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Driven by the ageing process taking place in the Basque Autonomous Region (BAR), the
‘Age-Friendly Cities and Communities’ (AFCC) initiative has become a major political
reference for the development of ageing policies in the territory. This article addresses this
subject by means of a qualitative study that analyses how the three main capital cities in
the region are implementing age-friendly strategies, with a focus on co-creation and
co-production processes. The article examines the challenges they are currently facing in
the development of the aforementioned participatory processes. Our research suggests
that political involvement, even if necessary, is meaningless if the strategy is not embedded
in the work of influential stakeholders. Moreover, the success of communities in becoming
more age friendly will, to a large extent, depend on whether older people, including those
facing social exclusion, become involved as key actors in future research and policies
around age-friendly developments.

Keywords: Age-Friendly, ageing, co-creation, co-production.

I n t roduc t ion

The demographic transition which European societies are undergoing, characterised by
the growth in numbers and proportion of people sixty-plus, has brought issues related to
ageing and care to the centre of political debate at all institutional levels. From the local to
the national level, public institutions are searching for new ways of organising welfare and
care systems, with the aim of improving responses to the challenges presented by the
recent demographic, political and economic changes (Pestoff, 2011). The ‘Age-Friendly
Cities and Communities’ (AFCC) strategy proposed by the World Health Organization
(WHO) has become a global reference for the development of ageing policies, and more
inclusive cities, neighbourhoods and communities. In this field, BAR represents an
interesting reference point for a case study, not only because it is the Spanish region
with the highest number of cities that belong to the global network, but also because it has
its own regional network, as well as many local initiatives in operation.
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One of the approaches proposed by the ‘Age-Friendly’ framework is to promote the
role of neighbour and community relations, as well as the participation of older people in
the design and development of policies in order to respond more adequately to the
challenges at hand. In this respect, several studies have shown that the social environment
has an important role in shaping older people’s health and wellbeing (Kano et al., 2018),
as older people living in less age-friendly communities have reported lower levels of
wellbeing (Nieboer and Cramm, 2018).

One dimension to the age-friendly debate has been the influence of ideas relating to
co-production and co-creation, (see, among others, Buffel, 2015, 2018a, 2018b; Buffel
and Phillipson, 2016; Doran and Buffel, 2018; Moulaert and Garon, 2016; Zuniga et al.,
2019). These concepts refer to the involvement of citizens in the design, management,
implementation or evaluation of a certain policy or service. Such processes are developed
on the basis that they have the capacity to make policies and practices more responsive to
the needs and demands of the people involved. Despite the growing interest in this
approach, there remains a need for experimentation in terms of testing and learning from
participatory and collaborative approaches where older people are involved in those
processes (Buffel and Phillipson, 2016).

In our article, this subject is examined by means of a qualitative study, analysing how
three cities are implementing age-friendly strategies, with the focus being on co-creation
and co-production initiatives. First, theWHO ‘Age-Friendly’ framework is presented, from a
global perspective, in terms of its development in the analysed context. Secondly,
co-creation and co-production are discussed as valuable tools for the development of
age-friendly strategies. Thirdly, the Basque socio-political reality is described, as well as
some of the key features of the region. Next, the methodology is presented, and the main
findings obtained during the analysis are then presented. Finally, the last section presents the
discussion about the challenges which have arisen concerning the participatory processes
and the involvement of older people in the development of ‘Age-Friendly’ policies.

A br ie f i n t roduc t ion in to the ‘Age-Fr iend ly ’ i n i t i a t i ve

The ‘Age-Friendly Cities and Communities’ (AFCC) movement, and the ‘Global Network
of Age-Friendly Cities and Communities’ (GNAFCC), are part of the World Health
Organization’s (WHO) agenda on ageing issues. Although Age Friendly Initiatives are
usually aimed at people aged sixty-plus, they could be considered as a cross-disciplinary
strategy. The starting point of the movement can be traced back to a research project
carried out in 2006 in thirty-three cities around the world. This study was led byWHO and
the Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) and focused on the advantages and barriers
that older people experience in eight ‘age-friendly’ domains: housing, transport, informa-
tion and communication, outdoor spaces and buildings, community support and health
services, social participation, civic participation and employment, respect, and social
inclusion (WHO, 2018).

