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Introduction
The FLEX (Flexible 
Dwellings for Extended 
Living) project sought to 
address a challenge of 21st 
century wellbeing - an 
increasing older population 
that wants to age ‘at home’, 
facing the social isolation 
that accompanies the loss of 
traditional meeting places 
like pubs, pension queues, 
community centres and the 
High Street. It explored 
the boundaries of private 
and public living, looking 
at making dwellings 
more socially flexible for 
people as they age and, 
initially, considered ideas 
for retrofitting existing 
properties (rather than 
building new houses or 
abandoning our old home 
and community to live out 
our remaining years in 
institutional or private care 
homes). 

Approximately 70% of 
future housing will not 

be new build (CLG 2007), 
so we asked about the 
likelihood that informal 
adaptive reuse and other 
scales of modification 
are taken up, based on 
acceptability, availability 
of options, needs and 
budget of future elderly 
occupants. An assumption 
was that if existing homes 
can undergo moderate 
adaption, older members 
can remain at home longer 
and exert more influence 
locally, perhaps informally 
acquiring the status of 
elders in that community. 
This early focus quickly 
evolved into more flexible 
proposals in response to 
co-design workshops with 
experts and the public 
that showed other, more 
socially-based, remedies 
would be needed.
 
The project involved 
collaboration with 
UK specialists in built 

environment, elderly care 
and housing and also 
participants with a range 
of housing experience in 
Newcastle and Dundee. 
Both experts and the public 
participated in co-design 
workshops that focused 
on how future generations 
of older people might 
dwell more socially as 
they age, better serving 
companionship, resource 
sharing and social resilience 
in the community. We 
particularly focused on 
the age group of people 
in their 40s to 60s, for 
whom retirement is not so 
distant, and identified their 
interests, concerns and 
values. 
 
The FLEX project ran from 
February 2012 to April 2013, 
launching with an experts’ 
workshop to develop 
initial strategies. Findings 
emerging from this first 
event were used to inspire 

and shape the following 
workshops for community 
participants.
 
The FLEX research team 
comprised: 

• Professor Ann Light, 
School of Design, 
Northumbria University 
• Andy Milligan and 
Linsey McIntosh, Duncan 
of Jordanstone College of 
Art and Design (DJCAD), 
University of Dundee
• Carol Botten and 
Lowri Bond of Northern 
Architecture 
• Other local partners, 
such as the Quality of Life 
Partnership and ISOS 
Housing Ltd in Newcastle. 

FLEX was awarded Arts 
& Humanities Research 
Council (AHRC) funding 
through the Community, 
Culture & Design theme of 
the Connected Communities 
research programme. 



Why have we
been 

researching
convivial
ageing at

home?

The population in Britain 
is ageing rapidly, but it is 
widely acknowledged that 
the UK is unprepared for the 
acute financial and social 
changes this will bring. The 
2011 census for England, 
for example, shows that 
16.4% of the population 
was aged 65 and over – the 
highest seen in any census. 
By 2040, those over 64 will 
have increased by 58%, 
bringing an exponential 
rise in older people and in 
costs of care. In Scotland 
alone, the care budget 
will rise by £1.1bn by 2016 
if levels are sustained. 
According to BBC Scotland, 
‘together with growing 
our economy and tackling 
climate change, preparing 
for an increasingly ageing 
population is one of our 
biggest national challenges’ 
(http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/
mobile/scotland/8585451.
stm BBC Scotland, 24 March 
10).

 Yet, the Select Committee 
said in March 2013, 
that the UK is ‘woefully 
underprepared for an 
ageing society’ (http://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
politics-21773743, BBC, 14 
March 2013). We have not 
addressed the pressures of 
21st century living, such 
as increasing atomization 

of the family, expensive 
housing, spiralling energy 
costs, and the risk of 
social isolation. FLEX also 
recognises that the issue is 
of universal concern. As one 
expert described it in a co-
design workshop: ‘this is not 
a ‘they’ or ‘them’ issue – this 
is a ‘me’ issue - it’s about my 
future’.
 
