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STATEMENT

Architecture reflects the nature of our society.
Social behavior is influenced by the man-made environment.
Future design of the built environment must distinguish
and respond to specific social needs.

My objective is to create an opportunity for the old
to freely associate with the young - to form a "community
of the neighborhood," that would provide for the socialic
integration of both groups.

MESSAGE
TO

AN

ARCHITECT

Housing the elderly Is not only a physical under
taking, it is a social process and the individuals that are
involved in this process, which includes the architect,
must have a sense of social awareness.

The Issues involved

reflect societies approach to the young and the old, life
and death, sickness and also health.

There is probably no aspect of the physical environment
where the goals are more ambiguous than in the design of
facilities for older people.

The aged, like everyone else,

are characterized by diverse economic and cultural back
grounds, personalities, and preferences.

As there is no

one way to meet the needs and desires of any group of peo
ple, there is no one way to prescribe for the elderly.
there Is also no such thing as an ideal environment but
rather different fits between individual needs and specific
environmental conditions.

The architect must design these

living environments in such a manner that they support
rather than frustrate the actions of the people that use
them.
By becoming familiar with the unique requirements of
older people, architects can apply their skills in develop
ing an integrated design that will allow these people to
adapt with more comfort and with more dignity to the aging

and retirement process.
Architecture and the older person are both running a
parallel course along the same road.

They are both aging,

and if a more humanistic approach to the treatment and
interest in both of these forms is not taken, then the
quality of life will diminish along with the quality of
man.

INTRODUCTION

The design of satisfactory housing facilities for old
er people must carefully recognize and respond to the
social needs as well as the physical needs of this group.
A general understanding of the complex variables associated
with these social needs should serve as the foundation
toward creating a housing scheme that will be more bene
ficial to its user.
The problem of housing the elderly has traditionally
been focused almost completely on suitable housing for
those older people who, because of illness, inability to
care for themselves, or fear of being alone, seek the pro
tection of group living.

The majority of the housing for

the elderly has been primarily offered in institutional
settings such as nursing care facilities or rest homes that
were physically isolated in the country.

Older people who

do not want to live in such settings, but prefer an inde
pendent life, have customarily been- left to find living
quarters in the existing stock of housing for the general
public.

Most of this housing was originally designed for

the younger population and often contains architectural
features that can be a hazard to those who are not physical
ly adaptive.

Older people are more vulnerable to environ

mental barriers, stress, and other hazards.

They have 1'ew-

er resources with which to deal with these problems and are
more deprived in that few attempts had been made to meet
their needs.
Since 1971, there has been a growing concern toward
the providing of housing that is designed for the large
group of older people who are less agile, but physically
able, to remain in independent quarters and to care for
themselves. It was this concern that has generated a more
knowledgeable understanding of the equally Important socio
logical needs of this particular age group.
Their social needs have been summarized into the fol
lowing issues*
** The need to exercise a freedom of choice as to
where and how one lives, maintains continuity, and
establishes roots.
** The need to be socially useful.
* The need to be cared for when sick or feeble.
* The need or right for death to be treated as a
natural process of life and not as an illness!
A socially responsible designer can most effectively
address the first two of these issues.

The challenge that

faces the architect lsi
* How to provide sufficient resources in the hands of

older people so that they have a choice about
where and how they live.
* How to provide for a varied set of solutions to
problems rather than present a single option.
* How to provide the diversity required to meet the
changing needs of older people within a geogra
phical area so that family and neighborly relation
ships can be maintained.
Housing for older people must be designed to combine
an appropriate physical,social, and service environment
that will support normal human activity without lessening
independence or causing isolation.

The goal is to create

a living situation that will relieve boredom and stimulate
purposeful activity.

CAUSE

AND

EFFECT

The planning of housing for the Independent elderly
should begin with some understanding of what it means to
grow older in our society.
The one fact of life that we all face as individuals
is that we are all involved in an aging process.

Prom birth

to death, man is continually adapting to changes in the
structure and function of the human body and in the social
environment?
Old age is actually a condition that,is prolonged by
our modern society.

The achievements of urbanization,

modern technology, and medical knowledge have produced their
own problems.

As life expectancy increases, so does disease

and disability.

