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The Social Production of Age, Space 
and Exclusion: Towards a More 
Theory‑Driven Understanding 
of Spatial Exclusion Mechanisms 
in Later Life1

Thibauld Moulaert, Anna Wanka, Matthias Drilling

ABSTRACT	 Gerontology has for a  long time been described as  “data rich, but theory poor”. This 
is  true for the  study of  spatial exclusion, too: in  a  recent scoping review on old‑age exclusion, Walsh 
and his colleagues called for more theoretical work in the field of spatial exclusion. To answer this call, 
our article sketches out a heuristic model of an “ageing, space and exclusion” triangle, mainly based upon 
Lefebvrian thoughts. We applied our model to  interpret the political concept of  “Age Friendly Cities 
and Communities” (AFCC), promoted by  the World Health Organization, and  its practices worldwide. 
Some concluding remarks suggest further steps in improving this theoretical perspective.
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Introduction
In an  increasingly globalized world, gerontology’s  attention turns towards the  risks this 
entails for older adults and the spatial dimension of exclusion in later life (Phillipson 2004). 
In reference to  Walsh, Scharf and  Keating’s  (2017) definition of  social exclusion, spatial 
exclusion can be understood as

A  complex process that involves the  lack or  denial of  [spatial] resources, rights, goods 
and  services as  people age, and  the  inability to  participate in  the  normal relationships 
and  activities, available to  the  majority of  people across the  varied and  multiple domains 
of society. It affects both the quality of life of older individuals and the equity and cohesion of an 
ageing society as a whole (adapted from Levitas et al. 2007). (Walsh et al. 2017: 83)
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1	 This article is inspired by discussions from the “Community/Spatial Working Group” (WG) of the 

COST-financed Research Network “Reducing Old-Age Exclusion: Collaborations in Research and 
Policy” (ROSEnet); it has benefited from exchanges from all members of the WG in Oslo (March 2017) 
and Brno (September 2017). We particularly thank Kieran Walsh and Tom Scharf for their comments 
and suggestions on the manuscript and their input to the WG. Nevertheless, we assume responsibility for 
any limitations of this final version. For further details on ROSEnet : www.rosenetcost.com.
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For academic research, globalization increases the need, and the possibilities, for sharing 
knowledge of different world regions and disciplines. We wish to respond to the recent call 
for “undisciplining gerontology” (Katz 1996) and  the new proposition to  consider “ageing 
studies” as a “region of knowledge” to be discussed and not “taken for granted” (Loffeier, 
Majerus and Moulaert 2017). Therefore there is a need to strengthen theory in gerontological 
areas in  general (Estes, Biggs and  Phillipson 2003), and  in  the  specific domain of  spatial 
exclusion in later life in particular (Walsh et al. 2017).

This article is  structured into three parts. First, it presents a  review of  current literature 
in gerontology on the spatial dimension related to old age exclusion through four major tasks; 
even if they are originally inspired by the recent scoping review on social exclusion and older 
persons by Walsh, Scharf and Keating (2017), these tasks slightly open a broader discussion 
of literature. Second, it points to some limits that are relevant for our further argumentation. 
Proceeding from this, the article, third, proposes a way forward to meet this criticism: our 
“ageing, space and exclusion” triangle is an answer for a more theoretically driven approach 
to “aging, social exclusion and space”. In the last part of the text, a case study is presented 
about “age‑friendliness” embedded into the  policy concept and  the  methodology of  “Age 
Friendly Cities and  Communities” (AFCC) promoted by  the  World Health Organization 
(WHO) and its practices worldwide (Moulaert and Garon 2016). Concluding remarks suggest 
further avenues for research to improve our model.

Spatial exclusion in older age: a new research domain with an old tradition

The  discussion about place‑based social exclusion is  well established and  represented 
by  broad research activities with a  highly multidisciplinary and  intersectoral character. 
For this reason, research questions, methodologies and field experiences differ greatly (more 
explicitly cf. Imrie 1996; Levitas 1998; Taket et al. 2009). The  debate about age, space 
and exclusion is significantly younger. 

