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Abstract

The aim was to explore health in relation to the home as experienced by very old, single-
living Swedish people. Applying a grounded theory approach, 40 men and women aged 80—
89 were interviewed in their own homes. Data analysis revealed the main theme “The home is
the hub of health”, comprising two categories, “The home as support for health”, and “Having
an inner driving force to maintain health”. Health was described as being active and
participating, and during the aging process the home became an increasingly important source
of support. The older people were aware of their vulnerability, and knew that their life
situation could change rapidly. Thus, health was always interpreted in relation to this. They
had a strong inner driving force to maintain health, and within the home they challenged their
capacity, and used different adaptive strategies targeting person-environment-activity
transactions. Our findings imply the need for focusing on the opportunities for activity and
participation in all interventions. They also challenge current national and international
housing policy emphasizing the benefits of staying put, thus contributing to a more diverse

view of what kind of housing arrangements are optimal for very old people.

Keywords: Elderly, semi-structured interviews, daily activities, societal participation,

adaptive strategies.



1. Introduction

Worldwide, the population of very old people (80 years and above) is rapidly increasing. In
the Western world, an increasing proportion of very old people remain living in their ordinary
homes despite health decline. While current health and social policy aims to support “aging-
in-place”, if aging is to be a positive experience for older people then measures to help them
remain healthy and active are necessary. In particular, home environments that support health
is needed (World Health Organization, 2002). As people grow older they spend relatively
more time in their homes; very old people tend to spend on average 80% of their time at
home. Consequently, in very old age daily activities are predominantly performed in the home
and its close surroundings (Baltes, et al., 1999). This poses considerable challenges to
community planning and housing development (Gitlin, 2003), however, housing issues are
rarely considered in national and international social policy frameworks. In fact, the home is
an under-researched factor with respect to its role in maintaining and improving health among
older people, and more research is needed to provide an evidence base for housing policy and

recommendations.

Previous research on the role of the home for older people revealed that it is the most
important locus in their lives. For example, the home means safety and security for the
person who lives there (Dahlin-lvanoff et al., 2007), and it is an important signification of
independence and autonomy in very old age (Haak et al., 2007b). Moreover, participation in
valued activities, as well as the ability to make autonomous decisions in daily life, is to a
large extent related to a supportive home (Haak et al., 2007a; Haak et al., 2007Db).
Furthermore, relationships between different aspects of housing, for example accessibility,
usability and the meaning of home on the one hand, and independence in daily activities and

perceived health on the other have been found (lwarsson et al., 2007; Oswald et al., 2007).



This is a strong indication of the supportive role of the home environment in very old age, in
particular due to the fact that older people are increasingly vulnerable to environmental
demands (lwarsson, 2005). While “aging-in-place” in one’s own home is seen to positively
enhance well-being, autonomy and participation among older people (American Association
of Retired Persons, 2000; Perez et al., 2001; Rosel, 2003; Mynatt et al, 2004), the evidence of
links between the home and health of older people is limited (Spillman, 2004; Gitlin et al.,
2006). In particular, in order to refine the ongoing debate about which type of housing
arrangements, in very wide sense, supports health among older people, qualitative studies
investigating relationships are necessary (lwarsson et al., 2007). However, no research has
focused on how the very old people themselves perceive the relations between home and
health. Accordingly, the aim of this study was to explore health in relation to the home as

experienced by very old, single-living Swedish people.

2. Materials and methods

2.1 Study context and design

Data were collected as part of the ENABLE-AGE Project, involving 1 918 very old single-
living people from Sweden, Germany, the United Kingdom, Hungary, and Latvia (Iwarsson et
al., 2005), in Sweden n=397. Out of those, a sub-sample of 40 participants in each country was
selected for an in-depth qualitative study, the ENABLE-AGE In-Depth Study, with the purpose
of revealing a deeper understanding of the meaning of home, autonomy, health and well-being,
as well as participation in very old age. This study is based on interviews from the Swedish

sample.

The qualitative approach of this study was based on grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss,

1967), as developed by Charmaz (2003; 2006). In view of the fact that the collected data



yielded rich and comprehensive information, this paper focuses specifically on the
relationships between home and health, while other results are presented elsewhere (Dahlin-

Ivanoff et al., 2007; Haak et al., 2007a; Haak et al., 2007Db).

