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Abstract

As both the number and share of elderly people is incre-

asing in western countries, the number of persons with 

dementia (PWD) is also increasing. ‘Dementia’ covers 

more than 200 diseases of the brain, and symptoms in-

clude memory loss, diffi culties with wayfi nding and pro-

blem solving and changes in behavior. In the beginning, 

the symptoms are small and yet can affect daily life. At 

this stage, most PWD still live independently or with sup-

port from relatives in their own homes. As the symptoms 

get worse, more professional care is required as well as 

a physical environment adapted to their needs. Several 

research studies highlight important aspects regarding 

the design of the physical environment in care homes 

for PWD. However, due to increasing demand, there are 

not enough care homes, and more importantly, most pe-

ople strongly wish to remain living in their own homes.

This raises the question: Is it possible to adapt design 

solutions for care homes for PWD to ordinary housing 

and in this way postpone the need for a nursing home? 

This paper discusses options that enable PWD to stay 

longer in their original homes and familiar surroundings 

by incorporating recommendations regarding the desi-

gn of care homes for PWD to upgrade ordinary housing 

into lifetime homes that are also suitable for elderly with 

dementia.  This paper is based on previous research, 

partly conducted at SBi, on the design of care homes for 

PWD. The fi ndings of the research will be applied to a 

specifi c case; a Danish residential area for the elderly. 

The discussion is based on a UD perspective [Lid, 2013]

and focuses on whether the needs of the few (PWD) will 

be benefi cial for the many. Results indicate that by re-

specting the needs of PWD in designing housing, this 

type of housing may be turned into lifetime homes. A 

broad group of people, including PWD, will benefi t from 

this design strategy as it improves architectural quality, 

wayfi nding, social interaction and the quality of life of all 

residents.
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Introduction

This paper aims to describe how lifetime homes can be designed to be used for a 

whole lifespan and include the needs of people with disabilities by incorporating es-

sential design elements when it comes to the physical environment for people in the 

early stages of dementia. By analyzing a case study, ‘Elmely’, a small residential area 

in Denmark, we will evaluate these design elements and the possibility of living here 

for longer with dementia in early stage and postponing the need of a care home.

We will then look at these elements from a Universal Design perspective and discuss 

whether this will create more inclusive homes with architectural qualities, benefi cial 

for even more residents.

Background

As both the number and share of elderly people is increasing in western countries, the 

number of people with dementia is also increasing. 

‘Dementia’ covers more than 200 diseases of the brain. The most common disease is 

Alzheimer’s disease which accounts for approximately 60-65 % of cases. The symp-

toms include memory loss, diffi culties with wayfi nding, problem solving and langua-

ge. This can cause increased stress levels and changes in behavior. 

Dementia is a progressive condition. In the beginning, the symptoms are small, and 

yet can affect daily life. At this stage, most people with dementia still live indepen-

dently or with support from relatives in their own home. As symptoms worsen howe-

ver, more professional care is required as well as a physical environment adapted 

to their needs. Several research studies highlight important aspects regarding the 

design of the physical environment in care homes for people with dementia. However, 

due to increasing demand, there are not enough care homes and, more importantly, 

most people prefer to stay in their own homes according to British research [Andrews 

& Moluneux, 2013].

Research has documented that although proper care is a high priority, the design of 

the physical environment is important for people with dementia. Living in well-desi-

gned homes in familiar surroundings that support independence and the ability to 

fi nd your way around can contribute to improved well-being, minimize frustration and 

even reduce the use of medicine. It can even postpone the time where a more expen-

sive, institutional care home is necessary.

A ‘Lifetime Home’ is a concept developed in UK that incorporates a set of design 

criteria for ordinary homes so a broader range of residents can live there, including 

elderly and disabled persons to a certain degree [Lifetime Homes, 2010]. The concept 

includes e.g. wide outdoor passageways, seating along pathways, wide doorways 

and large bathrooms. In Denmark we have a similar voluntary concept “Tilgængelige 
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boliger” (Accessible homes), aimed at creating homes that can be used by a broad 

range of residents [Sigbrand&Jensen, 2015]. Furthermore, we have legislation regar-

ding homes for the elderly in public housing, which mandates the incorporation of the 

needs of elderly and people with walking diffi culties or who use wheelchairs [Tran-

sport-, Bygnings- og Boligministeriet, 2017]. However, none of these concepts or the 

legislation include the needs of people with dementia despite the increased number 

of cases.

Problem

Which of the main recommendations regarding the physical environment in care ho-

mes for people with dementia are relevant to incorporate into lifetime homes if they 

are to become benefi cial for more residents including people with early stage demen-

tia? In addition, will this make it possible for residents with dementia to remain in their 

own homes and familiar surroundings longer and postpone the need of a care home?

Care home recommendations

When it comes to creating good care homes for people with dementia, several rese-

arch studies have documented that some of the most important design elements are:

� easy wayfi nding;

� access to daylight;

� contact with nature. 