A reduced working 
population will inevitably 
be under more pressure to 
support increasing numbers 
of older people, which is 
likely to squeeze pensions 
further (Khan 2013). The UK 
public and private long-term 
care market in 2011 was 
estimated at £13.7bn, and 
expenditure is expected to 
double and possibly triple 
by 2050 (Frost & Sullivan 
2013, Turley et al 2008). 
Residential markets are 
forecast to reach £66bn by 
2040 with the private sector 
contributing to 91% of 
revenue. The non-residential 
market (e.g. domiciliary 
services at home, extra 
care accommodation) is 
forecast to reach £19bn in 
2040, with the public sector 
contributing 84% of revenue 
(Frost & Sullivan 2013).
 
New models for living 
with choice, independence 
and dignity are in short 

supply. Older dwellers often 
have to accept expensive 
institutional care that 
compels individuals to live 
as a community of strangers. 
Institutional and private 
care spaces may resemble 
student halls, dorms and 
barracks, at a time when 
patterns of social life are 
markedly different. Such 
moves to care facilities also 
reduce the positive roles 
that elders can play in the 
general community, making 
them invisible and taking 
their experience out of 
circulation.  
 
Meanwhile, the ‘third 
places’ (Hickman 2010) that 
brought people together in 
times past, such as the local 
pub, corner shops, libraries, 
pension queues, markets 
and community centres are 
dwindling due to changes 
in society and an increasing 
digital life for many. And 
social spaces that appeal to 
younger people or people 
with young families do not 
necessarily hold interest 
for empty nesters and older 
people.

Whilst there is significant 
research and information on 
assisted living and staying 
physically independent at 
home, there is less work 
on the social aspects of 
wellbeing, our emotional 

connections to home, its 
locations and valuing of 
the community in which 
we live, grow up and grow 
old, or what it means to 
live a life fully at every 
stage. Initiatives exist, such 
as the Campaign to End 
Loneliness with its idea of 
a social convoy that each of 
us builds through life and 
which needs protecting as 
we age (see http://www.
campaigntoendloneliness.
org.uk/information-on-
loneliness/loneliness-
research/). But there is 
also a tendency to see old 
people as needing care, with 
reducing agency and self-
efficacy as the years pass. 
We have to see this against a 
background of an unofficial 
care economy. About 6.5m 
people, or 13% of the adult 
population, provide informal 
care in the UK - a resource 
estimated to be worth 
£119bn per year, more than 
the entire spending on the 
NHS (DoH 2006). However, 
a strong argument also 
exists, that sense of agency 
and a chance to show 
efficacy enhances life and 
prolongs health, so treating 
older people as inherently 
dependent actually 
exacerbates the problems 
faced. How, instead, might 
design support older people 
to age as a vital part of their 
communities?



Our first
workshop

with 
specialists

FLEX devised a co-design 
workshop that brought 
experts on housing, co-
housing, ageing, assistive 
living, flexible homes, 
digital technology and 
architecture together to 
discuss, brainstorm and 
reassess adaptive homes as 
we age. 

As a precursor, our invited 
experts were asked to 
bring with them images 
they felt would visually 
capture their responses to 
the FLEX research themes: 
home, conviviality, getting 
older and flexibility. In this 
way, we invited a group 
of disparate professionals 
to open up their thinking 
and explore together how 
others see the issues around 
ageing at home. 

Experts revealed how easy 
it is to customise houses for 
conviviality, as well as for 
environmental, economic 

or health reasons. But they 
also shared experience of 
owners’ reluctance to make 
physical changes to their 
environment, especially if it 
involves shifting bricks and 
mortar, and raised issues 
that affect people in private 
rented and social housing. It 
was widely acknowledged 
that the typical footprint of 
UK housing is the smallest 
in Europe, thus making 
adaptive reuse particularly 
challenging as well as 
disruptive (Dyckhoff 2011). 

Experts discussed 
examples of alternative 
living arrangements and 
the circumstances that 
had brought these about 
– often the determination 
of one or two key people 
who had a clear idea 
of what they wanted to 
achieve. Such initiatives 
were not widely publicised 
and public awareness of 
alternatives remains low.



