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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the sociocultural meanings of home in congregate housing 

facilities offering assisted living services for the elderly in the United States. A review of 

the meanings of home in the single-family house is initially conducted to define categories 

of meaning with respect to the socio-historical and cultural forces which have shaped them. 

Previous studies are also analyzed concerning the meaning of home in elderly housing. 

Twenty structured interviews are then conducted with the elderly occupying apartments in 

three different housing facilities with varying socioeconomic composition. The purpose is 

to explore whether or not the same categories of meaning defined with respect to the single-

family house one generally identifies with are replicated in the congregate housing facilities. 

Although the study is exploratory in nature without specific intentions of drawing definitive 

conclusions, emergent themes suggest that in congregate housing for the aged: security 

becomes less of an issue; function dominates social, expressive aspects; and self-

preservation through objects tends to be more important than self-expression. 



8  

INTRODUCTION 

Almost all of us have seen pictures of old homeless ladies, moving about the streets 
of big cities with everything they own stuffed into a bag or a paper sack. 

My grandmother is 89 years old, and a few weeks ago I realized with a jolt that 
she too, had become one of them. Before I go any further, I had best explain that I 
did not see my grandmother's picture on TV. I discovered her plight during a face-to 
face visit at my mother's house - in a beautiful, comfortable, safe, middle-class 
environment... (Neal, 1985, p. 14). 

"Becoming a bag lady was not something that happened overnight," continued the 

author in an article which appeared in Newsweek. As the story unraveled, it was revealed 

that the author's grandmother had been encouraged to relocate to a nursing home in order to 

ensure her security and to alleviate family worries. Despite relocation, the grandmother 

refused to relinquish her house and visited it from time to time. Each visit entailed touching 

possessions and browsing through drawers and closets. Age-related decrements eventually 

prohibited the grandmother from returning to her house and concomitant, unusual behavior 

was exhibited. The grandmother began to hide her possessions in every conceivable space 

in the nursing home and she feared that people were stealing from her. In response, the 

author's mother made a bag which could be attached to the grandmother's walker. This 

permitted the grandmother to carry a few items with her while keeping her hands on the 

auxiliary device. The author did not fathom the repercussion of this relocation until she 

brought her grandmother to her mother's house one Christmas Eve to exchange gifts: 

At home in my mother's house, I was asked to get some photographs from my 
grandmother's purse. Lifting her pocketbook, I was surprised at the weight and bulk. 
I watched as my mother pulled out an alarm clock, a flashlight, a small radio, thread, 
needles, pieces of sewing, a book and other items that seemed to have no reason for 
being in her pocketbook. 

I looked at my grandmother, sitting bent over in her chair rummaging through the 
bag on the walker, slowly pulling out one item and then another, and lovingly putting 
it back. I looked down at her purse with all its disconnected contents and remembered 
her visits to her home, rummaging through drawers and through closets. 

"Oh Lord," I thought with sudden insight. "That walker and that purse are her 
home now" (Neal, 1985, p. 14). 
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Problem Description 

Relocation for the aged, as just illustrated, can be induced by a loss of health, 

sensory acuity, physical capability, cognitive ability or social roles. A loss of health 

exacerbated by chronic illness which is long lasting and irreversible decreases one's ability 

to execute usual activities of daily living including bathing, dressing, toileting, transferring 

from beds and chairs, eating, and walking and instrumental activities of living including 

shopping, housekeeping, and transportation. A decline in cognitive ability associated with 

decreased reaction time and dementia which impairs short and long term memory, abstract 

thinking, and judgment also influences one's ability to carry out usual activities. These 

deficits may, in turn, constitute a barrier to social contact. Social deprivation, also 

associated with the death of a spouse, relatives or fnends, induces loneliness and isolation. 

In addition, deteriorating neighborhoods, high crime rates and a feeling of vulnerability 

associated with declining physical strength provoke security worries. Dwellings which 

require maintenance and repairs are cosdy and burdensome for many elderly. 

To compensate for the changing needs of the aged, housing which encompasses a 

variety of building types with varying degrees of protection and support is offered in the 

United States. According to the Colorado Association of Homes and Services for the 

Aging (1986), an independent living arrangement provides environmental security, 

socialization opportunities, and assistance with transportation, housekeeping, and meals; an 

assisted living arrangement provides all those services within independent living in addition 

to 24 hour protective oversight, medication monitoring, and assistance with bathing, 

grooming, dressing, toileting, eating, and walking; and a nursing home arrangement 

includes all those services provided within independent living and assisted living in 

addition to 24 hour nursing supervision. The variety of building types integrating these 
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services can include congregate housing facilities, adult care homes, nursing homes, and 

other institutional structures originally built as hotels, college dormitories, commercial 

buildings or schools. 

According to Valins (1988, p. 5), "the degree of protection and support is the key to 

understanding the different types of accommodation that now exist." In other words, it 

appears that elderly housing is much more successful from a service standpoint. The 

varying degrees of support and protection appear to compensate for the age-related loss of 

physical, cognitive, and social capabilities, but the architectural settings which integrate 

those services do not appear to compensate for the psychological loss of "home" following 

relocation. As Fried (1963) noted, the loss of a home following relocation remains similar 

to the grief reaction of losing a loved one. Both Heller and Rowland also discovered a 

relationship between forced relocation among the elderly and poor physical and mental 

health (cited in Shumaker & Conti, 1985). 

What is it about home that triggers such a reaction for the elderly? Hummon (1989) 

suggested that the loss of a job and reduced community ties and social relationships 

associated with aging increase the elderly's dependence upon the "private, symbolic world 

of the home" (p. 219). However, it is unclear whether or not it is possible for the elderly 

to rely on the "private, symbolic world of the home" in the institutional residences offered 

as relocation choices. 

What exactly is the symbolic world of the home? Researchers have addressed this 

question from various theoretical orientations by categorizing meanings identified by home 

residents of traditional households living in single-family dwellings. Socio-historical and 

cultural forces have shaped those meanings and perpetuated the contemporary American 

Dream of the single-family house with a yard (Despres, 1991). Few researchers, however, 

have addressed the meanings of home in American institutions for the aged which entail the 
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unfamiliar residential concepts of community living, collective identity, and shared control. 

The preceding description of the 89 year old grandmother associating her purse and bag 

with home suggest that settings housing the aged may fail to achieve the meanings of home 

reflected in single-family houses one identifies with over a lifetime. 

Statement of Purpose 

Despite the multitude of accommodations and services which encompass the term 

elderly housing, this paper will primarily address congregate housing offering some form 

of assisted living. The purpose of this paper is, then, to investigate whether or not that 

particular architectural setting offered as a relocation choice to the elderly satisfies 

previously shaped sociocultural meanings of home. This will be accomplished by: 

1. conducting a literature review to define and categorize the sociocultural meanings of 

home in the contemporary American single-family house with respect to the forces which 

have shaped those meanings, 

2. conducting structured, informal interviews with the elderly occupying apartments 

within congregate housing facilities to determine whether or not the meanings of home 

associated with the single-family house are also reflected in congregate housing, and 

3. comparing the meanings of home in the contemporary American single-family 

house with the meanings of home associated with elderly congregate housing. 
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THE MEANING OF HOME IN THE SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSE 

'Mid pleasures and palaces though we may roam, 
Be it ever so humble, there's no place like home. 

-J. H. Payne (1791-1852) 
Home, Sweet Home 
(cited in Taylor, 1990, p. 155) 

Previous Studies 

Why is there no place like home? Researchers from various fields including 

anthropology, psychology, sociology, geography, gerontology, history, economics, 

interior design, and architecture have addressed this issue for several decades utilizing 

diverse methodologies, approaches, philosophical assumptions, and levels of analysis 

(Altman & Wemer, 1985). The notion of home has also been explored at many scales 

including the most popular one of housing followed by neighborhood, town, city, 

geographical region, and country (Despres, 1991; Sixsmith, 1986). Yet, the complexity of 

home is still not fully understood (Sixsmith, 1986), and a conceptual theoretical framework 

for research is lacking in the field (Rapoport, 1985). 

Amidst such diversity, incoherence, and dissemination, Despres (1991) indicated that 

there are only six substantial, empirically based, behavioral studies concerning the meaning 

of home at the housing scale from a repository of all literature published between 1974 and 

1989 in mostly contemporary North America. Four of these studies as cited in Despres 

(Baker, Kramer & Gilbert, 1987; Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Hayward, 

1977; Rakoff, 1977) were conducted in the United States, the fifth (Sebba & Churchman, 

1986) was conducted in Israel, and the sixth (Sixsmith, 1986) was conducted in Britain. 

Despite the different countries, all six studies identified meanings elicited from occupants 

"in the context of nuclear families - married couples with young children - tending toward 
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middle-class standards of living in owned single-family houses" and, as a result, all data 

were considered comparable (Despres, 1991, p. 102). The categories of meaning most 

commonly identified in these studies with respect to housing include the following as 

summarized by Despres (1991, pp. 97-99): (a) "home as security and control" (b) "home 

as reflection of one's ideas and values," (c) "home as acting upon and modifying one's 

dwelling," (d) "home as permanence and continuity," (e) "home as relationships with 

family and friends," (f) "home as center of activities," (g) "home as a refuge from the 

outside world," (h) "home as indicator of personal status," (i) "home as material structure," 

and (j) "home as a place to own." 

However, according to Despres (1991), these general categories of meaning do not 

consider the forces which have shaped those meanings. In response, Despres considered a 

a second set of studies which investigated the meaning of home in the context of middle-

class nuclear families from behavioral theoretical orientations. She identified four common 

approaches which were used to interpret the meaning of home. These included (pp. 99-

102): (a) "the territorial interpretation" involving personalization and communication of 

ownership; (b) "the psychological interpretation" involving psycho-analytical theories of 

the self and human needs necessary for one's psychological well-being; (c) "the socio-

psychological interpretation" involving one's cultural affiliation and social status; and (d) 

"the phenomenological and developmental interpretations" involving the influence of time 

and one's life events. 

Perhaps, then, home is better understood as a dynamic combination of personal, 

social, and physical properties and meanings (Sixsmith, 1986); as "a connotation of a 

'physical place'" with "the more abstract sense of a 'state of being'" (Rybczynski, 1987, p. 

62); as a "sociocultural artifact" or a "warehouse of personal experiences" (Lawrence, 
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1985, pp. 117-118); and as "a relationship to" an environment "objectified...as a dwelling, 

a physical structure" (Hayward, 1977, p. 13). 

The aforementioned may be true, but Despres (1991) also pointed out that the common 

theoretical interpretations she identified are not only biased because they are unilaterally 

used and generally consider one household type and one residential setting, they are also 

biased because they often fail to consider the societal forces and physical properties of the 

built environment. For instance, it is apparent that the meaning of the American home has 

been influenced by societal forces including ideological, architectural, and political 

discourses, federal housing policies inducing amortized mortgage loans, tax policies, land-

use policies, and zoning ordinances, and by physical properties of housing which cannot 

be easily modified including size and spatial organization (Despres, 1991). Similarly, 

Lawrence (1991, p. 92) contended that "a range of cultural, societal, and individual human 

factors needs to be examined historically" in order to comprehend the meaning of home. 

Moreover, Robinson (1989, p. 253) has argued, "The ideas manifest in built form have an 

ongoing influence on daily life. The creation of built form, then, expresses a cultural 

pattern, and architectural forms come to stand for, communicate, and produce cultural 

expectations." Thus, there is a need to understand the relationship between architectural 

cues and their respective social, historical, and cultural meanings. 

In summary, two approaches suggested by Despres (1991) are necessary in order to 

gain a greater understanding of the meanings of home. First, the socio-historical and 

cultural forces which have promoted the American ideal of the single-family house need to 

be examined. Second, psychological, socio-psychological and temporal interpretations 

need to be examined simultaneously when considering the meanings of home. 

Accordingly, a socio-historical and cultural discussion involving the evolution of the 
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single-family house follows succeeded by a discussion of housing needs from a 

psychological, socio-psychological, and temporal perspective. 

Socio-Historical and Cultural Forces 

According to Boyte (1984, p. 4), the values of the Native American Indians - "sharing 

of goods, participation and free expression, respect for ancestors, kinship with nature, and 

love of the land" - were incredibly similar to the values of those Europeans who first settled 

in the New World and called themselves Americans. "The colonies were imagined as 

commonwealths, networks of communities organized around wealth shared, joined 

together by mutual concern for the common good" (Boyte, 1984, p. 17). "The good 

society...was primarily conceived of as village landscape.... Houses were conceived of 

not only as shelter but also as symbols of community success...expenditure of resources 

on dwellings by individuals that socially set the individual apart, that hinted at 'any 

pretension whatsoever' was in fact disapproved of," noted Cohn (cited in Hummon, 1989, 

p. 211). Accordingly, planting occurred in groups, land which was not distributed became 

common ground for haying, grazing, hunting, and timbering, and a meetinghouse was 

erected in the center of town for farmers' markets, for the local militia, and for public 

gatherings (Boyte, 1984). 

By the eighteenth century, the New England pattern of town building was challenged 

by the individualistic ideal of land ownership (Hayden, 1984). As a result, individual 

dwelling places were associated with self-reliance, hard work, and virtue, and these 

qualities were linked to personal prosperity and economic rank (Hummon, 1989). The 

model family farm was soon favored over the model village. 
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In the 1800's, the notion of community - now evidenced by barn raisings, quilting 

bees, voluntary fire departments, rural cooperatives, farm organizations, bakesales, 

religious groups, fraternal and sororal orders, and mutual aid societies - was eventually 

undermined by desires "for freedom of worship, for new opportunity, for experimentation 

of all sorts" (Boyte, 1984, p. 18). Consequently, America was coined the "land of 

progress," and with progress came inventions, discoveries, improvements, and the 

justification of individual ambition (Boyte, 1984). "However defined, individual ambition 

threatened community; in most explicit form, the threat was overt: 'Forget your past, your 

customs and your ideals. Run, work, do and keep your own good in mind. That's the 

way to get ahead in America!' counseled one advice manual for immigrants in the 1890's" 

(Boyte, 1984, pp. 18-19). 

Under the guise of progress, the national economy shifted from agriculture to industry 

and many welcomed the mills and factories as exciting new opportunities "to get ahead in 

America." Workers from rural areas and newly arrived immigrants infiltrated cities in 

search of work and of housing. Limited incomes and a scarcity of rental housing at that 

time prompted the need for shared housing. Those with children moving away or those 

suffering the loss of a spouse opened their homes to these workers for additional income, 

companionship, and help (Mantell & Gildea, 1989). Once established, however, the 

workers regarded the mills and factories as anything but exciting new opportunities. 

According to Hayden (1984), poor farmers and immigrants were expected to labor in 

noisy, dangerous, and demanding urban factories, and many were forced to live in 

tenement apartments under depraved and squalid conditions. 

