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1The NDA programme is a multidisciplinary research initiative 
with the ultimate aim of improving the quality of life of older 
people. The programme is a unique collaboration between 5 
UK Research Councils - ESRC, EPSRC, BBSRC, MRC and 
AHRC

Introduction
The Open University and Loughborough University 
have conducted a project, funded by the New 
Dynamics of Ageing (NDA) Programme1, to 
study people’s lives in relation to the kitchen. The 
‘Transitions in Kitchen Living’ (TiKL) project examined 
experiences of the kitchen across the life course for 
older people living in a variety of accommodation 
including: private houses, flats and sheltered 
apartments where kitchen space depends on housing 
type. Following pilot research a sample of 48 people 
in their 60s, 70s, 80s and 90s living in Loughborough 
and Bristol participated in the study. Each person was 
interviewed twice. In the first interview they related 
their ‘kitchen history’ – discussing all the kitchens they 
had experienced throughout their life. The second 
interview included an examination and discussion of 
their current kitchen; how well it was suited to their 
abilities and needs, and the coping strategies they 
adopted to overcome any problems in using it.

This booklet gives a brief summary of our findings 
and some advice for making kitchens easier to use 
for older people

Kitchens past and present
In England, the childhood homes that many of today’s 
older people grew up in predated central heating, 
and typically the kitchen was the cosiest room in the 
house. Here family members would talk, read, listen 
to the radio, mend clothes, make jam, do homework, 
play board games, eat meals and do the laundry. 
Allied spaces, such as the scullery or utility room, 
were highly valued ‘back kitchen’ areas with a Belfast 
or Butler sink where laundry equipment such as the 
copper, the wash board and mangle might be stored 
and used. It might also be used for food preparation 
or even bathing in a galvanised bath.

The larder was a valuable cold walk-in space. 
Kitchens in which today’s older people raised 
their families tended to be sparsely furnished and 
equipped, initially, but as income and the family grew, 
new items were bought and valued, especially those 
that were labour-saving, cost-effective, and of a 
modern design.

The kitchen was often the woman’s domain, but 
men helped by fitting work surfaces, shelves and 
tiles, making tables, and providing home grown or 
allotment produce for eating or preserving. Over time 
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social etiquette concerning where and how people 
ate their meals changed – reflected in the kitchen 
hatch to the dining room; the hostess trolley and the 
through room.

The kitchen remains an important ‘hub’ of people’s 
homes, a multi-functional space where everything 
happens, including baking, writing letters, having tea 
with a friend, and watching the TV. Older people often 
find it personally rewarding to continue with familiar 
kitchen routines and skills acquired during their lives. 

Increasingly, people need to have kitchen appliances 
close at hand but unless they have utility rooms, the 
central location is the kitchen which in many modern 
homes tends to be quite small. Cupboards may 
have to be sacrificed to create space for a fridge or 
washing machine, though a freezer may be found in a 
garage if available or wherever there is space. 

The following points raised or demonstrated by these 
participants may help ensure that the kitchen is user-
friendly and meets changing needs as we age:

 ● Generally, the kitchen has to be serviceable and 
fit for purpose as an environment in which the 
individual can work effectively – the benchmark of 
a successful kitchen, past or present.

 ● There should be adequate work surfaces, so that 
valued activities such as baking or making jam 
remain manageable, and so that equipment or 
devices can be positioned and remain near at 
hand. Larger items such as microwaves need to 
be housed on an accessible, and sufficiently wide 
shelf to free up work surfaces for smaller items.

 ● People with small kitchens or who need to use 
mobility aids may create extra space by replacing 
their normal kitchen table with a pull-out or drop-
leaf one turning a redundant fire place into a useful 
cupboard, or opting for a free-standing cooker 
(rather than a built-in one) which can be moved or 
more easily replaced. 

 ● Pantry-type shelving and cupboards with pull-out 
shelves and door-racks help to provide accessible 
storage.