The technology which has allowed for the

development of our cities has produced the pollution and
accidents that make them dangerous.

The traditional pat

terns of family relationships has been changed by transpor
tation and communications methods that isolate families from
one another.

Also, the efficiency needed for Industrial

productivity has exiled the young and the old from becoming
3

a part of this process.
Aging causes changes In the functional roles of all
Individuals.

A persons work identity is a highly valued

condition of life and is an Important measure of role

performance.

For the many people that reach the retire

ment age each year many of these role alternatives dis
appear•
This situation often causes these people to feel a
loss or identity (one is longer a productive member of
society but only a faceless "senior citizen"), a loss of
incentive (the goal of retirement has been reached and what
is next?), which also creates a loss of economic and social
status.

Quite often there is also the loss of social con

tact with friends (through decreasing physical mobility)
and the loss of a spouse (through death), to contend with.
The personal freedoms that remain (a sense of place and a
sense of independence) become tremendously important.

The

lack of opportunity for self expression and acheiving a
sense of usefulness in a society that prides Itself on
young and independent attitudes forces an alienation and
segregation of old people.

This separation from the social

fabric often generates, in many Individuals, a passive, de
pendent manner.

This "disengagement" reflects a social and

psychological loss of freedom, privacy, and independence.
This loss of mind and body reflects the way in which
we view the role of older people in our society. It should
be clear that without a basic reordering of our national

aspirations and social values that this situation will
continue.

Providing opportunities of work, play, and

recreation for older people can only be accomplished
through careful consideration of ethical, cultural, econ
omic, and architectural means.

HOUSING

The real objectives of housing for older people goes
beyond the provision of suitable Independent housing and
living arrangements and are

Hto

stimulate a fuller, more

meaningful life for its residents and to encourage their
continuing development as useful contributing members of
society?
What does housing mean to the older person?

Aside

from immediate spouse, housing is probably the single
most important element in the life of an older person?
The social environment of the home is of particular im
portance.

Released from both the formal responsibilities

of adult life and the social contacts they provided, the
retired Individual must seek out his or her own private,
social contacts and activities.

At the same time, de

creased physical abilities forces these people to spend
more and more time in and around their home.

The sig

nificance and Importance of such factors as variety,
change, sense of adventure, and overall stimulation as a
function of the environmental setting becomes more impor
tant.

In these circumstances, both the living unit and

the neighborhood surrounding It, at the very least, should
not hinder them from living as they wish and at best,
should be compatible to their way of life.

There is no simple answer to the question of what is
a satisfactory social environment.

The social needs of

older people in any community vary as widely as do those
of younger people.

The diversity of ages, personalities,

capabilities, life-styles, and life experiences serves to
frustrate any generalizations that can be made about this
particular age group.

This heterogeniety of characteris

tics is especially true in urban areas which contain
people of widely different backgrounds and ways of living.
A housing program for older people that acknowledges
their sociological needs should provide*
*

Independence-

A freedom to pursue all of one's

needs on one's own.
*

Security-

Protection from crime and the as

surance that if help is needed, it will be avail
able.
*

Identity-

An aspect of the physical environment

that helps to define who and what each individual
is.

A "place" or "home" that establishes a sense

of territoriality and expresses individuality.
These needs should then serve as the basis from which the
location and grouping of housing units will develop.
Retirement housing is often located in the country

where the residents can hare quiet natural surroundings,
in the center of a city with entertainment and activity
close by, or in a residential neighborhood.

The homes

for older people have been combined in housing develop
ments specifically for the aging, or are often dispersed
within existing residential communities.
The housing options available may be coping with home
ownership, subsisting in a cheap, anonymous apartment,
accepting public housing, moving in with relatives, or
prematurely entering a nursing home.
At current market prices an older person with limited
resources cannot afford to buy a house, and for those who
purchased houses when they were younger find daily life
as becoming lonely and increasingly difficult.

There are

financial worries about rising taxes, unexpected assess
ments, inflation, and mounting repair bills.

The older

homeowner becomes less physically able to meet the respon
sibilities of home ownership such as shoveling snow, mow
ing lawns, painting, and other maintenance chores.