Four years later, in 2010, the GNAFCC was launched, starting with eleven cities, and
increasing up to around 1000 in 20191. As Rémillard-Boilard (2018) has argued, the
endorsement of this movement by the United Nations, WHO and the European Union has
encouraged the development of a wide range of age-friendly policies and initiatives at
local, national, and international levels. The age-friendly movement has also been
influential in raising awareness about the need to prepare for a changing population,
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and major institutions and associations have incorporated this strategy into their work
plans and organisational goals (Lawler, 2015). The AFCC movement has attracted a
considerable level of interest, not only from political stakeholders but also within
academia, with a growing number of studies providing an international comparative
perspective (see among others, Buffel et al., 2018; Buffel and Phillipson, 2016; Kano et al.,
2018; Moulaert and Garon, 2016). However, to date, there has been limited research
focusing on the case of Spain and BAR in particular.

Moreover, further research is required in order to determine which aspects make
AFCC strategies successful. Steels (2015) suggests that some of the key elements to
examine are the following: multi-stakeholder collaborations, political involvement and
financing or investment in the social environment, and especially, how a city can ensure
that these interventions are sustainable.

‘Age-Friendly’ movement in Spain

In the case of Spain, IMSERSO (Spanish Institute for Older People and Social Services) has
been the official partner of WHO for the development of age-friendly strategies since
2011. This public institution manages the national network of age-friendly cities in Spain,
offering information and consultancy, and facilitating the dissemination or communica-
tion of local initiatives. In 2013, the ‘Friendly Cities’ working group was created, with
representatives from national organisations and local authorities. This working group was
responsible for developing and disseminating age-friendly strategies in Spain. According
to data provided by IMSERSO (2019)2, 167 cities are part of the national network,
thirty-five of which are located in BAR – the region with the highest number of cities
that are a part of the network, followed by Catalonia with twenty-one.

‘Age-Friendly’ movement in the Basque Autonomous Region

The Basque Government established its own network and promoted the ‘Age-Friendly’
strategy in 2012, with its development fostered by a third sector organisation (Matia
Foundation3). Since then, sixty-five municipalities have joined the regional network,
twenty-four from Gipuzkoa, twenty-four from Bizkaia, and seventeen from Araba4 (2019
figures). Apart from the three main capital cities, even small villages have become
involved in the network. Indeed, villages with no more than 1,000 inhabitants are also
participating, and whilst they are not the focus of the present study, the development and
performance of the age-friendly policies and strategies in such contexts could be of great
interest for further research. Overall, the role of the Basque network is to provide
information and support for new municipalities to join the network, and to support
existing members. One of the activities includes the development of territorial committees
bringing together different actors and stakeholders from each county and community
involved in the network.

Co-crea t ion and co-produc t ion as key too ls fo r the deve lopment o f
age- f r i end l y s t ra teg ies

Co-creation and co-production approaches are becoming more and more relevant as
welfare states in Europe are increasingly searching for new ways to organise welfare
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schemes (Burgess and Durrant, 2019; Pestoff, 2011) and community care at a neighbour-
hood level. In addition, because the AFCC initiative puts the focus on the promotion of
participation and involvement of older people (Del Barrio et al., 2018) such approaches
are also gaining relevance within age-friendly strategies. As both concepts have similar
features but are in fact different practices, some clarification is needed in order to
understand their role in Age-friendly strategies.

In the field of social policy, co-production has been linked to the involvement of users
in the provision or implementation of a certain policy or service, once these have already
been defined (Pestoff, 2011). Co-production can also take place in different phases, from
design to management, implementation or evaluation (Brandsen and Honingh, 2015;
Bovaird, 2007). Both approaches are the example of the existence of two main perspec-
tives in this field. According to Flemig and Osborne (2019), the first relates to the
traditional public administration view of co-production as a voluntary process extrinsic
to statutory service encounters; and the second one, to the service management theory
view, which conceptualises co-production as an intrinsic and often involuntary element of
any service delivery encounter.

