
Creating an age-friendly shopping 
environment
This fact sheet gives you some hints and tips for 
low-cost and no-cost ways to make your business 
age-friendly and attract this powerful and growing 
segment of the population.

Overview
•  Have a place where customers can sit and rest.
•  Allow customers to use the bathroom.
•  Provide adequate lighting at the entrance 

and throughout the business.
•  Avoid heavy doors or use electronic doors.
•  Stairs (if there are any) should have handrails 

and low-risers, or have ramps.
•  Place products on shelves which are within 

reach or offer help reaching items.
•  Moderate music and noise.
•  Keep aisles and footpaths clear of obstacles.

Sound
Over half the population aged between 60 and 70 
has some kind of hearing loss. 

This increases to more than 70 per cent of those over 
the age of 70, and 80 per cent of those over 
the age of 80. 

Reduced hearing significantly affects people’s 
ability to enjoy social occasions, such as sharing 
a meal at a restaurant, and their interactions with 
others, such as when shopping. 

Background sounds often overpower conversations 
because they are lower in pitch than speech. Loud 
music and harsh acoustics will quickly turn off many 
older customers.

Music and ambient noise
No-cost improvements

•  If you want to reach out to your older customers, 
play the music they know and love.

•  Background music often turns into background 
noise. Consider the impact music will have on 
older people’s ability to carry on conversations 
in your business. You might like to offer times 
that are music free.

•  If you cannot lower the volume of your entire 
business environment, consider having quiet 
areas – such as specific tables in a restaurant 

– that can be reserved for older customers.
•  Use mass and space to reduce noise: turn off 

or replace buzzing fans and humming computers, 
keep kitchen doors closed if possible.

Additional improvements

•  Absorb noise within the space by installing carpet 
or rugs, hanging tapestries, upholstering furniture, 
adding acoustic ceiling tiles and installing 
soundboard walls or partitions.

•  If you undertake a construction project, include 
sound absorption and reduction measures.
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Communication
No-cost improvements

•  Get the attention of an older person before 
speaking – tap them lightly on the shoulder 
or say, ‘Excuse me’.

•  Speak clearly, but avoid ‘elder speak’ – 
the tendency to talk in exaggerated tones 
and with simple words.

•  Don’t be afraid to repeat yourself if you 
think you have not been understood – 
sometimes people are too afraid to ask.

•  Be conscious that high-pitched sounds 
and words with F, S, K, and SH sounds 
are difficult for older people to hear.

•  Male voices are usually heard more clearly 
by older people because they are lower in 
pitch. Lower the pitch of your voice when 
speaking to someone with difficulty hearing.

•  If necessary, have quiet areas where customers 
can speak to staff about sensitive matters.

Multimedia
Additional improvements

•  Offer large, clear subtitles for videos, music 
and other multimedia that is important to 
your business.

•  Provide written instructions in addition 
to verbal instructions.

Lighting
Close to 10 per cent of Australians aged 55 or more 
are visually impaired.

‘Visual impairment… can affect physical, functional, 
emotional and social wellbeing, and reduce quality 
of life.’ 

Without enough light, the eye must work harder 
to get a clear picture. Well-lit environments allow 
older eyes to rest. 

Businesses that cater for older customers should 
provide as much light as possible for people with 
vision impairment.

No-cost improvements
•  Older people need three times as much light 

as younger people, but are more sensitive 
to glare. Lamps can more effectively light 
a space with less glare than overhead lighting.

•  Consider the design, typeface and font size 
used on publications, menus, signage and 
other communication materials. Black type 
on white or yellow background is the easiest 
to read.

Physical design and layout
“Design for the young and you exclude the old; 
design for the old and you include the young.” 
Bernard Isaacs, Founding Director Birmingham 
Centre for Applied Gerontology.

Accessibility
Good urban planning can help compensate for 
the physical and social changes associated with 
ageing, and enable older people to maintain their 
independence for as long as possible. 

