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The paradigm of Culture Change has rapidly gained currency throughout the eldercare housing and
service provider community. Ideas about how to accommodate and care for older adults that were
considered “pie-in-the-sky” only a few years ago are rapidly becoming mainstream as providers seek to
distinguish themselves to increasingly discerning consumers. Almost simultaneously, the concept of
sustainable design has taken the design community by storm, spurred equally by incontrovertible
evidence of its environmental benefits and by growing demand among savvy clients. Thus, it was only a
matter of time until the impulse emerged to toss Green House® and Green Building together into the
same natural and irresistible mix.

The traditional medical-model nursing home has become the epitome of everything we strive to avoid in
physical environments meant to house our frail seniors (although these inhospitable settings still can be
and often are places where outstanding care is delivered by exceptional people). Moreover, these
archaic structures proliferated in an era when “less [was] more” (Ludwig Mies van der Rohe) and gasoline
sold for less than 50 cents per gallon. Clearly times have changed. We are no longer beholden to the
notion that a house is a “machine for living” (Le Corbusier) any more than we are to the idea that a
nursing home is a warehouse for old people.

The marvelously reciprocal thing about these two streams of thought is that they are both founded on the
same fundamental imperative that we are to cherish life, whether human or geophysical, and that we
must actively work to create the circumstances in which it can not only survive but indeed thrive.

Similarly, both movements are predicated on enhancing dignity and integrity through relationship, whether
person-to-person or person-to-planet. Thus they are inherently sympathetic and even synergistic. Just
as the person-centered caregiving model seeks to elevate the quality of life and the dignity of those
receiving care, so too should the physical setting be designed to enhance that same quality of life by
fostering bodily and mental health.

This session will seek to further explore and expand upon the parallels between these two eminently
complementary approaches. Drawing upon actual case studies as well as hypothetical examples, an
argument will be developed in support of the proposition that to build, renovate, and even operate
environments for seniors without regard for basic principles of sustainability is not only counterintuitive but
actually counterproductive. We will examine the physiological, operational, and economic benefits of
specific design features in senior living facilities, as well as lessons to be learned and strategies to be
borrowed from other building types. In short, this presentation will demonstrate that when it comes to
advancing both culture change and carbon neutrality, the two go together like peas in a pod.
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