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5Chapter 
Rhythms, ageing and 
neighbourhoods13

13 This chapter is reprinted from: Lager, D., Van Hoven B., Huigen P.P.P., Rhythms, 
ageing and neighbourhoods, and has been submitted to an international peer-
reviewed journal.

Abstract. To demonstrate the potential of time in understanding older 
adults’ experiences of place, this paper draws attention to the everyday 
temporal dimensions of ageing in urban neighbourhoods. In this qualitative 
research, we utilise Lefebvre’s Rhythmanalysis (2004) to illustrate how the 
rhythmic orderings of people and place come into being and can affect 
their sense of time. The findings reveal how the contrasting daily rhythms 
of the older respondents and younger residents emphasise the slowness of 
the rhythms of later life. To counteract the negative connotations of these 
slowed rhythms, respondents sought temporal anchors that would enable 
them to experience daily life in their neighbourhood as eventful. That the 
rhythms of older and younger residents were not synchronised in time 
and space resulted in experiencing a ‘generational divide’ that emphasised 
respondents’ stasis in the neighbourhood. Our findings suggest that the 
everyday rhythms linked to ageing can evoke a sense of ‘otherness’ within 
a neighbourhood. In future decades, a challenge for societies will be to 
prevent neighbourhoods from becoming ensembles in which older adults 
feel out of rhythm and out of place.

Keywords: ageing in place, rhythm, sense of time, qualitative methods, 
urban neighbourhoods.
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5.1 Introduction
In geographical research, little explicit attention has generally been paid to the temporal 
dimensions of sociospatial phenomena (Kwan, 2013; Schwanen and Kwan, 2012). How-
ever, more “temporally integrated geographies” could, as Kwan (2013, p. 1078) contends, 
yield new insights into many issues, such as ethnic segregation and accessibility, that 
have been examined by geographers for decades. In this vein, Schwanen et al. (2012b), in 
their call for geographers to have a more sustained engagement with ageing and old age, 
argued for systematically including ‘time’ in order to enhance understandings of older 
adults’ engagement with place. To demonstrate the potential of ‘time’ in understanding 
older adults’ experiences of place, this paper draws attention to the temporal dimen-
sions of ageing in urban neighbourhoods.
 Time has been regarded as a component of older adults’ attachment to place, in 
which familiarity with a place establishes itself through length of residence in the com-
munity (see Cutchin, 2001; Rowles, 1978; Rowles, 1983). As a result, the relationship 
between older adults and place is not understood as “merely contextual snapshots or 
temporally static episodes” but as “frames of an ongoing environmental movie” (Golant, 
2003, p. 639). Research in this field has highlighted how familiarity with the physical 
and social structure of their neighbourhood is important for older adults’ wellbeing as it 
confers a sense of belonging and independence (e.g.  Gardner, 2011; Rowles and Watkins, 
2003; Wiles et al., 2012). Such work has gained currency as a result of Western govern-
ments’ ageing-in-place policies, which are aimed at enabling the older population to live 
independently for as long as possible. These policies stress that it is in the best interest of 
older adults, if they can, to remain in their own home and neighbourhood, as these places 
are familiar and predictable to them (e.g. Blok and Van Rijn, 2014; VROMRaad, 2005). 
However, some recent studies have drawn attention to the roles that other dimensions 
of time play in the ageing and place relationship, such as timing (i.e. synchronisation 
of activities) and sense of time (see Bildtgard and Oberg, 2015; Lager et al., 2015; Lee, 
2014; Stjernborg et al., 2014). For instance, in some earlier work, we found that the dif-
ferences in the daily time geographies of our older respondents and their younger neigh-
bours were an obstacle to developing social capital in the neighbourhood (see Lager et 
al., 2015). The ways in which people value their time and places are captured in the ha-
bitual routines and behaviours that make up the everyday (see Highmore, 2002). Hence, 
greater knowledge of these everyday temporalities could enhance the understanding of 
how older adults experience daily life in their neighbourhood.
 In this paper, we focus on rhythm in understanding the experiential dimen-
sion of ageing in urban neighbourhoods. We draw on Henri Lefebvre’s Rhythmanalysis 
(2004) to gain insight into the role of multiple rhythms – social, non-human, corporeal, 
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mobile and institutionally inscribed – in older adults’ experiences of daily life in their 
neighbourhood. Rhythmanalysis highlights the entwinement and dynamism of time 
and space: “everywhere where there is interaction between a place, a time and an ex-
penditure of energy, there is rhythm” (Lefebvre, 2004, p. 15). Lefebvre’s work has been 
influential in a small, but growing, body of geographical research (see  Cronin, 2006; 
Edensor, 2010; Edensor and Holloway, 2008; McCormack, 2002; Mels, 2004b; Middleton, 
2009; Schwanen et al., 2012a; Simpson, 2008). Research in this vein has highlighted how 
rhythm is “an important constituent of the experience and organisation of social time” 
(Edensor, 2010, p. 1). Middleton (2009), for instance, found how ‘being out of sync’ with 
the normative walking rhythms of a locality can give insight into how people position 
themselves in relation to place. Considering old age, Schwanen and Kwan contended that 
it is likely that the “tempo of everyday life is lower, everyday activities are sequenced and 
timed in different ways” (2012, p. 2044). Relative to the fast pace of people rushing to 
work, these slower ‘rhythms of later life’ may have implications for older adults’ sense of 
belonging to the neighbourhood and experiences of social exclusion and inclusion.
 This paper investigates rhythm in older (aged 65 and above) adults’ accounts 
of daily life in their neighbourhood. For this purpose, we draw on qualitative fieldwork 
conducted in the city of Groningen in the north of the Netherlands. To demonstrate the 
use of rhythmanalysis in understanding experiences of ageing in urban neighbourhoods, 
we first briefly discuss prevailing theories regarding the experiential dimensions of the 
relationship between older adults and place. We then consider how rhythmanalysis can 
contribute to understanding experiences of ageing in urban neighbourhoods. Follow-
ing this, we introduce the research context and methodology. The analysis focuses on 
the daily, weekly and seasonal rhythmic orderings of the respondents’ daily lives and, 
therein, their sense of time. 