2.2 Participants

Already at the time of the survey study data collection, the participants had signaled their
interest and tentative agreement to participate in the forthcoming in-depth study. For the
theoretical sampling procedure the Swedish ENABLE-AGE Survey Study database was used
to identify potential participants representing diversity in the following variables: gender, age,
type of dwelling, self-rated perceived health, dependence in activities of daily living, aspects
of person-environment fit, and degree of participation. All 40 participants (17 men and 23
women) were between 80 and 89 years of age (Md: 85 years). The majority of them lived in
multi-dwelling blocks, while only a few lived in single-family houses. Twenty-one
participants rated their health as very good or good, while another 19 rated it as fair or poor.
Six participants were dependent in personal activities of daily living, 25 in instrumental
activities of daily living, and six were dependent in both. About 50% of the participants were
engaged in clubs, voluntary work or the like. There was also variation among participants

when it comes to accessibility problems in their homes.

2.3. Data collection and analysis

An interview schedule was developed, based on the five key concepts of the ENABLE-AGE
Project. The interviews were accomplished in an iterative process by a team of four: the two
authors and two additional interviewers. Each of them performed ten interviews, successively
accomplished in rounds of one to three interviews per interviewer. The time and date of the

interviews were arranged over the telephone, in accordance with each participant’s



preferences. All interviews were conducted at home visits, following the predetermined
themes, with individually adapted follow-up questions (Charmaz, 2003). Each interview
lasted 1- 1.5 hours. Immediately thereafter the interviewer took field notes. During the
interview and analysis period the interviewer team met regularly once a month. At the first
two meetings one interview from each interviewer was discussed, and on the three subsequent
meetings two to three interviews from each interviewer were discussed. After each of these
discussions the interview schedule was revised. The subsequent meetings were focused on
more analysis of the transcripts and the emergent categorization of the data. After the
interviews and the first step of analysis were completed, it was considered necessary to carry
out separate analytical processes focusing on each of the key concepts of the ENABLE-AGE

In-Depth Study (see also Dahlin-Ivanoff et al., 2007; Haak et al., 2007a; Haak et al., 2007b).

All interviews were taped and transcribed verbatim during the interview procedure and close
to the interview occasion. The field notes written down immediately after the interview were
in fact a first step of analysis. They were used to document the interviewer’s interpretations of
the context of the interview, the key points revealed in the interview in relation to the research
questions, initial ideas for analytical themes, relationships between themes, and the general
tone of the interview. In a first step of analysis, in order to maximize theoretical sensitivity
and rigor in between rounds of interviewing, the interviewer team had regular meetings for
analysis and discussion. The tapes were listened to several times, and the verbatim-typed
interviews were analyzed using line by line coding followed by focused coding (Charmaz,
2003). Codes emerged, were compared and sorted into categories in order to identify the
participants’ experiences of the relationships between home and health. Each category was

examined in order to identify the properties that characterize the category, and subcategories



emerged. The analysis was conducted in an iterative process, moving back and forth,

constantly re-examining data and the emerging categories.

Before each interview written informed consent was obtained, and each interview was treated

confidentially. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee, Lund University, Sweden.

3. Results

3.1 The home is the hub of health

Health was described in terms of being able to manage daily activities at home and to
participate in society. During the aging process the home became increasingly important and
in many different ways the center, the hub, of the lives of the very old people. It was a safe
and firm place to return to for rest and recovery, and the place where one could manage on
one’s own terms, in spite of disease and declining functional capacity. The very old people
were very aware that due to aging they belonged to a group that is vulnerable. They knew that
their life situation could change rapidly, and health was always interpreted in relation to this.
Still, they had a strong inner driving force to maintain health, and within the familiarity of the
home they challenged their capacity and took action for maintained health. Accordingly, the
home was an important source of support for health. As a result of the analyses the main
theme, The home is the hub of health, emerged, comprising two categories: The home as

support for health, and Having an inner driving force to maintain health.

3.1.1 The home as support for health
The home was a safe and familiar environment, and a place that the older people could return
to when life outside home was too demanding. A familiar, safe and functional home

compensated for declining capacity, supported routines developed over the years, and



enhanced daily activities and participation. Thus, the home was an important source of
support for the health of the very old people. As a result of the analyses, two subcategories

emerged: The home is a familiar and safe place, and The home is functional.

3.1.1.1 The home is a familiar and safe place

The home offered familiarity and security, and was the place where the very old people could
be on their own without necessarily having to negotiate with anyone else. They identified
themselves with their home, and thus to a large extent used the home environment as an
extension of themselves. The home could on the other hand be an unfamiliar place where one
felt like a stranger, for example after a forced move, and also a place where one felt insecure
in the neighborhood. Being able to maintain close relationships to children and grandchildren
was of the utmost importance for health. In relation to this, the very old persons imagined that
living in sheltered housing would seriously affect their possibilities of receiving visits from

relatives and friends. As one very old man expressed his perceptions of the home:

Home, well, I think of a place where | can be in peace and where | can invite my friends.
That’s probably the main thing (...). Yes, it means a great deal, | think (to be in peace)
because if you have some complaint and you often have pains and that, then you don’t

always have enough vitality to receive people. (Man).