In contrast, newly affluent middle- and upper-class white-collar workers removed their 

families from these treacherous urban centers and commuted by railroad or by streetcar 

from the outskirts of the city while their families remained in prototypical suburban homes 
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designed by domestic architecture promoters and plan-book writers. Consequently, any 

form of "homesharing came to be viewed as belonging somewhat to the 'underside' of 

society, linked as it was to immigrants and the working poor" (Mantell & Gildea, 1989, p. 

14). The single-family house was attainable by only a select few, however, and the average 

worker was forced to dream about what was advertised as "the workingman's reward" 

(Hayden, 1984, p. 23). The model home was now favored over the model farm. 

Eventually, continued Hayden (1984), widespread discontentment and anger with 

working conditions and the poverty of the work force as opposed to the affluence of white-

collar workers were manifested during the Haymarket Riots of 1886, the Pullman Strike of 

1893, the New York Garment Strike of 1909, the Paterson Mill Strike of 1911, and the 

Lawrence Strike of 1912. At the conclusion of World War I in 1919, "many manufacturers 

began to concede that not only better wages but also better housing were essential 

underpinnings for urban social order" (Hayden, 1984, p. 33). Consequently, trade unions 

lobbied for a family wage which would permit wives and children to withdraw from 

industry thereby decreasing the available labor force and wage competition. Both union 

leaders and manufacturers envisioned male wage earners as consumers. Store bought 

goods were then advertised as superior to homemade goods. Homeownership was also 

promoted to increase consumption and to encourage stability and steady employment. 

Americans were urged to develop a deep commitment to a dwelling place fostering the 

perception of the house "as an island of stability in an increasingly restless society" (Clark, 

1986, p. 24). In support, sermons, pattern books, popular magazines, advice books, an 

elementary school curriculum requirement involving the creation of ideal houses, and 

design competitions for dream houses sponsored by General Electric fostered the dream of 

the American single-family house (Hayden, 1984). Unfortunately, the single-family house 

remained only a dream due to the onset of the Depression. 
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It wasn't until the post World War II era of 1949 that Americans could finally whistle 

the hit tune, "111 Buy That Dream," continued Hayden (1984, p. 36). In Long Island, New 

York, developer Bill Levitt introduced new Cape Cod houses reminiscent of traditional 

American colonial housing. "Each house was designed to be a self-contained world, with 

white picket fence, green lawn, living room with television set built into the wall, kitchen 

with Bendix washing machine built into the laundry alcove" (Hayden, 1984, p. 6). 

According to Hayden (1984), Levitt believed that the returning veteran who had 

experienced years of communal living within military barracks would welcome the self-

contained world of the Cape Cod house as a retreat from work for himself and as a 

workplace for his wife who would stay home and care for their children. Veterans' World 

War II savings, mortgage subsidies, and tax deductions for homeownership now made it 

cheaper to purchase a house in the suburbs than to rent an apartment in the city. In 

addition, federal highway programs and the refusal of the Federal Housing Authority to 

approve mortgage funds for integrated communities or for female-headed families 

encouraged the development of suburban America for the white, traditional family. Just as 

the middle- and upper-class white-collar workers left the newly arrived immigrants in the 

inner cities in the early twentieth century, white workers left minority workers behind in the 

1950's (Hayden, 1984). 

Hayden (1984) later pointed out that Levitt's concept and the federal government's 

housing, tax and land-use policies were so successful, prospective buyers began holding 

positions in line outside the Long Island sales office nearly a week ahead of time despite the 

blustery and damp March weather of 1949. On the first sales evening, $11 million worth 

of identical houses were sold in a mere three and a half hours. Levittown had been born 

and "became known all over the world as a model of American know-how" and the "Cape 
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Cod house became the single most powerful symbol of the dream of upward mobility and 

homeownership for American families" (Hayden, 1984, pp. 6-7). 

As Hayden (1984, p. 18) also noted, however, "The dream house is a uniquely 

American form, because for the first time in history, a civilization created a Utopian ideal 

based on the house rather than the city or the nation." Suburban dwellers sought a self-

contained single-family house with its own garden and an individual means of 

transportation "making it unnecessary for one human being ever to ask anything of another 

in the course of going about his daily business" (Slater, 1970, p. 7). For those living the 

American Dream, the community now merely entailed car-pool arrangements to chauffeur 

children to respective activities, emotional support for bored, isolated housewives who 

stayed home with the children, surveillance of neighboring properties while owners were 

away, and, most importandy, the maintenance of individual properties to support the 

economic value of the neighborhood. Community, in this context, entailed "not much 

more than the maintenance of friendly contacts" and an interest "in how the other cares for 

his own property" (Smith, 1970, p. 77). 

The economic value and resulting social status of the neighborhood helped individuals 

determine their position within the structure of society (Hummon, 1989). A pursuit of 

material success then urged individuals to upgrade and improve the house in order to 

enhance prestige and self-esteem. In response, suburban expansion in the latter half of the 

twentieth century offered houses with a greater amount of interior space including four or 

five bedrooms, multiple bathrooms, master suites with sitting rooms, dressing rooms, and 

bathrooms, family rooms in addition to living rooms, and two car garages for the relatively 

affluent. 

Today, an increase in house size, a decrease in family size due to the growth of the 

single-parent family and the number of people living alone in conjunction with increased 
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longevity and marriage at later ages, the need for dual-income households, and high interest 

rates, taxes, and market prices have stifled the realization of the American Dream. 

Coinciding with the current prediction that today's youth will fail to surpass the financial 

success of their parents for the first time in American history, middle-aged homeowners are 

remodeling attics, basements, and garages to convert excess space in single-family houses 

into rental units for their single adult children, recently married children or elderly parents. 

Of course, there are many also renting apartments in single-family houses to unrelated 

individuals. 

This "carving up of middle-class suburbia" (Hayden, 1984, p.173) is legal in only a 

small number of towns, however. Those towns also impose certain restrictions on 

conversions such as: occupancy in rental units is limited to relatives of homeowners; rental 

units can only exist in owner-occupied houses; external evidence of multiple family 

occupancy is not permitted; and entrances to rental units must not be visible from the front 

yard (Hayden, 1984). Such legally restricted remodeling helps to perpetuate the single-

family character of suburbia. Nevertheless, illegal conversions are rampant as a source of 

additional income; there is a strain on existing utilities and street parking as a result; and a 

number of homeowners are arguing that "it takes the sparkle out of the American dream just 

knowing there are apartments on the block" (Hayden, 1984, p. 173). Now it appears that 

the American Dream is still a dream not only for those who cannot afford to purchase a 

single-family house, but also for those who can and find themselves in a neighborhood 

with disjointed housing. 

Amidst such change is also the erosion, as many have argued, of "the social, cultural, 

and material distinctiveness of places, whether one examines regions, communities 

neighborhoods, dwelling places or interior rooms" (Hummon, 1989, p. 221). The 

suburban dweller "finds neither the beauty and serenity of the countryside, the stimulation 
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of the city, nor the stability and sense of community of the small town, and his children are 

exposed to a cultural deprivation equaling that of any slum child with a television set" 

(Slater, 1970, p. 9). As a result, the house and household life remain ordered by a way of 

living which is merely "a modification of what was done before" in congruence with past 

customs and conventions (Lawrence, 1985, p. 117), but architectural cues and their 

respective social, historical, and cultural meanings are now often taken for granted, 

experienced at the level of senses rather than on a more conscious level, and misinterpreted 

due to inapplicable or nescient experiences (Robinson, 1989). This is evident in the real 

life incident which follows: 

Three generations - a woman, her mother, and her grandmother - were spending the 
day in the house of the youngest member of that trio. The youngest was in the process 
of preparing a ham for dinner when an unrelated visitor stepped into the kitchen to 
converse. While talking, the visitor noticed that the young woman sliced the ham in 
half before placing it into a pot. This seemed a bit odd to the visitor which prompted 
her to inquire about this action. "Why did you slice that ham in half before placing it 
in that pot?" "I don't know," responded the young woman. "My mother always did it 
that way." 

Still curious, the visitor searched for the young woman's mother and asked the 
same question only to receive the same answer. The visitor then approached the 
mother's mother who was also grandmother to the youngest and asked the question 
once again. "When preparing a ham, why would you slice it in half?" The oldest 
member of the trio responded amusingly, "Because back then when I did all the 
cooking, I never had a pot that was big enough." 

At the expense of the social, cultural, and material distinctiveness of places and at the 

expense of a society of diverse cultures and household types, America continues to "fit 

itself into a housing pattern that reflects the dreams of the mid-nineteenth century better than 

the realities of the late twentieth century" (Hayden, 1984, p. 14). Perhaps, as Clark (1986, 

p. 242) has suggested, it is because "middle-class Americans have always desired the 

reassurance that comes from shared standards of behavior." Perhaps the constant 

promotion of the ideal created aspirations and expectations which Americans have always 

wanted to achieve but have been unable to and an admission in public concerning this gap 

would be considered an admission of failure. Perhaps "a dislike of the ideal but a failure to 
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rebel against it is, in some sense, a tacit admission of the ideal's power" (Clark, 1986, p. 

122). Or perhaps the territorial reality of isolated dwellings is a response to a lack of 

stable, social groups at the larger scale. 

Contemporary Housing Needs 

While the notion of home is currently symbolized by the single-family detached house 

due to socio-historical and cultural forces, home still appears to mean many things to a 

great number of people depending on gender, socioeconomic status, marital status, and 

personality traits (Fogel, 1992). For instance, according to Fogel (1992), women are more 

likely to be concerned with preserving neighborhood social networks and memorabilia 

while men are more likely to be attached to items of instrumental value such as furniture 

and appliances; higher socioeconomic groups are more likely to be attached to homes they 

may have had the opportunity to design or remodel; married people are more likely than 

single people to associate their home with relationships; introverts are more likely to be 

attached to the physical structure of the house while extroverts are more likely to be 

attached to the social environment of their homes; compulsive personalities preoccupied 

with orderliness and control are more likely to associate home with retaining control; 

narcissistic personalities are more likely to associate home with social status; hysterical 

personalities are more likely to associate home with sentimentalism; and eccentric 

personalities are more likely to associate home with privacy. Does this mean that home is 

such a unique and personal idea that it defies a universal definition? 

Despite the plethora of multi-dimensional ideas regarding the meaning of home and the 

forces which have shaped those meanings, some researchers have proposed a generalized 

hierarchy of inherent and omnipresent housing needs based on Psychologist Abraham 
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Maslow's view that human motivations can be arranged in a hierarchy with lower needs 

satisfied before higher needs (Cooper, 1975; Lawrence, 1987; Newmark & Thompson, 

1977). Maslow's schema, as noted in Schaie and Willis (1991), proposed that 

physiological needs at the lowest level result in behavior necessary for the survival of the 

individual or the species. When these needs are unsatisfied, they consume an individual's 

thoughts leaving little concern for other needs. For instance, a hungry person will not, 

more than likely, be interested in philosophizing about his or her identity. If physiological 

needs are satisfied, safety and security needs including stability, protection from danger, 

and freedom from fear emerge. Safety and security needs are followed by the need for love 

and belongingness including relationships with people and places. These needs are 

followed by self-esteem needs such as achievement, mastery, competence, independence, 

freedom, prestige, importance, recognition, dignity, and appreciation. Finally, the need for 

self-actualization or the ability to become all that we can follows the need for self-

esteem. 

Cooper modified Maslow's schema to establish a hierarchy of housing needs 

including: (a) shelter, (b) security, (3) comfort, (4) socialization and self-expression, and 

(e) aesthetics (cited in Lawrence, 1987). According to Cooper (1975), the most basic 

human environmental need is shelter. Once this need is met, humans become concerned 

with the need for security from outside threats. Once this is satisfied, humans demand 

housing which satisfies comfort followed by housing as a place for socialization and self-

expression. Self-expression eventually coincides with a concern for aesthetics of the 

house. Such a hierarchy prioritized these needs from lower or more basic needs to 

specialized ones. John Steinbeck's depiction of the occupation of an old warehouse by a 

group of homeless in his novel Cannery Row (also noted by Kimberly Dovey in his 1985 

discussion of becoming-at-home) exemplifies this: 
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The Palace Flophouse was no sudden development. Indeed when Mack and Hazel 
and Eddie and Hughie and Jones moved into it, they looked upon it as little more than 
shelter from the wind and rain, as a place to go when everything else had closed or 
when their welcome was thin and sere with overuse. Then the Palace was only a long 
bare room, lit dimly by two small windows, walled with unpainted wood smelling 
strongly of fish meal. They had not loved it then. But Mack knew that some kind of 
organization was necessary.... 

Mack, with a piece of chalk, drew five oblongs on the floor, each seven feet long 
and four feet wide, and in each square wrote a name. These were the simulated beds. 
Each man had property rights inviolable in his space. He could legally fight a man 
who encroached on his square (Steinbeck, 1954, pp. 39-40). 

As illustrated, in the first days, the warehouse was simply a crude shelter from the 

elements, a retreat from the outside world, and a place to exert territoriality. 

Perhaps, save for an accident of weather, they might always have lived that way. 
However, an unprecedented rainfall which went on for over a month changed all that. 
House-ridden, the boys grew tired of squatting on the floor. Their eyes became 
outraged by the bare board walls.... 

The next day Mack puffed up the hill carrying a rusty set of springs he had found 
on a scrap-iron dump. The apathy was broken then. The boys outdid one another 
beautifying the Palace Flophouse until after a few months it was, if anything, 
overfurnished. There were old carpets on the floor, chairs with and without seats. 
Mack had a wicker chaise lounge painted bright red. There were tables, a grandfather 
clock without dial face or works. The walls were whitewashed which made it almost 
light and airy. Pictures began to appear - mosdy calendars showing improbable 
luscious blondes holding bottles of Coca-Cola.... 

With pride, the Palace became home. Eddie planted morning glories to run over 
the door and Hazel acquired some rather rare fuschia bushes planted in five-gallon 
cans which made the entrance formal and a little cluttered. Mack and the boys loved 
the Palace and they even cleaned it a little sometimes. In their minds they sneered at 
unsettled people who had no house to go to and occasionally in their pride they 
brought a guest home for a day or two (Steinbeck, 1954, pp. 40-42). 

Due to adverse weather conditions, the occupants remained in the shelter over a longer 

period of time which subsequently forced them to consider other aspects of their 

surroundings. Additional housing needs arose as a result. 

If these needs had not been realized, however, deleterious effects could have resulted. 

"According to Zimring and others, these physical and psychological consequences result 

from a process by which people attempt to achieve congruence between their needs and 

goals and what is provided by the physical and social environment" (Lawrence, 1987, p. 

161). 



