
Getting Old
A design solution to

improve mental health

post retirement

Bailey Buschke 2021
ALA Master's Thesis

North Dakota State University



1 2

May 2021



Table of Contents Tables and FiguresTables and Figures
Abstract.....................................................................................
Narrative....................................................................................
Typology.....................................................................................
Typological Research..............................................................
Case Studies.............................................................................

The Villages
Sun City Hilton Head
Laguna Woods

Major Project Elements.........................................................
User Description.....................................................................
Project Emphasis ...................................................................
Project Goals...........................................................................
Plans to Proceed.....................................................................

Documentation
Project Schedule

Theoretical Premise...............................................................
Literature Review....................................................................
Project Justification.................................................................
Historical Context....................................................................
Site Analysis .............................................................................

Demographics
Site Analysis

Space Allocation.......................................................................
Performance Criteria..............................................................
Design Proposal .....................................................................

Concept
Progress
Solution
Site Design

Conclusion................................................................................ 
Appendix....................................................................................

References
About the Author

05
07
12
13

15-22
16
18
20
23
25
29
31
35

37
39
49
53

55-78
59
71
79
81

87-102
93
95
97

103
106
107

Figure 01 | Cover Page Proposed Perspective
Figure 02 | Couple Admiring Landscape 10
Figure 03 | Apartment Interior 11
Figure 04 | Elderly Friends Gathering 11
Figure 05 | Elderly Couple Surfing 11
Figure 06 | Public Hallway13
Figure 07 | The Villages Downtown Street 15
Figure 08 | The Villages Street View 15
Figure 09 | The Villages Arial Development 15
Figure 10 | Sun City Development Map 18
Figure 11 | Sun City Floor Plans 18
Figure 12 | Sun City Town Square 18
Figure 13 | Laguna Woods Club house 19
Figure 14 | Laguna Woods Development Map 19
Figure 15 | Cafe Shot 24
Figure 16 | User Chart 26
Figure 17 | User Chart 28
Figure 18 | Group Climbing Mountain 34
Figure 19 | Patient and Counselor 37
Figure 20 | Elderly couple Enjoying Coffee 48
Figure 21 | Elderly In Garden 51
Figure 22 | Cohousing Street View 53
Figure 23 | U.S. Map 55
Figure 24 | Baldwin County 57
Figure 25 | Home Ownership Chart 59
Figure 26 | Household Income Chart 60
Figure 27 | Poverty by Gender Chart 61
Figure 28 | Crime Map 62
Figure 29 | Mental Health Map 63
Figure 30 | Mental health Services Map 64
Figure 31 | Gulf Beach 66
Figure 32 | Climate Chart 68
Figure 33 | Humidity Chart 68

Figure 34 | Wind Chart 70
Figure 35 | Cloud Coverage Chart 70
Figure 36 | Solar Energy Chart 70
Figure 37 | Satellite View 71
Figure 38 |North View 73
Figure 39 | South View 73
Figure 40 | East View 74
Figure 41 | West View 74
Figure 46 | Legal Lines 75
Figure 47 | Site Parcels 77
Figure 48 | Adjacency Matrix 79
Figure 49 | Space Interaction Net 80
Figure 50 | Elderly Group Interacting
Figure 51 | Bubble Diagram 89
Figure 52 | Process Documentation 91
Figure 53 | Early Concept 94
Figure 54 | Early Concept 95
Figure 55 | Street View Perspective 97
Figure 56 | Bedroom Perspective 99
Figure 57 | Cafe Perspective 99
Figure 58 | Southers Perspective 99
Figure 59 | Patio Perspective 99
Figure 60 | Pool Perspective 99
Figure 61 | Garden Perspective 100
Figure 62 | Exploded Floor Plans 101
Figure 63 | Detailed Floor Plan 101
Figure 64 | Section Cut 102
Figure 65 | Developed Site Design 104
Figure 66 | Couple Enbrsing 105

3 4



Abstract
Getting Old

Individuals 65 years and older are struggling with the alarmingly high suicide rates among their peers.

This is often caused by the sudden lack of purpose following retirement. Designing for community involvement while still 

maintaining a secure sense of independence will play a major role in increasing the quality of life in those 65 and older. The 

American population over 65 is projected to grow from the current 16.3% to about 19% by 2050. This means a solution to this growing 

problem is needed now more than ever.

Retirement communities have grown all around the United states, but seem to lack many qualities that I hope to incorporate including, but

not limited to; luxury, thrill and independence. This thesis will examine how community orientated living can improve day to day life for those who

are in limbo between middle age and elderly. Improvement will be measured based on impacts in mental health due to community involvement

and connections to active amenities. To investigate this problem, The following questions will need to be answered;

 

The type of thesis research I will be using is a hybrid of historical, qualitative, correlation, logical argumentation and 

case studies. Emphasizing on case studies and qualitative as the most important thanks to their ability to show

architectural specifics and social specifics simultaneously. Looking at existing projects and understanding how 

and why they work or how they don’t work. Secondly also interviewing anticipated users of the facility and

healthcare professionals currently working with the intended audience as part of qualitative research

What is causing the struggle with mental health in those 65 and older?

How can architecture improve the situation?

How does community living affect mental health?

Title: Getting Old: A Design Solution To Improve Mental Health Post Retirement

Typology: Retirement Community

Site: Orange Beach, Alabama
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Mental health is an ongoing issue world wide. Here in the

United stated it is shown that the Largest age group for those

most likely to commit suicide are those 65 years or

older(Parkar, S. (2015). Many factors play into why this may be

happening. The largest would be the sudden change in life

post retirement. One day you are running a company and the

next you suddenly lack purpose. This identity crisis paired with

the intensifying loneliness of a recent empty nest or the loss

of a spouse causes a sudden dip in the mental health in

individuals reaching this uncertain age. The daily reminder of

inevitable aging is often too much for some individuals to take

on. Leaving them with a lack of motivation to continue on.

I believe that aging and poor mental health go hand in hand in

the sense that we as a culture are taught to turn a blind eye.

