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Understanding home modifications impact on clients and
their family’s experience of home: A qualitative study
Tammy Aplin, Desleigh de Jonge and Louise Gustafsson
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Queensland, Australia

Background/aim: Home modifications aim to enhance
safety and occupational performance in the home. How-
ever, given the complexity and unique meaning of the
home, they can impact aspects other than function. This
qualitative descriptive study aimed to explore the impact
of home modifications on clients and their family’s experi-
ence of home.
Methods: Home modification clients and their family and
carers participated in 42 in-depth interviews which were
analysed using a template analysis.
Findings: Home modifications impacted positively and
negatively on five dimensions of the home environment,
the personal, occupational, physical, temporal and social
dimension. The outcomes of the modifications and the
home modification process were influenced by three
themes, workmanship, consultation or involvement in
decision-making, and the societal dimension of the home
environment.
Conclusions: The negative outcomes and poor consulta-
tion experiences suggest the need for occupational thera-
pists to understand their client’s personal experience of
home and to comprehensively follow-up and evaluate these
following home modifications.

KEY WORDS disability, home environment, home modi-
fications, occupational therapy.

Introduction

Home modifications aim to enhance independence in
everyday tasks by decreasing physical environmental
barriers in and around the home (Petersson, Kottorp,
Bergstrom & Lilja, 2009). They also aim to increase ease
of use, safety, and security in the home (Pynoos, Tabba-
rah, Angelelli & Demiere, 1998). A recent systematic
review identified that home modifications reduce falls,
and improve functional performance and caregiver out-
comes (Stark & Keglovits, 2012) thereby supporting the
fundamental aims of home modification practice to
improve occupational performance and safety. How-
ever, qualitative research suggests that there are wider
outcomes with modifications impacting relationships,
social engagement, privacy and identity (Heywood,
2004, 2005; Jones, de Jonge & Phillips, 2008; Niva &
Skar, 2006; Tanner, Tilse & de Jonge, 2008).
Two studies have identified that modifications can

decrease carer’s stress and frustration, therefore improv-
ing relationships (Heywood, 2005; Tanner et al., 2008).
The relationship between some older adults and their
spouses were reported to be improved in Tanner et al.’s
study where clients felt less sheltered by their spouses
as a result of modifications. The literature also provides
examples where relationships are negatively affected,
such as, not allowing enough space for family members
or family activities, causing family tension as the needs
of the family member who required modifications were
put ahead of other members (Heywood). Additional
impacts of modifications include the promotion of social
activities outside of the home (Niva & Skar, 2006),
greater privacy (F€ange & Iwarsson, 2005; Heywood,
2004), and restoring clients’ dignity (Heywood). Clients
have also reported dissatisfaction with modifications
because of their ‘clinical appearance’; reflection of dis-
ability, or that they do not match the d"ecor of their
homes or represent their sense of self (Heywood; Jones
et al., 2008).
These studies point to how ones experience of home

(ones individual experience of their home environment
including its meaning and usability) can be both posi-
tively and negatively impacted by modifications, with a
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range of dimensions such as the social dimension being
impacted. Researchers investigating home modifications
and the meaning of home for older adults and people
with a disability have called for these wider dimensions
which contribute to the experience of home to be con-
sidered in home modification provision (Dahlin-Ivanoff,
Haak, F€ange & Iwarsson, 2007; Hawkins & Stewart,
2002; Heywood, 2005; Tanner et al., 2008). There is a
need to comprehensively identify and further under-
stand the dimensions of home and their relationship
with home modification practice. Given the negative
outcomes that can arise from home modifications when
clients experience of home is not understood (Hey-
wood) the measurement of these dimensions seems par-
ticularly important for home modification evaluation.
Home modification evaluation is generally informal in
nature, for example, client feedback and observation (de
Jonge, 2011a) and very few occupational therapists
report using standardised assessment tools in their
home modification practice (Russell, 2014). This may be
due to a lack of appropriate and psychometrically
sound instruments for home modification evaluation
(Gitlin, 2003; Rousseau, Potvin, Dutil & Falta, 2001).
Those instruments which are available focus on the
physical environment, safety or occupational perfor-
mance. For example, the SAFER-HOME (Chui et al.,
2006), Housing Enabler (Iwarsson & Isacsson, 1996),
and the In Home Occupational Performance Evaluation
(I-HOPE) (Stark, Somerville & Morris, 2010). There is a
need for an instrument which can measure the wider
dimensions of the home environment which are
impacted by home modifications.
However, first the dimensions of home must be com-

