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Abstract
Access to outdoor leisure activities is central to supporting active and healthy age-
ing. To address the lack of research on services supporting continued engagement, 
this study examines how public, voluntary and private sectors provide outdoor rec-
reation services for older adults. This study uses a qualitative research design to 
draw on interviews, a workshop, and field observations conducted in a Swedish 
municipality. Grounded in the capability approach and theories of active ageing, the 
study contributes to a better understanding of how opportunities for participation in 
outdoor recreation are shaped by service provision and structural conditions. This 
study identifies positive examples of outdoor recreation services but also gaps, char-
acterised by the level of challenge in the activities that stakeholders in different sec-
tors provide. Whereas activities provided by public senior centres were conducted 
in accessible terrain and inclusive for people with functional limitations, opportu-
nities for slightly more challenging activities were lacking. Activities provided by 
voluntary organisations offered opportunities for more challenge, with the risk of 
exclusion for those with mobility limitations. The private sector, despite interest, did 
not actively provide outdoor recreation for older adults due to demand uncertainties. 
A structural barrier across all sectors was limited access to transport. This study 
contributes to the literature by identifying the need for tiered outdoor recreation 
programs, improved transport solutions, and cross-sector collaboration. While situ-
ated in a Swedish context, the findings offer conceptual and practical relevance for 
broader efforts to provide diversity in outdoor recreation services that support active 
ageing for different groups. A more coordinated, inclusive approach through policy 
and resource allocation across sectors is essential to support outdoor engagement in 
ageing populations.
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Introduction

With higher numbers of older adults in the population, initiatives that aim to pro-
mote active and healthy ageing are becoming increasingly important globally 
(WHO, 2015). Engagement in outdoor recreation (OR) is highly valued by people 
throughout the life span (Colley et al., 2019; Lee & Burns, 2022) and is one con-
siderable facet of active and healthy ageing. However, factors such as the decline 
in functioning and social loss may challenge a continued engagement in various 
leisure activities. It is not uncommon for older adults to disengage from previ-
ously performed outdoor activities, which can result in feelings of sorrow and 
loss (Freeman et al., 2019; Zingmark et al., 2021). Thus, access to OR and nature 
experiences can be argued to be particularly important for older adults, as this 
often provides circumstances that contribute to maintaining or improving good 
health, e.g. due to social interaction while being physically active, or the men-
tal and spiritual well-being that comes with being able to continue to engage in 
personally meaningful outdoor activities (Humberstone et al., 2022; Finlay et al., 
2015; Sugiyama & Ward Thompson, 2007). OR and leisure activities in the out-
doors are increasingly associated with several benefits related to health and well-
being, including stress reduction (e.g., Buckley, 2020), a sense of belonging (e.g., 
Farkic et al., 2020), improved mental health and increased physical activity (e.g., 
Hanna et  al., 2019) and connectedness to nature (Asan et  al., 2023). Therefore, 
facilitating OR for older adults should be a priority for societal stakeholders to 
promote active and healthy ageing, which, beyond individual benefits, can reduce 
public health care costs (Sato et al., 2019; Zingmark et al., 2021).

Beyond the individual’s personal engagement, services provided by different 
stakeholders and organisations, including the public, voluntary, and private sec-
tors, can support older adults to continue their engagement in OR or find new 
ways of engaging with nature (Colley et al., 2016; Irvine et al., 2020). However, 
even though the advantages of OR for older adults are well-known, few services 
offered by the above-mentioned sectors within this field are specifically targeted 
to cater to the needs of older adults (Bianchi & Drennan, 2021; Patterson, 2018). 
There is therefore a need to examine further how the public, voluntary, and pri-
vate sectors provide services that enhance opportunities for older adults to engage 
in OR. Moreover, increased collaboration between sectors can contribute to the 
development of new and effective strategies and measures for active ageing in 
the outdoors (Humberstone et al., 2022; Irwin, 2022; Scheele et al., 2019), which 
calls for better knowledge about how such collaborative efforts can be initiated.

The aim of this study is, therefore, to examine how the public, voluntary, and 
private sectors provide OR services for older adults.

In the following, we present the theoretical framework, followed by a review 
of the existing research on OR and nature-based services provided by the three 
different sectors. Then, we present our qualitative methods and, finally, we report 
our results. We end with a discussion and conclusions.
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Theoretical framework

Grounded in an individual perspective, we draw upon the definition of active ageing 
as “the striving for elements of well-being through activities relating to a person’s 
goals, functional capacities and opportunities” (Rantanen et al., 2019, p. 1003), and 
the occupational therapy framework proposed by Doble and Caron Santha (2008) 
on how well-being is dependent on how and the extent to which a person meet 
their needs related to personally meaningful activities. In addition, to understand 
how a person’s engagement in activity over time can change, including the inter-
play between the person and environment, we consider the lifelong process of doing, 
being, becoming, and belonging as described by Wilcock and Hocking (2015). This 
process describes how an individual’s engagement in meaningful activities shapes 
health, identity, and well-being over a lifetime. We also base this study on the 
capability approach, which emphasises people’s actual opportunities to live fulfill-
ing lives and recognises that different individuals have different needs and circum-
stances (Nussbaum, 2002). Thus, we acknowledge the importance of prioritising 
the freedoms of an individual to engage in meaningful activities that are important 
for the person’s well-being. In addition to an individual perspective, we consider 
active ageing from a societal perspective as the process of optimising opportunities 
for health (physical, mental, and social), participation and security (World Health 
Organization, WHO) and how the Age-friendly Cities and Communities (AFCC) 
framework can be used to understand factors that facilitate or hinder well-being and 
participation of older people. These factors are focused on inclusion and accessibil-
ity, covering eight interconnected domains including respect and social inclusion; 
social participation; civic participation and employment; housing; transportation; 
communication and information; community support and health services; outdoor 
spaces and buildings (WHO, 2015). The domains of outdoor spaces and buildings, 
together with transport, are of particular interest to this study.