Often our elderly live alone in rural areas, spending most of

their time cooped up watching television and waiting for their

grandchildren to call. Until one day they are finally in poor

enough physical condition that we ship them off to a nursing

home to never be seen or heard from again. Similarly we do

the same thing for individuals struggling with mental health.

When an illness is noticed they are locked up in a mental

hospital and unable to leave until they are “fixed”. These

common methods of dealing with aging and mental illness only

furthers the United States poor mindset that if you don’t talk

about it it’s not there

Narrative
This project investigates the phenomenon often believed

that the less lonely you are the more positively it impacts

one’s mental health. No longer allowing adults in limbo

between middle age and elderly to hide away in their homes.

They will now have a safe space to engage with their peers

in order to create a sense of importance through community

living.

This thesis design would aim to rewrite the way individuals

feel about retirement. Creating a sense of community that is

upheld by peers while implementing a state of luxury. No

longer dreading the days of emptiness, rather filling their

time with activities that would make even the youth jealous.

As people age they grow more and more similarly to birds.

Following the sun south during the cold winter months.

Traveling in flocks. Simply trying to survive. Following the

similarities it is only suitable that the setting for this project

would be based along the southern coast of the United

States.

Through research this project aims to answer the question;

Does living in an active retirement community improve the

mental health in users 55 and older. To find this answer I will

study previously existing retirement communities that I

believe work well as ones I believe have failed. I feel it is

important to view other community living projects such as
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college campuses for models in social involvement as well as

health facilities for their guide in dealing with mental impacts

architecture might have on the user. There will be a large

amount of research put into how exactly the physical

architecture can impact one’s mental health in both positive

and negative ways. It is important to structure not only the

social

community but the physical community as well for a positive

overall user experience. Through this project I hope to no only

bring awareness to the growing problem in mental health post

retirement but my further goal is to create a design precedent

that will be used as a model for future understanding of

retirement communities, focusing on creating a sense of

purpose through community involvement while still maintaining

a sense of independence for those reaching an age of

retirement. 
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The typology for this project closely relates to both Beach

Resorts and Retirement Communities. I wish to create a

community based living center located in a desirable beach

front location. Part of what makes location desirable is

containing access to many activities nearby in order to promote

an active lifestyle for those who wish to maintain positive mental

health as they grow old. This would include spaces for

residents to live, connect and play while also allowing for family

and employees to feel a sense of involvement as well.

Narratives and design elements observed from successful

retirement communities, and mental health facilities will be used

as inspiration and further used as building blocks for this thesis

design.

Project Typology

Residential Living

Private residential condos with

their very own walk out patios

overlooking white sandy

beaches and natural wildlife.

These units vary in size in order

to suit your family. 

Comunity Center

This is the one stop shop for all

residents and visitors. Retail

resturants and relaxation bring

the community together under

one roof.

Vacation Resort

Providing all the ammenities

one would expect at a luxury

resort. Guests can choose to

stay a little or stay a lot with

flexible stay options.
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Typology: Community Residential and
Beach Resort
Context: Southern Beach front
Impact: Promote positive health to
individuals post retirement.
Innovation: Exploration into how the
mind connects with the physical world.

Typological Research

Chosen Case Studies
The Villages, FL
Sun City, S.C.
Laguna Woods, CA
McLean Hospital, Belmont, SC
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The Villages 
Sumter County, Florida 

Summery
The Villages of Florida has been voted the friendliest retirement

community for individuals 65 years and older. The community is

the largest retirement community with an incredible population

of 51,442 residents. Between 2010 and 2017, The Villages was

coined the fastest growing metropolitan area in the United

States, growing at a rate of 32.8 percent. Originally starting as a

trailer park of 400 homes, it began its re-branding in 1990. When

this project was developed, people flocked by the masses to

experience this one of a kind community. Residents will never

run out of things to do thanks to the construction of numerous

recreation facilities and parks paired with an amazing selection

of social clubs and activities. Residents are now filling their days

with purpose. For a monthly fee residents are offered unlimited

access to golf, swimming, tennis, pickle-ball, bocce & many

more facilities. There are more than 2,000 organized activities

every week through The Villages Recreation & Parks. Activities

include outdoor adventures like fishing, waterfront parks &

fitness trails. All conveniently located throughout the community.

This package is topped off with a 24-hour community watch

service. 

Founder Harold Morse believed this project would redefine

retirement. Creating a space where older people could leave

behind rocking chairs and crochet projects in favor of cycling

clubs, computer classes and line dancing.

Typology: Master Planned Age Restricted Community

Architect: Richard S. Clarke, Mitchell E. Miller, Chris Andrus, 

`Margarita Nielsen-Palacios

Year Built: 1990-2017

Size: 32.1 sq mi 
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Sun City Hilton
Beaufort & Jasper 

County, South Carolina

Summery
Since 1995, Sun City Hilton Head has been one of the most

highly acclaimed active adult communities in the country. It is

nestled in the semi-tropical low country of South Carolina where

unspoiled sea marshes meet tall pines and ancient oaks. Sun

City is a gated community home to roughly 14,000 adults 55

and over. Some of these residents continue to work full-time,

part-time or have home-based businesses but a majority are

retired.

Sun City Hilton Head is the largest active adult community in

South Carolina. There are over 8,000 homes that make up a

community that caters to adults who want a physically active

and socially engaging lifestyle. Housing options include 1,000

square-foot villa townhouses all the way to 4,000 square-foot

custom single-family homes.

The amenity center boasts a campus that resembles a

Southern town square complete with a clock tower. The Town

Square provides a unique blend of old-world charm combined

with brand new amenities. Some activities available include

restaurants, golf, stained glass, dance lessons, various fitness

activities and a wall street room. There is even a fishing lake

well equipped with boat and RV storage.

Typology: Master Planned Age Restricted Community

Architect: Kephart Architects.

Year Built: 1995-Present

Size: 10,000 Acres
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Laguna Woods
Orange County, Calafornia

Summery
Laguna Wood’s is the largest 55+ active adult community on the West

Coast. With a population of 16,192 residents and 12,736 homes and

growing. This 55+ development is a guard gated community with 24-

hour patrols. The median age in the area is 78 years old which leads to

believe this is a positive environment for individuals as they enter their

elderly years.

