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Key Messages

• A spatial perspective enables an analysis of the continuous process of ageing drawing on specific
spaces and places.

• A spatial perspective renders visible how social diversity impacts the experience of later life and how
diversity shapes the ageing process.

• Seeing the ageing process through specific spaces offers fresh ways to analyze age(ing).

Age is a conceptual challenge for geographical research due to its twofold character as a marker of difference
(age) and a dynamic process (ageing). The fluidity of the ageing process makes it difficult to employ age as an
analytic variable for empirical research, perhaps even more so than for other social categories such as gender,
ethnicity, social status, or sexual orientation. Drawing on qualitative research with 18 expert interviews and 4
focus group discussions with older people (n = 26) from diverse backgrounds in Berlin (Germany), this paper
argues for a spatial perspective to grasp the individual, continuous process of ageing. Based on the spatial
settings of (1) places of recreation, (2) places of work, and (3) home as examples, our empirical findings reveal
how older people become aware of their own ageing through specific places and how the process of ageing is
perceived in relation to both people of other age groups and one's personal lived lifetime. The intersectional
approach of our research thus demonstrates how social diversity shapes the experience of later life. The paper
concludes by proposing three ways how a spatial perspective on the ageing process can advance debates within
geographies of ageing.
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« C'est à ce moment que vous réalisez votre âge » — Une approche spatiale à l'égard du
vieillissement

L'âge est un problème conceptuel pour la recherche géographique en raison de son double caractère comme
marqueur de la différence (âge) et comme processus dynamique (vieillissement). La fluidité du processus de
vieillissement complique l'utilisation de l'âge comme variable analytique pour la recherche empirique, sans
doute encore plus que pour d'autres catégories sociales, par exemple le genre, l'ethnicité, le statut social ou
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l'orientation sexuelle. S'inspirant d'une recherche qualitative comportant 18 entrevues auprès de quatre
groupes de personnes âgées (n = 26) avec divers antécédents à Berlin (Allemagne), notre texte préconise une
perspective spatiale pour comprendre le processus individuel et continu de vieillissement. Nos analyses
s'appuient sur les paramètres spatiaux (1) de lieux de loisirs, (2) de lieux de travail et (3) de résidence. Les
conclusions révèlent la façon dont les personnes plus âgées prennent conscience de leur propre vieillissement
par l'intermédiaire d'endroits particuliers et par la façon dont le processus de vieillissement est perçu en
relation avec les personnes des autres groupes d'âge et le vécu personnel d'une personne. L'approche
multidimensionnelle de notre recherche démontre donc la manière dont la diversité sociale façonne
l'expérience de la vie future. L'article se termine en proposant trois avenues par lesquelles une perspective
spatiale sur le processus de vieillissement peut faire progresser les débats dans les géographies du
vieillissement.

Mots clés : vieillissement, géographies du vieillissement, diversité sociale, espace relationnel, Berlin

Introduction

Sometimes, I feel I lack energy. This weekend, I was
in the forest with my grandchildren and I had to
bend over all day because we had to collect leaves

and sticks. In the evening, I realized … but I did not
tell my grandchildren, I played along, but it was
hard. That is when you realize your age. (Sofia, FG I,
70–75 years)

Throughout their lives, people move through time,
advancing in age from one day to the next. While a
person's chronological age forms a certain fixed
point for defining age, the ageing process proceeds
continuously day by day. This always fleeting
process of ageing makes it hard to grasp a person's
individual ageing process. This is even more true for
attempts to capture the ageing process from
the outside and employ age(ing) as an analytic
variable in social research, as its twofold character
as a structural category (age) and a continuing
process (ageing) renders age(ing) a complex social
variable (van Dyk 2014, 2015b). However, as Sofia's
quote above indicates, the ageing process seems to
become particularly apparent for the individuum in
concrete situations and specific places.

