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STANDING UP 4 SITTING DOWN – WHY SEATING MATTERS 

 

Anchor’s panel of experts share their thoughts on how we make the high street 

more accessible to older people 

 

This report looks into the accessibility of Britain’s high streets and retail stores, with a 

particular focus on the availability of seating, and how this affects older people. 

Through speaking with a panel of experts, it determines that there is a lack of seating 

which affects accessibility and subsequently has negative consequences on older 

people’s physical and mental wellbeing.  

 

The report considers the importance of public seating on older people’s emotional 

lives and health, including their ability to integrate into civic society and the lack of 

communication between their needs and those of decision makers.  

 

It highlights that the high street is thought to be subjecting itself to a significant 

financial loss by ignoring older people’s seating needs.  

 

The report is a collation of discussions, thoughts and suggestions on this issue, 

drawn from a panel of experts with professional and personal insight in this field. It 

forms part of Anchor’s Standing Up 4 Sitting Down campaign. 

 

Contributors to this report include: 

 Mario Ambrosi, Head of Policy and Communications, Anchor 

 Martin Green, Chief Executive, Care England 

 Jim Shaw, Project Co-ordinator, Living Streets 

 Harry Burchill, Planning Policy Officer, Royal Town Planning Institute 

 Hugh Barton, Emeritus Professor of planning and health, WHO Collaborating 

Centre for healthy urban environments, University of the West of England 

 Stephen Burke, Director, United for All Ages. 

 Nona Hall, 93-year-old Anchor resident living at Holly Court, Attleborough 
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 Sylvia Allen, 85-year-old Anchor resident living at Pembroke Court, 

Northumberland 

 

The Main Issues  

 

Experts and Anchor residents unanimously concur that there is a lack of seating in 

Britain’s high streets and shopping areas that needs addressing. The scarcity of 

public seating is having a clear and negative impact on both older and less able-

bodied people for whom seating means a crucial rest in-between shopping and 

outside chores. Action must be taken to see these people feel more relaxed when 

out of the home.  

 

The panel recall a time when there was more seating in shops and on the high street. 

They believe that the provision of greater high-street and in-shop seating would go a 

long way towards reducing social isolation and loneliness in vulnerable communities. 

It would enable older people to take trips to the shops without worry and feel that 

their environment is considerate of their needs.  

 

Older people can feel intimidated by the simple everyday act of going shopping. For 

those in need of seating, what should be a destination to enjoy becomes a chore 

filled with potential strife. Experts agree that that this simple anxiety about not being 

able to find somewhere to rest when outdoors is causing an economic loss to the 

high street as well as discouraging physical exercise. Interviewees stress that the 

lack of public seating is having a detrimental effect on the wellbeing of older people. 

Providing seating in designated civic spaces and shops would mean increased 

independence and lack of isolation for older people, which is beneficial to the health 

of society as a whole. It is for these reasons that interviewees give their full support 

to Anchor’s proposed Standing Up 4 Sitting Down campaign. 

 

The Consequence of Issues Raised 

Economic gain 

Respondents wholeheartedly agree that there is a need for action. Businesses and 

decision makers should pledge their commitment to providing more public seating, 

inside and outside shops, as well as along high streets. Our panel of Anchor 

residents and experts see this as a moral and civic duty but that local councils and 

shops also need to be ‘sold’ the proposal with the reminder that enabling older 

people to rest while shopping has strong economic value. Hugh Barton, Emeritus 
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Professor of planning and health, said: “In this country, we’re influenced by 

neoliberalism where we think it is the job of the market to supply this and it is in their 

own interest.” 

 

With a rising population and longer life expectancy, the number of people over 65 is 

set to increase by a staggering 40% in the next 70 years. This will take the number of 

older people in the UK from 11.4 million to more than 16 million. Supermarkets and 

other shops need to prepare for this and should be encouraged to make real and 

concerted efforts at age-friendliness. There is a lucrative and mutually beneficial 

future-facing business opportunity with older people, but only if the necessary 

changes are made. 

 

Health and wellbeing 

The experts agree that seating is the best first step to creating age-friendly 

environments but it shouldn’t stop there. Age appropriate amenities should also 

encompass the provision of more toilets in public spaces, good transportation, and 

quality pavements so that less able-bodied people don’t trip or fall. This would also 

enable the fostering of greater physical activity, which in turn would lead to a 

healthier and happier older population. Making the high street a fun, engaging, and 

easy shopping experience for older people would likely give a very healthy boost to 

the economy to the happiness of all. 

 

Decision makers must re-think 

Planning for seating should be made much earlier on, in the design process of 

shops, shopping centres and civic spaces. It needs to be incorporated into the early 

discussions of how we organise these spaces. The style and quality of seating, for 

example, is sometimes remiss because those implementing new seating haven’t 

thought deeply enough about age appropriate needs. Harry Burchill, Planning Policy 

Officer at the Royal Town Planning Institute, said: “Seating should be included in 

planning from the start to avoid hasty decisions and unforeseen costs down the line.” 