The last, but not least important element when it comes to designing care homes for 

people with dementia is to create a homely atmosphere and avoid an institutionalized 

appearance. As this paper focuses on ordinary homes, where a homely atmosphere 

is already present, we will focus on the other important elements. However, we want 

to emphasize the importance of this factor in design of care homes [Sigbrand et al., 

2016]. 

Finding your way independently is one of the most demanding challenges when de-

mentia starts to set in and memory fades. Design elements such as visually marked 

pathways supplemented with characteristic landmarks, marked corners and entran-

ces, the use of color to divide larger living areas and to mark e.g. entrance doors in-

dividually and signage with symbols are all features that support residents with early 

stage dementia  with  loss of long term memory and diffi culties reading text [Sigbrand 

et al.; 2015].

Light is an important factor for all human beings but especially for elderly people to 

maintain quality of life. For people with dementia good lightning is essential, not only 

to see, recognize and remember things, but also to support their circadian rhythm 

in order to sleep during the night and stay awake during daytime. Many people with 



Vecchi e Nuovi Modelli Abitativi

Old and New Housing Models198

dementia tend to stay indoors during the day – there are many reasons for this: it can 

be too hot, too cold, too windy, too noisy outside or it may be due to ignorance about 

the importance of daylight or an inability to make changes to daily routines, which is 

the case for many people with dementia. Large windows that let daylight deep into 

living rooms, bay windows inviting to follow outdoor activities while sitting in daylight 

as well as balconies and terraces - with protection from too much sun and rain - are 

some of the elements that can be used to increase exposure to daylight.

Contact with nature, broadly understood as plants, trees, animals, water, soil, weather 

and climate, is another factor that especially is important for people with dementia. 

These elements can awaken their memories of past times and support their under-

standing of the present, time of day, season and year. Trees, for example, change 

throughout the year: flowering in springtime, carrying fruit in autumn and dropping 

leaves in winter. Furthermore, the human senses vision, hearing, feeling, smelling and 

tasting, are stimulated by nature. The sight of a sunset, the sound of dripping water, 

the feel of warm wind against the skin, the smell of herbs and the taste of a freshly 

picked strawberry may all bring back lost memories from the past and support the 

feeling of well-being.

All three design elements are closely linked. They support and complement each 

other. A specifi c tree on a corner can support the ability to fi nd your way while pro-

viding information about what season it is. The aroma of flowers can stimulate the 

senses and the view of a tree from a window or a balcony can extend the time a per-

son spends in daylight.

Case analysis

‘Elmely’, built in 1994, is a cluster of semi-detached houses and 3-story apartment 

buildings with 85 homes in total. It is situated next to a small city park and is close 

to a local shopping center and train and bus stations. The apartments are designed 

as family homes and homes for elderly with minor physical disabilities. The homes 

Figure 1. Some photos of “Elmely” apartment buildings
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have e.g. level access, wide interior doors and large bathrooms. Today, most of the 

residents are estimated to be 65+ and many have physical and cognitive disabilities. 

In the following, we will point out and analyze three characteristic elements of ‘Elmely’ 

to evaluate, if and why and how people with early stage dementia can live in this 

residential area. The stairwells in the apartment building protrude from the façade. 

The stairwells function as landmarks, easy to see and fi nd even from a distance. Up 

close, one can see the change of tone of the surface and the large window that allows 

the staircase to be seen from the outside and at the same time let daylight fi ll the 

stairwell. Above each door, there is a see-through canopy, which protects the resi-

dents from rain and snow while opening the door. The entrance is marked with a dark 

blue sign with a large white number on it. All these architectural elements will make 

it easier for a resident or visitor with dementia to fi nd the right entrances and avoid 

frustration. However, if each entrance door had individual colors, persons with early 

stage dementia would probably be able to fi nd their own entrance door much easier.

Each apartment has an individual balcony or small garden with a terrace. The balcony 

is partly covered, partly protruding from the façade allowing ample opportunity to sit 

outside protected from sun and rain with space for both furniture and potted plants. 

The adjacent living room has wide windows and a glass door with level access to the 

balcony or terrace. The balcony is approx.  8 sq. m., which makes it big enough for 

a wheelchair to use as well. The railing is an open metal grid and lets light through, 

without giving children the opportunity to climb. Some people with dementia fi nd this 

open railing somewhat frightening due to the change in their perception of heights, 

but the railing can easily be covered. Everywhere in the residential area, you fi nd dif-

ferent trees and plants. Some are evergreens, but most are deciduous. From early 

spring to late autumn, you fi nd flowering plants and fruit-carrying trees, typical for 

Danish gardens e.g. daffodils and tulips, wild apple, cherry trees and roses, which all 

indicate the time of the year and stimulate the senses with their shapes, colors, scent 

and different foliage. The plants and trees can be enjoyed while walking in the area 

and can be seen from the windows of the apartments. The tall trees function as land-

marks as well, but if each tree were unique, it would be even more helpful for people 

with dementia. Along the pathways and in front of the entrances there are benches to 

sit and socialize with passing neighbours.

