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Aging in Place
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At first glance, Eileen Leahy’s first-floor bathroom appears to be an ordinary bathroom.


The retired nurse is quick to point out however, that the fixtures have been modified to suit her physical limitations. Diagnosed with the rare neuromuscular disease arthrogryposis multiplex congenita when she was just seven weeks old, Leahy, 58, is prone to dislocated and broken bones and cannot bend below the waist.


To make her 1896 Quincy colonial home more accommodating to her condition, Leahy converted the former butler’s pantry into a first-floor bathroom with numerous modifications. In addition to a shower stall with sturdy grab bars and an easily adjustable shower hose nozzle, the room features an elevated toilet and an elevated vanity on which Leahy can support herself using her forearms. The vanity also features easy pull-out drawers instead of cabinets—which would require Leahy to bend down to retrieve items—as well as a medicine cabinet that opens by simply pressing on the mirror.


“You’d probably never notice the modifications if I didn’t point them out,” says Leahy, who has made similar modifications throughout her lifelong home. “Just because you’re handicapped doesn’t mean a room has to look handicapped.”


At one time, Leahy’s home modifications would have been considered unusual. Her efforts to adapt her home to her unique needs, however, have put Leahy in the vanguard of one of the latest trends in the home remodeling industry. Known as “Aging in Place,” the trend reflects the desire of older homeowners to make modifications that will enable them to stay in their home as long as possible, rather than moving to a nursing home or assisted living facility.


“The population is growing older,” says Jim Towey, whose Sandwich-based company, Home Access Unlimited, specializes in advising homeowners on such modifications. “And aging in place is obviously a growing market.”

An aging America


In 1900, senior citizens comprised less than 5 percent of the U.S. population. By 2000, that figure had climbed to 12.4 percent, with more than 35 million Americans age 65 and over. By the year 2020, it is projected that seniors will make up nearly 20 percent of the nation’s inhabitants.


Despite this aging population, most existing homes – particularly older homes – were not designed to accommodate the needs of those 65 and over. What’s more, a national survey conducted in 2000 by AARP found that 83 percent of respondents wanted to stay in their current home for the rest of their lives – a shift in thinking from previous generations.


“In the past, the traditional view of retirement was to retire to a Sun Belt state or a nursing home,” says Taylor Blanchard, spokesperson for the National Association of Home Builders’ (NAHB) Seniors Housing Council. “But the notion of seniors aging in place gained a lot of notoriety as the baby boomers approached retirement age, and we had some forward thinking members who began to examine and address the issue.”


In response to the trend, the NAHB and AARP joined forces to create a new designation within the building industry: CAPS, or “Certified Aging in Place Specialist.” According to Towey, who holds the CAPS designation, builders must complete a series of courses that address specific home modifications as well as the physical and mental changes that occur as individuals age.


“In addition to physical changes, seniors face cognitive changes, particularly in their processing capabilities,” Towey says. “CAPS are trained not only in home modification, but also in being sensitive to the specific needs of aging homeowners.”


John Marsoobian, owner of Norwood’s Twin Peaks Construction, was in the first class of builders to receive the CAPS designation.


“We were starting to see a need for it,” he says. 


A recent job in which his CAPS training came in handy, Marsoobian says, involved a homeowner who had suffered a heart attack and was now using a wheelchair. 

“We took out the bathroom tub and put in a curbless shower so that a wheelchair could roll right in,” he says. “We also put in an elevated toilet and replaced the vanity with a counter sink so the homeowner could roll the wheelchair right up to it.”

Homeowners are also starting to become more proactive, local builders say.

“Ten or 15 years ago, people were in a more reactive mode,” Towey says. “Someone would break a hip and need to make modifications.

“Now we’re starting to see a gradual increase in homeowners planning ahead for their retirement by making modifications now that will make their life easier down the road.”

Fixing to Stay

According to local CAPS builders, home modifications can range from simple to extensive, with the most common being the installation of grab bars and railings to help prevent falls.

In addition to adding grab bars to both of her bathrooms, Quincy’s Leahy installed new double railings at her home’s front and back doors.  She also installed automatic lights at the front door, covered the home’s hardwood floors with carpeting and installed extra railings going up the stairs to the second floor.

“I installed the railings before I really needed them,” she says. “At the time, my mother said I was crazy, but now I need them.”

Philomena Lewis, an occupational therapist, often counsels her clients on simple modifications they can make to their homes to increase safety and make the environment more accommodating.  

“Simple changes, such as replacing round door knobs and faucet handles with lever style fixtures, can make it easier on arthritic hands,” she says. “Adaptive lamp switches can also make it easier for seniors to turn lamps on and off.”

More extensive modifications include widening doorways to accommodate wheelchairs, regrading a home’s entrance to create a “zero-step” entrance or converting a pantry or closet to a first-floor laundry room so that aging homeowners don’t have to go up and down the basement stairs. First-floor, handicapped-accessible bathrooms are another popular modification, while kitchens may be modified by making them more open or adding special appliances – such as a raised dishwasher designed for easy loading and unloading.

Towey’s Home Access Unlimited specializes in providing homeowners with recommendations for modifications they can make that will help them live independently as long as possible. 

“A lot of homeowners no longer have kids or family in the area to help them,” he says. “We can provide them with a plan for modifications they can do now, as well some they can implement five, 10 or 15 years down the road.”

Designing for the Future


As seniors consider making modifications to their existing homes, the building industry is already looking ahead to implementing aging-in-place features in the homes of tomorrow. In 2002, the NAHB Research Center unveiled its “LifeWise House,” a model home featuring universal design techniques and products that enable homeowners to age in place. Complete with a zero-step entry, open floor plan, wide doorways, accessible kitchen appliances and a home security system, the home’s features may someday be the standard for all new houses.


Says the NAHB’s Blanchard: “We’re finding that more and more builders are incorporating aging-in-place features into all of their new homes, simply because they make a home more comfortable and livable for everyone.”

###

Aging in Place Resources:

AARP: The AARP web site offers numerous resources for homeowners seeking to make aging-in-place modifications, including checklists to help you evaluate your home’s current level of accessibility. The site also features a national list of builders and remodelers who have earned the Certified Aging in Place Specialist designation.

www.aarp.org
Boston office: 866-448-3621

NAHB Research Center: The NAHB Research Center publishes the Directory of Accessible Building Projects that includes windows, doors, appliances and fixtures designed to accommodate senior homeowners ($5, plus shipping and handling).

www.nahbrc.org 

800-638-8556

