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Introduction 
 
Policies from Portland’s 2035 Comprehensive Plan1 and implementation efforts such the 
Residential Infill Project2 support age-friendly housing and aging in place. As the City 
further implements its policies and plans a better understanding of age-friendly elements 
can improve the design and development of housing and environments friendly to those of 
all races, ages, and abilities. This report summarizes literature focused on age-friendly 
housing and environments and offers best practices and recommendations to consider.   
 
Age-Friendly Housing Elements and Best Practices 
 
Age-friendly housing elements include accessibility within one’s home (e.g., bathroom and 
kitchen design), ingress and egress to one’s home (e.g., zero-step entrances, ramps), 
proximity to services (e.g., availability of transit options, public and private shops and 
offices), characteristics of the surrounding neighborhood (e.g., presence of sidewalks, 
traffic), and connections to social and economic opportunities.3,4 This section will detail 
elements of age-friendly housing and environments, best practices and recommendations.      
 
Housing Design  
 
Age-friendly housing design should be accessible and inclusive for people of all ages and 
abilities and can applied to all types of housing, small and large. In addition to physical 
accessibility, housing should enable social connections and supports and be responsive to 
user changes and preferences over time. A preference of multigenerational households is 
to live in close proximity to other generations, yet separately, which can be supported by 
offering various floor plans and unit types5 while units capable of accommodating aging 
residents should be dispersed amongst unit types.6 

 
Open floor plans are considered an important feature by housing consumers and 
compatible with visitability standards.7 Open floor plans facilitate a clear line of sight 
between caregivers and individuals needing assistance,8 capable of balancing 
connectedness and privacy through flexibility.9 Flexible spaces and arrangements can 
readily accommodate residents’ evolving needs10 as well as future user needs.11 
 
The top three accessibility features rated by homebuyers in 2019 National Association of 
Home Builders (NAHB) report were a full bath on the main level, doorways at least 3 ft. 
wide, and non-slip flooring respectively.12 No single accessibility feature, other than height 
of counters and cabinets, were ranked undesirable by more than a third of respondents.13 
Less than 10% of home buyers would reject a home due to the presence of a full bath on 
the main level, an entrance without steps, non-slip flooring, at least 4 ft. wide hallways, and 
at least 3 ft. wide doorways.14 (see Appendix A for additional home buyer ratings of 
accessibility features). As the NAHB report concludes, builders should not hesitate to 
include certain age-friendly elements for fear of consumer rejection.15 

 
Other building features should encourage interaction between older adults and the 
community, such as front entries that promote visibility, to contribute to older adults’ 
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perceived social support.16 Housing designed for social networks will lower burdens on 
formal services17 and support community ties that predict older adults’ ability to remain in 
place.18 Particular housing types such as cottage clusters, cohousing, intergenerational, 
and age-restricted communities should be encouraged by land use policies.19 

 
Housing Proximity to Services 
 
It is expected that multigenerational housing developments will increasingly concentrate in 
urban areas with existing infrastructure.20 In mixed-use areas, individuals with varying 
abilities are more capable of independently performing daily tasks.21 Housing with access 
to amenities and services increases social interaction and the likelihood of remaining in 
place for older adults.22  
 
A appropriate distance to services and amenities is considered 0.25 miles,23,24,25 which 
allows walkability scores to be analyzed with local demographic data related to age and 
disability.26 Suggestions for increasing the proximity of age-friendly housing to services 
include subsidies for locating age-friendly housing near frequent transit27 and incentives 
(e.g., bonuses) for accessible single-family housing with low slope routes to transit.28 
 
Age- and disability-friendly transit stops should be expanded29 and paratransit services 
should be taken into consideration when locating age-friendly housing opportunities. In 
Portland, TriMet LIFT provides reservation-based public transportation services for people 
with disabilities during TriMet hours throughout TriMet service areas. Ride Connection 
provides deviated bus route services in Washington County with the option of scheduling 
pick-up or drop-off within 0.5 miles of the route.30 
 