Based on  an  extensive review of  the  literature on  social exclusion in  older age, Walsh 
and  his colleagues (2017) noted that very few papers currently discuss the  theoretical 
dimension of  spatial exclusion in  later life. This is  despite the  fact that longstanding 
traditions in  the  study and  theorising of  spatial exclusion exist across different disciplines. 
As the authors themselves note, their scoping review has some limitations: first, the regional 
focus on Anglo‑Saxon literature; second, the disciplinary focus on gerontological literature; 
third, a  lack of  definitions of  core terms and  concepts like “neighbourhood”; and  fourth, 
denial of the agency of older adults themselves. Taking this scoping review as a starting point, 
we explore four tasks for the study of spatial exclusion in the following sections. 

Task 1: Diversify regional perspectives on spatial exclusion in older age

Similarly to other researches, focusing on English‑language texts only is one major limitation 
of  the  scoping review (Walsh et al. 2017) which leads to  various consequences. For 
example, the use of the term “community” as a universal or assumed notion, or the reference 
to  “neighbourhood” which has been critically discussed as  a  practical illustration of  UK 
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public policy attempts to create cohesive communities (cf. Evans 2009). It can be questioned 
whether it is universally accepted that neighbourhood is the central scale of action for public 
policies in all parts of Europe. More generally, the frequent call to link research and policy, 
often arising in some areas of critical gerontology, could meet with a problem when trying 
to translate the local and personal experience of a place into public policy.

Let us consider, for example, the only francophone inspired source (Guberman and Lavoie 
2004) in  the review. The authors refer to “territorial” rather than neighbourhood exclusion. 
Both terms cannot be equated: a territoire is a broader term than neighbourhood or community; 
it is “administrated”, and that means that the “production of space” is organized and governed. 
In the French centralist state tradition, a central authority is delegated to decentralised bodies 
(départements, and more recently and partially the métropoles). This example indicates that 
a transnational discussion of the “community and place” dimension of social exclusion might 
be  differently established and  that, consequently, the  notions of  “community” and  “space” 
do not relate to a homogeneous or “taken for granted” understanding as it might appear from 
interpreting the anglophone literature.

Task 2: Diversify disciplinary perspectives on spatial exclusion in older age 

For decades, gerontology has faced the criticism of being “data rich, but theory poor” (Birren 
1999: 459). Hence, much of  the  gerontological literature on  spatial exclusion in  later life 
tends to  ignore longstanding traditions of  researching spatial exclusion in other disciplines 
like human geography (e.g. Lawton and  Nahemow 1973), environmental psychology (e.g. 
Wahl and Oswald 2010), and sociology of space (e.g. Lefebvre 1991).

Hence, we want to  emphasize the  need to  explore broader “regions of  knowledge”, 
“stepping outside of the gerontological field and discovering beyond the UK, US and Canada 
other localizations of  knowledge production” (Loffeier, Majerus and  Moulaert 2017). 
The  work of  Henri Lefebvre (1991) is  especially valuable for our understanding and  may 
be used not only as a general justification to support the “right to the city” of older people 
(Buffel, Phillipson and Scharf 2012). Lefebvre introduces his understanding of the production 
of space early on in his theory of urban development, from which further fundamental urban 
research work has benefited. According to  Lefebvre, place is  a  product of  the  dynamic 
between everyday practices and perceptions of people (spatial practice), cognitive concepts 
or  theories of  space (representational space), and  the  spatial imaginary (representations 
of space) (Lefebvre 1991). 

•	 Spatial practice refers to the everyday practices and perceptions with which ordinary 
people encounter and  use space. It comprises the  daily routines and  ways older 
people follow within their scope of action, the places they avoid, and the ways they 
appropriate places and attach a feeling of home to them. 