Exploring 
co-design 
techniques 
through high 
tea experiences 
in Newcastle
& Dundee
FLEX also sought the views 
of the public and brought 
together groups of urban 
dwellers aged 40+, first in 
Newcastle, then Dundee, to 
talk about how they might 
like to live as they age. 
Participants represented 
a rich mix: some owned 
their homes; others rented 
privately; whilst some 
were in social housing or 

other arrangements. Some 
were living with two more 
generations; some had the 
place to themselves.

Participants in our ‘high 
tea’ workshops didn’t know 
each other so when we 
invited them to talk to us we 
decided to make it convivial 
and easy to chat to one 
another.

home

sharing

 FLEX hired a café venue 
in each city – reflecting 
those critical ‘third-space’ 
areas used to trigger 
social conversations - 
and designed a workshop 
around a high tea 
experience, serving guests 
sandwiches and cake. Both 
savoury and sweet courses 
were accompanied by 
questions for participants 
to discover. Courses in this 
high tea workshop were 
linked to key questions we 
asked of participants about 
‘home’ and ‘sharing’. 

Our guests were invited, 
through fliers distributed 
by our partners’ email lists, 
by housing associations 
and by word of mouth. 
Everyone who attended 
had volunteered to come 
along, so we can assume 
that the most interested, 
motivated and/or brave 
people participated. 
Certainly our samples were 
gregarious and thoughtful 
on the subject. This does not 
represent a cross-section of 
the population; rather it was 

two self-selected groups, 
showing some regional 
influences and articulate 
on the subject of ageing 
and dwelling. Since the 
sample was small, we did 
not distinguish conclusively 
between regions in our 
analysis, but rather 
observed some patterns 
linked to local building 
histories.

There have been tea parties 
before in research contexts, 
such as the Virtual Tea 
Room designed by the 
Building Bridges team 
(Wherton and Prendergast 
2009). By contrast, FLEX 
established a more visceral 
and immediate social 
experience than the virtual 
ones achieved through co-
design with older people in 
that project. Passing the jam 
and tasting the scones was 
as integral as finding the 
questions among the cakes.



Conviviality
as we age
FLEX worked with the 
idea of conviviality. The 
word comes from the Latin 
convivialis, and refers 
to ‘living with’ but also 
banqueting and making 
merry.

Here we stress something 
wider than planned social 
encounters and happy 
meetings among friends, 
to include the broader 
conviviality of living among 
others with warmth and 
care, including those who 
are not immediate friends 
and family. Both experts and 
the public recognised that 
conviviality can stimulated 
by circumstance. It is about 
growing and maintaining 
relations. Many events draw 
people together, such as 
local crises, snow, lift and 
transport failures, actions 
by local councils, planning 
consultations, etc, and may 
help to get people talking 
to each other. However, the 
benefits of these encounters 
may not persist into less 
dramatic times. 

Our high tea set-up 
embodied conviviality, 

however, as we listened 
to participants, their 
attitudes suggested that 
neighbourhood conviviality 
comes below health and 
finances in their thinking 
about home. It is often 
assumed and implicit, 
rather than an explicit 
factor, in considering living 
arrangements. Family and 
friends were identified as 
critical social ingredients to 
quality of life and dwelling; 
but the neighbourhood is 
more likely to be viewed 
as ‘safe’ or ‘quiet’, epithets 
that mask the social 
relations that constitute 
such characteristics. Whilst 
conviviality is missed when 
absent, it is not noted by 
participants as particularly 
valuable beyond the 
immediate walls of the 
dwelling. 

In conversation, FLEX 
participants recognised 
how social and spatial 
elements of their world can 
be configured to improve 
a sense of shared spaces 
over time (e.g. street-
parties, BBQs on communal 
land, clearing litter or co-

gardening) and these afford 
strangers an occasion 
to meet and talk. Other 
familiar convivial stimuli, 
or ‘tickets-to-talk’ (Sacks 
1995), include walking dogs, 
pushing babies, collecting 
kids from school, and the 
weather. Designing the 
social, as well as physical, 
fabric of life can trigger 
serendipitous conversations 
and support convivial 
ageing. 