prehensively understood to inform the development of
such an instrument. This study as part of a larger
research programme sought to achieve this, to identify
and describe the dimensions of home which contribute
to the experience of home. Initially a literature review
was conducted which included literature from occupa-
tional therapy along with, environmental psychology,
gerontology and architecture as these disciplines have a
long history of understanding the home environment.
Five dimensions were identified, the physical, social,
personal, temporal and occupational dimensions. These
dimensions were introduced and discussed in detail in
Aplin, de Jonge and Gustafsson (2013). Briefly, the per-
sonal dimension incorporates feelings of privacy, safety
and security, freedom and control, self-expression, iden-
tity, and the sense of belonging with home (Dahlin-Iva-
noff et al., 2007; Despres, 1991; Heywood, 2005;
Sixsmith, 1986; Tanner et al., 2008). The social dimen-
sion represents the home as a place for relationships
and family, it is a hub for social activities and connec-
tions with friends, neighbours and the community (Six-
smith; Tanner et al.). The physical dimension
incorporates the five aspects of structure, materials and
finishes; services and facilities; space; the location of the

home; and ambient conditions such as lighting, weather,
view, and airflow (Despres, 1991; de Jonge, 2011b; San-
ford & Bruce, 2010; Tanner et al.). The temporal dimen-
sion views the home within a temporal framework of
past, present and future, where there is an ongoing
cycle of the routines of daily life (Werner, Altman &
Oxley, 1985). The occupational dimension recognises the
home as a place of doing; a place of meaningful occupa-
tion (Despres; de Jonge, Jones, Phillips & Chung, 2011)
where activities contribute to ‘being’ in the home or the
meaning and value of home life (Rowles, 1991). The
dimensions are linked and can overlap. However, they
provide a guide for understanding the complexity of
the home environment.
Following the literature review a qualitative study

was completed to further develop and understand the
dimensions of home which contribute to individual’s
experience of home. The qualitative study aimed to
address two research questions with clients of home
modification services and their families. The first
research question asked ‘How do the dimensions of
home impact home modification decision-making?’ and
has been reported in Aplin et al. (2013). The second
research question is the focus of this paper and asks
‘How do home modifications impact clients’ experience
of home?’.

Method

Design

A qualitative descriptive approach was employed in
this study to provide a clear description of clients’ per-
spectives of how their experience of home was
impacted by modifications. Maximum variation sam-
pling seeking a range of people who had home modifi-
cations including older adults and adults with a
disability was used to develop a rich understanding of
the dimensions of home and home modifications.

Participants
Clients of two home modification services were invited
to participate if they could provide informed consent,
were able to understand spoken and written English,
could write in English, and were a recipient (or a family
member, friend, and/or carer of a client) of a major
home modification within the last two years. A commu-
nity major home modification service and government
housing service disseminated 235 letters of invitation.
The community service distributed 115 letters to all
their eligible clients and the housing service distributed
120 letters of invitation to a selection of their clients
stratified by age and geographical location to enhance
the diversity of the sample. The community service
defined major modifications as any modifications in
total costing $1500 or more and the government housing
service $1000 or more. The participants therefore had a
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range of modifications, often including one larger modi-
fication such as a hydraulic lift/elevator or level access
shower, in conjunction with other minor modifications
such as grab rails.
Participants of the community service most often

owned their homes and were required to provide finan-
cial contribution for the modification based on their
financial situation. Participants who lived in govern-
ment housing were renters and were not required to
make any contribution towards the cost of the modifica-
tion. In both services, occupational therapists provided
home modification assessment, planning and recom-
mendations. The community service provided follow-up
visits. The government housing service provided vary-
ing levels of follow-up from instructing the client to
contact the occupational therapist if there are problems
to phone calls and face to face visits.
Of the 235 letters distributed, 42 responses were

received, 21 from each service, resulting in a response
rate of 18%. The 42 household interviews included 13
joint interviews, yielding a total of 55 participants com-
prising clients, spouses, family and carers of the service
recipient. Participants lived in a metropolitan area in
Australia, with an average age of 64 ranging from 25 to
87 years. They had lived in their homes on average for
18 years, ranging from six months to 62 years. Further
demographic details are provided in Table 1.

Data collection
The study was approved by the University of Queens-
land Ethics Review Committee. Participation was volun-
tary and informed consent was obtained from
participants. Confidentiality and privacy was main-
tained at all times and as such pseudonyms have been
used for participants’ quotes. Participants completed one
in-depth interview using a semi-structured question-
naire in their own home with the principal researcher, of
approximately one hour duration, which was audio
recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews
explored client’s experience of home, what contributed
to home modification decision-making and the changes
that resulted from the modifications. Questions used to
facilitate discussion about changes included, how have the
modifications changed things for you, what have been the posi-
tive and negative changes, what have these changes meant to
you, does the home feel any different to you since the modifica-
tions have been completed, and is there any way the modifica-
tions could have been improved.