•	 Representational space refers to  the  passively, instead of  actively (see above), 
experienced space – the  way people subconsciously read and  understand signs 
and  symbols in  space. These symbols help us to  tell a  road from a  sidewalk 
or  a  playground from a  park, but they also give us clues on  where and  where not 
to  go, for example via signs of  disorder that might symbolise crime in  a  certain 
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area (cf.  Kelling and  Wilson’s  “broken windows hypothesis”, 1982). Hence, 
representational space and spatial practice are closely related. 

•	 Representations of  space are the  conceptualizations of  space made by  planners, 
scientists, and  policy stakeholders. The  representations may manifest materially 
in  the  form of  maps, plans, models and  designs. Such representations are laden 
with ideologies and have a substantial role and specific influence in  the production 
of space. In regards to ageing, concepts of age‑friendly cities would constitute a case 
of the representations of space. 

We suggest that such concepts would assist in  offering a  more thorough understanding 
of  the  experiences of  everyday life of  place (spatial practice) in  relation to public policies 
(which are influenced by  representations of  space). It might also be  a  starting point for 
conceptualizing new solutions for the  challenges of  social exclusion and  place (spaces 
of  representation) – for example, Wanka (2018) shows how a  public park in  a  distressed 
neighbourhood in  Vienna can illustrate the  dynamic between these logics: an  apparently 
excluded older man who is considered as tramp by social services, is embedded into the local 
security system of the park and has, by this function, a sense of belonging to the community; 
similarly, a  woman apparently in  poor health, from the  same area, reveals herself 
as the historical leader of a local campaign to protect the park against destruction for building 
a car park.

Task 3: Define core concepts and terms

Contrary to the tasks of broadening our perspective, we here propose to narrow down in one 
dimension – namely, the definition of  terms and core concepts. Indeed, it might be fruitful 
not to define such central notions as “community” and “spatial” from a metatheory or based 
on a positivist perspective. Nevertheless, we suggest that some clear definitions of such terms 
might be helpful to find a common objective from amongst diverse disciplines and diverse 
countries and  cultures within Europe. Even if  apparently very basic, we might consider 
as a point of agreement with Evans the view that most theories of community focus to varying 
degrees on  three key elements: place attachment, shared interest, and  a  sense of  identity 
(Evans 2009: 18): for example, we might consider how older people adapt to  the  changes 
of a place regarding their longstanding experience of the place, but also based on their shared 
interest in  living there (being recognized by  their neighbours) that would create a  shared 
identity of place (the village, the neighbourhood etc.). 

Similarly to  the  concept of  community, the  notion of  exclusion must be  reviewed. For 
example, referring to  social segregation instead of  social exclusion draws our attention 
to  the  structural mechanisms through which people of  different status groups are assigned 
to  different neighbourhoods – a  process in  which the  intersectionality of  class, ethnicity 
and  age gains importance (Löw, Steets and  Stoetzer 2007). If we refer to  Sassen’s  (2014) 
notion of spatial expulsion, on the other hand, we exceed the meaning of exclusion to describe 
living conditions that actually make it hard for older adults to survive, and our attention might 
turn to the most deprived countries in this globalised world. If we talk about spatial deprivation, 
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as  is  more common in  the  German literature, we are using a  relational measurement 
of  exclusion that presupposes a  defined standard of  living and  a  continuum on  which one 
deviates more or less from this standard. Hence, as with the notion of community, a precise 
definition offers different strands of possible research questions to follow. 

Task 4: Enhance the relevance of agency in researching spatial exclusion in older age

Fourth, the  role of  “agency” remains underdeveloped in  relation to  the  “neighbourhood 
and community” dimension of  exclusion. Instead, older adults are often framed as victims 
of their environments. Arguing with Torres (2015), who makes this claim for gerontological 
research on ethnicity, most of gerontological research on spatial exclusion follows structuralist 
approaches, combined with a  deficiency perspective on  older age. This means that age 
is defined through loss of resources, which increases older persons’ dependency on, or even 
subjection to, their environment. 