Geographies of ageing have examined the spatial
dimensions of age(ing) from different perspectives,
such as the relationality of the ageing process
(Harper and Laws 1995; Hopkins and Pain 2007);
how ageing and later life are made and remade
through the interplay of places, affects, and emo-
tions (Andrews et al. 2013; Maclaren 2019;
Barron 2021a, 2021b); spatial settings as transmit-
ters of images of old age (Pain et al. 2000; Enßle and
Helbrecht 2018, 2020); and the importance of
specific places where older people are in control
of their lives, for example the neighbourhood

(Lager et al. 2013; Van Dijk et al. 2015; Finlay 2018;
Buffel and Phillipson 2019), social meeting places
(Hash and Netting 2009; Marhánková 2014; Finlay
et al. 2019), or the home (Oswald et al. 2007;
Milligan 2009; Wiles et al. 2012; Buffel 2017).
Existing research in geographical gerontology has
soundly demonstrated that space matters in later
life: spatial contexts form the material world older
people live in and thus impact living conditions
and quality of later life (e.g., Buffel et al. 2013;
Knight et al. 2018; Carroll et al. 2020). Spatial
concepts such as proximity and distance impact
older people's social networks (e.g., Conkova and
King 2019; Enßle et al. 2020); spatialities shape the
realm of imaginations and ideas about later life
and vice versa (Pain et al. 2000; Enßle and
Helbrecht 2018; Maclaren 2019). Most of these
studies focus on “older people” as a social group,
thus employing age as a structural category.

To our knowledge, the other aspect of age,
namely the ageing process, has been investigated
to a lesser extent. Yet it seems crucial to account
for the twofold character of age(ing) as both a
marker of difference and a dynamic process when
exploring age(ing). Moreover, two further aspects
add to the complexity of age(ing) (see Figure 1):
first, the (dual) relationality of the ageing process
in relation to people of other age groups and to
one's own biography (van Dyk 2015b) and second,
the entanglement of age(ing) with other social
categories. From an intersectional perspective, the
experience of the ageing process and of being an
older person is inseparably related to other social
categories, such as gender, sexual orientation,
ethnicity, social class, and bodily ability (e.g.,
Calasanti 1996; Enßle and Helbrecht 2020;
Finlay 2021). It is against the backdrop of the
threefold multidimensionality of age(ing), meaning
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the concurring aspects of (1) its character as
category and process, (2) the dual relationality of
the ageing process, and (3) the entanglement of age
(ing) with other social categories, that we propose a
spatial perspective to capture the process of
ageing. We understand space and ageing as en-
tangled and reciprocally emerging entities. This, we
argue, renders concrete spaces tangible entry
points to explore the fluid process of ageing. We
further demonstrate that understanding age spa-
tially allows to make visible the dual relationality of
the ageing process and the interplay of age(ing)
with other social categories.

In what follows, we first explain what renders age
(ing) a complex analytic category for empirical
research and conceptual debates and then point to
promising geographical attempts to productively
employ a spatial perspective when analyzing age
(ing). Drawing on empirical data from our case
study in Berlin (Germany), we subsequently explain
the value of a spatial perspective to scrutinize the
process of ageing.

The multidimensionality of age(ing)

Although age is one of the personal details most
frequently asked about in everyday settings, it is

far from being a banal social category. We refer
here to three overlapping dimensions that render
age(ing) an especially complex social category: (1)
the twofold character of age(ing) as a marker of
difference and a process, (2) the dual relationality
of age(ing) to other age groups and to one's own
biography, and (3) the interrelationship of age(ing)
with other social categories (see Figure 1).

First, its twofold character as structural category
and process complicates age(ing) as a variable for
social research (van Dyk 2015b). Regarding the
structural dimension of age, geographies of ageing
have so far primarily focused on the experiences of
older people. A renowned review by Skinner et al.
(2015) locates the subfield of geographies of ageing
at the intersection of human geography and social
gerontology, implying that geographies of ageing
are dedicated solely to the study of older people.
While geographies of children and youth cover the
other end of the demographic scale (e.g., Skelton
and Aitken 2019; Freeman 2020), “there are no
geographies of adults in sight” (Hopkins and
Pain 2007, 287). This focus on the margins,
meaning the very young and the very old, entails
failing to engage with age as an analytic variable as
such. Although the unspoken understanding of
geographies of ageing as “geographies of older
people” has led to deep insights into older people's
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lives, it has also neglected the second dimension of
age: the ageing process. It is this procedural
dimension that renders age(ing) a social variable
that is as fascinating as it is hard to grasp. Research
has struggled to assign social phenomena to either
age‐specific or cohort‐specific causes, as the
simultaneous existence of both—a social group of
“older people” at a given time and the shared
cohort experiences of this group—makes it practi-
cally impossible to disentangle causalities (van
Dyk 2015a). Furthermore, the fact that people
continuously progress through age categories
means that they belong to different age groups
over their life span (Enßle and Helbrecht 2018). For
sure, people might also move between other social
categories, such as social class, sexual orientation,
or gender. However, the individually flowing pro-
cess is the very nature of age(ing).

