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T he American Institute of Ar-
chitects (AIA) is the profes-
sional membership organi-

zation of architects, currently with
80,000 members. The organization
provides a variety of services, in-
cluding distribution of information
through knowledge communities.
Each of the 26 knowledge commu-
nities is focused on a particular as-
pect of architecture or building
type—for example, diversity in the
profession or religious architecture.
Each knowledge community is
charged with assembling current in-
formation about its focus area and
distributing it to the profession at
large.

First organized about 16 years
ago, the Design for Aging Knowl-
edge Community (DFAKC) focuses
on built environments for an aging
society. The DFAKC established col-
laboration from the outset with the
American Association of Homes
and Services for the Aging (AAH-
SA), the industry organization for
not-for-profit care providers. The
DFAKC has never lost sight of its
original mission of improving the
quality of design for environments
for the aging.

Design for Aging Review
The DFAKC accomplishes this mis-
sion most notably by sponsoring a
biennial competition of environ-
ments for the aging called Design
for Aging Review. Architects, in col-
laboration with their clients, are
encouraged to submit projects that
are completed or nearing comple-
tion for a juried, hidden identity
competition within a variety of

project types, including nursing fa-
cilities, assisted living (AL) facilities,
continuing care retirement commu-
nities (CCRCs), active retirement
communities, and special projects
that may include such things as a
CCRC wellness center, special care
facility, or sustainable design proj-
ects. Along with photographs and
drawings of the projects, the sub-
mittal includes a significant amount
of data that comes from both the

architect and client. These data
include not only building areas,
building costs, and staffing ratios,
but also a statement from the archi-
tect and owner, operational as-
sumptions and responses, and ma-
jor design objectives and how
those were met. Between 80 and
100 submittals are received for
each cycle, and they are juried by
2 care providers and 2 architects
who are practicing within the
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realm of designs for aging.
From each Design for Aging Re-

view cycle’s submissions, approxi-
mately 40 are chosen for inclusion
in the published book that has be-
come a guide for design trends for
the care provision industry. Awards
of Merit are provided within each
submission category for projects
that advance designs for environ-
ments for the elderly population
(see Design in Action: The Village
at Waveny Care Center on page 25
of this issue). As part of their jury
duty, the jurors travel to 2 selected
Award of Merit facilities to perform
a post-occupancy evaluation of the
facility using the submittal objec-
tives and responses as a starting
point for the site evaluation.

Post-occupancy Evaluations
This post-occupancy evaluation
(POE) initiative has long been a
part of the DFAKC program as a
tool to peel back the professional
photo layer and really understand
whether the award-winning design
is simply attractive or really serves
the residents and staff who daily
spend time within its walls (see
Learning from Post-occupancy
Evaluations on page 30).

The POEs have introduced a
more consistent method for both
architects and care providers to crit-
ically review their care environ-
ments with the goal of improving
the quality of life for their residents
through appropriate environmental
design. The POE initiative involved
nearly 50 evaluators and has been
received so enthusiastically that it
will continue as a companion initia-
tive to the Design for Aging Review
in collaboration with the Aging Re-
search Institute.

Education
DFAKC regularly sponsors presenta-
tions, pod casts, and webinars on
these subjects and more. Each year
the American Association of Homes
for the Aging (AAHA) provides a
slot at its national convention for
the Design for Aging Review jury to

present the result of their delibera-
tions and to expound on their se-
lection process and procedure. Reg-
ular presentations are also made by
members of the DFAKC at the AIA
national convention where design-
ers and others can learn about
trends in design for elderly environ-
ments. In addition, the DFAKC has
initiated an annual 2-day interna-
tional symposium held in Kansas
City where a variety of both design
and care approaches are discussed.
Attendees travel from around the
world to attend and learn about the
design and operations of cutting
edge care facilities in the United
States.

Outreach
AIA consists of a national organiza-
tion and numerous local compo-
nents. The local components are
where members daily interact with
the overall organization. The
DFAKC is actively seeking to ex-
pand local component committees
to include environments for the ag-
ing. Accomplishing this will provide
a system for knowledge distribution
that can react to localized issues
and weave the overall fabric of in-
formation important to care pro-
viders and designers into a more
meaningful and current cloth.