Literature Review

This section presents previous research relevant to this study on how the public, vol-
untary, and private sectors can contribute to active and healthy ageing.

Public Sector

The public sector, such as state, regional, and municipal organisations, plays a 
significant role in developing outdoor activities in Sweden, where this study is 
situated (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2023). Nevertheless, there 
is untapped potential for the public sector to offer services that promote outdoor 
activities to older adults (Colley et al., 2016). Previous research has demonstrated 
the importance of public authorities’ engagement in facilitating OR activities for 
older adults and the need for a better understanding of OR preferences of older 
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adults to design effective strategies to promote participation. However, Colley 
et  al. (2016) and Currie et  al. (2021) state that older adults experience several 
barriers to OR participation including intrapersonal constraints such as health 
and mobility problems for oneself or others (e.g., friends, spouses), fear of fall-
ing, and motivation, but also structural constraints such as weather and season, 
lack of transport, lack of facilities in recreation areas etc. Rasch (2020) found 
that concerns about personal safety are an issue for many older adults when they 
are recreating outdoors. These findings highlight the lack of knowledge about the 
considerable barriers to OR that many older adults experience and suggest that 
public authorities need to consider actions to enhance accessibility, safety, and 
support.

Services initiated by the public sector to facilitate active and healthy ageing 
outdoors can benefit from increased collaboration with the voluntary and private 
sectors (Colley et  al., 2016). In fact, a study by Harrison et  al. (2022) revealed 
that public sector representatives of OR professionals in the U.S express a strong 
desire to improve collaboration between sectors, to better address issues of equal 
access to OR for a diversity of the population.

Voluntary Sector

The voluntary sector (also known as the third sector) can be defined as all those 
organisations that do not fall under the “primary” (state) and “secondary” (mar-
ket) categories (Corry, 2010). These include charities, non-governmental organi-
sations, voluntary associations, social enterprises, sports associations, networks, 
etc. Although there are nuances in their defining characteristics, there is a large 
degree of overlap between them (Pestoff & Brandsen, 2008).

In Sweden, about a third of the population aged 65+ are members of a sen-
ior citizens organisation (Statistics Sweden, 2022). Previous research (e.g., Irvine 
et  al., 2022; Zhang, 2019) has identified participation in group-based activities 
as one factor that seems to facilitate continued engagement and counteract invol-
untary disengagement, and Zaitsu et  al. (2018) found that being a member of a 
senior citizens organisation can improve self-rated health. It is therefore interest-
ing to examine the role of such voluntary organisations in facilitating continued 
engagement and counteracting disengagement in OR activities. In addition to the 
identified benefits of participating in group-based activities with senior citizens 
organisations, collaboration between the voluntary and the public sector in co-
producing healthy ageing services has proved to be advantageous to promote 
physical activity with older adults (Ioannou et al., 2023; Public Health Agency of 
Sweden, 2023; Vrangbæk et al., 2018).

Examples of co-produced services for older adults are physical activities that 
include venues and instructors offered by local sports clubs (Scheele et al., 2019) or 
an intervention to reduce sedentary behaviour in residential care homes (Giné-Gar-
riga et al., 2018). Particularly interesting to this study is that co-produced outdoor 
activities appear highly desirable with the target group (Ioannou et al., 2023).
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Private Sector

OR and nature-based tourism services designed specifically for older adults have 
been highlighted as holding considerable potential for the private sector since the 
number of older adults increases over the decades to come (Asan et al., 2024; Pat-
terson, 2018).

The tourism industry has, nevertheless, thus far failed to fully understand and 
address the consumer behaviour of senior tourists, which differs from that of older 
adults in the past (Alén et  al., 2016; Patterson & Balderas-Cejudo, 2020). Senior 
tourists are today more leisure-oriented, in general healthier, and financially better 
off than previous generations, and often seek nature-based tourism activities with an 
element of adventure; circumstances that need to be taken into consideration when 
designing services for the target group (Boyes, 2013; Patterson, 2018). However, 
OR activities must not be advanced to attract senior consumers. Findings by Spen-
cer et  al. (2019) suggest that providing electric bikes, for example through rental 
services, to older adults facilitates “microadventures” in the vicinity and allows for 
a re-connection with nature, place, and other people; with improved health and well-
being as a result. Similarly, Petry and Gilbertson (2019) discuss the success factors 
of outdoor education programs that contribute to strong communities that enable 
active and healthy ageing. They argue that as many older adults have required out-
door skills throughout their lifetime, these skills must be highlighted and incorpo-
rated in the outdoor education program for it to be perceived as motivational and 
foster a sense of belonging, with participants getting the opportunity to help each 
other and aid in group development. Moreover, Petry and Gilbertson (2019) empha-
sise the importance of actors offering outdoor education services to employ older 
instructors with whom participants can identify and displaying older adults in their 
marketing material to attract this target group.

Several studies also highlight the need for a strong focus on the natural environ-
ment and social interaction when designing OR services for older adults, as this 
appears to be particularly important to this segment (e.g., Bianchi & Drennan, 2021; 
Boyes, 2013; Loeffler, 2019; Sugerman, 2001).

