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Respect and Social Inclusion
July 21, 2021

As NJ begins its efforts to become an Age-Friendly state, an aspect of the “Domains of Age-Friendly" communities will be explored in each NJAAW newsletter. In this issue, we’re covering Respect and Social Inclusion.
 
The issue of social isolation and its impact on the health of both individuals and communities has been discussed for years. No matter their age, everyone wants to feel valued and included.

Older adults might struggle to stay included in their communities as they age; friends and family move away, or they are not as mobile as they once were.

Connecting with new neighbors in a different phase of life is challenging. Long-time residents may find it hard to connect to the community they love and helped build over years of involvement. As things continue to re-open from COVID disruptions and favorite events resume, consider making sure events are age-friendly using these simple guidelines. Notice these steps are also COVID-friendly!

· Promotional Materials – Not all residents have access to or use the internet. Consider asking local newspapers to include your information in their publications. (Be sure to check what their deadlines for submission are.) Post flyers in libraries, community centers and on public bulletin boards. Communicate the age-friendly considerations you have put in place for your event!
· Cost – Cost can be a big determinant for event attendance, especially if older residents stay for only a portion of the time. By offering a discount for seniors, you could see an increase in the number of attendees.
· Time of Event – Events that are held after dark are less likely to be attended by older residents who may find driving and walking in the dark challenging. Boost attendance to weekday events by marketing to your retired residents.
· Volunteers – Older residents are excellent volunteers! Tap into your volunteer network by asking for them in your event’s promotional materials and advertisements. Consider volunteer roles that don’t require extended periods of standing.
· Transportation – This can be the biggest limiting factor for older residents attending your event. Careful consideration should be given to parking and getting those needing assistance from parking to the event. Jitneys and/or golf carts may be an option.
· Inclusion – Consider a “hospitality tent” for seniors and find ways to pair older residents with younger residents. Craft and game areas are a great age-friendly way to encourage inclusion.
· Food Options – When planning for food, consider including “heart-healthy" options. This isn’t just good for seniors, but for all attendees, especially parents looking for a healthier option for their kids.

Transportation
August 4, 2021
This issue, let's talk about the role of transportation in age-friendly communities.

First, let's take out all bad jokes and stereotypes about older drivers and focus on what is real and what is important. Transportation isn't just about getting from place A to place B.

Transportation allows us to connect socially, with friends and family. It gets us to important events like doctor appointments, celebrations and religious services. It helps us with a daily need, such as shopping, and can take us away to relax and do our favorite activities, whether at the local library, the shore, a concert or to enjoy a state park. Transportation is a necessity for all people at all ages.

In many NJ communities, 90+% of retirees still own and drive their own cars. Parts of NJ have a solid public transportation system; others are more car-dependent, but transportation is important in all communities.

People tend to change their driving habits as their needs and their abilities change. For example, many people begin to struggle with “night vision” as they age. They may not see clearly in low light or feel uncomfortable, so they stop driving at night. People also alter their driving habits as their comfort levels change, such as choosing slower, local roads instead of hopping on the highway.

What can you do?  

· Think of what you want as you age. Will you alter your driving habits or give up driving? If so, will you move to an area that has good public transportation, or will you begin to use on-demand services such as Lyft or Uber?
· Find out what transportation alternatives are in your town. If there are good options for people of any age who do not drive, help promote them. Try them out yourself and give constructive feedback.
· Advocate for more age-friendly and accessible transportation options. Work to make your community more accessible using a variety of modes, including auto, walking, biking and public transportation.
· Join with other groups, such as your local public safety committee, business alliance, commuters and PTA to fight for better sidewalks to make walking safe for all.
· Explore a variety of transportation options – you might find you enjoy not driving everywhere.

Outdoor Spaces and Buildings
Aug 18, 2021
As we continue to explore the 8 Domains of Age-friendly communities, let’s examine "Outdoor spaces and buildings."
Why are these important? Outdoor spaces, greenspaces, and public buildings have a major impact on mobility, independence and quality of life for all residents. There is more to it than just having parks and entrances with push-button door openers. Accessible public buildings, walkable spaces, parks, sidewalks, seating and even public bathrooms all contribute to being age-friendly and can make a big difference to people of all ages and abilities.
 People need public places to gather, both indoors and out. Public, shared spaces foster social connections, both planned and spontaneous. Public places introduce us to other members of our community that we might not meet otherwise.
Think of the town pool, playgrounds, outdoor fitness equipment and sports fields. Look at the activity around duck ponds in the park and river day cleanups, sledding hills and outdoor amphitheaters. These spaces and their activities build community. The benefits great outdoor spaces give older residents are good for all members of the community. Smooth sidewalks are good for the jogger, the parent pushing a stroller and kids walking to school. Greenspaces are good for some to walk for exercise, community events, kids playing and even outdoor work and study space in the past year.
 Greenspaces, seating and accessible buildings can be used and enjoyed by people of all ages. Park benches encourage walking by providing a place to rest for the 80-year-old as well as the 2-year-old with little legs. The same entrance that enables a person in a walker or wheelchair to easily access a building also makes it easy for someone to push a stroller.
Consider how important the outdoor spaces in your community became under COVID. With gyms closed, walking for exercise and relaxation increased significantly. Large outdoor spaces enabled us to meet safely with friends while maintaining safe distances.
 Take a look around your community to see where the shared spaces are and who uses them, and take some time to enjoy them yourself. You might learn something new about your community, or you might be moved to fight for more and better spaces.

