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Most of our physical needs will 
change over time. Adapting one’s 
home to improve its accessibility 
and comfort for the future is a 
smart investment if you plan on ag-
ing in place. Rethinking the main 
rooms in your home can make life 
easier for people with mobility or 
other limitations. 

At its core, universal design 
caters to the wide spectrum of 
needs for anyone who lives in and 
uses a space, says interior design-
er Sheri Ann Kelly. That’s different 
from accessible design, which fo-
cuses solely on meeting the needs 
of people with a disability.

“We need to view every space as 
a place where easy accessibility is 

necessary and all projects can em-
body the principles of universal de-
sign, from furnishings and finishes 
to the built environment,” she says. 
“When an environment is access-
ible, usable, convenient and a pleas-
ure to use, everyone — regardless 
of age, size or mobility — benefits 
from being able to move about safe-
ly and freely within.”

Interior designer Tamra Rubin 
says she’s become “the queen of 
condo renovations in Côte-St-Luc” 
over the last five years, as the ar-
ea has a large population of older 
adults. Rubin frequently applies 
universal design principles in her 
work with clients who are still very 
active, but need some adapted 
touches in their homes. 

“More often than not, there are 
people with back, hip and knee 

issues from years of exercise, and 
when you’re working in condos and 
dealing with concrete floors and 
concrete ceilings, you’re sometimes 
limited as to what you can do,” she 
says.

Here’s how you can adapt your 
home or condo with an eye towards 
universal design.

S A F E T Y  F I R S T  I N  T H E 
B A T H R O O M

Set up your bathroom so any-
one, regardless of ability, can move 
through it with as little effort as 
possible. 

“Ideally, I like to do bound-
ary-free or no-threshold glass 
showers, which means there’s no 
raised sill between the floor and the 
shower to trip over. You can walk in, 
or use a walker or a wheelchair to 
get in easily,” Rubin says. “The best 
thing to do is use a linear drain, be-
cause you only have to flow into the 
drain one way, but most of the time 
in a condo you can’t change where 
the drains are or where your toilet 
is, because they run through a stack 
of other floors, but you can do this 
in a town home or a house.”

A showerhead on a vertical slide 
bar and a sturdy built-in bench are 
also very practical, and grab bars af-
fixed to the walls help, too. 

“There are such nice options on 
the market, including ones that 
hold shampoo. People don’t want 
their bathrooms to become institu-
tional-looking, and they don’t have 
to be,” says Rubin. “You can match 
them to the other fixtures in your 
bathroom.”

Kelly suggests installing a wall-
hung sink and vanity counter 
that someone in a wheelchair 
can manoeuvre under, as well as 
a comfort-height toilet and mo-

tion-sensor faucets or lever han-
dles, which are easier for people 
with arthritis or mobility issues. If 
you install slip-resistant tiles, make 
sure the product material is not too 
rough, as aging skin can be thinner 
and, therefore, more prone to irrita-
tion. Instead, Rubin likes small one- 
or two-inch mosaic tile flooring, 
where the grout helps make it less 
slippery. 

W�at it means 
to design a space 

for anyone

A grab bar in the shower with sturdy built-in bench are useful features not only for the elderly, but for anyone with 
a mobility issue. � C O U RT E SY  O F  M O E N

A Moen grab bar with paper holder.  
�  C O U RT E SY  O F  M O E N

Brantford designer grab bar in oil-
rubbed bronze. �  COURTESY OF MOEN
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A brushed nickel grab bar with shelf. �  C O U RT E SY  O F  M O E N
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“Lighting is also very important, 
because as we age, we don’t see as 
well,” says Rubin. “Whether you 
have cataracts or not, everybody 
just needs brighter ambient and 
task lighting. In the bathroom, you 
need it from the top and on the 
wall in front of you.” 

M A K I N G  K I T C H E N S  U S E R -
F R I E N D L Y 

Wider, shallower sinks in the 
kitchen are practical for people 
with mobility issues, as are lowered 
counters for those using wheel-
chairs, says Kelly. 