Co-creation is understood as a process by which two or more parties collaborate,
or participate, in creating value for themselves or others (Hughes, 2014). Therefore,
co-creation is not a mere platform for channelling people’s views (Poocharoen and Ting,
2015), but a direct participation mechanism which allows public institutions to benefit
from the knowledge and experience of individuals, groups, associations or other institu-
tions. In both cases there is a relationship between a salaried employee of an organisation
on the one hand and people or groups of citizens on the other (Brandsen and Honingh,
2015). But while co-production implies a process where the logic is linear and based upon
product-dominant conceptions of production, co-creation is built upon an interactive and
dynamic relationship where value is created at the nexus of interaction (Osborne, 2018).
What this means is that, in general terms, co-creation processes could be seen as more
‘open’ and less predictable than traditional co-production methods, as the outcome
depends on the interaction of the different parts involved. Although it is evident that both
create value, the main difference could be concerning how participation is understood.
Whereas co-production usually implies a narrower interpretation of the concept, as it relates
mainly to the delivery of a service or the implementation of a policy, co-creation represents
a wider paradigm, promoting participation in every stage of the policy-making process.

As Littlechild et al. (2015) have pointed out, co-creation and co-production
processes with older people have developed more gradually than with other age groups.
Nonetheless, the available literature and research indicates the value of these methods as
they not only benefit the participant personally but also the communities in which they
live (Beebeejaun et al., 2014; Bell and Pahl, 2018; Buffel, 2018a; Ward et al., 2018), as
well as the public performance. In other words, they have an immediate social impact,
and have the capacity to make policies and practices more responsive to the needs and
demands of those involved.

In accordance with Buffel et al. (2019), the case for co-production and co-research (to
which we could also add co-creation) with older people in developing age-friendly cities
and communities is threefold. First, the approach represents a viable method for working
with older residents and mobilising their expertise. Second, it gives older people
themselves a key role to play in the creation and development of policies and age-
friendly initiatives. Third, it offers a range of benefits to the different stakeholders involved,
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in that it provides a forum for rich and meaningful social engagement, and mutual learning
and exchange. However, as Hafford-Letchfield (2019) argues, there is no solid evidence
on what works best to achieve participation and co-production with older people.

Based on previous literature, this author (Hafford-Letchfield, 2019) highlights four
challenges that must be addressed at a time when debates are rife about the future,
purpose and role of public services. Following this author, these comprise: 1) embedding
co-production within commissioning activity; 2) generating evidence of the value of
co-production; 3) scaling up successful approaches from local initiatives; and 4) devel-
oping the skills of professionals on ‘how to do it’. Our article will focus on contributing to
the two last points – that is, learning from different local initiatives and identifying key
elements about how to proceed.

A g l impse in to the soc io -po l i t i ca l rea l i t y o f the Basque
Autonomous Reg ion

The Basque Autonomous Region (BAR) is one of the seventeen autonomous regions in Spain
and has three provinces: Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa and Araba. Their respective capital cities are
Bilbao, Donostia/San Sebastián and Vitoria/Gasteiz. BAR has a population of 2,180,449
million (2018), with 342,810 in Bilbao, 243,815 in Vitoria/Gasteiz, and 180,989 in
Donostia/San Sebastián (EUSTAT, 2019) 5. These cities represent 35 per cent of BAR’s
population, but if we include the urban conurbations around them, this percentage reaches
66.2 per cent of the region’s population. Therefore, the Basque society can be characterized
as largely urban, with cities formed by high-density housing areas, especially in the case of
Bilbao. Historically, BAR has been one of the most industrialised areas in Spain, with Bilbao
as the main industrial area and seaport. However, following the general tendency across
Europe, industrial and manufacturing production has declined, and the service sector has
become more relevant. According to data provided by INE (2017) 6, BAR is one of the
wealthiest regions in Spain, with GDP per capita 31.5 per cent points above the average for
the country. Furthermore, its average annual income per inhabitant is the highest at national
level, being €15,300 in the Basque region compared to €11,680 in Spain (INE, 2019), while
the average unemployment rate in the region stands at 8.7 per cent in comparison to 14.45
per cent in Spain as a whole (INE, 2020).

In terms of administrative structure, the Spanish political system is more similar to a
federal than a centralised state, and each region has competences to develop its own
health, education, and social service systems. Only social security is controlled directly by
the central government. Additionally, BAR has a higher level of self-governance, in
comparison to other regions, which leads to, in the opinion of some authors, an internal
federal configuration (Arrieta, 2019; Novo, 2010). The main difference with other regions
is that BAR has a taxing power that is unique in that it has the right to collect taxes via what
is known as ‘cupo’, which is an arrangement between central and regional governments.

