs will be different for each other. 

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT 

9. Positive social attitude toward older people 
Activities in schools between adults and children to foster relationships between generations 
(As in Loncoche, Chile). 
Creation of spaces for intergenerational relationships to avoid social fracture. 
Care networks, neighborhood mutual support networks, social and community centers are 
more than needed because a project of biological and social reproduction is developed at home 
and district. Public space plays an important role in coping with isolation and loneliness. Create 
a sense of belonging through interaction and connectivity. 

10. Engagement in volunteer activity 
Many volunteerism activities and social giving have risen during COVID times. Among them, 
helping elderly to do common activities are very frequent, like go shopping, walk the dog, 
paying taxes, use Internet for medical dates and many other. 

11. Paid employment 
Paid works & tasks in addition to pension mean an incentive to put interest, dedication, active 
thought and are very healthy to mainly prevent mental disorders / dementia. 

12. Engagement in socio-cultural activity 
Social participation and engagement, not only with family and friends is crucial to stimulate the 
sense of being socially relevant, heard, fostering city co-creation. This prevents isolation, 
loneliness, sense of ‘abandoned-parked old junk’. 

13. Participation in local decision-making 
Experience is a great asset. Participation in political decisions is very empowerment builder. 
Sense of useful co-creation and future thinking makes life exciting. 

14. Availability of information 
In this technology driven, accelerated changing society, access to information is vital. Special 
formats, devices are needed to help elderly gain right access. 

15. Availability of social and health services 



Crucial as explained. Social services are mainly provided by cities. Healthcare is mainly 
provided by regions or central systems. As age and demand increase, an available, affordable, 
accessible, high quality care services are turning essential. 

16. Economic security 
Economic stability is a must. Basically, elderly can’t be dedicated to make money (work) but to 
care themselves, enjoy life, and be as active as desired. 

17. Intragenerational relationships 
Revitalization of associations for the elderly. Foster intragenerational relationships to avoid 
loneliness. 

IMPACT 

18. Quality of life 
Quality of life is the main and final indicator that measures the impact from all other actions / 
city transformation. 

EQUITY 

19. Population attributable risk 
Unbalanced societies (low GINI index or high concentration of wealth on few hands) make 
elderly lives miserable. 
Overpopulated societies are always treating elder as a burdening, not as a human asset / 
capital. 

20. Inequality between two reference groups 
Mentioned before, ruling generations decide over other, which must guarantee minimal ethical 
fairness. 
Social & Economic classes make a strong difference in the way elderly live and spend their 
time. Access to high quality care is also determined by economic power. 

HOUSING 

21. Housing design 
Initiatives as co-living/co-housing, the ‘Grandma o Granny Pod’ (homes for the elderly on the 
same parcel as their children to combine independence as well as close family contact).   
Take into account the needs of the elderly at their homes, with larger rooms to maneuver with 
wheelchairs and other reduced mobility aids, with accessibility from the street to home and a 
room for assistance staff (caregivers). Adapt the houses size and design, allowing a change 
to smaller houses and in the same area in which they already lived so as not to lose 
relationships and attachments with their neighborhood because, as Ibáñez (2002: 20) refers, 
“the house is the privileged place for rooting the body into the world”. With this, the largest 
housing stock will be free for young families who have the greatest need for space. Also, by 
being adapted to your needs, home accidents due to inadequate housing will be avoided 
(Grosvenor Group 2018, 29). 
Establish a network of advisors who visit the elderly homes to ensure they are safe to age in. 
Although the different generations coexist for a longer time due to the increasing life 
expectancy, the living together time is shorter since residential independence has increased. 
The percentage of elder people in multi-generational households has decreased both in 
Europe, in the USA and even in Japan where the traditional family model included the 
coexistence of several generations in the same home. Elder people, after a more lasting 
marriage stage than ever, tend to models of family coexistence with ‘remote intimacy’, with 
each one at their home although maintaining close ties between them. (López y Díaz 2013, 
66, 72).  

Table 2.1. Adapted and extended from WHO pilot study (WHO, 2018). 

2.4 Why Attractive Cities should retain elderly 

Cities want to be attractive to elder people, not only because of an ethical question of 

equality between ages, but because talent also ages and cities are permanently 

competing for it, and in addition, the segment of elder people enjoys a superior economic 

position, generally due to their ability to generate wealth (savings and investments) due 

to their long working life.  