Laguna Woods Community includes seven clubhouses, 36 holes of

golf, five swimming pools, an equestrian center, and over 250 clubs

and organizations. The community even provides horse stables for

residents to board or rent horses. The stables offer lessons, rides, and

special events along with miles of scenic trails. Another important

amenity this community offers include various religious and spiritual

groups representing almost every faith are available as well as many

support groups. The community’s seven clubhouses are the backbone

of all community social events. It is important to mention that these

active adults won’t have to worry about transportation from one

clubhouse to another as they offer a free bus service for all residents. 

Laguna Woods Village is located in south Orange County right in the

heart of the Saddle-back Valley. Located only 10 minutes from Laguna

Beach. Nearby there are plenty of shopping centers, restaurants,

commercial businesses, houses of worship, and medical facilities. Plus,

many of southern California and Orange County’s most famous

attractions are located within an hour or two from the community.

Destinations perfect for a day trip or family visitors including Disneyland,

and Knott’s Berry Farm, San Diego and Palm Springs are nearby.

Typology: Master Planned Age Restricted Community

Builder: Ross Cortese

Year Built: 1964-1985

Size: 2100 acres
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The previously listed case studies have proven themselves to be

helpful in many ways. The most important takeaways I would like to

address is the need for safety, amenities and local attractions. Each

of the investigated retirement communities naturally found their

location nestled into towns that were average in size but close

enough to rather large cities with well known attractions within just a

few hours away. Making it perfect for weekend trips to keep the

residents intrigued with the world around them. 

Secondly the use of amenities, each of the locations offered

hundreds of clubs and amenities to promote active lifestyles. The

amenities ranged from mental stimulation to physical activity in order

to keep the residents as healthy as possible. This is an important

correlation between the built world and its impact on the human mind

and body, 

It is important to note that these locations are all viewed at as a

desirable community in which individuals seek out at their own

digression. The draw to these communities as opposed to others i

believe deals with the sense of luxury and excitement most often only

achieved on vacation getaways. These projects have all developed a

sense of attractiveness that makes them so successful.

Typological
Summery

Lastly an important factor in the investigated projects include safety.

Each community was listed as a “gated community” and addressed a

strong presence in hired security to ensure safety for all. 

The Villages case study looks at the top voted retirement community

with the fastest growing population size. The sheer size of this project

speaks for its self as it is not just a neighborhood but a tri-city urban

design development. 

Sun City Hilton Head is a perfect example on how to blend small town

with luxury homes. Sun city is a very tight knit community displaying

that a project like this doesn't need to be large scale. The residents

each get to choose what type of home works for them and even are

offered educational courses by the near by college to help keep their

brains active and youthful. 

Laguna Woods is an important to project to look at as it shifts the

focus to public spaces. Rather than having more intimate spaces this

project focuses on making connections with peers. It is also a perfect

example of importance in location. The residents here never feel

trapped as there are many popular attractions nearby.
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Activities / Events

Wood Shop

Gardens

Golf

Pool

Biking

Hiking

Movies

Yoga

Fitness

Water Sports

Concerts

Bar

Restaurant

Art Studio

Library

Major Project

Elements
Programmatic Spaces

Residential Apartments

Visitor Apartments

Dock

Community Building

Public Restrooms

Parking / Rentals

Shuttle Service

Vertical Circulation

Convenience Shop

Community Space

Outdoor Community Space

Storage Units

Employee Sapces

Mechanical

Laundry

Kitchen

Administration

Break Room

Janitorial / Grounds Keeping

Office

Loading Spaces
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Administration

Individuals handling accounting, marketing, housing and staffingconcerns

Activities coordinator

A source of enthusiasm, activities and fun. They’re here to help residents get

the most out of the community.

Janitor,  Grounds Keeper and Security

Maintaining all hygiene and landscaping needs to uphold a luxurious and

relaxing environment, and a small security team to maintain safety. 

Hospitality Servers

Restaurant servers, bartenders and cooks. As well as store clerks and

specialized activity hosts.

Retirees 

Youthful individuals past the age of retirement seeking a fun and 

exciting environment to age within. Often struggling with mental health issues.

Lower, Middle and Upper Class Citizens

There will be a variety of living arrangements making this projectaffordable to

a majority of individuals to suit their taste.

Visitors

Visiting family or friends staying on site to improve the quality of the residents

experience.

User 
Description
Context

Residents: 200

Staff: 25

Peak Usage
Residential spaces will

primarily be used between

8pm and 7am. Public

spaces are primarily used

between 7am and 8pm.

This project is for adults wishing to live within the southern climate post

retirement. The goal is to curate a highly involved community focusing

on positive mental health for those aging gracefully. In order to

accomplish this style of living there will need to not only be adventurous

residents but motivated faculty that increase positivity within the

community.

25 26

Figure 16 



Full Time Residen
57.5%

Seasonal Residents
19.5%

Staff
14.2%

General Public
7.1%

Site Users
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Project
Emphasis
Goals for Research 

2  Develop

 a set of design

characteristics that can

be utilized by future

design professionals in

order to allow for a

more enjoyable

retirement 

 1  Design for the

health and safety of

individuals post

retirement.

 

3  Focus on how

architecture impacts a

users mental health and

sense of purpose.

 

1. A design that accomplishes this will have
to include ample research into the
programmatic and spacial characteristics of
preexisting projects. Looking at what works
and what doesn’t to ultimately guide me
towards the right design solutions.

2. It will be important to develop a heavily
sought after location paired with a relaxing
yet active community. Providing a sense of
vacation in the users everyday life.
 
3. Developing a heavy background of
information showing how the human brain
works in those individuals struggling with
poor mental health and how the built
environment can impact that in both positive
and negative ways.
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Theoretical

Answer the

question, can

architecture

positively impact

the mental health in

individuals who are

in tug-o-war

between middle

age and elderly.

Physical

Create a

reference

document for

community

based living

projects.

Accessible for

individuals

planning or

currently holding

these types of

projects.

Social

Educate the

community on the

importance of

mental health as a

whole but also

zoning in on the

mental health

post retirement.

Theoretical

Research positive

community

planning

techniques that

allow for optimal

user engagement.