Materials and Methods

This study is based on a multi-stage, qualitative data collection including individual 
interviews, a participatory workshop with representatives of the public, voluntary, 
and private sectors and older adults, and field observations during activities arranged 
by public and voluntary organisations. This mixed-methods approach (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori et  al., 2021) enabled the triangulation of perspec-
tives and contextual understanding from diverse stakeholders, including older 
adults and representatives from the public, private, and voluntary sectors (see e.g. 
Aigner-Walder et al., 2024). A participatory research design, as this study employs, 
can support the value of involving older adults in the research process, fostering a 
sense of agency, inclusion, and empowerment (Bytautas et al., 2024; O’Brien et al., 
2021). Moreover, the co-creation of OR services by older adults, practitioners, and 
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policymakers together can ultimately lead to more meaningful engagement among 
older adults as well as more effective and responsive services (Eliassen et al., 2024).

Recruitment was based on purposive and snowball sampling, aiming to include a 
broad range of stakeholders, from the public, voluntary, and private sectors, repre-
senting a variety in providing outdoor recreation services for older adults (Robinson, 
2014). It is, nevertheless, vital to clarify that the aim is not to demonstrate general-
isable conclusions but rather analytic depth and insights into how OR services are 
developed, experienced, and perceived across different stakeholders. This strategy is 
consistent with qualitative research traditions where sample size is less relevant than 
the richness and relevance of the data (Guest et al., 2006). The small sample size 
and its potential limitations are, however, addressed in part using mixed methods 
in the data collection process, i.e., a participant workshop, field observations, and 
interviews (Greene, 2007; Tashakkori et al., 2021).

Data for this study were collected during 2021-2023. The data collection is 
described below.

Study Context

The study was conducted in the municipality of Östersund in the middle of Sweden. 
At the time of the study, the municipality had about 64000 citizens, of whom 21% 
were 65 years or older (Östersund municipality, 2022). The city is surrounded by 
rural areas, including boreal forests and small-scale agriculture, and several nature 
reserves are within the municipality and in its vicinity. The Scandinavian mountain 
range lies about an hour’s drive or train ride from the city. The climate is character-
ised by winter, including snow and ice from November to mid-April, and summer 
from late May to early September. The municipality has declared an ambition to 
improve opportunities for active ageing. Since 2019, the municipality of Östersund 
has been a member of the World Health Organization’s global network AFCC. The 
municipality’s long-term ambition to enhance access to health-promoting services 
provided by public, voluntary, and private stakeholders is of specific importance to 
the current project.

Data Collection

Interviews

We conducted six individual interviews during fall 2021 with three respondents rep-
resenting the public sector (two with an overall responsibility of the municipal sen-
ior centres and one project coordinator), two respondents representing the voluntary 
sector (one sports association and one person from the local branch of the Swedish 
Tourism Association), and one respondent representing the private sector (a nature-
based tourism entrepreneur). Respondents who offered different OR activities were 
identified through existing professional networks (public sector representatives) and 
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online directories (private and voluntary sector representatives), consistent with 
recruitment strategies commonly used in qualitative health research (Lamont, 2021; 
Palinkas et al., 2015).

Interviews were scheduled via email or phone, with five conducted in person and 
one by phone. Participants were informed about the study’s purpose and their vol-
untary participation. The semi-structured interviews covered topics such as older 
adults as a target group, the availability of OR services, challenges and opportuni-
ties, cross-sector collaboration, and desired activities. Each interview lasted 45–60 
minutes, conducted in Swedish, recorded, transcribed, and supplemented with notes.

Workshop

In March 2022, we organised a workshop involving four older adults residing in the 
municipality and active in a senior citizens organisation, as well as three representa-
tives from the public, private, and voluntary sectors. Workshops as a participatory 
method facilitate shared reflection, allowing for dialogic co-production of knowl-
edge (Ørngreen & Levinsen, 2017). The workshop structure was deliberately dual-
focused: on the demand-side (i.e., needs and preferences of older adults) and the 
supply-side (i.e., sectoral opportunities and challenges in providing OR services). 
This framing draws from the co-production and public service design literature 
that emphasises aligning user needs with institutional capabilities (James & Buffel, 
2023; Urbaniak & Wanka, 2024).

The workshop was led by three research team members, where two researchers 
directed the discussion, and one documented the workshop by taking notes.

The topics of discussion were based on results from the previously conducted 
interviews, where tentative ideas of how services could be developed and what they 
would entail emerged. The purpose of the workshop was, accordingly, to examine 
the need for services for older adults in the municipality and elaborate more specifi-
cally on how such services could be initiated in collaboration with the three sectors 
(see also Gaber et  al., 2024). The guide for the workshop was therefore distinct, 
with discussion points targeting the wants and needs of the demand-side, and what 
an ideal service would look like in terms of what type of activity, group size, costs, 
level of fitness required, transport, and equipment issues, etc. A similar distinct dis-
cussion focused on the supply-side, e.g., opportunities and challenges to meet such 
demands and to develop and provide services. The use of structured, issue-focused 
workshops has been validated in participatory research for generating actionable 
insights across stakeholder groups (Klincewicz et al., 2024; Storvang et al., 2024), 
which is why it was appropriate for this study.

The workshop lasted two hours with a 15-minute break and adhered to ethical 
principles of voluntary participation and the right to withdraw.
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Field Observations

Field observations were conducted between June and November 2022 to capture the 
lived experiences of OR among older adults and the practices of organisations deliv-
ering these services. Observations provide contextual data that complements self-
reported information and reveal dynamics of participation, space, and social interac-
tion (Mulhall, 2003; Wästerfors, 2018).

The municipality’s senior centres  Östersund municipality has 11 staffed senior cen-
tres, open free of charge two to five days a week, offering a place where older adults can 
meet and socialise, and participate in activities such as bingo, quizzes, board games, 
musical entertainment, etc. The senior centres also promote physical activity and organ-
ise, for example, seated exercises, boule, and balance training. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, outdoor walking groups were initiated to keep up the municipal service the 
centres constitute; an activity that several centres continued to offer after the pandemic.