There are cities and geographic areas specialized in attracting retired and affluent 

seniors. Places like Florida, the Canary Islands, the Balearic Islands, the southern coast 

of Europe, enjoy exceptional climatic and well-being conditions that make them very 

attractive to elder people. But we should not be confused: these touristic areas are also 

attractive for families, and in general, for anyone who can afford to live there. Therefore, 

cities want to be attractive to elderly, despite the fact that this implies bearing a significant 

burden on social and health services, because it avoids generational and family 

fractures, retains its enormous talent and know-how and takes advantage of its economic 

contribution by helping youth to grow and the city's economy.  

As previously stated, the silver economy represents a relevant percentage of the 

economy. Then, cities should be attractive to elder people to retain them and avoid them 

to move to another place when they enjoy greater purchasing power. The longevity 

economy is a cross market with great job creation (Felix, 2018, 116). It is a challenge for 

municipal managers to retain this age group which contribute with their investments, 

purchases and taxes. They are direct consumers of goods and services and indirect 

generators of wealth for the city. Beyond that, they contribute to social change and 

should not be considered passive or resigned. By having greater purchasing power than 

the average, a whole area of market opportunity for premium products is being created 

in the tourism, insurance, automotive sector with autonomous cars, emotional well-being, 

culture or entertainment, among others. 

3. Main Hypothesis 

What is the ideal city for the elderly like? 

We have seen many of the age-friendly features and initiatives that contribute to creating 

cities that are better prepared and adapted for the elderly. But which of these 

characteristics are the most important? To what extent will a city ready to retain and 

attract talented citizens also be an optimal city for elder people? Or from another way, 

an attractive city for talented citizens (those who are looking for the best cities to develop 

their full potential), will it also be suitable for the elderly? We are going to highlight a short 

list of main characteristics as hypothesis that we will try to corroborate with research 

activities. 

1.- Elderly = Human, most likely talented => Attractive city for the talented MUST BE 

Attractive for the Elderly. You don't need another city. 

If we study the research (Ondiviela, 2020) on what elements make up an attractive city 

for talent, (Emotional Magnetism: identity, dynamism, strategy; Rational Profitability: 



provided city services compared to cost of live), we’ll find that those elements are also 

necessary for the attractive city model for the elderly. What varies is the importance of 

some of these components compared to others more valued by the younger generations. 

And in the other way, an attractive city for the elderly must have a series of characteristics 

that make it attractive for any talented citizen as well. We will study it in section 3.1. 

2.- Social/Care services is main driver, as described and explained before. 

3.- Inclusive/Accessible for disabled people. As these conditions are mainly impacting 

elderly. 

4.- Adaptation. Physical (Housing, transportation, spaces, mobility), Social (Inclusion, 

open, respectful, age equity, integrating, dignifying. Not a social burden but human 

capital). As explained before as essential adaptations to keep in mind. 

5.- Safety. As fragility increases, the sense of safety (mental, physical, digital, social) is 

gaining relevance. 

6.- City identity is an important factor. The elders are more tied down, loyal to a particular 

city. They live more present than looking to the future. Except for a clear need or 

opportunity, elder people do not often think about moving cities; once established and 

accommodated in a city that meets their demands, they will hardly consider change. City 

Identity (history, customs, culture, gastronomy, climate, branding, etc.) plays a 

preponderant role over other emotional magnets. Active elder people enjoy the city 

culture more as they enjoy more free time. The roots with a city are stronger. Fear of the 

unknown, laziness in the effort required to move and, in general, increased conformism 

make the emotional appreciation for a city and the sense of belonging superior to other 

emotional drivers. 

3.1 Attractive for elderly means attractive for talented 

An attractive city for the elderly must be attractive to talented citizens. We start from the 

hypothesis that the initiatives incorporated in the city for the elderly are valid for the rest 

of society, and also contributing to create an attractive city for any person at any age that 

is evaluating the alternatives to finally move there. That way, we can identify some of the 

most demanded areas to improve in the perfect city for elderly as very important drivers 

for making that city attractive for everybody. To mention the most relevant: 

Identity 



• Culturally attractive. A strong Identity builder, very much appreciated by elderly 

because they can better enjoy these attractions/services as they have the needed 

time for. Also, traditionally, the elderly better understand the value of history and 

past contributions. They don’t need to work for the future as most are retired, but 

enjoy the present and remind the good memories from the past with joy. 