5.2 Older adults’ experiences of place: theoretical approaches
In the 1970s, the foundations were laid for understanding the experiential dimensions 
of older adults’ relationship with place. Rowles’ research (1978; 1983) has been highly 
influential in the theoretical development of this person-environment relationship. He 
developed the notion of physical, social and autobiographical ‘insideness’ in order to 
gain insight into how older people’s attachment to place may be constituted. This inside-
ness, or sense of familiarity, is developed over time through spatial routines and habits, 
through social integration in the community and through the accumulation of memo-
rable events within a place (Rowles, 1983). Rowles deemed autobiographical insideness 
particularly important for the way in which older adults deal with neighbourhood transi-
tions. The remembrance of events and one’s life in the community can induce a sense of 
belonging and continuity in times of change.
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 Rowles’ research suggests that older adults’ attachment to place develops over 
time and that this process involves experiences of continuity and discontinuity. This is 
made explicit in the ‘experience-based life course model of being in place’, in which Row-
les and Watkins (2003) stress the accumulation of experiences over the life course that 
result in the older individual becoming attuned to their environment. They hypothesise 
that environmental changes, such as a move to a care home, can disrupt the continu-
ity of environmental experience. To again experience congruence with place requires 
the ‘remaking of place’ through transferring one’s ‘insideness’ to the new or changed 
place. This could, as an example, include the transfer of personal possessions to a new 
home and the memories of past places. In a similar vein, Cutchin’s (2001) model of place 
integration emphasises how people’s interactions with places are in constant flux and 
require continuous negotiation in order to establish and maintain a sense of continuity 
and belonging. Cutchin, however, argued that Rowles’ focus on memories and past ex-
periences in older people’s place attachment “needs to be extended to include the sense 
of what person and place can become in the face of current affairs and problems” (2001, 
p. 35, original emphasis). For instance, when faced with decreasing health and mobility, 
the expectations as to whether one can continue to live independently in the community 
may change the experience of place.
 Both Rowles’ and Cutchin’s theorisations focus on changes within the person-
environment relationship that may challenge older adults’ sense of belonging and fa-
miliarity. Research in this area has considered how older adults experience and deal 
with neighbourhood transitions (e.g. Buffel et al., 2013; Lager et al., 2013; Phillipson et 
al., 2001; Ziegler, 2012) and the ways in which they make decisions about moving (e.g. 
Hillcoat-Nallétamby and Ogg, 2014; Peace et al., 2011). However, we would argue that fo-
cussing on discontinuities and continuities when interpreting older adults’ engagement 
with place can only partially explain how they experience daily life in their neighbour-
hood. We believe that including rhythm in the considerations will lead to a more compre-
hensive understanding of older adults’ experiences of ageing in urban neighbourhoods.

