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Abstract
The growing population of older people in urban contexts poses significant challenges in terms of health, 
well-being and access to physical activities. This article highlights the importance of exploring sensiti-
vities and inequalities in urban space, specifically in Santiago de Chile, where socio-spatial conditions 
can limit the active participation of this demographic group. This study investigates how these inequa-
lities influence emotions and physical activity in older people. To do so, an ethnographic approach was 
carried out over nine months in the communes of San Joaquín and Ñuñoa, where data were collected 
through field notes, observations and interviews. The stories and life experiences of 40 older people (10 
men and 30 women, including two instructors of classes for older people) were used. The main results in-
dicate that inequalities in access to safe and adequate spaces significantly affect the perception of safety, 
convenience or inconvenience of leaving home, and general well-being, which condition participation in 
physical activities. Here, we analyze specific examples that may help design more inclusive and accessi-
ble urban environments, thereby promoting older people’s well-being and quality of life.
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Resumen
La creciente población de personas mayores en contextos urbanos plantea desafíos significativos en 
términos de salud, bienestar y acceso a actividades físicas. Este artículo evidencia la importancia de 
explorar las sensibilidades y desigualdades en el espacio urbano, específicamente en Santiago de Chile, 
donde las condiciones socioespaciales pueden limitar la participación activa de este grupo demográfico. 
El objetivo de este estudio es investigar cómo estas desigualdades influyen en las emociones y en la reali-
zación de actividad física en personas mayores. Para ello, se llevó a cabo un enfoque etnográfico durante 
nueve meses en las comunas de San Joaquín y Ñuñoa, donde se recolectaron datos a través de notas de 
campo, observaciones y entrevistas. Se trabajó con las historias y experiencias de vida de 40 personas 
mayores (10 hombres y 30 mujeres, incluidas dos instructoras de clases para personas mayores). Los 
principales resultados indican que las desigualdades en el acceso a espacios seguros y adecuados afectan 
de manera significativa la percepción de seguridad, de conveniencia o no de salir del hogar, y de bienes-
tar general, lo que a su vez condiciona la participación en actividades físicas. Así, aquí analizamos ejem-
plos concretos que pueden ayudar a diseñar entornos urbanos más inclusivos y accesibles, promoviendo 
así el bienestar y la calidad de vida de las personas mayores.

Palabras clave
Santiago de Chile, sensibilidades, desigualdades, emociones, cuerpo, personas mayores, ejercicio, acti-
vidad física.

Introduction 
The way we understand and relate to the environment is deeply influenced 

by how we feel, and with it, we perceive things based on our daily experien-
ces and the relationships we establish with others and with our environment 
from the body (Merleau-Ponty, 2006; Cervio, 2015). This article reflects on 
how aging can intensify urbanization and urban design challenges (Monto-
mura et al., 2024), because as physical health decreases, the demands on the 
environment increase (Schwarz, 2012). This reflection is relevant given that 
numerous studies have shown that many older people consider leaving their 
homes due to difficulties in displacement, climatic factors, feeling of inse-
curity and obstacles in the physical environment (Leduc et al., 2023). The-
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se conditions can make them feel like going out is too complicated, limiting 
their activities, sensitivities, and emotions outside the home. 

Social isolation among older people is increasingly recognized as a major 
public health problem. The World Health Organization (WHO) has identified 
this issue as a priority to be addressed in the context of the older population 
with the aim of promoting healthy aging (OMS, 2010). For example, a large-
scale study in the United States and Japan showed that older people with more 
social contacts report fewer depressive symptoms (Sugisawa et al., 2002).

Latin America and the Caribbean are experiencing an unprecedented aging 
process (Arango et al., 2018), and the population is aging faster than in other 
regions, for example, the number of older people is expected to represent 2.9 
times the total population of 2018 over the next 20 years (Zambrano et al., 
2024). Likewise, it is a known trend that a large proportion of the world’s 
population now lives in cities (Population Division of the United Nations, 
2014), this reality invites us to think how the environment, the territory and 
the neighborhoods are being built for the enjoyment and functionality of all 
its residents, especially, of the elderly.