2 5  

At the public level, people have a need for social networks and for a sense of mutual 
caring and protection; when these networks break down, crime and vandalism may 
result. At the private level, individuals need solitude for self-reflection and intimate 
conversations to create and maintain personal relationships. When these needs are 
frustrated, intrapersonal costs may result: withdrawal, depression, illness (cited in 
Lawrence, 1987, pp 160-161). 

Cooper (1975) also stipulated that the realization of housing needs varies across 

different socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic groups. Lee Rainwater, for instance, contended 

"that the lower classes see the house primarily as place of retreat from the potential threats 

of the outside world; their main concern is that it provides them with shelter and security" 

(cited in Cooper, 1975, p. 78). In contrast, the middle-class may live in structures which 

already meet shelter and safety needs; they may view the house as the center of social 

interaction and may be concerned with self-expression. Families from certain 

socioeconomic or ethnic backgrounds may also "welcome so-called crowdedness in their 

dwelling since it is synonymous for them with family cohesiveness and warmth; a family 

from a different background or with different aspirations may see this same situation as 

intolerable" (Cooper, 1975, p. 6). 

While Maslow and Cooper's theories provide a framework for general, omnipresent 

needs, these models are primarily psychological in interpretation failing to consider socio-

psychological and temporal aspects at the same time as Despres (1991) suggested. For 

instance, the hierarchy of housing needs fails to address home from a situational and 

temporal perspective (Lawrence, 1987). A house in 1950's suburbia which sheltered a 30 

year old, for example, may have satisfied the psychological need for security from the 

outside world. In the 1990's, that same house may not satisfy the need for security due to 

a higher crime rate and the occupant's declining physical strength associated with age. 

Despres (1991, p. 101) indicated that "home is a process that can only be experienced 

along time and that people's particular life events influence their experience of home." 
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In addition, Maslow and Cooper's theories stress the needs of the individual and 

exclude the positive social need to be part of some group. Slater (1970, p. 5) argued that 

there are three human needs pertaining to collectivism "that are deeply and uniquely 

frustrated by American culture:" 

(1) The desire for community - the wish to live in trust and fraternal cooperation 
with one's fellows in a total and visible collective entity. 
(2) The desire for engagement - the wish to come directly to grips with social and 
interpersonal problems and to confront on equal terms an environment which is not 
composed of ego-extensions. 
(3) The desire for dependence - the wish to share responsibility for the control of 
one's impulses and the direction of one's life. 

Despres (1991) suggested the necessity for such a socio-psychological inteipretation 

because home also serves as a communicative link between the individual and the larger 

community. It indicates one's social status, social role, and cultural affiliation. 

A hierarchy of inherent and onmnipresent housing needs which include psychological, 

socio-psychological, and temporal interpretations and a consideration of the socio-historical 

forces which contribute to the meaning of home suggest a revision of the ten categories of 

meaning Despres (1991) initially summarized. These revised categories are presented with 

respect to the contemporary single-family house in the next section. 
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CATEGORIES OF MEANING IN THE SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSE 

The preceding discussion suggests a revision of the ten categories of meaning Despres 

(1991) initially summarized. These revised categories of meaning were formulated with 

respect to the contemporary single-family house and address sociocultural aspects. They 

include: (a) home as a refuge from the outside world, (b) home as the center of activities 

and relationships, and (c) home as a reflection of self. 

These three categories are hierarchical in conjunction with Maslow and Cooper's 

schemas. Home as a refuge from the outside world satisfies basic security and safety 

needs; home as the center of activities and relationships satisfies the need for love and 

socialization; and home as a reflection of self satisfies the need for belonging, self-

expression, self-esteem, and self-realization. These categories also satisfy Cooper's basic 

psychological housing needs of security and safety with home as a refuge from the outside 

world, of love and socialization with home as the center of activities and relationships, and 

of self-expression with home as a reflection of self. The needs of physical shelter and 

aesthetics are excluded as they have less influence on socio-historical and cultural 

meanings. In addition, socio-psychological interpretations as suggested by Despres (1991) 

are satisfied by these categories. Home as a refuge from the outside world and home as a 

reflection of self suggest a link between the individual and others. These categories can 

then include temporal aspects. Home as a refuge from the outside world may change with 

aging; home as the center of activities and relationships may change with stages of the life 

cycle; and home as a reflection of self may suggest different meanings as one matures. A 

discussion of the socio-historical, psychological, socio-psychological and temporal aspects 

of these interdependent categories follows. 
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Home as a Refuge from the Outside World 

The house of every one is to him his castle and fortress, 
as well for his defence against injury and violence, as for his repose. 

-Sir Edward Coke (1552-1634) 
Semayne's Case 
(cited in Taylor, 1990, p. 156) 

Throughout history, the house has served foremost as a fortress against injury and 

violence. The dwelling has served as a refuge against human sources of danger such as 

physical violence including assault, rape and fighting, verbal hostility, pilfering, shaming, 

and exploitation (Rainwater, 1977). Without such a refuge, one could become a victim of 

injury, death, socially unacceptable subcultures, and mental anguish due to fear, 

uncertainty, and suspiciousness. Perhaps this notion is heightened when we are lying in 

bed, for instance, and can hear the shouting of voices or the screeching of sirens in the 

distance. 

During more modern, affluent times, the house was portrayed in nineteenth century 

magazines and plan books "as a sheltered retreat, a sanctuary set apart from the storms of 

commercial life...in isolated settings" (Clark, 1986, p. 38). As Williams noted, this 

Anglo-Saxon Romantic ideal associated the home with isolated structures surrounded by 

nature (cited in Despres, 1991). Architects of the time reinforced this ideal with proposals 

for single-family houses in country settings. The post World War II era of suburban 

expansion similarly isolated family and women from the vices of city living and established 

a feeling of protectiveness with trees, lawns, and gardens recalling pastoral settings. "The 

suburb, just as the village or the farm homestead, was conceptualized as one large 

protecting and gratifying home" (Rainwater, 1977, p. 118). As the suburbs matured, 

population and housing density increased, and some groups previously identified with 

crime moved to the suburbs in the latter half of the twentieth century. In response, 
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newspaper, radio, and television coverage strengthened the fear of outside dangers and 

revitalized the concurrent need for the house as haven. 

For those at the upper end of the socioeconomic scale, the house also served as a castle 

for repose. Humans, at times, have the need to retire from the outside world in order to 

seek close, frank relationships or to be alone in order to protect and limit communication 

about the self by withdrawing from role playing, expected behavior, and visual observation 

(Pastalan, 1977). Our society has also developed the premise that one must be alone to 

manage personal hygiene and bodily functions. 

Whether Americans have sought such "a castle for repose" or "a fortress against injury 

and violence," the home as a refuge is achieved through the conceptual mechanism of 

privacy. 

Privacy 

There is a lack of empirical research regarding privacy due to the personal nature of 

this concept, limited accessibility to observation, the moral and ethical implications of 

disclosure, and the vagueness of the term (Al-Shatti, 1989). Nevertheless, privacy has 

been defined by Westin as "a tool for increasing an individual's freedom of options 

regarding the regulation of contact and social interaction with others" (cited in Al-Shatti, 

1989, p. 7), by Margulis as "the control of transactions between person(s) and other(s) the 

ultimate aim of which is to enhance autonomy and/or to minimize vulnerability" (cited in 

Lawrence, 1987, p. 164), and by Kira (1977, p. 172) as a "possession - a mineness - of 

time, space, property." 

The aforementioned suggest that the concept of privacy protects autonomy - "the desire 

to avoid being manipulated or dominated wholly by others" - and autonomy, in turn, 

protects choice (Pastalan, 1977, p. 164). The freedom and maximization of choice, 
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protected by autonomy, permits the search for ideal levels of interaction. Too little 

interaction may induce isolation, boredom, or loneliness, for example, while too much 

interaction may result in crowding and intrusion (Al-Shatti, 1989). If privacy protects 

the human needs of autonomy and choice, then how do we achieve a desired level of 

privacy? 

Although privacy is considered a basic legal right, and it is ensured through learned 

techniques used by others and mutual respect, it is not guaranteed. Consequently, we 

strive to protect our privacy by regulating boundaries. Mental and physical boundaries are 

maintained through verbal mechanisms such as vocabulary selection, voice dynamics, 

speech rates, and pronunciation, through nonverbal behavior such as body movement, 

body position, and facial expressions, and through environmental props (Lawrence, 1987; 

Al-Shatti, 1989). Boundaries between the private house and the public world are most 

important for this discussion. 

According to Cooper (1975), people are more concerned about privacy from the 

outside world than they are about privacy within the dwelling. "Freedom from people 

looking into dwellings or private open space is also generally considered more important 

than freedom from a reasonable level of noise" (Cooper, 1975, p. 221). Accordingly, the 

exterior front yard, typically associated with the single-family house, serves as a buffer or 

semiprivate outdoor zone between the passersby and traffic of the public street and the 

private world of the house. Distance from the street to the house, level changes, and 

changes in circulation directions differentiate public and private territory. Screening can 

also be employed in the front yard to block visual intrusions, but an open view to an entry 

is a deterrent for others and an assurance of security for the occupant approaching the 

dwelling. When the occupant reaches the dwelling, the front door threshold marks a 
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distinct boundary between public and private. Spaces within are then arranged from most 

public near the front door to most private. 

Sometimes, definitions between private and public spaces or between adjacent private 

spaces can be ambiguous. For instance, the large front picture window and the open front 

yard of typical suburban houses afford views into the private lives of the occupants. At the 

same time, the private homeowner often encroaches onto the public street or sidewalk with 

parked cars or vegetation. This contemporary fusion of public and private realms is 

supported in the following dated excerpt from Thomas Hardy's The Mayor of 

Casterbridge: 

The front doors of the private houses were mostly left open at this warm autumn time, 
no thought of umbrella stealers disturbing the minds of the placid burgesses. Hence, 
through the long straight entrance passages thus unclosed could be seen, as through 
tunnels, the mossy gardens at the back.... And any inviting recess in front of a house 
that had been modestly kept back from the general line was utilized by pig dealers as a 
pen for their stock (cited in Taylor and Brower, 1985, p. 184). 

When boundary definitions are unclear, fears of visual, aural or physical intrusions are 

intensified. 

To combat this, certain exterior markings often help to clearly demarcate boundaries 

and, thus, control access from public to private space regulating privacy in the process. 

According to Brown (1985), these exterior markings may be actual barriers including 

fences, locked gates, locked windows, barred windows, vegetation, walls, security 

systems or guard dogs; symbolic barriers including door mats, the color of a house, the 

maintenance and beautification of a place or any other markings of personalization; traces 

which provide clues concerning the presence or absence of owners including lights, cars, 

noises, and uncollected mail; and visual and auditory detectability factors such as squeaking 

gates. Altman and Chemers (1980) also assert the boundary between private and public is 

manifested by simply occupying a territory. Working in the front yard is an obvious and 

most basic indication. 
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Home as the Center of Activities and Relationships 

Yes, that is true, and something more: 
You'll find, where'er you roam, 
That marble floors and gilded walls 
Can never make a home. 

But every house where Love abides 
And Friendship is a guest, 
Is surely home, and home, sweet home, 
For there the heart can rest. 

-Henry van Dyke (1852-1933) 
Home Song 
(cited in Taylor, 1990, p. 155) 

"A house where Love abides and Friendship is a guest" wasn't always a primary 

priority. Clifford Edward Clark, Jr. (1986) addresses this in his historical account of the 

American family home. According to Clark (1986), the traditional New England house of 

the seventeenth century was built by British immigrants, was patterned after English 

practice, and consisted of a central entrance hall flanked by two rooms used for the multiple 

purposes of general living, working, cooking, and dining. The family within, like the 

surrounding community, functioned in a utilitarian way as a collective cooperative to 

ensure survival against disease, accidents, adverse weather conditions, crop failure, and 

war common during this century. "The seventeenth century family, as historian John 

Demos has suggested, resembled an autonomous community [in its function as a school, 

church, charity organization, hospital, orphanage, retirement home, and welfare agency], 

uniting a diverse group of individuals around a collective purpose" (Clark, 1986, p. 9). 

In the eighteenth century, continued Clark (1986), the family continued to live and 

work in close proximity and remained bound by common needs and economic necessity in 

order to sustain individual family farms. Growing affluence in the latter half of the 

century, however, contributed to a modification of family life. For the first time, the home 

began to serve as the staging ground for social and leisure activities undermining the role of 
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the community. Growing affluence and a desire for additional space to accommodate these 

activities resulted in the modification of dwellings. An additional room on each side of the 

traditional entrance hall was included which established a ground floor two rooms deep and 

created a hierarchy of front and back rooms. 

In the nineteenth century, as Clark (1986) noted, the Industrial Revolution, the growth 

of railroads, steady employment, and salaried working arrangements separated the place of 

work from the home and altered family ties. The growth of churches, public education, 

businesses, and hospitals also altered the role of the family. Housing and social reformers, 

magazines and advice books now referred to a family bound by feelings of intimacy and to 

a home filled with strong emotions. One religious almanac suggested "one of the holiest 

sanctuaries on earth is home. The family altar is more venerable than any altar in the 

cathedral. The education of the soul for eternity begins by the fireside. The principle of 

love, which is to be carried through the universe, is first unfolded in the family" (Clark, 

1986, p. 29). The dwelling now served as a place to nurture individual occupants who 

were part of a family unit foremost. 

With continuing affluence, expectations about the ideal family were then incorporated 

into interior dwelling spaces. Plan book writers of the time, according to Clark (1986), 

sought an arrangement of spaces which stressed a hierarchy of rooms with clearly defined 

roles like each member of the family unit. Accordingly, there was a library, billiards room, 

and smoking room for the gendeman, a sewing room and conservatory for the lady, a 

nursery for the child, and a kitchen and back stairs for hired help. Such signification 

established and emphasized spheres of individual activity according to gender, age, and 

social status. A front entrance hall for the greeting and announcement of guests, a front 

parlor for social interaction, and a dining room for family assemblages established less 

important collective activity areas in what became known as the Victorian home. 
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Clark (1986) also stated that in the early 1900's, the Victorian house and its 

superfluous rooms, inefficient layout, formalistic emphasis on decorum as indicated by 

front parlors, entrance halls, calling cards, eight course meals, and restrictive family 

relationships was abandoned in favor of the simple, rustic bungalow or the modest, 

practical colonial home situated on the outskirts of cities for middle- and upper-middle class 

white-collar workers and their families. Within the bungalow or colonial home, the 

elaborate entrance hall and parlor were replaced by a vestibule and a multipurpose space 

called the living room which functioned as a library, parlor, and sitting room. Dinettes 

were added within kitchen areas for informal meals. The back staircase was abandoned 

with the decline in the availability of help and a decline in the need for help with a more 

compact house. Movement through ground floor rooms as opposed to accessing rooms 

from a central hall contributed to a flexible interior arrangement. 