Participants also raised 
concerns that some groups 
of people are more prone to 
loss of bonds than others. 

They considered that older 
men (particularly if alone) 
are most vulnerable to 
chronic social isolation 
and to losing/missing 
conviviality and socially-
oriented sharing. Older 
men are perceived as more 
likely to get stuck in asocial 
surroundings and less likely 
to see themselves or be seen 
as needing social life and 
emotional connection.
 
Participants felt that 
mothers, particularly single 
mothers, already give so 
much to the act of sharing 
and caring whilst their 
families grow and live 
at home that they need 
to actively reclaim their 
individual identity and 

privacy as their family 
responsibilities wane, 
which may move them 
out of some of their former 
neighbourhood networks as 
they get older.

This acknowledgment of 
temporal trends recognises 
the dynamic nature of our 
tolerances and wishes 
over time. What works 
for young people will not 
necessarily sustain people 
as they age and a sense 
of this and some forward 
planning by individuals 
and groups can make a 
substantial difference to 
how community reliance is 
formed and how life shapes 
up.
 
However, barriers were 
noted. An awareness of 
society’s increased desire 
to protect vulnerable 
community members, such 
as young and older people, 
works counter-productively. 
It makes behaviours 
seem risky that have 
traditionally strengthened 
social networks at a 
neighbourhood level 
(neighbours involved in 
childcare, sharing, acts of 
kindness, popping in, etc).
 
The complexity of these 
factors suggests that this 
is not an issue that people 
can or will tackle at the 
household level alone. It 
implicates planning policy 
and suggests the need 
for further research into 
community designs that 
support social behaviour 
and mitigate the risks 
(from embarrassment to 
actual vulnerability). Such 
elements reinforce a need 
to think of how elderly 
people dwell ‘beyond the 
home’ and approach the 
problem both holistically 
and strategically, 
with individuals, 
neighbourhoods and policy-
makers.



“Places make 
people. Thus 
when we ask 

questions such 
as, ‘What kind of 
place do we want 

to maintain or 
bring about?’, we 

are at the same 
time asking the 
question ‘what 

kind of people do 
we want to be?.” 

Brook, I. (2012) 



ExhibitionAn installation was 
exhibited at Dundee 
University in April 2013 as 
a public event celebrating 
FLEX and reporting back 
to participants. Taking 
inspiration from the idea 
of an abstracted stage-set, 
the design also explores 
the home as one part of a 
wider, more complex and 
ultimately porous notion 
of dwelling for an ageing 
population. 

Three house outlines 
(in three distinct line 
languages) are set on the 
floor to reflect the three 
groups involved in the 
FLEX project - the experts, 
the public and the research 
team. Constructed elements 
are suggestive of enclosure 
and boundaries such 
as walls, doors, frames, 
windows, letter-boxes 
whilst objects at a more 
intimate and domestic scale 
touch on the territorial and 
emotive nature of home, its 

contents and its occupation. 
These intimate objects 
reference grandfather’s old 
reading chair, a standard 
lamp, a coffee table and a 
bare light-bulb hung by an 
electrical cable. 

In many ways the 
installation is also 
allegorical in nature, 
offering up symbolic 
components that refer 
to themes, concepts and 
strategies FLEX used to 
engage both experts and 
the public in co-designed 
experiences. A solitary 
teacup alludes to high-tea 
events that were conducted 
with the public within the 
convivial and social settings 
of cafés in Newcastle and 
Dundee.

The installation of this 
skeletal ‘home’ is devoid 
of traditional notions of 
walled enclosure. It signals 
that the home is only one 
social/spatial/communal 

factor to explore in terms of 
our shared ageing future. 
It uses rigid styrene as its 
modelling material and 
this selection acts as a 
metaphor of a significant 
‘inside’, within the inside of 
a building or interior, and 
a reminder of insulation, 
warmth and protection 
(winter heating being a 

recurring and politicised 
theme for the UK ageing 
population, but increasingly 
for all as energy costs rise). 
It also acts as a parody of 
the poor quality kit-home 
and the exceptionally small 
spatial footprint of modern 
homes we see in the UK in 
comparison to the rest of the 
world. 



