A Place in the Action 

How to design common spaces with seniors’ needs and desires in mind 

By Anya Martin  

You could call it a tale of two assisted living communities. Just two years ago, Susan Rodiek Ph.D (rodiek@ tamu.edu) studied an upscale community with what she describes as beautiful décor. However, one stunning common space remained mostly unused because residents had to walk all the way down a long hall to see if somebody was there. Essentially, it had become a “remote destination,” says Rodiek, associate director of the Center for Health Systems and Design at Texas A&M University in College Station. 

On the other hand, at another large assisted living and independent living community she studied, residents were always sitting and socializing in a common area placed between the main entrance/front lobby and the mailbox reception area. “It was actually nothing but a hallway which has been widened with windows all along one side facing the parking lot, about 12 feet wide and maybe 40 feet long,” Rodiek describes. “This is the most heavily used space in the entire building. Residents pass along one side to get their mail, and you see a lot of residents sitting there before mail pick-up. But what’s interesting is that even a long time after the mail has been picked up, people stay in the space and sit there.” 

Rodiek believes the reasons are twofold. First, people don’t always come and get their mail when it arrives. But perhaps more importantly, the windows overlook the front parking lot and main entrance so residents can sit and watch who is coming and going through the front door. 

Placing common areas off the main circulation route is just one example of how architects are looking at how today’s seniors use and flow naturally among common spaces, as well as looking ahead to the baby boomers when designing assisted living communities today. The result is increasingly a hospitality model, rather than a healthcare one, but the best communities approach public spaces and flow planning with the behavioral needs and desires of residents firmly in mind. 

EVIDENCE-BASED DESIGN 

Building designs focused on resident wellbeing and behavior mean happier residents, which solves two other important issues— better word-of-mouth marketing and happier staff who are likely to stay longer, Rodiek says. The Center is an interdisciplinary research center, focused on the design of health-care environments that issues graduate certificates. Many of its students are interested in long-term care, often due to a personal experience with a grandparent, Rodiek says. 

“Evidence-based design is designing either from studies that have been done or information that has been learned in some structured way,” she explains. “This distinguishes it from intuitive design—the designer says ‘this is a good idea so I’m going to try it’ or ‘I’ve seen this done this way at other places and it looked pretty good, so let’s try it here.’” 

The research can be conducted in several ways. Quantitative studies might include outcome- based studies, such as looking at two communities that are designed differently in one regard and comparing resident health, level of social interaction, and/or patterns of behavior (beneficial and healthy vs. isolationist). Qualitative studies might consist of data from focus groups, structured interviews, and surveys and questionnaires in which residents are asked about their feelings and perceptions about how certain design features satisfied or affected them. 

Before starting a new community, an addition, or any kind of layout change, Rodiek recommends not only reading up on the latest research but also taking a close look at your current communities, as well as visiting others. The trick with the latter is asking the right questions because the time you visit may not be representative of how spaces are used on a regular basis. 

“Spend a little more time there or talk casually with the direct care staff to get a good sense of how the space is used,” Rodiek says. “Staff will be a little more frank about this because they are on the floor and work with residents directly.  Administrators may be busy and doing paperwork and not 100 percent aware of how their communities are operating. However, in some communities, I know of administrators who are on the floors as much as their staff.” 

Also ask communities and architectural firms if they did a post-occupancy evaluation (POE), which evaluates how well design features are working one year after completion, Rodiek says. However, these studies are not typically published because no one wants to admit they made a mistake. 

Researchers have learned, for example, that residents are significantly less likely to use common spaces if they are located at a special destination, i.e. somewhere they don’t pass naturally. Instead, create an environment where residents can casually glance in and see what’s going on, which encourages joining in but also allows the option of not doing so, Rodiek says. That means saying good-bye to common areas with four walls entered by one door and substituting, for example, common walls at just the right height to look over the top. 

“The key to designing common areas is coming up with the right balance of openness and privacy so people can gracefully move in and out of a common area,” she adds. “If it’s too open, it’s like a fishbowl. If you’re walking down a corridor and come to a big active area with no separation at all, there’s no place to stop and linger at the edge, look who’s there and see what they’re doing, so you can decide whether you want to join them.” 

LEARNING FROM HOTEL MODELS 

One of the biggest challenges when building, adding to, or renovating an assisted living community used to be building codes, which mandated that common spaces be separated from circulation spaces, says Jay P. Nelson (jay.nelson@ esgarch.com), vice president of Minneapolis-based Elness Swenson Graham Architects Inc. (ESG). While these code restrictions had safety in mind, many were antithetical to what would make seniors’ lives easier. 

“As one becomes older, you don’t need to go through doors that swing backward behind you,” he adds, for example. “That’s not a convenience for you.” 

As more senior housing projects are coming online, Nelson is excited about trying out some new ideas. He says assisted living community plans increasingly follow the hotel hospitality model and predicts that emphasis will only grow as the baby boomers age and the leading edge begins to enter assisted living. This may open up some opportunities for more contemporary design both outside and inside. Mixed-use designs and urban redevelopment also will create new possibilities for different housing types. 

“It’s about making it more user-friendly and fun to live there, rather than that you have to live there because you need this help,” Nelson says. “I keep saying that these [communities] need to be designed more like a cruise ship or resort.” 

One example is making the entry common space more like a center atrium. While this model can be expensive, it creates a community in the heart of the building that might work particularly well in an urban setting where exterior window space is limited or in a building where different care levels or needs are addressed. For one Minnesota assisted living community, ESG designed a two-story 25-foot atrium that went through the depth of a building separating an assisted living area from one for memory-care residents. The area includes a fireplace and sofas and chairs for casual lounging or watching who is coming in and out the main entrance, as well as dining space at the rear, which includes doors directly onto a back terrace with more tables and chairs in an enclosed courtyard. Kitchen and management offices are tucked to the sides. 