Low

priced apartments can be rented in virtually every urban
or rural area but the majority of these are poorly main
tained and the units almost always were not designed with
the needs of the elderly in mind.

Older people have in-

dicated negative attitudes toward public housing.

Being

moved into public housing makes an older person feel
humiliated and defeated as they are usually forced to
leave familiar neighborhoods and friends to become stran
gers among other strangers.

Loneliness and a sense of

isolation increases, along with a higher threat of crime.
Living with relatives generally creates more problems then
it resolves, by putting a strain on family relationships
because both the older person and the younger ones are
forced to give up a measure of their independence. The
final alternative, a nursing home, is necessary if an
older person needs extended care, but it Is often chosen
for a healthy individual who has nowhere else to go.

Last

year alone, half a million older people in good health
were sent to nursing homes for this reason.

Nearly ninety

percent of older Americans are capable of independent
living.
A decade ago it was generally accepted among social
agencies that the provision "of good housing meant moving
older people to facilities where they could be surrounded
by families.

Another popular idea was to place them in

apartment towers.

Now sociologists have found that the

majority of older people consider age integrated housing

and highrise housing to be undesirable.
In order to more clearly define available housing
facilities, building types are categorized ass
Independent- This most obvious and most important
of housing types Includes the privately owned detached
home, condominium, apartment, trailer, or mobile home,

A

maximum effort must be made to allow older people to re
main in their own homes as long as possible. The econo
mic, psychological, and sociological reasons for this are
obvious.

This optimal housing situation can only be

achieved by long range planning with the cooperation of
political, economic, and social organizations.
Intermediate- Due to limiting physical abilities,
loss of income or spouse, and home ownership problems,
many older people are literally forced to seek retirement
housing that is cheaper to live in and easier to maintain.
This type of housing may include apartment towers, retire
ment hotels, lifecare homes, rental communities, or pur
chase villages.

Intermediate housing has become the test

ing ground for the behavioral scientist and the architect
in the planning and building of environments that will
provide for the wide range of elderly needs.

It is quite

possible that through the proper development of this type

of housing that the need for the next type of housing will
be brought to a minimum.
Dependent-

The nursing care facilities or institu

tions provide a range of supportive services to older
people who are not capable of deciding or caring for
themselves. The behavioral reponses of the users in
these environments suggests that new attitudes and ideas
are needed to contend with hospital mediocrity and disengagenent of the individual.
Successful housing must occur within a matrix of
transportation, shopping, recreational, and medical ser
vices.

It is now felt that the site or macro environment

provided older people, through proper planning and selec
tion, is of primary importance.

An atmosphere of activity

and interchange is more important that square footage and
storage space.

The living environment does not stop at

the walls of a dwelling or at the property line.
The needs and preferences of the majority of older
people in choosing retirement housing are t
*

To stay in the community where they spent their
younger years.

*

To be near others of their own age.

*

To feel safe from crime.

* To live independently» with dignity,
* To have access to convenient services.
Not only do the elderly themselves benefit from stay
ing in their own neighborhoods, but their continued pre
sence effects the community as a whole. When older people
continue to take part in community decision making, their
self-esteem is elevated and the community gains from their
input. Interaction between young and old on a one-to-one
basis can be mutually rewarding.

DESIGN

In designing buildings for the elderly, there are a
group of needs that can be subtle, elusive, difficult to
percieve, and challenging to fulfill.. Most buildings are
designed to meet commonly accepted standards which assume
relatively homogenous characteristics in the people who
occupy them.

The convenient location of light switches

for a standing adult are often out of reach for an indiv
idual in a wheel chair. Stairways whose risers and treads
were designed for the longer legs of an adult are a hazard
to children. The child and the handicapped person may be
able to cope with some of these environmental problems but
not with all of them. So it is with the elderly. As an old
er persons competence level decreases in relation to a norm
his or her behavior is more affected by their environment.
Physical settings which a person of average competence may
deal with through adaptive behavior may be too taxing for
those individuals with a lower level of competence. The
following goals need to be realized in the design of any
facility which is to be used primarily by older adults.
* Increase opportunities for individual choice *
One of the effects of aging on an Individuals life pattern
is to reduce the number of options open to him. Facilities
should provide an environment that permits the widest

possible range of personal choices to the individual con
sistent with the needs of the group.
* Minimize dependence and encourage personal indepen
dences

The desire to be independent of others* assistance

is particularly strong among the elderly.

