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This commentary was inspired by the open peer review of Landby and 
Godtman Kling’s (2025) paper, ‘Living close to nature: how older adults in 
Sweden navigate relocation in later life’. Their study focuses on how 
nature influences older people's relocation decisions, a topic highly 
relevant in mature welfare societies. The results showed that older adults 
deeply value proximity to nature, particularly those with lifelong 
connections to it. This encourages older adults to move closer to nature; 
the closer they live to it, the more often they can enjoy it. However, as 
Landby and Godtman Kling point out, many factors, ranging from 
individual issues to social regulation, limit older people’s ability to move. 
More broadly, the study contributes to the ongoing debate about the 
extent to which the well-being of older people is the responsibility of 
society and, on the other hand, of the individuals themselves.
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Access to nature, place attachment and societal responsibility in later life
In Fennia, Volume 203 Number 2, Landby and Godtman Kling published an important article on the 
significance of nature in older adults' decisions to relocate. The focus of the study — the importance 
of nature in older people's decisions to move — is highly relevant in the context of so-called mature 
welfare societies. With the number of older people increasing, the crucial question is how these 
societies can offer the aging population a good life and wellbeing. A silent question underneath the 
public and political debate is to what extent the well-being of older people is the responsibility of 
society and, on the other hand, of the individual themselves. 

The study has a mixed-methods research design, answering two questions: (1) what living close to 
nature means to individuals in later life, and (2) how socio-economic factors, current routines, and 
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opportunities for engaging with nature influence the value placed on proximity to nature when 
considering relocation. The data consist of a quantitative survey, open-ended responses, and 
qualitative interviews with older adults living in rural municipalities in Northern Sweden. In short, the 
research examines what nature means to older adults moving to rural Sweden. The results show that 
proximity to nature is deeply valued, especially for those with lifelong connections to it. This gets older 
adults moving closer to nature; the closer they live to nature, the more often they enjoy it. Older 
adults plan their lives and want to live in places where they have meaningful attachments and can 
enjoy nature.     

The two researchers who wrote this commentary are more familiar with the Finnish context, 
another country with an even faster-aging population. As Landby and Godtman Kling state, the paper 
contributes to discussions on aging in place, a pressing social issue in contemporary societies. Both 
Sweden and Finland have adopted ageing-in-place policy goals in response to population aging 
(Luoma-Halkola 2025). It is also expected that older adults will play an active role in community life 
and take responsibility for their own well-being (see for example, Myller et al. 2025). However, Finnish 
aging policies are in crisis, and aging in place is often used as a political instrument to justify elderly 
people staying at home rather than receiving care in a care home. In Finland, the news almost every 
day report on individual tragedies and the national healthcare crisis and societal stress caused by 
population aging. Newly established welfare counties are currently struggling with austerity pressures 
and are finding it increasingly difficult to provide healthcare and social services for an aging population.

A large proportion of older adults in Finland were born and raised in rural areas, and, as might be 
expected, some consider moving back to the places where they spent their childhood. In the 2000s, 
Finnish rural policy (Maaseutupolitiikan yhteistyöryhmä 2004) also highlighted the idea that recently 
retired ‘young-old’ adults may move back to rural areas. As a Scottish study have indicated, people 
who have recently retired can counterbalance the ongoing effects of the young generation leaving 
rural areas if they move back there (Philip et al. 2013). In the course of time, however, such movement 
in Finland has turned out to be rather marginal, making only a modest contribution to the revitalisation 
of rural areas. 

This can also be seen in rural municipalities that have used the potential for movement among 
older adults as the basis for their strategic development. One example is the small, remote municipality 
of Ristijärvi in the Kainuu region of eastern Finland. Previously, it attempted to attract older adults 
with new investments and promoted itself as a place for retirees. However, this strategy proved 
unrealistic, and Ristijärvi later tried to shed its reputation as a place for the elderly and instead profile 
itself as a place for people of all ages (Kähkönen 2019). Compared to many other rural municipalities, 
Ristijärvi’s previous strategic choices can be considered quite bold, as they placed older people at the 
centre of the municipality’s strategy work in a completely new way (cf. Mustakangas & Vihinen 2024).

The second commentator has also recognized the true importance of nature for older adults in his 
own research. For his PhD, he conducted ethnographic research, carrying out dozens of interviews 
with older adults to gain an understanding of their spatial practices and lived experiences (Wallin 
2019). The interviewees often began speaking about their everyday connections to nature. Some 
years later, when he started interviewing residents of suburban housing estates, he found that the 
same narratives were emerging: nature is important for wellbeing and identity, and a significant factor 
in place attachment (Wallin 2023). Consequently, it is easy to agree with the main argument of Landby 
and Godtman Kling (2025, 164): “Access to nature for older adults should be more prominently 
considered in policy planning, as it is currently underrepresented.” Myller and colleagues (2025) have 
reached similar conclusions. After analyzing national policy documents on aging and well-being, they 
conclude that Finnish welfare policy pays little attention to the spatial relationship of older people. 
Furthermore, as Myller and colleagues point out, national policy documents assume that older people 
mainly live in cities and urban areas. However, a significant proportion of older people in Finland 
actually reside in rural areas. 

Landby and Godtman Kling also draw attention to the factors that prevent older adults from living 
closer to nature. Building on Hägerstrand’s (1970) time-geographical framework, the researchers 
focus on three types of constraints that shape older adults’ spatial opportunities. These constraints 
may emanate from (1) individual capabilities; (2) authorities, such as regulations, legislation, and 
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power structures; or (3) situations in which the older adult depends on someone or something to fulfil 
their spatial ambitions (which Landby and Godtman Kling refer to as ‘coupling constraints’). It is worth 
noting that these factors may also influence an individual’s inclusion or exclusion in local communities, 
a topic that is widely discussed in contemporary rural gerontology (Scharf et al. 2016).

Fortunately, there are other solutions for those who cannot live close to nature for various reasons. 
An interesting development trend is the establishment of health forests, also known as healing forests, 
in some social and healthcare organisations in Finland. As Lipponen and colleagues (2026) state, the 
use of health forests in social and healthcare services is a relatively new nature-based intervention 
that will probably be adopted more widely in future. Access to nature for older people can also be 
improved through projects such as the construction of accessible nature trails and routes designed 
for people with limited mobility. In Finland, municipalities with other local stakeholders are in a key 
position to contribute such improvements. In conclusion, it is important to consider how to provide 
access to nature for those who cannot access it and how to bring nature to them. Human geography 
truly matters for aging well. 
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