Age-Friendly Cottages and Cluster Housing 
 
Cottage cluster housing featuring community-oriented design can provide appropriate 
housing for multigenerational households and can facilitate seniors to remain near friends 
and family, particularly when single-story options are available.31   
 
Statewide Policy Efforts and Implementation Best Practices 
 
Based on statewide efforts, several suggestions for cottage cluster development should be 
considered. An explicit cottage cluster code may be helpful,32 but has not always 
incentivized development.33 Building orientation and design of features facing open space 
and public streets should be prioritized34 while encouraging development with flexible 
design regulations.35,36,37 Footprints and floor areas should be restricted, rather than lot 
and site size, since large sites have been found to be limited by unit maximums and small 
sites by density maximums.38 Common space can be maximized by minimizing excessive 
setbacks and separations39,40,41 to underlying zoning and fire code standards.42 An 
incentive based approach for cluster housing is appropriate such as density bonuses 
coupled with home size caps,43 fee waivers,44,45 and expedited permit processes.46 (See 
Appendix B for the City of Milwaukie, Oregon cottage cluster code analysis and code.) 
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Race, Socioeconomic Status, Ethnic Dimensions of Aging in Place 
 
The intersections of race, disability, and age require that planners understand and address 
user preferences within diverse racial and ethnic groups. This section will discuss racial, 
socioeconomic, and ethnic considerations for designing appropriate age-friendly housing 
and enabling aging in place in Portland.  
 
Housing Design  
 
Cultural differences and family composition should be considered when planning for 
appropriate housing types.47 Black, Hispanic, and Asian households are more likely to live 
in a multi-generational living arrangement than White households, with generational 
makeup varying significantly by race and ethnicity.48 Older adult caretakers who rent are 
more likely to be non-White49 and over 25% of personal care aides are Black.50 1 in 4 
Blacks, 1 in 5 Whites, and 1 in 6 Hispanics live with a disability,51 with varying preferences 
in regards to accessible housing features across race and ethnicity. A full bath on the main 
level is considered more essential by African American home buyers than Hispanic, Asian 
or White home buyers.52 Hispanic home buyers are more likely to rate doorways 3 ft. or 
wider and hallways 4 ft. or wider as essential accessibility features.53  

 
Design considerations for age-friendly housing should focus on racial and ethnic 
communities with higher rates of disability and multigenerational living arrangements. 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color specific consultant directories54 and a housing 
development internship55 should be created while creating a shared power planning 
process with these communities.56 

 
Aging in Place and Displacement 
 
Factors determining aging in place include unit age, unit condition, and tenure status. 
Black older adults living independently are more likely to live in older dwellings that are not 
owned free and clear.57 Home equity and financial resources predict the likelihood of aging 
in place, while high property taxes and utility costs predict the likelihood of moving.58 
Financial models should account for the hidden costs and future value of modified housing 
that allows individuals to age in place.59  
 
Accessible, adaptable home modifications include; walk-in tubs or showers, grab bars in 
bathrooms and along passageways, kitchen cabinets reduced in height, knee space below 
cabinetry, ramps, and slip-resistant flooring.60 Existing programs that provide home repair 
services should be leveraged including Portland Housing Bureau’s home repair loans and 
home ownership retention services,61,62 Multnomah County’s weatherization program,63 
Multnomah County tax deferral programs for seniors and homeowners with disabilities,64,65 
and programs specific to Black-owned homes such as Taking Ownership PDX.66 
 
In concert with formal modification and renovation services, appropriately designing 
housing for aging in place can mitigate displacement resulting from renovation and/or 
modification costs.67 
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Discussion 
 
This report offers best practices for age-friendly housing and environments and highlights 
the efforts that are needed to understand and address racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
considerations for aging in place in Portland. Appropriately located and designed housing, 
including cottage clusters, can enhance options for aging Portlanders, support 
multigenerational households, and meet the needs of diverse and vulnerable communities; 
however, it is important to understand these recommendations should continue to integrate 
differing preferences and needs of people across abilities, ages, and races or ethnicities. 
 