5.3 Rhythmic ensembles, orderings and qualities
In this section, we will elaborate on why we believe rhythm to be important in under-
standing experiences of ageing in urban neighbourhoods. As Elden in his introduction to 
Rhythmanalysis noted, rhythm is “a tool of analysis rather than just an object of it” (2004, 
p. xii, original emphasis). Below, we discuss how the rhythmic ensembles of neighbour-
hoods are constituted and how the temporal orderings of these places come into be-
ing. To understand how older adults’ experience time, we, furthermore, address how 
rhythms acquire their quality.
 In Rhythmanalysis, Lefebvre (2004) stressed the multiplicity and intersection of 
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rhythms that form the polyrhythmic ensembles of urban street life through observing a 
Parisian road junction from his apartment’s window. May and Thrift (2001) noted that 
these ‘timespaces’ are practiced (see also Crang, 2001), or as Mels put it: “human beings 
have always been rhythm-makers as much as place-makers” (2004a, p. 3). Thus, places 
are not static pre-existing entities but are continually (re)made through the intersection 
of multiple rhythms (Edensor, 2010). Crang highlighted the making of neighbourhood 
timespace through rhythms:

“Neighbourhoods are comprised of multiple routines and rhythms that may form 
a compatible or clashing whole, as the different, remediating, tempos, timings, and 
durations come together” (2007, p. 2419)

As this quote further shows, the polyrhythmic ensembles of a neighbourhood can, on 
the one hand, be configured as a compatible whole, in which different routines and 
rhythms are aligned with each other, but can, on the other hand, be in discord. This is 
what Lefebvre refers to as eurhythmia (rhythms being associated) and arrhythmia (in 
which rhythms “break apart, alter and bypass synchronisation”) (2004, p. 67, original 
emphasis). Everyday life usually involves eurhythmic ordering, in which activities are 
carried out in a habitual and routine manner in familiar places of work, shopping, com-
muting, leisure and so on. These places each have their own ‘place-ballets’ that are con-
stituted by the time-space routines of people, and present opportunities for face-to-face 
encounter (see Jacobs, 1961; Seamon, 1980). The nature of place-ballets can vary over 
the course of the day depending on the area’s functions (e.g. residential, commercial, 
retail) (Temelová and Novák, 2011). In the early morning, the streets of a commercial 
district may be crowded with people rushing to work, whereas in the evenings they are 
deserted. According to Lefebvre and Régulier, all these moments have “a strong signifi-
cance” (2004, p. 102): they show which rhythms are, and can be, synchronised in place 
(see also Hagerstrand, 1970). Hagestad and Uhlenberg (2005) observe that the socio-
spatial separation of age groups in Western societies, for instance in places of education, 
work and leisure, influence when and where age groups’ activities can co-occur.
 The everyday relies upon the “synchronisation of practices that become part 
of how ‘we’ get things done”, thereby conferring “an ontological predictability and secu-
rity” (Edensor, 2010, p. 8). Given its normality, the everyday does not easily reveal the 
mechanisms through which rhythms are ordered. In aiming to understand the ordering 
of places’ everyday rhythms, rhythmanalysists needs to ask themselves whether there 
is “a determining rhythm? A primordial and coordinating aspect?” (Lefebvre, 2004, p. 
33). Here, Lefebvre placed great emphasis on how work became the time of everyday-
ness: “subordinating to the organization of work in space other aspects of the everyday” 
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(2004, p. 73) such as times of sleeping, eating, leisure and time to be at home. Edensor 
(2006) further contended that everyday local rhythms are, to a great extent, managed by 
the state, from diurnal rhythms (i.e. when during the day people can carry out certain 
actions) to the life-course (e.g. retirement age). These rhythmic orderings vary between 
social groups: “we can describe daytime and the uses of time in accordance with social 
categories, sex and age” (Lefebvre, 2004, p. 73). For instance, Schwanen et al. (2012a) 
showed that spatiotemporal inequalities in visitor presence in the night-time economy 
can, in part, be explained by gender. They found that women’s participation in the night-
time economy was higher during busy hours, whereas men’s participation was deter-
mined less by the collective rhythms of visitor presence.
 Everyday temporal orderings “reinforce normative ways of understanding and 
experiencing the world” (Edensor and Holloway, 2008, p. 484). For instance, in his re-
search into everyday cycling practices in London, Spinney noted that the rhythms of cy-
clists were not “deemed equally desirable” (2010, p. 116) as those of motorised vehicles 
for which the city’s roads were designed. As this example indicates, rhythms acquire a 
quality in relation to other rhythms. In this vein, Lefebvre stressed that “we know that 
a rhythm is slow or lively only in relation to other rhythms (often our own: those of 
our walking, our breathing, our heart)” (2004, p. 10; see also May and Thrift, 2001). In 
recent years, mobility scholars have emphasised this relational character of rhythm by 
stressing that mobility practices are also imbued with moments of stillness and waiting 
(Cresswell, 2012). Bissell and Fuller (2011) argued that, in an “epoch that privileges the 
mobilization of mobility” (p. 3), these still moments are seen as an aberration and hold 
negative connotations of inactivity and emptiness. However, as May and Thrift (2001) ar-
gued, as individuals and groups hold different rhythms, they also hold different senses of 
time depending on where they are and on their social position. With regard to air travel, 
Cresswell (2010) noted how mobility and the relative speed of the passing of time can be 
experienced in different ways, depending on which class (and its accompanying comfort) 
one is able to afford.
 The above discussion outlines how everyday places are imbued with rhythm. 
The habitual and routine use of these places confers a sense of familiarity and security or, 
in Rowles’ words, ‘insideness’. Where Rowles’ and Cutchin’s theories focus on how this 
‘insideness’ can be challenged by discontinuities in the relationship between the older 
person and place, a rhythmanalysist digs beneath the surface of the everyday. As this sec-
tion shows, focusing on the everyday reveals how the rhythms of both places and people 
are ordered, and how these orderings may vary by social group and/or by age group. 
Essentially, the rhythmic orderings of the everyday contribute to how people experience 
daily life and how they value their own rhythms in relation to those of others.
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5.4 Research context, methodology and positionality
In the Netherlands, as in many other Western countries, the government is implement-
ing rules and regulations to encourage ‘ageing in place’. Plans that promote ageing in 
place put great emphasis on the neighbourhood as the site for realising the independent 
living of current and future generations of older adults (Phillipson, 2014; and for the 
Dutch context see Blok and Van Rijn, 2014). Given this trend, the aim of the research 
on which this article draws is to understand older adults’ experiences of everyday life 
in their neighbourhood (see Lager et al., 2013; 2015). For this paper, we make use of 
in-depth interviews and walking interviews with 53 older adults that were conducted 
in 2010, 2012 and 2013 in three neighbourhoods in the city of Groningen. One of the 
interview questions - whether the respondents could describe a ‘normal’ day and week 
of their lives - turned out to yield rich insights into the respondents’ everyday rhythms 
and their experiences of time. All the respondents were white and of Western origin (see 
Table 5 for their main characteristics). There was a higher prevalence of mobility impair-
ments and the use of mobility devices amongst the respondents belonging to the ‘old-old’ 
category (75+) compared to the ‘young-old’ (65-74) group.
 The respondents’ everyday rhythms were grounded in and intertwined with 
the spatialities of ageing in Groningen neighbourhoods. Groningen is a city in the north 
of the Netherlands with 198,395 inhabitants (Onderzoek en Statistiek Groningen, 2015) 
and can be considered a typical European city in terms of its high population density 
and its radio-concentric spatial structure. Groningen houses the only university in the 
northern part of the Netherlands and attracts many students from the region, giving it 
a relatively young population compared to other Dutch cities (Onderzoek en Statistiek 
Groningen, 2014). Around 12% of the municipality’s population are aged 65 or above 
(Onderzoek en Statistiek Groningen, 2015). To enable its older population to live inde-