Discussion

In its title, this conference asks for “Safe and inclusive housing for an ageing society” 

(italics auth.), and this wording suggests that our environment have varying degrees 

of inclusion. Inclusion is sought after, exclusion is to be avoided. For a person in a 

wheelchair, a few steps may lead to exclusion from a place. For a person with a co-
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gnitive disability such as dementia it can be excluding if it is diffi cult to recognize sur-

roundings or to fi nd the right entrance. In fact, a broad spectrum of human diversities 

may result in exclusion if your design only addresses the able-bodied and ‘average’ 

human. One approach to solving this ‘problem’ has often been to add assistive devi-

ces, which are costly and often seen as stigmatising by the user. However, in another 

understanding of the interaction between human beings and their physical environ-

ment, it is considered futile to divide the population into many groups and instead 

focus on human plurality. The concept of Universal Design (UD) came into being in 

the seventies as a strategy to design objects and spaces in a way, which can be used 

by all and considers the group of potential users as a much more heterogeneous 

group. As Lid points out, UD addresses human plurality: “On an ontological level, UD 

is about all of us, vulnerable and embodied persons living with different abilities and 

impairments. On an epistemological level, UD is concerned with how to gain know-

ledge of accessibility and disabling barriers as experienced by different people” [Lid, 

2013, p 212].

In this paper, Universal Design is seen as a design strategy to create our environment 

in a way that makes it possible for people with disabilities, including dementia, to 

remain longer in their own homes and familiar surroundings, thus making use of the 

defi nition in the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities:

“ ‘Universal Design’ means the design of products, environments, programmes and 

services to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need 

for adaptation or specialized design. “Universal Design” shall not exclude assistive 

devices for particular groups of person with disabilities, where this is needed” [CPRD 

2008, Article 2].

The analysis above pointed out three design elements: easy wayfi nding, access to 

daylight and contact with nature. These design elements are interesting in a universal 

design perspective for several reasons. 

Wayfi nding holds an important place in Kevin Lynch’s theoretical work when he in 

1960 developed a method to map our environment. Lynch writes from a critical per-

spective on the often homogeneous architecture and city planning of modernism and 

calls for cities with e.g. clearly defi ned paths, landmarks and image qualities, because 

“Structuring and identifying the environment is a vital ability among all mobile ani-

mals” [Lynch, 1960, p. 3]. 

Research underscores that it is important to make wayfi nding easy for people with 

dementia by using clearly defi ned footpaths, and by marking entrances individually. 

However, Lynch stressed the importance of wayfi nding from a general point. In other 

words, we have a clear example of UD – architecture which supports wayfi nding is 

considered be ’good for all’ while at the same time being crucial for smaller groups 
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with cognitive disabilities or for children who are learning to navigate their surroun-

dings.

Further research points out the importance of good lightning and access to dayli-

ght for people with dementia, as stated above. Lighting is important not only to see 

well but also to support the circadian rhythm of sleeping at night and staying awake 

during daytime. Yet these qualities count for people in general and a design that re-

spects this need is not only for the few but also for the many as an important part of 

well-being, a typical example of UD.

Research also shows that stimulation of the senses by contact to nature is important 

for people with dementia. Again, it is a quality not only for people with dementia, but 

for a much broader group. Research has proven that even a view of nature through 

windows has a heeling effect on patients in hospital [Frandsen et al., 2009]. The argu-

ment of this paper is that by providing housing with attention to the above discussed 

design elements, the general quality may be raised to the benefi t of all while at the 

same time making it possible for some people with early stage dementia to live longer 

in their own homes before they have to move to a care home. It must be underscored 

that wayfi nding is made easier in places where people have lived for a part of their 

life, simply because they already have a mental map of the environment. Furthermore, 

although the paper has not focused on the importance of homeliness, it can be men-

tioned as an argument for staying in own homes longer since a homely atmosphere 

is already present and does not need to be established whereas painstaking efforts 

have to be made to re-create it in care homes.

Conclusion

The case study of ‘Elmely’ shows that several architectural qualities with special im-

portance to people with dementia can be an integrated part of an ordinary housing 

without stigmatizing it as ‘housing-for-people-with-dementia’. On the contrary, pe-

ople of different ages, different households and different abilities can live in these 

residences. Clearly, a single case study can only discuss but not document any effect, 

and further research is required to obtain knowledge on the effects and how long it 

may postpone the necessity to move. However, the architecture of ‘Elmely’ shows 

potential of supporting wayfi nding, giving good access to daylight and stimulating the 

senses via contact with nature. 

Furthermore, these are all general qualities from which a broad spectrum of peo-

ple can benefi t. Finally, they may help people with early stage dementia remain in 

their own homes, in a familiar and homely environment, longer and thus postpone an 

unwanted move to a care home.
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