The main recommendation for older people is to exercise and leave their 
homes, as these activities not only improve their physical well-being, but also 
benefit their mental and emotional health (Sossa, 2024a). In fact, they are su-
ggested to engage in moderate-intensity physical activity for 300 minutes a 
week (He et al., 2020). In addition, it is emphasized that the social component 
is crucial to promote participation in sports activities (Meredith et al., 2023).

However, despite these recommendations, the Pan American Health Or-
ganization points out that almost three quarters of the adult population is se-
dentary; being people of low socioeconomic status, women and older people, 
the most inactive during leisure or recreation time (Gómez et al., 2004; Mon-
teiro, 2003). In addition, studies in Europe and the United States found that 
older adults spent between 5.3 and 9.4 hours per day being sedentary, equi-
valent to 65-80% of their waking time (de Rezende et al., 2014; Harvey 
et al., 2015; Sjogren et al., 2014). In addition, most studies show that when 
older people are at home, they do so by watching television, which has been 
associated with poor physical and mental health (Compernolle et al., 2021; 
Gardner et al., 2014; Motomura et al., 2024). Studies indicate that by 2030, 
20% of the world’s population is projected to be older people, and half of 
this group is estimated to be obese (Ramírez et al., 2024).
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 Consequently, there are three interacting phenomena that need fur-
ther research. First, the global trend is that the more years a person has, the 
less physical exercise they will do (Sossa, 2024b). Second, older people tend 
to leave their homes less and less, which decreases their quality of life and 
their chances of socializing with others and/or exercising. Finally, the terri-
tory, whether neighborhoods, communes, cities where these elderly people 
live, can help or restrict older people from wanting to leave their homes in 
addition to affecting their emotions and sensitivities.

In this work, we will explore these phenomena from a qualitative pers-
pective, focusing on a group of elderly people who, unlike the global trend, 
are regularly exercised in Santiago de Chile. It will be these people, their 
experiences, emotions and recommendations, who will guide us in identi-
fying effective strategies to improve the health and well-being of this popu-
lation group.

Materials and method
This study is based on a qualitative cross-sectional approach that emplo-

yed a convenient sample to explore the practices and meanings associated 
with physical exercise among older people in the post-COVID-19 context 
(Sossa, 2024a, 2024b). Data collection was conducted through an ethnogra-
phic study over a nine-month period, from May 2022 to January 2023. Most 
of the participants were people who exercised in Santiago in centers for older 
adults in the communes of Ñuñoa and San Joaquín. Other participants exer-
cised privately, although they were also residents of these areas. For a more 
detailed analysis of contributors, see Sossa (2024a, 2024b, 2024c).

The inclusion criteria for participants were that they should be over 65 
years of age and should exercise moderately to intensively at least twice a 
week, with a minimum duration of 60 minutes per session. All contributors 
exceeded this criterion, with an average of 250 minutes of physical exerci-
se per week. In addition, two monitors of sports activities for older people 
were included due to their specialization in this group and their proximity to 
that age range. In total, data were collected from 38 people aged 65-83 years 
(mean age 72 years) and two female monitors aged 63 years, with a distri-
bution of 10 men and 30 women.
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Data analysis
Data were analyzed using MAXQDA software (v12.0) through a the-

matic analysis, in which emerging patterns and categories were identified 
from narratives and observations. Special attention was given to inequalities 
in access to safe and adequate spaces, and how the environment affects the 
emotions, perception of safety and well-being of older people. Field notes 
complemented the interviews, providing additional context and allowing for 
triangulation of the data. One of the objectives of the study was to investiga-
te how socio-spatial inequalities influence the emotions and participation in 
physical exercise of older people.

Data collection was carried out through field notes, direct observations 
and ethnographic interviews with a total of 40 older people. The interviews 
focused on the stories and life experiences of the participants, which allowed 
a deep understanding of their perceptions of the urban environment and its 
impact on their well-being and physical activity.

In this article, the results will be presented in two interconnected sections: 
one related to the territory and another to the physical exercise.

Ethical considerations
Participants were informed about their participation in an academic stu-

dy and understood the requirements of the research. The main guidelines 
were explained to them, and they were assured of their right to withdraw at 
any time. All participants gave their informed consent, which was signed. In 
addition, this research received the approval of the Ethics Committee of the 
Pontifical Catholic University of Chile. 