53 respondents
Sex: Frequencies %
Men 36%

Women 64%
Age:
65-74 30%
75-84  49%
85+ 21%

Marital status:
Widowed 45%
Married 40%

Single/divorced 15%

Table 5 Characteristics of the respondents
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pendently for longer, the municipality plans to develop service zones in its neighbour-
hoods in which service provision and age-adapted housing will be concentrated. These 
zones will be developed around neighbourhood retail areas in order to facilitate the in-
dependent mobility of older adults who are not able to walk more than about 400 me-
tres. The three neighbourhoods in which the interviews for this paper were carried out 
– Selwerd (2010), The Oosterpark (2012) and Corpus den Hoorn (2013) – contain such 
service zones. Further, all three neighbourhoods have a community centre, other indoor 
meeting places (e.g. buildings of playground associations, churches and care homes) and 
contain, to varying degrees, supermarkets and shops that cater for the daily needs of 
their residents. The neighbourhoods all have a predominantly residential function and, 
hence, the rhythms of these places are largely determined by the everyday activities of 
their residents.
 Before we discuss the findings, it is important to address the interviewer’s posi-
tionality in relation to the interviewees. As Lefebvre noted, the starting point of a rhyth-
manalysis is the body, and this acts as a metronome: “each must appreciate rhythms by 
referring them to oneself” (2004, p. 10). The principal researcher’s (Debbie Lager, in 
her late 20s during the interviews) daily rhythms were preoccupied with carrying out 
research for her dissertation. This is in sharp contrast to the daily rhythms of the respon-
dents who were not part of the working population. From the interviewer’s perspective, 
this difference in rhythms led to preconceptions about how older respondents would or-
ganise their time, as is reflected in the following excerpt from the first author’s research 
diary:

“Whilst making phone calls to arrange appointments with older adults for the in-
depth interviews, I was surprised that, in contrast to my ageist assumption that 
older people would have all the time of the world, the respondents indicated they 
were busy and it could take several weeks before I could be fitted into their tight 
schedules.” 

