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Poverty in general is associated with poor
health outcomes. In senior populations, poverty
increases the risk of chronic disease and mortality
and is linked to increased risk of disability,
homelessness, physical difficulties, and cognitive
decline. Research indicates 63% of seniors have at
least two chronic conditions. When compounded
by fixed or limited incomes and modest savings,
many seniors face limits on what medical care they
can afford.

According to America’'s Health Rankings,
published by the United Health Foundation,
Pennsylvania ranks 28th among states for senior
poverty, with 9.6% of adults over 65 living below
the poverty level. In 2021, the median annual
income for households headed by Philadelphians
aged 65 and older was less than $34,000. That
ranks the city 92nd out of 100 nationwide. With
extremely long wait lists, public housing is not a
realistic option for most seniors. For example, the
Philadelphia Housing Authority (PHA) wait list tops
90,000 and has been closed since 2013.

- Bipartisan Policy Center, 2016

Seniors with limited means often struggle to find
safe, affordable housing. They also find it difficult
to transition to an assisted living or memory care
facility; instead, when a senior living in poverty
can no longer live independently, the only option
typically is a nursing home. Few seniors want this
scenario, which is expensive to society. Instead,
designing to accommodate aging in place has
become more important than ever.

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) defines aging in place as “the
ability to live in one’s own home and community
safely, independently, and comfortably, regardless
of age, income, or ability level.” The National
Institute on Aging identifies personal care,
household chores, meals, money management,
healthcare, transportation, and social activities as
primary aging in place considerations for seniors.

With public housing limited and senior poverty
growing, private developers are important to the
development of affordable senior housing that
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allows residents to age in place gracefully.
Thoughtful architectural design can allow
residents to live safely and economically forlonger,
improving their quality of life and the economic
impact on the health system.

CBP Architects has worked with multiple nonprofits
developing affordable senior housing. Counting
HUD 202s, the firm has completed 12 affordable
senior housing projects for a total of 607 dwelling
units with another 141 units in construction. In
2013, the firm began a continuing relationship
with Lorraine Hiatt, PhD., an environmental
gerontologist who has spent over 40 years
exploring ways design can help aging individuals
lead richer, healthier lives. With Lorraine’s ideas
as a starting point, CBP Architects reconsidered
nearly every aspect of a typical affordable senior
one-bedroom unit. Restricted in size by budgetary
and regulatory overlays, the challenge became
incorporating as many ideas to maximize payback
and achieve as much independence and longevity
as possible for residents.
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Aging in Place

Design Innovations
CBP Architects has incorporated numerous
innovations into affordable senior unit design:

e En-Suite Bathrooms: The first element to be
reconsidered was the bathroom location. In
a typical senior one-bedroom apartment, the
bathroom is located outside of the bedroom
and down the hall. It became clear that this is
often the tipping point when a resident loses
the confidence to live independently. It just
becomes too difficult to reach the bathroom
in the middle of the night. By locating the
bathroom within the bedroom (en-suite), the
resident is just steps away from the bathroom in
the middle of the night and remains confident
in the ability to confidently make it there.

e Bathroom Layout: While it may be more
common practice to shield a toilet from view,
instead placing it within line of sight to the
bedroom (and often, the bed) makes a big
impact. Within the bathroom space, the toilet is
placed perpendicular to the end wall, with the
wall behind the toilet painted an accent color.
Abuilt-in night light incorporated into the room
ensures that in the middle of the night, the
white toilet stands in bright contrast against the

colored accent wall. This encourages a resident
who may have diminished eyesight that they
can ‘see’ where they are going and navigate
there comfortably.

Entry to Bedroom and Bath: Sliding barn doors
with heavy-duty hardware are placed at widened
door openings at entries to the bedroom and
bathroom. Most seniors simply leave the doors
open, but they are easy to slide open and closed
with just a touch. The barn doors conserve space
and avoid the need for a swinging door - often a
difficult impediment that makes it likely a senior
may be pulled and fall. With barn doors, the
resident is safer and more secure.

Bedroom Dressing Area: Eliminating the need
for a hallway to the bathroom opens more
floor space within the bedroom. This becomes
a dressing area, usually directly in front of the
closet. A bench or stool can be placed here to
aid in dressing, giving the resident a place to sit
to put on shoes and socks.

