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Special Report

Ditch Peter Pan Plan

Professors advocate ‘universal home’ building to meet needs of the elderly

By RUSS L. HUDSON rhudson@fullerton.edu

hey have steps climbing up to the main entrance and

thresholds to step over at every entry doorway. Sunken
living rooms. Raised dining rooms. Urban planners call them
“Peter Pan homes” — built for people who never grow old.

Debra J. Rose likes Peter Pan well enough. But she has
little use for “Peter Pan homes,” for the simple reason that as
people age and grow more frail, they can’t stay in these houses
without risking inconvenience, injury or worse.

Most new housing being built today features round door-
knobs and faucet handles, and doors too narrow for a wheelchair
or a person on crutches. Bathrooms are built too small to accom-
modate wheelchairs, electrical outlets are low and counters are
the wrong height.

“That’s what designers design and builders build, because
that’s what buyers ask for. In some cases, homeowner associa-
tions won't allow anything else. But, they don’t work well for
aging people, and we have a lot of baby boomers approaching
retirement age,” said Rose, professor of kinesiology, co-direc-
tor of the Center for
Successful Aging at
Cal State Fullerton
and co-director of
the Fall Prevention
Center of Excellence at
USC. “Baby boomers

have shown they are
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very into aesthetics.

If a grab bar in the
bathroom doesn’t look
good, it won’t go in.
People should plan
ahead.”

Also, Rose
emphasized, features
such as lever handles,
adjustable-height
counters, pull-out
shelves, elimination of

thresholds, adequate
lighting, grab bars,
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wide doors and so forth, also are good for children, those with
disabilities and for anyone recovering from surgery or an injury,
“so they are beneficial at all times. A home built this way is
termed a ‘universal home.”

Remodeling a traditional home may be necessary because
so few universal homes are being built. But, they can be difficult
— and expensive — to remodel. To widen a door for a wheel-
chair means re-bracing the frame, which calls for tearing open
the walls. To move a load-bearing wall to enlarge a room or to
install a personal elevator means a steel beam would have to be
put in its place. To remove thresholds and make floors all the
same level calls for significant reconstruction.

There is a compromise, the technology for which is already
being used, said Uksun Kim, assistant professor of civil and envi-
ronmental engineering and the instructor in a course that puts a
spotlight on designing buildings that include specific purposes,
such as green architecture and housing for the aging and those
with disabilities.

Kim, too, advocates the universal home design, and consid-
ers alternatives.

“Structural engineers have been looking at this,” Kim said.
“The best way to build housing is so that all the load-bearing
walls are the outside walls, and the interior walls are only parti-
tion walls. That way, it can be cheaper, and quicker, to move
walls, widen doorways and so forth, as the family grows and
ages. It makes the house much more versatile, and cheaper when
change is needed.

“Designing the housing that way is rarely done, but office
buildings have been built like that for more than 40 years,” he
added. “It could easily be applied to housing, but there doesnt
seem to be much demand for it.”

The common solution to aging out of a home is to sell it
and look for one that will accommodate the “new you.” That
can be expensive and it could mean incurring years of new house
payments. But, with housing that can be more cheaply and
quickly modified, moving may not be necessary.

Kim said structural engineers and architects are beginning
to look at remodeling as a less expensive answer.

“For example, it is easier and probably cheaper to widen
doorways in standard widths,” he said. “Nowadays, most
building components, including doors, come in a number of
standardized sizes, so when remodeling, homeowners should

“The best way to build housing is
so that all the load-bearing walls are the
outside walls, and the interior walls are
only partition walls. That way, it can be
cheaper, and quicker, to move walls,
widen doorways and so forth, as the
family grows and ages. It makes the
house much more versatile, and
cheaper when change is needed.”

— UKSUN KIM

consider what the standard sizes are. Then, they wont have to
go to more-expensive customized components.”

There are other things to consider. For example, many
people downsize when they age out of 2 home and move to a
new one, but they bring all their belongings with them, Rose
said. “There isn’t as much storage in the smaller place, so it ends
up as clutter that can entangle feet.”

She said those wondering if they can continue to live in
their homes should get a professional assessment. “There are
people and businesses that do that,” Rose said. “A large part of
how well a person can live in a particular home will depend on
his or her behavior in the home.”

An assessor asks how a home’s residents use it, and observes
how physically capable they are, she said.

Still, Kim said, agreeing with Rose’s assessment, building
universal housing is the best solution, “but that won't happen
until buyers ask for it.”

Debra J. Rose

Universal Appeal

Things to consider in a home for the elderly:
Choose a single-story dwelling with ground-level access
No steps up or down to entry doors
No thresholds at any doors, including shower doors
Levers, not knobs, on doors and faucets
Wide doors to accommodate wheelchairs, walkers
and crutches
All floors on the same level, no raised or sunken rooms
If a home is two stories, consider installing a personal elevator
Do not polish floors
Use non-slip floor surfaces
Avoid throw rugs
Avoid clutter on floors, including electrical cords
Avoid projecting furniture that can catch a foot or leg
Bathrooms large enough for a wheelchair to turn
Employ night lights or other lights so there are no
darkened walking areas
Blue low-level LED lights around bathroom doorframes
for nighttime visits
Use colored markings or other ways to contrast edges
of stairs, steps and ramps
Remote controls for garage doors
Sensors that turn lights off and on
Sensors that turn faucets on and off
Sensors that flush toilets
Electrical outlets higher off the floor
Well-lighted outdoor walkways and yards
Well-lighted garages with easy-access switches and outlets
Adjustable-height counters
Adjustable-height and pull-out shelves
Safe step ladders
Easy-use furniture, chairs and beds
Easy-use appliances, especially washing machines and dryers
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