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P-M. Chapon, F. Renard, B. Boudin, Using GPS tracking units to study the mobility of older 
people. Gerontechnology 2010;9(2):272; doi:10.4017/gt.2010.09.02.173.00  Purpose  The study of 
the territorial behaviour of a population helps to specify their needs for local services, provision 
of care and commerce, and consequently to determine the most suitable location for the build-
ing of new dwellings1. Unfortunately the methods proposed prove too subjective2.GPS tracking 
units are relevant tools. The studies undertaken in Lyon and then in Nice use this technology 
to understand better the patterns of mobility of seniors living in different environments.  Me-
thod  The study conducted in Lyon in the autumn of 2008 focused on a sample of 24 women, 
over 80 years of age, living alone in two different residences. During one week they were 
equipped with GPS devices each time they went out. They also had to fill in a questionnaire at 
the end of each day, stating where they had gone, which means of transport they had used, 
and whether they were accompanied or not. The data are collected on an outside platform and 
then processed with the questionnaires the volunteers have filled in. The study has exploited 
253 trips2. The study currently being conducted in Nice is more complete as it includes screen-
ing tests (Mini Mental Score3, Geriatric Depression Scale4) in partnership with the Nice Uni-
versity Hospital. Its results will be made public.  Results & Discussion  The GPS tracking 
units prove to be powerful and objective tools to study the mobility of seniors. The collected 
data make it possible to map the density and intensity of the places elder people go to. How-
ever the tool is not sufficient in itself as it doesn’t give all the necessary data, and also be-
cause it is not totally reliable technically (loss of signal, recharging of batteries). It could be 
coupled with the use of RFID chips (Radio Frequency Identification) in busy places. This pos-
siblity is being tested in partnership with Telecom Bretagne (Brest, France). However the pro-
tocol is complex to be used on the scale of a block and a fortiori of a whole town. For the 
present it remains essential to administer questionnaires to the volunteers in such studies. 
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