Results and discussion

The territory

Although the literature indicates that a neighborhood or neighborhood 
is defined as an area with a radius of 500 meters (Parra et al., 2010). In this 
work I prefer the use of the term, territory, because as such it is more flexible. 
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Generally speaking, it refers to an extension of land that is distinguished by 
geographical, political, cultural (and emotional) characteristics. In relation 
to older people, it is important to think about how they define the territories 
they inhabit, and why they define them in certain ways. 

For example, although older people were approached in two communes 
in Santiago de Chile, it is not entirely necessary to point out that my infor-
mants inhabited those communes. For them, the territory varied in relation 
to their abilities, sensitivities and habits. For some people, their territory 
was limited to the neighborhood where they lived; for others, it encompas-
sed spaces within a 10-block radius. In addition, this perception of territory 
depended on factors such as the availability of a car and its degree of inde-
pendence to use it.

Therefore, it is favorable to start thinking that older people are a hetero-
geneous group in terms of both their abilities and their emotions, expectations 
and experiences. For some of my informants, Santiago was their territory and 
they visited parks and families in different communes of the city, in other ca-
ses, people only went to the church and the center for older adults where they 
did their physical exercises, with it, they only walked a few blocks around 
their homes. This is independent of sometimes having good health, having a 
car or family members in other places.

The commune of Ñuñoa and the commune of San Joaquín present sig-
nificant contrasts in terms of safety and quality of life. Ñuñoa is known for 
its residential and quiet environment, with a greater number of green areas, 
parks and services. This makes it a residential area and valued for its security 
and access to recreational spaces. In addition, it has a more developed infras-
tructure and a general perception of greater well-being among its inhabitants.

On the other hand, San Joaquin faces challenges related to population 
density and security. Often, residents report a greater sense of vulnerability 
due to congestion and traffic, which can make mobility difficult, especially 
for older people. Although the commune has worked to improve its infras-
tructure and services, perceptions of insecurity and the lack of adequate pu-
blic spaces contrast with the experience of life in Ñuñoa, reflecting a more 
complex and challenging urban reality for its inhabitants.

Likewise, talking about inequality reveals a duality between the objecti-
ve and the subjective. Objectively, disparities in access to resources, services 
and opportunities that directly affected my informants can be identified, being 
the commune of Ñuñoa better equipped than that of San Joaquín. However, 
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the experience of inequality is also subjective, as it depends on the physical 
and cognitive abilities of each individual. Healthy older people may percei-
ve their environment as more accessible and thus experience less inequality, 
while those with physical limitations may feel marginalized, regardless of 
the material conditions of the place where they live. Thus, inequality mani-
fests itself in a complex way, influenced by both structural factors and the 
lived experiences of each person.

Territory is also an emotional experience. A Ñuñoa collaborator told me 
about concepts such as memory and nostalgia that her neighborhood produced 
for her, she told me: “this is my house, my neighborhood, I was born here, 
and I want to die here. Imagine everything I have been through here. My chil-
dhood, watching my children grow up, dictatorship, my divorce, everything 
from these four walls [referring to their home].” For her, there was a deep 
emotional connection with her home and neighborhood, and inhabiting this 
space was a fundamental part of her physical and mental well-being.

Fried and Barron (2005) point out that unlike young adults, older people 
tend to develop their vital activities in their micro-territories of residence; hen-
ce, they are especially susceptible to urban changes. While some may move 
in different areas, all of them belong to a neighborhood and this is their first 
and closest territory. The neighborhood is a cornerstone in the well-being and 
health of older adults (Krause, 2004; Cortés and Tavares-Martínez, 2022). 
Older people also tend to be more physically active in family neighborhoods, 
where they have a sense of belonging and local experience (van Hoven and 
Meijering, 2019). |

Having worked with 40 people and considering the heterogeneity that 
characterizes the elderly, I will not delve into the specific details of each of 
the neighborhoods or territories of my collaborators. Instead, I will focus on 
the common features that emerged during my fieldwork, the main one being 
the “walkability” of the nearby environment.