Communication and Information
September 1, 2021

Communication is important as it keeps us connected, informed, able to engage and healthy. Age-friendly communities recognize that information needs to be shared through a variety of methods since not everyone has a smartphone or home-based access to the internet or a Twitter account. The past 18 months have proven how important it is to share accurate and timely information with all residents and to not leave anyone behind. 
 
People over the age of 60 have seen an extreme evolution in the ways we share information. Communications methods have changed so much in the past 20 years – at the turn of the millennium, few people had cell phones or email, most did not have a home computer and the internet was still rather new. And, we can expect that communications strategies and options will continue to change in the next 20 years.
 
Many people who can remember not having a private phone in their home until the post-WWII boom may be using the latest smartphone. Others have stayed with the level of technology that they are comfortable with. 
 
While many new communications methods are available, several classic, reliable methods have waned. Local print newspapers have declined in NJ alongside the growth of online reporting. Municipalities may have stopped regular mailings in favor of posting information on the town website instead.
 
But as we move online, we may be leaving residents – not only older ones – out of the communications loop. Just as with any other demographic, there are general strategies that work, but one size does not fit all.
 
Consider these points: 

· First, think of the stereotypes for communicating with older people and dismiss them. Take the time to assess your target audience, learn what is received well and what isn’t. As new forms of communication are brought in, it is important to keep the original, familiar format while people transition. It also might be necessary to continue offering the original format for those who cannot access the new method. 
· Paper is still an option – printed flyers, mailers and newsletters get attention and can reach people who are not online, as well as people who have never seen your website before. Use them to help people move online and to sign up for email blasts.

· Consider changing abilities in communications – hearing and vision loss make it challenging for some people to access your information. Others may take longer to process it. Addressing these needs can lead to creative communication strategies that may work for everyone. 
· Strategize about what information needs to be shared and when. Health, emergency, events, recreation and transportation news all need a different approach to attract different audiences.
   
 More information does not always mean better. Do everyone a favor, regardless of their age and tech skill, by keeping your messages clear, factual and relevant.
And most importantly, teach older residents how to use new forms and methods of communication. Offer classes at senior centers, libraries, the local high school or college. Ask a scout troop, youth group or community organization to offer support. Remember to keep all communication channels open. 

Civic Participation ﻿and Employment
September 15 & October 6, 2021

As we continue through domains of age-friendly and healthy aging communities, let’s discuss “Civic participation and employment,” but we’ll divide it into two parts. We’ll start with the harder one -- what exactly is civic participation/engagement?
 
If you can remember your middle school civics class (although civics hasn’t been taught for years in most public schools), you could say civic participation includes individuals or groups working in both political and non-political ways to either make or prevent a change in a community -- with the goal to address public concerns and promote the quality of the community.
 
So how does this relate to age-friendly efforts? Community participation by and for the benefit of older residents can help a town, county or state make a place better and more appropriate for residents as they live longer.

﻿You can get involved to support housing, transportation and services for your older neighbors and, as we have discussed in previous issues, work in any of the domains to benefit the entire community -- not only people over 60.
 
Consider joining a municipal committee, speaking at town hall meetings, volunteering in your community or writing letters to local politicians to present your views and concerns.
 
Be part of the change you want to see happen and keep this in mind: How will your efforts in civic engagement now affect you in the years ahead?
 
In addition, older and long-term residents bring unique perspectives to their communities. They can speak on successes and failures of the past, highlight potential changes as they discover changing needs and provide a long-term context to balance short-term fixes. They have years of experience in professional fields that can be a great resource to towns stretched for resources. And, as the people who built their community over decades, they have a vested interest in seeing it thrive.
 
If you are an older resident, see if there are seats or positions open on your municipality’s committees and boards that match your skills and interests. 
 
You can find ways to get involved at any age and help make your community truly friendly to residents of all ages.

The notion of 65 being a magical retirement age goes back to the mid-1900s, a time when most Americans worked for a single employer for most of their career, large companies had generous retirement plans and, let’s not forget – most women were not in the paid workforce. SO much has changed and our ideas of when to work and when to retire must change, too. 

Working past the traditional retirement age of 60 to 65 has many benefits. Although income from work certainly plays an important role in maintaining financial security, many surveys of people 65+ repeatedly found that most also work because they want to.

Of course, employment provides income and economic security. But it also provides so much more: Employment, whether a part-time job or a long career, can have positive impacts on someone’s overall well-being by providing social connections and purpose, as well as allowing people to share years of experience and expertise. Many find their vocation an essential part of their identity that they have been passionate about for years.