The age ing process in the th ree cap i ta l c i t i es o f the Basque
Autonomous Reg ion

Throughout the last decades, the demographic dynamics of BAR and its main capital cities
have been characterised by a slight variation in the total number of residents but a
profound change in the age structure of the population. The percentage of the population
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aged sixty-five and over shows that the Basque region is undergoing a significant ageing
process. According to EUSTAT (2019), the percentage for the region is 22 per cent, which
is similar to the percentage in Vitoria-Gasteiz (21 per cent) and even higher in Bilbao
(24 per cent), and Donostia/San Sebastián (24 per cent). For those aged seventy-five
and above, the figures are 9.74 per cent in Vitoria-Gasteiz, 12.97 per cent in Bilbao, and
11.72 per cent in Donostia/San Sebastián (see Table 1).

This also raises the demand for services of different kinds, and particular issues linked
to the increased diversity within the ageing population. As the profiles of older people are
becoming more diverse, the needs and demands of this age group are also changing.
Examples include changes in social and family structures (job conditions, single and single
parent households, ageing migrants, etc), and the different lifestyles that these new
older generations have experienced compared with younger cohorts (baby boomers)
(Del Barrio et al., 2018).

In terms of the structure of families or households, the greatest change in relation to
the capacity of families for caring has occurred with the progressive incorporation of
women into the labour market. This has undermined the gender-specific division of labour
based around the ‘male breadwinner’model, with women relegated to domestic and care
work. In the case of the Spanish and Basque societies, with a welfare model dependent
upon the central role of families as carers, a ‘care crisis’ (Pérez Orozco, 2006) is taking
place. Furthermore, while women have ‘masculinized’ their careers, men have not
‘feminized’ theirs in the same way (Esping-Andersen and Palier, 2011); most of the
household burden still falls upon women. This reality could be applied to informal care in
general (Carrasco, 2013; De los Santos et al., 2012), or specifically to the care of elderly
relatives (Comas-d’Argemir, 2015).

Methodo logy

The present study aims to analyse age-friendly strategies in BAR by focusing on the
challenges that arise from the development of co-creation and co-production processes.
The research has been carried out in the three main capital cities of the region (Bilbao,
Vitoria-Gasteiz and Donostia/San Sebastián). It has been guided by one main research
question:

• What are the main challenges for the development of co-creation and co-production
projects within age-friendly strategies?

Table 1 Ageing percentages in the three cities, BAR and Spain (2018)

Bilbao
Donostia/San
Sebastián

Vitoria-
Gasteiz BAR Spain

Population 342.810 180.989 243.815 2.180.449 46.658.447
People aged 65 and
over (%)

24 24 21 22 19.22

People aged 75 and
over (%)

12.97 11.72 9.74 11.8 9.51

Source: Compilation based on the data obtained from INE [2019] and EUSTAT [2019]
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The research question has been posed in an open and general way in order to cover a
wide range of topics related to the different challenges that may arise from this type of
process, and also to tackle some of the knowledge gaps found in the field of AFCC. The
cities were purposefully selected on the basis that they: (1) had adopted the WHO
framework so as to structure their work around age-friendliness; (2) were amongst the first
to become members of the GNAFCC in Spain, reflecting their pioneering role in
developing age-friendly programmes; and (3) were the capital cities of the three different
provinces.

The research followed a qualitative methodology in which an in-depth interview
technique was applied. A total of twenty-seven interviews were conducted, using a semi-
structured qualitative questionnaire. A semi-structured approach was chosen because of
the extensive knowledge the interviewees had in the field, allowing us to learn about new
aspects and for the participants to put forward new ideas. Given that they were experts and
had in-depth knowledge of the topics covered, this technique was considered to be the
most suitable to meet the needs of the research, as it provided a framework where
the people interviewed could contribute a large amount of information. Questions
included a focus on Age Friendly strategies, co-production initiatives, and barriers,
difficulties or challenges for their development.

Sampling and recruitment strategy

This study used a purposive sampling strategy (see Table 2). We recruited participants
from different backgrounds with an interest in ageing policies in BAR, including politicians
and policy makers, high-ranking public managers, experts and academics. Eighteen
women and nine men participated in the study. Thirteen were from the public sector,
and fourteen were scholars or experts. A similar number of public sector professionals
were interviewed in each city (five in Vitoria-Gasteiz, four in Donostia- San Sebastian and
four in Bilbao). Contact was established using the ‘snowball’ sampling technique, i.e.
asking the interviewees about key informants, which led to another series of contacts and
thus widened the range of people that could be reached.