Porous design:

The FLEX workshops 
revealed the significance of 
‘porous’ thinking. 

Sensorial aspects give 
character and a feeling 
of connection to a 
neighbourhood. Participants 
in Newcastle and Dundee 
both described how they 
enjoyed sounds and 
smells that indicated the 
presence of others (within 
reason) and discussed 
how they valued sightlines 
that allowed them to see 
others and watch their 
routines unfold. However, 

participants disliked loss 
of control over their living 
space, such as noise from 
above, suggesting that 
spaces require filtering of 
surrounding activities in a 
flexible way.
 
Expert participants 
noted that ‘smart homes’ 
(often a feature of elderly 
research), and environment-
friendly design may tend 
to hermetically seal people 
in their homes and that 
this particularly penalises 
elderly occupants who have 
reduced mobility and/or 

fewer social outlets. There 
is a trade-off between an 
ambient stream of social 
information and the sealing 
of dwellings needed to 
regulate temperature and 
control energy consumption.
 
FLEX explored aspects of 
spatial filtering through the 
concept of ‘porous design’, 
which allows for awareness 
of neighbours without 
intrusion. In the context 
of the home dwelling, this 
could include stable-doors 
that afford protection and 
territorial layering for the 

body, restricting access 
but enabling the outside 
environment to enter 
partially. Porches (both 
the British shelter and 
the American platform) 
are halfway spaces and 
act to blur the distinction 
between inside and outside, 
especially those with 
glazed sides. This indicates 
the scope for further 
investigation into new and 
more porous boundary 
devices. 

Softening
public/private

boundaries



Home vs
‘at home’

Khan (2012) describes the 
need to ‘…feel at home and 
connected to others – feeling 
at home wherever we’re 
living – in a care home, 
shared housing or in our 
own home. It’s about living 
where we want to live, being 
as independent as possible 
and also connected to a 
supportive social network’.

Participants recognised 
the emotional nature of 
‘home’. At best, home is a 
place where one feels ‘at 
home’, and can relax, share 
and influence. This feeling 
of comfort and control 
can extend into the wider 
environment outside the 
dwelling.
 
Some of our participants 
identified places where 
they could feel ‘at home’ 
that were not their homes. 
Sometimes their homes 
were not comfortable spaces 
and they had adopted 

other places, such as an 
allotment or the library. 
One participant spent many 
waking hours at his local 
library and was sharing 
new learning with the 
library security guards on 
a daily basis. He claimed 
to be more ‘at home’ there 
than his ‘home’. This 
suggests scope for wider 
studies into existing ‘civic’ 
spaces ripe for softer levels 
of adaptation to meet the 
requirements of a future 
elderly audience - helping 
us feel ‘at-home’ in our area 
or when venturing beyond 
it, whilst away from home.

Meanwhile, discussions 
with participants also 
revealed more worrying 
rationales for finding a 
‘home from home’, which 
included isolation, lack of 
space/privacy and feelings 
of insecurity in the actual 
home.



Boundaries
& choices

People wish to be open to 
others in spaces of their 
choice, at times of their 
choice and with some 
discretion as to how this 
unfolds. They do not 
want to mix with others 
indiscriminately or be 
exposed to the same people 
in the same way every 
time. People are good at 
establishing routines with 
their friends. Sharing 
space and convivial living 
involves a degree of surprise 
and serendipity to maintain 
a fresh relationship with the 

world, but not at moments 
when it is inappropriate. 

How might boundaries be 
breached and territory be 
defined in such subtle ways?  
Sometimes it takes someone 
to facilitate the sharing of 
space: to establish cosy 
spots to gather, to set times 
to encounter others and 
create an atmosphere that 
will support conversation 
between relative strangers. 
Sometimes the simplest way 
of getting people to talk is to 
talk to them. 