Second, the dual relationality of ageing to both
people of younger age and a person's biography
(van Dyk 2015b) adds another layer of complexity
to age(ing) as an analytic variable. At what point in
time later life begins is a contested question, and
rejecting becoming part of the social group “older
people” is prevalent (Mowl et al. 2000). Seemingly
objective criteria, such as retirement age, are
merely individual perspectives on ageing that are
constantly made and re‐made by older individuals
(Barron 2021b), and even prove irrelevant in
specific contexts, as we will show below. Diverse
subjective experiences and imaginations that
cannot be separated from a person's biography
impact what is ascribed to older age and how a
person experiences this stage of life (Enßle and
Helbrecht 2020). Likewise, no age group is able to
exist without relationships to other age groups,
because if we understand “age as being produced
in the interactions between different people, then it
becomes more difficult to talk about geographies
of children, older people or anyone else in isola-
tion” (Hopkins and Pain 2007, 288). Thus, to grasp
a person's experience of ageing, we should con-
sider both aspects: their life‐course in relation to
the present (Barron 2021a) and the construction of
age in relation to people of other ages.

Third, we consider age(ing) to be inseparably
entangled with other social categories. Preliminary
studies from the field of geographies of ageing
have shown how the interrelationship between
social categories such as gender (e.g., Pain
et al. 2000; Henery 2011; Marhánková 2014), social

class (e.g., Lager et al. 2013; Buffel and Phil-
lipson 2019; Finlay et al. 2020), sexual orientation
(e.g., Schütze 2017; Marhánková 2019), or migra-
tion history (e.g., Buffel 2017; Enßle and Hel-
brecht 2020) impact the experience of being an
older person. It thus seems impossible to isolate
age(ing) from other social categories when trying to
understand individual ageing experiences.

Spatial perspectives on age(ing)

The spatial perspective on the ageing process that
we propose here builds on previous work by
geographers who have productively connected
spatial perspectives with the temporal dimension
of age(ing). One cornerstone of our understanding
of age(ing) is that it is relational, as put forward by
Hopkins and Pain. Their critique that “geographers
have still to break out of the tradition of fetishizing
the margins and ignoring the centre” (Hopkins and
Pain 2007, 287) aims towards a holistic concept of
age(ing) that is aware of the relational links
between different age groups. In this sense, people
appear to be of young, middle, or older age only in
relation and in comparison to people of other age
groups. The conceptualization of age(ing) as rela-
tional was inspired by various schools of thought,
such as more‐than‐representational theories (e.g.,
Andrews et al. 2013; Maclaren 2018, 2019;
Barron 2021a, 2021b), posthumanist perspectives
(e.g., Andrews and Duff 2019a, 2019b), and new
materialism (e.g., Buse and Twigg 2014; Buse
et al. 2018; Katz 2019; Twigg 2021). For this paper,
we specifically draw on approaches that stress the
entanglement of the experience of old age as a
stage of life, and of the ageing process with aspects
beyond representation such as memory, affects
and emotions. Thinking about spaces as constantly
“coming into being” (Massey 2005) and evolving
through relationships with other spaces and places
(Skinner et al. 2015) is inherent in a more‐than‐
representational approach to ageing, for example
by seeing through a spatial lens how the life‐course
mediates the present (Barron 2021a) or by ex-
ploring the affective dimensions of rural ageing
(Maclaren 2018). Merging both aspects—age as
relational and space as relational—opens up new
questions about “how multiple spaces and places
at multiple scales are responsible for age relations”
(Skinner et al. 2015, 787; Andrews et al. 2013).
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Studies on the construction of ageing experiences
through spaces build on the recognition of the
entanglement of relational spaces and relational
age. The key argument in this line of research is
that spaces and places allow for different construc-
tions of who belongs to the group “older people” and
what is ascribed to old age. Again, the experience of
other age groups has largely been disregarded. Pain
et al. (2000) have shown impressively how people use
leisure spaces and the home to prevent becoming
part of the group “older people” (also Mowl
et al. 2000). Thus, images of later life unfold in close
relationship to spaces as people deliberately use
space to display a certain image (Enßle and Hel-
brecht 2020). Beyond the personal experience of
becoming an older person, space matters for the
social construction of later life (Barron 2021a, 2021b).
Some places (e.g., the nursing home) symbolize a
rigid negotiation of what is ascribed to later life,
while other spaces (e.g., housing projects for the
older generation) allow for more flexible negotiation
(Enßle and Helbrecht 2018).