Research indicates that older people are more likely to engage in phy-
sical activity on the streets of their neighborhoods than other public spaces 
(Giles-Corti and Donovan, 2002; Huston et al., 2003). Walkability is there-
fore the first step in promoting this activity. As one contributor told me “Lea-
ving the house is the first step to a better life.” However, literature suggests 
that many older people face difficulty walking in their local neighborhood 
due to factors such as traffic, noise, air pollution, and poor sidewalk condi-
tion (Roe et al., 2020). 
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This walkability is full of incarnate senses and subjective experiences, for 
example, what for me could be a normal sidewalk, for my collaborators could 
be an uneven sidewalk, with bumps and/or slippery. For me, walking is moving 
with a destiny, for some collaborators walking was the end in itself. Therefo-
re, their subjective perceptions of the environment played a fundamental role. 
The presence of bad odors, stray dogs, the availability of benches to rest (with 
or without a backrest and shade), ramps, nearby public toilets, good lighting 
and even the aesthetics of the space could significantly influence the decision 
on which paths to choose (similar situations can be observed in Pleson et al., 
2014). In this sense, and as highlighted in other research (van Dyck et al., 2015), 
the sense of security regarding one’s body and the environment is perhaps the 
fundamental characteristic when deciding whether to go for a walk or not. 

On the other hand, the walking times of older people varied significantly; 
for example, the time they had to cross at traffic lights was not always enough 
for everyone (situations like this can be seen in the work of the National Aca-
demies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). In addition, studies 
have shown that a dense city generates a high volume of vehicular traffic and 
a perception of danger among older people, making it difficult to leave home 
(He et al., 2020). However, this density is also a subjective concept that varies 
according to the individuals who experience it. A San Joaquin contributor, 
for example, said she preferred to avoid walking on streets with more than 
three young people, as she considered them “too packed”. This perception 
aligns with the widespread opinion among my informants, who agree that 
San Joaquín is a less safe commune compared to Ñuñoa.

Another common feature of the territory highlighted by my collabora-
tors is that it should “invite” people to move around it. It should not only be 
walkable, but also attractive in terms of design, aesthetics and functionality. 
This implies the inclusion of green spaces, rest areas and easy accessibility 
to services and recreational activities. A San Joaquin contributor pointed out:

It’s been a while since I’ve felt comfortable living here; this place is ugly, in-
secure and neglected, everyone cares about his/her homes, and what about the 
neighborhood? No one cares for it, no one cares. Besides, it no longer gives 
me the confidence to go for a walk like I used to. I leave the house by car; I 
don’t even want to walk these streets anymore.

Collaborators from both communes pointed out that the squares are mainly 
designed for young people and children, which causes dust accumulation due 
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to recreational activities, generating discomfort for the elderly. In addition, 
disturbing noises, the presence of people smoking marijuana, and the risk of 
being hit by high-speed thrown balls represent an additional concern. The-
se areas often include swings, slides and climbing structures, which clearly 
show that these spaces were not designed to meet the needs of older people.

One contributor pointed out to me: 

We all forget that we’re going to get old, it’s all about production, consump-
tion, competition, you know, always being on the move. Then you get old 
and realize that the only thing that has been thought of for older people are a 
couple of priority rows and nothing more.

A third frequently mentioned element was that there was an uneven dis-
tribution of recreational, sports and green areas facilities, especially in neigh-
borhoods with residents of lower socioeconomic status (as residents of San 
Joaquin tend to be compared to those of Ñuñoa). Arguments such as the fo-
llowing were frequently mentioned: 

I often feel that recreational activities are a luxury; in neighborhoods like ours, 
there is a lack of support and resources to promote sport among the elderly. 
(Contributor to the San Joaquín commune)

At least this commune has enclosed spaces and priority use for older people, 
that helps a lot to get out and meet people. (Contributor to the municipality 
of Ñuñoa)

The two communes where I worked are close, but Ñuñoa is a commune 
with more purchasing power than San Joaquín, and indeed my collaborators 
of this commune showed a greater number of minutes of exercises, more va-
riation between their sports activities and more variability of their places of 
residence (this because they did not attend their recreational activities by car, 
or because they are less resistance to walk). Instead, San Joaquin’s collabo-
rators were people who lived a few blocks from senior centers xcv4wawhere 
they performed their sports activities, people who lived farther away mostly 
chose not to attend these spaces given the distance. Also, squares and parks 
were not seen as safe spaces for them.

Reflecting on this is important as living in environments more conduci-
ve to physical activity could help the average resident achieve between 45 
and 59 % of the weekly minutes of physical activity recommended by spe-
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cialists (OMS, 2010; Sallis et al., 2016). Studies have also found that even 
in low-income neighborhoods with a high proportion of older residents, they 
are disproportionately healthier if their neighborhoods contain good-quality, 
publicly accessible green spaces (Dennis et al., 2019).

