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Introduction and Problem statement 

Ageing is a phenomenon we saw coming years and years ago. The so called ‘babyboom’ right after World 
War II caused a massive increase of people reaching the age of 65 by 2011 and this won’t stagnate for a 
while. Currently there are 1.3 million people with an age above 75 years living in the Netherlands; in 
2030 this number is expected to be around 2.1 million. Many of them are physically well, but a decent 
amount needs some kind of care (Ministerie van Volksgezondhied, Welzijn en Sport, 2018). As the 
composition of the Dutch population is clearly changing, the housing and further built environment 
needs to undergo a transformation as well, providing the right facilities and living conditions for the 
elderly in care. 

The research journey about this specific group of society started on the 20th of September 2021, when 
me and three other students went to a nursing home for a midweek to do fieldwork with the aim of 
getting the know the daily lives, activities, personal stories and opinions of the elderly people and other 
residents there. Simultaneously we tried to see how the architecture supported these needs. Our stay 
and fieldwork took place in the neighborhood Assendorp near the city center of Zwolle: in ‘Huis 
Assendorp’. ‘The former, old-fashion nursing home, called ‘De Molenhof’, is transformed and renovated 
to reflect the character of Assendorp itself, with a mix of young and old residents and the possibility for 
local residents and visitors to meet, which creates a fresh dynamic and a familiar environment within the 
building. Well-arranged and affordable homes, a diverse arrangement of collective spaces and several 
commercial facilities make Huis Assendorp fully equipped for the residents’ needs. The building is set up 
and furnished together with the inhabitants, making it an open and lively residential community all about 
freedom, independence, self-esteem and reciprocity.’ This description of this particular “nursing” home is 
given by Huis Assendorp of the building itself, together with ‘Habion’, the housing association in charge 
of the renovation and implementation of this new housing and living concept. Through fieldwork, 
observational research and analysis, we as architecture students gave ourselves the task to find out if 
this “utopian living environment” and concept really worked as well as stated here. 
Thinking back to this week, the thing that immediately comes to mind is the huge variety of residents, 
their personalities, opinions, thoughts and role within this multigenerational community in Huis 
Assendorp. Everyone there feels free to express their thoughts, positive or negative, and they do this 
regularly during the several tea/coffee moments every day while coming together in the multiple 
collective spaces on ground level, like the ‘great hall’ or the so called ‘Theetuin’ (Tea garden). Specific 
groups could be distinguished, with every one of these groups taking a specific spot within the common 
spaces. This shows that their community is divers enough for every individual to find company and to 
don’t be alone. However, almost every day we saw the same people join the collective coffee hours, 
which means that a large part of the community was still at home, but this isn’t a bad thing per se: some 

Fig. 1: Diagram showing the amount of over-65s in comparison to the 20-65 year-olds (CBS, 2021) 



people (maybe even more the elderly) really value their privacy and the community concept gives 
freedom to the residents to act accordingly.  
The implementation of this concept into the former nursing home that was Huis Assendorp by Habion is 
an example of tackling certain problems that the elderly (and other age groups) have to deal with on a 
national level: 
 

- Loneliness: multiple age groups stated they feel alone, but especially the elderly suffer from 
loneliness. On the 20th of March 2018 the Dutch Ministry of Health, Wellbeing and Sports 
launched their action program ‘One against loneliness’, spreading lots of information concerning 
this subject. It states that 43% of all adults experiences loneliness and among the elderly this 
percentage is even higher: 54% (of which 11% has a strong feeling of loneliness). In 2018 this 
were 700.000 lonely elderly, but in 2030 this number could rise to 1.1 million. This high 
percentage has many causes: the loss of a partner, losing a network of friends, family and 
acquaintances and the emergence of health problems like ones mobility, hearing or sight, 
stopping someone to easily go somewhere to meet or participate in activities. (Ministerie van 
Volksgezondheid, Welzijn en Sport, 2018) Huis Assendorp and its multigenerational concept is 
an example of a good attempt at tackling loneliness, but the architectural design hinders it. 

- Less and less healthcare staff: Unfortunately, while the number of elderly people is 
growing, the shortage of healthcare staff is increasing as well. In the worst case there will be a 
shortage of 74.000 healthcare personnel in 2022, but this prognosis was done before the 
COVID-19 crisis, so the real number will be even higher than this. This shortage will also 
negatively impact the elderly/home care. It is getting more problematic when knowing that an 
estimated 2 million persons working in the care are needed in 2040 in comparison to the 1.4 
million in 2020 (Dutch Health Hub, 2021). 