To develop our argument for a spatial perspec-
tive on the process of ageing, we build on the idea
that affective and emotional aspects of everyday
life allow us to understand how later life and
the ageing process are constantly made and
remade through subtle moments and assemblages
between humans, materialities, and immaterialities
(Barron 2021b), as put forward by more‐than‐
representational theories. We argue that concrete
spaces offer a methodological entry point not only
to this assemblage, they further allow for analytical
engagement with the flowing nature of the ageing
process. We further propose that through this,
other dimensions of age(ing) become visible and
open to analysis, namely the dual relationality of
age to other age groups and one's own biography,
as well as the entanglement of age(ing) with other
social categories.

Case study and methods

The findings of this paper build on empirical
research conducted within the scope of a research
project on social diversity and ageing in Berlin from
2017 to 2020. The aim of the project was to explore
the interrelationships between an ageing society and
the growing diversification of the population in
terms of social class, gender, sexual orientation,

migration experiences, and bodily ability. Besides
applied‐oriented research goals, such as providing
information on the needs of a diversified older
population, the project sought to contribute to
conceptual debates in geographies of ageing, such
as a spatial approach to the ageing process. Berlin
was chosen as a case study as the city reflects
Germany's—and in fact Europe's—demographic si-
tuation well, as almost 20% of the population is 65
years or older (Amt für Statistik Berlin‐
Brandenburg 2018), compared to Germany as a
whole where slightly over 21% of the population is
in this age group (Statistisches Bundesamt 2018).
Berlin is a diverse city, which is reflected in the
makeup of its older generation. Due to the city's
division into East Berlin andWest Berlin from 1961 to
1989, there are significant differences in the biogra-
phical influences characterizing the older genera-
tions. In addition, migrants who are part of today's
older population came to the two parts of Berlin
from different countries and for different reasons
(Lanz 2007): “guest workers” from southern and
southeastern Europe migrated to West Berlin, and
workers from socialist countries such as Vietnam,
Cuba, and Mozambique to the Eastern part of the
city. Opportunities for university studies and appren-
ticeships attracted people to both parts of Berlin.
More recent migrant movements include family
reunifications and refugee migration. Besides
migration‐related diversity, Berlin is a city where
other kinds of diversity in later life are rather visible.
Berlin is the home of the first housing project for
older LGBT people in Europe (Wiedemeier 2011), and
a first housing project for older lesbian women is
about to be established (RuT 2019).

We carried out expert interviews and focus group
discussions from May 2017 to January 2018 to
explore the interrelationships between ageing and
diversity. All qualitative research was conducted in
German; the quotes were anonymized and translated
into English by the authors. The names that we use in
this paper are all pseudonyms. In a first empirical
approach, we conducted 18 semi‐structured expert
interviews with staff members from counselling
centres as well as initiatives and housing projects
for older people; these interviews lasted from 50 to
118minutes (for the composition of the expert inter-
views, see supplementary data). Key subjects included
physical, mental, and social challenges in later life; the
ageing process (positive and negative connotations of
becoming an older person); and interrelationships
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between diversity and ageing (e.g., specific socio‐
cultural images of later life, family values). To include
a broad range of experiences, we approached institu-
tions with a diverse clientele. While the institutiona-
lized actors, working at organizations such as a
housing company or a state‐led counselling centre,
shared their work experience, interviewees from self‐
organized initiatives tended to be part of their
clientele, thus mixing accounts of their professional
experience with personal narratives. The 75‐year‐old
founder of an initiative for older people from the Arab
community, for example, reported both her own
experiences and the problems and needs of her
clients. We thus refer to “experts” in the sense of
Meuser and Nagel (2009, 468) as “actors who acquire
special knowledge through their occupation, and not
necessarily through their formation.” All interviews
were transcribed verbatim and analyzed according to
Mayring's qualitative content analysis (Mayring 2000)
in a dual approach combining deductive content
structuring with inductive category‐building.