COVID forced countless employers to make accommodations to the work environment, many of which apply to an older workforce. These adaptations often eliminated challenges that would make one consider retiring, such as a long commute, rigid hours, location, schedules and accessibility. And like all the “petals” on the flower representing the domains of age-friendliness, what benefits an older worker benefits all employees – working parents, caregivers, people who don’t drive and young people exploring careers.

Housing
October 20, 2021

Housing may be the most challenging and expensive domain to address in age-friendly communities. Multiple surveys show that the vast majority of older adults want to reside in their current home or community for as long as possible. The ability to do this depends on two factors:

1. Is there appropriate housing in the community?
2. Is housing affordable in the community?

While it is up to individuals to change or alter their housing situation to meet their needs, a community must offer a range of housing options to meet everyone’s needs. In addition to official “affordable housing” under Section 8 housing or government programs, communities need housing that is simply affordable for residents at different stages of life and needs.

Meeting the needs of residents
Appropriate housing meets the needs of a resident at each stage of life and ability. In many NJ communities, the housing stock was part of the post-war housing boom:
car-dependent communities with two-story homes, internal and external stairs and yards to maintain. Older housing stock like this might not be desirable or possible for some to stay in.

Home modifications can address many challenges and can be done at any time – think ahead when making a kitchen or bath renovation and consider what you might need in 10, 20 or 30 years to remain in the same house. Modifications like zero-step entryways, wider doorways, full baths on the ground floor or safer kitchens can make it easier and safer to age in place as well as prime your house for a future sale.

For renters, communities need to include housing that is affordable on a fixed income so that long-term residents won’t be priced out of their homes.

Benefits for all
Like the other elements of age-friendly communities that we have discussed, age-friendly housing benefits everyone. Empty nesters and older residents who want to downsize in their community seek the same type of housing that young people starting their careers and families would also want.

An age-friendly community offers housing options that are suitable for differing incomes, ages and life stages. And of course, housing should consider the other domains: Is the community walkable? Are there a variety of transportation options? How about parks and outdoor space and community events?

Think of what you would want as you age and help prepare for it now. Whether for your own home or for your community, plan ahead, explore options and help to make the changes that make your town friendly for all ages.

Options to consider
Several NJ towns are exploring options like Accessory Dwelling Units and supportive housing that offer options for residents to stay in the community.

Find out what your town is doing and if you can expect to age well in it. If not, get involved to bring appropriate and affordable options that will let you stay for years to come.

Community Supports and Health Services
November 3, 2021

﻿We all need/needed/will need help and we all want to live in a community that can support us. Whether it’s community support or health services, we all will need at least a little of it at different points in our lives.

Consider two basic but important points about services:
1. The need to be close by. Although the expansion of online services under COVID has opened the ability to connect virtually, some services can only be provided in person.
2. It is essential that residents can both access and afford the services they need.

The stereotype of older people needing lots of doctors and prescriptions is a farce. While some people might need multiple health services, others require relatively few. There is no one type of patient. But what we do lack, especially in New Jersey, is enough healthcare providers trained in the care of older adults. This also reflects the national shortage of geriatricians, general practitioners and family practitioners. In addition, some health providers do not take older patients assuming they will have more complex medical needs.

An age-friendly health system addresses the whole person. Services for older adults need to include preventive care that covers a lifespan. Preventive and quality health services available at every age and stage of life can lead to substantially lower rates of illness, issues and need for health care services later in life. 

Supportive services not only help someone remain independent in their own homes but prevent health crises and reduce hospitalization, surgery and intensive treatments. Health services must also consider transportation and whether someone can get to their appointments. And, as more and more providers use digital health, are patients technologically able to participate in that option?

If this seems far away and not an issue for people of every age, consider this: Appropriate, accessible and affordable health care and support for older adults saves us all money by reducing Medicare and Medicaid costs, private insurance premiums and also supports caregivers.

Social Participation
November 17, 2021

This final petal of the domains of age-friendliness, social participation, really sums up the overarching goal – to be an active member of one’s community.

Regardless of a person’s age, connecting to others is of utmost importance. As we have watched under COVID, social isolation affects people differently. Some people were able to connect online or through different channels and actively participate. Many, especially those who are not tech-savvy, were not.

That is not to say that being alone is the same as loneliness. People have different comfort levels of being alone and of being with others – and the COVID restrictions will have lasting impacts on our concepts of socializing or getting together with people.

But loneliness can be as physically debilitating as having a chronic illness or disease and have a negative impact on one’s health. Loneliness and isolation can be countered with having opportunities to socialize and the availability of accessible, affordable and fun social activities. This statement seems simple, but behind it is all the domains we discussed:

1. Health and support services so that people can actively participate
2. Appropriate housing so they can live in the community they choose
3. The ability and opportunity to work/volunteer/participate in civic life
4. Having reliable information and communications
5. Welcoming outdoor and public spaces to connect with others
6. Transportation to get to all of these
7. Respect and inclusion once they arrive

Now that we have covered the 8 elements, think of how they fit into your work, community and life. Sounds like the kind of place we all want to live in – so let's start building it together. 
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