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Executive Summary
The Aging Needs Summary has been undertaken by the Commission on Aging (COA)
to provide the Washtenaw County Board of Commissioners with a report of the
unmet needs and service gaps impacting the lives of older adults in the county. The
report is supported by studies conducted with the shared goals of enhancing the
quality of life for older adults and promoting equity; references are cited in the full
report. The report lays the groundwork for a strategic plan to support healthy and
fulfilling aging and to promote equity, justice, and empowerment in the county.
Demographics
Of the county’s estimated 371,000 residents, more than 72,000 (20%) are 60
years or older; the majority are white, with 15% identifying as people of color.
Growth trends project people 60 and older to reach nearly 119,000 by 2045.
Service accessibility, availability, and quality can differ for older adults based on
geographic location, race, class, socioeconomics, and other characteristics.
Housing
Home care assistance (meal preparation, dressing/bathing, managing health) and
home maintenance assistance (repairs, snow removal, lawn/yard care) were
identified as areas of the largest unmet needs.
Some 26% of homeowners 65+ are paying more than 30% of their income on
housing costs; more than half of renters, 53%, are cost-burdened, as well. Many
indicated they wished to remain at home rather than live in a nursing home.
Transportation
Fifteen reports ranging from 2016-2021 found lack of transportation was a “high
concern” and found a desire for more affordable door-through-door services.
Lack of public transportation affects older adults’ ability to keep routine medical
appointments; one study indicates 11 older adults miss an appointment every
business day due to lack of transportation.
Socialization
Social isolation has been exacerbated by the pandemic, but was a significant
issue for pre-pandemic, and is likely to continue.
Social isolation has a negative impact on physical and mental/emotional health.
While social isolation is cited as a cause of painful feelings, lower-income older
adults face this concern at double the rate of the total aging population.
Roughly 20% of respondents expressed a desire to participate in more social
activities and identified barriers to social engagement such as not knowing about
programs, cost, lack of transportation, and being too sick/disabled to participate.
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Technology & Digital Inclusion
Older adults relied heavily on technology to adapt during the pandemic, yet
cited barriers to internet access and troubleshooting their devices.
With no county-wide infrastructure or non-profit focused on digital connection
and literacy, they experience greater isolation and less access to health care.
Older adults reported information about services and resources is difficult to
find, and 27% reported they are not confident they are receiving the services to
which they are entitled such as health and financial benefits.
Financial Hardship
Approximately one in four of county older adults report hardship in terms of
their ability to make ends meet (23%) and affording medications (22%).
By 2040, it is projected the number of Washtenaw County older adults in
poverty will more than double to approximately 9,000.
Other Notable Issues
The definition of healthy and fulfilling aging encompasses not only health, such
as disease risk, chronic conditions, and physical and mental function, but also
economic security, affordable housing, transportation, food security, social
connections, a sense of purpose, and access to needed programs and services.
Models to Consider
The Aging Justice model promotes older adults as community assets, values
them as a priority, and ensures a healthy and fulfilling aging experience
regardless of class, race, or gender.
An existing approach lays out four strategies addressing our aging ecosystem:
i. Solidify a more robust field around Healthy & Fulfilling Aging in addition
to Aging Justice.
ii. Champion older adult capacity to influence system change.
iii. Shift mindsets to prioritize aging, older adults, and systems change.
iv. Advance targeted solutions in targeted aging areas.
Recommendations
To respond to the adversities facing older adults in Washtenaw County, the COA
recommends the Board of Commissioners:
Support and fund ARPA Older Adult Recovery Fund proposals and requests.
Support and fund a county-wide strategic plan for healthy and fulfilling aging.
Incorporate an age-inclusive lens to county workgroups, initiatives, and
spending.
Support and fund aging-specific organizations and programs with qualifying
Federal, State, and County funds.
Support merit-based ballot requests for aging services millage.
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Background
The development of this report has been
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undertaken to provide a comprehensive,
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goals of enhancing the quality of life for

and service gaps impacting the lives of
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aging service sector. This report is based
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and fulfilling aging. The report contains
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Washtenaw County.
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Demographics
The preliminary 2020 Census data indicates that there are 53,977 adults 65+ in
Washtenaw County, or 14.5% of the population.1 The 2019 American Community
Survey estimated the number of 60+ adults in Washtenaw County to have
2

increased nearly 33% to roughly 70,000. Based on previous growth trends,
Southeast Michigan Council of Governments (SEMCOG) projects this number to
3

grow steadily, reaching nearly 119,000 by 2045.