The ability

to care for ones* self carries a sense of pride and in
creases self-esteem.

Design elements should be unobtrusive

so that those who are more competent are not made to feel
dependent.
* Compensate for sensory and perception changes:
The aging process brings changes to the individuals sensory
mechanisms of sight, touch, taste, and hearing that can re
sult in decreased perceptive ability.

Such changes do not

inhibit a person from responding to environmental informa
tion, but they do imply an increase in reaction time and
sensitivity to other stimuli to compensate for losses.
* Recognize some decrease in .physical mobility:
Changes in muscular efficiency and coordination may result
in a decrease of general mobility and oehavior that is
slower, less strong and less confident.

Walking, carrying,

gripping, lifting and pulling are all motor functions that
can become less adept during the aging process.
* Improve comprehension and orientations

Changes in mental functioning brought about by age can
result in behavior that includes memory loss, forgetfulness,
disorientation, and incoherence.

Building elements that

confuse or produce conflicting information about the envi
ronment should be avoided!
In addition to these goals, design of facilities for
older people should encourage social interaction, stimulate
participation, and at the same time provide for individual
privacy when it is wanted.
The most ideal housing concept for the majority of old
er people is a small neighborhood cluster. A housing com
munity can probably best provide for "hom9M or a "sense of
place".

The value of the "home" combined with the psycholo

gical security of grouping these -'homes" creates a community
of people who share similar problems and interests. A
community of this nature can provide for privacy as well as
identity and security. The grouping' of older people away
from children, although near them, within conventional
neighborhoods, can allow these individuals to live in close
proximity to their friends^relatives, and the community in
general.
Retirement communities should not be smaller than 100
living units and should be no larger than 300 living units?

A minimum of 100 units is necessary to economically just
ify the community effort required to support management,
social, and recreational services. A maximum of 300 units
is recommended as it seems that concentrations of older
people beyond this size tends to encourage isolation from
the immediate neighborhood and the larger community
in general. This community in Bozeman, Montana should be
from 100 to 120 units in size to adequately handle the
current housing need.
To allow for a freedom of choice between building types
and plan arrangements, this community will offer two build
ing types.

Plan layouts should provide for both single and

double occupancy uses in the single level and multilevel
building types.
The provision of adequate housing facilities for older
people does not attempt to solve the problem of how these
people can maintain their social usefulness.
Within this housing community will be a neighborhood
community center whose main purpose is to provide the op-?
portunity for an older person to adapt to and re-direct
his or her lifestyles around the aging process.

It will

provide a chance for social interaction with age peers in
the retirement community and with other age groups from the

surrounding neighborhood. This center is meant to pre
sent the older person with the means to overcome the lone
liness and isolation often brought on after retirement.
The opportunity for personal expression, service to others,
a feeling of belonging, accomplishment, new experiences,
continuation of past activities, and community involvement,
will be provided.
After evaluation of existing and proposed services
next to the site that was selected a program was developed
to provide for indoor recreational,consumer, educational,
management and social activities.
For year round recreational purposes a pool and gym
nasium will be provided. The gym can be used for various
sports, dance classes, and can double as an auditorium for
meetings, lectures, and minor plays.

Locker rooms and a

sauna will also be provided. Studio spaces for the use of
art and crafts, woodworking, and photography requirements
should be provided along with several speciality shops that
can sell drugs,coffee,and other everyday needs that would be
conveniently located for the community. Several office
spaces that could -be rented would provide for a financial
base that would help to make the community center justifiable. They could be used for real estate, community mana-

gement and other business purposes. To allow the older
people to educate and encourage the younger generations a
child care center will be provided. In addition to these
services a library will be needed to allow these people to
further their educational experiences.

The most important

function in terms of maximizing social interaction would
be the space designated as the meeting or TV room. Public
restrooms, a kitchen, -service areas, and janitor spaces
must all be properly provided for as the conditions dic
tate.
The use of this neighborhood community center is
intended to be used, managed, supervised, and maintained
by the residents of the retirement community and the sur
rounding neighborhood.