Major takeaways 
 

• Multigenerational households prefer to live separately, but in close proximity. 
• Most home buyers will not reject a home for possessing accessibility features such 

as visitability standards. 
• Front entrances and housing typologies can be designed to enhance social support. 
• Incentivizing age-friendly and accessible housing within 0.25 miles of amenities and 

services is appropriate. 
• Recommendations from statewide research on cottage clusters and cluster housing 

should be considered to encourage development. 
• Appropriate age-friendly housing design considers cultural differences, living 

arrangements, and disability across race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. 
• Designing housing for aging in place can mitigate displacement by alleviating 

residents of high cost modifications in the future. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• Incentivize physical and locational aspects of age-friendly housing into social 
housing models such as cottage cluster development. 

• Further engage diverse communities to determine appropriate features of housing 
and community that facilitates aging in place. 

• For recommendations to advance racially equitable planning with Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color communities, refer to the report A racially equitable & resilient 
recovery by the Seattle Planning Commission.68 

• For an in-depth case study of the City of Milwaukie’s cottage cluster housing 
analysis, refer to Appendix B. 

• For further research on the social dimensions of age-friendly built environments, 
refer to Sustainable, affordable housing for older adults: A case study of factors that 
affect development in Portland, Oregon69; Understanding the social impacts of 
neighborhoods and home design for older adults in Portland, Oregon; and Aging, 
neighborhoods and the built environment.70 
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https://www.kenaninstitute.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/AgingInPlace_06092017.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/SeattlePlanningCommission/RERRfinalSPC08032020.pdf
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds/714/
https://tinyurl.com/PSU-Portland


1 
 

Appendix A: Home Buyer Ratings of Accessibility Features 
 
The 2019 edition of What home buyers really want by the National Association of Home 
Builders (NAHB) seeks to provide home builders with current buyer preferences of housing 
features, layout, technology, and amenities. A second objective of the study is to reveal 
how preferences vary by age, race and ethnicity, geographic location, income, and price 
point. 
 
NAHB conducted a nationwide survey in 2018 by screening consumer panels for recent 
and prospective home buyers and subsequently sending respondents a detailed 
questionnaire. The sample was selected and weighted to ensure proportionality to the U.S. 
population across four census regions, six age brackets, and race and ethnicity crossed 
with five income brackets. 
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Reference: National Association of Home Builders. (2019). What home buyers really want. NAHB 
Builder Books. Fig 7.9, p. 63; Fig 7.12, p. 65; Q32, p. A111-A114, p. 229-232
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Appendix B: Milwaukie Cottage Cluster Analysis 
 
The Milwaukie cottage cluster analysis final report proposed changes to the City of 
Milwaukie cottage cluster housing ordinance based on a zoning code analysis, market and 
pro-forma analysis, and site design concepts. Guided by a Stakeholder Advisory Group, 
the objective was to draft a cluster housing code by which market-rate and affordable 
development is both feasible and incentivizing for developers. 

Cumulative policy changes impacting affordability, from least to most affordable 
• Removing density limits 
• Reducing setbacks and separations 
• Reducing yard standards 
• Counting on-street parking 
• Increasing height to two stories 
• Allowing attached units 

 
Application of the proposed cluster housing code 

• Low-density zones R5/7/10 
• Transit-connected locations within R5/7/10 

o Defined as directly connected by a complete sidewalk network to frequent 
transit service stop within a 0.25 mile walk 

• Commercial and multifamily zones 
 
Development standards of the proposed cluster housing code 
Affordable at less than 80% AMI, 1,000sf was the maximum average floor area per home 
of a financially feasible cottage cluster development. For other development standards, 
refer to Table 6 of the final report. 
 
Next steps 

• Developing design standard guidelines 
• Establishing a street map to identify potential head-in or angled on-street parking 
• Developing SDC and fee reductions or waivers 

 
 
 
 
 
Reference: City of Milwaukie Community Development. (2019). Milwaukie cottage cluster analysis 
final report. www.milwaukieoregon.gov/communitydevelopment/cottage-cluster-feasibility-study  

http://www.milwaukieoregon.gov/communitydevelopment/cottage-cluster-feasibility-study
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