Data analysis
Template analysis was selected as this form of qualita-
tive descriptive analysis uses a priori of themes to ana-
lyse data, but is flexible to allow themes to change, and
new themes to be established (King, 2004). The five
dimensions of home identified prior to the study were
used as the priori themes to inform the analysis. Tem-
plate analysis was also suitable as it accommodates

large volumes of data (King), as was produced in this
study.
Initially each transcript was read by the principal

researcher to gain a preliminary sense of the informa-
tion. The five dimensions of home identified in the liter-
ature and their aspects for example, space and
ambience for the physical dimension were used to

TABLE 1: Participant demographic information

(N = 55) n %

Gender

Male 25 45

Female 30 55

Relationship to modifications

Direct client of service 36 65

Parents/guardians of children receiving

services

5 9

Spouses of clients 13 24

Carer 1 2

Living situation

Lived alone 18 33

Lived with spouse 24 43.5

Lived with family/carer 13 23.5

Housing situation

Own home 21 50

Government housing 21 50

Dwelling type

Low set house (small number of stairs) 13

High set house 10

Ground level house

(no more than one step into house)

6

Unit – ground level 7

Unit – upper levels 4

Townhouse 2

Modifications completed

Grab rails 19

Major bathroom modification 18

Step ramp 5

Chair lift 4

Hydraulic lift/elevator 4

Kitchen modification 4

Ramp 3

Stairs installed or replaced 3

Widening door/hallway 3

Handrails 6

Hand held shower hose 5

Drop down shower seat 3

Other† 16

†Other modifications included automatic door, reposi-

tioning toilet, balustrading, oven timer, lever taps, concrete

paths, re-swinging doors, raising toilet, removal of cup-

board, parcel hoist, elevating a driveway and bed raisers.
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initially code a small number of transcripts. The codes
were changed or supplemented with new codes where
data could not be placed in the pre-determined codes or
a more detailed code was required as recommended by
King (2007). The new codes were applied to new tran-
scripts and the previously coded transcripts were
reviewed and recoded with these new codes also. After
the coding of approximately half of the transcripts, the
initial template was developed, including hierarchal
grouping of themes (King). At this time a broad theme
outside of the initial research questions emerged, that of
client’s experiences of the home modification process.
This theme described what contributed to the outcomes
of modifications and client satisfaction with the service
provided.
The remaining transcripts were coded and if new

codes emerged these were added to the template and
previous transcripts were re-coded if required. At this
time, text which was coded as a theme contributing to
the impact of home modifications on the experience of
home was also coded as either a positive or negative
impact.
Rigour was established through peer and member

checking. In an attempt to enhance credibility, partici-
pants were provided with a summary of the main
themes after each interview. The participants were
encouraged to clarify and elaborate on any content to
ensure their story had been understood accurately. Peer
checking occurred when members of the research team
individually coded a small number of transcripts during
the initial coding stage. The team then met to discuss
the coding. Where differences occurred, they were dis-
cussed and a consensus was negotiated. Further discus-
sions occurred on the coding of data and groupings of
higher order codes as analysis progressed.

Findings

Clients and their family’s experience of home were
diversely impacted by home modifications both posi-
tively and negatively, with twice as many clients of the
government housing service reporting negative out-
comes than those of the community service. Most par-
ticipants reported positive changes to their experience
of home, with the personal and occupational dimen-
sions being the most commonly improved. The analysis
also revealed themes which contributed to the experi-
ence of the home modification process, including, the
workmanship of the builders, consultation or involve-
ment in decision-making and a new dimension, the
societal dimension.

Personal dimension

Safety and security

The modifications often resulted in an enhanced sense
of safety, which was highly valued by participants.

They expressed relief and a reduction in anxiety and
fear when they were able to perform activities comfort-
ably and confidently again. Some participants also
reported a decrease in injuries and falls.

Made it a hell of a lot easier, and I don’t mind going
and having a shower if I’m here by myself now,
because I feel a lot safer with it. (Rhonda, client, 71)

It has made a difference, I don’t fall as much as I
did, and I don’t get as many bruises as I did.
(Helen, client, 61)

However, some participants described how their
modifications resulted in unsafe situations. For example,
dangerous materials being used on step ramps which
were slippery or likely to deteriorate with the weather.
Other modifications had not included features which
would have enhanced safety, such as handrails or ker-
bing on paths to ensure a wheelchair could not slip off
the edge.

