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Abstract: Purpose: The aim of this methodology paper is to draw on the procedural
decisions of a study that used Q-methodology to study older community dwellers
facing the largest single urban redevelopment project in Hong Kong, one that
involves complex issues and multiple stakeholders.
Methodology/approach: This is a methodology paper that is supported by the
literature. Q-methodology was a part of the mixed methods study and was followed
by focus groups.
Result: Findings provided existential understanding of the older community dwellers and the knowledge base for subsequent studies.
Discussion: This paper discusses and argues the use of Q-methodology in
a community study with older residents. The theoretical and philosophical positions
and the methodological implications are outlined. The results can also be transformed into concrete, useful information to inform policymaking.
Implications: The application of Q-methodology in a large-scale urban redevelopment project among older community dwellers has been scant. The research, social
and practice implication of this paper is to highlight the distinguishing characteristics of the Q-methodology by providing a contextual background and discussing
the methodological considerations of the study. The advantages of using
Q-methodology in the fieldwork and older adults are identified.
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To make a response to trends in aging and urbanization, two historically significant demographic
changes stressed by the World Health
Organization (2015) and the European
Commission, this paper discusses an alternative
research method, Q-methodology, used in the
first study that examined perceptions and needs
from perspectives of older adults on the largest
urban redevelopment and renewal project in
Hong Kong. Eight themes related to time, space
and person aspects were identified.
Understanding these contextual themes can help
the authority and the non-government organizations to plan and construct communities to be
age-friendly and environmental sustainable and
in turn, promote well-being and welfare of the
community dwelling older adults.
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Originality/value: Responding to trends in aging and urbanization, two historically
significant demographic changes stressed by the World Health Organization and the
European Commission, this paper focuses on the procedural decisions of the first
study using Q-methodology to study older community dwellers facing the largest
urban redevelopment and renewal project in Hong Kong to understand their perceptions and attitudinal patterns.
Subjects: Statistics for Social Sciences; Social Work; Urban Research Methods;
Environmental Psychology; Health Psychology; Testing, Measurement and Assessment
Keywords: Q-methodology; urban redevelopment; urban renewal; older community
dwellers; methodological; Hong Kong
1. Introduction
This paper focuses on the importance and utility of using Q-methodology among older community
dwellers facing a large-scale urban redevelopment and renewal project. Originating from psychology and then extending to the social sciences and other disciplines, the Q-methodology was
developed by William Stephenson in 1935 (Stephenson, 1935) and reinvigorated by Brown (2009
& 2002) to empirically investigate human subjectivity in response to the limitations of
R methodology, a sign used for correlation coefficients and to examine the positivist assumptions.
It is argued that Q-methodology provides valuable information regarding field studies and realworld applications given its provision of richer information and deeper meaning obtained from
participants (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). Participants’ constructions can be effective based on an
analysis of Q-methodology (Ramlo & Newman, 2011). However, the intricacies of a field study
using Q-sorting have drawn little attention in the literature. Accordingly, with using an empirical
study as an example for illustration and elaboration, this paper discusses and argues the use of
Q-methodology in a community study with older residents.
In its first section, this paper outlines the contextual background and highlights the
theoretical position of adopting Q-methodology. It subsequently illustrates the method the
study used to collect data from real life experiences. Finally, the key arguments for using
such meaningful and practical ways to engage people in mixed methods as a source of
triangulation and as a way to ensure the relevance of these methods to social science
research are presented (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The WHO (2016) formulated goals
that respond to the global strategy and plan of action on aging and health, one of which is to
“make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable by providing
universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible green and public spaces, in particular for
older persons” (p.4). In addition, the WHO (2017) highlighted that “The current metrics and
methods used in the field of aging are limited, preventing a comprehensive understanding of
the health issues experienced by older people and the usefulness of interventions to address
them” (p.22). For such, one of its strategic objectives for global strategy and action plan on
aging and health is to improve measurement and research on healthy aging.