 ● Mid-level ovens are popular with older people and 
indicate that kitchen equipment should be correctly 
positioned and, if possible, height-adjustable.

 ● If you can customise the worktop, this should be a 
few centimetres below elbow height for the main 
kitchen user 

 ● Alternatively have work areas of different heights 
for different users but making sure appliances can 
fit underneath where needed.

Reaching and bending
People often experience problems reaching high 
cupboard shelves and the bottom shelf of the base 
unit and oven. Ideally all of the things in your kitchen 
that you wish to use would be at worktop height. 
Unfortunately this is not very feasible. The trick is to 
prioritise space and the items in those spaces in the 
following order:

 ● Worktop: one of the most used, essential aspects 
of the kitchen. If you have the luxury of plenty of 
worktop space then you can keep ornamental 
things there as well.

 ● Lowest shelf of wall cupboard/highest shelf of base 
unit: the heaviest, most frequently used items that 
are not on the worktop should be kept here.

 ● And so on with the lightest or least used items at 
the more difficult to reach locations.

Use kitchen unit location or design to your advantage:

 ● Consider have existing cupboards lowered slightly 
or work surface heights adjusted to your own 
preference.

 ● Some wall cupboards can come fully down to the 
worktop height; you may sacrifice worktop, but gain 
cupboard space.

 ● A base unit with drawers or carousel rack makes 
reaching things at the back of cupboards much 
easier.

 ● Larder units that are full height (combining a floor 
and wall unit) have internal drawers that pull out, 
making items more accessible.

 ● Mid-level ovens have advantages. However 
consider the door and its impact on access. A side 
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hinged door might be better than a fold down one 
to save having to reach forward over it. When 
deciding upon appliance installation, make sure the 
door is attached on the correct side (left or right) for 
the more convenient use. 

 ● If you have to reach to higher shelves, use steps 
or a stool but make sure they are safe steps with a 
firm base and preferably a handle for support.

 ● Consider having a raised surface to stand on by 
the sink but this should contrast with the floor to 
avoid tripping.

 ● For windows over a sink, locate window handles at 
the bottom of the frame so they are easier to reach.

 ● If you are having additional plug points fitted, locate 
them at a convenient height e.g. at waist level.

Layout and co-location
Although larger kitchens give more space for working, 
for storage and appliances, smaller more compact 
designs require less movement to carry out everyday 
tasks. To assist with this, consider minimising the size 
of the kitchen work triangle (i.e. the distance between 
fridge, cooker and sink).

The TiKL research highlights the need to consider 
the size of other triangles representing important 
activities in the kitchen such as washing clothes and 
food preparation (see diagram).

For someone affected by mobility problems, a smaller 
triangle may be preferred. The following image is 
of the kitchen belonging to a woman with restricted 
mobility aged 84yrs. Although space is limited, she is 
able to turn around from oven to sink and to reach her 
fridge with only one or two steps.

It is recommended to co-locate items (utensils, 
saucepans, pegs, washing and cleaning materials) 
next to the appliances they are used with wherever 
possible, for example, on work surfaces or in 
cupboards and drawers. This can apply to all kitchen 
tasks, whether they be laundry, storage, food 
preparation, cooking, or washing up.

It is helpful to have at least one section of work 
surface without a wall cupboard above it. This 
provides a location for a kettle, toaster, halogen oven 
or microwave without the danger of it scorching the 
underside of the cupboard and causing a fire risk.

Storage and space savers

Storage space is at a premium in many kitchens. 
Unfortunately it also tends to be a compromise with 
accessibility. For example, wall cupboards that go 
nearly up to the ceiling provide much greater storage 
space, but the higher shelves are not very convenient 
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for everyday items. However consider:

 ● Using height. The space on top of your wall 
cupboards, or a ceiling / dutch airer all provide 
extra storage space that is otherwise unused.

 ● Bare wall space might not be suitable for a 
cupboard but might take a shelf, hooks, or a 
magnetic hanging strip. You can also put hooks on 
the front of a shelf.

