
Designing for age-friendly homes 
must be a priority considering 
80% of older people say they 
want to stay in their own home as 
they age (4). The longer people 
can live in their homes, the less 
people will move into specialised 
housing which might alleviate 
the pressure on the social care 
system.

Most homes that will exist in 
2050 have already been built 
and they are largely unsuitable to 
address the needs of an ageing 
population (5). For instance, 
more than 90% of UK homes fail 
to meet accessibility standards 
(6). Common problems in the 
current housing stock include 
the risk of falls on the stairs 
and excess cold. The Building 
Research Establishment (BRE) 
has estimated that the cost 
of poor housing to the NHS is 
£624 million per year (7). The 
Committee on Climate Change 
has also highlighted the growing 
risk of overheating in the summer, 

with forecasts showing that heat-
related mortality could increase 
from the current level of 2,000 per 
year to 5,000 per year by 2050 if 
no action is taken (8).

Unfortunately, there is still a lack 
of investment to improve and 
retrofit homes even though the 
potential benefits are well known 
(9).

Why now?
National lockdowns and the 
requirement to “stay at home” 
during the COVID-19 pandemic 
have brought the challenges 
faced by older people who live 
alone or who require continued 
care into sharp relief. There are 
many benefits to helping people 
stay healthy and independent for 
longer in their communities and 
we need to work towards a more 
age-friendly housing stock if this 
is to be achieved.

Why should 
we design 
age-friendly 
homes?
Currently, in the UK, the 
majority of over 65s lives in 
mainstream housing, with 
only 0.6 per cent living in 
housing with care (1, 2).  

Predictions from the ONS 
state that in 50 years there 
will be an additional 8.6 
million people aged 65 and 
over living in the UK (3).
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About this briefing
An expert community from Government and its 
agencies, the health and social care sectors, charities 
and academia were invited to come together for 
a co-development workshop to identify research 
questions of interest to both the policy and the research 
communities. Participants identified three big challenges 
in this space, and three research questions that are 
essential to consider in the design of new houses, and 
in the retrofitting of existing ones to become age-friendly 
and support older adults to age in place.

Challenge 1: How can we 
incentivise people to retrofit their 
homes?

Since most of the houses where we will live in 2050 have 
already been built (5), incentivising people to retrofit 
their homes could be an important route to improving 
the quality of the housing stock. There is the need for 
a joined-up approach to design measures that lead 
to reduced carbon emissions (for example, energy 
efficiency) by the housing stock, that adapt to climate 
impacts (such as cooling measures) and that make 
homes more accessible (like reducing the risk of falls).
Participants called for a review of recent policies, 
such as the schemes run by government that tried to 
incentivise homeowners to install energy efficiency 
measures – most recently the Green Homes Grant 
and before that the Green Deal. This is essential to 
understand what works, and what does not work to 
ensure lessons are learnt in future.

There is also the need to explore new financial products 
and innovations to enable homeowners to use equity to 
adapt and retrofit the spaces to accommodate different 
needs. In Germany, for example, this is already a reality 
and those who require long-term care can apply for 
home-modification subsidies (10).

Finally, taking on some of the management 
responsibilities of home-modifications was seen as an 

important aid to those considering embarking on it. 
Considering whether these home improvements must be 
considered from an earlier age, and how improvement 
works could potentially count as tax relief were seen as 
points that need further investigation on the impact of 
boosting home fit and accessibility around the UK.

Challenge 2: How do you improve 
the design of research to provide 
the data for evidence-based 
strategies?

The second challenge identified in this space was 
understanding the role of building standards in 
delivering age-friendly housing. Research is need on 
standards to measure QoL, and on the impact of home 
improvements, and technologies on it. 

There is the need to explain QoL in relation to 
technology and housing improvements, and to 
investigate how these metrics can be incorporated into 
building standards.

• Review policies that reimbursed people who 
retrofit their houses. 

• Explore equity release schemes to fund home 
improvements for owners.

• Analyse whether home improvements could 
count as tax relief.

• How to explain and measure quality of life 
(QoL) in relation to technology and housing 
improvements?

• Can QoL metrics be developed and 
incorporated into building standards?

• What approaches have worked in other 
countries?



At the moment, there is not a strong business case to 
implement healthy ageing design thinking and innovation 
in the delivery of new homes, and in the retrofitting of 
current ones. To overcome this, a research study to 
review policies in other countries that specify housing 
standards and technologies as part of the planning 
process was suggested. France’s minimum standard for 
technology that goes into new builds was given as an 
example.

Challenge 3: What methods are 
most effective in delivering a 
people-centred rather than tech-
centred approach to innovation 
and development of new 
technologies?

Finally, the workshop highlighted the need to investigate 
what methods are most effective in delivering a people-
centred approach to innovation. For example, there 
is the need to create integrative models for house 
planning, and additional research is needed on methods 
to promote this involvement from the outset. A clear 
example is the need to ensure technology improves 
independence without increasing isolation. Real co-
designing and input is vital, stakeholders cannot keep 
assuming what is best for people. Technology should 
be designed to maximise ability not just to overcome 
disability.

Workshop participants highlighted the importance 
of reviewing previous policies in this space to 
understand what works, and in light of that, design new 
methodologies to involve users from the beginning in the 
development of new technologies.

Evaluating the impact of new design methodologies 
is also crucial to understand their impact in future 
technology uptake.
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• Review current engagement methodologies to 
understand what works.

• Design methodologies to involve end users in a 
bottom-up way.

• Evaluate impact of new co-design 
methodologies in the uptake of new 
technologies.
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