Research
Expanding the role of evidence-
based design is important to the

DFAKC. One of the most important
aspects of neuroscience research is
the human response to specific
built environments. This is particu-
larly important to the long-term
healthcare industry. In collabora-
tion with the Academy for Neuro-
science for Architecture (ANFA),
the DFAKC brought together lead-
ing neuroscientists, care providers,
and designers for environments for
the aging last December. The
brainstorming session investigated
how applied scientific research in
conjunction with specific aspects of
the built environment can prove ef-
ficacious to the quality of life for
both residents and staff. As a result
of this 2-day conference, designers
and scientists arrived at a series of
specific scientific research needs to
provide clear road maps for future
design that more humanely accom-
modates the human spirit. Funding
is now being sought to initiate
these research projects, but more
important, a dialogue has been es-
tablished that transcends profes-
sional barriers and will continue
between these two groups of pro-
fessionals for the benefit of the eld-
erly population.

Networking
The DFAKC also provides opportu-
nities for professionals to network
each year at the AAHSA national
convention. The reception, attend-
ed annually by as many as 200
people, highlights the year’s accom-
plishments and allows designers
and care providers to socialize, ex-
change accomplishments, and come
together in a spirit of camaraderie
that transcends competitiveness.

Sponsorships
All of these initiatives do not come
without a price and generally that
price exceeds the yearly budget
provided to the DFAKC by the AIA.
Thus the DFAKC is also charged
with finding financial sponsorships
for the work it does. A subcommit-
tee of the DFAKC continually
searches for those firms interested
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in partnering for the greater good
of environments for the elderly.

Serving the Elderly Population
This work comes together for a sin-
gle purpose: creation of environ-
ments for the elderly population
that enhance their lives and provide
a productive workplace for staff
(see Creating Community Through
Design on page 21 of this issue).
Through the mid part of the last
century, environments for seniors
were primarily institutional, unwel-
coming, and designed simply to be
a weigh-station for the aged as they
progressed to the end of their lives.
In the late 1980s and early 1990s
AL became popular with its more
home-like environments and hu-
mane approach to care. This ap-
proach emanated to other care pro-
vision areas, particularly nursing
and special care for those with de-
mentia. It didn’t take long for de-
signers and care providers alike to
conclude that environments sensi-

tive to the care needs of the aging
and to the care provision of the
staff would make a significant dif-
ference in the quality of life for
both residents and staff.

Sharing what we’ve learned in
the last couple of decades with as
many designers and providers as
will listen is ultimately the task of

the DFAKC. Because we are just be-
ginning to scratch the surface of this
information, particularly evidence-
based design research, there is
much to do. There is also room for
many beyond the profession of ar-
chitecture to help with that collec-
tion and dissemination of informa-
tion. We who are deeply involved
with the DFAKC consider it a labor
of love and willingly devote re-
sources to the task. With an increas-
ing interest in environments for the
elderly populations and a rapidly
changing demographic, the task
can, at times, seem tremendous. But
the bottom line is that if this work
is left undone, we as a country will
ultimately suffer.

For more information on the
DFAKC, visit the AIA at: www.aia.org/
dfa3_template.cfm?pagename=dfa
%5Fdefault. ALC
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re-energize. The new building con-
tains a private-access staff lounge
and an outdoor fenced-in courtyard.

A wander-alert system and video
cameras are managed from the
main nursing desk, where staff
members are informed immediately
if a resident with an alert monitor
exits the building. The name of the
wandering resident appears on the
computer screen; included is which
door was exited. Security cameras
allow staff to observe what direc-
tion the resident has taken. As soon
as the alarm goes off, a coworker
can be dispatched to accompany
the resident back inside.

Twenty years ago many of those
who live at Brompton Heights
would have had to enter a skilled
nursing facility. Staffing and design
changes in facilities like this one
now allow more residents to age in

place. More important, however, the
quality of life found in many AL fa-
cilities has greatly improved. In fact,
at Brompton, residents and staff call
the new building a “reinvention of
luxury assisted living.” ALC
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Figure 3. At the request of the nursing staff, smaller decentralized nursing stations were
placed throughout the building.

Resident and Staff Influence on
Facility Redesign
(continued from page 24)

Environments sensitive
to the care needs of the
aging and to the care
provision of the staff
make a significant

difference in the quality
of life for both

residents and staff.