 ● Shelves in cupboards are often not spaced ideally. 
So a shelf that only has tins or a stack of plates on 
it may well have a lot of unused space above the 
items. Consider fitting racks or shelves that provide 
you with a second tier of storage space within the 
single shelf space.

 ● Some kitchen equipment such as a carousel can 
make access to the depths of corner units much 
easier. However, they are not always the best use 
of space for capacity as the mechanism itself often 
takes up valuable space.

 ● Racks are available for stacking utensils.

Sitting down to work
Several of our participants found that standing for 
too long to prepare food resulted in tiredness, aching 
backs and limbs. One person used a perching stool 
to give them support. Another strategy is to perform 
tasks in a corner where two work surfaces meet at 
right angles to gain support from both sides. However 
this will only help for a limited time.

Ideally the kitchen should allow work to be carried out 
comfortably while sitting down but not, as was found 
by one lady with a galley kitchen, who could only sit 
on her perching stool and reach the work surface in 
front of her washing machine with the door open and 
her knees inside the drum! 

If the space is large enough for a kitchen table and 
chair, this becomes useful for kitchen tasks and social 
activities. Small kitchen tables for one or two people 
are available if space is limited.

If the kitchen is too small to contain a table, think 
about the following ideas:

 ● A lower surface built-in that can be used when 
seated, leaving space underneath for your knees,

 ● A pull-out table that can be pushed under the work 
surface when not in use,

 ● A table located in a room adjoining the kitchen.

Be wary of setting up a breakfast bar with tall 
stools that require ‘climbing up’ to, or sitting on 
uncomfortably with no leg room underneath.

A table on wheels or a trolley can be used for 
temporary seating or for moving food or utensils 
from the kitchen to another room where you have 
your meal. This is especially helpful for people with 
mobility problems or who cannot carry items easily.

 ● Some appliances come in smaller versions: 
narrower fridge freezers, smaller dishwashers 
(slim-line or counter top), combination microwave, 
grill, oven etc.

 ● A work surface or ironing board can be installed 
into a kitchen unit that pulls out and slots back in to 
save space.

 ● If you are prepared to make bigger changes, 
consider converting an under-stairs space into a 
pantry or larder, or moving a boiler currently sited 
in a kitchen cupboard to elsewhere in the house.
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Lighting
As we age our eyesight deteriorates and it is 
therefore important to have adequate lighting in the 
kitchen to ensure we have sufficient illumination in all 
areas including the work surfaces.

Our research showed that natural light was important 
to many people, but in contemporary kitchens only 
the lighting at the sink was above the recommended 
threshold for a high proportion of the houses. The 
oldest participants in the study were more likely to eat 
their main meal during the day while people in their 
60s and 70s ate this meal in the evening so good 
lighting for preparation is important.

One or more of the following suggestions may be 
worth considering in your kitchen:

 ● Consider using angle poise lamps to help with  
close up tasks, especially if carried out in a dark 
corner.

 ● Choose work surfaces that are light-coloured and 
non-mottled as these reflect more light and make it 
easier to see small objects.

 ● Make use of light fittings that can be placed under 
wall cupboards, to help illuminate work surfaces.

 ● Place items that you tend to use regularly as near 
as possible to the kitchen window or other sources 
of light to help with illumination and avoid standing 
in your own shadow.

 ● If the kitchen has limited natural light, think of ways 
to maximise what there is, for example placing a 
mirror opposite a window to reflect the light.

 ● Check whether the bulbs in your light fittings are 
sufficiently strong and choose a higher wattage  
bulb to illuminate a task such as chopping 
vegetables or using the cooker. Low energy bulbs  
of 20 to 25W give roughly the same amount of light 
as the traditional 100W bulbs, while 13-18W bulbs 
are equivalent to the previous 60W bulbs.

 ● If a light causes glare, consider replacing it with  
less harsh and more even light source such as a 
ceiling mounted fluorescent tube.