“Make sure to have at least 
30-to-48-inch clearance in front of 
all appliances, and sensor-activat-
ed faucets or lever handles,” she 
says.

Rubin likes to install large pan-
tries where you can see everything 
when you open the doors, as op-
posed to putting in harder-to-reach 
upper cabinets. 

“The shelves can be shallow, 
with pull-out trays or drawers,” she 
says. “With base cabinets, it gets 
harder and harder to get down on 
the floor to get things all the way in 

the back. It’s easier to use your foot 
to pull out a bottom drawer and lift 
out your pots or plastic containers.”

If possible, make sure counter-
tops have rounded rather than 
squared edges. Rubin also recom-
mends having 18 inches between 
the top of the countertop to the 
underside of the cabinet instead of 
the standard 20 inches. 

“Your cabinet is already quite 
high, and your second shelf is al-
most unattainable with 20 inches 
of space,” she says.

Other tips include full-extension 
glides on drawers, pulls instead of 
knobs on drawers and cabinets, and 
pull-out waste, compost and recyc-
ling bins in lower cabinets. Side-by-
side refrigerator and freezers are 
simpler to use versus drawer-style, 
and ranges should have controls at 
the front instead of the rear. 

C R E A T I N G  A  B E D R O O M 
S A N C T U A R Y 

If you want carpeting in your 
bedroom, make sure it’s wall-to-
wall, because area rugs can be a 
tripping hazard for people who 
aren’t always steady on their feet, 
says Rubin, who also suggests 
investing in a closet organizing 
system. 

“This way, you’re not making do 

with just a rod and one shelf; you 
can put some shirts lower where 
you want them, hang long things, 
and get to shoes, purses and ties 
where you can reach them easily,” 
she says. 

Kelly added that walk-in or 
roll-in closets work better because 
there’s more room to work with, 
and she also leaves plenty of space 
on all sides of the bed. 

“If you install impact-resistant 
flooring such as cork, you can re-
duce the effects of a fall,” Kelly says.  

I T ’ S  A L L  I N  T H E  D E T A I L S
It helps if doorways are between 

36 and 42 inches wide and have 
lever handles rather than rounded 
doorknobs that are easier to oper-
ate with arthritic fingers. Hallways 
and passageways should have a 
minimum of 42 inches of clearance, 
Kelly says, and wherever possible, 
there should not be any steps or 
thresholds at entry points from the 
front, side or back doors, or from 
the garage. Ideally, patios or bal-
conies would also be roll-out with-
out a ledge.

Another great tip is making sure 
there’s good colour contrast be-
tween walls, floors, doorways and 
windows for people with vision 
problems, Kelly added. Fire and 
security systems should have both 
audible and visual notifications. 

“By embracing the idea that 
we’re designing for all, we ultim-
ately remove limitations and create 
better living conditions and qual-
ity of life for everyone,” says Kelly. 
“With major manufacturers being 
innovative and progressive in their 
creative thinking and offering an 
increasing array of products for de-
signers to choose from, it makes my 
job easier to blend universal design 
needs with popular looks.”
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Moen’s Smart Shower allows you to start the shower before climbing in, and to set the temperature using your 
smartphone. � C O U RT E SY  O F  M O E N

U by Moen smart faucet in chrome. � C O U RT E SY  O F  M O E N

A glass shower with no raised sill between the shower and the floor means 
anyone can walk in without fear of tripping, and makes the shower more 
accessible to those using a walker or wheelchair. - C O U RT E SY  BA I N� D É P Ô T
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For a limited time,
get 15% o� all sofas,
armchairs and
TV stands, plus co�ee
and side tables.

THE BIG
LIVING ROOM
SALE IS
ON NOW.

Limited-time o�er valid on the purchase of regularly priced, eligible products in-store and online at
Maison Corbeil. Cannot be combined with any other o�er, nor exchanged for cash. No price adjustments
on previous purchases. Not valid at the warehouse store, Must, Jardin de Ville or Ligne Roset stores.
Certain conditions apply, details in-store.
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