• Climate. Enjoying a wonderful weather is very desired by elderly, for general 

healthcare, and for mental health in particular. Exposure to sun at places with 

high ratio of sunhours has been proven as especially healthy. That’s the reason 

why many decide to spend their retirement at Florida in US, or at South in Europe 

(Balearic Islands, Canary Islands, etc). And these places are also attractive for 

everybody. Main reason why they are not attracting millions for living is the labor 

conditions, but telework is raising the new concept of smartworking and many 

talented workers are deciding to move and work from these paradises (also the 

new group of tech nomads). 

• Quality of food. Same quality of life and healthcare reasons. 

• Natural wonderful places. Balnearies, touristic attractions. 

Dynamism. Social conditions to grow. 

• Stable economy / Government model. Same good economic conditions that 

make a city attractive for the talent, growing the wealth, etc, are also guaranteeing 

the good provision of pension, and needed social services for elderly. It’s obvious 

that reaching the senior age in a rich city means different benefits than is other 

city where social investments are not the top priority. 

• Equity. Social inclusion. A city with high achievements in social equity, equality, 

social balance, etc is attractive for elderly because it includes the respect, 

consideration and integration they need, but also same values are very important 

for attracting talent, as this approaching talent could come from different 

societies, and social tolerance will mean a door opened to settle in that city and 

contribute to its prosperity.  

City services. Although with different weights, all city services especially designed for 

elderly are also very much welcome by the rest. To mention the most likely appreciated 

by elderly:  

• Safety. 



• Social Services/HealthCare. Special healthcare for elderly? Most people use 

same hospitals (with some exceptions). 

• Environment (especially short-distance air quality, clean and drinkable water). 

Maybe elderly better appreciate current conditions while younger citizens mainly 

think about future (Global warming, climate change), but everybody looks for a 

better place and take care of our planet. 

• Excellent urban mobility. This seems to be one of most demanded and critical 

city services, as city is, in essence, a place where humans meet/encounter, so 

the way to make this happen, to connect them is considered the city’s 

bloodstream. It’s also very well studied that a high density is making a boosting 

effect on prosperity / creativity / competitiveness (Glaeser, 2011), reinforcing this 

concept of meeting catalyzer to make 1+1+1=111 (Arithmetic of Synergy) 

(Kotelnikov, 2010). It’s easy to figure out that objectives may differ: elderly need 

an affordable, cheap, well-prepared urban mobility system, while young workers 

look for a well-connected fast one (concept of 15-minute City, where most 

important things -including job- are located at less than 15’ by an individual 

electric microvehicle) (Moreno, 2019). Elderly wants to reduce use of cars 

because they dislike driving and its associated costs, while younger are more 

convinced about reducing its use due to environmental and space availability 

conditions.  

Affordable cost of living 

• Affordable Cities. This is again important for everybody. Same as elderly can’t 

afford expensive areas and high cost of life due to their modest pensions, same 

think most of millennials with their low wages. Both strongly consider the benefits 

in lower cost of live from alternative second cities (non-capitals), and also their 

better environment situations (always keeping a good connection with main city 

if needed). 

4. RESEARCH 

Our object of study will be treated from different approaches, combining the quantitative 

and qualitative dimensions, as well as a review of the related literature, under a strategy 

of methodological ‘complementarity’ (Bericat 1998,108).  



The research analysis units have been: silver economy, active aging, healthy aging, 

gerontophobia, resilient cities, age-friendly cities, inclusive cities, smart cities, attractive 

cities. 

4.1 Survey 

We ran a survey at the largest SmartCity event in the world: the SmartCity Expo & WW 

Congress that Barcelona organizes every mid-November. At the 2018 event, we added 

our survey to the post-event feedback form, reaching all the more than 21,000 attendees. 

Around half of attendees came from Western Europe and the other half from the rest of 

the world, (mainly Asia and the U.S.) which included people from 146 countries. Mean 

profile was a balance between technology decision makers and government officials 

from cities, salespeople and technical staff from exhibitors. To become integrated with 

the event, we took same main theme of “Cities to live IN”, and we asked participants to 

think about City Performance/Services and Cities Magnetism (emotional magnets) from 

Attractive cities they would consider to “Live IN”. Find survey form at reference (Survey, 

2018). We obtained 1,550 answers, which for a total sample of N=21,334 means a large, 

strong, solid, representative test, with Confidence=95% and Error=2%. (SurveyMonkey, 

2018). We can confirm that sample is a valid representative group of Cities&Technology 

Industry by 2018. Let’s analyze the results. (See results Data Summary at figure 4.1). 

