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Unive rs al D e s ign of dw e llings  in Japan: 
W h o are  th e  as s um e d re s ide nts ?

Satos h i Kos e

Sh iz uok a Unive rs ity of Art and Culture
2-1-1, Ch uo, H am am atsu, 430-8533 Japan

E:k os e @ suac.ac.jp

S. Kose , Universal D e sign of dw ellings: W h o are  th e  assum ed re side nts? Gerontech -
nology 2006; 5(3):170-173. Th e re  is  an old saying, "a m an's  h om e  is  h is  castle ”. 
Th e  ide al condition would be  th at a pe rson's  dw e lling s h ould be  s uitable  from  
'cradle  to grave '. H ow e ve r, m any pe ople  are  force d to le ave  th e ir h om e s  be caus e  
of th e  de te rioration of th e ir capabilitie s , com m only due  to th e  norm al aging pro-
ce s s . Adaptability of th e  dw e lling to aging s h ould be  tak e n into cons ide ration by 
th e  h om e owne r (Unive rsal D e s ign or UD ). By Japane s e  le gislature  th is  UD  for ad-
aptability e m brace s  at le ast (i) le ve l floors  w ith out ste p diffe re nce s , (ii) structural 
supports  for installation of h andrails  or grab-bars , and (iii) ade q uate  door ope n-
ings  and turning space  to accom m odate  a w h e e lch air. It m ust be  adm itte d th at 
not all dw e llings  can be  de s igne d and built to be  able  to h ous e  e ve rybody, be -
caus e  som e  type  and le ve l of disabilitie s  re q uire  m ore  e xte ns ive  m odifications  
th an is  re adily available . But for m ost pe ople , UD  for adaptability suffice s.

K e yw ords : Unive rs al D e s ign, life s pan, adaptab ility, Japan

Th e  Japane s e  National Institute  for Popu-
lation Proble m s  19 86 fore cast, s h ow e d 
for Japan th at th e  pe rce ntage  of pe rsons  
65 ye ars  and olde r w ill re ach  th e  25% 
le ve l in 2014, and 36% in 2050 (Figure  
1). Th e  m ajor re ason of th e  drastic 
ch ange  is  th at fe m ale s  are  h aving fe w e r 
ch ildre n th an originally e xpe cte d. Th e  Ja-
pane s e  gove rnm e nt ack nowle dge d th is  
19 86 fore cast as  a warning s ignal. Th e  
aging of th e  socie ty was  s uch  th at it ne -
ce s s itate d a radical ch ange  in th ink ing 
about de s ign of th e  built e nvironm e nt. 
In re spons e , th e  Ministry of Construc-
tion, from  19 87 to 19 9 1, conducte d a re -
s e arch  and de ve lopm e nt proje ct, title d 
‘D e ve lopm e nt of te ch nology to im prove  
re s ide ntial e nvironm e nts  in an aging soci-
e ty’2,3. Th e  goal of th e  proje ct was  to de -
ve lop strate gie s  to e ncourage  de s ign of 
th e  built e nvironm e nt, spe cifically dw e ll-
ings , to be  both  adaptable  for th e  accom -
m odation of s e niors , as  w e ll as  be ing at-
tractive  to th e  younge r ge ne ration.

At th e  proje ct's  conclus ion, draft 
guide line s  w e re  propos e d for th e  de s ign 
of dw e llings  for an aging socie ty. In 

19 9 5 th os e  guide line s  w e re  adopte d by 
th e  H ous ing Bure au, Ministry of Con-
struction. Th e  follow ing ye ar th e  Min-
istry's  re com m e ndations  w e re  pick e d up 
by th e  H ous ing Loan Corporation (H LC) 
of Japan and incorporate d into th e  gov-
e rnm e nt's  h ous ing loan sch e m e s 4,5. 