2. Contextual background
A study was conducted under the background of the largest urban redevelopment project in
Hong Kong, that of the Kwun Tong Town Center Project. The term “town center” is commonly
used in the United Kingdom, the Republic of Ireland, continental Europe and Hong Kong to refer to
the core area of a town or a geographical or commercial center (Ratcliffe, 2009). Among 18
districts in Hong Kong, Kwun Tong, built in the early 1960s, has remained one of the most densely
populated districts. Based on the Census and Statistics Department (C&SD) (2018, 2013), it has
averaged 57,530 persons per square kilometer and has the third largest proportion of older adults
in Hong Kong.
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The town center, however, has become obsolete, a situation that has led to a range of concerns
regarding the living environment including inadequate and dilapidated facilities and problems with
respect to hygiene, safety and transportation. Additionally, the design of the town center no longer
accommodates rapid population growth, changes in population structure, and alterations in
expectations and preferences of community dwellers and users.
Based on the information provided by the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) (URA, 2018), the
project involves a 53,500 square-meter area. With the intention to elevate the status of the
Kwun Tong Town Center, making it an important hub and a landmark in Hong Kong, the cost of
the project is estimated at HKD30 billion (equivalent to USD 3.85 billion or GBP 3.01 billion). Finally,
it is tentatively anticipated that the project will be completed in 2026 and that the completion will
entail close cooperation and coordination with relevant government departments.
Ensuring that appropriate and careful planning and coordination of all stakeholders involved,
particularly the residents, while essential, is also challenging. Furthermore, it is also imperative to
understand the perceptions and needs of all sectors concerned, including the older community
dwellers, corresponding to the WHO (2017) that urges a comprehensive response to facilitate
healthy aging and search for more age-friendly environment. In addition to a policy that promotes
and supports aging in place, older adults want to stay in their homes and remain in their
community for as long as possible and their perceptions regarding their surrounding environment
are valuable as references for developing an age-friendly, sustainable city.
Hence, the study responded to trends in aging and urbanization, two historically significant
demographic changes stressed by the WHO (2015) and the European Commission (van
Staalduinen, Bond, Dantas, & Jegundo, 2018).
Urban areas and their residents grow and develop together. As no one is value-free, residents
living in the town develop their perceptions toward, for example, the urban redevelopment project
based on their specific experiences. Because the older community dwellers have lived in the town
for many years with deep understanding and attachment with the town, their experiences and
perceptions on the project are rich and intricate.

3. Theoretical ground and nature of Q-methodology
This study, which is grounded on a phenomenological stance that espouses the theoretical framework of social constructionism, explores the varied perceptions toward urban redevelopment, thus
providing a channel for focusing on the lived, experienced world. Epistemologically, it is assumed
that the same phenomena may be perceived differently in accordance with social constructionist
epistemology (Burr, 2015). Knowledge is viewed as context-bound whereas meaning stems from
a socially constructed process rather than from the intrinsic properties of objects. A community, or
more specifically, residential locality, according to this context, cannot merely be viewed as
a physical place as it also involves human psychological processes, activities, experiences and
histories as well as the connectedness of these characteristics (Brandenburg & Carroll, 1995), while
social life is viewed as multifarious (Constance & Barry, 2007)
Q-methodology, with its capacity to investigate systematically the subjective nature of perceptions,
is associated with the phenomenological perspective (Shinebourne & Adams, 2007). The application of
Q-methodology promotes the understanding of thoughts and concepts that are socially produced
rather than naturally granted, and particular combinations and configurations of themes preferred by
the study group can then be identified and discovered (Watts & Stenner, 2005).