Data analysis

The qualitative data was transcribed and examined through category analysis methods
using Atlas.ti8 software. The data was analysed using an ‘open’ coding and inductive

Table 2 Participants sample

Bilbao
Donostia/San
Sebatián Vitoria-Gasteiz

Participants (n) n= 11 n= 11 n= 5
Background
participants

Politician (n= 2) Politician (n= 1) Politician (n= 1)
Public manager
(n= 2)

Public manager
(n= 3)

Public manager
(n= 4)

Expert-Third Sector
(n= 7)

Expert-Third Sector
(n= 7)

Age-friendly Strategies in the 3 Basque Capital Cities
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strategy by which it was coded, sorted and sifted. The analysis followed different steps:
the first step involved highlighting important passages. In the second step, passages
were compiled and assigned to each main category (Age-Friendly strategies, co-creation
processes, and difficulties/challenges). These data was subsequently coded following an
open coding strategy, identifying emergent topics and ideas. Subsequently, sub-categories
were constructed, clustering and determining hierarchy among different codes (i.e. older
people´s associations < key stakeholders <participants). Finally, the results and
findings were presented following a category-based analysis. It is worth highlighting,
as Chowdhury (2015) points out, that conclusions were made on the basis not only of a
robust methodology, but also of a sensitivity to the contexts and situations in which the
research takes place.

F ind ings

In the following sections, the main findings are presented in two parts. The first part
provides a brief description of three different co-production or co-creation initiatives
identified in each city, to serve as examples, while the second unveils the main challenges
facing the development of those initiatives.

Identifying co-creation and co-production initiatives for the development
of AF strategies

The analysis suggests that all three cities had developed either a co-creation or a
co-production process as part of the development of their age-friendly strategies.
An example of this is the projectMirada activa (‘Active glance’), which is a co-production
initiative in Bilbao. Starting in 2016, the project aimed to fight loneliness among older
people, encouraging them to take part in the process by acting as ‘aerials’, which detect
cases of loneliness. The methodology is based on recruiting older people, mostly active
members in community organisations, who are given the task of reporting cases of
loneliness or isolation to the social services. It is important to mention here that the project
was promoted by the Social Action Department of Bilbao’s city council, and the main
allies in developing the strategy throughout the city were older people’s associations,
which are usually located in public venues across different neighbourhoods.

In the city of Donostia/San Sebastián (which was the first in Spain and one of the first
in the world to join the GNAFCCC), the ‘Lkaleak’ project (see Zuniga et al., 2019) is an
example of a co-creation process. In this process, older people from a neighbourhood
(Egia) in the city, together with different institutions (public and private sector, the third
sector, and the academic world), played a key role in creating community care policies for
older adults in Donostia/San Sebastián. The project went through a series of three stages or
‘waves’, which took place in small groups. In each stage, work sessions were held with up
to a maximum of seven people. In total, 117 people participated in different phases of the
project. It should be highlighted that this project was developed in collaboration with
Third Sector organisations and the University of Deusto.

Regarding the case of Vitoria-Gasteiz, the project ‘Activa tu barrio’ (‘Activate your
neighbourhood’) is a co-production initiative whose aim is to promote more welcoming
neighbourhoods, and to ensure that people can continue to carry out their daily activities
and can interact and walk comfortably through the streets. The project has been set up in
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three different neighbourhoods, and is targeted at older people and residents, as well as
businesses and associations. One of the project’s activities has been to create ‘safe routes’
or safe pathways across the neighbourhoods, marked with signals that are located on
streetlights, walls or benches and guide people towards meaningful landmarks across the
neighbourhood.

In all three cases, age-friendly strategies had been promoted by the local authorities,
with considerable support from the political sphere. While this may be seen as a positive,
it also has some drawbacks. For example, when trying to set up projects in a local context,
the fact that they were led by public institutions often meant they were interpreted as being
developed from a top-down approach. This negatively impacted on the processes,
resulting in challenges associated with the dissemination and involvement of professionals
and citizens, who were often not aware about the project in its early stages:

We designed this diagnosis methodology and the action plan and then, when we evaluated the
action plan, we realized that nobody believed in it : : : I mean, you set up a bunch of opinion
groups, ( : : : ) and you come up with very cool ideas, which you put into a plan, but then this
plan is not linked to the places where it has to be carried out. That is, the person who has
influence, the technician who has influence or the department that has influence, even if they
think it is good, they don’t feel that it is something of their own, do they? (Public manager)

Furthermore, the only process of the three that has been defined as a co-creation
process does appear to have obtained more positive results with regard to participation
and impact at the institutional level. This may be due to the fact that this approach requires
more intensive work, i.e. greater involvement and investment of resources, but also
because the process of sharing reflections, which has not taken place in the co-production
processes presented here, has a greater capacity for transformation.

