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Foreword
Do you ever catch yourself saying that you will never move again or that they will have 
to carry you out of your home in a box?

If so, it’s great that you are happy with where you live.

But chances are that, as you continue to age, your home will start to let you down a 
little bit or even a lot. You may be able to overcome this without moving or you may not. 

You have to think about what could go wrong and think of things you would be able to 
do to make sure you can keep your independence.

It is good planning to look at the design and features of your home and think about 
what you can do to help you to be as safe and independent as possible.  

Keeping your independence means not going into a nursing home.

This booklet aims to give you a list of things to consider about your home or any 
home you might be considering moving into. It’s not exhaustive but is intended as an 
introduction to home accessibility for older people.

CPSA enlisted the help of an occupational therapist specialised in advising people 
about the accessibility of their home to put this booklet together. 

Even if you are convinced that, whatever happens, you will be able to muddle through, 
you should read this booklet. You might muddle better.

Home accessibility is defined as the capacity of a home to accommodate the needs of 
people with limited mobility, reduced vision or other impairment. 

The degree of the accessibility of your home affects how well you would be able to 
cope with mobility and vision issues that can develop as you age.

The degree of accessibility of your home also affects how socially connected you will 
continue to be, which is linked to your mental health and how well you feel generally. 
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What’s the most important 
part of your home?
Your home is where your heart is, and your home is not just the sum of the building 
materials that have gone into its construction.

The most important part of your home may not be what you think it is. It may be the 
people who visit, the shops you go to, the services you use and the area it’s in.

If to any one of the following six questions, your answer is: ‘not that easy’ or ‘difficult’, 
you need to think carefully about whether your current home is serving you well.

If your answer to all of these six questions is ‘easy’, it is worthwhile considering 
whether common health issues associated with ageing would change your answer. 
For example, if your mobility or your eyesight deteriorated and you are no longer 
able to drive, would your answers change?

Particularly important is the availability of home care where you live. For example, if 
your eyesight deteriorated and you could no longer drive, home care could assist 
you with your shopping and your visits to your local doctor and other appointments, 
making it possible for you to keep on living in your home.



How easy is it for everyone you know to visit you? 

How easy is it for you to visit the people you want to visit?

How easy is it for you to get to the supermarket and 
any other shops where you buy groceries and other 
essentials?

How easy is it for you to attend your local doctor and 
other appointments? 

How easy is it for you to participate in club/church/
social activities?

How easy is it to get home care where you live?
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Going into and coming out 
of your home
Access into the home is important to consider. 

Even a single step at the entrance can make your home access unsafe and 
challenging if you develop a mobility problem.

Consider whether it is safest to access your home from the front, the side, or the 
rear. Well-designed handrails can assist greatly on steps. For wheeled access, 
it will be necessary to install a ramp. The gradient of a ramp is recommended 
to be 1:14, as per Australian Standards  for public buildings and spaces. This 
gradient allows a mobility scooter or electric wheelchair to make its way up. 
While on private property you can use steeper gradients, it is probably wise 
to stick to 1:14 . 

To achieve a safe, gentle gradient on a ramp, a ramp requires a lot of space. 
As an example, if the home is positioned one metre above the ground, the 
overall length of ramp, to achieve a gradient of 1:14, is 14 metres. The ramp 
should ideally be designed with the help of an occupational therapist. 

Other features of a ramp should include a minimum width of one metre, flat surfaces 
so that you can rest if you are walking with a frame or are in push wheelchair and 
handrails at an appropriate height. 
  
If you live in an apartment the body corporate of the strata scheme might not be 
keen to have a ramp installed. Accessibility for older apartment buildings is not 
mandatory, so the body corporate has no obligation in this regard. 

Obviously, once inside your apartment building, a well-
functioning lift is essential if you live on a higher floor. 
Check if the internal dimensions of the lift cabin are at 
least 1 metre by 1.5 metres and a door opening not less 
than 80 centimetres.

Also important is being able to enjoy your yard or 
balcony.