Whereas structuralist approaches tend to  focus on  objective living conditions and  their 
risks, for example through segregation or  gentrification, other gerontological research has 
already turned to the question of how these conditions are perceived, assessed and approached 
differently by  various older individuals or  groups of  older adults (cf. Kahana 1982). 
A great body of gerontological research has since targeted the question of subjective place 
attachment or “feeling at home” or “insideness” (Rowles 1978). This is  in  line with Evans 
(2009), who argues, with reference to  Lefebvre, that these various perceptions constitute 
an essential element of the “layered environment” (Peace, Kellaher and Holland 2005). And 
this is  essential to  understand how solidarity and  the  significance of  relations at the  core 
of defining community (Clark 1973) encompass emotions, values, and such, as an important 
part of their definition or articulation. 

Furthermore, space is not just perceived. It is also actively constructed and changed. For  
example, Rowles and  Watkins (2003) conceptualise a  life‑course model of  environmental 
experience. In their experiential phenomenological research, they analyse the  dynamic 
nature and  the  development of  the  person‑environment relationship across the  life course 
and how the development of this relationship entails the formation of new competences. One 
of the core competences for building relationships with places is the ability to “make places,” 
which evolves and changes across the life span. 

Taking the  subjective and  practice‑based dimension into account should not make us 
blind to the deprived living conditions of older people who might still feel attached to their 
neighbourhood (“satisfaction paradox”), but should instead prevent us from assuming any 
“automatic” or  “causal” relation between the  various dimensions of  space. The  distinction 
between “tactics” and  “strategies” is  a  way to  avoid this trap (de Certeau 1984). In order 
to  avoid a  container vision of  place (or community) as  a  physical environmental (natural 
or  social), or  a more determinist influence of  space, a probabilistic vision of  space (Remy 
2015) is preferred: as space (or community) can influence the life of an individual, thus space 
could be one element of social exclusion. Assuming a probabilistic approach to the relation 
between space and  ageing, we might consider social exclusion to  be a  potential, but not 
automatic, consequence. 
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To organize a  probabilistic approach, we propose an  alternative framework that should 
be able to grasp the main questions about the structure of the relations between age, space, 
and exclusion. This approach should be considered an epistemological tool to open broader 
pathways that might be  used more widely by  researchers from across Europe, and  within 
the varied, but clearly assumed, tools of diverse reservoirs of knowledge.

A theory‑based framework: the ASE triangle

To encounter the  above‑described tasks, we propose a  heuristic, theory‑based framework 
to  look at age and  spatial exclusion. The  Ageing, Space, and  Exclusion (ASE) triangle 
(Figure 1) is a proposition to grasp the relations between notions of age, space and exclusion, 
presented as constructive “contradictory terms” or as a variety of levels and scales that have 
to be taken into account. Lefebvre’s differentiation between spatial practice, representational 
space, and  representations of  space can be  adapted to  each of  these three dimensions: 
hence, we cannot only talk about spatial practice, representational space and representations 
of space, but also about practices of ageing, representational age and representations of age 
that intersect with those of space to produce practices and representations of spatial exclusion 
in older age.

Furthermore, as  it should not be considered a  “fixed box” or  a  “ticking box” but rather 
an open access analytical toolbox, it could be useful to embed in scientific disciplines and for 
policy making purposes. Applied to the notion of age‑friendliness in the fourth section (below), 
we insist on the heuristic usefulness of this model. As a consequence, our case study does not 
treat all dimensions of this triangle. For example, the “materiality” of space or of community 
could be discussed with reference to virtuality (e.g. the  internet community) and flexibility 
of work and place (Sennett 1999), but also with reference to time acceleration (Rosa 2010).