Unveiling the main challenges for the development of co-creation and
co-production initiatives within AFCC strategies

Before analysing the main challenges, it should be noted that the interviewees pointed
out that there was a pressing need to move towards participatory and collaborative
management models in order to effectively develop age-friendly and ageing strategies and
policies. The current social and political context, featured by an increase in the demand of
care and support for older people, combined with the decreasing capacity of public
administration due to neoliberal policies and budgetary cuts (Moreno, 2012; Pavolini
et al., 2015), has accelerated this need but also made it more challenging.

It is now becoming more and more evident that the public services that we designed are not
capable of responding to complex problems. This is an important debate today in the public
sector : : : that the current public services have not been designed to respond to the needs and
demands arising from complex issues. (Expert)

These forms of participation are the ones that are really going to achieve something interesting
for the community. And we must keep on working like this because the other ways, the
institutional, formal, and rigid structures, no longer work. (Public manager)
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Co-creation and co-production were identified as relevant and necessary strategies,
because they provide a response to the search for new ways of structuring the welfare mix
by building upon the collaboration between different sectors involved in the provision of
welfare and care (public sector, market, third sector, voluntary and community sector).
But, whilst the general assessment of the co-creation or co-production processes was
positive, common difficulties and challenges have also been found. Broadly speaking,
these challenges could be divided into two main topics: how to promote effective
participation and guaranteeing sustainability.

In general terms, putting participatory and collaborative governance processes in
place is always seen as challenging, but it seems to be especially difficult to engage certain
groups of people, such as frail or otherwise excluded older people. In the same vein, the
achievement of intergenerational projects was indicated as highly desirable, but difficult
to accomplish. In other words, the engagement of both adults and young people in the
age-friendly initiatives is proving to be complex. A widespread strategy in BAR is to
remove the term ‘age’ from the friendliness initiatives and try to guide them towards a
friendliness that is understood as valuable for everyone. An expert explained this as
follows:

One thing that we did in Lagunkoia, for example, was to take out the words ‘(for) elderly
people’. Because if you say that a project is for elderly people, you will never achieve
intergenerationality, unless you force it. (Expert)

Furthermore, the interviewees highlighted a range of difficulties in engaging various
groups of older people in the different projects. Involving the most vulnerable older
people, those defined as ‘hard to reach’ (Buffel, 2015; Craig, 2004), was seen as
particularly difficult, especially the ‘Oldest Old’ (residents aged eighty-five-plus), who
are at greater risk of social exclusion (Key and Culliney, 2018). Nonetheless, it should be
stressed that although age could exacerbate certain exclusion factors like poverty, social
isolation or health condition, it does not necessarily imply being vulnerable. As one of the
interviewees stated, “we do know how to engage with the elite” (referring to the people
with healthy and wealthy conditions) but not with the most vulnerable members of
society.

I think we do know how to make the elite participate ( : : : ) and we can reach people who are
already sensitised and motivated : : : but with the most vulnerable we have not found the
way : : : we do not know how to connect with them, which channels to use, which topics to use
to : : : [engage them]. (Public Manager)

Additionally, a certain resistance or reluctance to participate was noticed when the
level of involvement or participation was not specified in the project description. In other
words, not knowing how much time and effort would be needed to take part in a process
can act as a barrier to participate. In contrast, it was pointed out that participation in
specific activities, with well-scheduled processes, are considered more attractive and
successful. Furthermore, having common interests was identified as promoting medium or
long-term commitment. This suggests that co-creation or co-production processes ideally
start from developing a shared diagnosis or design at the start of a project. As has often
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been argued by the interviewees, participatory processes promoted by public institutions
respond more to the needs of the administration itself rather than to the necessities of older
people and communities. In this regard, special emphasis has been placed on the fact that
there is indeed a risk of Tokenism, and even ‘exploitation’ (Selloni, 2017), by promoting
participation merely as a political strategy.