The same issues can arise for yard and balcony access as 
for access generally, so think about how important to you is that 
access.

 iStandards Australia. AS 1428.1-2009



Is the path between the street and the main entrance to 
your home level and smooth, without steps, including 
the doorway?

Can you get into your yard or onto your balcony easily 
through a back door or another door?

Is there enough space to install an access ramp?
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Getting around inside 
your home
Unless you have a lift in your home or you are prepared to have one installed, it is 
preferable to have a single-level home as you age.

To be able to stay in your home if you encounter permanent mobility issues, you 
must be able to live on a single level. This means having a 
bathroom, toilet, laundry, kitchen, lounge room and a 
bedroom on a single level.

If your home is not single-level, do you 
have all amenities on a single level? 

Internal doors, vestibules and 
corridors should allow you to move 
comfortably between rooms and 
other internal spaces.

Keep in mind that walking 
frames and wheeled walkers 
need space.

In general, internal door 
openings in most homes 
have the 80 centimetres 
minimum width required for a 
powerchair to be used inside. 
A door opening can even be 
75 centimetres but access 
then needs to be completely 
straight for a powerchair to get 
through. If door openings are not 
wide enough, they can generally 
be widened without too much to do, 
certainly those located in a frame wall.

Light switches, power points, door handles 
and locks are best located at a height of 
between 90 and 100 centimetres from the floor. 

Corridors should be at least 90 centimetres wide for an electric 
wheelchair to execute a ninety-degree turn. For a u-turn or three-point turn, you 
require 1.5 metres.



Does your home have all amenities on a single level? 

Does your home have internal door openings that are 
wide enough? If not, could they be widened?

Are light switches and power points, door handles 
and locks, located at a good height?

Are corridors in your home wide enough?
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Your bathroom
Not everyone has trouble moving around as they get older, but a lot of us do. 

If you develop mobility issues, the bathroom arguably becomes the most 
problematic room in your home.

The most important things to consider are how to go to the toilet safely and 
how to get in the shower recess safely. 

The addition of grabrails is the most common change to a bathroom to 
improve safety. Grabrails should ideally be installed with the guidance of an 
occupational therapist to optimise your safety and comfort. 

A good idea is to replace towel rails with more sturdy grabrails, which can 
double as towel rail. 

It is generally a good idea to make sure that any bathroom fitting is well-secured, 
including vanity units and toilet roll holders, just in case you need to grab hold of 
them to steady yourself. 

Bathroom floor surfaces should be anti-slip. 

The entrance to the shower should ideally be level. Often it is possibly to remove 
the hob into the shower recess. 
 
Circulation space of 1.5 metre diameter is needed for a wheelchair. 

To transfer from a wheelchair to the toilet seat it’s recommended to consider the 
direction that you move, so that this is as safe as possible. Some people “parallel-
park” next to the toilet bowl. This means you need to have at least close to one 
metre of space next to the toilet bowl.

If your bathroom is worthy of its name and has an actual bathtub, think about how 
useful or otherwise it might be if you develop serious mobility issues. Not very! On 
the upside, by removing the bathtub, you might be able to gain valuable additional 
space in your bathroom.

And space is what’s needed. 

An accessible shower recess with grab rails and a seat will have a depth of 
approximately one metre and a width of 1.5 metres.

Add to this space for the toilet bowl at 1.5 by 1.5 metres and a general 1.5 by 1.5 
turning circle space, plus some space for a wash basin. A fully accessible bathroom 
is sized at approximately four by four metres, easily the size of a small bedroom.



Does your home have a bathroom on the 
ground, or entry level floor?

Could a wheelchair turn around in your 
bathroom?

Would you be able to parallel-park a 
wheelchair next to your toilet bowl?

Is your shower big enough for a shower 
chair and grab rails?
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Your kitchen
Fortunately, if you develop mobility or vision issues and are unable to prepare meals, 
subsidised or even free domestic assistance is usually available through Meals on 
Wheels and the Commonwealth Home Support Programme.