3.1.1.2 The home is functional

A functional home meant that the home was planned, organized and adapted according to
one’s needs and preferences. The home supported routines, for example, by the way things
were placed, thus enhancing daily activities. Knowing where things were saved energy and
made daily activities easier, and in this way, daily activities that were important for health

could still be performed to the older person’s satisfaction.



It’s getting more and more important that | put everything in the right place, so that |
don’t need to run and look for things (...) because then you don’t remember where you
put them. Yes, I’m very careful about that! | have become more orderly and careful over

the years because it makes life easier (...). (Woman).

Having close and easy access to a food store, library, primary health care center etc.,
enhanced daily life and contributed to independence. Being able to go for a walk, do some
shopping etc., prevented isolation and inactivity, and enhanced feelings of still being able to
participate in social life. Negotiating the advantages of a move an older woman expressed it in
this way:
Yes, it’s a great advantage. It’s incredibly good (...). It’s the best in terms of material
things that | got a flat like this, so central. If you have forgotten to buy something you

can go out again and buy it (.) and if you have nothing to do you can go to the library

and sit down and borrow a book or something. (Woman).

On the other hand, the negative consequences of not having a functional home were illustrated
by this woman:

Well, it’s not so nice (to have to move), but | feel that maybe | have to anyway, | can’t
cope (...) It’s not practical. And there you can go out with a rollator or whatever ... Or

the wheelchair. (Woman).

Nice surroundings with visual and/or physical access to green areas, e.g. by having a balcony
or terrace, or being able to view trees and green areas from a window, provided an
opportunity to relax. In this respect, an accessible private garden or a small terrace provided
important opportunities to go outdoors. At the same time, having a garden to take care of
could be a considerable practical burden and was something that bothered the very old

peoples’ minds.



3.1.2 Having an inner driving force to maintain health

The very old people interviewed had a strong inner driving force to maintain health despite
declining capacity. They constantly negotiated their life situation, and prepared for changes.
They took action to maintain health and well-being within their own home. They adopted
different adaptive strategies, while at the same time constantly challenging themselves in
order to maintain their capacity. From the analyses two subcategories emerged: Challenging

themselves and Utilizing adaptive strategies.

3.1.2.1 Challenging themselves

The very old people constantly challenged themselves in different ways, and were persuaded
that it was beneficial for their health. They performed physically and mentally demanding
activities in order to be independent as long as possible. For example, still doing the laundry
or climbing the stairs just to stay fit means stretching one’s physical limits, thus avoiding the
experience of dependence and declining health. The very old people also strove to avoid
mental decline, to keep mentally fit by doing crossword puzzles, reading and keeping up-to-
date with what is going on in the world. One woman expressed her rationale behind this

continuous challenging as follows:

No, I don’t think that everything has to be so easy. | don’t think it has to be that way (...).
Well, 1 do think so, yes! | haven’t got anything against that (challenges). (Woman).

As part of their constant challenging of themselves, the very old people also negotiated their

own housing situation. Thoughts on relocation were intertwined with their determination to

stay put. In this process, the participants to the greatest extent possible avoided meeting

10



people frailer than themselves in order not to be reminded of their own vulnerability and to

gain positive experiences from staying put:
No, I wouldn’t do it voluntarily (move to sheltered housing), (...), but I can very well
think of living here and getting help three four five times a day, that wouldn’t worry me.
I think 1’d rather go on living here with a lot of help. It’s a different atmosphere, there’s

so many sick people you see around you, here you see healthy people, I think that also

means a great deal (...) (Man)

3.1.2.2 Utilizing adaptive strategies
In order to remain active and participating, the very old people utilized various adaptive
strategies directed towards activities, the home, and themselves. They negotiated what is
worth struggling for and what kind of activities can easily be handed over to others, or
completely given up. Activities were often reorganized and adapted so that they could be
performed differently but still independently. For example, while still being aware of the
importance of eating healthily, the very old people often had meals that were easy to cook:
I buy an awful lot of ready meals now. That’s the way it is now with diabetes, you have
to eat two cooked meals a day, so | have both lunch and in the evening at five or six, so |
have two cooked meals, preferably fish for one and meat for the other, pancakes or
something else ... so | buy a lot ... they have good things at ICA now ... ready cooked
lunches that are special with shellfish and.. (Woman).
The very old people constantly negotiated their daily life, thus making decisions as to which
activities they still considered necessary to perform independently, and what they could

accept or would prefer to receive help with:

| don’t want to be that independent. Everything to do with... Everything to do with
boring things I gladly accept. (Woman).