The full-fledged suburban expansion of the post World War II era was marked by the 

proliferation of the Southwestern ranch house and the New England Cape Cod house 

followed by the contemporary split-level house. The ideal middle-class home became "a 

place primarily devoted to privacy, domesticity, procreation, and consumption" (Hummon, 

1989). Technological innovations spurred consumption and simplified the management of 

a household creating additional time for domesticity. Accordingly, the house was designed 

with the aforementioned in mind. "Convenience rather than style, comfort rather than some 

formal notion of beauty became the hallmarks of the new designs" (Clark, 1986, p. 216). 

This is particularly evident within the contemporary American single-family house when 

the arrangement and use of spaces and circulation patterns as emphasized by Robinson 

(1989) are analyzed. 
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Arrangement of Spaces 

Within the typical single-family suburban home, collective areas for the family and 

outside visitors are usually grouped together. For instance, the living room is directly 

accessible from a main entry hall or foyer which may also include a bathroom without 

bathing facilities. The dining room which is adjacent to the living room is often combined 

with the living room in an "L" configuration, and the kitchen is adjacent to the dining room. 

Other areas may include a den, a family room or a basement often near or accessible from 

the kitchen. Bedrooms and bathrooms are more private areas which are often separated by 

a change in level with an open staircase or a change in hallway width, direction or ceiling 

height. Outside the dwelling, a patio or deck, a garden, a green space, a swimming pool, 

and access to a garage are other collective areas often located behind the house. 

Circulation, in an open plan, occurs most often through collective spaces. In 

individual private areas, however, circulation occurs along a corridor which provides 

access to separate bedrooms and bathrooms. In this case, the corridor may be considered a 

room. If bathrooms are included within master suites, they may be accessed from the 

master bedroom. 

Use of Spaces 

As Hummon (1989) noted, "houses have instrumental uses. They clearly do, and in a 

culture noted for its 'practicality,' we routinely equate such uses with the meaning of the 

object as a matter of 'common sense.'" Within the single-family house, room use is 

associated with activities, the pace of those activities, and the names of the rooms. 

The living room and dining room are typically associated with more formal social 

activities such as entertaining those outside the family. However, the dining room may 

also serve as the staging ground for activities other than formal dining. For instance, the 
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dining room table may be used for sewing, writing, drawing, or playing cards. 

Consequently, kitchens with small dining areas may be used mostly by the family for 

informal eating. This informal dining area may include a table and chairs or a low counter 

with stools. The family room or the basement are other informal areas or centers of 

recreation where the family primarily gathers around television sets. A sparsity of interior 

walls in collective areas also encourages family interaction and cohesiveness and facilitates 

the supervision of children. Private bedrooms are used primarily for sleeping and pursuing 

individual activities outside of family life. 

Collective gathering areas are also often sites of individual activity according to 

gender. "The social and cultural construction of the home as a peculiarly 'woman's place' 

is recent; it emerged in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a product of the 

urban, industrial order (Hummon, 1989). As such, within the home, women generally 

focus on nurturance including health care, emotional support, understanding, and attention 

to individual needs and housework including planning meals, cooking, tidying, cleaning, 

and laundering. Despite the entrance of women into the paid labor force, homemaking is 

still identified primarily with women (Hummon, 1989). In conjunction with the early 

twentieth century workforce which was dominated by males and removed them from the 

home, men primarily assume responsibility for the exterior of the house and the 

maintenance of outside areas (Hummon, 1989). 

In addition, the use of areas within the home varies according to daily, annual, and 

seasonal routines (Hummon, 1989). For instance, meal times, domestic routines, and 

sleeping patterns influence daily routines while holiday celebrations or spring cleaning 

effect annual and seasonal routines. The use of areas within the house also varies 

according to stages in the life cycle (Hummon, 1989). A house filled with young children, 

for example, may inhibit the occupants from using a living room filled with delicate objects; 
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when children are grown, the need for additional space may encourage the occupants to use 

the living room or dining room. When children leave home, bedrooms may be converted 

into dens or offices; the return of children for a visit may suggest the need to use the family 

room as a sleeping accommodation. 

Home as a Reflection of Self 

I have always believed in being careful about my clothes; getting well dressed because 
I could then forget all about them. That is what should happen to you with a good 
house that is a home. When you are conscious that the house is right and is honestly 
becoming to you, and feel you are living in it beautifully, you need no longer be 
concerned about it. It is no tax upon your self-respect, because it is featuring you as 
you like to see yourself. 

-Frank Lloyd Wright 
(cited in Sexton & Brittain, 1978, p. 239) 

In early American history, settlers were not concerned with the harmonious mergence 

of house and self. As stated previously, the house merely provided shelter in a community 

which was foremost, and any indication of individual differentiation was stigmatized. 

Identity was limited to collective participation and contribution. However, with growing 

affluence, industrialization, and consumption, the desire to identify the self emerged. 

Accordingly, we identify ourselves with people by positioning ourselves within the 

structure of society according to class, gender, religious, ethnic, and racial identities and on 

a smaller scale according to family and friendship ties to develop a sense of belonging 

(Humraon, 1989). We also identify ourselves with objects. Our body, complete with size, 

looks, age, and attire, is a tangible way to represent our intangible self. On a less 

conscious level, we select the house as well to convey information about the self (Cooper, 

1974). "By learning and appropriating the meanings of dwellings, the individual can use 

dwellings to create a sense of identity, drawing upon their meanings to locate him or herself 

in reality and to define self-imagery" (Hummon, 1989). 
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In the twentieth century, however, suburban expansion involved what Lewis 

Mumford called "a multitude of uniform, unidentifiable houses, lined up inflexibly, at 

uniform distances, on uniform roads, in a treeless, communal waste, inhabited by people 

of the same class, the same income, the same age group, witnessing the same television 

programs...conforming in every outward and inward respect to a common mold" (cited in 

Clark, 1986, p. 227). Some have contended that this similarity of housing environments 

as well as frequent changes of residence facilitated by technological advances in 

transportation and communication have resulted in a placeless, homogenous America 

which, in turn, weakens identity (Feldman, 1990; Hummon, 1989). However, Americans 

have responded that living in a suburban development with people of the same class with 

similar values and outlooks has fostered a feeling of belonging (Clark, 1986). Hummon 

(1989, p. 210) has also argued that, "given a sense of identity, the individual can use, and 

to some extent cultivate, the meanings of dwellings to display and communicate identity to 

self and other." In other words, it is the personalization of dwellings which helps those of 

"the same class, the same income, the same age group" living in "uniform, unidentifiable 

houses" to differentiate and identify themselves. Self-expression, thus, is a mechanism to 

"give a sense of identity to the place we call home" (Dovey, 1985, p. 40). 

Self-expression 

Residents of single-family dwellings often attempt to present a unique facade to the 

public. This is achieved through ornamentation including window shutters, decorative 

exterior lighting, doors with panels or window panes of various shapes, door hardware, 

and mailboxes; through changes in fenestration sizes or configurations, paint colors, or 

surface applications of veneers replicating building materials; through customized additions 

of rooms, garages, or porches; and through landscaping. Within the dwelling, self-
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expression is even more pronounced due to a greater number of opportunities for decor and 

furnishing selections. Sadalla, Vershure and Burroughs (1987) contend that more can be 

learned about homeowner identity when viewing the interior of houses as compared to the 

exterior. 

These nonverbal signs of identity are also somewhat controlled based on the 

information we wish to convey to others (Goffman, 1959). "In contemporary American 

society dwellings and their furnishings often play a role in this facet of identity...as 

symbolic settings for the enactment of socially constructed roles and identities" (Hummon, 

1989, p. 213). These "symbolic settings" serve as a "backdrop for the collection of stories 

people tell themselves about themselves" (Duncan, 1985, p. 148). This helps individuals 

to define, reinforce, and project their sense of self as they wish others to see them. For 

example, as Goffman (1959) noted, symbols are used to admittedly convey information. 

Marble floors or gilded faucets can express material wealth. In other instances, symbols 

can convey unintentional communication. For instance, a dinner party may be cancelled 

because the new china has not been received. Accordingly, to a certain degree, all the 

world is a stage. Although a performance staged in a theater may be an ethereal and 

contrived depiction of reality, everyday performances sustained by people more or less 

consciously playing roles reflects real life indeed. 

The aforementioned is evident in the selection of a house. For instance, Carl 

Werthman (1968) concluded in his study of how California suburbanites choose their 

homes that many people buy houses to reflect their values and to bolster their image of self 

as an individual with a position in society. For those who measured success financially, a 

somewhat ostentatious mock-colonial house was chosen while those who measured 

success as personal satisfaction chose quiet, unique houses. In contrast, lower- and 

working-class groups who are more uncertain about their social status and generally aspire 
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to be like others have been known to select a house representative of the mainstream 

(Becker, 1977). Moreover, dwellings of different classes with varying resources is 

manifested in housing through size, quality, style, and locale (Hummon, 1989). 

Once a house is selected, information is conveyed and controlled through different 

landscape taste. Duncan indicated that the newer elite members of an upper-middle-class 

Westchester County community expressed themselves through colonial lamp posts and 

visually open lawns while the older elite members of the community preferred a more 

natural, enclosed yard similar to the "English upper-class seedy" (cited in Hummon, 1989). 

Information is also conveyed and controlled within the house. Laumann and House 

presented similar findings to Werthman and Duncan in a study of decorative styles of living 

rooms: 

The nouveaux riches have a strong need to validate their newfound status, yet they are 
not acceptable socially by the traditional upper classes. Since their associations do not 
clearly validate their position, they turn to conspicuous consumption.... The 
nouveaux riches, then, spurn the style of the traditional upper class in favor of the 
newer fashions. This serves a double purpose: to establish their tastefulness and 
hence status, while symbolically showing their disdain for the "snobby traditionals" 
(cited in Cooper, 1974). 

Furthermore, it is evident that self-expression varies according to socioeconomic 

status. Laumann and House indicated that higher income families displayed sculpture and 

potted plants more frequently in living rooms of metropolitan homes than the low-income 

who tended to display televisions, bulky furniture, and religious items (cited in Hummon, 

1989). Self-expression also varies according to gender. There is evidence to suggest that 

women are more likely than men to engage in self-expression within the home (Hummon, 

1989). Possibly this is due to Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton's (1981) assertion 

that women and men interpret the meaning of dwellings differently. Women are more 

likely to associate the house as a symbol of family life while men often consider the house 

as a personal accomplishment invested with work. 
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Self-realization 

In addition to self-expression, the house can serve as a medium for an individual's 

self-actualization or self-realization. Cooper (1974) referred to this when she suggested 

that the house interior often symbolizes the individual's feelings about the self. For 

instance, modifications and additions to the house may reflect personal development, 

growth, and maturity as depicted by Goodman: 

Slowly it is becoming our house. With each new coat of paint, each box unpacked, 
each tile set into place, we begin to feel our presence in its past.... We treat the house, 
the house which is slowly becoming ours, with some respect. We, after all, have 
moved into it. It may be our new house, but we are its newcomers.... Yes, other 
families have settled here, other lives have been played out here. But now it is our 
time. We renovate, renew this structure, make changes. Slowly it is becoming ours 
(cited in Saile, 1985, p. 87). 

On the other hand, modifications and additions to the house may reflect turmoil and 

uncertainty for the individual who has not achieved self-actualization. This is evident in a 

woman's description of her current home: 

I liked the place when I had moved in. But later I began to notice things I don't 
like...the house itself tends to be running down, though my husband says it's because 
it knows I don't care about it anymore.... I never stay in a place more than three to 
five years. I want to move or tear apart the place and redecorate. And, since I never 
quite get it the way I want it, the house has a rather transient look. And since I 
believe a house reflects where you are in your life, and since the house is in transition 
now, I'd like to move and find out where I am going to be next (Csikszentmihalyi & 
Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 128). 

As the woman stated above, "a house reflects where you are in your life" suggesting 

the influence of time on identity as well. "Who am I now? Who was I then? What has 

one's life meant to this point?" are questions we ask ourselves; dwellings and household 

objects, "as material symbols of past and future periods" help us to answer those questions 

(Hummon, 1989, p. 217). Dwellings and domestic objects, as symbols of past periods, 

thus provide physical cues which evoke personal memories of one's life up to that point. 

"The personal history of the individual, their memories of particular incidents and life 
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stages, and their experience gained over a long life, is also a personal history of places" 

(Sixsmith & Sixsmith, 1991, p. 186). 

Past and future periods may also be symbolized by changes in dwellings which 

accompany transitions from one life stage to another: 

Twenty-year-olds, so delighted to be on their own, are happy with the most basic of 
accommodations; 30-year-olds scramble to buy a house of their own, to raise families; 
40-and 50-year-olds look at their homes as status symbols and investments. 
However, when people reach their 60s and 70s, their housing needs change 
dramatically; they may decide to relocate and/or downsize for a variety of reasons 
(Porcino, 1993, pp. 26, 28). 



THE MEANING OF HOME IN ELDERLY CONGREGATE HOUSING 

A nursing home consultant was asked recently what he meant by making a facility 
"homelike." He explained that he would ask new residents to bring physical objects 
such as their own bedspread, a few pictures, and other familiar objects. To him, a 
resident will be at home wherever he is in touch with familiar possessions. In 
contrast, one nursing home resident..., during times of distress, voices the continuing 
desire "to go home." For this person, familiar objects in her bedroom do not make 
this dwelling home; "home" means something quite different (cited in Namazi, Eckert, 
Rosner & Lyon, 1990, p. 81). 

Previous Studies 

What does "home" mean to the elderly person occupying nursing homes or, for the 

purpose of this discussion, congregate housing facilities offering assisted living? While 

the preceding sections indicate that many researchers have addressed the meaning of home 

with respect to the single-family house, few researchers have explored the meaning of 

home from the perspective of older people living in institutional residences. Sixsmith and 

Sixsmith (1991) used a qualitative approach to explore the transitions associated with aging 

and the resulting transitions in home experiences, but their study did not consider home as 

a physical entity. The few other studies (Howell, 1985; Lawton, 1980; O'Bryant, 1982; 

O'Bryant, 1983; Rowles, 1983) which considered the notion of home in elderly housing 

explored it in relation to housing satisfaction and resulting positive effects, but these studies 

failed to pinpoint what qualities constitute home (Namazi et al., 1990). 

Namazi et al. (1990) addressed this issue by extracting data from a larger study 

consisting of 285 adult residents and caregivers in 177 small unregulated adult care homes 

in Ohio. In-depth face-to-face interviews were previously conducted using semi-structured 

questionnaires. Twenty-nine questions were chosen from the questionnaires in congruence 

with the nine concepts of home (similar to the meanings summarized by Depres) identified 
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by Hay ward (1977) in his study of middle-income, two parent families with young 

children. A factor analysis was performed on the answers to those 29 questions to quantify 

the qualitative analysis and to determine if Hayward's dimensions can be applied to the 

aged in adult care homes. Namazi et al. (1990) concluded that five factors contribute to 

feelings of home in adult care homes. These include (pp. 11-13): (a) "affinity" or "the 

opportunity to freely give and receive affection," (b) "ambiance" or "feelings of 

responsibility, obligation, and informal interaction among the individuals who live 

together," (c) "privacy and refuge," (d) "home as a personalized place," and (e) "operator's 

altruism" or the offering of "supplementary services without expectations of 

compensations." 