Ideas of acceptable 
shared spaces vary widely 
between participants. 
On one table at high tea, 
participants agreed that 
sharing a laundry space 
would be convivial, while, 
unrelatedly, on a separate 
table, someone stated firmly 
that laundry was one thing 
she wouldn’t want to share. 

Some people feel they share 
their space to absorption 
point already – with older 
or younger generations or, 
in some cases, both. They 

look forward to an empty 
nest. They long for more 
space of their own – both 
room around them and the 
headspace that would come 
with it. Into this space can, 
later, come serendipitous 
encounters. But this is far 
from their minds.



Sharing
across space

“We talked about sharing 
pets. My dog is actually 
quite a focus for sharing 
conversation or time. I’m 
very lucky that I live in an 
area with lots of cycle-ways 
around it, and everybody’s 
walking their dogs.”
 
“I had ordered a pizza from 
the take-away, but there 
was a mix up and I got two 
pizzas instead of one. I 
said to Steve, ‘Give that to 
Andy’, and he’s, ‘Oh no, no, 
no, no’. So I just went and 
knocked on Andy’s door, 
and he happened to be in 
and he came out and I said, 
‘Would you like this pizza? 
The pizzeria has given 
us this free. Do you like 
pepperoni?’. He said, ‘I do 
now’. And two days later, he 
said, ‘Oh, that was great, I 
really enjoyed my pizza”.
 
“I’ve been involved in 
community gardens that 
didn’t go anywhere because 

of lack of funding and trying 
to get people’s interest 
and it’s like community 
centres as well. There’s 
only so many people use a 
community centre because 
there’s a huge number who 
don’t know about what’s 
happening there, and 
how you get these people 
involved? But it’s also that 
one thing could be the 
catalyst for the other.”
 
“Generosity of spirit 
encourages people to 
communicate better. But 
it almost always takes the 
odd eccentric in a group to 
start the ball rolling. You 
have to be a bit batty to 
do it - cheeky, a bit pushy. 
I believe that if you take 
that first step people will 
be grateful. Take the risk, 
because in all sorts of ways 
we’re really becoming such 
a risk averse society, aren’t 
we?”



Looking
forward

Participants suggested that 
opportunities to share on a 
number of different levels 
- material, cultural, social, 
practical, convivial - could 
be provoked, designing 
these into our homes and 
neighbourhoods and our 
ways of being together. In 
doing so, a more flexible 
value system relating to 
the role of older people may 
emerge.

Obstacles include fear of 
embarrassment, intrusion 
and vulnerability to 
harshness at the hands of 
others, all of which can 
become more pronounced 
as people age. Braver 
souls often lead the way 
and create an atmosphere 
where others can follow 
suit. Even understanding 
these dynamics can assist 
communities in working 
together to overcome fear 
and put in appropriate 
safeguards.

Some of this design work 
sits with building firms and 
town planners. Some of it 
could emanate from local 
collectives and impassioned 
individuals. Each tier can 
usefully consider lifespan 
issues and how homes can 
facilitate the connections 
between occupants, 
between streets and across 
generations, making people 
ambiently visible to each 

other without intruding, and 
feeling part of, as opposed to 
separated from, surrounding 
community. 
 
While there are basic 
requirements in making 
a home better suited to 
independent living as 
we age, our participants 
suggested that it isn’t so 
much the internal layout 
that requires thought 
regarding flexibility and 
flexible living, as the 
external walls and the 
spaces and boundaries 
beyond, countering 
a tendency, however 
unintentional, to design 
elderly dwellings that are 
sealed from their environs 
and divided from the 
communities in which they 
are situated This may be a 
particular factor in private 
care homes in remote or 
peripheral locations. It 
is supported by trends in 
environmentally aware and 
secure living, both of which 
tend to seal off sources of 
access.
 
Running alongside this 
consideration of ageing at 
home is a broader need to 
explore radical alternatives 
to current institutional 
dwelling for older people. 
This needs to reflect 
new generations of older 
communities who may hold 
radically different values, 

expectations and attitudes 
to present older communities 
(e.g. we may have a future of 
people who are belligerent, 
forceful and less respectful 
of authority than current 
older generations brought 
up with different values and 
social codes). How might 
future spaces reflect those 
new elder communities?

