
In today’s tech-obsessed world, there is a sense  
that we are deeply connected with a global 
community 24/7. While we can watch the world  
like a spectator and feel in the know—depression, 
anxiety and loneliness seem to be at an all-time  
high. This is especially true for older adults. The  
issue is permeating our older adult population  
with a significant impact on health and vitality.

Your community can be a solution to this problem, 
but is it? With the thoughtful combination of well-
designed spaces and enticing programming, you  
can bring people together in real life (IRL) to feel  
a sense of camaraderie and companionship—the  
true connectivity we all crave and that is vital  
to our health and well-being. 
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Does your community support an engaging, relationship-based culture? 

The process for creating an engaging culture starts with the physical spaces  
at your community. They need to be enticing and encourage people to gather.  

Here are a few design strategies to consider:

Designing Communities for       
REAL CONNECTIONS

This large scale planning strategy purposefully  
designs areas in a building (or on a campus) to have  
a high level of natural circulation. Sometimes,  
we refer to these areas as the “100% Corners.”  
They tend to occur at both horizontal and vertical  
circulations nods —the places that everyone walks  
past on a routine basis. It is important to take  
advantage of the natural daily rhythms and embed  
these spaces with amenities. 

BENEFITING FROM NATURAL CIRCULATION

Lonely, Isolated or Healthy Solitude?
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We have a tendency to seek connections 
with nature and the natural world 
(biophilia). Supporting a link to the 
outdoors enhances your residents 
experience and improves well-being.  
Try to offer a variety of options, including 
inside areas with views to the outside,  
outside areas shaded from the sun  
as well as areas with full sun exposure.

CONNECTIONS TO NATURE

DESIGN OF OUTDOOR SPACES

Outdoor space should be viewed as an extension  
of the building and proper attention should  
be given to the design and layout of the space.  
Possible components include:

Natural Elements 
It would seem logical that outdoor spaces should 
have an abundance of flora (flowering and non-
flowering) which will hopefully attract the local  
fauna (birds, butterflies, buzzing friends, etc.). 

Seating  
Scattered seating will encourage respite and 
contemplation. A garden with a variety of “ponder 
points” will encourage people to engage with 
nature and remain in the garden for longer  
periods of time.

Food 
Nothing brings people together like a good  
old-fashioned barbecue!

Water 
The sight and sound of running water is an  
often-overlooked relaxing component.

Visual Connections 
An outdoor space that is highly visible from  
a major building space or circulation path will  
have a higher frequency of use.
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https://www.interiorsandsources.com/article-details/articleid/22841/title/wellness-biophilic-design
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People like to feel a sense of control and 
ownership. Moveable furniture allows 
them to rearrange a space to suit their 
needs, to claim the space as their own—  
if only for a little while. This flexibility 
also allows a space to support multiple 
functions and gives staff the opportunity 
to rearrange an area in a way that entices 
residents to engage in social activities.

It is the spice of life, right? Small, cozy spaces are just 
as important as large capacity spaces. Variety in dining 
venues is a great way to bring people together. From  
cozy cafes and large restaurants to grab & go, casual 
and bar areas, you want to provide options to support 
different tastes and moods. This sense of choice is 
important. And this goes beyond dining to entertainment 
and activity spaces as well as other services for residents  
to choose from.

MOVEABLE FURNITURE

ENHANCE WITH VARIETY
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As you evaluate the culture of your 
community, it is important to understand 
the difference between loneliness, social 
isolation and solitude.

While senior living communities are 
specifically designed to enhance a sense 
of community and encourage socialization, 
that doesn’t mean  
feelings of loneliness are eliminated. This  
is an important issue to keep in mind  
when designing for real connections and  
implementing forward-thinking strategies  
that support the future of senior living. 

The following study and news release 
provide additional information on this 
important topic.

Study: Qualitative study of loneliness in a senior  
housing community: the importance of wisdom  
and other coping strategies

Authors: Alejandra Morlett Paredes, Ellen E. Lee,  
Lisa Chik, Saumya Gupta, Barton W. Palmer,  
Lawrence A. Palinkas, Ho-Cheol Kim & Dilip V. Jeste

University of California – San Diego News Release | January 10, 2020 
Lonely in a crowd: Overcoming loneliness with acceptance and wisdom

Lonely, Isolated or Healthy Solitude?

SOLITUDE

A state of being alone  
without being lonely.  

Can lead to self-awareness.

SOCIAL ISOLATION

A lack of contact  
between an individual  

and society.

LONELINESS

A complex and usually  
unpleasant emotional  

response to feelings of isolation.  
Occurs when a person’s  

network of social relations  
is deficient in some  

important way to them.
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While providing a variety of environments is 
important, the programming for these spaces  
and the energized staff to support those activities 
make all the difference. Offer scheduled classes  
and events guided by enthusiastic leaders, but  
also allow spaces to be reserved for personal  
use or to be used spontaneously.

Your campus is home to a large group of people.  
By carefully providing amenity spaces with enticing  
activities organized by energized staff, you can 
create the true heart of this home. Just like walkable  
urban environments, these opportunities for 
engagement support a relationship-based culture—
and bring people together to provide a true sense  
of community.
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