After this first round of empirical exploration,
we extracted three hypotheses from the expert
interviews to be discussed in focus groups with
older people. During these focus groups, partici-
pants were asked to share their opinion on the
following statements:

(1) The social diversity of older people evokes a
multiplicity of images of old age and later life;

(2) Despite the diversity of the older generation,
people unanimously refer to the same chal-
lenges in later life: health concerns and fear of
needing care, financial problems, and fear of
loneliness; and

(3) Multi‐layered reasons exist for having or
lacking family support, such as social and
physical proximity or distance, social and

cultural expectations, and personal stress
among carers and older persons.

This research step aimed at linking expert
knowledge from the interviews with older people's
everyday life experiences. In total, 26 older people
took part in the four focus groups. To capture
varied ageing experiences, the focus groups were
assembled to include members of different age
groups, gender profiles, and linkages to leisure
groups, and they included elders from inner and
outer city districts (Table 1). We analyzed the focus
groups in an intersubjective process with a group
of four researchers, again employing qualitative
content analysis (see above). The hypotheses were
developed in regular meetings with the four
researchers in order to include different readings
of the material and minimize blind spots.

The quotes included in the following sections
have attributions that include the participant's
pseudonym, focus group (FG) or interview (I)
number, and age.

A spatial perspective on the ageing
process

Participants’ emotional narratives of getting older
and being part of the older generation emerged as
an important topic in the focus group discussions.
Short episodes recounted by individual partici-
pants and the ensuing discussions within the group
revealed that specific situations tied to concrete
places play a key role in making people aware of
their ageing process, and furthermore, that the
experience of the ageing process is inseparably tied
to the relationality of age to one's own biography,
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Table 1
Composition of the focus groups

Focus group
Number of
participants Gender

Approximate age
range City district

Older
migrants

I – Members of the municipal senior
delegation

6 3 female 65–75 Inner and outer city
districts

4
3 male

II – Members of a lesbian‐gay theatre group 5 3 female 65–75 Inner city district 0
2 male

III – Visitors of a neighbourhood cafe 5 All female 70–95 Outer city district 0
IV –Members of an intercultural organization
for older people

11 8 female 70–90 Inner city district 2
3 male
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to other age groups, and to social categories. In the
following sections, we examine three exemplary
places from our empirical data:—(1) places of
recreation, (2) places of work, and (3) home—to
show how the process of ageing becomes visible
through a spatial perspective. We chose these
places as they serve best to illustrate our argument.

Places of recreation

Due to the fleeting character of ageing, there is no
objective demarcation that forms an entry point to
“later life.” However, the realization that one has
become older seems to be encouraged by unusual
spatial settings. As Georg, a member of Focus
Group I, recounts:

Talking about grandchildren, I was taught that you
should not overestimate oneself, but acknowledge
that you have grown a bit older. We had been to a

water park with a huge water slide. So I took my five‐
year‐old grandson and went down the slide with him.
The result was that I came down nearly blacked out.
The little one couldn't swim, I couldn't see him

anymore, and I was so frightened that he would
drown. At that time, I said to myself that I would
never again do anything like that. I have now arrived

at a boundary where you can't do everything you
want. This was the moment when I realized that I still
have to learn a lot. (Georg, FG I, 73)

Georg's narration of his experience on the water
slide draws attention to situations far from peo-
ple's everyday living environment as they seem to
make the ageing experience perceptible. In his daily
routines, Georg did not realize that he was growing
older. Visiting a place that breaks with his routine
activities, such as a water park, made him realize
that he had grown older and his body had changed.
Georg's fear that his grandchild could drown
intermingles with the spatial setting and his self‐
perception, pointing to the role of the assemblage
of people, space, affects, and emotions to the
ageing experience (Maclaren 2019; Barron 2021a).
Thus, Georg realized his own ageing process in
relation to his grandchildren. Using a water slide is
not an everyday activity for a 70‐year‐old person.
However, spending time with his grandchildren, he
shared their activities and became aware through
this experience that he had grown older—similar to
what Sofia expressed in the quote that opened this

paper, about a day in the woods with her grand-
children.