In other words, a positive relationship between parks and open spaces and 
physical activity has been demonstrated, as well as health benefits in older 
people (Lee et al., 2012; OMS, 2010; Koohsari et al., 2015; Van Cauwenberg 
et al., 2018). Studies in both eastern and western countries have shown that 
living between 800 and 1200 meters away from a park is positively associa-
ted with more physical activity by older people (Motomura et al., 2024), and 
there is research indicating that there is a link between the existence of green 
spaces close to the home of the elderly and longevity (Takano et al., 2002).

On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that collaborators from both 
communes indicated that preferring only the metro within the possibilities of 
public transportation, microbuses and buses were considered a violent, dan-
gerous option and not recommended for older people. One contributor said: 

In the bus there is no respect for anyone, I have seen how young people have 
fallen, the drivers drive like crazy, and if young people fall, imagine what will 
happen to us if our physical strength is not the same anymore?

As a conclusion, it can be noted that a promising intervention to increa-
se both physical activity and well-being of older people may involve incre-
asing the integration of green infrastructure in urban settings (Miller, 2005; 
Benton et al., 2018). Also, that exposure to nature and safe spaces should be 
promoted to increase the health, happiness and well-being of older people 
(Gesler, 2005; Lachowycz and Jones, 2011).

The safety factor is essential for older people to feel motivated to move 
through their neighborhoods and out of their homes. This concept covers va-
rious dimensions, such as road safety, social security and protection against 
crime. Adequate street lighting, the presence of other neighbors and well-
maintained areas all contribute to creating a conducive environment for them 
to feel comfortable when leaving. In addition, the perception of a safe envi-
ronment not only encourages mobility, but also promotes active participa-
tion in community, sports and recreational activities, which in turn impro-
ves their emotional and social well-being. Without a sense of security, many 
older people may choose to remain at home, limiting their opportunities for 
exercise and socialization, which can negatively impact their quality of life.
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It should also be noted that approximately one third and one half of all 
falls in older people in the community are due to environmental factors (Phi-
llips et al., 2004). Because of their greater functional limitation, older people 
are more sensitive to features of the urban environment that may seem minor. 
For example, surface irregularities, slippery conditions, lack of lighting and 
other factors can significantly increase the risk of falls and fractures (Her-
nández et al., 2010).

It can be argued that the elderly population is violated due to the absence 
of gerontological planning that has worsened their habitability (Cortés and 
Tavares-Martínez, 2022). Thus, excessive noise, unattractive and/or poorly 
maintained territories, unsafe neighborhoods, and recreational spaces desig-
ned mostly for children and young people make it less likely that older people 
will want to leave their homes.

In this sense, it is important to note that the difficulty or disability of tran-
siting certain territories arises from interactions with the surrounding envi-
ronment, which are susceptible to structural or design interventions, and not 
inherent in the levels of capacity, health status or deterioration degree of in-
dividuals (Clarkson and Coleman, 2015). 

Finally, improved access to social activities, along with the availability 
of a natural environment, can support active living (Loo et al., 2017; Stier 
et al., 2021; Barnett et al., 2017). These factors not only provide spontaneous 
opportunities for social interaction (van den Berg et al., 2016; Lachowycz 
and Jones, 2011; Ward et al., 2012), but also contribute to stress reduction 
(Gong et al., 2016) and decreased levels of depression and dementia (Roe 
et al., 2020). 

Physical Exercise

For most of my contributors, who are active and travel-free, walking 
does not necessarily count as part of their exercise practices, unless, as the 
literature suggests, it is done for 5.6 kilometers or more daily, which is equi-
valent to the suggested recommendation of at least 7000 steps per day for 
older people (Tudor-Locke et al., 2011). They know the importance of regu-
lar physical exercise and its benefits for their physical and mental health. In 
addition, they understand this habit as one that provides them with happiness 
(Sossa, 2024a). They have also experienced that older people who engage 
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in physical activity are more likely to integrate in a social support network 
(Hernández et al., 2010).