Your kitchen need not be the reason why you have to stop living in your home. 

However, modern kitchen design can do a lot to 
make your kitchen accessible even if you are 
mobility or vision impaired.

A lot of factors must be taken into 
consideration, and each kitchen is 
unique.

For your kitchen to be fully 
accessible, you will need 
space for a wheelchair to turn. 
This means a turning circle 
of 1.5 metres in diameter in 
or close to the centre of your 
kitchen.

But the most important thing 
to consider is the provision 
of easy access to counters, 
cabinets, worktops, and shelving. 
For someone in a wheelchair it 
is important that the underside of 
counters and tabletops are just a few 
inches above knee-height.

Height-adjustable benchtops and cabinets 
ensure the user can select the height that works best 
for them

Height-adjustable tables with caster wheels allow the user more options in their 
meal preparation.

Taps should be operated with levers rather than with cross-heads.

An ordinary kitchen cannot be made accessible, except by putting in a new 
accessible kitchen. However, this is only necessary if you get around in a wheelchair 
and can’t stand up.



Is your kitchen big enough for a wheelchair 
to turn around in?

Would you have enough money to remodel 
your kitchen and make it accessible if you 
were in a wheelchair?
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Your laundry
Doing the laundry need not be difficult, even if you are using a wheelchair. 

If you are using a wheelchair and can’t stand up, a front-loading 
washing machine is essential.

You would also need a 1.5 metre turning circle.

If you develop issues with your balance and have always 
relied on the Aussie sun and a southerly breeze to dry your 
washing, you may have to consider using a drier instead. 

If you become a user of a wheelchair and provided your 
backyard or balcony is accessible, you can pass up a 
drier and just have your clothesline lowered. 

Also, if you develop mobility or vision issues and are 
unable to do your laundry, subsidised or even free 
domestic assistance is usually available through the 
Commonwealth Home Support Programme.

Your laundry need not be the reason why you have to stop 
living in your home. 



Is your laundry big enough for a 
wheelchair to turn around in?

Is your yard or balcony accessible so that 
you can get to the clothesline if you were 
in a wheelchair or a walker with wheels?
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Your bedroom
Your home should have at least one bedroom on the ground floor or entry level to 
your home in case you can’t climb stairs anymore.

You may also need more space to be able to get into bed.

On the side of the bed where you get in there should be space for a walker with 
wheels (approximately one metre) or a wheelchair (1.5 metres).

On the other side and in front of the bed, there should be space for someone to 
assist you and you should allow one metre for that.

All up the minimum bedroom space you need is at least 3 metres by 3 metres, or 3.5 
metres by 3 metres if you use a wheelchair. This is clear of any furniture (including 
bedside tables) additional to the bed and clear of any built-in wardrobe.



Do you have a bedroom on the entry 
level of your home?

Is there sufficient space on either side of 
your bed if you were in a wheelchair?
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Your lounge room
Even if you are not in a wheelchair you need to be able to see 
outside as you may spend a lot of time in the loungeroom.

Your lounge room should have a clear space of at least one 
metre for a walker with wheels or one-and-half metres for 
a wheelchair in all areas of passage, from your chair to the 
hallway for example.

If you develop mobility issues, you may spend more time at 
home and you are likely to be sitting down a lot of that time. It 
is very important that you are able to see outside at ground level 
in that case, simply to ward off feeling so isolated from the world 
around you.

This is the reason why a window should be installed at a height that enables you 
to see outside, not just the sky and the tops of trees, but what is happening in your 
garden or on the street.

Windowsills should be no higher than one 
metre from the level of the floor.



Can your lounge room be arranged so that 
you can get around with the aid of a walker or 
a wheelchair?

Can you see out onto ground level when 
sitting down in your lounge room?
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To find an occupational 
therapist in your area, 

check out:

Occupational Therapy 
Australia

1300 682 878
otaus.com.au



www.cpsa.org.au
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