 

There is a desire for a consistent approach in terms of informing businesses about 

the losses they are making in not meeting the design needs of older people. 

England, Jim Shaw says, is behind the rest of Europe in terms of planning and 

design. In the interests of local communities, a robust policy to guide planning is 

required.  
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Common Ground 

 

There is unanimous consensus on the lack of public seating and the need to see it 

increased. Currently, a lack of seating is said to prevent older people from shopping 

more, reduces their ability to exercise, and is bad for older people’s wellbeing. When 

asked what one thing could we do to improve high streets and retail areas for older 

people, all panel members unanimously replied with suggestion of more seating. 

 

This must also be considered in the wider context of older people being part of an 

inclusive community where public seating is a daily need, including children and 

parents and those with disabilities.  

 

Key Stand-out Quotes, Comments and Personal Stories 

 

Nona Hall, 93-year-old Anchor resident at Holly Court, Attleborough 

“Friends of mine would choose to go to Porthcawl in South Wales because it had 

seating all the way down the high street. They used to ask to go there because they 

could go in the shop and have a bit of a rest. 

 

“More seating would enable me to continue shopping longer. If I’m able to sit down 

now and again, it might help me to be independent. 

 

“Shopping yourself is a way of keeping going. Most people I know try to keep 

independent as long as they can, doing their own personal shopping rather than 

paying or relying on people. If you can rest a bit in between shopping, it makes it 

more enjoyable. 

 

“I’m not the slowest but it takes me 12 minutes to walk to Sainsbury’s and sometimes 

you feel like you’d like to sit down before you start shopping.”  

 

Sylvia Allen, 85-year-old Anchor resident at Pembroke Court, Northumberland 

“I really do think that all shops need seating. I once felt faint and had to sit down. I 

said, ‘I can’t walk I need to sit on a chair now.’ They had to get a deck chair out of a 

window for me to sit on. None of the shops have seating except Wilko. 

 

“I wish it was made law to have a seat in every shop. When you’re older, such things 

are so important 
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“Seating is the main thing for me. Even a small bench, which would maybe hold two 

people, would do. A small one is fine. That’s what they have in Wilko. 

 

“We used to have two seats outside the library near the bus station. Now the two 

benches have been reduced to one. I don’t know why they’ve done that.” 

 

Stephen Burke, Director, United for All Ages 

“There is a much wider issue. Businesses are failing to market to older people and 

they’re missing a huge trick. They need to recognise that older people have 

significant spending power.”  

 

Jim Shaw, Project Co-ordinator, Living Streets 

“Older people remember how there used to be more seats in shops. They remember 

it very fondly. They wished it were the same as before. 

 

“In some public spaces where I’ve worked, there is very little seating. Lack of public 

seating and public spaces does stop elderly people shopping. 

 

“You need a high-backed chair that’s not too low and with arms to push off on. 

 

“There needs to be one or two sensitively and appropriately placed seats on these 

routes older people take on their short utility trips. It makes a huge difference. It can 

spiral downwards otherwise and it can be a real barrier for elderly people.”  

 

Hugh Barton, Emeritus Professor of planning and health, WHO Collaborating 

Centre for healthy urban environments, University of the West of England 

“The way we are going, the lack of consideration for older people’s needs is forcing 

people to become decrepit before their time. 

 

“Seating is important for someone who can’t walk far in order to take a rest. Whether 

it’s walking to park or the doctors or a bus stop or tube line, it’s going to be important 

to some people short of breath to have a break. 

 

“When you’re with older people, you begin to judge how possible it is to go to a place 

by whether or not it is comfortable. 
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“In this country, we’re influenced by neoliberalism where we think it is the job of the 

market to cater to older people and it is in their own interest. Shopping centres 

should provide seating as they want people to spend more time there. 

 

“Creating an environment that really welcomes older people is vital. To encourage 

them to get physical activity and for their mental and physical wellbeing. We need to 

be creating spaces that foster more physical activity.” 

 

Mario Ambrosi, Head of Policy and Communications, Anchor 

“The high street is institutionally ageist 

 

 “There used to be seats around department stores in various areas that people used 

to sit on but that seems to have gone and shops now feel they have to fill the space 

with merchandise. 

 

“As the population has increased, shops have not understood the need for facilities 

like seating. Not only is the population increasing but it’s also ageing and we’re not 

very age-friendly in terms of public seating.” 

 

Conclusions 

 

These discussions focused on solutions and a form of lobbying that would encourage 

high streets, shopping centres, and shops – large and small - to act responsibly with 

regard to the provision of public seating.  

 

The lack of public seating is seen as damaging to the wellbeing and physical health 

of older people, detrimental to their emotional happiness, and it is agreed that 

ignorance of older people’s needs is causing an economic loss to our high streets. 

