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LIFE Program
In 1998, Pennsylvania implemented the Living 
Independently for the Elderly (LIFE) managed care 
program, an option that allows older Pennsylvanians 
to live independently while receiving services and 
supports to meet the health and personal needs 
of the individual. LIFE provides a comprehensive 
array of health and support services to qualified 
seniors who face health challenges that threaten 
their continued ability to live independently in 
the community. LIFE provides all of the health 
care and support services that the LIFE care team 
of health professionals believe are needed, and 
the majority of participants pay nothing for these 
services.

LIFE is a community-based approach to meeting 
participants’ health care and other needs. To be 
eligible, a participant must meet the care needs 
for a skilled nursing facility. But the beauty of 
the LIFE program is that even though need may 
dictate that someone is frail enough to require 
nursing home care, LIFE provides the opportunity 
for someone to receive the necessary services 
while remaining independent and in one’s home.

Adult Day Health Center Experience
CBP Architects has collaborated with two 
affordable housing developers who created LIFE 
adult day health centers within their affordable 
senior housing developments in Philadelphia. The 
combination of affordable housing, health care, 
and wellness services has proven to be extremely 
successful in giving seniors the comprehensive 
and convenient supports they need to stay 
independent, active, and healthy for longer.

Adult Day Health Center Components
A key element of the LIFE program is the adult 
day health center. Here participants receive most 
of their services to support their health and their 
physical and emotional wellbeing:
•	 Primary Medical Care: A full-service clinic at the 

center lets participants meet with their primary 
health care team and specialists such as a dentist, 
audiologist, podiatrist, and optometrist. A lab is 
included to do blood draws, and a respite area is 
available if someone is feeling unwell.

•	 Pharmacy: Participants can get prescriptions 
filled right at the center.

•	 Personal Care: The center provides space for 
participants to gain help with bathing, having 
their hair washed, and other personal care, an 
area in which many seniors struggle. A  salon 
offers haircuts and styling.

•	 Wellness Center: Participants can receive 
physical, speech, and occupational therapies 
on site.

•	 Activities and Exercise: A LIFE program 
priority is encouraging participants to 
remain active. A successful adult day health 
center design provides clear circulation that 
encourages movement throughout the space 
and into outdoor garden spaces as well. 

•	 Nutritional Support: A commercial kitchen and 
day rooms provide hot meals and a place to eat 
in the company of others.

•	 Recreation: The day rooms also serve as space 
for participants to enjoy various recreational 
activities and stay connected socially.

LIFE at Ralston/Mercy-Douglass House
Ralston House is a longtime provider of services 
to the elderly in West Philadelphia. Ralston House 
teamed with Mercy-Douglass to develop a new 
six-story property containing 55 units of affordable 
senior housing. Located in a dense urban area near 
the University of Pennsylvania campus, Ralston/
Mercy-Douglass House caught the attention of the 
School of Nursing, which was seeking a location 
for its next LIFE center. The School of Nursing 
had opened a thriving LIFE center in a standalone 
building a few years earlier but wanted to place its 
latest center within structured housing. Designed 
by the team at CBP, the new 10,000-sf LIFE center 
sits on the building’s ground floor, connecting 
to the affordable senior housing above and the 
neighborhood beyond. The architectural design 
includes an outdoor garden area with raised beds 
to allow the seniors to garden.
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NewCourtland LIFE Allegheny
NewCourtland is a nonprofit provider of community 
services, affordable housing, education, and 
workforce development for Philadelphia seniors.  
The organization had developed several LIFE 
centers and found the prototype to work 
well for its low-income, frail elderly clientele. 
NewCourtland identified a vacant, five-acre site in 
North Philadelphia within one of the city’s poorest, 
most underserved zip codes. Ideally situated in the 
heart of a neighborhood and along a prominent 
thoroughfare, the site provided the opportunity to 
create a campus for seniors with both affordable 
housing and much-needed support services in 
one location. The CBP Architects team provided 
master planning and design of the comprehensive 
project, beginning with a new LIFE adult day 
health center.

Response:
The CBP Architects team first developed the site 
master plan, beginning by aligning the entry drive 
with 19th Street, and reconnecting the site to the 
city grid. This provided parcels on either side of 
the new drive, with the western side a perfect fit 
for the planned LIFE center. With a program of 
approximately 16,000 sf, design of the center 
includes a health clinic, personal care spaces, 
wellness center, quiet day room, main day room, 
and dementia day room. A commercial kitchen 
serves the main day room with satellite service to 
the dementia day room, allowing for a hot lunch 
to be served daily. We carefully selected soothing 
finishes and colors, lighting supportive of those 
with reduced vision, and an array of elements to 
improve the seniors’ experiences at the center.

Adult day health center features include:
•	 Clear, simple layout: In many LIFE centers the 

team visited, there often ended up being a 
confusing array of rooms. CBP sought a clear, 
straightforward layout so that seniors would 
always know their location at any time. Upon 
entry, a main corridor runs the length of the 
center. Large, floor-to-ceiling windows line 
one side of the corridor, offering views of the 
wander garden outside. This centering of the 
space is especially important as participants 
age and lose cognitive ability.

•	 Interior walking loop: Designed to encourage 
movement, the loop includes short and long 
paths, with a built-in bench for resting along 
the way. The real-life outcome of this element 
is watching participants become more active 
and confident as they regain strength and 
endurance.
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•	 Airport-style restrooms: Large and generous, 
the restrooms are clearly located along 
the main path, with no doors to enter. By 
eliminating doors, participants have an easier 
time accessing and using the space, particularly 
if they rely on a wheelchair or walker.

•	 Expansive windows: Large windows of various 
shapes and sizes are included throughout. 
Two large, round windows in the dementia 
day room add a touch of whimsy, positioned 
low to provide a wheelchair-bound senior 
a good view outside, and aiding dementia 
patients who often confuse day and night. The 
wellness center’s large openings to the corridor 
encourage those who may be suspicious of 
therapy to see that it can be fun and productive.

•	 Wander garden: The master plan incorporated 
a large wander garden. This gentle loop is lined 
with fragrant perennials to engage the senses 
and punctuated by trellises to provide shaded 
resting places. Designed by Jack Carman of 
Design for Generations, the wander garden 
can be accessed from three points – the main 
day room, the dementia day room, and a large 
greenhouse structure located at the center of 
the main corridor, which has become a favorite 
hangout and the site of a new garden club.

Phases 2 and 3 of the project brought the campus 
to a combined 105 one-bedroom units of low-
income senior housing.

Impact
As noted in the testimonial at left, not only has the 
adult day health center been well-received by the 
client and seniors who use it daily, but the design 
has been recognized nationally as a model of 
senior living design.

NewCourtland LIFE Allegheny Project Details
This project is now known as InnovAge Allegheny.
Location: Philadelphia, PA
Client: NewCourtland
Design Firm & Firm of Record: CBP Architects
Completion: 2013
Size: 16,000 gsf
Program: Adult Day Health Center

“[CBP’s] efforts were instrumental in 
delivering a day health center that 

advanced the wellness of the seniors 
being served and was featured as 

a model center at a subsequent 
National PACE Conference in 

Philadelphia where many providers 
expressed interest in replicating 

the design elements that had been 
adopted. In this regard, [CBP’s] 

work and efforts have advanced 
the science and art of planning for 

a building that has established a 
standard of practice for the care and 

wellness of frail seniors in
the community.”

- R. Max Kent, COO, NewCourtland
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