Meanwhile, looking 
forward, FLEX has identified 
a number of actions that 
can be taken at household, 
community and policy 
level to improve wellbeing 
through conviviality as we 
age:
 
: Make people aware of 
what they already share, 
how important it is to the 
neighbourhood and their 
own wellbeing, and how to 
promote it as life progresses;
: Explore the sharing of new 
experiences, resources and 
knowledge across whole 
locales and, particularly, 
across generations;
: Look at safe ways 
that sensual and social 
awareness of others might 
be managed, such as 
opening a window, building 
a porch, sharing a meal, 
holding a street bbq;
: Provide comfortable and 
vibrant environments 
to talk about needs and 
opportunities in addressing 
our shared futures, using a 
convivial model to inspire 
emulation;
: Open up discussion of 
positive future ageing 
through convivial local 
workshops that engage 
individuals across all 
generations, including 
children;
: Consider ageing as a 
universal ‘me’ not ‘them’ 

challenge, as well as 
a social, physical and 
emotional stage in life 
that occurs differently for 
different people;
: Ask what a community of 
elders would be like in a 
particular neighbourhood or 
to tackle a local challenge;
: Look at the ebb and flow 
of space around the ‘wider 
home’ and how alternative 
arrangements – enforced or 
chosen – have a lifespan; 
: Plan next steps beyond and 
outside the home as well 
as within the boundaries of 
individuals’ property;
: Think about the design of 
in-between spaces – how 
small modifications in 
décor and timings might a 
more flexible and ‘porous’ 
environment;
: Make people’s 
experiments and successes 
with alternative living 
arrangements easier for 
others to find and provide 
guidance for how to manage 
the related ownership 
issues.
 
As Khan (2012) describes 
it: ‘Ageing is often talked 
about in terms of burden, 
crisis and conflict between 
generations. There are 
significant issues of income 
redistribution between 
generations and a decline 
in the ‘working age’ 
population, but the debate 
often misses the actual or 
potential contribution of 
older people. It also misses 
the social opportunity to 
build everyday connections 
within and between 
generations’. FLEX has 
explored a few ways 
of helping individuals, 
communities and society 
take those opportunities and 
use them.



Research team
PROFESSOR ANN LIGHT : NORTHUMBRIA UNIVERSITY

Ann’s background is in qualitative research exploring the 
impact of current and future design choices. Her research 
combines participatory processes, community development 
and the future of design. She works with arts organisations, 
grass-roots community groups, older people and marginalised 
communities - focusing on meaning-making, identity, 
inclusion and experience of technology. She is currently 
researching the potential for digital interdependence, 
global participation in the design and deployment of digital 
technologies to help build social structures and sustainable 
lifestyles, while leading research projects under the AHRC 
Connected Communities scheme that look at sharing, 
exchanging learning and environmental issues.
ANDY MILLIGAN : DJCAD, UNIVERSITY OF DUNDEE

Andy is Course Director of Interior Environmental Design at 
Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art and Design. Research 
interests include the relationships between the digital, 
spatial and domesticity contexts of dwelling. Andy was 
involved in EPSRC/TSB ‘Energy Efficiency in Buildings and 
User-Centered Design’ project, linking behaviour change in 
the workplace. He has contributed to the ‘Social Parks and 
Urban Green Space’ project, helping to connect communities 
and research. Andy is a member of GIDE, the Group for 
International Design Education.
LINSEY McINTOSH : DJCAD, UNIVERSITY OF DUNDEE

Linsey is a lecturer on the Interior Environmental Design 
programme at DJCAD. She has industry experience as 
an interior designer within award-winning Scottish 
architecture practice Nicoll Russell Studios. In 2011, Linsey 
graduated from the DJCAD Master of Design course where 
she focused on service design. She has collaborated with 
transformation designers Taylor Haig for the Dundee 
Partnership, using a co-design process to make services 
better for young people. She is also working on Project 
Blueprint with Angus Council and Ginkgo Projects, 
researching how the process of creative consultation within 
schools can impact upon learning environments. She 
was also co-ordinator of the team involved in organising 
Dundee’s first Global Service Jam event.
CAROL BOTTEN : DIRECTOR, NORTHERN ARCHITECTURE