To examine how the public sector offers OR activities for older adults in the 
municipality, we visited one senior centre twice, in June and September 2022. The 
specific senior centre was chosen due to the staff’s interest in outdoor activities. 
During the first visit, the aim of the study, the methods used, and the reason for the 
visit, i.e., to initiate a dialogue about the visitors’ interest in outdoor activities at the 
senior centre, were presented to the circa 15 visitors. This led to a discussion with 
the participants and the staff about what outdoor activities they would like to do, 
what activities would be possible, what assistance would be needed, etc. This form 
of collaborative approach has proved successful in developing age-friendly commu-
nities that bring together older adults and local service providers (Fang et al., 2016).

The second visit included a quiz walk organised by one of the centre’s partici-
pants. The walk started outside the centre, was about 400 m long, and was mostly on 
the asphalted walkway. The weather was sunny, about 14° C, and no wind. Ten older 
adults participated, of whom six used a walker. The questions were placed on lamp-
posts next to the walkway and required a 5-metre walk on flat grass, and the partici-
pants helped each other to reach and see the questions. The activity took between 
10 and 25 minutes, depending on the pace. For some participants, the distance was 
sufficient; others said they could have walked further.

The voluntary sector   Three participant observations in the field were made based 
on activities arranged by voluntary senior citizen associations. The recruitment was 
based on a snowball sampling that came from contacts with voluntary sector repre-
sentatives. The first observation was a sports try-out day on a sports field near the 
city centre in September 2022. About 40–45 people participated, of whom a majority 
were women. The weather was cloudy, a little windy, and 14° C. The ground materi-
als on the sports field were grass and rubber mat, and there were seven different activ-
ities (e.g., boule, quiz walk, disc golf, walking football) that the participants could try.

A popular activity during the sports day was walking football. Walking football is 
similar to regular football, but running, jogging, or tackling is not allowed. For some 
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of the participants, it was their first contact with this activity; others went to training 
every week. The walking football training was a collaboration between a local foot-
ball club and a senior citizens’association. The club provided material for training 
(once a week), coaching, field bookings, etc., and they saw this collaboration as a 
way to give back to the community and promote physical activity with older adults. 
The contact with the representative from the football club led to an invitation to join 
a training session in the following weeks.

In early October 2022, both authors participated in one of the walking football 
group’s outdoor training sessions. The weather was 8 °C, cloudy with chilly winds, 
and it had rained during the night, resulting in wet grass. About 20 people partici-
pated, and the distribution of women and men was even. The training took place on 
a football field that was divided into two fields, and the participants were divided 
into four teams, with about five people in each team (including us). Two coaches 
from the football club were present, and one person from the senior citizens asso-
ciation with experience from walking football acted as a playing coach in one of 
the teams. The matches were 10 minutes long, and each team played four matches. 
These sessions provided insight into the collaborative role of local football clubs and 
senior associations in promoting inclusive physical activity, an approach supported 
in studies on age-friendly sport participation (Thomas, 2024; Wolter et al., 2021).

The third field observation was conducted together with a walking group. We 
encountered the organiser of the walking group at the previously conducted work-
shop, and therefore asked the organiser if we could join to make observations. The 
observation occurred in November 2022, in an outdoor area with prepared walking 
tracks. Circa 15 people participated, and we learned it was about the same people 
who met every week throughout the year. The weather was foggy and about 5° C. 
The terrain in the outdoor area was quite challenging, including uphill, downhill, 
wet, and muddy sections. Some people used walking sticks, whereas others did not. 
The trail was about 5 kilometres long, and it was possible at one point to make a 
shortcut, reducing the distance by one kilometre. The walking pace was quite 
brisk. After returning to the starting point, some participants stayed and had coffee 
together, whilst others went home.

By participating in the activities at the senior centre and with the voluntary sector 
groups, we gained insider perspectives valuable to the data collection process. The 
observations included the physical settings, the activities, the interactions and con-
versations, etc., between participants, which captured insights that would perhaps 
otherwise be overlooked (Buffel, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2023).

Feedback Sessions

After preliminary analysis of the interviews and the field observations, two one-hour 
online meetings with the previously interviewed representatives of the voluntary and 
private sectors were conducted. One on-site, one-hour feedback session with five 
municipal senior centres’ leaders, including the leader from the previously visited 
centre, was also conducted. The purpose was to verify or refute the preliminary find-
ings and expand the reflection of each stakeholder’s role in promoting OR among 
older adults. During these sessions, the preliminary results were presented by one 
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of the authors. The participants were encouraged to comment on the initial findings 
and, if relevant, add perspectives that had not been captured. The authors took notes 
during the feedback sessions and compiled them afterwards. Member checking 
through feedback sessions in the study promoted reflexivity and enhanced analytical 
rigour (Kullman & Chudyk, 2025).

Data Analysis

The data from the interviews, the workshop, the participant observations, and the 
feedback sessions were analysed by highlighting the sections of the transcriptions 
and notes where participants reflected on what OR services they offer older adults, 
as well as what services they would like to offer. Respondents also reflected on the 
opportunities and challenges that come with offering OR services for older adults, 
and these considerations were synthesised to detect emerging themes from the data 
material.

In this article, we viewed a theme as a pattern in the data that reflects a shared 
meaning, thus uniting data and creating meaning from different outlooks (Braun & 
Clarke, 2022). Identified themes resulted from extracting and scrutinising data in an 
inductive, iterative, and open process to develop an understanding of the material 
and provide a coherent interpretation of the data. We analysed the data first sepa-
rately and then together and discussed the identified themes to ensure consistency.

