New London Architecture Breakfast
Talk – Housing for The Third Age
By Ella Taylor, Habinteg

The New London Architecture (NLA) breakfast talk, concerning ‘housing for the third age’ raised
interesting questions around how we categorise ‘older people’ in relation to housing.
Discussion from audience members and speakers alike suggested that the ‘over 55s’ bracket
is no longer as relevant as it used to be; as life expectancy has increased and people are
continuing active lifestyles beyond the age of 55.
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Jenny Buterchi, Partner at PRP, was the first
speaker at this event and discussed key design
features for over 65s; such as open plan design,
outdoor areas and socialising space. She outlined
the importance of creating a “barrier-free enabling
environment” that delivers affordability alongside
great design. In addition, Jenny referred to
research which suggests potential benefits of
open plan design for people with dementia, and
also spoke about “Lifetime Neighbourhoods”.

Second speaker; David McMahon, Associate
at Ryder Architecture; suggested that central
government are more focused on starter homes
rather than appropriate housing, despite the
undersupply of suitable homes for older people.
He went on to describe how Ryder architecture
are utilising features such as the ‘Smart Wall’,
which can be moved in order to reconstruct
spaces, in response to the wide range of changing
housing needs in London.

John Nordon, Design Director at PegasusLife;
a specialist high-end housing designer for older
people; kicked off the panel discussion by
suggesting that if housing was designed properly
in the first place, then there would be less need to
design specialist housing.

the inclusion of their needs within the design
process should be celebrated. However, perhaps
diverse Lifetime Neighbourhoods could provide
a progressive solution to the housing needs of
older people beyond that of the retirement village
model.

Stressing the importance of designing “the
best housing possible”, John did note that their
target demographic was admittedly focussed on
people who are “better off”. This raises questions
regarding who has access to “the best housing
possible” in socioeconomic terms, and how we
can develop housing solutions for older people
which are affordable as well as accessible and
innovative. Angela Brady, Director at Brady
Mallalieu Architects, spoke about co-housing
initiatives, commenting that Denmark have been
ahead of the times for some years, and that as
a society we need to learn to share. Audience
members were keen to talk about the potential of
co-housing, but some had first-hand experience
of problems getting projects off the ground due
to funding and land allocation. Nick Taylor, Head
of North West London at the GLA, suggested that
more could be done to unlock shared ownership
potential, and that the scale of the need should
not compromise the level of design.

Many people (myself included) share positive
experiences of living in areas where neighbours
become friends and generations connect,
resulting in a genuine sense of community. The
benefits of living in a diverse, mixed community
are just as relevant for those later in life as they
are for children, young professionals, or families.
Isolation can impact a range of people, not just
people in the ‘third age’ bracket, and because
of this, we all have something to gain from
interactions with a variety of age groups.

Although this discussion – which was sponsored
by PegasusLife – focused on the needs of those in
the ‘third age’ bracket, all the features described
here have intergenerational appeal. Thus,
perhaps it would be beneficial to design versatile
communities with multiple demographics in mind,
rather than encouraging further segregation of
older people. Inclusion and diversity are central
to the development of Lifetime Neighbourhoods,
therefore this concept should not be deemed
relevant only to those in later life. I would also
argue that it is crucially important to develop
diverse communities which aim to include
people from a variety of backgrounds; rather
than designing exclusively for the high end
market. Designing homes and spaces which
are appropriate for a variety of needs is
representative of, and responsive to, the diversity
of our population. It is important to understand
the housing requirements of older people, and

This event opened up discussion around
alternative solutions to the housing needs of older
people, such as co-housing and shared space,
and suggested that we need to move beyond
the 1950s nuclear family model when designing
new homes – particularly in London. Although it
would have been good to hear more recognition
regarding the importance of accessibility and
affordability of housing, alongside that of
flexibility. However, this discussion suggested that
organisations and individuals alike are thinking
outside the box in order to achieve alternative
housing solutions, and it was great to see the NLA
space full of so many passionate and engaged
people so early on a Friday morning in October
2016.
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