Our responding population was 42 on average, 25% with elderly people at their charge. 

It represents an unbalanced gender sample, with 67% males, which is unfortunately 

consistent with a very male-driven technology industry. Aged more than 50 from total 

answers was 400 or 26%, which leads to a good sample as well. 

We consider three main layers (groups): Senior-Young-Active (50-59), Senior-Senior-

Active (60-65) and Retired (+65). This retired group could be considered active as well, 

as they were participants at this global event and aged 67 on average. No older people 

(more than 80) found in the survey / event. This has little impact or bias in the test, as 

this group is very unlikely motivated to look for a different city to live. They simply ask for 

better conditions in the city they currently live. 

By watching the results, first at Magnetism, there is a clear shift in preferences towards 

Identity-Past (History, Climate, Geo-position, Gastronomy, Branding) as main emotional 

component for those aged more than 50. Dynamism-Present (Creativity, 

competitiveness and ethics) goes right after, then Strategy-Future (Human capital, 

SmartCity Plan, Innovation). This confirms our hypothesis about a strong preference for 

City Identity as main emotional driver. Elderly people prefer cities with strong identity, 



image and cultural assets, over new, recently founded, little branding and image cities. 

Roots start to be relevant and they look at past and present more than future. People at 

this age want to enjoy the city’s flavor, signs of historical identity, appreciate the people 

and happenings which made the city, built its assets and image. These old cities are 

basically more human, cozy, friendly if compared with new cold, distant, generic 

repetitive cities. 

Regarding the city services, we asked the participants to sort these 10 groups: 

GOVERNANCE 

EDUCATION 

EMPLOYABILITY 

CONNECTED CITY 

SOCIAL SERVICES / HEALTH 

SUSTAINABILITY / ENVIRONMENT 

CULTURAL SERVICES / TOURISM 

URBAN MOBILITY / TRANSPORTATION 

URBAN PLANNING 

SAFETY (PHYSICAL/VIRTUAL) 

Table 4.1 Grouped City Services to evaluate 

Senior-Young-Active (50-59) answers are very aligned with the (40-49) group, being 

Urban Mobility the most important area, allowing people to connect, meet each other. 

Strongest change with younger people is the relevance of Safety, with moves from 

position 6 to 3 then top 1 for those >60. 



 



Figure 4.1 SmartCityExpo 2018 Research Summary.  

Colors Codes: Blue are Categories. In every category, Dark Green is Best, Red is worst 

with yellows in between. 

As we move from 50 to >65 groups, the leading service is, as expected, Social 

Services/Health as the basic and most critical service, as retirement age is reached. 

Urban mobility keeps being very relevant from top 1 to 2nd position as everybody needs 

it, as explained, the core component of city’s essence. Environmental sustainability is 

also positioned at same places as younger, in 2,3,4 scores, meaning that it is important 

for everybody, although because of different motivations. Employability drops to bottom 

position as retirement is reached, obviously. Connectivity is also little relevant as it is 

considered a city basic service more than a competitive advantage from one city to 

another. Only leading services need the latest technology, speed and latency and offer 

little value to retired (more targeted to younger). Lifelong Education keeps at position 5-

6 although it is obviously less relevant than for younger people. This suggests that the 

elderly understand the value of continuous training, always learning concept. Urban 

planning and governance bring little interest (same as young). And unfortunately, 

Cultural services & Tourism maintain lowest positions, although they experience a little 

increase. This means that culture as Identity component is highly appreciated but culture 

as a service is the least valued service. So, elderly is proud of their roots, culture and 

city identity but prefer to spend time with family at home than attending cultural events. 

Travelling is a different option, considered as leisure and very much appreciated. As 

audience was interested on technology, this low cultural preference is also easier to 

interpret, as both worlds are commonly (and wrongly in our opinion) considered as 

antagonist. 

See at Appendix the list of 140 top world Cities ranked according to this survey 

preferences.  

4.2 Panel 

In April 2020, a semi-structured anonymous survey was carried out (with closed and 

open questions) distributed through personal online social networks (Twitter, LinkedIn 

and Facebook) and in thru snowball (people who recommended its completion to other 

contacts acquaintances and / or in their own online social networks). It was designed 

with a qualitative rather than quantitative approach, seeking the relevance of the 

responses rather than representativeness. The survey was closed when ‘discourse 

saturation’ was reached with 118 responses. All of them in Spanish and, due to the 



diffusion, it is very likely that they were all citizens living in Spain. Although the survey 

was aimed at people 50 years and older, 95% of the responses came from participants 

between the ages of 50 and 64, so they were, for the purposes of this article, among the 

young elders (active workers).  