Open-Plan Living Space: As seniors age,
appetites can decrease. An open-plan living,
dining, and kitchen space helps encourage
seniors to remember to eat and to make food
access and preparation as easy as possible.
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Kitchen Conveniences: A full-height pantry
with roll-out shelves makes storage easier to
access. An open layout eases maneuvering
within the space.

Large Windows with Low Sills: Large windows
bring in as much daylight as possible and keep
the resident connected to the outside world.
Resident Entries: Primary entrances feature
lighting, small shelves for display of seasonal
or personal items, and signage with each
resident’s name.

Benefits for Senior Residents

The design innovations that appear in our work
support the idea of aging in place with grace and
comfort.

Residents benefit from:

Eased movements via clear pathways
Improved visibility of destinations in the unit
Encouraged movement vs. sedentary behavior
Maintained independence for longer

Reduced need for a nursing home

Increased sense of safety

Stronger sense of personal well-being
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For many years, the site for St. Rita Place & Cascia
Center was a vacant lot located along South Broad
Street in South Philadelphia. This prominent corner
location on the city’s main north-south boulevard
is adjacent to the St. Rita of Cascia Church and
National Shrine. Built in 1907, St. Rita’s is one of the
largest Catholic churches in the city. It earned listing
on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places in
2019. The National Shrine of Saint Rita of Cascia is
located one floor below the church and named in
honor of the patron saint of impossible causes.

In a challenge befitting the namesake saint, CBP
Architects was tasked by the Archdiocese of
Philadelphia with introducing a new development
on this high-profile site. The client envisioned a
mixed-use building that would serve its fellow
neighbors by providing affordable senior housing.
The idea was to allow area seniors who grew up in
South Philadelphia to stay in the neighborhood.
In this project, aging in place applied to both the
home and community context.

cbparchitects.com

- Archbishop Pérez
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The design transformed a prominent location with
a new, five-story, mixed-use structure that serves
the adjacent St. Rita of Cascia Church and Shrine
and provides 46 one-bedroom residences for low-
income seniors, many of whom have lived in the
neighborhood their entire lives and worship at the
church next door. The first floor houses the 7,500-
sf Cascia Center, a gathering place for visiting
pilgrims and a community center for peace and
reconciliation. Developed by Catholic Housing &
Community Services, the Archdiocese’s provider
of senior living services, the project was funded
through the Pennsylvania Housing Finance Agency
(PHFA) low-income housing tax credit program.

By siting the building tightalong Broad and Ellsworth
Streets, the team opened a plaza between the
new building and the early 20th century limestone
church. At ground level, the building angles back,
creating both a vista and an inviting entryway
into the landscaped outdoor space. Clad in red
brick that references the surrounding residential
neighborhood and contemporary masonry that
reflects the limestone church, the design celebrates
the juncture between the community and one of its
most vibrant institutions.

Using the principles that had continually evolved
around aging in place, residences include ensuite
bathrooms, sliding barn doors, and open-plan
living spaces. Large, operable windows fill the
building with natural light and open the Cascia
Center as a beacon of hope in the neighborhood.

St. Rita Place & Cascia Center is highly energy
efficient, achieving two goals - the environmental
benefit and the desire to keep residents’ utility
bills as low as possible. The project met Energy
Star Multifamily High-Rise certification, Enterprise
Green Communities certification and PHFA
Reduced HERS threshold. The design features
highly insulated walls and roof, low-E windows, and
highly efficient mechanical equipment. As a result,
tenants will enjoy homes that use 50% less energy
than typical code-built dwellings.

St. Rita Place provides permanent housing for low-
income seniors in a prominent location adjacent
to a beloved neighborhood landmark. In addition,
the Cascia Center has become a safe place for the
community where conflict can be safely mediated.
These two uses come together in a vibrant, mixed-
use building that celebrates and inspires those who
live, work, and gather here. This mixed-use project
has become a vital resource for the community,
both in the affordable senior housing it offers
as well as the community center on its first floor.
Many residents of the housing were baptized and
married in the adjacent church and find themselves
now volunteering at the Cascia Center below.
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- Heather Huot, Director
Catholic Housing & Community Services

Location: Philadelphia, PA

Client: Catholic Housing & Community Services
Design Firm & Firm of Record: CBP Architects
Completion: 2021

Size: 53,000 gsf Units: 46

Program: Affordable Senior Housing & Community Center
Awards:

2023 AIA Pennsylvania Honor Award

2023 ULI Rouse Award

2022 PACDC Blue Ribbon Award

2021 Phila. Business Journal Best Real Estate Deals,
Affordable Housing
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