And there are so many things taking place, because nowadays it seems that everyone wants to
do something with older people, right? ( : : : ) But we also have to be aware of saturation, and
careful not to break people’s trust (Expert).

The first step, therefore, will be to carry out a participatory process that allows a joint
identification of the issues on which the process will focus. Thus, for co-production
processes to be effective, participants should become involved in the initial design phase,
and not only in the evaluation and implementation phases:

The way to empower people is by making them participate, from the beginning to the end.
(Public manager)

But if there’s a common interest that brings us together at the same table, then age is not an issue.
In my opinion that’s the path we must follow, and that’s the way to beat [age-related]
stereotypes, which, as you know, are a scourge.’ (Expert)

Another issue in the debate is how to ensure the sustainability or continuity of
co-production or co-creation processes, and what role public administration should play
in achieving this. In many cases, community-based projects aim to activate networks and
relationships that can continue to function autonomously, without the public administra-
tion intervening. Yet the experiences accounted for here suggest that continuity may be
difficult to achieve without the monitoring or ‘surveillance’ of the administration.
An expert commented:

A process can take many months to be set in motion, but if you do not keep working on it, then
things will go back to how they were ( : : : ) Maybe there will come a time when it will evolve
naturally and it will end up being built without having to supervise it. (Expert)

One measure that could be implemented to facilitate sustainability and continuity is
to take a cross-sectorial approach in developing age-friendly projects and activities. This
suggests a collaborative, inter-departmental approach, involving local authorities, and
professional stakeholders from a range of backgrounds, as well as community organisa-
tions and citizens. However, the reality is that, except for one of the cities (Donostia-San
Sebastián), where an inter-departmental approach was developed, most age-friendly
strategies in BAR have been established by the Social Service department with limited
input from other departments.

On the other hand, the importance or the value that individual leadership has in
ensuring the success of projects has been repeatedly highlighted. The significance of
leadership has been pointed out both in the institutional sphere, referring to the profes-
sionals involved, and at the community or citizen level, in reference to people with a
special relevance or charisma in their organisations, communities or neighbourhoods.

Age-friendly Strategies in the 3 Basque Capital Cities

11

at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000282
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 141.134.128.196, on 16 Aug 2021 at 11:55:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000282
https://www.cambridge.org/core


This issue must be taken into account, as the whole process can break down when a
particular leader stops participating. This is especially relevant when working with older
people, as for many different reasons, sometimes related to health conditions, these
people are sometimes no longer able or willing to participate.

[About] the volunteering issue : : : One of the problems we have in ‘Euskadi Lagunkoia’, for
example, is that there are very powerful promotional groups, as they are made up of very
influential people, otherwise these groups wouldn’t be so powerful. But because these people
are elderly, they tend to get sick and then the whole group disintegrates. And then, in this sense,
the ‘friendliness’ project can come to a halt. (Public manager)

Finally, loneliness was one of the main and recurring themes in the discourse about
friendliness and ageing. It was suggested that the processes of co-creation and co-
production can have a particularly relevant role in addressing this issue. In addition to
the fact that being involved in a participatory project can be beneficial for individuals in
establishing social relationships, the result or outcome of such processes can also help to
tackle loneliness at a community level. The observation that public institutions cannot
sufficiently meet the social and affective needs experienced by individuals has led to the
belief that communities and the voluntary sector have a crucial role to play. By
concentrating their attention on this particular issue, processes are more likely to be
sustained over time as communities and the voluntary sector can respond to a need that
public institutions find difficult to meet.

What it [referring to a co-production project] does is try to give a different answer to the problem
of loneliness, which is something that people are concerned about. Everybody worries about it,
but no one knows how to reach the older people who live alone. ( : : : ) So it is something that
causes concern in the city and every professional worries about it too. It is also a concern for
neighbourhood associations, as well as businesses. (Public manager).

Discuss ion

The number of cities and towns developing AFCC strategies in BAR, and the creation of a
regional network, shows that developing age-friendly environments has become a shared
concern at a political level. However, the extent to which these strategies have been
implemented at the local level and supported by professionals and citizens differs
significantly. The rapid success and expansion of the AFCC initiative in BAR therefore
carries the risk of becoming a slogan or tagline without demonstrable achievements.