Regarding the profile of the participants: Gender: 45% women and 55% men. The vast 

majority (80%) with a stable partner. Someone at your charge (elder or children) 55% 

live with someone in their care and 23% only with their partner. Labor status: 12% are 

already retired, compared to 50% who work full time and 15% part time.  

Regarding the more quantitative part of the survey, despite the number of participants, 

we can make some observations. On the question about being more or less happy than 

in the past, there was quite a bit of equality in every section, so we cannot highlight any 

conclusions in this regard. Regarding whether society values people over 50, there were 

most responses between level 1 and 3 of a 5-level Likert scale. So, among this group 

there was the perception of not being overly valued by society. Even being considered 

somewhat less valued at a professional level. All this, despite the fact that 77% 

considered that their age group was very well prepared to face the professional 

challenges required by the current labor market. This percentage rose to 86% when 

asked about their particular skills.  

At the most qualitative part of the survey, the objective was to detect motivations, 

concerns and dreams of this age group. Main conclusions were:  

• What motivates them the most in their day-to-day lives was job and relationships 

with friends and family. 

• What brings the biggest excitement in your life, or would contribute if you could 

afford it, was traveling. 42% gave this answer. 

• The main ‘low’ about aging was focused on two large areas: health and 

professional worth. Both were considered in decline, although this perception 

was more associated to an emotional or even spiritual idea than to a clear fact. 

• They considered that what society values the most from them was their 

experience, although, paradoxically, they did not consider that this was the case 

in real life. According to the participants, society did not value that the elderly was 

adaptable and was quite up to date with the skills and knowledge required by 

today's professional challenges. There were many preconceptions about them. 



• In the self-declared unemployed group (19.7%), there was great anger against 

companies and recruiters for not valuing their knowledge and skills, as well as 

their human and social capital, as competitive advantages in front of other 

younger candidates. 

5.- CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

People over 50 form a heterogeneous group, with very different nature vital, social and 

assistance needs. They are much more valuable to society than what biased prejudices 

establish. They still can work and contribute. They are as well, a key pillar in family 

cohesion.  

If 80% of the elderly will live in urban areas by 2050 (90% in Europe) and this age group 

will be the majority population worldwide, for the first time in history, then the challenges 

that society faces in terms of population aging must be promptly addressed. An urgent 

action is more evident and clearer than ever! It seems that current governments are 

passing this hot potato to next ones without paying attention or starting the needed 

investment. A strategic plan is needed, but very few cities have a plan for the next 10 

years or more, most just work short-term. A wide pact between all main political parties 

would be needed to design a strong and integrated strategy about coming people aging 

threat tsunami.  

The ratio of workers vs pensioners will decrease, posing a challenge for state-dependent 

retirement benefits. Demand for social services will increase and the national pension 

and social security system will collapse.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the weaknesses of the nursing home model 

and the need to rethink how we want them to live their last stage of life.  

“No generation has a monopoly on justice, ethics, rights or responsibility.” 

(Levine, 2020) 

It must become a matter of State, not subject to electoral fluctuations, the development 

of long-term strategic plans from the local, regional and state levels. 

Cities must be attractive enough for elderly so that they do not move to another city when 

their working period ends, since the silver economy generates great direct and indirect 

benefits.  

The goal is to create inclusive, sustainable, safe and prosperous communities for 

all. What’s good for elderly is good for all. 



The ideal city for elderly (Silver City) is a combination of the Attractive City for talented 

citizens drivers (Ondiviela, 2020) with specific additional adaptations as described by 

previously described Agefriendlyworld indicators. In other words, best Silver City is a 

strong identity, top Attractive City for talent, with special emphasis on social 

services/health, security, and adapted urban mobility. By this way, societies will be 

inclusive environments for all ages. 

Main aging challenges our societies are facing: combat ageism in the professional 

sphere, gerontophobia, improving intergenerational relationships, change the pension 

model, achieve healthy aging that reduces social assistance needs, adapt homes and 

cities (public spaces, transport, shops, etc.). 

And the main strategies are to understand the real elderly needs and the collaboration 

between the public and private sectors. 
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APPENDIX 

Suggested ranking as Best Silver Cities. From list of 140 top World Cities, we assign 

50% weight to those best on Attractiveness (Ondiviela, 2020), and another 50% weight 

to the combination of most preferred components as obtained from survey: Identity + 

Social Services/Health + Safety.  