Appearance and identity

The homes appearance is integrally linked with the occu-
pant’s identity, reflecting who they are. The appearance
and the connection to identity were both positively and
negatively impacted by modifications. Some participants
reported that the appearance of the modified area was
enhanced by the modification. A new modern bathroom,
kitchen or front access was often enjoyed by participants.

We actually think it (ramp) improves the look of
the house. (Keith, client, 80)

However, there were a number of participants who
were disappointed with the appearance of the modifica-
tions, feeling that they made their home look ‘disabled’
or ‘like a hospital’. Another point of disappointment
was modified areas being left unfinished, with no towel
rails or toilet roll holders, for example. However, many
participants were not worried about the appearance of
the modifications, valuing their homes as practical and
functional places.

Independence and freedom

Regaining or maintaining independence and freedom in
the home was a valued outcome for participants. To be
able to do things for one self, to choose activities freely,
to move from room to room and to come and go as one
pleases was extremely important to participants.
A number of clients spoke of the freedom they now

enjoyed in being able to have a shower when they
choose and not having to ensure their spouse or a fam-
ily member was present.

In the bathroom, as I said, back to independence and
being able to do things myself. (Linda client, 66)
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The freedom experienced at home was negatively
impacted or not restored for a small number of partici-
pants. One participants’ autonomy was not improved,
as she was not provided with modifications that
enabled her to access her garden and outdoor area.

I miss even being able to take my washing and
hang it out myself . . . I can go out to the little bal-
cony but it’s not the same as pottering outside and
pulling a weed or cutting a flower or something, I
miss that. (Judy, client, 48)

Others wished that they had more control over the
home modification process, frustrated by service pro-
vider’s restrictions and guidelines on the type, location
and details of the modifications allowed.

Occupational dimension
Participants spoke often of modifications making every-
day life easier, that they were able to live in their home
without effort. This was the most commonly reported
outcome by participants and incorporated a variety of
activities and roles performed in the home. It was easier
to move around and access the home, to do everyday
activities like showering, toileting, laundry and to care
for children and family members.

Well they made it easier for me, I mean as far as
how the stroke affected me, it just changed my life
dramatically. So anything that makes life easier
such as the lift, just helps me get through each day
without a lot of effort and pain. (Betty, client, 58)

Modifications also maintained or restored participa-
tion in valued occupations at home such as gardening,
cooking, social activities and work. This enabled partici-
pation in valued roles, for example, a parent being able
to cook for his children. When talking about the modifi-
cation of his bathroom and kitchen one participant
described his enhanced role as a worker as a result of
modifications.

I can actually not only invite visitors in now, I can
actually invite clients in too and that’s another level
again and that’s what I’ve been going for, is to be
able to invite clients and that’s why I needed that
separation, that’s why I needed it not to look like a
hospital. (Matt, client, 48)

The role of carer and the activities of carers also
became easier as a result of the modifications. Partici-
pants spoke of less physical demand and strain on
them, and decreased risk of injuries.

It has saved my back. I haven’t had a serious back
injury yet and I think it is because I’m doing less of
that lifting and also Jack is getting bigger so the
timing was really good. (Kate, parent, 40)

Although the changes to the home as a place of occu-
pation were overwhelmingly positive there were some
participants who reported negative outcomes. Everyday
activities in the home became more difficult. For exam-
ple, one participant was unable to access a new sink to
brush his teeth, and for a number of participants clean-
ing was made more difficult. For example, non-slip tiles
and ramps were reported to be hard to keep clean.

Physical dimension
The physical dimension of home, in particular the ambi-
ence of the home, was described by participants to be
more often negatively impacted by modifications than
positively. A number of participants who had water
powered lifts or new landings and stairs installed,
reported that they had installed their own roofing or
awning to combat the rain and sun for these areas.

Those stairs are pretty solid and the landing’s very
good. But I had the awning put over it later.
Because it sort of meant that the rain doesn’t come
in any more. (Eveyln, client, 87)

Other participants described that it was difficult to
keep warm in their bathroom because it had been modi-
fied to an open plan design.

Temporal dimension
The future was an important outcome for participants,
previous to modifications some struggled with the
choice to modify or move to somewhere more appropri-
ate. However, once the decision was made to modify
and the modifications were completed, there was an
enhanced sense of permanency for participants, that this
home was now a home for life. This was a result of the
time, money and energy invested along with the modifi-
cations providing for peoples future needs. Participants
described a future in their homes, where ageing, deteri-
orating or improving health or the growth of children
was accommodated for.

It’s good now that I’ve got the shower and its wide
enough that if ever I needed to put a wheelchair in
there, its big enough for that. (Faye, client, 80)

Some participants also felt that the future resale value
of their home had been improved by the enhanced
appearance and quality of the modification.