11



From the perspectives of the participants social services, including special transportation
services, were not adapted to their needs and difficult to understand. When possible, they
instead exchanged activities with someone else of the same age. The men, for example,
helped female friends with the garden, shopping or driving, and in turn received help with
cooking, cleaning and laundry. In this way, control over one’s life situation was still
maintained while at the same time receiving the help needed without having to have contact

the social services organization:

We help each other. She has a terraced house and I help her in the summer, mowing the
lawn and cutting the hedge and she washes, makes a little food, yes, we share the food.
And she helps me with the laundry *cause | can’t wash by myself. At the beginning | had

to do the laundry. But the ironing is the worst. She’s fantastic at ironing shirts. (Man).

Home modifications, refurnishing and, in cases where the home were large, closing off areas
not in use, were ways to adapt the environment to one’s needs. In particular, being
increasingly dependent on technical devices was an obvious signification of aging and health

decline, and was avoided as long as possible:

Yes, there was prestige in that, yes (with the rollator) but yes, | would say that I’ve been
very mobile and healthy before. Yes, it felt a bit funny (going outdoors), there were lots
of people staring at me, you know, here in the building, people who know me turned
round and looked at me as if from a distance, ‘Are you using one of those?’
(rollator).(Man).

4. Discussion
This study, conducted from the perspective of very old, single-living Swedish people,
revealed quite new insights into health in relation to the home. Overall, our findings illustrate

that, while constantly negotiating their life situation in relation to their vulnerability, the home

12



was the hub of health for these older people. Health was very much related to the possibility
of being active and participating in social life in keeping with one’s own preferences, and it
was always evaluated in relation to their age and what they perceived could be expected in
this context. The very old people had a very strong inner drive to maintain health as they were
aging. They constantly challenged themselves by performing physically and mentally
demanding activities, and by adopting a proactive approach. The very old people interviewed
utilized a number of adaptive strategies to promote activity and participation. Given the fact
that older people spend the majority of their time at home, and thus that major part of their life
takes place there (Baltes et al., 1999), our overall findings are not surprising. However, our
finding that the home is such a crucial prerequisite for health in very old age has not

previously been highlighted and deserves further attention.

As the starting point for this discussion it is crucial to pinpoint the fact that the very old
people in our study defined health in relation to their ability to be active and participating, not
in relation to symptoms and diseases. More specifically, they defined their health in relation
to what they could expect in terms of activity and participation on the basis of the more or less
inevitable symptoms and diseases that come with old age. Even if previous research has
shown that people often define health in various ways (Young, 1996), it seems as if, in line
with our findings, participation in meaningful activities is crucial for perceived health in later
life (Clark et al., 1997; World Health Organization, 2002; Mendes deLeon et al., 2003; Hinck,
2004). This user-based definition of health is important for the further discussion and

interpretation of our results.

In this context, it is also important to highlight the fact that the participants in our study, based

on the perception of their vulnerability, had a strong inner drive to maintain health.

13



In particular the years after age 80, often labeled “The Fourth Age”, is a phase characterized
by a dynamic of losses and gains (Baltes et al., 1999). It is thus a period in life when the
individual needs to struggle to minimize the effects of all the losses (Baltes, 1997) requiring
constant negotiations between resources and limitations. Adopting a proactive approach
(Lawton, 1989), the very old people in our study took action to maintain independence and
promote activity and participation. In this process, they constantly challenged themselves,
thus having to consider their own physical and mental capacity as well as the demands of the
environment (Lawton and Nahemow, 1973; Lawton, 1989; Jackson, 1996) and the activities.
In this respect, they were constantly involved in person-environment-activity transactions
(Law et al., 1996; Fange and Iwarsson, 2005b). Most important, in spite of the fact that such
challenges are demanding, challenge and risk taking seems to be an essential aspect of health
in old age as well (Jackson, 1996). That is, while preventive efforts are important in old age,
e.g. in order to avoid falls and fall-related injuries, at the same time it seems important that
there is still room for challenges and risk taking in the daily lives of the very old people
(Jackson, 1996; Atchley, 1999; Dahlin-lIvanoff et al., 2007). To the greatest extent possible,

such proactive efforts should be supported by people around the older persons.