Age

Age encompasses, at least, two very general dimensions. On one side, age diversity, which 
is related to  the extreme heterogeneity of age and ageing. On the other side, age concepts 
refer to  central notions in  gerontology, either descriptive (frailty) or  normative (active 
ageing). Researchers are just beginning to  explore how and  to what extent the  individual 
needs of  elderly people are taken into consideration, how the  differentiation of  lifestyles 
is  included or  excluded, and  how particular neighbourhood settings affect everyday 
life. Hagestad and  Uhlenberg (2005), for instance, raise the  question as  to  whether 
the  segregation of  age groups indirectly promotes exclusion processes. On the  other 
hand, critics claim that the  state of  knowledge indicates that the  planning and  policy for 
age‑sensitive neighbourhood development is hindered by persisting concepts about elderly 
people, and  ignorance, as well as visible and  invisible age discrimination. In cases where 
elderly people themselves start to identify as “old” etc., processes of self‑segregation might 
exist and  result in  situations of  exclusion (Vitman, Lecovich and Alfasi 2014). McHugh 
(2003) points out that the  triad of  place, society, and  image reveals indivisible facets 
of the social world. He argues, “place‑based images and scripts can be interpreted not only 
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as marketing ploys and strategies but, more deeply, as mould and mirror of ageist attitudes 
and cultural values” (McHugh 2003: 166). 

Space

We can, at least, assume a  common definition of  space (from a  physical or  a  social 
perspective), place (conceived as  space and  meaning of  space), and  community (an 
enduring notion that never seems to  disappear in  spite of  its longstanding critics [Clark 

Figure 1: The ASE Triangle, or the Landscape of contradictions about ageing and community (based 
on an original idea of Matthias Drilling)
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1973; Stacey 1969]). We can also clarify why the term “neighbourhood” sometimes appears 
as an equivalent for community (Evans 2009). At this stage, we cannot agree upon common 
and unique definitions for such concepts.

However, we can repeat the framework suggested in the urban theory of Lefebvre (1991). 
It states that place is a product of the dynamic between everyday practices and perceptions 
of people (spatial practice), cognitive concepts or theories of space (representations of space) 
and  the  spatial imaginary (spaces of  representation). Working within an  interdisciplinary 
perspective, we are also conscious that various disciplines might be more interested in some 
aspect of each of these definitions behind the concept of space. For example, a psychological 
perspective of  community will probably give more importance to  the  subjective everyday 
practices and perceptions of people, i.e. spatial practice (Lefebvre 1991), by distinguishing 
the environment as private and personal (Peace et al. 2005: 9).

Such notions might not seem as  universal as  it may sometimes be  assumed 
in  the  gerontological literature as  framed within the  Anglo‑Saxon context (Loffeier et 
al. 2017). For example, when referring to  community, how close or  far are we from 
the  German‑based discussion of  Gemeinschaft  and Gesellschaft of  Ferdinand Tönnies 
(2010)? Scale refers to  the  variety of  levels where the  discussion is  located. While 
(Anglo‑Saxon) literature originally (Townsend 1962) focused on  age‑segregated housing 
(Peace et al. 2005), recently the turn to “ageing in place” gives greater attention to the variety 
of  housing options available in  later life, from “age segregated” housing to  “ordinary” 
or  “age integrated” housing. Propositions arising from a  psychological perspective 
in  gerontology offer a  general research agenda in  this area (Iwarsson et al.  2007;  Wahl, 
Iwarsson and Oswald 2012).

However, home or  housing needs to  be considered in  relation to  other scales like 
neighbourhood, community, and larger forms of (socio‑political or cultural) space like region 
or nation. In the context of globalization (Phillipson 2004), definitions might cover common 
trends but also unspecified specificities.

Exclusion

Exclusion refers to two main dimensions: practices of exclusion (greatly influenced by power 
relations) and processes of inclusion versus invisibilisation.

