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Appendix B: Case Study

1. Introduction 

This case report is part of a larger study that aims to gain a profound understanding of how 
community dwelling elderly perceive their outdoor environment in relation to falls and fall risk 
factors in the Nieuwmarktbuurt of Amsterdam (Musch, Wregar and Iulisca, 2017). In this 
report two researchers outline their field observations on difficulties encountered by an 
elderly man during the common activity of going outside for shopping and groceries and the 
strategies he uses to deal with these problems. The entire observation has been video-
recorded. 

Map 1: Overview of the walking route taken during the Case Study 

The case study took place on Saturday the 29th of October, 2016 from 14:00 to 16:00h and 
the walking route taken is depicted in the map. The participant, Mr. E, 81 years old and 
affected by Parkinson Disease (PD), epilepsy and asthma, was observed by the researchers 
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Karlijn Musch and Monica Iulisca on his weekly walk to the stores in the Jodenbreestraat. Mr. 
E agreed to be part of the case study in order to show us the difficulties he experiences 
during this weekly excursion. He only goes out once per week, on Saturdays, providing that 
the weather is good and that he feels well enough to face the challenge. He explained that 
he doesn’t go out more often because he gets tired easily and needs all his strength for daily 
chores inside the house (e.g.cooking, grooming etc.), as he is living independently. Even 
though he is able to do many activities of daily living himself, once a week he receives help 
from his niece who cleans the house and from a neighbour who helps him with taking out the 
garbage. Also his younger brother visits regularly and often brings meals. Mr. E explained 
that with the current system he manages to stay independent, which is very important to him. 

The route he walked was around 1.5 km (measured with Google maps) and can be divided in 
three parts: Part A in blue, from Mr. E’s home to the first shop he entered; Part B, in red, the 
shopping area, with the 4 shops he visited; and Part C, in green, the return home. The total 
duration of the excursion, including a 15 minute break, took 2 hours. 

2. Part A: From his home to the Antoniebreestraat 

The researchers met Mr. E at his 
apartment on the 3rd floor of a 
typical Dutch house without 
elevator and with very steep 
stairs. To descend the stairs he 
used both hands on the two 
railings, holding on tightly. He 
descended steadily but with 
extreme caution. Once out of the 
house, he took his rollator from 
the shed where it was parked, and 
proceeded on Rapenburg towards the 
Nieuwe Uilenburgerstraat.  

The first difficulty encountered was at 
Rapenburg; On the very narrow sidewalk 
a bicycle was parked against the facade 
of the house and Mr. E’s sleeve hooked 
onto its handle-bar. With difficulty, he 
tried to squeeze the rollator between the 
bicycle and a parked car, holding tight 
onto the rollator and trying not to lose 
balance. Finally he managed to release his sleeve and continued 
walking on the Nieuwe Uilenburgerstraat. 

The narrow sidewalk and presence of additional obstacles (e.g. 
bicycles, garbage) made Mr. E’s passage very difficult. Some 
sidewalks are not wide enough for the passage of a rollator. He 
explained that he often prefers walking on the street rather than 
on the narrow sidewalks, as he did while returning home. (i.e on the bridge on Nieuwe 
Uilenburgerstraat the presence of parked bikes doesn’t allow a safe passage for a person 
with a rollator). 
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The next difficulty encountered was at the garbage bins where he went to throw away old 
newspapers. The whole area was difficult to reach due to the presence of trash and 
household refuse all around. Furthermore, the bins are located on an elevated platform, 
which was difficult to access with the rollator as it is not level with the sidewalk. With his 
rollator, Mr E had to find his way through the trash, onto the platform in order to reach the 
paper bin. After throwing away his newspapers, he experienced the same struggle to step off 
the platform and make his way out. 

At the corner with Jodenbreestraat he took a right onto Jodenbreestraat towards Sint 
Antoniebreestraat, where the main shops are. 
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3. Part B: Shopping 

In Antoniebreestraat and Jodenbreestraat, Mr. 
E visited four shops to buy a newspaper, 
household items and groceries.  

At the bookstore, he parked his rollator near 
the shop window. With small steps, close to 
the wall, he walked to the shop entrance and 
with some difficulty he stepped over the 
doorstep and then stopped. The journals were 
lying on the floor. The shop assistantknew Mr. 
E and got him his newspaper. While he was 
waiting he was holding onto the doorframe.  

In one of the other shops the aisles were 
blocked with goods lying on the floor, making 
the passage with the rollator difficult. In 
another, mops and buckets formed obstacles.  

While waiting in queue at Albert Heijn, some 
people passed in front of Mr E while he was 
getting out his wallet. He told us that he 
prefers using cash for his shopping. He has a 
debit card but mentioned he finds it difficult 
and does not feel confident enough to use it. 
He also said, that when he asks, people 
sometimes help him with packing his 
groceries, but that it is rare that people offer 
him help spontaneously.  

When he finished his groceries Mr. E took a 15 minute rest on the bench inside the Albert 
Heijn. He explained that he always needs to take a break in order for him to be able to get 
home. 

 
4. Part C: The return home  

The last and most difficult part of the excursion was 
the return home. Mr. E commenced his way home 
on Valkenburgerstraat and then went left onto 
Rapenburg. He said to prefer Valkenburgerstraat as 
it is not so crowded and has a wide sidewalk. 
Halfway, roadworks forced him to walk on the bike 
path. In this area the transition from sidewalk to 
street/bike path was not smooth; Especially past 
the roadworks he struggled to lift the rollator up to 
get back onto the curb.  

Mr. E was visibly tired. His gait had changed; he 
was shuffling and taking shorter steps. He 
confessed that on his way home he never stops 
and needs to keep going on willpower in order to make it home. 
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At Rapenburg he was forced to walk on the street, avoiding the narrow sidewalk full of 
obstacles that blocked his passage to his home. Near his home there was no transition from 
street to sidewalk, so again he had trouble getting his rollator onto the sidewalk in between 
parked cars. 

After he had parked his rollator in the shed, he had to face the last challenge of the journey: 
climbing up 3 flights of stairs with his grocery bag. With his bag in one hand it was much 
more difficult to hold onto the railing and the extra weight of the bag provided an additional 
challenge. He indicated that once home he needs to rest and sleep for at least one hour, as 
the two hour activity of grocery shopping exhausts him. 

5. Conclusion 

This study gives an overview of the difficulties an elderly person encounters during a 
common activity like grocery shopping. We saw that the environment has an important role in 
facilitating or creating impediments to an elderly person’s outdoor mobility. We observed how 
environmental factors can promote or limit a person’s activities and independence as well as 
create risk factors for falls and fear of falling. This study further shows what these risk factors 
entail from the point of view of an elderly man.  

We would like to thank Mr. E for his availability and the opportunity to experience a common 
livelihood activity through his eyes, giving us insight into the challenges he faces in his 
outdoor mobility. 
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