H O USING PRO VID ERS CH ANGE STAND ARD S

W h e n H LC introduce d in 19 9 6 a ne w  
m ortgage  sch e m e  of low e r inte re st 
rate s , it re q uire d th at th e  de s ign for (i) 
aging, (ii) e ne rgy consciousne s s , and 
(iii) h igh  durability w e re  in line  w ith  th e  
gove rnm e nt h ous ing policy. All th e  m a-
jor h ous ing provide rs  ch ange d th e ir 
de s ign standards  to m e e t th e  ne w  re -
q uire m e nts. D e s ign for aging did not 
le ad to any s e rious  proble m s , but e n-
e rgy conscious  de s ign did. Th e  s im ple st 
m e asure  to m e e t th e  e ne rgy saving re -
q uire m e nt was  to pre ve nt air from  le ak -
ing, but it re sulte d in th e  so-calle d s ick -
h ous e  syndrom e . To m itigate  th e  prob-
le m , all dw e llings  are  now  le gally re -
q uire d to h ave  a 24-h our ve ntilation sys -
te m , w h ich  is  by no m e ans  e cological. 
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To q ualify for m ortgage s  of a large r 
sum , th e  dw e lling h ad to m e e t th e  re gula-
tion of low e r inte re st rate s. Japane s e  re s -
ide nts  s e e m e d to h ave  be gun to acce pt 
th e  conce pt of de s igning for one s ' own 
future  w ith  re gard to th e ir dw e llings.

Th e  m ove  was  follow e d by th e  introduc-
tion of a h ous ing pe rform ance  indication 
syste m  in 2000 th at was  bas e d on th e  
H ous ing Quality As surance  Law. Th is  law  
e nsure d th at be tte r q uality dw e llings  
w e re  built. D e s ign for aging was  include d 
am ong th e  cate gorie s  in th e  h ous ing pe r-
form ance  indication syste m 7-9  and was  di-
vide d into five  le ve ls , le ve l 1 be ing just 
satisfying m inim um  re q uire m e nts  of th e  
Building Standard Law , le ve l 5 m ore  pre -
pare d to care -giving in th e  dw e llings. Al-
th ough  th e  pe rform ance  indication sys -
te m  is  not m andatory, it is  gaining 
popularity be caus e  th e  tre nd is  toward 
th e  purch as e  of h om e s  to span a life tim e  
rath e r th an m oving from  an apartm e nt to 
a dw e lling unit in m ulti-fam ily h ous ing, 
and subs e q ue ntly to a de tach e d h ous e  in 
th e  s uburbs. Pe ople  re aliz e  th e  value  of 
k e e ping th e  prope rty, and a h igh e r h ous -
ing q uality is  appre ciate d. 

Th e  m onth ly statistics  ove r 2004 of ne w  
construction of dw e llings  s h ow  th at 
around 3,500 units  of de tach e d h ous e s  
ve rsus  10,000 units  of m ulti-fam ily 
h ous ing construction are  obtaining th e  
h ous ing q uality ce rtificate . H alf a m il-
lion dw e lling units  of e ith e r type  are  
built in Japan e ach  ye ar. So still th e  m a-
jority of ne wly built dw e llings  are  
w ith out ce rtificate . H ow e ve r, th e re  is  a 
te nde ncy for constructors  of m ulti-fam -
ily h ous ing to apply for ce rtification. 

A q uality ce rtification syste m  for e xist-
ing dw e llings  in addition to ne wly con-
structe d one s  was  introduce d in D e ce m -
be r 2002, but ve ry fe w  h ad applie d for 
th is  ce rtification by March  2004: 127 de -
tach e d h ous e s  and 89  m ulti-fam ily 
dw e llings. Th is  was  partly be caus e  of 
cost ve rsus  be ne fit, and partly be caus e  
of th e  pote ntial ris k  of poore r q uality to 
be com e  e vide nt, w h ich  would le ad to 
low e ring of th e  m ark e t value  of th e  
dw e lling as  a re al e state  prope rty. In Ja-
pan, m ark e t value  h as  ge ne rally be e n 
bas e d on th e  location rath e r th an q ual-
ity of th e  dw e lling its e lf.

SECURING SENIO R  H O USING

Th e  Law  on Se curing H ous ing for Se niors  
was  introduce d in 2001, w ith  th e  
prim ary targe t to e ntice  th e  private  re nt-
al s e ctor w ith  e conom ic ince ntive s  into 
th e  h ous ing m ark e t. A re vis e d ve rs ion of 
th e  'D e s ign Guide line s  D w e llings  for th e  
Age d' of 19 9 5 was  is s ue d unde r th e  aus -
pice s  of th e  Ministe r of Land, Infrastruc-
ture  and Transport (form e rly th e  Ministe r 
of Construction), w h ile  th e  19 9 5 ve rs ion 
cam e  from  a low e r le ve l: th e  D ire ctor-
Ge ne ral of th e  H ous ing Bure au.