The findings of Namazi et al. (1990) indicated that home as the center of relationships 

emerged as a dominant theme within this study. Relationships with unrelated individuals 

centering around the opportunity to freely give and receive affection, around informal 

interaction, and around receiving supplementary services from adult care home operators 

without compensation were considered important. Home as a personalized place was also 

discussed in relation to objects which were expressive of earlier social relationships. Home 

as the center of activities and relationships was not discussed, however, with respect to the 

physical characteristics of the dwelling. Home as a refuge from the outside world and 

home as a reflection of self which are other meanings reflected in single-family houses 

were not really addressed either. Privacy and refuge were mentioned but only with respect 

to the need to spend some time alone. In addition, the authors cautioned the reader that the 

five factors cited are not definitive due to the difficulty in replicating Hayward's (1977) 

study. Although Hayward used sorting task techniques which led to clusters, his 

published study did not reveal the questions asked. Furthermore, it is unclear whether or 
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not the qualities identified by Namazi et al. (1990) for adult care homes can be applied to 

other building types for the aged such as congregate housing. 

Another significant study which did address attributes of home for the elderly and the 

physical properties which reflect those attributes was conducted by the Environmental 

Design for Aging Research Group including Pastalan, Jones, Sekulski, Schwarz and 

Struble at The University of Michigan in 1993. This study considered "homelike" 

attributes of dementia special care units in nursing homes due to the ongoing conflict 

between those who believe dementia special care units should resemble familiar, domestic 

environments to compensate for cognitive deficits and those who believe dementia special 

care units should have low levels of stimulation suggesting simple, often sterile, 

environments. Pastalan et al. (1993) affirmed that there is a greater desire to create 

familiar, domestic environments. In response, the research group devised an instrument to 

measure degrees of "homelikeness" within special care units for those suffering from 

dementia It is believed that this will help facilities determine what modifications are 

necessary to transform institutional units into more homelike ones. However, it is unclear 

whether attributes of home for the cognitively impaired will be the same for the cognitively 

intact living in assisted living congregate housing facilities. 

Despite the aforementioned, it is worth noting the attributes of home identified by this 

study. Initially, Pastalan et al. (1993) determined the difference between institutionalization 

and homelikeness. With respect to institutionalization, four factors identified by King and 

Rayne were noted (p. 6): 

(1) Depersonalization - where patients have limited personal possessions and have 
limited privacy. (2) Social distance - where caregivers live away from patients and do 
not join in with socially oriented activities. (3) Block treatment - where everyone is 
dealt with as a group. The "inmates" have to wait in a queue until all have been dealt 
with before the next activity starts. (4) Lack of variation in daily routine - "inmates" 
are treated the same way, no matter how much they differ from each other. 
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Pastalan et al. (1993) also noted other factors including "the resident's isolation from 

family and friends, the passive role of resident-patient, the formalized staff-resident 

relationships, the residents' limited autonomy allowed, and the lack of affection between 

caregivers and those receiving care" (p. 7). 

With respect to homelikeness, Pastalan et al. (1993, p. 10) defined this concept as "a 

philosophy of care that explicitly aims to recreate a sense of home in a public place. The 

essence of this outlook is to preserve residents' prerogatives to exercise personal control 

while maintaining necessary levels of physical and social support. It is a complex of 

person and place in which all the various activities of daily life are undertaken as people not 

patients." Homelikeness was then translated into attributes of home which could be 

transferred to special care units. These included: (a) autonomy, (b) choice, (c) control, (d) 

connectedness, (e) familiarity, (0 privacy, (g) appearance, (h) scale, (i) security, (j) self-

esteem, (k) status, (1) territoriality, and (m) variety. 

The concepts of institutional and homelike were then objectified through checklists 

involving observations and interviews which noted the physical presence or absence of 

these attributes of home. For instance, furniture arranged by residents would receive a 

rating of+1 for homelike; furniture arranged by staff based on their interpretation of 

residents' needs would receive a score of 0; and furniture arranged for the convenience of 

staff would receive a rating of -1 for institutional. 

While this evaluation instrument is potentially useful, Pastalan et al. (1993) clearly 

stated that it is in the early stages and requires further refinement. In addition, there is 

some uncertainty associated with the notion of transferring attributes of home. It has been 

argued that "the mere modification of our institutional buildings will not be able to alter the 

basic flaws they contain which result from the housing of numerous people 



simultaneously, the primacy of setting as work environment, and the control of a 

supervising group" (Robinson, 1989, p. 270). 

Robinson (1989), in another study, translated these flaws of institutional residences 

into the physical features of site, exterior building form, interior building organization, and 

room design. She discussed these elements individually and the meanings they convey 

with respect to the institutional residence and to the single-family detached house. Exterior 

building form was discussed in relation to scale, materials, and context, and interior 

building design was discussed with respect to organization and use of space and 

furnishings. While scale, materials, context, and furnishings addressed the previously 

defined category of home as a reflection of self in the single-family house, and the 

organization and use of space addressed issues of privacy and home as the center of 

activities in the house, it is unclear whether these same issues, when related to institutional 

residences by Robinson (1989), are applicable to the elderly. The physical features of this 

study were determined by psychology students using a semantic differential format to rate 

illustrations of these elements in institutions and in the single-family house. The study did 

not address the elderly specifically, and a setting housing the elderly was not included 

within the realm of institutional. This may be because additional research is anticipated to 

confirm validity. 

After reviewing the aforementioned studies, additional investigation concerning the 

meaning of home in congregate housing offering assisted living for the elderly was 

conducted in the field to compensate for the paucity of literature in this area. Before 

discussing the investigation, the strategy employed and the information retrieved, a 

discussion of the socio-historical and cultural forces which have shaped American elderly 

housing is appropriate. Just as these forces contributed to the definition of the single-
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family house, a discussion of these forces with respect to congregate housing for the aged 

may provide additional insight into the meaning of home within these facilities. 

Socio-Historical and Cultural Forces 

Housing for the elderly dates back to tenth century England where almshouses were 

provided by the church (Valins, 1988). In a similar manner, elderly housing in the United 

States originated with religious institutions. Those without family or resources such as the 

poor, the sick, and the old were traditionally cared for by charitable church-based 

organizations (Koff, 1977). According to Valins (1988), one of the oldest American 

examples of such care can be traced to eighteenth century Philadelphia where the church 

provided shelter, food, and clothing for the aged. 

The initial association of American housing for the elderly with a less priviledged 

segment of society prompted the need for government assistance. In 1935, the passage of 

the Social Security Act ensured a minimum income for those over the age of 65 establishing 

a national retirement age and shifting the responsibility of economic security from the 

family to society (Gimmy & Boehm, 1988; Koff, 1977). Consequently, as Koff (1977, p. 

5) noted, "Social Security created a new class in our society: persons no longer in the 

work force who are not dependent on charity and who have purchasing power and some 

freedom to be selective in the marketplace." In 1940, the creation of a G. I. Bill entailing 

low-cost housing loans encouraged World War n veterans to purchase homes mostly in the 

suburbs. Consequently, the extended family as a resource disintegrated, but 

homeownership ensured additional security for old age (Gimmy & Boehm, 1988). 

The emergence of elderly with some purchasing power marked the initial infiltration of 

for-profit corporations in a housing industry previously dominated by church-based 
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organizations. In 1954, the first planned retirement community was developed in Arizona 

by Elmer Johns and Ben Scheider sparking the notion of residential and service options and 

recreation and leisure for the affluent, active elderly (Gimmy & Boehm, 1988). The elderly 

with impairments were then restricted to nursing homes and hospitals. Retirement 

communities for the active elderly and nursing homes for the impaired elderly suggested the 

possibility of shifting the responsibility of elders from the family unit and the local 

community to society. The disintegration of the community and the emergence of 

individualism and independence in society prompted the notion of segregating those who 

could not function independently such as the aged (Slater, 1970). 

Eventually, the cost of nursing home care, the recognition that many elderly with 

impairments could function in less supportive and costly settings, and government 

limitations of Medicare payments suggested the need for alternative living arrangements for 

the frail elderly (Gimmy & Boehm, 1988; Golant, 1992; Sherwood, Morris & Sherwood, 

1986). One option proposed was the congregate housing facility which was envisioned as 

a medium between full independence and the full dependence of nursing homes. 

The passage of various housing acts in the 1970's facilitated the development of this 

housing alternative. For instance, the Congregate Housing Act of 1970 "allowed for the 

design and building of service spaces within public housing;" the Housing and Community 

Development Act of 1974 specified "the responsibility for meeting the special needs of 

occupants through congregate housing;" and the Congregate Housing Services Act of 1978 

"specified funding for a Congregate Housing Service Program (CHSP) to selected public 

and nonprofit HUD-sponsored housing projects applying for these funds" (Sherwood, 

Morris & Sherwood, 1986, pp. 105-106). Consequently, a large number of nonprofit or 

low-end developments were built in the 1960's and 1970's with federal subsidization 

(Gimmy & Boehm, 1988). 
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In the 1980's, the growth of individual retirement accounts, private pensions, the 

investment of assets, and Social Security cost-of-living increases contributed to a group 

which now includes, for the first time, elderly with substantial financial resources and 

control over one-half of all discretionary income (Gimmy & Boehm, 1988). The wealth of 

the elderly, an increase in this segment of the population and their longevity, and the need 

for housing to accommodate diverse capabilities and income levels activated the expansion 

of the private sector (Gimmy & Boehm, 1988). Many for-profit congregate housing 

facilities were developed as a result. 

Today, congregate housing for the aged is often defined simply as a facility providing 

"residential accommodations and supporting services." This is largely due to the definition 

provided by the First National Conference on Congregate Housing for Older People held in 

Washington D.C. in 1975. This definition follows: 

Congregate housing is an assisted independent group living environment that offers 
the elderly who are functionally impaired or socially deprived, but otherwise in good 
health, the residential accommodations and supporting services they need to maintain 
or return to a semi-independent lifestyle and prevent premature or unnecessary 
institutionalization as they grow older (Donahue, Thompson & Curren, 1977, p. ii). 

These residential accommodations for the elderly generally include two or three story 

single, compact apartment buildings with somewhere between 50 and 450 efficiency, one 

bedroom, and two bedroom rental units in each building. Each unit is self-contained with 

its own entry, a kitchen or kitchenette, a bathroom, a living room, and a bedroom. The 

complex itself is also usually self-contained with interior common areas such as dining 

rooms, libraries, lounges, exercise facilities, chapels, game rooms, convenience stores, 

beauty shops, banks, and coffee shops and exterior common areas such as gardening 

areas, shuffleboard courts, walking paths, and swimming pools. 

Supporting services offered are currently referred to as independent living services and 

include: (a) environmental security as evidenced by emergency call systems, fire alarms, 
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sprinkler systems, evacuation procedures, bathroom grab bars, and visible caregivers; (b) 

opportunities for socialization; (c) a meal plan; (d) transportation; (e) housekeeping 

assistance; and (f) case management (Colorado Association of Homes and Services for the 

Aging, 1986). In addition, many congregate housing facilities provide assisted living 

services also referred to as catered care or personal care usually in a segregated section of 

the building. These assisted living services provide a bridge between independent living 

services and nursing care and include: (a) assistance with activities of daily living such as 

bathing, toileting, dressing, walking, and eating; (b) medications monitoring; and (c) 24 

hour protective oversight (Golant, 1992). 

Despite the accepted definition of congregate housing for the aged as "assisted 

independent residential living that offers...residential accommodations and supporting 

services," there is some confusion as to what differentiates congregate housing for the 

aged. With the exception of safety features and barrier-free accessibility, the units of 

congregate housing are usually identical to ordinary apartments. With the exception of 

assisted living services including assistance with activities of daily living, medication 

monitoring, and 24 hour protective oversight, the congregate housing facility is similar to a 

resort hotel with large suites. Robert C. Benedict (1977) alluded to the distinction of 

congregate housing for the aged with the following description: 

An old man applied for admission to an apartment house for older people... The 
caseworker interviewed him, a public health nurse visited him, a physician examined 
him, he made a trial visit to die apartment house, he met and talked with house staff 
and residents, we held innumerable staff conferences about him. Altogether it was a 
glorious, interdisciplinary diagnostic experience for all - except the old man. After 
several weeks it was decided that he was a proper candidate for residence in the house. 
He was called in and the service director, exuding the warmth of the professional 
offering a tangible reward for good client performance, informed him of the decision. 
Puzzled by his somewhat flat response, she asked, "Aren't you pleased?" 

The old man sighed, "I guess so." Then, with rising inflection, he said, "But that 
was a lot to go through just to rent a room!" (Benedict, 1977, p. 22). 
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As depicted, the elderly are not just "renting a room" as we might rent an apartment or 

purchase a house; they are also renting a facility complete with a community striving to 

sustain their independence. In exchange, the aged must sacrifice individual identity and 

control for a certain degree of community living, group identity, and shared control. 

Consequently, perhaps this 1950's definition of congregate housing is still applicable 

today: "Congregate living in a home for the aged means that a group of nonrelated elderly 

people live in the same place, according to arrangements planned and administered by 

designated responsible persons" (Mathiasen & Noakes, 1959, p. 3). 

The presence of a certain degree of community living, group identity, and shared 

control in congregate housing for the aged prompted an investigation of the same categories 

of meaning identified in the single-family house. The purpose was to determine whether or 

not these categories of meaning including home as a refuge from the outside world, home 

as the center of activities and relationships, and home as a reflection of self are also 

reflected in elderly congregate housing. 

Investigation 

Method 

Structured face-to-face interviews were utilized in an effort to gain a greater 

understanding of the parameters involved and of the issues at hand. Consequently, the 

study was explorative in nature without specific intentions of drawing definitive 

conclusions. The methodology employed is based upon observation and ethnographic 

research. Rowles (1983) stated that this technique, supported by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) and Strauss and Corbin (1990), "is premised upon the belief that the development 

of grounded theory requires a phase of exploratory immersion within the social arena of 



concern in order to develop appropriate research categories and themes" (Rowles, 1983, p. 

300). 