 ● Don’t put up with less light than you need. Find out 
what improvements can be made at a reasonable 
cost by contacting your local Age UK office, 
the Thomas Pocklington Trust website at www.
pocklington-trust.org.uk/lightinganddesign/lighting_
faqs or RICABILITY www.ricability.org.uk. Here 
you will find many cost-effective solutions to typical 
lighting problems in the kitchen and home generally.

Flooring
Choice of floor surface is important for both easy 
cleaning and to prevent slips, trips and falls. Lighter 
coloured flooring shows dirt more easily, whereas a 
darker floor may not. Other aspects to consider are as 
follows:

 ● Vinyl: hard wearing and can be padded so pleasant 
underfoot.

 ● Laminate: tough and easy to clean.

 ● Ceramic tiles: easy to clean, possible slip hazard.

 ● Carpet or carpet tiles: pleasant underfoot, harder to 
clean.
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Choice of colour is down to personal preference, how 
readily dirt will show up, and the ability or motivation 
to clean frequently. Nevertheless, since slipping 
is one of the most common causes of accidents, 
slip-resistant vinyl finishes are recommended. If a 
fall does occur, there may be some mitigation if it 
happens on a softer surface.

Laundry
For most people, even living alone or as a couple, 
laundry is a necessary evil and often involves bulky 
pieces of equipment that take up lots of room. Also 
wet washing can be heavy and awkward to move. 
Separate ‘utility’ rooms are great for removing laundry 
tasks from the kitchen area. If you do not have one, 
and space is limited, washing machines and tumble 
dryers can be sited elsewhere, such as in an attached 
garage.

If space is an issue you may be able to stack your 
washing machine and tumble dryer on top of one 
another, though reaching may become difficult and it 
is probably best to have a worktop between them. 

For drying or airing clothes, consider a ceiling or 
dutch airer but don’t overload it with heavy wet 
clothing.

A bar can also be installed where damp clothes can 
hang until ready for ironing, if necessary.

Washing baskets can be useful but can get heavy 
when filled. Consider smaller loads or a basket on 
wheels. Also, washing baskets take up space too, so 
a laundry bag might be easier to store.

If you have space for an ironing board, choose one 
that is lightweight and easy to fold. Irons are also 
heavy, so smaller travel irons can be a lightweight 
alternative that while perhaps not as efficient, may 
make the task easier.

It is best to store the ironing board close to where you 
iron. This could be in a tall unit, under the stairs, or at 
the side of some appliances. An alternative is ironing 
on the worktop, a pull-out board or kitchen table. Heat 
resistant mats or even a thick folded towel can serve 
to protect the worktop and prove a suitable ironing 
surface.

Wherever washing takes place, the ‘laundry triangle’ 
(see previous diagram) should also be reasonably 
small and contained to prevent having to travel long 
distances carrying washing.

Recycling
Memories of the ‘pig bin’ and the ‘pig man’ were a 
common reflection on re-cycling and participants 
were keen to continue this activity. Recycling is not a 
new idea. 
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Having a corner space, a box or bin to collect 
recyclable items is a way to keep things in one place. 
Some local collection services require recycling to 
be sorted into several boxes so the kitchen can be 
a useful interim storage area before splitting the 
rubbish up further into different containers outside. 
For some people, their garage is a convenient place 
for recycled items. In the main, available space for 
storage, carrying distance, weight of items and local 
weekly routines, determine how the task is best done.

To help with storage there are a number of options:

 ● A set of stackable drawers can provide a way of 
sorting items such as glass and paper

 ● Segmented bins (see below) are available which 
have sections for different recycled or waste 
items. The bin rack swings out and back into the 
cupboard as the door is opened and closed. They 
may be easier to use as individual sections can be 
removed and emptied as required.