- The Dutch housing market situation: also the housing shows a considerable shortage. In 
2021 this number is around 300.000. That is the number of households that is forced to have 
no home of their own. Branch organization Aedes says the following: ‘Flow is an important point 
as well. The elderly often stay in a social rental home, because of a shortage in proper homes for 
the elderly.’ (NOS, 2021) In the Netherlands the elderly definitely need proper homes, as 92% of 
the over-75s lives independently. Even two-thirds of the over-90s still lives on their own. ‘Many 
elderly people feel the need to live together/near other elderly or households, with facilities 
nearby’. (Rijksoverheid, 2019). 

Simultaneously playing out with the general problems in the Netherlands regarding the elderly, were 
some more specific problems we noticed during our stay at Huis Assendorp, most of which could be 
explained by the flaws of the architectural lay-out and questionable distribution of spaces, functions, 
dwellings and inhabitants throughout the building. The first impressions we got from the architectural 
plans of Huis Assendorp showed already something interesting: the building consists of two residential 
wings, contrasting in apartment size, interconnected by a perpendicular wing, containing all the 
collective spaces and commercial facilities. During the fieldwork trip however, we discovered that the 
size of the apartments was not the only factor causing the two wings  to contrast with each other: the 
age of the residents, height of the rent, available outdoor space and facilities within the apartments 
themselves. The commercial functions right in between the two wings actually added to this 
disconnection by for example claiming the former collective spaces as their waiting room. While there 
are enough rooms still functioning as collective spaces, some of them are barely used due to their 
illogical position in the building or their poor usability for the elderly.  
Next to the physical division of the two wings within the building, these differences in dwelling and 
architectural flaws also cause a social division, accompanied by complaining, personal frictions and 
sometimes even jealousy. The multigenerational concept works reasonably well in Huis Assendorp, but 
the architecture itself is a bump in the road on the way to its full potential. 
 

 



The vast majority of the housing and care arrangements focusses on the target group of the elderly, 
instead of a mix of target groups. However, multiple studies show that the elderly are generally more 
interested in residential communities with young and old people mixed together, rather than those 
only with elderly people; to live, after their working life, in an environment that structurally provides 
more contact options in comparison to their previous place of residence. They want to stay connected 
with and contribute to society, which still seems to be a challenge. However, mutual services 
contribute to older people being able to live independently for longer. (Aedes-Actiz Kenniscentrum 
Wonnen-Zorg, 2008). Next to that, there are reports of psychosocial benefits of interaction between 
different, generational groups, including a broader view of self, reduced depression, an increase in 
social connectedness, increased positive thinking toward the other, reduced stereotypic thinking and 
more hope for the future (Knight et all., 2014). Concepts concerning ‘intergenerational co-living’ could 
bring these different target groups together, combined with the benefits and opportunities these 
groups could bring to the table.  

So, as described do problems occur on both the small and bigger scale within the care and housing for 
elderly. These problems will grow as the years go by due to the aging of the elderly and the shortage in 
proper homes and health care workers. This design research will be done to discover possibilities for 
architecture to form a solution for the stated problems, on the physical level of the building as well as 
the social level of the people; possibilities to put it in practice. Architectural design will play a huge roll 
in facilitating this new concept of intergenerational co-living, as the current architecture doesn’t 
support it. 

 

  

Fig. 2: Problematic findings from our fieldwork trip in Huis Assendorp; disconnection due to social contrasts and flaws in 
architectural design 



Main research question  

To properly find architectural solutions for the found problems, a focused research needs to be done, 
supported by several research questions, starting with the main research question.  

- How can architectural design establish multigenerational, co-living 
communities in which elderly can be easily cared for? 

A hypothesis for this research question is an architectural typology designed in such a way, it stimulates 
and facilitates social cohesion, interaction and care between the younger and older or stronger and 
weaker individuals within the community, but keeping the possibility for privacy as well. This can replace 
some of the professional care less and less healthcare staff is able to give. Furthermore, in this way the 
unprofessional care can be arranged within the whole community among themselves (adults to the 
elderly, elderly to the children, and so on). The elderly can still live independently with care nearby at any 
time, integrated with society due to all the other generations living besides them, and the other target 
groups, like starters and students, could get subsidized to live in this community for doing communal 
tasks, help and care, while simultaneously getting a home in these times of great housing shortages. 

Theoretical definitions 

Some terms from the main research question must be defined or made clear to be able to do a more 
focused research. The set definitions also form a frame of criteria as a base for setting up further sub 
questions and for example the search for useful case studies. 

‘Architectural design’ 
The ‘Master of Architecture in Collective Housing, MCH, a collaboration of Universidad Politécnica of 
Madrid (UPM) and Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH) states the following description of 
‘architectural design’: ‘a mix of design, understood as the creative process, and architecture, which is 
based on the creation and presentation of built solutions at a technical level, that focuses on covering 
and meeting the needs and demands; to create living spaces, using certain tools and especially, 
creativity’. 
 