Collaborative and participatory initiatives such as co-creation and co-production
processes are considered essential for the development of age-friendly strategies, but our
analysis has shown that they are far from common and systematised in the way they are
developed. The analysed initiatives represent innovative projects within different
institutions and require a new form of governance. Their small size as well as limited
impact confirms their experimental status and, as discussed in the analysis, these strategies
are not embedded in most departments within local authorities. As highlighted by
McDonald et al. (2019) and which we also found to be true, age-friendly strategies have
successfully mobilised political support, but older people´s effective engagement in the
programmes is more problematic.While co-production is said to be ‘a good thing,’ sharing
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power and control remains challenging, and more evidence is required on its outcomes
(Hafford-Letchfield, 2019).

Our research suggests that political involvement, even if necessary, is meaningless
if the strategy is not embedded in the work of influential stakeholders, especially those
community-based organisations capable of developing strategies in local contexts.
As Scharlach et al. (2014) pointed out, and this study confirmed, inconsistent plan
implementation and lack of community structures which facilitate the translation of
planning reports into ground-level actions are two of the most challenging issues when
implementing community-wide planning strategies. Following Duran (2017), our analysis
suggests that while bureaucracy is essential as a conveyor belt, the implementation of
innovative plans can cause frictions, especially when there is a lack of responsible
management and qualified or skilled professionals.

The study further shows that reaching out to the most vulnerable or excluded older
people is considered to be one of the most important challenges in co-production or
co-creation processes. As Buffel and Phillipson (2016) argue, the success of communities
in becoming more age friendly will, to a large extent, depend on whether older people,
including those facing social exclusion, become involved as key actors in future research
and policies around age-friendly developments. As Smetcoren et al. (2019) point out,
it takes a great deal of time to develop the necessary trust, network and relationships, and
this time is not always available, especially within exploratory or short timeframe projects.
Moreover, there are shared concerns about the effect of the ‘care crisis’ for older carers,
especially among women, and its effects on social and civic participation. In order to
increase the likelihood that people will participate and engage in age-friendly initiatives,
the development of activities that require short-term commitments, with clearly defined
goals and ambitions, will be important. Nevertheless, the participation of those in
vulnerable situations or those who are main carers will remain a complex task as this
is influenced by the conditions established by welfare and care systems.

Related to this point, the achievement of intergenerational projects (i.e. the partici-
pation of people from different age groups in the same process) has also been identified as
a common struggle. There is clearly a need to develop ways in which younger generations
can become involved in creating initiatives to help both present and future generations of
frail and active older people alike. As Bovaird et al. (2015) argue, more imaginative
and attractive ways will need to be found to convince a higher proportion of citizens to
re-orient co-production activities towards more collective action. In this sense, the search
for shared interests that appeal to all members of a community has been referred to as a
possible alternative. That means that co-creation and co-production processes should start
from the design stage, rather than when the aims and objectives have already been
defined. In order to achieve sustainability and continuity, there is also a need to embed
such initiatives in professional and stakeholders’ networks (especially from the community
sector), as well as a need for a long-term commitment from the administration, and a cross-
sectorial and inter-professional approach. Lawler (2015) suggests that the extraordinary
breadth of the AFCC agenda could be paralysed with the development of short-term
programmes or projects. Even if that affirmation could also be applied to the situation of
BAR, the value of those small projects should be acknowledged, and finding a middle
ground may be the way to achieve success.

Finally, as argued throughout this article the idea of achieving ‘friendliness’ within
communities should be understood as a strategy for all ages (Lawler, 2015). Rather than
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defining ‘age friendly’ as a new programme or a trend in service delivery, this study
suggests that it should be seen as an opportunity to re-think the way in which we live
together.
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Notes

1 Data obtained from the WHO website. https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/who-network/
(Accessed, 01.17.2020)

2 Data obtained from the IMSERSO website (Available at: http://www.ciudadesamigables.imserso.
es/ccaa_01/ayun_parti/redespana/index.htm. (Accessed, 01.17.2020)

3 Non-for-profit institution specialised in the provision of care and welfare services for older people.

4 Data obtained from the Basque Age-friendly network website. (Available at: https://euskadilagun
koia.net/es/municipios/municipios-amigables. Accessed, 01.17.2020)

5 Basque Statistics Institute (http://www.eustat.eus/indice.html)

6 Spanish Statistics Institute (https://www.ine.es/)
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