Findings from our second focus group discus-
sion with a theatre club of older lesbian and gay
individuals show how the biographical experience
as well as the entanglement of social diversity and
the ageing experience become visible through
another place of leisure, the theatre stage. The
group scripts their own plays, which are based on
the life stories of the group members—for example
the biographies of two older gay protagonists and
how they became who they are today. Conversa-
tions about the ageing process make apparent that
the older person comes into being in relation to
their younger self (see also van Dyk 2015b; Enßle
and Helbrecht 2020). Compared to earlier times,
older age is perceived as freedom, as Lora (FG II, 13)
puts it: “I had several relationships with men and
two with women. But the older I get, the more this
pressure disappears. I do not have to have a
boyfriend or a girlfriend. I feel much freer.” The
other members of the group agreed with this
freedom in today's later life. Compared to earlier
biographical experiences where homosexuality was
despised or even sanctioned as criminal, today the
group experiences both aspects as freedom:
freedom to disclose one's non‐heterosexual orien-
tation and freedom from pressure to engage in
romantic relationships at all. It is the space of the
theatre stage that engenders a dialogue between
different experiences of ageing and provides a
space where people are free to express what it
means to be an older, homosexual person. The
theatre stage becomes a place where people find
“ways to become comfortable with their shifting
bodies and societal roles” (Finlay 2021, 89).

Places of work

During an expert interview, a social worker in the
older Vietnamese community described the lack of
retirement pensions as a serious problem. Asked
about her clients’ everyday life, Yen reported that
many of them continue to work in family‐led
enterprises such as small shops, restaurants, or
tailor's shops (I13, 45–50). After German reunifica-
tion in 1990, Vietnamese workers in former East
Germany had to either leave Germany with a small
monetary compensation or be able to provide for
themselves; their residency status was unclear
(Wolf 2007). Yen explained that most of her clients
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lost their employment after German reunification,
which is why founding a business was the only way
to survive financially. At that time, people were
occupied with the issues of everyday life and
hardly anyone cared about insurance: “Vietnamese
people here do not have any pension insurance. We
are usually self‐employed and have no insurance.
We continue working into very old age” (Yen, I
13, 45–50).

This example illustrates the entanglements of the
multidimensional character of ageing in two regards.
First, it is the place of work that renders the ageing
process visible. A person might have had the same
routines for a long time, and coming to work is his or
her everyday activity. However, the spatial setting,
the small shop or restaurant, renders the presence of
the older person as a worker unusual, breaking with
the common perceptions of older people as retirees.
The presence of an older Vietnamese person in a
working environment further points to the fact
that behaviours and decisions at earlier points in
time affect a person's situation in older age. For
example, the failure to take out insurance decades ago
shapes the ageing experience of today, displaying
how the life‐course heavily impacts the present
(Barron 2021a).

Comparing the narrative of the expert interview on
Vietnamese elders with the focus group discussions
engenders insights into the interrelationship and
intersectionality between migrant history, social
class, and the ageing experience. In the focus groups,
well‐educated older people described old age as a life
stage characterized by freedom, to be filled with
activities they choose themselves, for example
volunteer work. Georg (FG I, 73) recounts how he
continued to work after the age of 65 and later
decided to quit and engage in community involve-
ment at the age of 70. His social position as a well‐
educated, wealthy man with German citizenship
allowed him to realize his personal vision of later life.