Social

Increase city

population and

community

involvment 

 through one 

 central

landmark.

Social

Create a fun and

exciting

environment that

supplies residents

with a sense of

involvment, while

maintaining

user

independence.

Physical

Develop

residential and

community

spaces

that residents

would be proud to

call home.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Project Goals
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The primary goal of this thesis is to test the theory that

architecture and site design can positively influence the

mental health in individuals post retirement. The importance

of this project stems from the growing issue in suicide rates

within the category of individuals 65 years and older. When

utilized properly, any information collected throughout this

thesis may be able to save lives. 

Secondly, although this is a rather large site specific

project, I believe that the information collected throughout

this project can be applied to projects of any scale at any

location. I hope information collected can be analyzed by

individuals working to develop a new retirement community

as well as current owners of preexisting retirement

communities. 

The third goal is to design something beautiful that is well

throughout and holds integrity. Many times retirement

communities are often looked at as ‘a holding cell’. The

application of a beautiful design will pull individuals from all

over the country to come and be genuinely excited to

spend their time in their new home. 

Project Goals 
This thesis will be strongly research driven focusing heavily

on the evaluation of how architecture affects your mental

health. This is expected to be done in three major ways.

First is designing in a way that improves the sense of

safety and comfort in a space through shape color and

circulation. The second is through promoting social

interaction through the use of site development. Lastly it is

important to keep a sense of independence for residents.

As long as they alway feel like it is an exciting place to be

rather than somewhere they have to be will increase the

success of the project.
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Documentation of
Design Process 

Design Software

Autodesk Revit

Rhinocerous 6.0

SketchUp

Autodesk AutoCAD

Design Archives

NDSU Institutional

Repository

Online Website

Hard Cover Print

Sketchbook 

Verbal Communications 

Computer Files 

Concept Models 

Detailed Model 

Site Visit Photos 

Notes 

Display Software

Enscape 2.5

Adobe Photoshop 

Adobe InDesign

October

November

December

January

February

March

April

May

Proposal Due

Research

Site Visit

Midterm Presentations 

Research Program Due

Develop Design Solutions 

Production

Presentations 
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Theoretical
Premise Philosophical Framework

Through the gathering of information I will

using an inter-subjective approach. This will

be guided by the sociocultural engagement

and how architectural aspects influence this

behavior. The information collected will be

used to draw conclusions based on the

gathered qualitative data and correlational

data and will hold no biases. The driving

factor for this is to determine trends and

correlations in the way individuals act in a

particular environment.

Theoretical Framework

Retirement is a confusing time for many

individuals. There comes a point where

people start to feel lonely and ultimately start

to lack a sense of purpose. There are many

factors that play into this sudden lack of

purpose including the release of responsibility

found at the work place. Loneliness begins

when an individual starts to spend more time

by their lonesome due to lack of activity,

empty nesting or loss of purpose in the work

place. Many times the luxury of a retirement

community is met with a heavy cost when it

comes to financials. Financial struggles play a

large role in the mental health in adults so

taking this into account and utilizing a

proactive design approach will combat any ill

feelings Users may feel internally. Loving the

community you live in should not be exclusive

to the wealthy but available to anyone

seeking more out of life. This project is driven

to not only accommodate for all price ranges

but maintain a healthy environment to

promote quality of life. Users should love

every element of

Strategies

To determine how architecture influences

mental health in individuals 65 years or older

it was important to analyze case studies,

correlational research, and qualitative data.

The information collected through this

research will be used to guide the design

process of the community living project for

my masters thesis project.

 How can community based design improve

the health of individual users post retirement

Unifying Idea
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Overview

The topic of utilizing architecture to formulate a certain

sense of feeling when entering a space has been a topic of

research for many years. Some key points of this research

have been compiled into the book Experiencing

Architecture by Steen Eiler Rasmussen to understand the

relationship between architecture and mind and explain the

instrument the architect plays in awakening the senses. The

results help formulate a method to describe how we

perceive the things that surround us and further how that

information can be used in order to control how the user

perceives a particular space. I believe the information

presented in this piece of literature is imperative to

developing a firm understanding of architecture and its

natural relationship to the human mind and body.

Understanding this relationship will lead to a successful,

well respected design. This literature review will discuss the

importance of experiencing architecture through daylighting

and scale.

Literature
Review

Experiencing Architecture

By: Steen Eiler Rasmussen
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Review of Literature

Architecture is an element of life experienced by every single

human. We are born in a hospital, we rest our heads every night in

our homes and we fill our time in various other structures in

between. Considering we spend so much time in these various

constructed spaces it only makes sense that we analyze the

cause and effect each space has on the user. Rasmussen

expresses that architecture can guide us into feeling things that

are subconsciously driven by the forms around us. Rasmussen

compares the difference between observing architecture and the

act of experiencing architecture to judging a book by its cover

versus actually diving into the contents within the pages.

Experiencing architecture is much more than just going to a site,

looking around and leaving. Explained simply, Rasmussen states

“Just as we do not notice the individual letters in a word but

receive a total impression of the idea the word conveys, we

generally are not aware of what it is that we perceive but only of

the conception created in our minds when we perceive it” (32).

Experiencing architecture involves so much more than just seeing,

it is the intake of all visible and invisible characteristics. The

contents of this piece of literature will be an important guide to

designing a structure with intent to formulate a particular feeling.

Not just creating a structure but creating an environment that

makes the user feel as if they belong in that very moment. This

will be an important element when designing to develop a sense

of purpose within the user type for my thesis project.

Daylighting

Light serves great importance in experiencing architecture. Light

within a space can be used to tell a story or guide the observer

through the space in an intended manner. While daylighting itself

can not be controlled the architect can determine how said lighting

is being distributed throughout a space. Light distribution can be

controlled to distort form, depth and scale within a space.

Proper lighting doesn’t concern the quantity of light as it is not

important due to the adaptability of the human eye, rather quality of

light serves a far more important role. If too much overhead light is

allowed into a space it becomes overexposed and otherwise

lifeless. The utilization of side lighting may make the room appear

darker but it allows for a more visually interesting space.