The respondents may have been aware that younger people held these misconceptions 
of older people’s daily rhythms since, in the interviews, they would elaborate in great 
detail on their organisation of time in the neighbourhood. Maybe, with an older inter-
viewer, they might not have considered this explanation necessary.
  
5.5 Rhythms of ageing in the neighbourhood
The analysis is structured around three key themes that emerged from the data: the 
slowing of everyday rhythms, the punctuation of time, and the meaning of generational 
discontinuities and rhythms in experiencing neighbourhood space. Together these sec-
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tions highlight how the daily, weekly and seasonal rhythmic orderings of the respon-
dents’ daily lives in the neighbourhood are constituted and how these orderings affect 
their sense of time.

5.5.1 The rhythms of the everyday: slowing down
This section focuses on how the everyday rhythms of older adults may slow down and 
how these ‘slowed’ rhythms affect their sense of time and use of neighbourhood space. 
As with all human beings, the rhythms of our respondents’ days are structured by the 
bodily needs of sleeping, eating and personal care (see Hagerstrand, 1970). The pro-
cess of ageing, which is often accompanied by bodily changes, affected our respondents’ 
energy levels. This resulted in a rhythm that included daytime sleep (see also Venn and 
Arber, 2011). Johanna (female, 73) explains:

Interviewer: So you rest in the afternoon and rest again after dinner?
Johanna: Yes, I have to rest, otherwise I won’t last. Because I have an underactive 
thyroid, I get tired quickly, so I have to moderate my energy. Then I’m at my best.

Further, medicines that have to be taken at fixed times and at regular intervals (such as 
on an empty stomach) can structure the day and fix mealtimes. Such medicine regimes 
can constrain the body to the home (the place of eating for our respondents), limiting 
the opportunities to synchronise available ‘outdoor’ time with activities taking place in 
the neighbourhood. “Timing and synchronisation are integral aspects of interactions” 
(Adam, 2000, p. 136) and, in the following quote, Gerda (female, 73) explains how the 
combination of her medicine regime and the timing of the church service prevents her 
from attending church:

“I would have to be in the church at 08:45. I’m not going to make it. I have to take 
my medicines at 08:00, half an hour before breakfast. If I don’t do that, I have to 
take them half an hour after a mealtime. Well… I’m retired. That means that I would 
have to start the day at 06:30! No way, I’m not going to do that. If the church service 
started at 09:30, then I would go, but not for 08:45.”

While the rhythms of rest and medicine intake affect the body’s motility in the home 
and neighbourhood, the pace of doing things may also slow down in old age (see also 
Schwanen and Kwan, 2012; Stjernborg et al., 2014). The slower pace of bodily movement 
affects the time available in a day to go places. This can result in experiencing a shrinking 
life world, an aspect which becomes clear in the following excerpt in which Gerrit (male, 
79) and his wife Anne discuss the effects of their decreasing mobility:
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Gerrit: Your world gets smaller as you get older. Isn’t that so?
Anne: Yes, in the past we went away more often.
Gerrit: We went everywhere. And now… time is going so fast. You experience less 
and you’re not going to get anywhere that quickly. 
Anne: Everything slows down a bit. You hear that from other people as well. Things 
don’t go so fast anymore. That includes getting somewhere.

The sense that everyday rhythms are slowing also relates to the increased waiting in the 
everyday lives of the respondents (Droogleever Fortuijn et al., 2006). Bissell posited that 
waiting is “a specific relation-to-the-world” (2007, p. 284, original emphasis) and, for our 
respondents, waiting seemed to be an intrinsic and inevitable part of old age. Waiting 
evoked a sense of dependence. For example, dependence on the weather when snow 
and ice ‘force’ respondents to stay indoors because they are afraid of falling. Wintertime 
was dreaded as this passed slowly and respondents had to wait to be able to go outdoors 
again. As Aaltje (female, 66) noted: “Last year, I had to stay indoors for a week, it made 
me feel like climbing the wall”. For most respondents it was difficult to adjust to having to 
wait more than they were used to when they were not as dependent on seasonal rhythms 
or the rhythms of other people. In the following excerpt, Hendrika (female, 86, and user 
of a walking frame), expresses her frustrations with waiting:

“When you get older you are not able to do as many things, and you have a lot of 
time. When it rains you just have to wait [before you can leave the shops to get 
home], you’re not in a hurry to get home on time. It’s the same as with ordering 
a shared cab14. When you order a cab for 14:00, they could arrive a quarter of an 
hour earlier or later. You have to make sure that you are ready at 13:45 and then 
you have to wait patiently, it is what it is. It doesn’t always work, but you have to 
try to wait patiently.”