Home

Lastly, we use home to illustrate how a spatial
perspective offers insights into the multidimen-
sionality of age(ing). Home is considered one of the
most important places for older people, and a
range of studies engage with its particular meaning
in later life (e.g., Oswald and Wahl 2005;
Milligan 2009; Wiles et al. 2012). Findings from
our research confirm those of previous studies, as

our participants attribute meaning to their home as
a place full of memories. Mary (FG III, 14) puts it
this way: “The housing company wanted to have
my flat back, they kept on calling me. They offered
me a smaller flat and to pay for the moving. They
were really generous. But I told them: ‘You know,
my deceased husband put so much effort and love
into this flat, I will not move’.” Home appears here
as a material result of the ageing process and a
person's biography. Experiences and narratives are
inscribed in mundane objects like furniture and
tableware, beloved people are present through
pictures and memories tied to the flat (FG III). The
quote demonstrates how the home emerges as an
assemblage of humans, materialities, emotions,
and memories (Lorimer 2005).

However, retirement entails fewer occasions to
leave the house and, especially when older people
remain alone when their partner is deceased, home
becomes a symbol of loneliness: “the silence in the
empty flat drives [me] crazy” (Elisabeth, FG III, 78).
Our research clearly points to gender differences in
how people cope with the fact that they are no
longer as mobile as before and therefore spend
more time at home. While Elisabeth and other
female focus group participants developed delib-
erate strategies to break their isolation and leave
the house, Sofia describes the following:

Social isolation? That I have at home. My husband … I
am more active and he says “Oh you go, I'll stay at
home.” He has completely withdrawn since he retired.

He was a hotel manager in Berlin and he does not
want to be among people anymore. That is social
isolation because he does not socialize with his

friends, he rejects them. (Sofia, FG I, 81)

Previous studies have shown thatmen have greater
difficulties adjusting to retirement and finding
new things to do in later life (Marhánková 2014),
and that home in particular can be a place where
masculine identity in later life is renegotiated
(Mowl et al. 2000). In traditional family constellations
where women do most of the housework, home can
be the place where gender roles established over
time might clash in later life. While women keep
their sphere of responsibility, men might lose their
sense of being in the world when retiring. This
experience is inseparably connected to time and the
process of ageing as gender roles emerge through
social practices that are repeated again and again
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(West and Zimmermann 1987), making it hard to
break them in later life.

Concluding our three examples—places of re-
creation, places of work, and home—we underline
that we do not argue that the spaces per se render
the ageing process visible, but rather that they do
so for our interviewees with their specific experi-
ences and “life‐course[s] [that] mediate[s] the
present in unexpected and expected ways”
(Barron 2021a, 621). Rather than arguing that these
spaces have fixed characteristics and are specifi-
cally suitable for analyzing ageing, we refer to
relational spaces as constantly under construction
(Massey 2005; Andrews et al. 2013). We argue for a
spatial perspective on the ageing process—the
concrete place to employ depends on the ageing
experience in question.

Connecting space and time
in geographies of ageing

The findings above exemplify how a spatial per-
spective enables us to unpack the multidimension-
ality of age(ing). Deploying space and the spatiality
of everyday life as a methodological perspective on
the ageing process not only allows us to grasp the
continuously flowing character of ageing, but
further helps to disentangle the interrelationships
between the relationality of ageing, social diversity,
and the experience of becoming older and being an
older person. For this purpose, we build on existing
work from more‐than‐representational theories
that understand older age “less as a stable con-
tainer of meaning, and more as something which
emerges and ruptures through the unfolding of
events” (Barron 2021a, 2–3). Hence, the ageing
process is literally taking place(s). We therefore
propose three ways in which a spatial perspective
on the ageing process can advance geographies of
ageing.

First, our findings add to the observation by
Skinner et al. (2015, 787) on the interplay of
relational space and relational age as they under-
stand “multiple spaces and places at multiple
scales” to be responsible for age relations. Our
findings on places of recreation contribute to this
insight. The narrative of the water park concep-
tualizes places of recreation in relation to spaces
of everyday life, rendering these spaces a break
from routine. It is this very rupture of routines,

being in an unusual setting, and affects and
emotions related to this, that can make people
aware of the ageing process. As spaces and
places evolve in relation to other spaces at
multiple scales (Andrews et al. 2013), the lived
experience of places of recreation emerges only
in relation to everyday places, thereby producing
disruptions in behaviour that render the ageing
process tangible.