Scale

Through deep observation of human nature it is apparent that there

is a strong correlation between mathematics and artistic appeal.

The way of measuring this correlation is known as the golden ratio.

The golden ratio is a well known concept across many mediums of

art. The golden ratio is used in math, music, design, drawing,

painting and of course architecture. In order to achieve the

essence of harmony an architect must determine by scientific

method, the natural dimensions of architecture and try to find out

how they could be made to harmonize with each other.
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Overview

The information spread throughout this research article explains

what is needed to better understand how individual

characteristics of older people’s residential environments

contribute to their overall wellbeing. Consideration of the built

environment is particularly pertinent for older individuals as they

age since they are likely to spend more time in their home and

community environments. This literature review will be conducted

in order to develop a tool in understanding the correlation

between architecture and overall physical and mental wellbeing

in ageing individuals The two driving factors in this review will be

the characteristics of physical surroundings and social

surroundings and the role they play on the health of aging

individuals.

Review of literature

There is little doubt that one of the most important public health

challenges today is the loss of wellbeing in society. Now more

than ever we are understanding the importance in how we design

the built environment and the tremendous potential it creates for

addressing many of the nation’s greatest public health concerns

through those designs. An environment can be made healthier for

Conclusion

This piece of literature clearly depicts the difference between

experiencing architecture and observing architecture. The

natural response the observer experiences when visiting a site

is determined by the design decisions curated by the architect.

Although it is hard to grasp the sense of experience with words

this piece of literature was a good accumulation of information

and examples that will help me move forward with future

designs. In conclusion there are many factors that play into the

overall experience of an architectural design but for the

purpose of this literature review I have developed a response

for experiencing daylighting and scale within

Good Places for Ageing in Place:
Development of Objective Built Environment Measures

for Investigating Links With Older People’s Wellbeing

By: Elizabeth burton, Lynne Mitchel

and Chris Stride

Working with simple mathematical ratios corresponding to the

harmonic ratios found within this concept allows for a template

to create the ideal form within a greater whole. “There was

believed to be a deeper meaning in the fact that man, the most

perfect creation of nature, was proportioned according to this

noble ratio” (115). Upon this knowledge it only makes sense that

each building be proportionally designed around measurements

of the human figure. This means design criteria must evolve as

the human scale continues to evolve over time. The work of a

designer will continue to hold importance as long as the

average human measurements continue to grow.
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older adults by changing characteristics to increase activity,

create a sense of community, and therefore benefit overall

wellbeing. It is believed that like clinical medicine, many aspects

of life differ with each stage of ageing and the built environment

is no different. The environment that an individual surrounds

themselves with should by nature age as elegantly as the user

within it.

The research provided throughout this article was conducted

under the use of Neighborhood design Characteristics Checklist

(NeDeCC) tool in order to properly categorize community design

elements and flatten out any inconsistencies throughout the data

collecting process. Furthermore this project conducted highly

detailed surveys on a sample of 200 older people. In this sample

“older people’’ is defined as people aged 65 or older. In order to

avoid personal biases each participant was chosen from a wide

range of towns and cities each varying in size and location.

Measure of wellbeing was based off fourteen general constructs

that were divides into three main categories; functional place-

related wellbeing, social place-related wellbeing and emotional

place-related wellbeing. Showing how the measurements were

analyzed throughout this document helps to create a useful

guide and shows how surveying can impact the quality of my

thesis design going further.

fact developing more of a foothold in the world of all things

health and architecture. The findings developed throughout this

research article have displayed the importance of many

overlooked aspects of design and the relation it has to the

human body. Some of the stronger associations between

general well being and the physicalenvironment were found in

measuring density, location and amount of greenery,

It is believed that older individuals benefit from living in high

density homes such as apartments since they require less

maintenance for the user. Urban settings also allow older

people easy access to public transport, shops, health facilities

and other amenities. Although one important downfall is that

older people in higher-density environments tended to feel less

safe from crime at all hours of the day. Location is an important

factor to look at when designing for older individuals. The

homes location should be close in proximity to local retail,

public transportation, healthcare facilities and other community

driven amenities. This is especially important in aging

individuals as they may lose major function in physical mobility

or become unable to obtain a driver’s license with old age. The

highest rated location for older individuals to live were villages.

The environment of a village tends to be greener in

landscaping and portrayed to be safer after dark.

Physical

Although the research backing the correlation between built

environments is a rather new concept in modern research it is in 
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Social

Research throughout this article has shown that social

interactions or lack there of play a predominant role in the

healthful ageing process in humans. While this is true at all

stages of life, I believe it to be most important in older age.

This belief comes from the notion that older individuals

become lonely and with that comes a lack of purpose, both of

which have their hand in overall quality of life. Measure of social

place-related well being is broken down into four categories;

perceived community spirit, extent of social interaction, and

perceptions of safety from crime one before dark and one after

dark. The findings in this study show that urban locations

provide older people with greater opportunities for social

interaction. Increasing involvement in the local community

shows a parallel increase in mental stimulation, sense of

purpose while decreasing sense of loneliness.

Conclusion

Data accumulated in this research article has demonstrated not

only the importance but also the correlation that design

characteristics have on reflecting the nature of residential

environments in which older people live. The physical

characteristics of the neighborhood in particular seems to have

a significant impact on the mobility, independence and quality

of life of older people living in the local community. While the

social design impacts the resident’s sense of purpose, activity

and again quality of life. The information gathered throughout

this literature review will bridge my understanding of

architecture and the impacts it has on the overall mental

wellbeing in ageing individuals through the characteristics of

physical and social elements.
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From a personal standpoint this project is important to me as I

grew up in a family with split characteristics. On one side I have a

grandmother age 68 still working full time while she spends her

free time traveling, attending live shows and working hands on

with woodworking projects. On the other side I have a grandfather

age 63 who is a member of a retirement community in southern

Texas. The retirement community is nothing more than a

community of old people growing even older with each episode

of Texas Walker Ranger. Seeing the difference in health and

energy levels in each grandparent has led me to question what

contributes to human ageing. My goal is to discover an

architectural approach to finding the “fountain of youth” so we

can live a long happy and healthy life. This is a topic I view to be

very impactful and a topic that needs to be researched

extensively. Approaching this topic for thesis allows for the level

of depth I wish to dedicate to such worldwide issue.