Results

Our results show that stakeholders in the public and voluntary sectors offer various 
group-based outdoor activities and thereby facilitate OR among different groups of 
older adults. The data collection in relation to the private sector was limited. Although 
the companies involved during the data collection considered group-based outdoor 
activities a promising development field, no specific initiatives were identified.

The analysis of the data collected for this study reveals recurring themes for each of 
the three sectors. However, some themes are sector-specific, whereas others are shared 
between organisations in the sectors.

In the following, we present a summary of results in relation to each sector, fol-
lowed by a proposed hierarchy of existing outdoor activities, which also indicates 
that there seems to be a gap in the supply of activities meeting individual needs. All 
quotes are translated from Swedish by the authors.

The Role of the Public Sector

Inclusivity

There was a clear ambition that the activities offered should be accessible so that all 
those visiting the senior centres could participate, an ambition that came with some 
challenges.
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It is difficult to come up with new ideas about activities, because all activities 
must be adapted so that everyone can participate, no one should feel like it is 
too hard for them./…/A difficulty we have seen with the walking groups is that 
someone might want to walk very fast, but we have decided that if someone 
cannot walk very far then that person decides the pace, but of course everyone 
is free to walk a bit further if they want to (Municipal coordinator of senior 
centres).

The respondent recognised this as problematic, as some visitors might find it 
unmotivating to participate in OR activities that are not sufficiently challenging.

During the feedback session, centre leaders discussed how it could also be prob-
lematic for the centre to arrange outings, as it would then need to be closed during 
the time when the group is away. The centres have fixed opening hours, and most 
of the leaders work alone, which means it is impossible to keep the centre open for 
visitors and simultaneously bring a group on an outdoor activity. A discussion arose 
as to whether it is acceptable to announce in advance that the activity of a particular 
day is an outdoor activity away from the centre, and those who want to join can do 
so; otherwise, the centre will be closed. Some leaders found this to be reasonable, 
others claimed that it would go against the centres’ idea of inclusiveness.

Transport

During meetings at the senior centre, both the centre leader and the participat-
ing older adults expressed several ideas on activities that could be initiated, such 
as walking football, outdoor yoga, picking berries in the forest, outdoor walks in 
locations other than the immediate surroundings of the centre, etc. Results from the 
feedback session with the five leaders from the municipal senior centres revealed 
that the most requested activity was to make excursions to see something new and 
to do activities other than those close to home. However, since the senior cen-
tres did not have access to a vehicle for transportation, and the functional capac-
ity among visitors to the senior centres varied, transport-related needs could not be 
easily addressed. Whereas some activities could be arranged close to the centres, 
others would require transport, which was a recurrent issue throughout the data col-
lection process. The centre leaders expressed frustration over the scarce municipal 
resources and claimed the lack of available transport to be the biggest obstacle to 
offering excursions to engage participants in outdoor activities.

Before the pandemic, we were part of another [municipal] unit, and we had 
access to a minivan, so we would travel all over (Senior centre leader).

The leader explained that during summer, they would have three scheduled out-
ings per week, and eight participants per outing could sign up to go. The leader and 
the participants together decided where to go and what activities to do, and it was a 
highly appreciated event.
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It was a half-day or full-day excursion, and it was in and out of the minivan all 
day, picking wild strawberries here and having an ice cream there; it was ter-
rific./…/But then there was a reorganisation in the municipality, and our unit 
lost access to the minivan (Senior centre leader).

Collaboration

Respondents representing the public sector also expressed a desire to collaborate 
with other sectors to offer OR services. However, this was perceived as difficult.

It is hard to collaborate with, for example, [name of a sports association] 
because nobody wants to work for free (Senior centre leader)

Respondents nevertheless stated that when trained staff, such as physiotherapists, 
came to centres and organised activities at the municipality’s expense, these events 
were very popular, as trained staff provided a legitimacy to activities the centre lead-
ers could not offer. Collaboration with organisations that could arrange OR activities 
for older adults in a professional manner was therefore sought after with the public 
sector respondents, and the senior centre leaders are planning to become more active 
to include collaboration initiatives in their daily work.

We will work more with that now and try to find voluntary organisations or 
companies that are willing to support us. We should not be afraid to raise the 
question. We often think, “No, it’s not possible,” but then it turns out there is 
space in the budget (Senior centre leader).

The Role of the Voluntary Sector

Financial‑ and Staff Resources

Overall, activities were arranged with a positive spirit, aiming to encourage partici-
pants to join in health-promoting, group-based outdoor activities. Health and well-
being for older adults appeared to be a prominent goal for the voluntary sector, and 
especially representatives from the senior citizens’associations highlighted this goal. 
Even so, respondents emphasised several difficulties in offering activities for older 
adults in the municipality. Lack of financial resources, both within the organisations 
and among older adults, limits what efforts voluntary associations can commit to. 
The leaders of certain group activities organise activities in their spare time, which 
can make it challenging to offer a variety of activities that cater to different abilities. 
For example, a person responsible for a sports association that employs voluntary 
instructors stated that many of the association’s group instructors do not want to give 
classes outside, because it would take them two hours of voluntary work instead 
of one, counting transportation, setting up the stereo equipment, etc. Even though 
outside gym classes were very popular for older adults during the pandemic, the 
association is unable to offer such classes today due to a lack of available instructors.
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It is about resources for us. Had we had unlimited resources, we would have 
continued [with outdoor gym classes], but now we have been forced to move 
back inside (Sports association representative).

Limited financial resources for individuals can also be a constraint to participat-
ing in organised OR activities, which the voluntary organisations are aware of. Also 
in the voluntary sector, transport was raised as an issue. The representative of the 
Swedish Tourism Association, whose association arranges outdoor excursions in 
and close to the city and where most of the members are older adults, stated that:

I think it is important to keep the costs down so that older adults and senior 
citizens can join./…/We try to keep transport costs cheap.