Social dimension
Aspects of the social dimension of home, relationships,
others in the home and social activities which occur in
the home were less often reported to be impacted than
other dimensions. However, they were only reported to
be affected by the modifications in a positive way. A
welcome but unexpected benefit for participants was
the value of the modifications to others in the home and
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visitors, with the modifications being utilised by family
and guests.

I have a granddaughter who is in a wheelchair and
she came and stayed with me for a fortnight and
she found she coped well, She said ‘Your bath-
room’s terrific, Nana’.(Evelyn, client, 87)

Some participants also felt that the modifications had
changed their engagement in social activities, that they
were now able to have friends visit or were able to
access the neighbourhood and community.

Yeah well you see, you were locked onto the patio
and that’s as far as you could go. Now I can go
down the ramp and sticky beak (look) around the
neighbourhood. It’s surprising the number of peo-
ple, when they are walking past and sing out
‘Hello’ which is good. (Keith, client, 80)

The experience of the home modification
process

Builder and workmanship

Participants who were most happy with their modifica-
tions, more often than not had a positive experience of
their builder. A builder, who was respectful in their
home, clean, took care to involve them in the process
and listened to their needs, was highly valued by par-
ticipants. For example, when a ramp was installed to
the front of her home one participant was delighted that
her builder was able to keep a native bee hive which
had been on her porch for years. Almost all of the cli-
ents who reported positive experiences of their builders
were clients of the community home modification ser-
vice. In this service occupational therapists had close
contact with the builders and used the same builders
consistently rather than contractors.
The poor workmanship of builders and/or their dis-

respectful presence in the home contributed to negative
experiences of the home modification process. Poor
workmanship resulted in modifications that were mess-
ily completed, de-valuing participants’ need for a com-
fortable aesthetically pleasing home, and in the most
concerning circumstances caused safety hazards.

They had to come out and redo that (toilet grabrail)
because I felt unsafe getting up off the loo, and it
was just wobbly and apparently according to the
occupational therapist, they didn’t find the studs in
the wall properly. (Sarah, client, 46)

The service sent over a chippie (carpenter) to sup-
posedly secure the lock on the door. It was badly
fitted it fell off the next day, and he accused me of
breaking it. (Rodger, client, 54)

He abused Rodger something chronic. (Rodger’s
spouse, 48)

Decision-making and consultation

Another factor that strongly contributed to a positive
experience was involvement in decision-making and
consultation throughout the home modification process.
As one participant describes:

Yeah there was consultation, which I’m pleased to
see has happened. For us personally it’s the assur-
ance that we can communicate my own personal
requirements to meet the needs and just make you
feel a little bit more secure and that you’ve been
included. Because this is where I live, we live, and
it just makes you feel like you’re actually involved
and that’s very comforting. (Rodger, client, 54)

However, a poor consultation experience contributed
to a negative experience of the home modification pro-
cess. There was little involvement in decision-making
for some participants, a few were simply told what they
would be receiving or it was just installed. One partici-
pant described how a lack of consultation resulted in
her back stairs being installed at a location which did
not consider the use of her home.

See I wanted to put the steps down that way, but
no they just completely removed those steps, even
the builders said it would have been so much eas-
ier just to run the steps down from the patio and
then we would have cover when we came home
you know, somewhere to put our things down
until we got inside. Couldn’t tell them, they knew
better. (Rhonda, client, 71)

Societal dimension

The final theme which strongly influenced the home
modification process and its outcomes was the societal
dimension. This included themes such as the Australian
standards for public access (building codes for publicly
accessible buildings) and service provider’s restrictions,
or budgets, standard procedures and guidelines. Due to
these limitations, some participants were unable to
restore their home to a level which they felt was accept-
able. Standard guidelines and budgets of services
resulted in what participants felt were unfinished work,
with missing towel rails, unpainted areas, and lifts and
ramps needing awnings.
For Judy, limited space and the requirements of

access standards left her unable to access her yard and
garden as a ramp was unable to be installed. She had
installed her own ramp which appeared to be quite
unsafe and which she used infrequently as she required
assistance and it was difficult to use. Another partici-
pant describes his struggle with occupational therapists
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and architects to design something that was not conven-
tionally completed, outside of the Australian access
standards, and standard procedures of the service. On
the day of the work he asked builders to change the
design to avoid the hassle of working with the service.