A preliminary interview schedule was constructed based on Clare Cooper's (1975) 

questionnaire utilized in her study of a low-income housing project called Easter Hill 

Village, questions from the home interview portion of Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-

Halton's (1981) study, and interview questions used by Namazi et a!. (1990) in their study 

of qualities of home in adult care homes in Ohio. The interview schedule was pretested 

during the course of two interviews which resulted in the deletion and addition of 

questions. Questions addressed how the respondent's present setting satisfied the 

meanings identified in the single-family house including home as a refuge from the outside 

world, home as the center of activities and relationships, and home as a reflection of self. 

Questions were also used to obtain demographic information and to trace previous living 

arrangements in order to assess historical, cultural, and socioeconomic influences. (See 

Appendix A). 

All interviewees were initially approached by the managers of the facilities. Managers 

selected potential interviewees with the intention of providing a variety of perspectives. 

The interviewees who expressed interest were then introduced to the interviewer by a 

manager. Six interviewees from each facility participated in the study. Responses from 

those interviewed during the pretesting phase also provided insight since revisions were not 

major. Accordingly, a total of 20 elderly were interviewed. 

Interviews were conducted in individual apartments and ranged in duration from one 

hour to two and one-half hours. Responses to questions were recorded verbatim. In 

addition, photographs were taken in certain instances for illustrative purposes. General 

observation recorded with notations augmented interview responses. Responses to open-
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ended questions were analyzed thematically. This involved the process of looking for main 

elements and searching for similarities and differences in themes between respondents. 

Sample 

Three congregate housing facilities differing in their socioeconomic composition of 

residents were selected for this study. The three facilities included: (a) a 150 unit 

apartment complex subsidized by the United States Department of Housing and Urban 

Development and operated by a non-profit, non-sectarian organization for the low-income 

elderly and disabled capable of sustaining a rent which is 30% of a gross income which 

should not exceed $12,000 for one person; (b) a private, for-profit 150 unit apartment 

complex offering studio, one bedroom, and two bedroom units ranging from $885 to 

$1125 per month for the low- to middle-middle income; and (c) a private, for-profit 300 

unit apartment complex offering one bedroom and two bedroom units ranging from $1200 

to $1900 per month for the middle- to upper-middle income. The three facilities offered 

independent and assisted living services. 

The older person requiring both independent and assisted living services was the 

subject of this study and typically has the following characteristics: (a) is mobile but may 

require occasional assistance to move about or may require guidance due to confusion, 

poor vision or poor motivation; (b) is minimally impaired with respect to orientation to time 

or place or person, but may experience occasional confusion resulting in anxiety, social 

withdrawal or depression; (c) may experience inner stress or situational stress requiring 

staff intervention; (d) is capable of administering medication, but may require medication 

monitoring and reminding; (e) may have occasional difficulty with incontinence requiring 

some assistance; and (f) may have difficulty cutting food, opening cartons or other 

packages, bathing, grooming, and dressing. 



The interviewees who agreed to participate in the interviewing process ranged in age 

from 70 to 96 years of age and included widowed, divorced, and single men and women, 

one married couple, and a mother and daughter living together. Some had several children 

while others had never had children or lost children. Education and income levels, past 

occupations, and previous living arrangements with respect to geographical regions varied. 

(See Appendix B). 

Limitations 

Although a structured interview schedule was utilized, the use of open-ended 

questions as well as interviewer notes and photographs providing further description, 

insight, and interpretation resulted in qualitative reporting. Such research is biased, but as 

stated earlier, the purpose of this study was to gain a greater understanding of the issues 

involved and to provide a background for future work. Although the sample is small, a 

greater amount of time with each respondent provided an opportunity to delve deeper and to 

explore further particular areas. Additional questions were asked in certain instances to 

probe for more information. Accordingly, the omission of a quantitative approach, of 

statistical analysis, and of a large sample diminishes the possibility fcr generalization and 

the likelihood of providing definitive answers. 

With these limitations in mind, a discussion of emergent themes is presented in the 

following section. 
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THE CATEGORIES OF MEANING IN ELDERLY HOUSING 

As Clare Cooper (1975) noted in her studies, "when asked a general question such as 

'What do you like about your house?' most people will reply in terms of comparisons with 

what they have known before" (p. 67). Accordingly, previous as well as current living 

an-angements were noted in congruence with the general question: Where do you consider 

home? As expected, the majority of responses addressed settings other than current 

apartments. For instance: 

Where I was born in the south of Ireland...my father's home...built on my father's 
ground. I had my parents and everything I needed and an awful lot more than most 
had. My father was a businessman and was responsible for all the vehicles. We had 
livery stables and horses for the carriages. The old family home is now a hotel. That 
will tell you how big it was. I was brought up in luxury. I don't like to say that, but 
that's the truth. That has stayed with me (widow, 94 years old). 

Michigan.... I have a daughter in Michigan. It's just that I raised my children there 
and have all my friends and relatives there (divorcee, 76 years old). 

Wherever my wife was, that was home.... Since my wife died five years ago, nothing 
is home. I'm just biding my time. Hopefully, I'll go to sleep one night and 
not wake up. So I don't put much emphasis on home. We were married, you know, 
for 51 years (widowed man, 82 years old). 

California.... I loved every bit of it.... I lived with my husband in a two bedroom 
apartment.... My husband was a wonderful man. You'd know if you lived with 
someone for a long time and had the respect for him I did (widow, 89 years old). 

I loved my last home the best. It had a large kitchen. I'm an old-fashioned cook, 
and I learned from nothing too. And I'll tell you how I did it. I bought Better Homes 
and Gardens Cookbook and cooked everything in it - for my husband. He was 
always my first priority. And listen, I didn't have modern things. The oven was so 
ruined I could only cook in a small corner of it (widow, 83 years old). 

My wife and I had a nice three bedroom, living room, dining room, kitchen, two 
bathroom place in California. That was an ideal house (widowed man, 82 years old). 

My house in Green Valley. I finally had something built the way I wanted it. It 
had lots of windows and room. But then I got sick, and it was too big to take care of. 
I had it built from a model, but I could make changes to it (widow, 70 years old). 

Farmingdale. That's in Long Island. I could cry about it sometimes. It was just 
home. I loved that house. I did all the painting inside. All my own garden work. To 
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me that was home. I still consider it home even though I don't live there now and 
someone else bought it (single woman, 77 years old). 

However, one exception included the response of an 83 year old widowed man. "I don't 

really consider anyplace home. Wherever I was happened." In addition, three respondents 

within the low-income group considered their current apartments home because the 

surroundings were safer, better maintained, and equipped with more conveniences than 

anything they had ever lived in before. 

When the interviewees were asked if they consider their apartment home, the majority 

of responses suggested a struggling attempt to consider it home despite the fact that they 

had spoken of other places when addressing the first question. For instance: "Yes, now it 

is.... I guess I kind of got used to it."; "This is where I stay all the time."; "I guess, we 

have my mother's furniture."; "Your mailing address is probably home."; "Well, I tell 

people I'm going home and I come here so I guess."; "Well, I've made up my mind it is." 

or "I have to. I have no choice." This may coincide with the fact that the elderly are more 

likely to affirm that they are satisfied with their current situation no matter what it is 

(Nahemow, Lawton & Howell, 1977). Nevertheless, others still refused to think of their 

apartment as home: "Well, it's not home when you have to live by yourself. I mean it's a 

place to stay.... If I didn't have to be here, I wouldn't." 

Such a conflict suggested a need for determining why current apartments in congregate 

housing facilities for the aged are not, for the most part, considered home. How 

apartments presently inhabited differ from previous domestic settings became the major 

concern. Questions were asked addressing the categories of meaning previously 

formulated with respect to the single-family detached house with a yard, and major themes 

which emerged with respect to congregate housing with assisted living for the aged are 

presented. 
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Home as a Refuge from the Outside World 

Responses to questions concerning home as a refuge centered around the notion of 

intrusion and ways to combat it in order to achieve refuge or privacy. For all 

socioeconomic classes in a group living situation, these intrusions included physical 

intrusions from the rest of the outside world, physical intrusions from those living and 

working in the segregated microcosm of the housing facility, auditory and olfactory 

intrusions from neighbors beside, above, and below, visual intrusions through windows 

from passersby, and psychological intrusions of events usually reserved for the individual. 

Physical Intrusions 

Physical intrusions were dealt with in a number of ways and weie generally of greater 

concern in the low income project. In this federally subsidized facility, the front doors to 

individual apartments opened into long indoor hallways enclosed by a building surrounded 

by a fence. Access to the facility occurred at a main entrance which was monitored by a 

reception desk and a television camera. For those visiting, a telephone was used to notify 

residents of arrivals. Each resident was permitted to view the visitor using the telephone in 

the entrance vestibule via the camera which transmitted the image to individual resident 

television sets tuned into a certain channel. If the resident permitted access, the front door 

was electronically monitored via the resident's telephone. Concern was expressed, 

however, with the length of time the door remained open. Although this duration was to 

benefit those in wheelchairs, residents feared that a potential criminal could quickly dart in 

behind someone else. Residents then relied on apartment door peepholes to verify the 

identity of visitors. Residents in the low-income facility were also strongly advised to 

refrain from distributing their access keys to relatives and friends. Residents did worry 



about those who did not adhere to this rule. As one 78 year old woman stated, "I don't 

want people running in and out. Since you get old, you don't want all that noise...no 

fighting around, no neighbors shouting. Just want to be here living in peace...." 

Additional security was experienced by those on the second and third floors since access to 

apartments from the outside required scaling the exterior walls of the building. Evidence 

indicates that the elderly assess local crime as more serious than it is; fear among high-rise 

elderly residents, however, is alleviated (Devlin, 1980; Normoyle & Foley, 1988). 

Physical intrusions were of less concern in the other housing projects. In the middle 

income facility, individual apartment doors opened into outdoor covered walkways 

suirounding common courtyards. In the upper-middle income facility, individual 

apartment doors opened into indoor hallways. Both housing projects were not surrounded 

by a wall or fence, but surveillance by visible employees during the day and a security 

guard at night assured safety. The majority of residents kept their apartment doors 

unlocked during the day as a result. As one woman stated, "I feel very safe. Well, so far 

I've never had any disturbance or had anyone snooping around or asking questions. You 

never see any strangers, and there are no teenagers running around. Those kids you can't 

trust." Nevertheless, some concern was expressed about those suffering from Alzheimer's 

Disease wandering into apartments if doors remained unlocked. 

Physical intrusions by staff for housekeeping, laundry service, maintenance and 

repairs, assistance with activities of daily living, medication monitoring or protective 

oversight in all three facilities varied according to the level of frailty of the resident and 

services required. Those who were more active and required less supervision preferred to 

be present when staff members were working in their apartment. In fact, one woman 

placed a handwritten sign on her apartment front door which read: "No one is to enter this 

apartment unless I am present." With increasing frailty, however, 24 hour protective 
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oversight is offered at an additional cost This service entails periodic visits from a staff 

member during the daytime and nighttime to verify that a resident is fine. Such an intrusion 

was welcomed from a safety standpoint as is evident from the following statement: "I 

always leave my door unlocked even at night because they check on you several times. 

They are so quiet. I wouldn't even know they were here." These same residents also 

permitted staff to enter apartments in order to provide housekeeping services even if they 

were not present, and they allowed staff to return clean laundry during the night while they 

were sleeping. In addition, all but one resident in the three facilities indicated that physical 

intrusions by staff members occurred without the movement or theft of personal 

possessions in apartments or outside front doors. 

Auditory Intrusions 

Apartments in congregate housing facilities often share walls, ceilings or floors for 

economical construction, for the efficient delivery of services, and for staff convenience. 

The result is a group living arrangement which often involves auditory intrusions. 

Noise from neighbors beside, above or below occurred with varying degrees 

depending on the age of the building, quality of materials used, the presence or absence of 

insulation or soundproofing, and levels of resident hearing impairment. In the low income 

project, conversations of neighbors were audible in individual apartments while only dull 

thuds were noticed in the apartments of the other complexes. Television sets or radios 

could be heard immediately outside apartment front doors in all facilities. In all cases, 

however, auditory intrusions were not negatively perceived. For instance: "Let me put it 

this way. I sleep very well so I don't hear it then. But when I'm awake it kind of keeps 

me company." Another woman added: "She's deaf [pointing next door] so we never hear 

her. Now the two upstairs - he's just a big man. She has a walker which is kind of noisy. 
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But we're used to it. If I don't hear them in one or two days, I start to wonder where 

they're at I'd rather have it that way than to be out in the middle of nowhere by myself." 

Just as residents did not object to auditory intrusions by neighbors, residents in all three 

facilities did not seem to mind being heard by others or did not suspect being heard by 

others. A number referred to the fact that they were hard of hearing anyway as if to assume 

that their neighbors must be also. 

Olfactory Intrusions 

While auditory intrusions were not disputed, olfactory intrusions were not welcomed 

in all three facilities. They were mentioned by residents living near common dining rooms 

or near other residents who still cooked on occasion. As one man stated: "She used to 

make sauerkraut upstairs. Have you ever smelled that? Well, if our patio door is open and 

the wind is blowing just right, we can smell it. That's the most stinking thing. My Lord." 

One of the culprits addressed this issue also: "I used to can my own stuff and cure my own 

meat Then I tried making sauerkraut here but it smelled, and the people around here 

reported me." Another woman who lived near a main dining room added: "It's all right if I 

wake up to the smell of bacon and eggs . But when they cook fish for dinner, my 

apartment smells for the rest of the evening." These olfactory intrusions may be considered 

an invasion of a resident's private life due to a feeling that someone else's choices 

concerning food are being inflicted. 

Visual Intrusions 

Visual intrusions were experienced at edges where apartment windows overlooked 

public circulation routes. The low- to middle-middle income facility often included 

apartments with living room and kitchen windows which overlooked outdoor covered 
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walkways. Although this permitted fenestration on two and sometimes three walls for 

corner units rather than the one typical of most apartments which open into indoor 

hallways, residents kept window coverings to these rooms drawn at all times to block 

views in. This is evident in Figure 1. 

FIGURE 1, Use of curtains to block visual intrusions 

The resident of this apartment kept the curtains drawn across the window which overlooks 

a public walkway, and chose to leave the curtains open for the other living room window 

which overlooks a green space. 

Visual intrusions were also encountered at edges where apartment patios or balconies 

overlooked common green spaces in all three facilities. This was evident in the following 

incident which was shared: "I'd like a garden in Mississippi. I only have a patio here like 
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the others. So if I want to do anything, I have to do it out in the open. I planted cotton in a 

flower pot last year and everyone kept looking at me like I was crazy for doing that in 

Tucson." Another woman explained that she circumvented visual intrusion when she 

surrounded her patio with large plants in pots and hanging plants. She was actually 

concealing a chaise lounge which she likes to sleep on. 

Psychological Intrusions 

For those requiring additional assistance with activities of daily living involving 

personal care, there was an intrusion of events including bathing, dressing, grooming, and 

evacuating usually managed alone. Physical, sensory, and cognitive impairments 

contributing to decreased energy and increased vulnerability prevent the aged from 

concealing aspects of daily routines they may not wish to share (Hoglund, 1985). 

