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Retirement Villages: Social by Design
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Who are we?

•Health
•Industrial
•Public Services
•Master Planning

•60+ staff across 
two offices
•Work nationally
•Range of sectors

•Retirement
•Commercial
•Housing
•Education

•First established 
1856
•J Coulson Nicol
•Salway Nicol
•Wynne Thomas

Architecture 
and Master 
Planning

Project 
Management

Quantity 
Surveying & 
Building 
Surveying

Principal 
Designers & 
Code 
Assessors



We have come a long way …
Lots of learning from USA, Australia, New Zealand, 
Europe:

•General desire to improve standards within the sector
•Expectations have changed
•Move towards down sizing
•Recognised need/housing shortage
•Funding opportunities (affordable v private)
•Better approach to retirement and ‘ageing in place’, not just on care
•More specialist approach to design, delivery and care
•Designs that anticipate progressive needs

Typically:
Institutional Care Homes used to focus on:
•Bedrooms and shared bathrooms (no apartments)
•One or no lifts
•basic food and laundry facilities
Resulting in:
•Accessibility issues
•Lack of respect & dignity
•Inappropriate for some residents (only needing 
support and not ‘care’)
•Little or no stimulation
No age specific design approach
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What makes a great Retirement Community

Architects are arguably involved in influencing human behaviour through the 
spaces we create; our priorities become defining characteristics …

…and so whilst it is great residents and great staff that make a great place to live,
it must start with a great idea …

me family community



meme

Person centred: personal space; 
own home; independence

Design offers choices that allow layers of proximity based on levels of intimacy where spatial distances relate to 
psychological comfort 

Close community: convenient; 
shared experiences; healthy

Wider community: community asset;
Hub; connections; intergenerational

All communities are created out of spatial preferences
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2family

Its about designing communities not just buildings

community



meme

Space that is ‘owned’ by 
you

- one’s own

Personal

Person centred spatial preferences
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Designed with progressive 
privacy principles
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Close Community Spatial Preferences

Retirement 
Community

Layers of proximity based 
on levels of intimacy – a 
more ‘public’ approach

It should be a clean, organised, 
legible and happy place to be

Should be active, engaging 
and easy to understand 

A place where everyone can 
play their part; make a 
contribution; feel valued

Public facing to encourage 
wider community interaction

family
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Promoting a positive attitude towards ageing…
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Wider Community Spatial Preferences

Town, Village, 
District

Library, IT, Hobbies
Café, Bistro, Bar
Activity hall, Gym
Hair & Beauty
Greenhouse, Man-shed

Family, friends, work colleagues, schools, communities

Site
Existing community

Train Station
Future Housing

Future Employment
Historic Employment
New Shops
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COVID has taught us the human aspect of the 
impact of lockdown: 

• isolation has huge influence on health and wellbeing. 
• Before COVID loneliness was a stigma – nobody likes to 

admit to being lonely? 
• People are craving social and family interaction

Social interaction; physical engagements; cognitive 
stimulations are tangible benefits of Village Life Living

COVID-19…
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Consider the three C’s + D & V: 

C : closed spaces
C : crowds
C : close contact
D :duration
V : volume (noise)

Jonathan Van Tam : Deputy Chief Medical Officer for England

COVID-19…
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Not everyone’s home is pleasant, spacious and relaxing and so 
developments can offer attractive aspirational alternatives
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HAPPI: Modern innovation and design with older 
people in mind:

•Space & Flexibile layouts for future changing needs
•Must foster independence
•Building must be a community asset (so that older 
people feel valued)
•Must be accessible for wheelchair users & those 
with early onset dementia
•Avoid institutional feel
•A nice place to work
•Safe and secure – some residents will be 
vulnerable
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Living in an increasingly low carbon, 
more efficient, digital world

Energy efficient
Smart buildings
Low carbon – offsite fabrication?

Ask questions:

Will it save the planet
Will it break boundaries
Will it improve lives
Will it make the world a better place
Will it break down barriers

Our Priorities define us…

10 HAPPI principles :
1.Space and flexibility
2.Daylight & ventilation
3.Balconies & outdoor space
4.Adaptability & 'care ready' 
5.Positive use of circulation 
6.Shared facilities and 'hubs’
7.Plants, trees, nature
8.Sustainable, energy efficient
9.Storage internal & external
10.External  'home zones’
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Good Design makes us happy

Good Design

Results in:
•Improved space standards
•Feeling of ‘being at home’
•Increased natural lighting
•Increased natural ventilation
•Direct access to outside
•Opportunities to learn
•Places to socialise
• A feeling of being valued

Benefits:
•improved health and well being
•reduced demand on health/GP 
services
•‘aspirational’
•release of larger family homes
•Greater choice
•Community asset
•Sustainable communities

Positive Impact