In this regard, it is important to note that during my fieldwork in sports 
centers for older people of the indoor gym type, I observed various groups that 
attended weekly, although they did not always participate in physical exerci-
ses. For many of these people, the social aspect was more relevant than physi-
cal activity itself. In relation to these groups, one contributor told me: “These 
people come here to sit and talk. It’s their moment of distraction, otherwise 
they would be all day in their homes alone or taking care of grandchildren.”

Several studies show that the social dimension is key to motivate people 
to leave their homes and, eventually, to exercise (Money et al., 2023). The 
literature also notes that: 1) having an exercise partner is a crucial factor in 
maintaining physical activity routines (Kosteli et al., 2016); 2) having a ca-
lendar and routine makes it easier for older people to continue exercising 
(Money et al., 2023); and 3) using appropriate music at an appropriate volu-
me increases enjoyment of activities (Du et al., 2023).

In relation to the first point, most of my collaborators participated in group 
activities of exercises for older people, valuing very positively the social as-
pects of these interactions. However, those who spent the most time exer-
cising were those who trained individually. In addition, studies have shown 
that some older people do not like to exercise in groups (Robins et al., 2016; 
Zhang et al., 2022).

The social dimension of adherence to exercise among my collaborators 
presents several variables. On the one hand, social pressure and the enjoyment 
of sharing with peers contribute to maintaining training routines and attending 
sports centers. In addition, this social aspect provides a sense of security, as 
several informants mentioned having suffered assaults or attempted assaults 
while walking alone. As a result, many organize to go to their fitness centers 
together. A collaborator from San Joaquín says: “we all call each other, and 
we encourage each other, sometimes one does not want to go to exercise, but 
as we are all a group, we all encourage each other to continue.”

On the other hand, when talking about friends and acquaintances, my co-
llaborators emphasize that establishing an exercise routine is not always easy. 
To encourage this practice, positive incentives are key. The support networks 
they have help them maintain their exercise habits by valuing and reinforcing 
them in a positive way. However, comments that warn about the dangers of 
training at older ages, suggest that it is not worth risking a fall, or that exer-



47

Alexis Sossa Rojas. Sensitivities and inequalities in urban space

cise could aggravate existing health problems, generate fear and discourage-
ment, thus making it difficult to form a regular exercise habit.

One contributor says:

In this age there is a lot of fear, fear of being dependent, of falling, of being 
scammed, then the best thing is that the group remains positive and provi-
de positive energies. If one gets scared, then we will all be, and it is a cycle.

As for the second point, almost all of my collaborators expressed their 
satisfaction with having clear routines and schedules about their workouts, 
schedules and practice locations. Individuals who trained individually crea-
ted their own routines and followed the planning as much as possible. This 
factor is significant, considering that my collaborators are individuals who 
exercise regularly and therefore can be seen as examples of what works to 
promote physical activity in this population group. 

Finally, in relation to music, there are several interesting aspects as it can 
evoke intense body sensations and emotions, which not only enrich life ex-
perience, but also promote emotional well-being. These feelings can include 
joy, nostalgia, relaxation or even motivation, all essential to maintain a good 
quality of life. In addition, music has a significant role in the creation of me-
mories and in the sense of belonging. Sharing and enjoying common songs 
with others not only creates an atmosphere of friendship, but also strengthens 
social bonds. This sense of community is especially relevant for older people, 
as socialization can be a key factor in combating loneliness and promoting 
active participation in activities. Music, therefore, not only acts as a means 
for enjoyment, but also facilitates the continuity of training routines. By in-
tegrating familiar or preferred songs into their exercises, older people can 
feel more motivated and committed to their physical activity.

On the other hand, ethnographic work allowed me to observe that in or-
der to understand adherence to physical exercise as a routine, it is essential to 
consider factors underlying sport and physical activity, such as short-term sen-
sations, sensitivities and body emotions associated with movement. Phoenix 
and Orr (2014) present a type of the pleasure of physical activity in old age 
that includes sensual pleasure (for example, feeling the breeze when walking 
outdoors), documented pleasure (such as the narratives when walking), the 
pleasure of habitual action (which gives a purpose to everyday life) and the 
pleasure of immersion (consisting of concentrating the mind through move-
ment practices, such as yoga).
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In fact, in each of the sports activities of my collaborators there is an in-
carnate dimension that transforms physical exercise into something more 
than a search for improvement in health; it is also about the enjoyment of 
seeing and feeling the body in movement. These feelings can influence indi-
vidual preferences for physical activity. Some people may not enjoy intense 
exercise due to sweat and discomfort (Grossman and Stewart, 2003), while 
others value the adrenaline that is felt when moving the body with intensity. 
In addition, some people enjoy the sensation of their lungs breathing deeply 
or muscles elongating during certain movements. There are also those who 
find pleasure in exploring the city, either by cycling or jogging.