Carol joined Northern Architecture in April 2009. Her 
background is in development within the cultural 
and voluntary sectors with previous roles focusing on 
management, fundraising and communications. She is a 
graduate of Newcastle University, and has a Postgraduate 
Diploma in Arts and Cultural Management from Northumbria.
LOWRI BOND : PROJECTS OFFICER, NORTHERN ARCHITECTURE

Lowri graduated in Fine Art from Newcastle University and 
has worked for various cultural organisations throughout 
the North East. She was appointed as Projects Officer in May 
2004, having worked as Community Arts Officer for the City of 
Sunderland Council and Arts Development Officer for the Mid 
Northumberland Arts Group. Lowri manages the Community 
Participation Programme. She is currently in the final year of 
her MA in Urban Design.

RODERICK ADAMS: Senior Lecturer, Interior Design, Northumbria Uni.
TIM BAILEY: xsite architecture
GILL DONOGHUE: Housing Services Manager, Caledonia Housing Assoc.
BARBARA DOUGLAS: Strategic Director, Quality of Life Partnership
SARAH FROOD: Creative Director, icecream architecture
DENISE GILLIE: Peter Fletcher Associates
JO GOODING: Co-ordinator, UK Cohousing Network
ROBERT SAKULA: Partner, Ash Sakula Architects
ADRIAN STEWART:  Director, DO-Architecture
SCOTT TURPIE: Partner, Nicoll Russell Studios
ANNA VALLGÅRDA: Assistant Professor, IT University of Copenhagen
BRIAN WATSON: Housing Consultant

Participants and staff at the FLEX Newcastle High Tea event: 
THE SETTLE DOWN CAFE.
Participants and staff at the FLEX Dundee High tea event:
THE PARLOUR CAFE.

LYLE McCANCE, RODDY MATHIESON and JOHN SILVERA for the 
generous 3D workshop support in creating the FLEX Dundee installation.

FLEX 

@FLEXhousing
www.FLEXhousing.wordpress.com

NORTHUMBRIA UNIVERSITY

Northumbria University, in Newcastle upon Tyne, is an 
expanding multicultural learning community, with excellent 
links with further and higher education, industry and 
commerce throughout the UK, Europe and beyond. Renowned 
for the excellence of its teaching, as well as for preparing 
students for the world of work, Northumbria also provides 
research opportunities for professional reflective practice.
DJCAD, UNIVERSITY OF DUNDEE

Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art and Design (DJCAD) 
is the creative hub at the heart of the University of Dundee. 
DJCAD helps students locate themselves in the contemporary 
art and design landscape and acquire the skills and 
knowledge they need to succeed in a fast changing world. 
Research pushes the boundaries of art & design practice 
and involves partnerships with researchers from many 
other disciplines. DJCAD engages with science, develops 
cultural narratives, explores 21st century issues such as 
sustainability and creates concepts and content for the 
digital economy. In all research DJCAD acts as a creative hub 
facilitating the thinking of others by visualising, curating, 
prototyping, speculating and mapping.
NORTHERN ARCHITECTURE

Northern Architecture is the Architecture Centre for the 
North East of England; it is an independent charitable body 
with a regional remit (covering an area from the River Tweed 
to the River Tees), able both to promote the benefits of high 
quality design and to engage both professionals and public 
in the process of delivering this. Northern Architecture is 
one of over 20 such centres in the UK currently supported 
by bodies such as CABE (Commission for Architecture 
and the Built Environment) and Arts Council England, as 
part of government support for high quality architecture 
and design and the creation of sustainable communities. 
Northern Architecture works with a large number of 
individuals, agencies and organisations in the North East 
from the cultural, environmental, educational, business and 
community sectors.
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