Second, our findings add to observations about
the co‐construction of age(ing) and space. While
previous studies have primarily worked on the
interrelationship of space and age as social cate-
gories (e.g., Enßle and Helbrecht 2018; Carroll
et al. 2020), we look into the interrelationship
between space and the ageing process. In our
study, the example of home reveals how becoming
an older person can impact the meaning of home.
During the ageing process, home can become a
constricting, lonely place. Reasons to leave home
may decrease when entering retirement, and
people have to look for meaningful activities to
fill everyday life (Marhánková 2014). Thus, limita-
tions caused by diminishing bodily ability might
render it more difficult to visit places outside the
home. This is especially true in the current situa-
tion of the COVID‐19 pandemic where the simple
fact of being of older age can restrict older people
to home, resulting in alarming rates of feelings of
loneliness (Berg‐Weger and Morley 2020). While
home might be a place of rest and freedom in
relation to school or the workplace during child-
hood and middle age, this can change when
entering or in retirement. Then, men in particular
tend to experience home as constricting (see also
Mowl et al. 2000). As the life‐course impacts the
present (Barron 2021a), it seems plausible that the
construction of home as a place of refuge, as a
place of memory, or even as a place of isolation, is
inseparably tied to a person's biography and the
ageing process. Space and age(ing) are thus in a
constant dual co‐construction of age as a structural
category and a process.

Third, we would like to underscore—and thereby
invite scholars to become more aware of—the
unique potentials of the subfield of geographies
of ageing at its disciplinary intersections. Within
social gerontology, the geographical perspective
can enrich conceptual thinking with geographical
insights that place matters and that the social, the
spatial, as well as affective and emotional aspects,
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come into being in constant interaction (Andrews
et al. 2013). At the same time, critical geography
could truly profit from integrating age(ing) as an
analytic variable in social research. This includes
not only countering the marginalized position of
age(ing) within intersectional debates, but could
also question the seemingly “natural” construction
of middle‐aged people as the norm (van Dyk 2016;
Enßle and Helbrecht 2018).

The findings of this paper are limited by the fact
that we collected only voices of people in Berlin,
which restricts the scope of experience. Further,
none of our participants lived in a nursing home or
could be considered in a state of real frailty, so our
findings reflect a sample that did not encompass
those aspects of the ageing experience. Under-
standing the experiences of older people from
other cities and different parts of the world, as
well as those who are truly disadvantaged, could
greatly enlarge the picture.

Concluding remarks

Age(ing) proves to be a challenging variable in
social research due to its twofold character as a
marker of difference and a dynamic process. In
addition, the dual relationality of ageing to a
person's biography and to people of other age
groups—as well as the inseparable link between
age(ing) and other social variables such as gender,
social class, and sexual orientation—further com-
plicate empirical research and conceptual thinking
about age(ing). In this paper, we proposed a spatial
perspective as a way to unpack the multidimen-
sionality of age(ing). Drawing on examples from
places of recreation, places of work, and home, we
demonstrated how a spatial perspective (1) helps to
grasp the fleeting character of the ageing process,
and (2) allows researchers to unpack the dual
relationality of ageing and the link between age
(ing) and other social variables. Against the back-
drop of our findings, we argued that geographers
should become aware that the subfield of geogra-
phies of ageing is uniquely able to work concep-
tually with age(ing) as a social category. It is the
spatial perspective that can offer fresh approaches
and new insights into the experience of becoming
older and being an older person.

This paper is a first attempt to put forward a
spatial perspective on ageing processes, and we

have engaged with particular types of places.
Further research could take this perspective to
other places and at other scales, such as the micro
scale of the ageing body, the medium level of the
neighbourhood or city, or even a macro perspective
spanning a country or continent. Lastly, we con-
sider it crucial to look at the ageing process not
just at the margins of childhood and later life, but
also in between. How middle‐aged people realize
their ageing process and how this is tied to
relationalities of age(ing) and space, as well as
other social variables, could reveal valuable, maybe
complementary, knowledge on the character of age
(ing) as such. Ageing affects all beings throughout
their lives, and geographers could truly contribute
to understanding this complex process.
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