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ELDERLY PEOPLE AS PEDESTRIANS
Christine Chaloupka, FACTUM Austria

Elderly pedestrians

Mobility of elderly people (<60 years) is high. A study about traffic behaviour in Vienna (Herry &
Snizek 1993) shows that, though decreasing from an age of 56 on, all senior citizens leave their flats
during working days to move around in the city. Between 61 and 70 years they have more ways
outdoors than young people between 10 and 20 years of age (fig.1)

Ageclasse
s

Journeys per person

6-10 1,73
11-15 2,5
16-20 2,82
21-25 3,22
26-30 3,53
31-35 3,58
36-40 3,42
41-45 3,21
46-50 3,27
51-55 3,07
56-60 2,73
61-65 2,93
66-70 2,8
71-80 2,01
>80 0,37

Regarding the modal split people from an age of 56 years on walk more than the 16 – 55 years old. For
the 71 – 80 years old walking is the most preferred mobility mode compared to age groups from 11 to
70 (Herry & Snizek 1993) (fig 2)

Keep them on the road – keep them mobile!

Reduction of outdoor mobility of the elderly means reduction of life quality because of lack of social
contacts as well as psycho-physical deterioration. Diminished training in all areas always goes hand in
hand with a reduction of ability in the same area. Assuming that we support the philosophy of keeping
people mobile outdoors as long as possible (for more arguments. See, e.g., Hakamies-Blomquist 1994)
it is of great importance to know sufficiently about their needs and problems as pedestrians.
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But what sources do we have to reach a better understanding of needs and problems of elderly
pedestrians? There exist five main sources which can help to create a kind of mosaique-picture -
which may lead to an image of reality but, of course, not to ,,the” truth:

1) accident statistics
2) behaviour observations
3) subjective view
4) examinations of psycho-physical state (psychological and medical testing)
5) analyses of social environment and life circumstances

Each of them can only give a reduced, insufficient picture of the wide problem-area of elderly pedestrians. But each of
them is necessary for a better understanding. One without the other can lead to erroneous conclusions. The necessity of
knowing more than results from accident statistics and/or behaviour observations to solve problems shall be shown in
the next table:

Which problem aspect do the different sources touch?
Accident
statistics

Behaviour
observation

Subjective
view

Physical state Social
environment

Elderly pedestrians
cross the street without
regarding the
oncoming traffic

Elderly pedestrians
often have to look
down to the road
surface trying to find
out how big the step
will be from the
pavement down to the
street

- I am afraid of
falling down

- I don’t see well but
I don’t want to ask
for help – otherwise
they think I am old
and incompetent

Regarding vision: -
elderly do not see
long enough, -
peripherical vision is
reduced –
accommodation
between near and far
lasts longer

Because of a his-
torical develop-ment
in our society elderly
people often are
looked at as being
incom-petent in
various areas of life

They wait for a big
gap, after some time
they just walk

- Cars approach so
quickly so that I
don’t dare to start
walking
- I get frustrated
when nobody stops
for me, so I just start
to walk
- they have to brake!

- problems in
distance and speed
assessment because
of the previous
mentioned
impairments

They are seen as
“hindrances” in our
“speed”-world; this
leads to negative
attitu-des towards
them and further on
to a lack of willing-
ness to support them

 (Chaloupka & Risser 1993)

Two different kinds of approaches: Focus on the individual or the system

Accident statistics often show only one side of the coin. Behaviour observations usually give information about the
existence of a problem but do not lead to a sufficient understanding of what is going on and why it is going on and what
should be done as a countermeasure. Diving deeper
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into the problem cannot be done without asking people about their point of view and without observing the social
circumstances.

It depends on the approach in respect to countermeasures which information source one will prefer:

a) If authorities only think about training programs for elderly road users so that they behave safely in traffic, it is very
obvious that they will focus only on the mistakes and impairments of elderly people and try, e.g to train them to watch
out for car traffic more consciously and cautiously. However, if the interests and needs of the elderly are not met well by
this, they will not co-operate, and we know that such a co-operation is necessary (e.g., road users have to comply, they
have to to what they are asked for, they have to react to measures in a way that is wished for - if they don’t, most of the
measures become useless)

b) Accordingly, if authorities take the whole traffic system - including psychological and social aspects - into account,
e.g. how to improve life quality in the cities, especially for such a large group as the elderly, the information sources
only from accident statistics or observation studies will not be sufficient.

The second kind of approach (b) seems to be more fruitful: Measures to change the traffic-system in a way that it will,
e.g., be more error-friendly (i.e., an error of a pedestrian will not be ,,punished” immediately and severely) will improve
life-quality not only of elderly people. But most of all it will help them, and also for people with all other kinds of
handicaps (children, parents with small children, people with heavy bags, short- or long-term handicapped etc.) to keep
their mobility high.
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