The trouble that Hendrika has with waiting patiently is a reflection on prevailing nega-
tive connotations of waiting as a non-productive activity (Bissell, 2007). Here, Bissell 
argued that work on (im)mobilities posited “productivist notions of waiting and subjec-
tivity as examples of slowed and even deadened rhythms moving alongside faster events 
and practices” (2007, p. 278). As we discuss in the following section, our respondents 
tried to counteract the negative connotations of these slowed rhythms.

14 A subsidised travel scheme that can used by those who are unable to use public transport because of 
mobility impairments.
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5.5.2 Punctuating time and making it eventful
To counteract the slowed rhythms of later life, respondents actively sought ways to make 
everyday time eventful by giving it structure (see also Marhánková, 2011). Whereas, for 
those employed, the time of work constitutes the time of everydayness (Lefebvre, 2004), 
after retirement, and/or raising children, older adults have to seek ways to structure 
their “post-(re)productive free time” (Bildtgard and Oberg, 2015, p. 1). For the male, and 
some of our female, respondents, retirement marked a tipping point in their lives where 
they had to remake timespace by seeking new everyday rhythms and places. Claire (fe-
male, 81), discussing the transition from work to retirement, for example, noted:

“You have to think ahead. At work, I was always surrounded by people. A lot of 
people, crazy situations, sad situations - you can experience a lot in a hospital. And 
suddenly [after retirement] you end up sitting in a room [at home]. You have to 
make sure you get some anchors in your week.”

These anchors, for the majority of respondents, involved daily or weekly reoccurring 
activities such as walking, grocery shopping, cleaning and neighbourhood association 
and club activities. Lefebvre noted that “… rites and ritualisations interven[e] in everyday 
time, punctuating it” (2004, p. 94). In later life, when time is not dictated by work, punc-
tuating or anchoring time through activities is a means of making everyday time go fast 
and experiencing it as eventful (see also Lee, 2014). This is exemplified in the following 
quote by Sophie (female, 84) who summed up all the things that she does during a week:

Sophie: Monday evening for card games, Tuesday morning for shuffleboard, on 
Wednesday the help is here, Wednesday afternoon grocery shopping, if I am able 
to. Thursday singing, Friday… well you [the interviewers] are really lucky. Friday 
morning: have to get up early because these students want to know things. That’s 
the way it is.
Interviewer: So your programme is…
Sophie: Completely full
Interviewer: How is that working for you?
Sophie: It’s excellent. 

Although an aged source of reference, the French philosopher Jean-Marie Guyau’s (1854-
1888) work on time provides an interesting insight into why respondents seem to be 
concerned with filling time with activities. Guyau argued that older adults lack the new, 
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intense and vivid experiences of children and youths, making “the weeks resemble each 
other, the months resemble each other, that constitute the monotonous rut of life” (Guy-
au, 1988, p. 137). Guyau further compared old age to an “unchanging décor of the clas-
sical theatre, a simple, unassuming setting. Sometimes [it creates] a veritable unity of 
time, place and action which focuses everything on one dominant action to the exclu-
sion of all others, at other times [it only leads to] a nullity of action, place, and time” (p. 
137). Respondents seemed to be wary of this notion of nullity of action, place, and time, 
and repeatedly stated that they were “never bored” (Roel, male, 86). The sense of time 
as eventful (i.e. busy) had a positive connotation for many respondents. Keeping busy 
seemed to be a sign of active ageing (Katz, 2000; Marhánková, 2011), a preferred rhythm 
for the majority of our respondents. As Maria (female, 72) explained in the context of her 
voluntary work with socially isolated older adults:

“She [the client] says: ‘you are here again?’, that’s the way the conversation starts. 
‘The week is over already’, that kind of stuff. ‘The week is already over, that went 
fast!’. It’s a sign that they are doing well. It’s not a good thing when time goes slowly, 
it has to go fast. It’s a sign that they are busy.”