With respect to the adaptive strategies the very old people utilized in order to maintain health,
the activities were adapted to suit the participants’ needs and preferences, or were actually
dropped completely if they were considered too difficult and demanding. While performing
activities in an easier manner is an energy-saving strategy that has been described previously,
both empirically (Lilja and Borell, 1997; Hinck, 2004; Johansson et al., 2007), and
theoretically (Baltes, 1997; Schultz and Heckhausen, 1997), it still needs to be highlighted
due to the fact that it is so common and requires simultaneous negotiation of home

modifications (Fange and Iwarsson, 2007; Johansson et al., 2007) or assistive devices

14



(H&ggblom-Kronlof and Sonn, 1999; Wahl et al., 1999; Fried et al., 2001). While home
modifications contribute to independence (Stark, 2004; Fange and Iwarsson, 2005b), and
perceived health (Heywood, 2004), being an obvious signification of functional decline the
acceptance of them or of assistive devices can not be taken for granted (Hdggblom-Kronl6f
and Sonn, 1999; Mann et al., 2002). In our study this was particularly true for mobility
devices, as in spite of the fact that they provided extensive support for activity performance,

having to use mobility devices outdoors in particular was difficult to accept.

More important from a health perspective, however, is our finding that a considerable number
of the very old people actually gave up activities completely when they were considered too
demanding. In particular, this was the case with out-of-home activities such as shopping. In
some cases, the decision to abandon activities was taken out of dissatisfaction with their
performance (Haak et al., 2007b), but in other cases it was due to the complex demands from
the environment and from the activities. While the home environment can be adapted to one’s
own needs, the outdoor environment is more apt to changes that often cannot be affected
(Fange and Iwarsson, 2003). Accordingly, the environmental demands become too strong,
resulting in activity drop (F&nge and Iwarsson, 2005b; Johansson et al., 2007). Giving up out-
of-home activities may seem beneficial from the point of view of selecting the activities that
are most easy and desirable (Baltes, 1997), and in order to retain a sense of mastery and
competence in later life (Clarke et al, 2001). However, it presumably has a negative impact on
the person’s participation in society, and given that activity and participation from the
perspectives of the very old people are such important prerequisites for health, health is most
probably negatively affected by such decisions. This indicates the need to assist older people

to maintain out-of-home activities, and the urgent need to create outdoor environments that
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support activity and participation for all (United Nations, 1993; World Health Organization,

2002).

With respect to the decision to keep or abandon certain activities, it is worth considering the
use of routines for maintaining activity performance (Pastalan and Barnes, 1999; Kielhofner,
2002). Routines might be indicators of perceived vulnerability in old age (Bouisson, 2002;
Bergua et al., 2006) and as such might moderate the effects on the disablement process
(Verbrugge and Jette, 1994; Bergua et al., 2006), and enhance successful aging (Baltes, 1997).
In particular, routines are more important for complex activities, such as shopping and
cooking, than for more basic ones (Ludwig, 1997; Fried et al., 2004). In other words, routines
are more important for the activities that very old people often drop, thus indicating the
complexity of the person-environment-activity transactions inherent in this process (Law et

al., 1996; Féange and Iwarsson, 2005a).

To a very large extent, in line with previous findings (Quine and Morrell, 2007), the people
interviewed for this study claimed that they wanted to stay put as long as possible, actively
avoiding sheltered housing. Home provides a sense of identity developed over time, and given
that the home supports routines, and thus activities, it seems as if staying put would be the
best health promotive strategy. However, having to move was a reality for some since they
could no longer manage in their current housing, for example due to low accessibility. While
forced relocation may lead to health decline, in particular among the most vulnerable older
persons (Fried et al., 2004), it has been argued that relocating from one’s home in old age
could provide an opportunity to develop and not only be a negative experience (Oswald et al.,
2002). To some extent, the participants in our study voiced the same expectations. That is, in

spite of the fact that relocation seemed negative to the majority of our participants, some older
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people prefer moving to sheltered housing. This challenges current national and international
policy emphasizing that staying put should be the norm, and it ought to have an impact on

future housing and health policies.

From a methodological point of view, this study was one of four emerging from the
qualitative ENABLE-AGE In-Depth study. In relation to this, utilizing data from the
ENABLE-Age Survey Study, perceived dimensions of the home, related to e.g. usability,
meaning and control, as well as objective aspects, related to accessibility and environmental
barriers, were found to affect health (Iwarsson et al., 2007; Nygren et al., 2007; Oswald et al.,
2007) in very old age. In this respect, the findings of this in-depth study validate and are
validated by other results from the same project. Moreover, our results indicate that the links
between home and health are complex and affected by the different aspects of P-E-A

transactions.

From a theoretical point of view, our findings are in line with the model of selection,
optimization and compensation, as described by Baltes (1997). The model highlights the fact
that one way of adapting to declining capacity is to carefully select which activities are still
necessary and desirable to perform, to optimize their performance and, as a third step, to seek
and use compensatory alternatives, such as home modifications and assistive devices.
However, in previous studies the very central role of the home in this process has not been
highlighted, indicating the novelty of our findings. Coming to the definition of health, the
functional definition used by the World Health Organization (2001), and adopted in the
ENABLE-AGE Project, seems to be validated by the very old people themselves. Most
interestingly in this respect, instead of describing the desired positive health trajectory in old

age in terms of “healthy aging” the World Health Organization (2002) suggests the use of
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“active aging”, thus highlighting the importance of activity and participation for health during

the aging process.