Power relations refer to  the  structural and  political dimension of  space. The  Marxist 
perspective of Lefebvre, through his triad of production (Lefebvre 1991), insists on power 
circulation. In critical urban research, urban development is understood as being the  result 
of actions and decisions made by different powerful stakeholders. Social, economic, physical, 
as well as spatial structures of neighbourhoods and cities are understood as being in constant 
change and producing relational spatial structures, which in  theories of urban development 
are often referred to  as “social space” or  “practice of  everyday life” (de Certeau 1984; 
Sennett 1999). Such spaces are understood as  being the  result not only of  human actions, 
but also as  mirroring social relations and  being influenced by  the  wide scope of  human 
action. Referring to  de Certeau’s  work, the  “tactics” of  consumers of  space are never 
reduced to the “strategies” of producers of space: “the arts of doing,” like walking or living 
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in  a  neighbourhood, are forms not only of  resistance (“tactics” are never fully determined 
by “strategies”) but also of creative resistance located in time and space. 

While such an  interpretation can be  revisited through analysis of  “gentrification” 
or  the  influence of  globalization on  local areas (Phillipson 2004), it can inform us about 
the  new dynamics of  community governance; it is  also a  driver to  understand the  call 
to  regard older people as  citizens, as  explored in  the  study of  some local experiences 
in age‑friendly cities and communities (Buffel 2015) and in the general attention paid to older 
people as co‑producers of space or territoires.

Study of  the  “Inclusion vs. Invisibilisation contradiction” is  linked to  the  notion 
of  community. From a  community perspective, place is  experienced by  members 
and  non‑members. As a  consequence, and  even if  “power relations” might encourage 
the “diversity of ageing” to be taken into account, a series of complementary characterizations 
of  the older population (not as an  intrinsic dimension of old age but as a process evolving 
across the  life course) might produce invisibilisation. However, if  we adopt an  agency 
perspective for the working definition of  social exclusion (as previously cited), a  complex 
question has to be considered: even if access is offered to the visibilisation of older peoples’ 
voices, what is  the  meaning of  “staying at home” or  private space (Clément, Mantovani, 
and Membrado 1996; Smith 2009)?

Beyond the  three core notions of  our triangle, the  final proposition of  a  timeline arises 
in reference to the different dimensions of the relations between age, space, and exclusion. For 
example, “ageing in place” might refer to the different perceptions of time for longstanding 
inhabitants of a place (Buffel 2012), or for a policy maker promoting gentrification processes 
in a particular location. At the conjunction of these three notions, and by taking into account 
the  timeline, we can finally consider the  Lefebvrian proposition of  “production of  space” 
(1991) as a tension between ideal vs. effective.

From theory to empirical studies: towards a better understanding 
of “age‑friendliness” through the lens of the ASE triangle

Through the three dimensions of the ASE triangle, we here explore the current “age‑friendliness” 
discussion beyond the political concept of “Age Friendly Cities and Communities” (AFCC) 
promoted by  the  World Health Organization. It can be  considered a  general “production 
of space” between different processes and tensions between “ideal” and “effective” practices 
of places.

Age

While a normative dimension of ageing well or active/healthy ageing is assumed in some areas 
of  critical gerontology, and  has fuelled the  “age‑friendly cities and  communities” (AFCC) 
approach of the World Health Organization (WHO 2007), stepping away from ageing studies 
or gerontology (Loffeier et al. 2017) suggests the need to observe effective practices that reach 
beyond ideal discourses. Adopted to  study the AFCC method, this perspective has offered 
a material shift (Buffel et al. 2012) and  is  reflected in  the  internationally diverse reception 
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and/or production of AFCC (Moulaert and Garon 2016). These practices, then, explore how 
age‑diversity is  or is  not taken into account: for example, even if  the  original Vancouver 
Protocol was assumed to  have consulted very old people, it seems that such a  population 
was not so often on  board (Plouffe, Kalache and  Voelcker 2016). In collaboration with 
local stakeholders in Manchester, another example is offered by Buffel (2015), who trained 
older volunteers to  interview “hard‑to‑reach” older people (i.e., those experiencing social 
exclusion, isolation, poverty, health problems, and/or restricted mobility) in the community.