Shemmings (2006) emphasized that Q-methodology is increasingly adopted as an innovative
approach to qualitative analysis through the quantification of patterned subjectivities, even though
it has been misconstrued, and not surprisingly, Stainton Rogers (1995) earlier noted its obvious
absence from most textbooks on research methods used in psychology. Taylor, Delprato, Knapp
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(1994) mentioned that psychology has not well identified the fundamental categories of individual
experience. Nonetheless, the methodology has recently been applied in many disciplines, such as
psychology (Ramsay, Cowell, & Gersch, 2018), education (Killam, Timmermans, & Raymond, 2013;
Woods, 2012), nursing (Hensel, 2016), occupational therapy (Evans et al., 2017), risk training and
quality management (McKeown, Hinks, Stowell-Smith, Mercer, & Forster, 1999). Moreover, it constitutes a useful platform for stakeholders with respect to their understanding of a project as part
of consultative practices and project managements (Cuppen, Bosch-Rekveldt, Pikaara, & Mehos,
2016). That being said, the approach is considered novel in the field of gerontology.

4. Methodological and procedural considerations
This study examines subjective experiences, opinions and preferences to extend the knowledge
base and inform policy at the policy making level by following a semi-structural focus group
practice in an effort to gain epistemological understanding and develop a new theoretical framework, which additionally, is a response to the WHO’s global research priorities in the twenty-first
century that advance understanding of population aging and health (WHO, 2017).
To accomplish this objective, Q-methodology was adopted based on several considerations.
First, older adults possess rich lived experiences and subjective realities. However, these experiences and realities give rise to several questions. For example, two fundamental questions to be
answered in the research are “What are older peoples’ needs and preferences?” and “What is the
degree of diversity with respect to these needs and preferences?” (WHO, 2016). On the research
side, the quantitative method of research alone limits the opportunities to collect deeper and
richer information, whereas Q-methodology, with combination of qualitative analysis and quantification of patterned subjectivities (Shemmings, 2006), exhibits the capacity for statistically aided
taxonomic strategies to classify adults’ phenomenal descriptions (Taylor, Delprato, & Knapp, 1994).
It was used in a mixed methods research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Second, a comprehensive understanding of aged-related issues experienced by older adults are
currently constrained due to the limited metrics and methods (WHO, 2017 & 2016). Because of its
practicality and its ease of use, in practice and application, Q-methodology is not only convenient
for older adults, but it also extracts more valuable information from older participants than do
more highly structured approaches.
Third, as the WHO (2007) emphasizes, “population aging and urbanization are the culmination of
successful human development during the last century. They are also major challenges for this
century”. Urban redevelopment involves a number of issues related to older adults’ daily living
experiences and activities, especially in the unprecedented scale of this project, which corresponds
to Amin (2000)’s findings in which the methodology can be applied in various settings and to
diverse complex issues. As a field study, given that Q-methodology gathers perceptions and views
from a broader scope, it functions as a platform to convey intricate thoughts and attitudes in
a systematic way.
Fourth, with respect to urban redevelopment, it is important that, to ensure sustainability, the
community has a data-driven understanding of the planning and design (Center for Home Care
Policy and Research, 2012). No sector, by itself, can enhance the well-being of older adults,
including those living in the community (WHO, 2016) and to this end, Q-methodology facilitates
the accurate identification of the issues and the selection of priorities. Given the complex issues
involved, it is difficult to use current scales and measurements as they likely omit critical
information.
Sequential steps are used in Q-methodology, namely, preparing the Q-sample, developing a set
of statements to be used in the study, and administering the Q-sorts (Ho, 2017). In the first phase,
Q-statements contain relevant domains of subjectivity such as a communication concourse
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(Stephenson, 1953). Regarding types, McKeown and Thomas (2013) differentiated between naturalistic and ready-made Q-samples. The former stem from real-world communication contexts,
while the latter are developed from existing literature, such as scales. In the study, 36
Q-statements were formulated from these types of Q-samples using diverse sources, such as
a field study that included discussions with a representative population about their needs, perceptions, attitudes toward the projects; field observations including daily living of population and
environment; government literature such as press releases; reviews of academic journals; nongovernmental sources that included organizations, individuals, reports, written narratives and case
notes; and media coverages. For instance, “To construct a large park”; “To improve air quality by
reducing vehicular traffic”; “To increase the number of covered places, such as pavilions, rain
shelters”; “To widen existing pavements”; “To build handrails in the parks to assist walkers”; “To
establish a city hall/community hall in the region”; “To organize cultural folk art performances”; “To
preserve traditional architectures in the district (e.g., temple)”; “To generate more job opportunities
for older residents”; and “To create more large department stores”.