Figure  1. Com parison of seve ral 
countrie s  regarding th e  pe rcentage  of 
people  aged 65 and over1

D e s ign for aging 
m ortgage s

Fis cal ye ar

19 9 5 19 9 6 19 9 7 19 9 8 19 9 9 2000 2001

W ith  low e r inte re st rate

W ith  large r sum  of m ortgage

1-

2.5

5.5

5.2

22.1

12.1

33.8

22.2

57.0

50.5

61.1

53.1

65.2

57.1

Table  1: Th e  pe rcentage  of dw ellings th at applied for th e  m ortgage  sch em e  of de sign 
for aging from  th e  H ousing Loan Corporation of Japan as com pared to th e  total num -
be r of m ortgage s; Th e  low e r inte re st rate  sch em e  w as introduced in O ctobe r 19 9 66
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Th e  introduction of a ne w  law  toward s e -
curing h ous ing for s e niors  was  ine vit-
able  to accom m odate  all s e niors  w h o 
wante d to re nt a dw e lling in public s e c-
tor h ous ing, w h ich  was  pre viously as -
s um e d to be  th e  norm . Th e  law  intro-
duce d s e ve ral e conom ic be ne fits  toward 
private  re ntal h ous ing provis ion, from  
subs idie s  for ne w  construction, to as sur-
ing re ntal as s istance  to s e niors  w ith  fin-
ancial proble m s. Sim ply said, it was  a 
ch ange  of e m ph as is  from  dire ct h ous ing 
construction by th e  local gove rnm e nts  
to attracting private  s e ctor provis ion. 
W h e th e r th is  w ill be  e ffe ctive  or not is  
ye t to be  de m onstrate d be caus e  th e  con-
struction of h igh e r q uality dw e lling 
units  targe te d toward s e niors  would in-
volve  a large  inve stm e nt by th e  private  
s e ctor. Existing dw e lling units  are  ge ne r-
ally of poor q uality, and, too e xpe ns ive  
to m odify. Th e  gove rnm e nt m ay e xpe ri-
e nce  difficultie s  until good q uality dw e ll-
ings  be com e  a m atte r-of-fact. Private  
bank s  th at provide  h ous ing m ortgage s  
w ill pre fe r h igh e r q uality dw e llings  as  
w e ll, and th is  is  e xpe cte d to acce le rate  
th e  tre nd towards  de s ign for aging. 

LO NG-TERM  CARE INSURANCE

Th e  insurance  syste m  cove ring all s e ni-
or citiz e ns  in cas e  of ne e d was  intro-
duce d in April 2000, by th e  Ministry of 
H e alth , W e lfare  and Labor. Th e  insur-
ance  was  de s igne d to as s ist s e niors  to 
age -in-place  rath e r th an to accom m od-
ate  th e m  in nurs ing h om e s. O nce  an 
olde r pe rson is  ce rtifie d to be  in ne e d of 
support due  to frailty from  aging, s/h e  
is  e ntitle d to be  s upporte d in various  
ways , both  ph ys ically and financially. 
Th e  m axim um  am ount of 200,000 ye n, 
rough ly US$ 2,000, is  provide d to m odi-
fy a dw e lling. Th is  is  a 'once -in-a-life -
tim e ' allocation. Th is  am ount w ill only 
pay for th e  installation of h andrails  or 
som e th ing of s im ilar k ind. Th e  syste m  
doe s  not allow  for oth e r e ffe ctive  h om e  
m odifications  to support s e niors  to con-
tinue  to age -in-place . 