Moreover, our findings lend support for the complexity of person-environment-activity
transactions in the homes of the very old people, thus indicating the need for all health-related
interventions among very people to target this complexity without ignoring the person, the
home environment or the activity. This challenges all health care staff to collaborate around
older people and to contribute their own specific knowledge, whether it concerns the person,
the environment, the activity or combinations thereof. Most of all, this challenges local
authorities to build accessible and usable home environments that support activities inside and

outside the home.

When it comes to study limitations, the fact that all interviews were conducted by female
occupational therapists might have implications. In other words, traditional gender roles,
personal experiences and perspectives might have affected the interviews. However, the
interviewers were very aware of this potential risk of bias, and such concerns were
continuously discussed and reflected upon during the interview process. Thus, potential
threats to the trustworthiness due to the composition of the interviewer team were handled in a
very conscious manner. The fact that all participants at the time of the interview had already
been involved in the ENABLE-AGE Survey Study, as well as the fact that the interviews
were conducted in the participants” homes, made it likely that credible findings and
interpretations would emerge. In addition, during a long period of time different perspectives
were shared and discussed with the interviewer teams in the other countries participating in

the ENABLE-AGE Project.
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It should be remembered that the sample of the ENABLE-AGE Project focused on very old
people living alone in their own homes, and consequently, those cohabiting, living in
sheltered housing or staying in different care facilities were excluded. Moreover, only very
old people living in urban areas were included, thus leaving out those living in rural areas.
Given the fact that the environmental conditions are very different, e.g. in terms of type of
housing, availability of food stores, postal services, transportation etc. (Phillipson and Scharf,
2005), people living in rural areas might voice a different perspective on home and health
relationships that the elderly in this study did. Accordingly, the findings of this study should

not be generalized to other very old people living in different circumstances.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, in health care and social services practices the home needs to be considered as
the most central and important place for health in the lives of very old people. By providing
safety and familiarity, the home supports activity and participation, and thus health. The very
old people were very aware of their own vulnerability, and constantly negotiated their daily
life in relation to this. They had a strong inner drive to maintain health, and in order to prevent
decline, they took action and used different adaptive strategies targeting person-environment-
activity transactions. Our findings have implications for intervention planning, and the need to
put more focus on the opportunities for activity and participation. Furthermore, they also
challenge current national and international housing policy emphasizing the benefits of
staying put, and can thus contribute to a more diverse view of what kind of housing

arrangements are optimal for very old people.

Conflicts of interest

The authors have no financial or personal conflicts of interest.

19



Acknowledgements

The project “Enabling Autonomy, Participation and Well-Being in Old Age: The Home
Environment as a Determinant for Healthy Ageing” (ENABLE-AGE) was funded by the
European Commission (QLRT-2001-00334). The Swedish ENABLE-AGE team is grateful
for additional funding of the project from the Swedish Research Council on Working Life and
Social Research, the Swedish Research Council for Environment, Agricultural Sciences and
Spatial Planning, and the Swedish Research Council. The authors would like to thank all
study participants, consortium and national team members for their contribution. We are in
particular grateful to the Swedish ENABLE-AGE In-Depth Study team for their contribution.
The final preparation of this manuscript was accomplished within the context of the Center
for Aging and Supportive Environments (CASE) at Lund University, funded by the Swedish

Council for Working Life and Social Research.

20



References

American Association of Retired Persons, 2000. Fixing to stay. Washington DC.

Atchley, R.C., 1999. Continuity and adaptation in ageing. John Hopkins University Press,
London, UK.

Baltes, P. B., 1997. On the incomplete architecture of human ontogeny: selection,
optimization, and compensation as foundation for developmental theory. Am. Psychol.
52, 366-380.

Baltes, M. M., Maas, I., Wilms, H. U., Borchelt, M., & Little, T. D.,1999. Everyday
competence in old and very old age: Theoretical considerations and empirical
findings, in: Baltes, P. B., Mayer, K. U. (Eds.), The Berlin Aging Study. Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, UK, pp. 384-402.

Bergua, V., Fabrigoule, C., Barberger-Gateau, P., Dartigues, J.-F., Swendsen, J., Bouisson, J.,
2006. Preferences for routines in older people: associations with cognitive and
psychological vulnerability. Int. J. Geriatr. Psych. 21, 990-998.