Space

“Ageing in place” has been an influential notion in ageing policy since the 1990s. Today, it 
comes along with the notion of age‑friendliness. Ageing in place means that ageing happens 
in a certain spatial environment, and this environment is meant to be the familiar environment 
of one’s own home, community, and neighbourhood, instead of in an unfamiliar, institutional 
environment. Even if such a scale as “housing” can be included in a spatial dimension like 
a  neighbourhood, it should be  clear that the  original “Global Age‑friendly Cities” project 
of  WHO in  2007 was focussed on  cities’ scale through (some of  their) neighbourhoods; 
nations or broader territoires were absent. This is essential to understand the shift of WHO, 
which in  its 2015 World Report on Ageing and Health reintroduced the scale of  the nation 
state, through Health Ministers (WHO 2015).

To enable ageing in place, places have to be designed age‑friendly. With the  increasing 
political and  societal desire that older people maintain independence as  long as  possible 
has come the  realisation that such independence relies on  certain living conditions – 
and one of  them is  the quality of  the residential area. In 2006, WHO launched the “Global 
Age‑friendly Cities” project in  33 cities, resulting in  a  Global Age‑friendly Cities Guide 
(WHO 2007) and  an  influential checklist for policy‑makers. While this Report and  its 
checklist have been criticized as  representing the  ideal city (Buffel et al. 2012), with these 
researchers preferring a more materialistic city, Plouffe and her colleagues (Plouffe, Kalache 
and  Voelcker 2016) have suggested a  more balanced perspective by  showing the  variety 
of  uses of  such a  checklist. Such a perspective illustrates how the  production of  space 
is a continuous negotiation between spatial practice and representations of space. 

Another example of  the  space dimension of  our triangle inspired by  Lefebvre 
is the meaning of the public benches in the context of AFCC practices. Indeed, the promotion 
of  benches is  often described as  a  key solution by  planners, then mentioned by  older 
people, and  potentially selected and  put in  place by  local authorities. Here, benches refer 
to  the  practice of  space by  older people in  different ways, and  not only to  sit and  chat. 
The benches programme also illustrates the representational of space: based on the symbol 
of active ageing surrounding AFCC, the benches represent a place to stop/wait in the active use 
of a space, between, for example, home and shops or services. Benches would probably not 
represent, in this sense, a more romanticised or culturally shaped vision of a bench as a place 
to sit and relax (Arcand 1982). Finally, the representation of space refers to the conceptions 
that local planers would promote by  placing benches at strategic locations like services 
and  shops. The  key point here is  to observe that any use of  benches in AFCC is  always 
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a struggle between these dimensions that involve older people (who may ask for the bench 
or be consulted about its potential use), local stakeholders (who can decide to choose benches 
as a pragmatic local, and relatively cheap, expense for very tangible and visible effects) and, 
possibly, planning experts or consultants (who explain what types of benches could be used 
for older people and/or to implicitly exclude tramps). These struggles produce public space, 
and the city. 

Exclusion

The centre of public life, as it was shaped in the 18th century, was the metropolis, the capital, 
the  city (Sennett 2008). The  cosmopolitan city is, in  its imaginary, a  space blind to  race, 
class, and  gender – it is  in  fact defined by  its diversity, its inclusive dream. Sennett, for 
example, perceives the  focus of  urban life on  society instead of  community as  thoroughly 
positive. As  the  term res publica comprises the whole network of  relations and obligations 
between people who are not part of one family or community, but of one society, the interest 
of  the  city is  thus more oriented towards preserving the  common good instead of  serving 
particular interests. One of the main characteristics of public space, when seen as equal with 
urban space, is thus also that it is accessible to all. 