Th is  syste m  doe s  provide  for q uite  a 
varie ty of as s istive  de vice s  to be  us e d 
(m ostly re nte d) and is  also ge ne rous  in 
th e  provis ion for h um an-pow e r as s ist-
ance . Th e  m onth ly cost to be  cove re d 
for th e  as s istive  de vice s  and h um an-
pow e r as s istance  is  in th e  sam e  orde r 
of th e  m axim um  allocation for h om e  
m odification. It s e e m s  th at th e  Finance  
Ministry (w h o h as  th e  auth ority to de -
cide  w h ich  costs  to pay and w h ich  not) 
h as  a de e ply-roote d be lie f th at h ous ing 
provis ion s h ould be  th e  re spons ib ility 
of th e  individual and th at as s isting th is  
w ith  public m one y is  a social injustice . 
Th is  is  rath e r a diffe re nt vie w  from  th e  
oth e r countrie s ' pe rce ption on h ous ing 
w h e re  th e  cons e nsus  is  th at dw e llings  
w ill last longe r th an th e  re s ide nts , and 
th us  th e y are  social as s e ts  rath e r th an 
be longings  of spe cifie d individuals. Up 
until re ce ntly, th e  ave rage  life  of dw e ll-
ings  in Japan was  said to be  around 25 
ye ars , be fore  th e y w e re  de m olis h e d to 
be  built again. Th is  is  a ve ry s h ort life  
com pare d to Europe an and US h ous ing. 
Fortunate ly, th e  s ituation is  gradually 
ch anging.

ASSUM ED  RESID ENTS IN D W ELLINGS

If aging-in-place  is  to be  pursue d, w e  
m ust tak e  into cons ide ration th at re s id-
e nt's  capabilitie s  can vary q uite  e xte ns -
ive ly. Th e  official de s ign guide line s  of 
dw e llings  for th e  age d and th e  H LC 
h ous ing m ortgage  re q uire m e nts  e m -
ph as iz e d bas ically th e  follow ing th re e : 
(i) le ve l floors  w ith out ste p diffe re nce s , 
(ii) structural supports  for installation of 
h andrails  or grab-bars , and (iii) ad-
e q uate  door ope nings  and turning 
space  to accom m odate  a w h e e lch air. 
Th e s e  are  not e nough  if th e  re s ide nt 
s h ould be com e  fraile r. H ow e ve r, e xpe ri-
e nce  s h ow s  th at in m ost cas e s  addition-
al m odifications  can be  done  w h e n 
th os e  th re e  conditions  are  provide d in 
advance 10. 
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Many of th e  difficultie s  e ncounte re d by 
th e  curre nt frail s e niors  striving to be  
cove re d by th e  long-te rm  care  insurance  
syste m  w e re  due  to th e ir dw e llings  be -
ing ve ry old and lack ing th e  above  th re e  
conditions 11. If th e s e  re s ide nts  h ave , or 
de ve lop s e ve re  disabilitie s , provis ions  to 
support th e ir living in th e  dw e llings  
(aging-in-place ) w ill h ave  to be  e xte ns ive  
and in som e  cas e s  ne e d particular m ade -
to-orde r solutions  rath e r th an ge ne ric. 
Th is  is  th e  cas e  e ve n if th e  dw e llings  are  
de s igne d to m atch  th e  aging of th e  re s id-
e nts. In m any cas e s , h ow e ve r, th e  re s id-
e nts  w ill be  able  to grow  olde r w ith out 
m uch  proble m 12. 

In th e  global conte xt, s e ve ral facts  are  
worth  m e ntioning. In th e  UK (England 
and W ale s), approve d docum e nt Part M: 
Acce s s  and facilitie s  for disable d pe ople  
(19 9 9  e dition) re q uire s  th at ne w  re s ide n-
tial construction h as  to be  acce s s ible  
and usable , including a bath room  on 
th e  ground floor. Th e  vis itability 
conce pt was  originally introduce d in th e  
US (Atlanta, Ge orgia) in th e  late  19 80s , 
and som e  local gove rnm e nts  (US citie s  
and countie s ) are  trying to include  th e  
conce pt as  re q uire m e nts  for ne w  h ous -
ing construction.

CO NCLUSIO NS

Th is  pape r h as  outline d th e  de ve lop-
m e nt to th e  pre s e nt of th e  s ituation of 
dw e lling de s ign as  th e  Japane s e  socie ty 
gre w  olde r ove r th e  past tw e nty ye ars. 
Som e  proportion of th e  aging popula-
tion w ill ne e d additional provis ions  as  
th e y ge t olde r and olde r, but curre nt uni-
ve rsal dw e lling de s ign is  e ffe ctive  in cop-
ing w ith  th e  socie tal ch ange . 
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