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What is 
“Accessibility” 
in the built 
environment? 





Canadian Institute for Health Information (2017)

Alberta is one of the fastest aging provinces in 
Canada. Photo of Town of Sundre Seniors’ Event. 



In Canada, 23.2% of seniors 
reside in rural and remote 
communities with the rural 
population aging faster than urban 
populations. (BMC Geriatrics)



Aging and Barriers to Health

• Costs and other difficulties related to the need to travel out of the 
community to medical appointments 

• Lack of health care professionals in communities, especially doctors 

• Out-of-pocket health care expenses, including those related to travel

• Insufficient home care services, including respite for caregivers 

• A lack of or limited supports to enable seniors to remain independent

• Costly homemaking supports

• Requirement for seniors to move out of the community for care 

• Lack of coordination, consistency and continuity of care for seniors 



Age-friendly features include . . .
  
• Good accessibility to and within public 
buildings
• Along footpaths, accessible washrooms and 
rest areas
• Adjustments and adaptations that help 
seniors feel safe and secure in the community 
• Provision of services within walking distance 
of where many seniors live  



Quality of Life

Independent Living

Safety

Inclusion & Belonging

How do we improve rural real estate to accommodate for the aging communities:  
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Town of Sundre
Town of Athabasca
Samson Cree Nation
Fort MacLeod



Gerald Ingeveld, Chair, Sundre Hospital Futures

Heidi Overguard, Vice Chair, Sundre Hospital 
Futures / AHS HR Committee

Joyce Wicks, RN, Chair, Sundre Health Profession 
Attraction & Retention Committee

Team Sundre



Interdisciplinary Team Athabasca University 

Prof. Henry Tsang, Architecture (Principal Investigator)
Prof. Douglas MacLeod, Architecture
Prof. Veronica Madonna, Architecture
Prof. Trevor Butler, Engineering
Prof. Gina Martin, Health Disciplines
Prof. Janelle Baker, Anthropology (& Sundre Resident)
Prof. Tobias Wiggins, Gender Studies
Prof. Vive Kumar, Computing & Information Systems
7 Student Research Assistants & Project Manager



Three Phases of Project

1)  Research Phase (Needs & Current Standards/Policies)

2)  Education and Knowledge Mobilization Phase

3)  Standards, Policy Development and Reform 
Recommendation Phase



Results:
 
1. Effective policies for health, accessibility, and safety in the built 
environment
2. Effective frameworks for healthcare planning and development for a 
rural communities 
3. Effective accommodations for for healthcare workers’ skills training, 
talent retention and local economic growth

Deliverables: 

1. Focused Needs Assessments for Alberta rural estate focus on aging
2. Open Educational Research Report and Publications to be shared
3. Standards, Policy Development Reform 
4. Educational Learning Modules

 



Key Timelines

04/2024: Planning the Plan – Kickoff online meeting and formation of research working 
groups
05/2024: Project Website Launch
05/2024: Charette Workshop #1 – Community Health and Wellbeing in Rural Real Estate
06/2024: Charette Workshop #2 – Accessible and Inclusive Design in Rural Real Estate
07/2024: Charette Workshop #3 – Healthcare and Long-Term Care for Seniors in Rural Real 
Estate
08/2024-07/2025: Henry on Sabbatical Leave (Travelling)
10/2024-01/2025: Three Learning Modules Development & Launch
01/2025-03/2025: Drafting Standards, Policy Development Reform Recommendation
03/2025: Midterm Presentation & Report
04/2025: Charette Workshop #4 – Aging-in-Community Planning in Rural Real Estate
05/2025: Charette Workshop #5 – Affordable and Attainable Housing in Rural Real Estate
06/2025: Charette Workshop #6 – Environmental Quality and Health in Rural Real Estate
10/2025-03/2026: Three Learning Modules Development & Launch
01/2026-03/2026: Drafting Standards, Policy Development Reform Recommendation
03/2026: Wrap Up Conference & Final Research Report Dissemination



Estimated Length: 23 months



6 Major Topics: 

1. Community Health and Wellbeing in Rural Real Estate
2. Accessible and Inclusive Design in Rural Real Estate
3. Healthcare and Long-Term Care for Seniors in Rural Real Estate
4. Aging-in-Community Planning in Rural Real Estate
5. Affordable and Attainable Housing in Rural Real Estate
6. Environmental Quality and Health in Rural Real Estate





Thank you.

Dr. Henry Tsang
Associate Professor / Registered Architect
RAIC Centre for Architecture, Faculty of Science & Technology
Athabasca University | Athabasca, AB
E-mail: htsang@athabascau.ca