The respondent continued to describe a hiking event that the association once 
organised, where the public sector assisted with a bus for transport. When there 
was free transport, the event became fully booked, which the respondent suggested 
showed the importance of facilitating older adults to join organised events, excur-
sions, meetings, etc. A similar note was discussed during the workshop, where the 
older adults who were active in senior citizen associations claimed that the mem-
bers’ average age of 79 makes it more difficult to organise outdoor excursions 
because fewer people are willing to drive.

Level of Fitness and Inclusivity

One finding observed during the field observations was the level of fitness of the 
participants and how involved the senior citizens’associations are in their outdoor 
activities. It appeared that the participants in the outdoor activities organised by the 
senior citizens’association were quite fit and physically able. Taking the sports day 
as an example, only one person used a walker.

Another example of an activity requiring fitness of participants was the hike 
arranged by the walking group. The pace was brisk and the terrain challenging, 
making it difficult for those with functional limitations to join. A regular participant 
noted that the same people attended weekly, while newcomers often dropped out 
after one or two tries. The participant somewhat self-critically speculated that the 
group’s tight-knit nature might unintentionally feel excluding, despite efforts to wel-
come others. Senior centre leaders also stated that some of their visitors hesitated to 
join outdoor activities organised by senior citizens’ groups, fearing they would not 
keep up with the “alert and quick” participants and might slow them down.

Even if they are members of [name of senior citizens association], not eve-
ryone feels comfortable going with that group because if they have trouble 
walking, they think they will fall behind and become a nuisance (Senior centre 
leader).

The walking football practice could also be described as physically challeng-
ing, although participants could decide the level of activity themselves. Some peo-
ple were more active, others were more stationary and acted as “goalkeepers.” One 
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participant emphasised the importance of collaborating with the local football club, 
as this gives the activity better legitimacy and can, hence, attract new players.

The Role of the Private Sector

At all stages of the data collection, it was difficult to engage representatives from 
companies; a main reason that was repeatedly mentioned was a lack of time. In all 
dialogues, private stakeholders expressed a cautious optimism towards arranging 
services for older adults. There was an understanding that groups of older adults 
could become new target groups for their services. However, several uncertainties 
were identified. One issue concerned the willingness to pay for outdoor services, i.e. 
whether the work required to arrange new types of activities would pay off. During 
the workshop, the tourism entrepreneur, who mainly works as a mountain guide, 
expressed concern about not knowing the target group and thus not knowing how to 
design and price products. The entrepreneur nevertheless saw potential in offering 
simpler OR services, such as picking berries and mushrooms in the forest or going 
to a nearby nature reserve for bird watching. The entrepreneur stated that if they 
could make simpler excursions profitable, they would greatly complement the more 
adventurous mountain tourism packages, which require a lot of time and effort.

From the analysis of the data from interviews, the workshop, and the feedback 
session with private sector representatives, two different “tracks” emerged. On the 
one hand, there are active, financially stable older adults who request packages 
where transport, accommodation, food, guiding, etc., are included, and who do not 
mind paying a bit extra for comfort. On the other hand, there are older adults who 
are not physically fit to participate in, or financially able to pay for, such services. 
Even though the respondents saw societal benefits in providing OR services for the 
latter group of older adults in the municipality, there must be profitability incentives.

One could make offers aimed at senior citizens organisations or the municipal-
ity’s senior centres, that’s a great idea. But for me, it must be profitable, and 
that’s where it becomes a mismatch (Tourism operator).

A Hierarchy of Activities

Over the course of data collection, a range of activities were identified, including 
accessible walks, hiking in terrain, and walking football. Participants in these activi-
ties included older men and women of various ages and with various functional fit-
ness levels. Whereas no formal assessment of functional capacity was made, observ-
ing activities arranged by different stakeholders in different places indicated that 
other types of activities attracted people with various characteristics. In Table 1, we 
present a proposed hierarchy of these activities in terms of level of challenge, the 
organising stakeholder, the type of activities and a description of the participants.
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Discussion

The results show that stakeholders in the public and voluntary sectors provide services 
focused on OR for different groups of older adults. Since OR is important for many 
older adults in terms of health and well-being (Zingmark et al., 2021), the contribution 
from different stakeholders is promising since it can promote continued engagement in 
OR. A limitation in our study was that data on the role of the private sector were diffi-
cult to access. Therefore, the discussion is mainly focused on the role of the public and 
voluntary sectors, whereas the potential role of the private sector is discussed in rela-
tion to the existing literature.

The proposed hierarchy of the outdoor activities provided by different stakeholders 
is based on the level of challenge, but these levels are not to be seen as strict bounda-
ries. Instead, we consider the hierarchy as a tool to understand the current supply of 
services and to identify potential gaps, e.g., older adults who experience themselves as 
more fit than required for the type of activities provided at senior centres but not suffi-
ciently fit for the activities provided by the voluntary sector. The hierarchy thus departs 
from the individual perspective of how active ageing relates to opportunities of engag-
ing in personally meaningful activities, proposed by Rantanen et al. (2019) and Doble 
and Caron Santha (2008).