Yet, those interviewed in all three facilities did not express extreme dissatisfaction with 

privacy sacrificed for required assistance. Perhaps it is because they have come to terms 

with and adjusted to their situation already. Perhaps it is because they are merely 

struggling to focus on the positive aspects of living. Or perhaps it is because their 

apartments have retained sufficient spatial requirements to sustain a certain amount of 

privacy. For instance, Hoglund (1985) suggested that a barrier free bathroom does not 

guarantee privacy. However, a bathroom in an apartment which is large enough to 

accommodate a resident, a wheelchair, and a caregiver so that the door can be shut helps. 

A private toilet in addition to the number of rooms often quantifies privacy in an 

apartment (Hoglund, 1985, p. 16). Accordingly, it has been argued: 

Since the theory behind congregate housing is that many older people can maintain a 
large degree of independence if they have the social support of others, "then the main 
question becomes: what traditionally personal areas could residents share without 
losing dignity and control over their lives?" They [architect Barry Korobkin, research 
sociologist John Zeisel, and associated architects Donham and Sweeney] concluded 
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that the "questionable personal areas included kitchenettes, toilets, sinks, bathtubs, 
showers, and front doors to the rooms" (Morton, 1981, p. 64). 

Perhaps the retention of front doors, kitchens, and bathrooms in individual apartments in 

congregate housing helped to combat psychological intrusions for the aged. 

Home as the Center of Activities and Relationships 

Home as the center of activities and relationships was associated with room 

designation, use, size, and spatial layout. 

Use of Spaces 

Interviewees in all three facilities occupied apartments which consisted of an open 

floor plan with a small kitchen, an adjacent dining area incorporated within the living area, 

a living room, a separate bedroom and bathroom, and an outdoor patio or balcony. Room 

use varied primarily according to levels of frailty and the amount of space available. 

Kitchens in all three facilities were equipped with full size refrigerators, ovens, 

dishwashers, sinks, and storage cabinets. Those who were more active used the kitchen to 

prepare meals on occasion. The majority, however, used the kitchen as a storage area for 

utensils, beverages, and snacks. Consequently, the majority expressed a dissatisfaction 

with such large and underused appliances. Many would have been content with a small 

refrigerator, a hot plate, a toaster, and a microwave. The male interviewees also would 

have been content with the aforementioned against a wall in the living room suspecting that 

the additional space for a full kitchen added to the rental price. The women, however, did 

not agree: "Absolutely not. I don't want a refrigerator and a hot plate in my living quarters 

and certainly not in my bedroom!" 
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Dining areas were rarely used since the once private activity of eating occurred in a 

common dining room for the majority of residents. In response, many apartment dining 

areas included a low counter between the kitchen and living area in smaller one bedroom 

apartments while other apartments did not even contain a dining table and chairs. The very 

frail who received some prepared meals in their apartments often ate these meals while 

sitting in a recliner and using a tray table. 

The living room was the area occupied most during the daytime in all three facilities. 

The type and degree of activity which occurred varied, however, according to the amount 

of space and the level of frailty of the individual. For instance, a lack of living room space 

prompted one active woman to discard her living room furniture with the exception of a 

recliner in order to accommodate a piano, a sewing machine, and a television so that she 

could continue participating in hobbies. 

FIGURE 2, A den as opposed to a living room as an activity center 
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In contrast, another active woman rented a two bedroom apartment and converted the 

second bedroom into a den. It was in the den that she pursued knitting, sewing, arranging 

flowers, writing letters, watching television, and praying as shown in Figure 2. The living 

room, furnished with four individual chairs, two loveseats, three end tables with lamps and 

treasured keepsakes, a coffee table, and paintings, then became a showpiece which she 

only used for socializing if she received a visit from someone outside of the congregate 

housing facility. See Figure 3. 

FIGURE 3, A living room as a showpiece rather than as an activity center 

The more frail in all three facilities tended to pursue fewer activities. As one woman 

stated, "I don't do much of anything. I nap now. That's about all I do." A variety of 

health reasons were cited as limiting factors, but vision impairments tended to dominate. A 
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94 year old woman confirmed: "I don't have too many hobbies anymore because my 

vision is not as good. I rest on account of my legs. I feel it's better for me to be quiet 

anyway. I'm trying to prolong my life." As such, many established one central area in the 

apartment where everything needed to get through the day was within reach. This central 

area tended to be a recliner and an adjacent end table which served as a surface for the 
I 

placement of books, telephones, medications, beverages, television remote controls, 

reading lamps, radios, and photographs. "I live in my chair," one woman confirmed. 

FIGURE 4, A control center as a main activity area 

As shown in Figure 4, a recliner was located in the living area situated in a central 

location to all other rooms for an 89 year old woman suffering from arthritis and loss of 

vision. The bedroom is located on the other side of the wall behind the recliner. A view to 

the front door and the bathroom door is possible from one side of the recliner. On the other 
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side, a table is situated to accommodate the woman's telephone, telephone numbers, 

medication, bills, a family picture, and a television remote control. The television is in 

view from the recliner, and a photograph of the resident's best friend is located above the 

recliner. 

According to Lawton (1985), almost all those impaired create some sort of "control 

center." Repeated characteristics include a favored chair offering good support aiTanged to 

permit a view of the front door and window and placed adjacent to a substantial side table 

covered with objects of greatest importance. These control centers are usually located in 

living rooms because this is often, for the frail, the only occupied space within the 

apartment aside from the bathroom for toileting and the bedroom for sleeping (Lawton, 

1985). Lawton (1985) also states that such a control center is implemented to bolster a 

sense of autonomy or "the desire to avoid being manipulated or dominated wholly by 

others" (Pastalan, 1977, p. 164). The rest of the room remains a showpiece for the 

collection of objects representing the notion that they are still in a dwelling. 

Outdoor patios or balconies were used primarily by the active elderly. Those who 

were able used this outdoor area for the cultivation of potted plants placed on concrete 

slabs. There were instances on the first floor of residents encroaching on communal 

property in an effort to get closer to the land and farther away from the defined edges of 

their concrete slab, however. This desire on the part of the elderly for a proximity to nature 

has been associated with a sense of control over the environment and with more 

aesthetically pleasing surroundings (Devlin, 1980). 

Interaction 

Room use within apartments was also related to interaction patterns for all three 

facilities. Any family contact took place either in individual apartments or in common 
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dining rooms within the facility when residents invited family members for meals as their 

guests. Within apartments, socialization took place in living rooms and often centered 

around the management of business affairs. An exception included a 96 year old mother 

and 70 year old daughter living in the same one bedroom apartment. In this case, 

interaction took place in the living room and bedroom, but this interaction tended to include 

the daughter as caregiver to the mother. 

Rooms were rarely used within apartments, however, for visiting with others living in 

the same congregate housing facility. The woman who chose to discard her living room 

furniture in order to accommodate a piano and sewing machine confirmed this when she 

provided an additional reason for this decision: "I don't socialize with friends in my 

apartment. As you can see, I have nowhere for them to sit. They aren't like that here. 

They don't seem to associate or come into your apartment." Reasons for a lack of 

socialization within apartments varied. Many cited physical impairments: "I just can't walk 

far anymore." Some mentioned physical problems with the building itself: "My hearing's 

not great. Acoustics are so bad it just drives me up the wall." Others cited dissatisfaction 

with conversations: "When people ask how I am, I always say, 'Fine, thank you.' I 

learned not to ask the elderly 'How are you?' because it usually takes 40 depressing 

minutes Then you have to be careful with people who are elderly and hard of hearing. 

They can misconstrue things." Finally, some mentioned low stimulation: "It's the same 

things, the same music, the same people.... Now I won't do anything if I have to miss my 

show, 'Days of Our Lives.'" Accordingly, the television, in this era of electronics, has 

served as a substitute for the transmission of information and new ideas. In the past, 

information was transmitted orally by guests who entered a home (Meyrowitz, 1980). 

Contact with residents living in the same facility was limited thus to common dining 

rooms during meal times and, to a lesser extent, to hallways, elevators, areas around 
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mailboxes or lobbies. This contact merely entailed conversation. There was little evidence 

of community support in all three facilities. This was largely due to a fear of hurting one 

another "If a dotty old woman tried to help another and you both fell, she could bust her 

hip and sue your ass. At least with the attendants, they're covered." Others feared future 

pestering due to the prevalence of loneliness. In addition, those in the middle- and upper-

middle income facilities believed that there was no need to help others; staff were hired to 

do all the helping. 

Despite the fact that little interaction occurred between residents, residents in all three 

facilities actually welcomed socialization with staff. One woman receiving 24 hour 

protective oversight and medication monitoring revealed: "At night, one of the girls gives 

me my night pill, something to eat, and a hug and a kiss.... Where could you find paid 

help that hugs and kisses you? You don't feel as if you're paying for everything. They do 

that because they want to. And I miss that when they don't come in." Another woman 

confirmed the disappointment associated with missed opportunities for socialization with 

staff: "The girls who come in here and clean now are new, and they don't speak our 

language. I think that's a big mistake. There could be trouble, misunderstandings." 

Home as a Reflection of Self 

Two themes emerged with respect to the home as a reflection of self. These included 

personalization and the ability to modify one's apartment. 

Personalization 

When residents of all three facilities initially moved into apartments, belongings were 

transported by movers. Residents, often with the help of children, supervised the 
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placement of objects. The location of television antenna outlets, windows as well as 

available wall space dictated the placement of furniture such as sofas, beds, bookcases or 

wall units, and television sets. After the initial setup, few possessions were moved. 

Elderly men of this group were not really concerned with personalization of interior 

spaces. They were content with bare walls and a few pieces of furniture as shown in 

Figure 5. 

FIGURE 5, Lack of personalization by a widowed man 

One widowed man revealed, however, that he had been encouraged to personalize: "First, 

the nurse told me to get some pictures up. She was a bit concerned because I have this 

picture of my wife's tombstone over the couch.... Reminds me that this is a dead issue 
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now. Just like this rose - [located under the three inch by five inch snapshot mounted on 

the wall above the couch] dried up.... Like a memorial." See Figure 6. 

FIGURE 6, Personalization initiated by a widowed man 

After hanging some pictures of outdoor Arizona scenes, this same man was encouraged to 

personalize his apartment further. He conveyed his resulting dissatisfaction: "A woman 

who used to work here thought I couldn't be happy, and she came and redecorated the 

place. Put up some Christmas decorations. I needed that like a hole in the head 'cause I 

don't believe in Christmas. She brought in that picture, that little table with the table cloth, 

and that monstrosity. I looked around and figured I was shortchanged to the extent that I 

didn't want the stuff to begin with." 
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Elderly women were more likely to engage in personalization believed to be due to the 

greater role of women with the home (Hummon, 1989). Women from all three facilities 

believed that their apartments were too crowded, but they found it difficult to part with 

meaningful objects. These objects were meaningful because they represented some aspect 

of the residents' lives from another dwelling which they tried to replicate. For instance, 

one woman brought a dilapidated china cabinet with her from her previous home. She 

explained: "That was my mother's. It looks pitiful now. Everyone's telling me I should 

have it redone. But all those scratches remind me it was used by my mother. You can see 

all the water damage from when the roof of the house I grew up in was broken. It reminds 

me of those days." The china cabinet was so meaningful to the woman, she placed all 

other keepsakes inside it as well as important papers. She continued: 

There's a red rose in that hutch. A friend of ours gave it to me for my birthday and 
then he died three weeks later. The fact was he gave me something special. He was a 
special friend.... Let me move those papers. I keep all my bills in here because I 
know if it's important, I'll have put it here. Now that sea shell - Mother would light it 
up and that would be our entertainment long before there were t.v.'s. We lived in an 
old house, you know - cracks in the walls. We didn't even have running water. We 
lived in the woods. But Mother would place it on the mantle and light the fire. We 
would all crowd around and watch the sea shell. That's a dish from an old set my 
mother had when we were little. That's from the KKK. My relatives were in that 
then - my grandpa. You can still buy all that stuff back home. That black panther I've 
had since I was eight years old - from the first carnival I went to. I won it.... And I 
collect pigs. I used to have a pet pig named George. They're better than dogs. 
Smarter too. You wouldn't think so. That's one reason why I'd love to move back to 
Mississippi. I love pigs. I can't have one here. 

Objects were also used to represent roles residents held within the structure of society 

which had shaped their identity. For instance, one resident had managed money regularly 

during a career in retail which spanned several decades. The resident collected rare coins to 

represent this, and placed those coins within a custom made toilet seat as shown in Figure 

7. Another resident drew her identity from a religious group. Religion had been a 

significant part of this resident's Irish upbringing, and she established a shrine in her 

apartment to represent her affiliation with the Roman Catholic Church. See Figure 8. 



FIGURE 7, A collection of coins representing a role previously held 

FIGURE 8, A shrine representing an affiliation with a religious group 
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In another instance, identity was clearly drawn from roles within the house. Although 

housekeeping services are provided in many apartments for those who are unable to 

maintain their apartments anymore, residents in the low income group asserted that they 

would rather continue their own housekeeping if they could. For instance: "I would rather 

take care of it. I don't know. I was brought up to do it. My grandmother died at 99 and it 

kept her going. It keeps you healthy. I believe as long as you're able to do it, you should 

do it yourself." Hummon (1989) suggested that many women "came to realize their 

identity as women through the practical and symbolic activities of home life" (p. 216). In 

contrast, every individual in the middle- and upper-middle income facilities indicated that 

they would prefer someone else to take care of their apartments for them. For example: 

"It's like having a maid. And we do pay pretty well. I try not to impose on them. But 

that's one thing they're supposed to do - wait on you." Another woman added: "I'd rather 

they take care of it. I had so much of that in my life. I've had enough." 

Modifications 

Those with less education and lower incomes in the group interviewed were more 

inclined to express satisfaction with their existing apartments and did not consider altering 

them in any way. Others who did consider the notion, expressed the following limitations: 

"Don't have room to change a lot."; "I don't have any ideas for changing it." or "There's 

not much you can do with an apartment. You merely adapt to the floor plan." All residents 

also admitted that it did not matter to them that the layout of all apartments in a facility were 

similar. Residents believed that individual furnishings were sufficient to differentiate each 

apartment. 