The emphasis the respondents placed on their activities and busyness can be seen in 
relation to public perceptions of the ideal of activity in old age (Katz, 2000). Lefebvre 
(2004) argued that, in a rhythmanalysis, one should look for a hierarchy in rhythms. For 
the respondents, the rhythms of younger people and their younger selves seemed to be 
their preferred rhythms, the highest in their ranking. In the next section, we discuss how 
the rhythms of younger people influence older adults’ experiences of everyday life in 
their neighbourhood.

5.5.3 Generational discontinuities and rhythms
In this section, we highlight the relationality of older adults’ experiences of everyday life 
in their neighbourhood. In respondents’ accounts of their daily lives, there was always 
a reference to the rhythms of younger residents and younger people in general. To the 
respondents, the different rhythms of younger people seemed to signify a generational 
discontinuity within the neighbourhood. This generational discontinuity was most no-
ticeable when respondents discussed the ageing of local clubs. Clubs in which they were 
involved were not attracting new members and, as a result, the group of people that 
would attend an activity was shrinking, thereby emphasising the finitude of local club 
life. Adam (2014), drawing on Heidegger, argued that finitude (i.e. that life inevitably 
leads to an end) may acquire a discomforting meaning in later life as death is no longer 
something in the distant future. Similarly, finitude can relate to the discontinuity in the 
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vibrant club life that respondents were familiar with. This is exemplified in the following 
quote by Rens (male, 86):

“We [the choir] used to have thirty members but, nowadays, there are not more 
than twenty and the oldest has stopped now, he was 94. There are no new people 
coming in for the ones leaving. What’s the reason for that? You [young people] are 
in the midst of your lives and don’t feel like becoming a member of what we used 
to have in the past - a boys club. Also, the church service is different today: it has 
become a youth service, us old people don’t count.”

The reasons for this generational discontinuity in neighbourhood club life were attrib-
uted to the rhythms of younger residents. The majority of the respondents spent most of 
their time at home or in the neighbourhood, and would be outside during the day, where-
as younger residents would be at places of work or study during the day (see also Lager 
et al., 2015). The different rhythms of older and younger residents, out of synchrony in 
time and space, seemed to result in a ‘generational divide’ within the neighbourhood. 
The rhythms of younger people, dictated by the time demands of student life, work and 
family, were described in great detail by many respondents. Elisabeth (female, 83), for 
instance, noted:

“Men and women both work, and they have children which they have to take care 
of and they have pre-school day care and after school day care, they have to take 
the kids from school and have to cook, eat, shower and put the children to bed. 
Then father and mother are exhausted, and the next day it all starts again at 06.30. 
So they don’t have time for volunteering. They also have to do things at their chil-
dren’s school, and when they get to around 65 they have a caravan [and go off on 
holiday] and they have older parents they have to take care of.”

In addition to a diurnal character, the ‘generational divide’ in neighbourhood space also 
had a seasonal rhythm. Especially for respondents with impaired mobility, summer time 
emphasised their relative stasis in place compared to the younger and more mobile resi-
dents. This stasis in place was marked by the younger families who would go on holiday, 
whilst the older respondents stayed at home. Gerda (female, 73), for example, noted:

“Young people do other stuff, they go away with their kids. In the apartment block 
where I used to live, I had the keys of four or five homes to collect the mail. Nobody 
was there in the summer. One would be camping, another on a boating holiday, an-
other one was also on holiday somewhere. There were singles who were at home, 
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but you never knew whether they were in or out. I was there all alone and if some-
thing had happened there would be no one to call upon. Here [in the senior apart-
ment block], there are always people at home. If something were to happen I could 
always visit or call a neighbour.”

‘Old-old’ respondents not only referred to young families, but also to the ‘young-old’ 
who would be away on holiday for several months during the summer, unconstrained by 
work and school holidays. Some respondents experienced the time when their young-old 
neighbours were away on holiday as a lonely time. However, they also recognised that 
they would be doing the same thing if they were younger. Referring to the time when 
she and her husband went on long caravan holidays, Hendrika (female, 86) remarked: 
“we did exactly the same in the past”. This quote suggests that the generational discon-
tinuities that respondents experience also relate to a discontinuity in rhythms between 
themselves today and their younger selves.