Inclusivity and Participation: Balancing Accessibility with Challenge

There was a clear ambition that outdoor activities provided at senior centres should 
be inclusive so that all those visiting the senior centre could participate, but the 
results of this study highlight the tension between inclusivity and the need for activi-
ties to remain stimulating. One critical observation was that the existing inclusiv-
ity approach at the senior centres often resulted in a focus on low-intensity activi-
ties, potentially limiting motivation for those seeking more physically challenging 
experiences (Mackenzie et al., 2018). The occupational therapy framework by Doble 
and Caron Santha (2008) emphasises that well-being is achieved through engage-
ment in personally meaningful experiences. However, our findings suggest that a 
one-size-fits-all approach may inadvertently discourage participation among active 
and less mobile older adults. For example, walking groups were in the senior centres 
designed to be accessible, yet some participants found them insufficiently challeng-
ing. The walking groups organised by the senior citizens’organisation were, on the 
other hand, too demanding for some. This duality reflects findings by Zhang (2019) 
and Irvine et al. (2022) that group-based activities can foster a sense of belonging 
but may also alienate those who feel mismatched with the group’s fitness levels. 
Similarly, in our study, participants expressed concerns about being “too slow” to 
join walking groups organised by the senior citizens organisation, reinforcing previ-
ous research indicating that although the social factor is recognised as necessary for 
engagement (Loeffler, 2019; Sugerman, 2001), social dynamics in group activities 
can create unintended barriers to participation (Paddon, 2020; Withall et al., 2018). 
This underscores the need for tiered activity structures that accommodate vary-
ing physical capabilities while promoting engagement, aligning with Wilcock and 
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Hocking’s (2015) framework of doing, being, becoming and belonging. These find-
ings further validate our proposed hierarchy of activities, suggesting that OR ser-
vices should be adaptable to different fitness levels (Colley et al., 2019).

For the municipal senior centres, where participants primarily engage in “easy” 
(see Table 1) activities, establishing collaboration with senior citizens’ organisations 
can bring a more diverse supply of services, as members of these organisations can 
act as activity leaders and offer activities that are “moderate” to “challenging”. This 
approach corresponds to findings by Petry and Gilbertson (2019), who emphasise 
the importance of older adults connecting and identifying with OR instructors who 
recognise and value the skills they have developed throughout their lives. If senior 
centres, such as the one in this study, can create a space where older adults actively 
participate in the planning of leisure activities that accommodate a range of abili-
ties, the centre can provide opportunities for meaningful engagement (Hutchinson 
& Gallant, 2016; Wilcock & Hocking, 2015). We suggest that the senior centres in 
Östersund are overlooked as arenas for promoting OR as a means to active ageing, 
and with better collaboration between sectors, the centres can constitute an impor-
tant contribution to the domain of outdoor spaces and buildings within the AFCC 
framework.

Transport as a Structural Constraint to Active Ageing

Besides outdoor spaces and buildings, an essential domain of the AFCC framework 
is transport, as mentioned in the introductory section of this article. A key barrier to 
OR participation identified in our study was transport limitations. Both senior cen-
tre participants and leaders strongly desired to have the opportunity to travel away 
from the city to experience new environments and activities. However, the lack of 
transport directly affected older adults’ ability to participate in outdoor activities, as 
well as senior centres leaders’ opportunities to arrange OR experiences. This finding 
resonates with previous studies (Colley et al., 2016; Currie et al., 2021) highlighting 
transport as a significant determinant of OR engagement. By drawing on the capa-
bility approach (Nussbaum, 2002), we argue that restricted transport options curtail 
older adults’ freedom to engage in meaningful outdoor activities, which can rein-
force social isolation and diminish opportunities for active ageing. The example of 
the discontinued municipal minivan service thus illustrates how structural changes 
can have profound implications for engagement, mirroring findings by Levasseur 
et al. (2015) on how mobility, social participation and well-being are interconnected.

Transport challenges can also restrict opportunities to visit places that could pro-
vide meaning regarding social and cultural connectedness (Eliassen et  al., 2023; 
Lamanna et al., 2019; Morgan et al., 2021). Engagement in OR and having access 
to natural environments is to many older adults a significant part of their identity, 
their sense of belonging, and their meaningful relationships (Boyes, 2013; Freeman, 
2019), which suggests that future policies should prioritise transport as a fundamen-
tal enabler of active and healthy ageing, rather than an ancillary service.

In addition to the perspectives included in our proposed hierarchy of activities, 
other subjective dimensions could be included to provide a broader view of outdoor 
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activities. Integrating transport solutions into OR service design—whether through 
partnerships with local transport providers or municipally designated municipal 
vehicles—could enhance accessibility and promote greater engagement.

Sectoral Collaboration: Opportunities and Barriers

The findings highlight that the public, voluntary and private sectors each play dis-
tinct but interrelated roles in facilitating OR activities for older adults. However, 
a key finding in our study was the predominance of sector-specific OR initiatives, 
with minimal cross-sector collaboration. Multiple studies (e.g., Colley et al., 2016; 
Harrison et  al., 2022; Humberstone et  al., 2022; Irvine et  al., 2020) highlight the 
importance of integrated and holistic approaches when designing and implement-
ing opportunities for nature experiences, so the absence of collaborative initiatives 
was somewhat unexpected. Consistent with Ioannou et al. (2023), we found that col-
laboration between the public and voluntary sectors enhances participation by lever-
aging existing community networks. The co-production model discussed by Vrang-
bæk et al. (2018) is particularly relevant, as municipal partnerships with voluntary 
organisations have effectively fostered outdoor activities. However, financial con-
straints and difficulties securing a willing partner hindered these efforts, although 
senior centre leaders expressed a strong interest in expanding collaborative efforts. 
The tourism entrepreneur and the sports association representative confirmed finan-
cial and staffing challenges as significant obstacles to sustaining long-term engage-
ment. The reluctance of sports association instructors to conduct outdoor classes 
due to resource constraints exemplifies this issue, reinforcing Scheele et al.’s (2019) 
argument that sustainable collaboration requires adequate funding and incentives. 
The results of this study nevertheless show that outdoor activities do not have to be 
advanced, but microadventures (Spencer et al., 2019) can be quite sufficient, which 
potentially opens a new market for OR entrepreneurs.