These stimulus items represent the breadth and diversity of the perceptions associated with the
study subject. They also address a recommendation by the WHO (2016) that older adults be
involved in every stage of multidisciplinary research if equity-oriented analyses are required as
doing so strengthens the capacities of the research and the incentives for innovation.
In the next phase, to rank order the important aspects of urban redevelopment, three identical
paper boards were created to serve as the operational mediums of the Q-sorts (McKeown &
Thomas, 2013). These boards consisted of a 36-box grid in the form of a 9-point quasinormative distribution. Specifically, piles 1 and 9: one card; piles 2 and 8: three cards; piles 3 and
7: four cards; piles 4 and 6: six cards; pile 5: eight cards, thus indicating subjective neutrality. Pile 1
is the most agreeable, and pile 9 is the least agreeable with respect to their attitudes toward urban
redevelopment. Accordingly, each statement was numbered randomly and written onto a part of
the card, resulting in a set of 36 statements being prepared for each board.
In contrast to a quantitative study, smaller sample sizes are required for the Q-methodology
approach (Shemmings, 2006) as it focuses predominantly on attitudinal patterns of the particular
targets under various research orientations and its purposes differ from those of mainstream
research. With purposive sampling determining the setting where the research is most likely to
occur and identifying the appropriate subjects and areas to be studied for an in-depth data search,
such as personal meaning and experiences (Patton, 1990), 16 older community dwellers, 12
females and 4 males, with age range between 55 and 81 (M: 68.44; SD: 7.49), who were recruited
from a center for older residents participated in the study. Furthermore, the study was conducted
in a center with which older participants were affiliated, therefore allowing them to participate in
familiar and relaxed atmosphere.
As emphasized by May (2002), understanding the participants’ perspectives and experiences is
critical. In agreement with the theoretical position and the administration requirements; and
combined with instructions regarding the level description of each stimulus (McKeown &
Thomas, 2013), two research assistants participated in the Q-sorting process alongside each
older participant. With its capability to contribute rich data, the participants were free to rank
order a set of 36 palm-size statement cards that described urban redevelopment and renewal
from their perspective with minimal researcher-imposed constraints, on a forced-free quasinormal grid.
In both analysis and interpretation, the patterns of subjectivity in a group of Q-sort participants were
subsequently quantified (Akhtar-Danesh, Baumann, Cordingley, 2008) through a process that involved
taxonomic work. The positioning of the statements constituted a distinctive configuration of each
target toward the subject matter studied, and the commonalities and differences among of viewpoints
were identified without conforming to a priori conceptualizations (Shinebourne & Adams, 2007).
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5. Results
Generally, to generate clusters of participants who perform similar sorts from client-centered data
(Watts & Stenner, 2012), principal component analyses followed by varimax rotation were conducted. Owing to mixed methods of study design adopted in this study (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2011), Q-sorts were exercised as part of the research activities. Through the convergence of data
from different sources as well as the triangulation of the data (Jonsen & Jehn, 2009), Q-statements
were assigned to the relevant themes through analysis of the thematic approach. Themes containing relevant Q-statements represent the shared forms of understanding among participants,
whereas the weight of the theme is obtained by computing cluster scores contingent upon the
accumulation of transformed Q-statement scores within each theme.