The accumulation of knowledge regarding architecture and health

is something I have not yet explored in my academic profession.

Adding this to my range of knowledge expands my mind to many

things I have never thought to consider in projects before.

Another aspect I have yet to explore in depth is urban planning.

Many previous projects of this type have shown to be successful

examples of urban planning. Evaluation of this topic will allow me

the opportunity to gain knowledge on how cities work properly.

This project touches on many topics I will encounter in my

professional career including how architecture affects the mind and

the correlation between age and architecture. In a professional

setting many firms work on hospitals and nursing homes. Having a

background in this topic will help me contribute to real life solutions

later on. The investigation of this project is important to the

profession now more than ever as the population 55 and older rises

to a larger percentage of the population. Finding a solution to this

growing problem could ultimately lead to huge developments for

firms to expand their businesses.

Economically this project makes sense as many individuals meeting

this age bracket tend to have their houses paid off, selling their

homes and moving to a retirement community like this could spike

new cash-flow to many areas around the country. Plus having areas

for families to visit would cause a spike in tourism which brings money

into many surrounding businesses. Funding for this project would

come from private developers. Their return on investment would

come from the purchase of homes, condos and apartments as well

as the annual membership fees from each household. These

returns would exist as both tangible and intangible. Cash from home

sales, retail and entertainment would be considered the tangible

returns. While improving overall quality of life for many individuals

would be considered intangible.

Project
Justification
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previously inhabited homes. Ideally there would be no post

occupancy on this project since individuals are constantly

ageing a new user could inhabit when the previous leaves

creating a constant rotation. Although if this were to no longer

be a retirement community center, the design would be easily

adaptable to many common typologies such as an age

inclusive apartments, hotel or a community building. 

It is important to the American culture to look forward to

retirement again rather than work till they die to avoid the loss

of independence. Many people who are entering retirement

become lonely and isolated from the world. Developing this

solution would make retirement an achievement rather than a

punishment. Human life is meant to live as a community. Many

individuals live alone and are secluded after retirement which

affects their mind and body negatively. Currently individuals 55

and older struggle with mental health and suicide. Creating a

community for them to engage with like minded peers allows

for an all around improvement in quality of life.

I believe that the exploration of this project is imperative. With

social distancing efforts implemented the suicide rate

continues to rise in individuals 55 and older. If this were to

save just one life everything is justifiable to me. The research I

have laid out pertaining to this project opens up the door for

many individuals to seek solutions. I do not believe I am the

only person to solve this problem but I do believe I can solve it

due to my passion on the topic and determination to find a

solution for a happier, healthier aging process.

Initial construction impacts would affect the environment

negatively as they do in all construction projects but after that

this project would benefit the environment. Positive impacts

would include an influx in public transportation, a decrease in

land use and energy consumed by each user compared to their 
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In the early 1920's retirement communities started to pop up all

over the united states. They were developed as the term

Continuing Care Retirement Community (CCRC). Early on these

care facilities were categorized as continuing care retirement

communities and fee-for-service continuing care retirement

communities. These are described as residential alternatives for

adults that offer, under contract, an independent living unit,

residential amenities and access to a continuum of long-term

care services. These are subject to change as residents health

and social needs change over time. CCRC's include

independent living, assisted living and 24-hour nursing style.

The idea for elder cohousing originated in Denmark, where

intergenerational cohousing was successfully implemented;

intergenerational housing communities are planned, owned, and

managed by the residents, who all share in many daily activities

together. To be considered a "cohousing community" it must

have participatory process, neighborhood design, common

facilities, resident management, non-hierarchical structure and

decision making, and must have no shared community

economy. Elder cohousing, also known as senior cohousing, is

a living arrangement in which multiple individually owned housing

units are oriented around a common open area and a common

house. Residents actively cooperate to live in a neighborhood

characterized by socialization and mutual support and must

maintain that 80% of units have at least one individual aged 55

years or older.

Historical
Context
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The chosen site is located along the southern border of

Alabama. The state holds a high population in retirees and is

known to be a peaceful place for individuals seeking

relaxation. The surrounding town holds a rather small

population so the development would provide job

opportunities for those with few other options. The site itself

is currently uninhabited and holds a seldom used parking lot.

The site would benefit from the development and

incorporation of landscaping. This project would positively

impact the site and surrounding community.

Site Analysis

Population:  4.858.979 

Alabama
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Population:  223.234 

Baldwin County

The chosen site is located along the southern border of

Alabama. The state holds a high population in retirees and

is known to be a peaceful place for individuals seeking

relaxation. The surrounding town holds a rather small

population so the development would provide job

opportunities for those with few other options. The site

itself is currently uninhabited and holds a seldom used

parking lot. The site would benefit from the development

and incorporation of landscaping. This project would

positively impact the site and surrounding community.
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Demographics
Baldwin County
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Demographics
Baldwin County
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Demographics
Baldwin County
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Gulf Shores
Gulf Shores is located off the southern coast of

Alabama. This location has white sand beaches and

green forest trails offering as much fun above the

waves as below. This location was chosen for it's

tranquil qualities but don't let the peaceful views fool

you, this town is anything but calm. With constant

community gatherings and various activities it's a

retirees paradise. Nearby activities include extreme

fishing, museums, boutiques, water sports, live

music, state park hiking trails and of course bayou

tours and plenty of golfing.

This city has a population that reflects 24% of

individuals 65 years or older who are living alone,

which is a major reason this quaint little city caught

my attention. Yearly, local tourism contributes to

nearly $3 billion in revenue. Gulf Shores supplies the

perfect combination for an exciting yet peaceful

environment needed for this project.  
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Of the 12,517 people living in Gulf Shores, an astounding

95.1% of them are white while the next largest race is White-

Hispanic with only 2.5%. The median income is around

$50,000 a year which sets the poverty rate at 9.1% and the

largest demographic living in poverty is women 55-74 years

old and men 95-74 years old.