Bouisson, J., 2002. Routinization preferences, anxiety, and depression in an elderly French
sample. J. Aging Stud. 16, 295-302.

Charmaz, K., 2003. Grounded Theory. In Smith J. A., (Ed.), Qualitative psychology: A
practical guide to research methods. Sage, London, UK.

Charmaz, K., 2006. Constructing Grounded Theory. A practical guide through qualitative
analysis. Sage, Wiltshire, UK.

Clark, F., Azen, S. P., Zemke, R., Jackson, J., Carlson, M., Mandel, D.,1997. Occupational
therapy for independent- living older adults. A randomized controlled trial. J. Amer.
Med. Assoc. 278, 1321-1326.

Clarke, P. J., Marshall, V. W., Ryff, C. D.,Wheaton, B., 2001. Measuring psychological well-

being in the Canadian study of health and aging. Int. Psychogeriatr. 13 (S1), 79-90.

21



Dahlin-lvanoff, S., Haak, M., Fange, A., lwarsson, S., 2007. The multiple meanings of home
as experienced by very old Swedish people. Scand. J. Occup. Ther. 14, 25-32.

Fried, L. P., Ferruci, L., Darer, J., Williamson, J., & Anderson, G., 2004. Untangling the
concept of disability, frailty and comorbidity: Implications for improved targeting and
care. J. Gerontology, 59, 255-263.

Fried, L. P., Young, Y., Rungin, G., Bandeen-Roche, K., W. I. C. R Group, 2001. Self-
reported preclinical disability identifes older women with early declines in
performance and early disease. J. Clin. Epidemiol. 54, 889-901.

Fange, A., lwarsson, S., 2003. Accessibility and usability in housing: Construct validity and
implications for research and practice. Disabil. Rehabil. 25, 315-326.

Féange, A., lwarsson, S., 2005a. Changes in accessibility and usability in housing: An
exploration of the housing adaptation process. Occup. Ther. Int. 12, 44-59.

Fange, A., lwarsson, S., 2005b. Changes in ADL dependence and aspects of usability
following housing adaptation - A longitudinal perspective. Am. J. Occup. Ther. 59,
296-304.

Fange, A., lwarsson, S., 2007. Challenges in the development of strategies for evaluation of
housing adaptations. Scand. J. Occup. Ther. 14, 140-149.

Gitlin, L. N., 2003. Conducting research on home environments: Lessons learned and new
directions. Gerontologist, 43, 628-637.

Gitlin, L. N., Winter, L., Dennis, M. P., Corcoran, M., Schinfeld, S., Hauck, W., 2006. A
randomised trial of a multicomponent home intervention to reduce functional
difficulties in older adults. J. Am. Geriatric Society 54, 809-816.

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. L. 1967. Discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative

research. Aldine, New York.

22



Haak, M., Dahlin lvanoff, S., Fange, A., Sixsmith, J., lwarsson, S., 2007a. Home as the locus
and origin for participation - Experiences among very old Swedish people, Occup.
Ther. J. Res. 27, 95-103.

Haak, M., Fange, A., lwarsson, S., Dahlin-lvanoff, S., 2007b. Home as a signification of
independence and autonomy: Experiences among very old Swedish people. Scand. J.
Occup. Ther. 14, 16-24.

Heywood, F., 2004. The health outcomes of housing adaptations. Disabil. Soc. 19, 129-143.

Hinck, S., 2004. The lived experience of oldest-old rural adults. Qual. Health Res. 14, 779-
791.

H&aggblom-Kronl6f, G., Sonn, U., 1999. Elderly women's way of relating to assistive devices.
Technol. Disabil. 10, 161-168.

Iwarsson, S., 2005. A long-term perspective on person-environment fit and ADL Dependence
among older Swedish adults. Gerontologist, 45, 327-336.

Iwarsson, S., Sixsmith, J., Oswald, F., Wahl, H.-W., Nygren, C., Sixsmith, A., Széman, S.,
Tomsone, S., 2005. The ENABLE-AGE Project: Multi-dimensional methodology for
European housing research, in Vestbro, D. U., Hurol, Y., Wilkinson, N. (Eds.),
Methodologies in Housing Research. Urban International Press, Gateshead, UK, pp.
70-90.

Iwarsson, S., Horstmann, V., Slaug, B., 2007. Housing matters in old age - yet differently due
to ADL dependence level differences. Scand. J. Occup. Ther. 14, 3-15.

Jackson, J., 1996. Living a meaningful existence in old age, in Zemke, R., Clark, F. (Eds.),
Occupational Science: The evolving discipline. F.A. Davis, Philadelphia: pp. 339-361.

Johansson, K., Lilja, M., Petterson, I., Borell, L., 2007. Performance of activities of daily
living in a sample of applicants for home modification services. Scand. J. Occup.