5.6 Conclusions and discussion
In this paper, we have demonstrated the potential of time in understanding older adults’ 
experiences of ageing in urban neighbourhoods. We utilised Lefebvre’s Rhythmanalysis 
(2004), as this perspective highlights how the everyday rhythmic orderings of people 
and place come into being and can affect their sense of time. Our findings show that, in 
later life, daily rhythms slow as decreasing energy levels and medication intake com-
mitments reduce the time left in a day to go places. As their daily rhythms slow, older 
adults still seek ways to give structure to their post-(re)productive free time, which is 
no longer dictated by the timing of work or raising children. In respondents’ accounts of 
daily life in the neighbourhood, a stark contrast emerged between the rhythms of later 
life and the busier rhythms of younger and working people. The temporal orderings of 
younger people’s lives (and respondents’ younger selves) seemed to be viewed as the 
preferred rhythm, which influenced how respondents’ valued their own rhythms. The 
increased amount of time spent waiting in daily life evoked a sense of dependence and 
stressed that respondents ‘were old’. Counteracting these more negative connotations of 
the rhythms of later life, the structuring of time through daily and weekly reoccurring 
neighbourhood activities provided a way to make time eventful, which was experienced 
as a positive thing.
 It is important to recognise that this paper offers a Western perspective on the 
role of rhythm in older adults’ experiences of daily neighbourhood life, both in terms 
of how these rhythms are ordered and how they affect people’s sense of time. As we 
showed, the institutional and spatial separation of groups by age in Western societies 
(Hagestad and Uhlenberg, 2005) affects the rhythmic orderings of neighbourhood resi-
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dents, which our respondents experienced as a ‘generational divide’. This age segrega-
tion, as Hagestad and Uhlenberg argued, “mark[s] sharp distinctions between self and 
other” (2005, p. 344), and this was apparent in the contrast we saw between the rhythms 
of later life and those of younger people. The positive connotations of experiencing time 
as eventful seemed to be linked to the norm of active ageing, which implicitly contains 
reference to the young, able-bodied and working population, with a higher tempo of life, 
being constantly on the move, and busy in their careers and family lives. Marhánková 
(2011) argued that, depending on willingness and ability, it may not be possible for all 
older adults to pursue such an active lifestyle. However, we would contend that it is suf-
ficient to perceive time as eventful and that this can act as a means to experience activity 
and give positive meaning to the slowed rhythms of later life. Further research is need-
ed to reflect on the heterogeneity of cultures in older populations (Daatland and Biggs, 
2006) and the ways in which, for instance, older migrants value their daily rhythms (Lee, 
2014, is one of the few to address this issue). 
 Our findings provide a new perspective for understanding the subjective di-
mensions of ageing in urban neighbourhoods. Current theorisations on older adults’ ex-
periences of place focus on one aspect of time - that of a linear trajectory. Familiarity with 
and predictability of place, which develop over time, have been found to be important 
in older adults’ place attachment and independence (e.g. Wiles et al., 2012). Analysing 
older adults’ experiences of place through rhythm offers a more nuanced and deeper 
understanding of the meaning of the everyday. Our results suggest that the daily rhythms 
of ageing in one’s neighbourhood can also evoke a sense of ‘otherness’. Incorporating 
such knowledge in the conceptualisation of neighbourhood exclusion and inclusion (e.g. 
Buffel et al., 2013; Scharf and Keating, 2012) can yield a more comprehensive under-
standing of the factors that foster or impede older adults’ experience of inclusion and 
exclusion. Lefebvre and Régulier (2004) contended that someone’s relationship with a 
particular place could inform on their relationship with society at large. Whilst our re-
search focused on daily life within one’s neighbourhood, the respondents’ experiences 
may also provide insight into how they feel about their place in society as an older adult.
 The ageing-in-place concept involves the physical and social integration of older 
people within a neighbourhood space. This is echoed in public policy agendas that aim to 
enhance older adults’ quality of life by creating ‘age-friendly’ environments. The  ‘Global 
Age-friendly Cities’ guide (WHO, 2007) emphasises that making neighbourhoods ‘age-
friendly’ involves, among other things, improving the quality of and access to outdoor 
spaces, service provision, and the opportunities for civic and social participation (Buffel 
et al., 2012). In practice, this usually entails improving the built environment plus so-
cial welfare interventions that are targeted at the older population (Gilroy, 2008). How-
ever, in the planning and (re)design of age-friendly neighbourhoods, the factor ‘time’ 
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also needs to be considered. Given European policymakers’ interest in intergenerational 
relationships and solidarity, it is especially important to know how and where the daily 
rhythms of different age groups can co-occur (see Buffel et al., 2013; Vanderbeck, 2007). 
This may be of particular relevance for university towns where the studentification of 
neighbourhoods can have a negative impact on local support structures for the older 
population (e.g. Sage et al., 2012). In the forthcoming decades, a challenge for societies 
will be how to prevent neighbourhoods from becoming ensembles in which older adults 
feel out of rhythm and out of place.
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