Beyond the  very essential imagination of  the  city as  urban anonymous space versus 
the  village or  neighbourhood as  community space, symbolic power plays a  role in  urban 
and  neighbourhood developments like gentrification, described as  the  process by  which 
higher income households displace lower income residents in  a  neighbourhood, changing 
the  essential character and  flavour of  that neighbourhood (Kennedy and  Leonard 2001). 
The  term power relations, like gentrification, describes the  process by  which economically 
poor but culturally “rich” population groups (artists, intellectuals, students or  the  “creative 
class” in  general) move to  cheap neighbourhoods, valorising the  space with their cultural 
capital and eventually causing rental prices to rise. Löw (2001: 229) describes the re‑shaping 
of  a  neighbourhood’s  image – a  core part of  gentrification – as  the  staging of  territorial 
borders to draw clear demarcation lines on an aesthetic level. The symbols that are being used 
to  evoke identification or  alienation help to  include and  exclude groups on  a  subtler level, 
as  forms of  invisibilisation, but nevertheless producing and  reproducing inequalities. Such 
staging processes can also facilitate place identity and place attachment among those who are 
included; however, they evoke feelings like alienation among those excluded. 

Concluding remarks

Social sciences know many terms for describing unequal life chances: segregation, 
disintegration, inequality, deprivation, replacement, exclusion, expulsion, marginality – 
to  mention but a  few. There was a  time when cities where perceived as  “integration 
machines” – for example by  the  famous Chicago School – but today the  city is  mainly 
said to have lost this function (Geiling 2003). In contrast to  the  age‑friendliness paradigm 
presented in  the  last section, a  material discussion of  this ideal production of  space 
would refer to  the  “spatialisation” of  social inequalities, that is, the  phenomenon whereby 
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disadvantaged populations tend to live in disadvantaged areas, and vice versa for privileged 
populations, which can then be  called residential segregation (Savage, Warde and  Ward 
2003). Residential segregation defines all those processes that eventually lead to  internally 
homogenous spaces that can be based on different social criteria like socio‑economic status 
or ethnicity (Löw et al. 2007). This spatialisation, in  turn, affects the  life chances of  those 
populations, reproducing social inequalities (Häußermann and Siebel 2000). 

By using our ASE triangle, we start answering the  four tasks reviewed in  the  second 
section. To “diversify regional perspectives on spatial exclusion in older age”, we particularly 
explored the potential of French and German literature on space. To “diversify disciplinary 
perspectives on  spatial exclusion in  older age”, we presented work by  geographers 
and  sociologists. To “define core concepts and  terms”, and  consequently follow the  call 
by Walsh and  his colleagues (2017) for more theory of  the  study of  exclusion in  old age, 
inspired by  Lefebvre we isolated in  a  triangle the  key contradictions that organize each 
of the three concepts of ageing, space and exclusion. Eventually, to “enhance the relevance 
of agency in  researching spatial exclusion in older age”, we gave examples like the bench 
to illustrate how the practice of space interacts with representational of space that are always 
in tension with representations of space.

Our ASE triangle has a  heuristic power to  propose new research agenda and  to pay 
attention to  less explored empirical domains, including attention to  public policies. 
First, as  the  production of  space reveals power relations, it might be  fruitful not only 
to  observe or  to  build participative tools to  better take into account older persons, even 
the  “hard‑to‑reach” ones (Buffel 2015), but to  forge a  strong methodology to  evaluate 
the real power of these older people and the impact of their voices on public policies. Second, 
because of  longer life expectancy and  differentiated lifestyles (including living alone), 
the number of older adults living with various social ties and, therefore, potentially without 
strong social support, may increase. In this regard, the  role of  social services in  the  local 
environment should be  taken into account, along with peer groups and  neighbours. 
The neighbourhood needs to be understood as a spatial‑physical living environment and also 
as a social setting for participation and support networks and, as such, as fundamental for 
successfully dealing with everyday life (Drilling and  Schnur 2019). Third, the  openness 
of  the ASE triangle has the  potential to  connect debates about age, space, and  exclusion 
from different disciplines and professions and to identify the most relevant issues for local 
and global political action.
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