‘Multigenerational’ 
The definition of this term is the following: ‘consisting of, relating to or involving multiple generations, 
as of a family or society’ (Merriam-Webster dictionary, 2021; Dictionary.com, 2021). Connecting this 
adjective term with ‘community’, it tends to lean more towards the use of ‘multiple generations of 
society’, but this does not exclude ‘multiple generations of a family’ living (closely) together within a 
community. It can also be interpreted as ‘multiple generations of a family, but from different 
households in society’, for example a student, an adult couple and an elderly woman living in separate 
houses but within the same unit of dwellings, sharing several facilities. 
 
‘Community’  
Multiple online dictionaries give comparable definitions, coming down to the following description: 
‘the people living in one particular area or people who are considered as a unit because 
of their common interests, social group, or nationality, and who are perceived or perceiving themselves 
as distinct in some respect from the larger society within which they exist’ (Cambridge dictionary, 2021; 
Merriam-Webster dictionary, 2021; Dictionary.com, 2021). The term ‘community’ often goes hand in 
hand with the concept of ‘co-living (communal living)’: ‘the practice of living with other people in a group 
of homes that include some shared facilities (areas, rooms, equipment or services for particular activities’ 
(Cambridge dictionary, 2021).  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/living
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/particular
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/area
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/considered
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/unit
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/their
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/common
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/interest
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/social
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/group
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/nationality


Mixing the two together, forming a “co-living community”, would create ‘a group of people living in one 
particular area as a unit, including some shared facilities, who are perceived or perceive themselves as 
distinct in some respect from the larger society within which they exist’.  
 
‘The elderly’ vs ‘the elderly in need of care’ 
The Dutch National Institute for Health and Environment sets the criterium for being ‘an elderly person’ 
as ‘they were born at least 65 years ago’, so 65 years old and above. However, when looking at ‘the 
elderly in need of care’ this number needs to be adjusted, as from the age of 75 the risk of illness and 
limitations clearly increases and the perceived health and physical quality of life decrease (RIVM, 2011). 
As this research is done in the field of ‘Designing for Care’, the age of 75+ will be chosen to define ‘the 
elderly in need of care’ from now on. 

Sub questions 

A selection of research sub-questions is made to further elaborate/divide the needed background 
information to eventually find a suitable solution for the stated problems. These are the following: 

- Which age/generational groups would fit in a co-living community together with elderly people 
and why? 

- Which variety and mix of dwellings, facilities and spaces should be offered to make the co-
living community meet the needs of the multigenerational target groups? 

- What is a suitable size for a co-living community? 
- Which architectural typologies could facilitate a multigenerational co-living community best? 
- How can ‘care’ be categorized in ‘professional care’ and ‘unprofessional care’? 

Fig. 3: Schematic visualization of research questions and hypothesis, including indications to the problem statement 



Methodology 

Now the research questions and definitions are formulated, the methods that will be used to find the 
answers to these questions will be discussed. Different sources next to the actual design process are 
essential to give the final result background, meaning and a purpose. 

- Literature research: Multiple subjects have to be understood well or defined to implement 
them into the design and final product. A lot of information can be gathered regarding the 
community aspect in combination with co-living with multiple generations; on the architectural 
scale as well as the social scale. To determine the size of such a community is important as 
well, as it will function as a criterium for the collection of sources and case studies about the 
subject. Different age groups come with their needed facilities, spaces and other elements in 
the direct living environment, especially when looking at the older generations’ physical 
disabilities and possible mobility issues. Speaking about the older and/or weaker target group, 
the available care needs space in the project too; the professional as well as the 
unprofessional care.  

- Case studies: the literature I can find about communities and/together with care in the built 
environment can be supported by case studies regarding the same subject. Analysis of these 
examples could give me inspiration, techniques and ways to come up with design tools and 
typologies for the community. The most important part of the analysis would be the role of 
the user in the project, as with these mixed generations there is more difference in daily lives 
to deal with and provide architecture for. Here the function of different spaces plays a huge 
role as well, as does their level of publicness, collectiveness and privateness. The found case 
studies will also play a huge role in the determination of the architectural typology of the built 
community as a whole.  

- Fieldwork: the midweek we stayed in nursing home Huis Assendorp was way to short and 
specific to get enough general knowledge about the elderly, their daily lives and the 
experience of their living environment. A different group of individuals in a different building 
with a different context will quite logically result in different opinions and stories. However, the 
information we got from Huis Assendorp is already very important, especially for my topic of 
research regarding the community with different age groups as the residents. The planned 
fieldwork trips are similar to case studies, as they can be compared to each other to discover 
similarities and differences; to see what is common and what is unique about the different 
nursing homes and their residents. The fieldwork would contain the same types of analysis: 
questionnaires/interviews, observations, taking photographs, sketching, mapping etc. To 
specify the questions asked, they would regard social contacts with other age 
groups/generations, their opinions on (possible) community housing and maybe even in what 
shape or form they see this concept work. 
 

 



  

Fig. 4: Methods during the process of the total research and design 
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