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A orignal intuition 

New York City AFC 
“As of the end of May 2013, 536 benches had been installed 
(173 at bus stops), 68 benches had been installed at the 
request of senior centers, and more than 50 benches had 
been placed in locations requested by Aging Improvement 
Districts, the Age-friendly NYC neighborhood level 
community organizing initiative. ” (AFC NYC, 2013, 59 
initiatives, p. 30) 





To avoid to sit and (lazy) relax 

 

 

Le banc retiré… Campain for AVS, Switzerland, 1947 
Source : Lalive d’Epinay, 2003, La retraite et après? Vieillesse entre 
science et conscience, Leçon d’Adieu, Université de Genève, 22 mai. 



• The Anti-homless benches 

Source :  https://seenthis.net/tag/anti-sdf  
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• Promotion of bench in public spaces 

– As an application of ‘active/healthy ageing’ 

– As an application to reduce social isolation 

 

• A potential normativity ‘inside’ the bench, Vs 
potential contradictory practices 

– Research questions : How age in public space is 
mediated by benches? How are benches framed 
within local Age-friendly initiatives?  

 



Theoritical lens 

Henri Lefebvre : Production of space 

(1991, 1974) 

• Spatial practice: everyday practices and perceptions 
of people (attachment) 

• Representational space: signs and symbols 
associated to one location 

• Representations of space: spatial imaginary by 
experts (planners, architects…) and policymakers 

Source of Picture : Par Verhoeff, Bert / Anefo — [1] Dutch National Archives, The Hague, Fotocollectie Algemeen 
Nederlands Persbureau (ANeFo), 1945-1989, Nummer toegang 2.24.01.05 Bestanddeelnummer 924-3417, CC BY-SA 3.0 
nl, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=27290525 

(From Moulaert, Wanka, Drilling, 2018) 



1. Representation of space 
A) The planner/architect solution 

• The French industry of 
urban equipment (2015) 



Gehl’s Cities for people (2010) 

Source : Gehl, J., 2012, Pour des villes à échelle humaine,Montréal, Ecosociété. 



Is technic/esthetic the answer? 

 

Source : Gehl, J., 2012, Pour des villes à échelle humaine,Montréal, Ecosociété, p.156. 



4 elements for a quality of sitting (Gehl 1990): 

• Nice weather conditions, climate 

• Good location (on a border of a urban area, 
protected from the back) 

• An open view 

• Good environmental condition (reduced noise, 
no atmospheric pollution) 

 

 



 



1. Representation of space 
A) At the origin of US Gerontolgy 

• [« Role flexibility »] Consider the changes in role which 
may be made by a man just before and after age 65 
when he was automatically retired from his work. (…) 
He may spend more time with friends at his club; 
indeed, he may join a club for this very purpose. He 
may use a park for the same ends, sitting on a park 
bench with others in pleasant weather, or lounging in 
a park building when it is wet or cold ».  

 
Havighurst, R. J. (1954). Flexibility and the Social Roles of 
the Retired. The American Journal of Sociology, 59(4), 
310. 



1. Representation of space 
B) WHO: influencing policymakers 
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• Old (lonely) men reading alone, 
discussing with other older people 
Old women laughing together 
= intragenerational socialisation 



Environment as a « new » ageing 
domain for action 

« Environments comprise all the factors in the 
extrinsic world that form the context of an 
individual’s life. » (WHO, 2015, 28, from The 
international classification of functioning. 
Disability and health, WHO, 2001). 



• Support the « functional ability » defined as 
« the health-related attributes that enable 
people to be and to do what they have reason 
to value (…) » (WHO, 2015, 227). 

 

 In public places, what do older people want 
to be and to do ? 



2. Towards ‘representional space’ 
Benches as ‘symbols and signs’: A Walloon 

exploration 

• The ‘functional benches’ (to do somth) 

 

Credit of  this  picture : Myriam Leleu 



 

Credit of pictures : Robert Grabczan 



• The ‘official benches’ 



• ‘The welcoming benches’ 

Credit of  this  picture : Myriam Leleu 



• The ‘unexpected benches’ 



• In rural area, the ‘linking benches’ 
(public/private) 

Credit of this picture : Robert Grabczan 



Three key commitments 

• 1) ‘to listen to the needs of their ageing 
population’ 

• 2) to ‘assess and monitor age-friendliness’ 

• 3) to ‘work collaboratively with older people and 
across sectors to create age-friendly physical and 
social environments’.  



1) ‘to listen to the needs of their ageing 
population’  Who is at the table? 



2) to ‘assess and monitor age-friendliness’ : 
need for research + need for local 

appropriation 



3) to ‘work collaboratively with older people 
and across sectors to create age-friendly 

physical and social environments’  



Conclusion 

• Benches offer a materialisation of various 
visions of ‘(ageing in) public space’ 

 

• Unexplored and potentially contradictory 
experiences of benches by older people: « arts 
de faire »/ « Practices of everyday life » or 
« tactics » of (older) people (de Certeau, 1984)  



• Contact  
 

thibauld.moulaert@umrpacte.fr  
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