Despite these limitations, some modifications were implemented. Those who initiated 

modifications did not feel inhibited by the rules and regulations of the facility. All felt that 
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they could modify as they pleased as long as it was not destructive. For instance, one 

woman had spent a great deal of her life in a house in Toledo, Ohio. She used to spend a 

great deal of time in the kitchen and could view the children in the backyard through a 

window above the kitchen sink. When she moved into her apartment, she felt dissatisfied 

with the small number of windows and the constricted space. Fenestration was limited to 

one wall which provided a window in the bedroom and a sliding glass door between the 

FIGURE 9, A modification initiated to simulate a window 
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living room and balcony. Since the kitchen did not contain a window and was rather dark, 

the resident removed a cabinet above the kitchen sink, placed a mirror in its place, adorned 

the mirror with white lace curtains, and provided a shelf below for objects. The mirror 

and ornamentation simulated a window which appeared to emit light which would be 

typical of an overcast day as shown in Figure 9. This same resident also placed an outdoor 

green carpet on the balcony in an effort to simulate the grass she had known in Ohio. 

Plants in pots added to the ambiance. 

FIGURE 10, A modification initiated to visually separate living and kitchen areas 
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In another instance, a woman revealed that she had grown up in a well-to-do 

household where privacy was important and rooms were entities separated from each other 

by walls. The open floor plan of her apartment was disconcerting to her. The kitchen and 

living room were only separated from each other by a half wall. In response, she added 

cabinets above the half wall which ended about a foot above that wall. She had visually 

separated the two rooms and was content with the added privacy and the inability to see 

into the kitchen directly from the front door as shown in Figure 10. 

Other modifications occurred outside front doors which opened into indoor hallways. 

One woman placed an artificial tree with an artificial bird in a recessed space outside her 

front door. Others used this indoor recessed space for placing door mats, flower pots, and 

for parking wheelchairs and electric carts. 
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION 

Margaret: She must be lost. 
Nicholas: Who Isn't? The best 
Thing we can do is to make wherever we're lost in 
Look as much like home as we can. 

-Christopher Fry (1907-) 
The Lady's Not for Burning, 1948 
(cited in Taylor, 1990, p. 157) 

Comparison of the Meanings of Home 

Just as Christopher Fry suggested that "the best thing we can do is to make wherever 

we're lost in look as much like home as we can," Robinson (1989, p. 270) indicated "we 

can use the domestic setting, even though this will not properly serve every situation," if 

our institutional residences are not appropriate. Accordingly, many of our institutional 

residences for the aged advertise congregate housing in home-style or homelike settings. 

Yet, there are differences between the meanings of home one identifies with in the 

contemporary American single-family house, and the home-style or homelike setting the 

elderly must acknowledge upon relocation to an institution. These differences are 

noticeable with respect to the home as a refuge from the outside world, the home as the 

center of activities and relationships, and the home as a reflection of self. 

Home as a Refuge from the Outside World 

Home as a refuge from the outside world plays a significant role with respect to the 

single-family house largely due to the Anglo-Saxon Romantic ideal of the house and the 

suburb as a retreat from the vices of city living (Despres, 1991). Physical intrusions are of 

greatest concern followed by visual intrusions and then auditory intrusions (Cooper, 
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1975). These intrusions are also perceived as greater threats to the low-income (Rainwater, 

1977). Accordingly, public and private spaces are differentiated through clearly 

demarcated boundaries and through privacy gradients organized from the most public street 

to the most private bedroom. 

Within the three congregate housing facilities studied, physical intrusions from the 

outside world were similarly of greater concern in the federally subsidized facility, more 

than likely due to previous experiences and the location of the facility in a questionable 

locale. In the low- to middle income and upper-middle income facilities, one access point 

monitored by a reception desk, visible caregivers during the day, and security guards at 

night alleviated concerns about physical intrusions from the outside world. Thus, the 

facility itself seemed to function as a privacy gradient outside individual apartments. In all 

three facilities, physical and psychological intrusions from staff within were actually 

welcomed from a safety standpoint, and auditory intrusions lessened fears of isolation. 

Visual intrusions were only an issue in the facility where units with windows overlooked a 

public, covered walkway. This was due to the fact that front doors opened immediately 

onto a public space making the distinction between public and private severe. A transitional 

gradient was sacrificed in order to provide more community space. The other facilities 

which opened into indoor hallways did not provide fenestration, thereby negating this 

issue. 

Home as the Center of Activities and Relationships 

The interior of the single-family house includes collective areas for family and 

interaction with guests as well as more private activity areas for the individual (Hummon, 

1989; Robinson, 1989). Although the interior configuration of apartment units within the 

congregate housing facilities studied were similar to the arrangement of spaces in the typical 
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contemporary suburban home, room size and use varied enormously between these two 

building types suggesting a different interpretation with respect to the home as the center of 

activities and relationships. 

Apartments, mostly occupied by single elderly, included areas which were mostly 

individual due to the lack of contact with friends and limited contact with family members 

inside. Inactivity also contributed to the use of particular pieces of furniture rather than 

rooms. For instance, a recliner was used in the daytime, and a bed was used at night. The 

result was an apartment which was more functional than social for the elderly. As the 

elderly become less mobile, it appears that task performance or function tend to dominate, 

and social interaction declines. The assertion that the elderly still desired separate rooms 

such as a kitchen (which might only include a sink, a small refrigerator, and a hot plate) 

suggests that the elderly desire a dwelling which continues to function like the single-family 

house. 

Home as a Reflection of Self 

The home as a reflection of self is evident in exterior and interior personalization of the 

single-family house. Exterior personalization, usually handled by the male, allows the 

occupants to present a "face" to the public. Interior personalization, usually executed by 

the female, allows the occupants to convey greater information about individual and family 

identity, past experience, and a relationship to society as evidenced by roles and positions 

held (Hummon, 1989). 

Within congregate housing facilities for the aged, information about the self was 

limited primarily to the interior of individual apartments and, to some extent, areas outside 

front doors to apartments. The same colors and materials used for floor, wall, and ceiling 

surfaces and the same bathroom and kitchen fixtures within apartments usually chosen for 
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durability and safety limited personalization to objects unless minor modifications were 

initiated. In this case, objects tended to be more meaningful to individuals as opposed to 

symbols of status presented to society. Accordingly, self-preservation tends to be more 

important to the elderly than self-expression (Hummon, 1989). 

With limited opportunities for self-expression outside apartments for the elderly, one 

"face" was presented to the public. One formal, main entrance, similar apartment front 

doors opening into public circulation routes, common public areas with similar decor and 

furnishings, and uniform windows on exterior walls of facilities identifying similar 

apartments organized within structural bays, along corridors for egress purposes, and 

according to plumbing and ventilation needs contributed to a group identity. After 

identifying with a society based on individual identity, the elderly are forced into a 

communal living arrangement with a group. Moreover, this group includes the sick and the 

dependent which many would rather not be associated with. While the single-family house 

permits expression of the self and a relationship to the group, institutions as public 

buildings express, instead, "the power of society over the individual" (Robinson, 1989, 

p. 271). 

Future Research Directions 

The discussion of the meaning of home in the single-family house emphasized 

meanings with respect to the suburban house developed beginning in the late 1940's. 

While the World War II veterans and their brides who first occupied those houses are now 

retired, they are primarily part of the young-old or those within the 65 to 75 age bracket. 

However, home may have different meanings for the old-old or those within the 85 and 

over age group. It is very often the old-old or the very frail who require assisted living 
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services in congregate housing for the aged. Their experiences of dwelling may have 

included the compartmentalization of the Victorian house, for instance. This was evident in 

the account of the 94 year old woman who found the open floor plan of her apartment 

disconcerting and chose to separate the living area and kitchen area with cabinets erected 

above a half wall. 

Just as age may have provided different experiences of home, geographic regions 

within the country, urban, rural, and suburban locale differences, social class, education 

levels, gender, religious affiliation, and cultural affiliation influence experiences of home. 

These personal and societal items need to be addressed to clearly ascertain possible 

ramifications with respect to meanings and the physical properties of dwellings. Non-

traditional households and cultures of other countries may also provide insight. 

In addition, Robinson (1989, p. 272) suggests "a new building type must...be 

developed to supplant the institution; it must foster the idea of community as well as 

individuality" without just "decorating it with elements associated with the house." Since 

"good design, in and of itself, does not create a strong community," a sense of community 

must appear through:"membership, a feeling of belonging to the group; contact, that 

members are in proximity and available to each other; influence, where each person can 

have some effect on the group; fulfillment of needs, knowing that the group can help meet 

each member's needs; and a common history and sharing of common experiences" 

(Fromm, 1991, p. 159). In congregate housing for the aged, this may require 

collaboration to fulfill needs and carry out tasks rather than just participation or simple 

socialization. Consequently, a concern for a group rather than just the individual would 

emerge. 

The practice of community in congregate housing for the aged might not be accepted, 

however, due to certain patterns inherent in our society. Slater (1970) proposed four 
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strategies necessary to break these patterns: "(a) children are not socialized exclusively by 

their parents, (b) parents have lives of their own and do not live vicariously through their 

children, hence (c) life is lived for the present, not the future, and hence (d) middle-aged 

and elderly people participate in the community in the same way as youth and vice versa" 

(P- 142). 

The fact that the elderly should participate in the community raises a final point. 

Currently, "we throw the aged...into institutional holes where they cannot be seen. Our 

approach to social problems is to decrease their visibility: out of sight, out of mind" 

(Slater, 1970, p. 15). The result is, as Slater (1970) noted, segregation. It is a 

segregation, however, which is overlooked and unvoiced. As the aged are removed 

"farther and farther from daily experience and daily consciousness...the knowledge, skill, 

resources, and motivation necessary to deal with them" decreases in the community (Slater, 

1970, p. 15). 



APPENDIX A: 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interviewee Background: 

Gender Education Level 
Grade school 

Age High school 
Some college 

Marital Status Undergraduate degree 
Single Graduate 
Currently married Trade school 
Divorced 
Widowed Past Occupations 

Number of Children 

Congregate Housing Facility: 

Services Utilized Income 
Meals Upper-middle 
Transportation Middle 
Activities/socialization Low 
Housekeeping 
Assisted Living 

Unit Description: 

Location of Unit Orientation of Unit 
Neighbors on both sides Faces another unit 
Neighbor on one side only Faces a common area 
Neighbor above Faces an exterior wall 
Neighbor below Faces an outdoor area 

Type of Unit Length of occupancy 
Efficiency 
One bedroom 
Two bedroom 



Previous Housing: 

What part of the country were you brought up in? 

How would you describe that area? 
Rural 
Small town 
Medium-size town 
Suburban 
Urban 

What type of building were you living in there? 
Single-family house 
Row house 
Duplex 
Apartment 
Mobile home 
Rented house 

How long did you live there? 

What part of the country was your spouse brought up in? 

Where did you live with your spouse and/or children? (if applicable) 

How would you describe that area? 
Rural 
Small town 
Medium-size town 
Suburban 
Urban 

What type of building were you living in there? 
Single-family house 
Row house 
Duplex 
Apartment 
Mobile home 
Rented house 

How long did you live there? 

Where were you living before moving to this apartment? 

How long did you live there? 
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General Questions: 

(1) Where do you consider home? Why? 

Do you consider your apartment home? Why or why not? 

Do you consider (name of facility) home? Why or why not? 

(If current living arrangement is not considered home) How does your present 
dwelling differ from the place you consider home? 

(2) Can you describe to me the ideal dwelling you would like to live in? 

(3) Do you feel secure and safe in you apartment? Why or why not? 

Do you feel secure and safe in the rest of the building or on the grounds? Why or why 
not? 

(4) Can you hear any noise through the walls, ceiling or floor? 

(If yes) Is it sometimes loud enough to bother you? 
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(5) If you need assistance with housekeeping, repairs, or personal care, do staff members 
enter you apartment unannounced? 

Do they enter when you are not present? 

(If yes) Does that bother you? 

(6) Do other residents enter your apartment uninvited or against your wishes? 

(If yes) Does that bother you? 

(7) Some places have some trouble with staff or other residents taking or moving 
personal possessions. Have you noticed that here in you apartment? 

Have you noticed that outside your front door? 

(8) What do you do (such as hobbies, routines) in your spare time in your apartment? 

Does your apartment prevent you from taking part in any activities you used to 
participate in in your former dwelling? 

Have you started any new activities since moving to this apartment? 

Do you participate in any activities within (name of facility)? why or why not? 
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(9) How did you get to know people when you first moved here? 

Would you say that this is a friendly place to live? Why? 

(10) Do you socialize with friends in your apartment? Why or why not? 

(If yes) Where in the apartment? 

Is it possible to socialize with friends in their apartments? Why or why not? 

Is it possible to socialize with friends in (name of facility)? Why or why not? 

(If yes) Where in the facility? 

(11) Is it possible to visit with family members in your apartment? Why or why not? 

(If yes) Where in the apartment? 

Is it possible to visit with family members in (name of facility)? Why or why not? 

(If yes) Where in (name of facility)? 

(12) Do the people who live here help one another? 
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(13) Would you prefer to take care of your own apartment or would you rather that 
staff members take care of it for you? Why or why not? 

(14) Do you feel as if you belong here? Why or why not? 

(15) Does this place hold any memories for you? 

(16) Some people prefer it when all the apartments in a building look the same, and others 
like it better when there are differences between the apartments. How do you feel 
about this? Why? 

Does it bother you that all the apartments are arranged in a similar way? 

(17) Do you ever wish that you could change the inside of your apartment so that it would 
be different from the way it is now? 

Have you made any changes since you moved in? 

(18) When you moved in, who decided where to place the furniture? 

Did you feel as if you could decorate your apartment as you like? Why or why not? 

(19) Do you feel that the rules and regulations - about what you can do with your 
apartment - are generally fair or unfair? 
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APPENDIX: B 

BACKGROUND OF RESPONDENTS 

Marital Childhood Adult 
Income Gender Ape Status ' Children Education Home Home 

1 upper female 89 widowed 1 high school house/NE apartment/CA 
2 upper female 77 single - high school house/NY house/NY 
3 upper female 93 widowed 1 undergraduate house/MO house/AZ 
4 upper male 82 widowed - 8th grade house/IA house/CA 
5 upper male 82 widowed - undergraduate house/NE house/CA 
6 upper female 90 single - undergraduate house/OH house/OH 
7 upper female 89 widowed 2 graduate house/MN house/AZ 

8 middle female 83 widowed 1 high school house/OH house/MN 
9 middle female 70 single - graduate house/LA house/LA 
10 middle female 96 widowed 2 high school house/LA house/LA 
11 middle female 94 widowed 1 some college house/Ireland house/NY 
12 middle female 70 widowed 2 high school house/TN house/Ml 
13 middle male 83 divorced 3 high school house/KS house/KS 

14 low female 72 divorced 4 some college house/NY rentedhouse/CO 
15 low female 83 married 1 high school house/MS trailer/MS 
16 low male 83 married 1 high school house/MS trailer/MS 
17 low female 78 widowed 1 5th grade duplex/AZ apartment/AZ 
18 low female 75 divorced 2 some college house/OH trailer/AZ 
19 low female 76 divorced 6 high school house/OH house/OH 
20 low female 79 widowed 4 10th grade house/AZ trailer/AZ 
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