Produced by the Institute of
Gerontology, Wayne State
University, for the Area
Agencies on Aging
Association of Michigan
through the generous
support of the Michigan
Health Endowment Fund.
Sources: Steven Manson,
Jonathan Schroeder, David
Van Riper, and Steven
Ruggles. IPUMS National
Historical Geographic
Information System: Version
13.0 [Database].
Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota. 2018.
U.S. Census Bureau, 20132017 American Community
Survey 5-Year Estimates,
Table S0102
Population projections
produced for the Michigan
Department of
Transportation by the
University of Michigan
Institute for Research on
Labor, Employment, and the
Economy (IRLEE), via Eric
Guthrie, State Demographer
of Michigan.

Of Washtenaw County's estimated 371,000 residents, more than 72,000 (20%) are
60 years or older. The majority are White, with 15% identifying as people of color.

4

.

AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report

1 U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Washtenaw County, Michigan. (2021).
2 U.S. Census Bureau. (2019). American Community Survey.
3 SEMCOG. (2022). SEMCOG Community Profiles - Washtenaw County
4 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report. (2020).

Page 4

AGING NEEDS SUMMARY

Demographics
5

The six municipalities with the largest percentage of adults 60 and older are:
Saline Township (22.5%)
Freedom Township (21.8%)
Sylvan Township (21.3%)

Barton Hills (35.4%)
Manchester (25.7%)
Chelsea (25.0%)
6

Because 79% of adults 65+ locally are not employed, understanding their annual
income is critical.

AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report

Diversity and differing ability are critical dimensions shaping the lived reality and
experiences of older adults in Washtenaw County.
Data indicates that Washtenaw County has approximately 50,000 older adults age
65 and older, with roughly 31,000 between the ages of 65 and 74 and 19,000 age 75
or older.7 Of the adults 65+ who are not living in nursing homes or other institutions,
8
more than one in four (29%) have a disability.
Differing abilities affecting the aging population have been identified as:
Ambulatory (18.5%)
Hearing (13.7%)
Independent Living (12.2%)

9

Self-Care (6.9%)
Cognitive (6.7%)
Vision (3.4%)

5 SEMCOG. SEMCOG Community Explorer - Washtenaw County. (2022).
6 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report. (2020).
7 SEMCOG. (2022). SEMCOG Community Profiles - Washtenaw County
8 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg.4. (2020).
9 Id.
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Demographics
The AAACF's findings also reported:
10% of older adults speak a language other than English and 5% are challenged
in speaking English.
15% of all county older adults are U.S. military veterans.
3% of older adults in Washtenaw County live with their grandchildren, and 1% of
older adults serve as caregivers.
44% of older adults live alone in Washtenaw County and survey response
indicates that "living alone does not seem to be a significant indicator of a lower
quality of life."
Refugees 65+ are more likely to be in poverty, and that population increases
annually by nearly 3% in the county.
Moreover, caregiver services that provide needed support to older adults and
families present another area of needs and gaps. According to the AAA 1-B,
caregivers are often overwhelmed and have difficulty navigating the older adult and
caregiver systems. Caregivers report a lack of awareness about services available
or how to access services and a lack of closed-loop referral systems. Additionally,
the current rate (59%) at which the ratio of Washtenaw County residents of
caregiving age (45-64) to those of care receiving age is decreasing.
Those near urban areas of Ann Arbor and Ypsilanti, along with the southwest corner
of the county have greater economic security. For example, approximately 30% of
older adults living in 48197 and 48198 zip codes (City of Ypsilanti/Ypsilanti
10

Township) have incomes below 200% of the Federal Poverty Level.

Demographic data for the county reveals that service accessibility, availability, and
quality can differ for older adults based on geographic location, race, class,
socioeconomic status, and other characteristics. The COA believes that healthy and
fulfilling aging must be rooted in equity and requires an interconnected web of
services that account for these differences among the population.