The design process was difficult with them. It took
a long, long, long time, like over a year just because
every six weeks you’d meet and half the stuff that
we’d talked about wasn’t there and there was stuff
there that we didn’t talk about. In the end I just
said ‘yep that’s right’ and then said to the builder
‘look, these last few bits aren’t right. Please fix
them on the job’. (Matt, client, 48)

Discussion

The five dimensions of home identified in the literature
review were supported by the findings, with all the
dimensions being impacted by modifications. However,
the dimensions are interconnected, with the findings
showing a rich tapestry of the dimensions and their
influence on each other which contribute to the experi-
ence of home. For example, enhanced freedom (personal
dimension) leading to easier activity completion (occu-
pational dimension) and access standards (societal
dimension) preventing a ramp being installed leading
to reduced freedom and access to meaningful occupa-
tions.
The aims of modifications, namely to improve occu-

pational performance and safety in the home, are being
met, with most participants reporting increased safety
and an ease in the ability to perform everyday tasks.
This is consistent with studies reporting a reduction in
fear, accidents and injuries (Heywood, 2004, 2005; Tan-
ner et al., 2008) and decreased difficulty in everyday
activities (Petersson et al., 2009; Stark & Keglovits,
2012). However, there was a large number of negative
impacts on the experience of home, with modifications
left unfinished, unsafe or not suitable to the client’s
needs.
The physical dimension was most often described in

relation to negative changes to the home. However,
positive changes to the physical environment were pos-
sibly not discussed as this was the expected outcome of
the home modifications, i.e. that there is an improve-
ment in materials and finishes, and more space. The
ambience of home has been described as including the
weather, noise, temperature and lighting that affect the
home (Sanford & Bruce, 2010). These factors appear to
be an important consideration for modifications such as
stair lifts, hydraulic lift/elevators and ramps, which
need to be protected from the rain, wind and heat of
the sun for use.
A new dimension, the societal dimension emerged

from the findings reflecting the societal influences on
the experience of home and home modification provi-

sion. The pervasive influence of this dimension has
been described elsewhere. In a Swedish study, older
adults described difficulties with the home modification
system, where standards, a lack of consultation and lim-
ited information provision from service providers
resulted in unsatisfactory outcomes (Johansson, Borell &
Lilja, 2009).
The societal dimension was responsible for many of

the negative outcomes found in this study and as dis-
cussed in Aplin et al. (2013) highly influences home
modification decision-making. The Australian public
access standards were a particularly restricting contribu-
tion to the design of modifications. These standards are
not required to be used in private dwellings in Austra-
lia. They are primarily intended for public environ-
ments and their use in the home environment is often
questioned as they are based on limited research and
not representative of the population of people with a
disability and older adults who use modifications (Ains-
worth, de Jonge & Tanner, 2011; Imrie & Hall, 2001).
Further, they do not accommodate for carers and have
limited understanding of the complexity of person envi-
ronment interactions (Imrie, 2006; Sanford, 2001). Fur-
ther research is required to establish whether the
current standards are suitable for differing populations
and if not further standards need to be developed for
older adults, people with disabilities of differing levels
of function, and the consideration of carers.
The societal dimensions influence was also felt by

those participants who thought their modifications
reflected disability or looked ‘like a hospital’. This dis-
satisfaction with the appearance of modifications has
been reported elsewhere (Jones et al., 2008). For home
modification clients in Australia, there is little choice in
grab rails and other modification products, restricting
what can be achieved aesthetically. More importance
needs to be placed on the appearance of the modifica-
tion with a larger range of options being available to cli-
ents, as this directly impacts the identity of the client
and family using the home and may result in the non-
acceptance of modifications (Hawkins & Stewart, 2002;
Nocon & Pleace, 1997).
The more positive experience of the community ser-

vice clients is likely a result of the different systems
and policies in place at each of the services. The gov-
ernment housing service whose clients had more nega-
tive experiences of the home modification process and
outcomes, use contract builders who have little or no
contact with the occupational therapists who prescribe
the modifications. This combined with the positive
experiences of the community service clients of their
builders, suggests a need for home modification ser-
vices to aim for working partnerships between occupa-
tional therapists and builders where they can work
collaboratively, develop respect for each-others knowl-
edge and have opportunities for discussion regarding
projects.
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Implications for occupational therapy
practice
The negative outcomes which resulted from poor con-
sultation processes and participants having little
involvement in decision-making highlight the impor-
tance of client centred practice. This poor consultation
during home modification assessment and planning has
been reported elsewhere to result in negative outcomes
and wasted resources where modifications were not
even used (Heywood, 2005). A more collaborative
approach is required by occupational therapists and
home modification service providers, allowing clients
more choice and control in modification products, mate-
rials and design so that their experience of home can be
protected and enhanced during this disruptive process
(Tanner et al., 2008). For this to occur occupational ther-
apists must have a deeper understanding of this unique
and personal environment when providing interven-
tions in the home (Dahlin-Ivanoff et al., 2007; Heywood;
de Jonge et al., 2011; Tanner et al.). It is particularly
important for therapists to understand aspects of the
societal dimension which influence their work, such as
eligibility criteria, access standards and the restrictions
of their services as these may prevent them from con-
sidering the wider dimensions which contribute to their
client’s experience of home. When these aspects are in
opposition to enhancing clients experience of home
therapists may need to advocate for the other dimen-
sions such as occupational or personal to be valued in
the home modification process.
It is unclear which modifications are more likely to