Ther. 14, 44-53.

23



Kielhofner, G., 2002. A model of human occupation: Theory and application (third ed.).
Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, Baltimore, MD.

Law, M., Cooper, B., Strong, S., Stewart, D., Righy, P., Letts, L., 1996. The Person-
Environment-Occupation Model: A transactive approach to occupational performance.
Can. J. Occup. Ther. 63, 9-23.

Lawton, M. P., 1989. Environmental proactivity in older people, in Bengtson, V. L., Schaie K.
W. (Eds.), The course of later life. Research and reflections. Springer, New York. pp
15-23.

Lawton, M. P., Nahemow, L., 1973. Ecology and the aging process, in Eisdorfer, C. Lawton,
M. P. (Eds.), The psychology of adult development and aging. American
Psychological Association, Washington, DC. pp. 132-160.

Lilja, M., Borell, L., 1997. Elderly people's daily activities and need for mobility support.
Scand. J. Caring Sci. 11, 73-80.

Ludwig, F. M., 1997. How routine facilitates wellbeing in older women. Occup. Ther. Int. 4,
215-230.

Mann, W. C., Goodall, S., Justiss, M. D., Tomita, M., 2002. Dissatisfaction and no use of
assistive devices among frail elders. Assist. Technol. 14, 130-1309.

Mendes deLeon, C., Glass, T., Berkman, L., 2003. Social engagement and disability in a
community population of older adults. Am. J. Epidemiol. 157, 633-642.

Mynatt, R. D., Melenhorst, A., Fisk, A. D., Rogers, W. A., 2004. Aware technologies for
aging in place: Understanding user needs and attitudes. IEEE Pervas. Comput. 3, 36-
41.

Nygren, C., Oswald, F., lwarsson, S., Fange, A., Sixsmith, J., Shilling, O., Szeman, S.,

Tomsone, T., Wahl, H-W., 2007. Relationship between objective and perceived

24



housing in very old age. Results from the ENABLE-AGE Project. Gerontologist., 47,
85-95.

Oswald, F., Schilling, O., Wahl, H.-W., Géang, K., 2002. Trouble in paradise? Reasons to
relocate and objective environmental changes among well-off older adults. J. Environ.
Psychol. 22, 273-288.

Oswald, F., H-W., W., Shilling, O., Nygren, C., Fénge, A., Sixsmith, A., Széman, S.,
Tomsone, S., Wahl, H-W., 2007. Relationship between housing and healthy ageing in
very old age. Gerontologist., 47, 96-107.

Pastalan, L. A., Barnes, J. E., 1999. Personal rituals: Identity, attachment to place, and
community solidarity, in Benyamin, S., Ruth, B. (Eds.), Ageing, autonomy, and
architechture: Advances in assisted living. John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore,
pp. 81-89.

Perez, F. R., Fernandez, G. F., Rivera, E. P., Abuin, J. M. R., 2001. Ageing in place:
Predictors of the residential satisfaction of elderly. Social Indic. Res. 54, 173-208.

Phillipson, C., Scharf, T., 2005. Rural and urban perspectives on growing old: developing a
new research agenda. Eur. J. Ageing, 2, 67-75.

Quine, S., Morrell, S., 2007. Fear of loss of independence and nursing home admission in
older Australians. Health Soc. Care Comm. 15, 212-220.

Rosel, N., 2003. Aging in place: Knowing where you are. Int. J. Aging Hum. Dev. 57, 77-90.

Schultz, R., Heckhausen, J., 1997. Emotion and control: A life span perspective. Annu. Rev.
Gerontology Geriatrics 17, 185-205.

Spillman, B. C., 2004. Changes in elderly disability rates and the implications for health care
utilization and cost. Milbank Q. 82, 157-194.

Stark, S., 2004. Removing environmental barriers in the homes of older adults with

disabilities improves occupational performance. Occup. Ther. J. Res. 24, 32-39.

25



United Nations, 1993. Standard rules on the equalization of opportunities for persons with
disabilities. New York.
Verbrugge, L. M., Jette, A. M., 1994. The disablement process. Soc. Sci. Med. 38, 1-14.

Wahl, H.-W., Oswald, F., Zimprich, D., 1999. Everyday competence in visually impaired

older adults: A case for person-environment perspectives. Gerontologist, 39, 140-149.

World Health Organization, 2001. ICF:International classification of functioning, disability
and health. Geneva, Switzerland.
World Health Organization, 2002. Active ageing: a policy framework. Geneva, Switzerland.

Young, K., 1996. Health, health promotion and the elderly. J. Clin. Nurs. 5, 241-248.

26