Thus, although co-production of services generally includes the voluntary sector, 
the public sector, and citizens, we argue that the private sector, in addition to the 
other two, can substantially contribute to producing OR services to promote active 
and healthy ageing. However, the private sector, despite recognising the potential 
in catering to older adults, remains hesitant due to uncertainties regarding demand 
and profitability. This aligns with findings by Patterson and Balderas-Cejudo (2020), 
who suggest that businesses have yet to fully understand the evolving consumer 
behaviour of senior tourists. Our study indicates a precise segmentation within the 
older adult demographic – those seeking high-end, all-inclusive experiences versus 
those requiring low-cost, accessible alternatives. This gap suggests that public-pri-
vate partnerships could play a pivotal role in bridging financial barriers, such as sub-
sidising participation in OR activities for lower-income seniors.

Our results suggest that services that include transport (Levasseur et al., (2015), 
trained staff (Kritz et  al., 2023), are tailored to different levels of ability (Currie 
et  al., 2021), and are based on the older adults’ preferences (Lee & Burns, 2022) 
have the possibility to truly incorporate the health benefits of outdoor activities in 
the daily lives of the ageing population, and address the gaps identified in this study. 
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Such services can therefore meet preferences of active ageing for enhanced well-
being on an individual level (Doble & Caron Santha, 2008; Nussbaum, 2002; Ran-
tanen et al., 2019), as well as from a societal perspective as the process of optimiz-
ing opportunities for health (WHO, 2015).

Limitations

While this study provides valuable insights into the development of OR services 
for older adults, limitations should be acknowledged to provide a balanced per-
spective on the findings. The participant representation in this study was based 
on purposive and snowball sampling, which means that the perspectives captured 
may not fully represent the broader population of older adults or the full range of 
service providers in the municipality. The relatively small sample size may also 
limit the diversity of viewpoints included in the analysis. Future research could 
benefit from broader recruitment strategies to enhance representativeness.

The study duration also presents a limitation, as data collection occurred over 
approximately two years (2021–2023) but did not systematically account for sea-
sonal variations in outdoor recreation engagement. A longer-term study could pro-
vide deeper insights into how engagement patterns shift throughout the year. Addi-
tionally, this study primarily relied on self-reported data. While these qualitative 
methods offer rich insights, they are also susceptible to biases such as social desir-
ability, where participants may have responded in ways that reflect social expecta-
tions rather than their actual experiences. Complementing self-reported data with 
objective measures, such as participation tracking or observational studies over an 
extended period, could strengthen future research.

The difficulties in recruiting companies from the private sector limit the possibil-
ity of concluding how this sector could provide OR services for older adults. Field 
observations during an activity provided by a private company could shed light on 
the potential value of activities arranged by leaders trained in OR and the extent to 
which transport issues could be managed. In addition, the actual demand and will-
ingness to pay for such services remain to be explored.

Despite these limitations, the study contributes to understanding how different 
sectors can collaborate to promote OR opportunities for older adults. Acknowledg-
ing these constraints provides a foundation for future research to build upon, ensur-
ing more inclusive and comprehensive approaches to studying active ageing and 
nature experiences.

Conclusion

This qualitative study highlights the critical role of OR in promoting active ageing while 
identifying key challenges in accessibility, inclusivity, transport, and cross-sector col-
laboration. Despite the contributions of public, voluntary, and private stakeholders, gaps 
persist that hinder older adults from participation in OR activities.
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The difficulty of balancing inclusivity with physical challenge needs to be further 
highlighted. While senior centres emphasise accessibility, their activities may lack 
sufficient stimulation for active older adults, whereas voluntary sector initiatives 
may exclude those with mobility limitations. The findings reaffirm the importance 
of adopting a tiered activity model that offers diverse levels of physical engagement, 
from low-intensity, highly accessible activities to more demanding group-based 
events. This model can address disparities in capability and motivation among older 
adults, encouraging broader participation and reducing exclusion due to fitness dif-
ferences. The capability approach, as discussed by Nussbaum (2002), continues to 
provide a valuable framework for understanding how to optimise opportunities for 
health, participation, and security among older adults, as demonstrated through this 
study. Similarly, transport barriers emerged as a systemic constraint, and the study’s 
findings can inform the design and implementation of OR programs by adopting a 
tiered activity model and addressing such barriers in practice. Enhancing access to 
transport, either through municipal resources or strategic partnerships, is therefore 
crucial to supporting sustained OR engagement.

Strengthening multi-sectoral collaboration also proved to be a key finding in 
this study, as the lack of coordination among public, voluntary, and private enti-
ties appears to limit OR opportunities. The private sector remains an underuti-
lised resource in OR provision, and a co-production model integrating municipal 
resources, community networks, and private sector innovation could enhance pro-
gram reach and impact.

This study contributes to the field by offering a framework for OR development 
and aligning with global efforts to create Age-Friendly Cities and Communities 
(AFCCs), especially in the domains of outdoor spaces and transport. Future research 
should examine the long-term impacts of tailored OR programs on older adults’ 
well-being, evaluate transport solutions, and explore the feasibility of co-produced 
OR services. Understanding the economic and social benefits of such initiatives 
could further inform policy and stakeholder engagement, especially regarding pri-
vate enterprises.

In conclusion, fostering OR opportunities is vital for enhancing older adults’ 
quality of life. Addressing structural barriers, diversifying activities, and promot-
ing cross-sector cooperation can create sustainable OR initiatives that support 
active ageing. Recognising OR as a fundamental component of well-being, rather 
than a supplementary activity, can ensure meaningful engagement, independence, 
and enriched outdoor experiences for older adults. A more coordinated, inclusive 
approach through policy and resource allocation across sectors is essential to sup-
port outdoor engagement in ageing populations.
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