Population: 

Area:

Climate:

Median Age:

Median Income:

Median Property Value

Homeownership Rate

12,517

33.02 sq mi

Humid Subtropical

50.4

$50,306

$242,400

57%.

Demographics
Gulf Shores
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Site Information
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Site
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North East

South West73
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Site

Location:

C/O Dept of revenue

50 N Ripley St

Montgomery AL, 36132

Soil: Coastal Beaches

Soil Class: 8

Slope: 3.1

The site chosen is a compilation of 2 parcels each owned

by the state of Alabama. The following pages is information

gathered from the Baldwin County Graphic Information 

 System available online. The information includes location,

size and total cost per parcel.75 76



Parcel
Information

Parcel 1  

Parcel 2

TOTAL Parcel 1  

Parcel 2  

Area (ac)  

40

15

55

Price

$56,160,000

$45,000,000

$101,160,000

1
2
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Spatial Allocation 
The spaces of this design that will be required for the success of this

project include community housing, activity center, plaza, retail,

parking, exterior circulation, beach front, shuttle station, gardens and

administration offices. The spaces will be measured in square feet and

the space needed for each use will be determined by the International

Building Code then followed by form. Types of analysis performed will

include computer modeling, scaled drawings as well as the utilization

of google earth pro, ArcMap and GIS. Criteria will be met if each of the

above programs are obtained in a way that relates to the site properly.

Allowing for each element to be met while maintaining a sense of

comfort within circulation of the site.
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Performance
Criteria 

1. Energy Consumption

The main goal of this design is to improve the quality of life for the

users which includes many factors. The goal is to provide

adequate lighting, electrical outputs as well as heating and

cooling. Although sustainable energy isn’t the focus of this project

it will be important to design for sustainable energy sources to

maintain a high quality of life for future generations inhabiting the

site. This project will abide by the International Energy

Conservation Code (IECC) and the International Green Construction

Code (IgCC). Following the requirements to meet these codes will

insure the design is upholding energy usage and production in a

positive manner. Criteria for the site will be met if the program

allows for proper energy output within the development while

meeting local, state and federal guidelines.

2. Health To maintain a level of health and safety for building users

this project will be specified to incorporate sustainable energy

consumption and green building materials. The design aims to

achieve LEED certification through the United States Green Building

Council and promotes healthy habitat for all site users and wildlife.

This will be accomplished through the use of ethically sourced

materials, solar panels and appropriate vegetation. Throughout

research of environmental factors and virtual modeling I will be

able to determine the most non invasive construction considered

for the site. This includes materials used through construction and

the lasting impact on the environment surrounding the site. Criteria

will be met if the building achieves a LEED certification and relates

to the surrounding context in a healthy, cohesive harmony.

T3. Behavioral Performance

Usage patterns for the site as a whole would consist of 24

hours a day 12 months a yea. From there time would be

capitalized depending on spatial organization and usage. The

design usage types include residential, retail, recreational,

employment, educational and tourism. The locations are to be

determined by the conclusion of my research on social behavior

in a community setting and the architecture that relates to it.

Since beh vior patterns are an important factor to this project I

will be investigating this thoroughly through user satisfaction and

circulation habits. Criteria will be met if the design elements

uphold site engagement for the intended users. This is achieved

through the mixed use of public and private spaces equally

distributed throughout the design process.

4. Psychological Impact

The psychological impact criteria will reveal itself through

information accumulated by research documents regarding

architecture’s impact on mental health and sense of place. The

aesthetics and experiences achieved throughout the site are to

promote a positive mental state for each user. Since improved

psychological wellbeing is a main goal of the entire design it is

important to analyze the sensory experiences fully in depth

through the use of Revit, Rhino, Enscape and Virtual Reality

surveys. The criteria will be met if the user reports feelings of

comfort, safety, visual stimulation and community involvement.
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5. Code Compliance

In order to uphold the integrity of the design it will be important to

comply with the design criteria and codes established at a federal

level, state level and optional certifications. The design will be

cross examined with codes and standards each step of the way to

develop a solid and ethical project. This projects will respect the

following codes;

6. Cost 

Cost analysis will be applied to determine the probability of

success and rationale for project completion. Long term profits will

attract developers and contribute to overall economic stability.

Estimations will be evaluated through average price of materials

and labor countered by anticipated income. Achieving a positive

return on investment is crucial for the overall success of the design

and will help maintain the reputation of the community. Criteria will

be met if the total invested remains lower than the rate of return

Federal Law: Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

State Law: International Code Series: International Building

Code (IBC), International Residential Code (IRC), International

Fire Code (IFC), International Mechanical Code (IMC),

International Plumbing Code(IPC), International Fuel Gas Code

(IFGC), International Electrical Code (IEC), National Electrical

Code (NEC), Alabama Energy Conservation Code (AECC),

International Wildland-Urban Interface Code (IWUIC), Coastal

Code Supplement (CCS) Other: LEED Certification Guidelines.

Criteria will be met if the design complies with the above laws,

regulation, and sustainability guidelines.

Intangible benefits are important to factor in the outcome if

design returns although they are hard to measure.

T3. Behavioral Performance

Usage patterns for the site as a whole would consist of 24

hours a day 12 months a yea. From there time would be

capitalized depending on spatial organization and usage. The

design usage types include residential, retail, recreational,

employment, educational and tourism. The locations are to be

determined by the conclusion of my research on social behavior

in a community setting and the architecture that relates to it.

Since beh vior patterns are an important factor to this project I

will be investigating this thoroughly through user satisfaction and

circulation habits. Criteria will be met if the design elements

uphold site engagement for the intended users. This is achieved

through the mixed use of public and private spaces equally

distributed throughout the design process.