Pets
For pet owners, the kitchen is often a place for them 
to eat and rest. Whatever the age of the animal, 
there is a need for space, feeding and water bowls, 
sometimes a scratching pole, or a litter tray and 
other essentials. Pets present their own unique set of 
challenges to be considered within kitchen design but 
in the main people with pets see them as part of their 
family and accommodate them sometimes to their 
own disadvantage or harm.

Here are some ideas from the research that can 
help; first some of the potential hazards and then the 
solutions.

 ● Pets can distract which is both a positive and a 
negative (hazard) factor.

 ● They can make the kitchen a dirtier place than it 
might be.

 ● A pet can find food wherever it might be left, so 
hygiene is important.

 ● If in the wrong place, pets can be an obstacle 
causing falling, tripping and slipping accidents.

 ● Pets need an exit path. The kitchen is often the 
place for the cat flap and this route needs to be 
accessible.

 ● Feeders on the floor may be too low down for 
some people to negotiate.

 ● Pet beds take up a lot of space in the kitchen

To solve these problems:

 ● Try to keep a corner free for pet related items and 
feeding. 

 ● Choose lighter weight pet beds that can be easily 
moved around and washed.

 ● Keep pets out of the kitchen when cooking.

 ● Try to raise the level of the food container to make 
it easier on the pet when eating and the owner 
when serving.

 ● Take care with pet toys in the kitchen.

 ● Consider the advantages and disadvantages of 
flooring in terms of your pet and possible staining, 
clawing, chewing and slipping.
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 ● Have a mat for all (people and pets) to use when 
coming in from outside

 ● Make sure your lighting enables you to see 
accidents before one happens to you.

 ● Bins with lids can help to prevent messy raids by 
inquisitive pets.

 ● Think about the location and status of appliances 
such as a hot kettle or pan which can cause a pet 
to harm themselves and you.

The techno kitchen
The TiKL project has enabled us to think about 
problems that older people face in the kitchen and to 
identify simple and practical solutions to overcome 
them. A natural extension of this is to review the 
possibilities of using more advanced technology to 
make kitchen life easier. Many of these ideas are 
based on the ‘ambient kitchen’ where technologies 
are integrated into the kitchen environment to provide 
subtle but effective support to meet people’s needs 
whether physical or cognitive.

A survey was conducted with a further group of older 
people to obtain their reactions to some of the ideas 
and concepts behind the smart or ‘techno kitchen’. 
The 45 respondents included 30 females, 15 males, 
from 60 to 92 years with an average age of 73.

The survey consisted of a list of technological 
enhancements or possible innovations that might help 
someone in the kitchen. Each respondent was asked 
to state whether they personally would like to have 
each of them installed in their own kitchen or not.

A selection of the innovations, together with the 
percentage of people wanting each one is shown in 
order of increasing popularity:

 ● Auditory or visual read out of fridge contents to 
save wasting energy when opening the door – 36%

 ● A device to scan and read out small text on food 
and other packaging – 50%

 ● Ability to raise or lower cupboard height for easier 
access – 56% 

 ● Ability to raise or lower worktop or sink height for 
easier access or seated use – 58%

 ● Task light comes on automatically when needed – 
69%

 ● Remote control of windows and blinds – 69%

 ● Quick cooling oven hob – 73%

 ● Possible flood alert warning – 81%

 ● Automatic turn off of electrical appliances e.g. iron, 
toaster or oven when the person goes out – 93%

The results show that there is enthusiasm for certain 
types of technological support in the kitchen provided 
it is designed to meet people’s needs. Most interest 
was expressed in technology that increases safety in 
the kitchen or which addresses immediate concerns.

Although other innovations addressed well known 
problems, such as reading small instructions 
on packaging, they were seen by some as too 
technically complicated or more suitable for others 
with more severe disabilities.

Advanced technological support seems to offer good 
potential to make kitchens easier to use but more 
needs to be done to make consumers more aware 
of them and how they would work. However an 
understanding of older people’s views remains critical 
to ensure that such developments are useful and 
acceptable to kitchen users in the future.
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