result in negative outcomes and future research investi-
gating this and factors that contribute to this is
required. The large number of negative impacts on par-
ticipants’ experience of home reveals a need to follow-
up and measure home modification outcomes. Home
modifications are installed with little or no follow-up
(de Jonge, 2011a) and considering the unsafe outcomes
found in this study, there is at the least an ethical
responsibility to ensure no harm is caused. Routine
evaluation of home modifications will not only ensure
that interventions are effective and cause no harm, but
will also create evidence for practice (de Jonge). The
findings also suggest that traditional outcome measures
focusing on occupational performance and safety are
not adequate as it may not provide sufficient insight
into the broader impacts of home modifications. The
experience of home also needs to be seen as potentially
being impacted by modifications.

Limitations
The study was exploratory in nature, and although
efforts were made to seek the perspectives of a variety
of clients, participation was voluntary and people were
primarily drawn from one metropolitan area in Austra-
lia. The results should therefore be viewed in the con-

text of the study and the nature of the participants.
Further data from a variety of home modification clients
and their family including younger adults and parents
of children with a disability, differing geographical
areas and clients who receive minor modifications
would enhance the generalisability of the findings. The
variety of participants however presents a deep under-
standing of the impact of home modifications on the
experience of home.

Conclusion

The findings add to a growing body of evidence which
demonstrate that modifications affect the experience of
home. The high numbers of negative outcomes illustrate
the need for occupational therapists to understand what
client’s value about their home and intended modifica-
tions and for service providers to routinely evaluate
home modifications. The findings of this study will be
utilised in future research to develop a measurement
instrument for home modification practice examining
the dimensions of home.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank the home modification services and
their clients who participated in the research. This manu-
script forms part of a thesis of the lead authors and was a
poster presentation at the OT Australia National Confer-
ence, Making Evidence Work: informing practices, or-
ganisations and the profession, 29th June –1st July 2011,
Gold Coast Exhibition Centre, Gold Coast, Qld.

References

Ainsworth, E., de Jonge, D. & Tanner, B. (2011). Access
standards and their role in guiding interventions. In E.
Ainsworth & D. de Jonge (Eds.), An occupational therapists
guide to home modification practice (pp. 229–238). Thorofare,
NJ: Slack Incorporated.

Aplin, T., de Jonge, D. & Gustafsson, L. (2013). Under-
standing the dimensions of home that impact on home
modification decision making. Australian Occupational
Therapy Journal, 60, 101–109.

Chui, T., Oliver, R., Ascott, P., Choo, L. C., Davis, T., Gaya,
A. et al. (2006). Safety assessment of function and the envi-
ronment for rehabilitation – Health outcome measurement and
evaluation (SAFER-HOME). Version 3 manual. Toronto,
CA: COTA Health.

Dahlin-Ivanoff, S., Haak, M., F€ange, A. & Iwarsson, S.
(2007). The multiple meaning of home as experienced by
very old swedish people. Scandinavian Journal of Occupa-
tional Therapy, 14, 25–32.

Despres, C. (1991). The meaning of home: Literature review
and directions for future research and theoretical devel-
opment. The Journal of Architectural and Planning Research,
8, 96–115.

© 2014 Occupational Therapy Australia

130 T. APLIN ET AL.



F€ange, A. & Iwarsson, S. (2005). Changes in ADL depen-
dence and aspects of usability following housing adapta-
tion: A longitudinal perspective. The American Journal of
Occupational Therapy, 59, 296–304.

Gitlin, L. (2003). Conducting research on home environ-
ments: Lessons learned and new directions. The Gerontol-
ogist, 43, 628–637.

Hawkins, R. & Stewart, S. (2002). Changing rooms: The
impact of adaptations on the meaning of home for a dis-
abled person and the role of occuaptional therapists in
the process. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 65, 81–
87.

Heywood, F. (2004). The health outcomes of housing adap-
tations. Disability and Society, 19, 129–143.

Heywood, F. (2005). Adaptation: Altering the house to
restore the home. Housing Studies, 20, 531–547.

Imrie, R. (2006). Independent lives and the relevance of life-
time homes. Disability and Society, 21, 359–374.

Imrie, R. & Hall, P. (2001). Inclusive design: Designing and
developing accessible environments. London, UK: Spun
Press.