The theme carrying the highest cluster mean was “vocational engagement”, followed by “green
environment”, “accessibility”, “health”, “security”, “urbanization”, “community engagement”, “conservation, preservation & reminiscence”. These eight themes not only constructed a knowledge
base for subsequent studies such as focus group interviews, the findings also provided existential
understanding of older adults facing urban redevelopment; and can be further characterized into
epistemological understanding on time, space, person aspects for assisting in construction of agefriendly environment and social and environmental sustainability. Specifically, for time aspect,
through alignment of themes including “vocational engagement”, “community engagement”, and
“conservation, preservation & reminiscence”, presence of both vertical timeline (whole-day-long
daily living) and horizontal timeline (from the past to the future) is emerged, which reveals the
dynamics of human activities, including those of older adults, and urban development and their
close relationships. However, these dynamics may easily be ignore in the physical construction
work. Space aspect characterized by themes of “urbanization”, “accessibility”, and “green environment”, implies that these three as potential determinants of healthy aging should be taken into
consideration in planning and (re)developing the town to address the needs and concerns of
residents. Person aspect resulted from themes of “health” and “security” highlights the importance
of well-being and welfare of community dwelling older adults.

6. Overall discussion
To the best of the author’s understanding, this methodology paper discussed the procedural
decisions of the first study using Q-methodology to examine perceptions and attitudinal patterns
of community dwelling older adults facing the largest urban redevelopment and renewal project in
Hong Kong.
As illustrated above, it is argued that Q-methodology can be used individually or complementarily. To take this empirical study as an example, it was adopted as part of research activities for
studying and addressing the complexity of the urban redevelopment project and the intricate
experiences of older community dwellers. The measure offers greater access to the intricacies
between thought and issue and makes them more easily and readily understood. It is compatible
with social constructionist epistemology (Burr, 2015) and with quantification. By using
Q-methodology, this study generated context-bound knowledge. Eight themes consisting of “vocational engagement”, “green environment”, “accessibility”, “health”, “security”, “urbanization”,
“community engagement” and “conservation, preservation and reminiscence” were induced,
classified into aspects of time, space and person. The findings provided evidence-based information about age-friendly environment and social and environmental sustainability for the research
areas; and substantiated the WHO (2017)’s recommendations to make a comprehensive response
to enable healthy aging with the aim of better understanding of gerontological issues.
Though views of the participants cannot be generalized and may not represent the viewpoints of
other stakeholders or of the general population, the information as reference material is of use
with respect to informing policymaking. Understanding these contextual themes and their priorities facilitate the authority and the non-government organizations to plan and construct communities to be age-friendly and environmental sustainable and in turn, enable well-being of the
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community dwelling older adults. Nonetheless, there are procedural challenges associated with
conducting a Q-study. For example, time spent and scholastic input when using the
Q-methodological approach are no less than the traditional quantitative one. While the
Q-sorting practice is an intensive exercise, when compared with other surveys, it is determined
to be a less common albeit an efficient method of data collection (Ho, 2017).
For further studies, Q-methodology not only provides valuable information about the various
worlds of older adults, but its appropriateness and its contributions to a community study are
revealed. In addition, corresponding to the WHO (2016)’s evidence-based policy on aging and
health, it is anticipated that by using Q-methodology, the key research findings can inform
empirical policy making. Given that, urbanization and aging are two of this century’s more
significant shifts in the world according to the WHO (2015), it is not difficult to imagine that this
study and this paper provide relevant information on future urban projects and on future related
studies. This study has several limitations. First, the study was conducted on a single district,
population may be somewhat unique. Second, despite acceptance of fewer participants, sample
size in the study was limited. Third, as the Q-methodology was employed as part of a series of
research, quantification of Q-statement may not be as typical as those of other studies with
different applications. Future studies are recommended to advance applicability of
Q-methodology.
In conclusion, this methodology paper demonstrates the distinguishing characteristics of the
Q-methodology approach by providing a contextual background and discussing the methodological considerations of a study. Despite the growing literature regarding the use of Q-methodology,
its application in an urban redevelopment and renewal project has been scant, and hence, this
study addresses this area and the eight key themes covering time, space, person aspects were
scrutinized, a context-bound knowledge that enhances the understanding of the complexity
between environment and human beings.
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