MOVING AWAY FROM FREESTANDING 

Today, the majority of projects designed by Philadelphia-based Wallace, Roberts & Todd LLC are assisted living on campus as part of continuing care retirement communities (CCRC) or in relationship to skilled nursing facilities, says Gil Rosenthal (grosenthal@ph.wrtdesign.com), a principal with the firm and part of a senior living team with Principal Joe Healy (jhealy@ ph.wrtdesign.com), and Associate Amy Carpenter (acarpenter@ ph.wrtdesign. com). Compared with five to 10 years ago, they are receiving almost no requests for freestanding assisted living communities. 

One effect on design is that assisted living within a CCRC has to have a dual function in its opening years, Rosenthal notes. Over time, the expectation is that it will be filled with aging residents from the campus. Early on, it has to compete with freestanding assisted living. One solution has been convertible or expandable units that can be a full one-bedroom or larger at first, but later be easily split into smaller units. 

But increasingly, clients want units to be larger than the once-typical studio, so in some cases, units may also stay one-bedroom, says Carpenter. An accompanying trend is more flexibility within units both in design and in electric and cable outlet placement so residents who bring furniture from home have more choices about where to put it. 

That same trend toward flexibility extends into public spaces, Rosenthal says. But regulations can get in the way of communities’ desires to share common space between, for example, memory-care and regular assisted living residents. Rosenthal’s firm is working to educate regulators in Illinois, for example, about how easing some restrictions can ultimately protect residents in addition to improving the flow of the community. 

“What we often find is that regulators are trying very hard to protect the health and safety of assisted living residents, while providers and architects are trying to protect the dignity and independence of assisted living residents,” Rosenthal says. “There are situations where although physical safety is important, assisted living is the choice that has been made. [Being] less homelike actually can be dangerous because more residents will stay at home when they really need assisted living.” 

Wireless technology also has allowed more flexibility in design, removing the need for a direct visual connection between a resident’s door and a nursing station, Healy says. Now most new communities don’t have nursing stations. 

IDEAS FROM SKILLED NURSING 

Rarely do assisted living communities look to the nursing home industry for ideas, but one idea creating a buzz may be worth considering, says Kristopher Tiernan (ktier nan@jsainc.com), senior living designer for Portsmouth, New Hampshire-based JSA Inc. Although the firm has not been employed to execute Green House design in assisted living yet, Tiernan sees it on the horizon. 

Green House design is similar to the neighborhood concept that has been common in Alzheimer’s and dementia care communities. Essentially, it involves creating either separate cottages [or cluster areas or floors] serving up to 10 residents with the goal of creating a more homelike environment with shared common spaces, dining areas, dedicated staff, and so forth. 

One challenge with clustering around a central common space is balancing light, Carpenter says. But if a provider chooses to have all common spaces in the clusters themselves, that issue disappears and efficiencies can be created by placing the kitchen ideally in the center. In urban settings, efficiencies may be more challenging because staff have to carry food and keep it warm on elevators. The kitchen then can be on any floor; however, while Rosenthal does not know of an example of the kitchen being at the middle floor, he considers that location to be ideal. 

Another trend is toward a more wellness and exercise focus, says Sandra Hodge (shodge@jsainc.com), JSA’s director of interior design. She’s hearing from providers with existing buildings that are 10 or more years old.“They’re calling us because the marketing people have come in and said one way to make your place better is to provide a spa-like atmosphere. So they’re adding a pool, yoga rooms, fitness rooms.” 

The risk with these additions is creating a space that is remote from the building’s action, so JSA approaches such requests by making the new spaces seem like a natural extension off an existing pool or fitness center residents are already used to using. New residents will think it’s always been that way. In one recent project, a smaller existing fitness area was converted into the yoga room and the new larger fitness area built out from the pool. A juice bar was added as another amenity. 

While building codes will not allow a totally open kitchen where residents can observe everything the chef is doing, one community JSA is designing requested a window where residents can watch the pastry chef decorate cakes and put the final touches on desserts, Tiernan said. “Again, that’s stepping farther away from an institution,” he added. “It’s a feeling more like a fine restaurant.” 

As the baby boomers age, the country kitchen concept may also get a facelift. Since the goal is to create environments that remind people of more active times in their lives, these semifunctional kitchens where residents can bake cookies or feel like dinner is being served at home may become more like a Starbucks’ café, he predicts. “We joke that the next big trend is to create a mock drive-through where you can come in on a buggy and pick up your coffee.” 

Finally, don’t forget flow when planning outdoor spaces. In one community recently designed by JSA, to encourage residents to visit a side garden, doors open directly out onto it from the dining bistro and the walking path leads to a front covered porch with rocking chairs, Hodge says. Residents have an attractive option of getting from one favorite spot to another. And of course, lots of benches line the way. 

How and where outdoor spaces are placed is key to their usage, no matter how attractive the flowers, the landscaping, or the gazebo, Rodiek says. Having studied outdoor areas for the past nine years, she has found that seniors, by and large, prefer the bench or other seating at the front of the building over a serene and beautiful space behind it. Why? While active adults enjoy gardening, people’s reasons to spend time outdoors may change radically as they age. Again, it’s as simple as being where the excitement is. 

“When your vision is less acute and you aren’t as active, I’ve found that you change and you tend to want to watch people who are active,” Rodiek says. “People don’t sit to watch a beautiful scene. They watch people and are delighted to see the UPS man—to look at how many packages he has today and watch him struggle with the door.”

Anya Martin is a contributing writer to Assisted Living Executive. Reach her at amartin@alfa.org.   