PROGRAM

Housing
Each one level unit will contain one or two bedrooms,
a living room, bath, kitchen, dining, laundry, and storage

space.
Single occupancy unit

850 Sq. Ft.

Double occupancy unit

1.025 Sq, Ft.

These figures do not include allowances for porches,
patios, or common storage facilities.
Each multilevel unit will contain one or two bedrooms,
a living room, bath, kitchen, dining, and storage space.
Single occupancy unit

b00 Sq. Ft.

Double occupancy unit

950 Sq. Ft.

These figures do not include allowances for balconies,
patios, and common spaces for mail, laundry, and a lounge.
The square footage requirements of living units to be
occupied by older people are by necessity larger than what
is normally considered as minimum, standard, or efficiency
requirements.

Physical inflexibility and increased time

spent in these living units justifies the need for larger
spaces with greater dimensional clearances around furni
ture, appliances, and furnishings.

Units smaller than the

sizes given may be considered adequate but are usually
environmentally deficient and therefore considered un-

acceptable.

Units larger than the sizes given are desir

able but may not be economically feasible under current
elderly housing programs and should be carefully studied
and utilized only when justified by the specific develop
ment situation.
Community Center
Lounge / TV / Meeting Room

900 Sq. Ft.

Kitchen

100 Sq. Ft.

Gymnasium / Auditorium

3,000 Sq. Ft.

Pool with Sauna

3,000 Sq. Ft.

Mens and womens locker rooms

750 Sq. Ft.

Three craft studios @ 360 Sq. Ft. ea.

1» ObO Sq. Ft.

Three speciality shops @ 400 Sq. Ft.

1,200 Sq. Ft.

Fourteen offices @ 225 Sq. Ft. ea.

3,150 Sq. Ft.

Library

l,200 Sq. Ft.

Childrens care center

l,000 Sq. Ft.

Public restrooms, janitor, mechanical, storage, and service
areas will be provided as required by building code
requirements.
Parking
1.25 car spaces for each single level unit.
1.0 car spaces for each multilevel unit.

4-0 car spaces for the community center.
Other
Garden plots

20 Sq. Ft. x 40 Sq. Ft,

Outdoor common area for ea.
resident

100 Sq. Ft.

SITE

33

The site for this housing community was selected for
its potential integration into an existing residential
neighborhood.

It is a relatively flat, 10.8 acre parcel

of land within the city limits of Bozeman, Montana.

The

community will be bordered by the streets of Hoffman,

Black, Mason, and Tracy.
A predominant natural feature on this site is Spring
Creek which flows northward and diagonally across it.

Its

streambank is sparsely populated by aspen and willow and
the entire site site is covered in various grasses.
The architectural building types in this residential
area, which surrounds the site on three sides, consist pri
marily of one-family and multi-family dwellings.

West of

this planned community would be Langohr Park, a designated
but currently undeveloped city park.

Services within walk

ing distance of this community include a small retail
convenience store, an office complex, a country club, its
golf course and several churches.

Anticipated future dev

elopment in this area includes plans for more residential
structures, a new school, and medical facilities.
This community for older people would be just over one
mile from the downtown business district.

Public or private

transportation over this distance, for the Independent
34

elderly would not be unreasonable for this semi-rural area
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^Lindheim, Roslyn, "Environments for the Elderly.H
Journal of Architectural Education, XXVII (June,
1974), p. ?.
2Kuhn,

Maggie, Lecture at Montana State University.
(January 5. 1979).

^Lindheim, p. 8.
^Binstock, R. H., and Ethel Shanas, Handbook of Aging
and the Social Sciences, (New York! 1976), p. 244.
^Binstock, and Shanas, p. 245.
6Nash,

Edward E., "A Nation Probes the Lifestyles of
the Elderly." American Institute of Architects
Journal, 56 (July, 1971)t P. 37•

"^Jordan, Joe J., "Recognizing and Designing for the
Special Needs of the Elderly." American Institute
of Architects Journal, 66 (September, 1977)» P.
50-51.
^United States Department of Housing and Urban Develop
ment, Elderly Housing Needs and Lifestyles,
(Washington, D. C.: 1974), p~. 14.
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