This is regarded as a much wider issue, with businesses failing to market to older 

people and councils forgetting to cater to their civic needs.  

 

There is a general desire to raise consciousness about age-friendly cities and spaces 

and to see considerations always incorporated into the design of cities, towns, 

shopping centres and shops themselves.  

 

It is imperative that towns and cities accommodate older people’s needs in order to 

ensure that a section of society remains healthy, happy and cared for as our 
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population demographic changes. Such care and responsibility should not be 

enacted as a mere design afterthought, but readily incorporated into design and 

funding.  

 

Seating is the right place to start because it is a basic and simple change, a problem 

that can be easily resolved. Beyond this, we need bigger aspirations and bigger 

ideas. We’re all going to need this when the time comes. For now, seating is a great 

place to start in promoting exercise, wellbeing, and all-round happier shopping 

experiences for older people.   

 

GUIDANCE FOR HIGH STREETS ON HOW TO BE AGE FRIENDLY 

 

The following guidance is drawn from discussions with a panel of experts that have 

professional and personal experience that qualify them to make recommendations on 

accessibility and the need for seating for older people.  

 

Planning 

- Think age-friendly from the start. Build comfortable and age-friendly seating 

into the design of new shopping centres and shops from the onset. Doing so 

will mean that placement of seats and the costs are factored in from the 

beginning 

- Consider all the diverse ways in which a place can be made age friendly. Age 

friendliness needs to be viewed as diversity and inclusiveness in action. What 

is needed to improve the experience of children and parents is likely to be the 

same those considerations needed for older people 

- Alongside seating, there are many factors key to seeing older people have 

positive experiences of the high street – consider them all. These include 

adequate public toilets, good quality lighting, transport access, lowered kerbs, 

wider aisles 

- Good transport links are also crucial. People require easily accessible buses, 

adequate bus shelters supplying seating and weather shelter, and affordable 

taxis for when buses are not an option. 

 

Seating 

- The location of seating does not need to be prescribed. If it safe and easily 

accessible, it could be indoors or outdoors. Seating outside large shopping 
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areas and individual shops is equally as desirable and would result in 

increased footfall for nearby shops 

- It’s not just shopping spaces that require seating, consider other civic spaces 

that older people frequent regularly; for example, bus stops, post offices, 

supermarkets, doctor’s surgeries, and parks 

- Seats must be known about. They should be in open, well-lit and well-used 

areas that are safe and not hidden away 

- Take into account practical considerations, such as seating being out of the 

shade and being sheltered from rain. 

 

Publicise your age-friendly factors 

- Place signs directing people towards seating areas 

- Consider signs on seating advising younger and able-bodied people that 

these are priority seats, to be given up to those in greater need 

- Display a Standing Up 4 Sitting Down stickers in the window of a shop to 

highlight your provision. Local shops and department stores should feel 

encouraged and proud about the changes they’ve made. 

 

Broaden the appeal 

- Consider events and activities that will appeal to older people and encourage 

them to visit shops, or stay for longer. For example, introduce slow shopping 

afternoons tailored to older people’s experience and coffee mornings that 

extend the act of shopping into an enjoyable and sociable experience  

- Do your bit to reduce the social isolation felt by many older people by training 

your staff to be aware of older people’s needs 

- Ensure that staff are equipped with the knowledge needed to make older 

people’s shopping experience easy and enjoyable. As well as knowing where 

there is a seat available, they should know where there are toilets, lifts, 

escalators and public transport options. 

 

A LIST OF THE PLACES GETTING IT RIGHT WHEN IT COMES TO SEATING 

 

- Wilko 

According to Nona Hall, 93 year old Anchor resident at Holly Court 

- Local chemist 

According to Stephen Burke and Nona Hall, various chemists having re-introduced 

seating for older people to sit as they wait for prescriptions.  
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- Westfield, Shepherd’s Bush  

According to Martin Green (Care England), the centre is commended for its areas 

with seating, armchairs, coffee tables and carpeting.  

- intu, Bromley 

According to Martin Green (Care England) 

- Porthcawl, South Wales 

According to Nona Hall (Anchor resident), the high street has plenty of seating 

-Meadowhall Shopping Centre, Sheffield 

According to Jim Shaw (Living Streets), the centre has lots of public art and lots of 

seating of comfortable public seating.  

-Stratford Olympic Park 

According to Harry Burchill (Royal Town Planning Institute), the park is an excellent 

example of a well-executed age-friendly area that included accessibility in its design 

strategy from its very conception 

- John Lewis 

According to Harry Burchill (Royal Town Planning Institute), the stores are good at 

recognising the needs of older people 

 

For more information about Standing Up 4 Sitting Down, go to www.su4sd.org.uk or 

search #SU4SD on Twitter.  

http://www.su4sd.org.uk/