Iwarsson, S. & Isacsson, A. (1996). Housing standards,
environmental barriers in the home and subjective gen-
eral apprehension of housing situation among rural
elderly. Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 3,
52–61.

Johansson, K., Borell, L. & Lilja, M. (2009). Older persons’
navigation through the service system towards home
modification resources. Scandinavian Journal of Occupa-
tional Therapy, 16, 227–237.

Jones, A., de Jonge, D. & Phillips, R. (2008). The role of home
maintenance and modification services in achieving health:
Community care and housing outcomes in later life.
Melbourne: Australian Housing and Urban Research
Institute.

de Jonge, D. (2011a). Evaluating outcomes. In: E. Ainsworth
& D. de Jonge (Eds.), An occupational therapists guide to
home modification practice (pp. 261–285). Thorofare, NJ:
Slack Incorporated.

de Jonge, D. (2011b). Developing and tailoring interven-
tions. In: E. Ainsworth & D. de Jonge (Eds.), An occupa-
tional therapists guide to home modification practice (pp. 189–
211). Thorofare, NJ: Slack Incorporated.

de Jonge, D., Jones, A., Phillips, R. & Chung, M. (2011).
Understanding the essence of home: Older people’s expe-
rience of home in Australia. Occupational Therapy Interna-
tional, 18, 39–47.

King, N. (2004). Using templates in the thematic analysis of
texts. In: C. Cassell & G. Symon (Eds.), Essential guide to
qualitative methods in organisational research (pp. 256–270).
London: Sage Publications.

King, N. (2007). Template analysis: The technique. The Univer-
sity of Huddersfield. Retrieved June 6, 2011, from

http://www2.hud.ac.uk/hhs/research/template_analy-
sis/technique/technique.htm

Niva, B. & Skar, L. (2006). A pilot study of five elderly per-
sons after a housing adaptation. Occupational Therapy
International, 13, 21–34.

Nocon, A. & Pleace, N. (1997). The role of occupational
therapy in meeting housing needs. British Journal of Occu-
pational Therapy, 60, 115–122.

Petersson, I., Kottorp, A., Bergstrom, J. & Lilja, M. (2009).
Longitudinal changes in everyday life after home modifi-
cations for people aging with disabilities. Scandanavian
Journal of Occupational Therapy, 16, 78–87.

Pynoos, J., Tabbarah, M., Angelelli, J. & Demiere, M.
(1998). Improving the delivery of home modifications.
Technology and Disability, 8, 3–14.

Rousseau, J., Potvin, L., Dutil, E. & Falta, P. (2001). A criti-
cal review of assessment tools related to home adaptation
issues. Occupational Therapy in Health Care, 13, 93–104.

Rowles, G. D. (1991). Beyond performance: Being in place
as a component of occupational therapy. The American
Journal of Occupational Therapy, 45, 265–271.

Russell, R. (2014). Putting Occupation back into housing modi-
fications: Using the OTIPM to support the role of occupational
therapists in the design and delivery of housing modifications.
Paper presented at the World Federation of Occupational
Therapists 16th International Congress, Yokohama,
Japan.

Sanford, J. A. (2001). Best practices in the design of toileting
and bathing facilities for assisted transfers. Final report. US
Access Board. Retrieved December 6, 2011, from http://
www.access-board.gov/research/Toilet-Bath/report.htm

Sanford, J. & Bruce, C. (2010). Measuring the impact of the
physical environment. In: E. Mpofu & T. Oakland (Eds.),
Rehabilitation and health assessment (pp. 207–228). New
York: Springer.

Sixsmith, J. (1986). The meaning of home: An exploratory
study of environmental experience. Journal of Environmen-
tal Psychology, 6, 281–298.

Stark, S. & Keglovits, M. (2012). Systematic review of home
modifications. Paper presented at The American Occupa-
tional Therapy Associations 2012 Annual Conference and
Expo, Indianapolis.

Stark, S. L., Somerville, E. K. & Morris, J. C. (2010). In-
Home Occupational Performance Evaluation (I-HOPE).
The American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 64, 580–589.

Tanner, B., Tilse, C. & de Jonge, D. (2008). Restoring and
sustaining home: The impact of home modifications on
the meaning of home for older people. Journal of Housing
for the Elderly, 22, 195–215.

Werner, C. M., Altman, I. & Oxley, D. (1985). Temporal
aspects of home: A transactional perspective. In: I. Alt-
man & C. M. Werner (Eds.), Home environments (Vol. 8,
pp. 1–32). New York: Plenum press.

© 2014 Occupational Therapy Australia

HOME MODIFICATIONS IMPACT ON HOME 131