As a conclusion, it can be noted that it is relevant to rethink exercise 
and physical activity as pleasant activities with movement, instead of a pu-
rely health-related behavior and against aging (Devereux et al., 2016; Tulle, 
2015). In addition, elements such as having a clear routine, using music, and 
having other people perform exercises can be elements that help encourage 
and maintain training routines.

It has been noted that some older people, through ignorance or comments 
from family members, fear the unpredictability, fragilities and vulnerabilities 
associated with aging, and are thus more careful or elusive to the exposure of 
risks (real or perceived) that exercise can cause. But fear of crime is seen as 
a real fear, and one that must be sought out for ways to prevent. As in other 
research, the most common strategy for prevention is that older people adopt 
avoiding outdoor activities (Stathi et al., 2012; Bjornsdottir et al., 2012).

It could also be speculated, based on other studies (Benton et al., 2018; 
NICE, 2007), that individually targeted interventions to increase physical exer-
cise in older people could lead to modest and uncertain long-term improvements 
in effectiveness. However, creating a supportive environment at the population, 
family, and neighborhood levels can be a more effective, sustainable, and more 
far-reaching approach to increasing levels of physical exercise among older 
people, as it focuses on broader determinants of health and physical activity. 

Conclusions
Faced with the challenge posed by the aging of our societies, this work 

has explored the factors that facilitate older people to exercise more, with 
the aim of improving their health and well-being. A main aspect of our re-
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search has been the concept of territory and its influence on the practice of 
physical activity. The territory, understood as the built and imagined envi-
ronment is closely related to what we have called the “walkability” of the 
space close to the elderly. 

This walkability is positively associated with physical and mental com-
ponents that encourage older people to get out of their homes and lead a more 
active life. Objective factors, such as sidewalks in good condition, benches to 
rest, pedestrian crossings and clean and well-maintained green areas are cru-
cial (Cervero and Kockelman, 1997). However, walkability also depends on 
the perceptions that older people have about their neighborhoods, including 
aspects such as safety, sense of belonging and aesthetics of the environment.

The data presented, based on an ethnographic work carried out in two 
communes of Santiago de Chile, reveal that the appropriation of public spaces 
is not always guaranteed for different social and age groups. Parks, gardens 
and squares contribute to urban social sustainability by offering opportunities 
for recreation, relaxation and social interaction. However, some contributors 
expressed that these spaces have not considered the needs and preferences of 
older people, generating a sense of injustice by observing that not all neigh-
borhoods receive the same level of care and services. This difference causes 
a feeling of abandonment that negatively impacts the practice of physical 
exercise and, therefore, the health and well-being of this population group.

This study revealed that the commune with the highest number of ser-
vices and green areas presented the highest levels of well-being among my 
collaborators. In addition, more time was devoted to recreational activities 
and physical exercise in this commune, which reinforces the relationship 
between the available environment and the quality of life of its inhabitants.

Both this work and previous studies indicate that physical activity is 
associated with the microenvironment of the street and the neighborhood, 
where environmental activity is a key factor to attract people (Gunn, 1988). 
In addition, the security conditions in the inhabited territories allow (or not) 
older people to participate more actively in social, cultural and recreational 
activities (Hernández et al., 2010).

The group of collaborators I worked with is made up of older people who 
exercise constantly and have maintained this habit for several years. There-
fore, their testimonies and experiences can serve as examples and valuable 
resources for interventions to promote physical activity in this population 
group. For them, the first step towards an active life is to leave home, and 
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environmental factors such as safety, walkability and the attractiveness of 
spaces are determinants in this process. It is essential to better understand the 
relationships that are established between people and public spaces, as well 
as how these interactions are linked with emotions, sensitivities and percep-
tions of security and social justice. This approach can be key to developing 
policies and programs that promote active and healthy aging.
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