Conversely, poorly designed buildings and 
neighbourhoods can act as a barrier to older 
people’s economic and social participation.

Making your business welcoming and comfortable 
for older people will also make it more comfortable 
for everyone, including parents with children in 
prams, expectant mothers and people with injuries 
or disabilities.

No-cost improvements

•  Make sure your interior doors and floor are wide 
and spacious. Doorways with a minimum clear 
opening of 850mm are considered accessible.

•  If your business involves seating, such as a 
restaurant, make sure you can accommodate 
someone in a wheelchair.

•  Your premises should have space to put down 
parcels and bags. Also provide places to wait 
with sturdy chairs that have arms so people 
can help themselves up and down.
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•  Aisles need to be wide enough to accommodate 
walkers and wheelchairs.

•  Consider placing a large-print store map near 
the entrance to enable easy navigation.

•  Service counters should have a place to hook 
a walking stick so that it does not fall.

Additional improvements

•  Provide seating outside your business to give older 
adults a place to rest and a support to grab onto.

•  If your entrance has one or more steps, consider 
installing a portable ramp (grade between 
1:14 and 1:20) to improve access for those 
using a wheelchair or walker.

•  Consider installing automatic doors or put 
a staff member in charge of opening doors 
for older people.

•  If you have a car park, consider designating 
places for people with disability parking permits 
and motorised scooters.

•  Make scooter recharging facilities available.

Falls
Falls are the leading cause of injury-related hospital 
admissions in people aged 65 years and over. 

Obstacles such as uneven walkways, stairs, poor 
lighting and crowding make it difficult for older 
adults with low vision, poor balance, or who use 
wheelchairs and walkers to get around. 

Take an active role in falls prevention by eliminating 
obstacles that could cause falls inside and outside 
your premises.

No-cost improvements

•  Make sure the floor of your business is free from 
obstructions, smooth and even, and do your best 
to clear puddles, fallen leaves or other debris from 
outside your premises.

•  Do not place items on shelves any higher than 
arm’s length, or ensure that staff are available 
to help older people reach shelved items.

•  Clearly mark the edges of stairs and changes 
in floor surface with high-contrast materials.

Additional improvements

•  Ensure floor surfaces are non-slip, even when wet.
•  Remove throw rugs that could catch feet and 

cause someone to trip. If you must use rugs, 
secure them to the floor with strong tape or glue.

•  Hallways and stairs should be well lit.
•  Keep floors dry and free from waste paper 

at all times.

Bathrooms
Low-cost improvements

•  Install bright lighting and toilet paper dispensers 
within easy reach.

•  When designing a new restroom, install automatic 
flush controls or mount manual controls on the 
wide side of toilet areas no more than 112cm 
above the floor.

•  Ideally, one sink and hand dryer should be 
low enough for an older person in a wheelchair 
can use.

•  Ensure an accessible toilet is available 
for customers with a door circulation of 
1,350mm by 1,370mm, grab rails and 
easy-to-use fittings and fixtures.
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If your business is a supermarket or grocer, 
consider providing:

•  wide aisles;
•  price labels in large legible print;
•  easy, stair-free access from the street 

and car park;
•  assistance to carry purchases, or a 

home delivery service; and
•  places for people to sit and rest.

If your business is a pharmacy, consider providing:

•  automatic doors;
•  clear, uncluttered aisles;
•  magnifying glasses for customers to read 

product labels;
•  private areas for customers to sit and talk 

with the pharmacist; and
•  products stored on easy to reach shelves.

If your business is a restaurant or café, 
consider providing:

•  enough space between chairs and tables 
to accommodate walkers and wheelchairs;

•  sturdy chairs with arms;
•  menus and bills with large, easy-to-read 

writing; and
•  accessible bathrooms.

If your business is a bank, consider providing:

•  counters and ATMs at wheelchair or scooter 
height;

•  private areas to meet with customers;
•  information in large print; and
•  staff trained to identify financial abuse.
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