City Country SILVER RK 

Stockholm Sweden 1 

Melbourne Australia 2 

Berlin Germany 3 

Zurich Switzerland 4 

Vienna Austria 5 

Oslo Norway 6 

Adelaide Australia 7 

Sydney Australia 8 

Gothenburg Sweden 9 

Bern Switzerland 10 

Montreal Canada 11 

London United Kingdom 12 

Hamburg Germany 13 

Copenhagen Denmark 14 

https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/


Basel Switzerland 15 

Cologne Germany 16 

Frankfurt Germany 17 

Amsterdam Netherlands 18 

Paris France 19 

Manchester United Kingdom 20 

Barcelona Spain 21 

Munich Germany 22 

Rotterdam Netherlands 23 

Geneva Switzerland 24 

Canberra Australia 25 

Valencia Spain 26 

Edinburgh United Kingdom 27 

Madrid Spain 28 

Tokyo Japan 29 

New York City United States 30 

Lyon France 31 

Toronto Canada 32 

Stuttgart Germany 33 

Seoul South Korea 34 

Luxembourg Luxembourg 35 

Dusseldorf Germany 36 

Helsinki Finland 37 

Eindhoven Netherlands 38 

Wellington New Zealand 39 

Linz Austria 40 

Ottawa Canada 41 

Marseille France 42 

Los Angeles United States 43 

Nice France 44 

Málaga Spain 45 

Liverpool United Kingdom 46 

Vancouver Canada 47 

Dublin Ireland 48 

Phoenix United States 49 

Auckland New Zealand 50 

Antwerp Belgium 51 

Birmingham United Kingdom 52 

Bilbao Spain 53 

Brussels Belgium 54 

Milan Italy 55 

Osaka Japan 56 

San Francisco United States 57 

Yokohama Japan 58 

Rome Italy 59 

Boston United States 60 

Chicago United States 61 



Seattle United States 62 

Dallas United States 63 

Miami United States 64 

Houston United States 65 

Florence Italy 66 

Atlanta United States 67 

Washington, D.C. United States 68 

Singapore Singapore 69 

Porto Portugal 70 

Philadelphia United States 71 

Lisbon Portugal 72 

Baltimore United States 73 

Prague Czech Republic 74 

Hong Kong Hong Kong 75 

Jerusalem Israel 76 

Athens Greece 77 

Ljubljana Slovenia 78 

Tallinn Estonia 79 

Tel Aviv Israel 80 

Wroclaw Poland 81 

Budapest Hungary 82 

Warsaw Poland 83 

Bratislava Slovakia 84 

Vilnius Lithuania 85 

Zagreb Croatia 86 

Taipei Taiwan 87 

Buenos Aires Argentina 88 

Sofia Bulgaria 89 

Santiago Chile 90 

Córdoba Argentina 91 

Dubai United Arab Emirates 92 

Shanghai China 93 

Belgrade Serbia 94 

Riga Latvia 95 

Bucharest Romania 96 

Istanbul Turkey 97 

Abu Dhabi United Arab Emirates 98 

Beijing China 99 

Doha Qatar 100 

Chengdu China 101 

Moscow Russia 102 

Chongqing China 103 

Shenyang China 104 

Montevideo Uruguay 105 

Kuwait City Kuwait 106 

Ankara Turkey 107 

Mexico City Mexico 108 



St Petersburg Russia 109 

Guangzhou China 110 

Sao Paulo Brazil 111 

Kiev Ukraine 112 

Shenzhen China 113 

Brasilia Brazil 114 

Tunis Tunisia 115 

Rio de Janeiro Brazil 116 

Panama City Panama 117 

Quito Ecuador 118 

Hanoi Vietnam 119 

Bangkok Thailand 120 

Kuala Lumpur Malaysia 121 

Casablanca Morocco 122 

Lima Peru 123 

Bogota Colombia 124 

Riyadh Saudi Arabia 125 

La Paz Bolivia 126 

Monterrey Mexico 127 

Mumbai India 128 

Guadalajara Mexico 129 

Jakarta Indonesia 130 

Ho Chi Minh City Vietnam 131 

Cairo Egypt 132 

Bangalore India 133 

Manila Philippines 134 

Asuncion Paraguay 135 

New Delhi India 136 

Medellín Colombia 137 

Durban South Africa 138 

Cape Town South Africa 139 

Johannesburg South Africa 140 

 