4. Psychological Impact

The psychological impact criteria will reveal itself through

information accumulated by research documents regarding

architecture’s impact on mental health and sense of place. The

aesthetics and experiences achieved throughout the site are to

promote a positive mental state for each user. Since improved

psychological wellbeing is a main goal of the entire design it is

important to analyze the sensory experiences fully in depth

through the use of Revit, Rhino, Enscape and Virtual Reality

surveys. The criteria will be met if the user reports feelings of

comfort, safety, visual stimulation and community involvement.
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Performance criteria for this design will guide judgment in this

projects over all success. Meeting these criteria will allow to

determine the functionality of the design and ensure that it is

realistic, high-performing and a viable solution for the theoretical

premise. The design will undergo various criteria measures

including space allocation, behavioral performance,

psychological impact and cost analysis. Psychological impact is

by far the most important aspect of design criteria for this

project. Although I may not be able to ask intended users of the

design how the space makes them feel, through computer

modeling and virtual reality I am able to survey peer designers

and the demographic of users for this design to determine their

internal feelings within the virtual space. This data will establish

basic goals and allow myself to make more accurate design

decisions based on sensory experiences. Physiological impact

of the design is crucial to solving the issue of poor mental

health in the retirees inhabiting the site as it will stimulate the

senses and increase quality of life.

Space allocation will guide the relationship between public and

private spaces within the site. Design will need to include

community housing, retail, plaza, beach front, garden and a

community center. These standards will result in increased site

usage which affects many other aspects of design criteria.

Behavioral performance will aid in the design of circulation

throughout the site in order to promote user involvement. With

proper design the user will be able to adapt their activity levels

and community involvement depending on their position within

the site. The user will properly be able to distinguish the

difference between public and private spaces.

Cost analysis is used to justify the development of this design.

It is necessary to have a positive return on investment. The

importance of creating a lasting design that will attract users

for many years to come will show itself to be prevalent in the

overall income of the project design. Although income is

crucial to design, it must remain affordable enough to maintain

accessibility to the general public. Failure would come from

over pricing the user experience ultimately making the design

less desirable.

Summary of
Performance Criteria 
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 Youth is a circumstance you can't do anything about.
The trick is to grow up without getting old.

-Frank Lloyd Wright

Design Proposal

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/370548


Once the site decision was finalized, I moved on to the building

orientation based on the natural landscape. In response to the site the

building is rotated 30 degrees in order to maximize overall building

size and interior views. The chosen orientation allows for each

residential unit at every level to have a desirable view overlooking

either the wildlife of the state park or the sea life towards the ocean. 

An important aspect that I wanted to keep throughout the design was

having the built environment centered around the pool. Doing this

allows for a space for residents to congregate in a relaxed manner. 

Some things I considered when working with site layout included not

only space for the residential, retail and office, but parking and garden

spaces as well. 
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Process
Documentation

The design was inspired by geometry in that of a 

bee hive. This inspiration sparked from the fact that bees

 living in a hive work as a community for one common goal.

Residents of this design would show behavior similar to a bee

 colony. Living, working and playing together for the common 

goal of a happier healthier life. In concept Each half of the hexagon 

is designed as a single floor. From here design was allowed to stack

interchangeably each of which at different lengths to achieve a desired,

functionable building  This design would be a statement piece for the

community. No longer hiding the retired community members away rather

putting them on display for the community to appreciate. 
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Early in the design process I had been playing with the

Height variation.  After visiting the site and taking into

consideration the local context, I decided that 10 stories

was a desirable height for this project as it allows for many

units helping to give it a community feel. !0 stories also

maximized views and provided a healthy amount of

shading on the community areas to protect users from the

hot southern sun at the desired hours of use. 

Moving forward, In order to support the design of the

residential units, i opted out on a stand alone design for

the community space. Instead a sleek glass facade was

implemented to cohesively pull together the center

gathering spaces. Doing this also allows for the user to

easily distinguish between the public and private spaces. 

 From this early concept the main floor was trimmed up

quite a bit allowing for easy water floor during times of

flooding.  thinning out the first floor also allowed for an

easier transition between indoor and outdoor living. All of

these changes will be expressed in the following pages. 

Early Concept
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Mid-term
Progress

During the midterm presentation I had what looked to be a shell of a

building. These images are not detailed but they show a valuable

sense of space. The main shift from the concept images here was the

Thinner base and overall scale of the design. Images shown here

display an under pass for users to guide them through the building

while still engaging in the outdoor atmosphere. 
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Design Proposal
The final desig includes 186 units ranging between one to

three bedrooms varing between beach front and park view

condos. This is the perfect community to age in style. Here

residents are surrounded by active peers who  aspire to take

back retirement. The property is  well equipped with

everything you need from a  beach front cafe, 

lounge bar to a health clinic  and fitness center. 

Through the utilization of  this facility, residents 

will learn that community  involvement plays a 

crucial role in healthful aging.
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Floor Plans

Fifth Floor Plans
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Site Design
The site was first and most importantly guided by the landscape

that surrounds it. Allowing for a public transportation to the north

easily accessed by the highway. This transit is provided for the

residents in order to make getting around town easy, thus

increasing their public engagement. The pool is located to the

south allowing for a sense of privacy and tranquility. The

gardens to the east are designed to blend the site with the

nearby park to the north.  This easy transition will promote

longer walks and ample outdoor time. 

Secondly the site was guided by interior views. It was important

to create a barrier between the public beach and the private

spaces of this complex. The adding landscaping to the south

was a great way to instill this sense of privacy without blocking

any views to the beach. 

Lastly the site design was guided by user experience.

Throughout research performed I learned that many users feel

safer when in a space that is walkable and close to public

transportation.  Allowing the user to approach a grand entrance

that subconsciously guides you through the spaces needed for

daily use.  All within the same block the user is able to walk to a

small grocery store, a café, health clinic, gym all within steps

from their door.
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Conclusion
The research methods used in `order to guide this thesis

were able to establish a relationship between

community design and mental health. The research

forms that I chose to focus on was quantitative,

qualitative, correlational and case studies.  This thesis

project was intended to bring awareness to the growing

concern over mental health in individuals 55 and older.

Personally this  project will never  truly be complete as

there will  always be a need  to continuing improving and

adapting as new research is published and new

generations come to reach this age group.  The goal of

this project was to create a set of design standards

which have been formulated to promote wellness

inspired architecture found in retirement communities. 

 The research performed for this project was adequate

in determining the aspects needed for a positive

community environment for aging individuals.  The

research has allowed me to design a  retirement

complex that promotes behavioral changes and

increases user interactions in order to improve overall

quality of life. 
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