10 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg.4. (2020).
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Housing
The AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment identified home care
assistance and home maintenance assistance11as areas of life with some of the
biggest unmet needs. Challenges in the area of home care included preparing
meals (3.1%), dressing or bathing (2.8%), and managing health (2.1%). Additionally,
older adults reported challenges with maintaining one's home due to restrictions in
physical ability or mobility. 15.4% of respondents reported household maintenance
and repairs poses a serious challenge, 10.8% reported snow removal poses a
serious challenge, 8.7% reported lawn mowing/yard care poses a serious
challenge, and 7.3% reported house cleaning and upkeep poses a serious
challenge.
According to, both, the AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment and the
AAACF Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Report, older adults in Washtenaw County
identified affordable housing options as an unmet need. Roughly 17% of AAA 1-B
12

assessment respondents identified affordable housing as an unmet need. Many
older adults in Washtenaw County wish to downsize-particularly those in Ann
13
Arbor-but find cost to be prohibitive.
Many respondents cited the desire to "live in
14

my own home for as long as I can" and avoid being confined to a nursing home.

Adults 65+ account for 30,000 total housing units locally, yet 26% of homeowners
are cost burdened, paying more than 30% of their income on housing costs. More
15

than half of renters, 53%, are cost burdened as well.

The AAACF's study found that respondents across economic brackets cited lack
of affordable, senior-friendly housing options in Washtenaw County, as well as the
need for a central resource for affordable, vetted housing services, including
repair contractors, real estate brokers, affordable housing programs, etc.

16

11 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
12 Id. at Conclusions
13 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg.7. (2020).
14 Id.
15 Id. at 4
16 Id. at 7
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Transportation
12.6% of AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment respondents identified
17

door-to-door transportation as one of the biggest unmet needs faced by older
adults. This concern was echoed in the Washtenaw Healthy Aging Collaborative's
review of fifteen reports ranging from 2016 to 2021, where "lack of transportation"
18

was mentioned most frequently and identified as a "high concern" as well as in
AAACF's findings which concluded that there is a strong need for a coordinated

19

transportation system offering door-to-door affordable options for older adults.

Transportation is a connector; people rely on transportation to access healthcare,
food, social activities, and jobs. Many older adults in Washtenaw County identified
challenges faced attempting to get to where they need to go without a vehicle.
Older adults who cannot drive, or who cannot afford car payments/maintenance,

20

are made especially vulnerable by a lack of transportation options in the county.
During the pandemic, many public transportation options for older adults were
temporarily shuttered, including A-Ride and bus routes, which left older adults
isolated to their homes. Moreover, subsidized cab options like A-Ride cannot be

used for entertainment or leisure activities and other private options like Uber or
Lyft are limited in range and can be expensive. Limited public transportation routes
and restricted or nonexistent service during evenings and weekends create
further barriers. And while transportation options for older adults exist within the
county, respondents expressed a lack of general information, outreach, and rider
21

education

about existing options that may contribute to the perception that there

are not any accessible, aging-friendly transportation options available.
In addition to the lack of public transportation options, transportation's impact on
older adults' ability to make routine medical appointments has been identified as
a concern. While 84% of Washtenaw County Needs Assessment respondents
reported driving themselves when they need to see a doctor, 8% rely on family,
22

friends, or public transportation to get to medical appointments.

2,800 older

adults missed medical appointments in the last year due to transportation and
about 11 older adults miss an appointment every business day due to a lack of
23

transportation.

17 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
18 Washtenaw Healthy Aging Collaborative - Older Adults in Washtenaw County (2021)
19 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg.7. (2020)
20 Id.
21 Washtenaw Healthy Aging Collaborative - Domain Gaps and Needs Assessment (2021)
22 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
23 Id. at Transportation to Medical Appointments

Page 8

AGING NEEDS SUMMARY

Socialization
According to the AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Report, older
adults overwhelmingly spoke to the negative impact of social isolation during the
pandemic, which took a toll on their physical health,24 amplifying health concerns
such as blood pressure, dementia, and heart health, as well as their mental and
25

emotional well-being. While exacerbated during the pandemic, the issue of social
isolation impacted older adults pre-pandemic and remains prevalent as we begin to
enter and consider post-pandemic, endemic life. Data from the AAA 1-B Washtenaw
County Needs Assessment indicates that while 94% of older adults report having
someone they can tell just about anything to, whom they can count on for
26

understanding and advice, about 4,900 older adults have no one. Moreover, about
6,500 (8%) reported that social isolation is the cause of painful feelings and lowincome older adults, in particular, face this concern at a rate about double that of
27

the total older adult population. The Washtenaw Healthy Aging Collaborative's
review of fifteen reports ranging from 2016 to 2021 identified social isolation as the
28

most frequently referenced concern.

A sense of social connection, or lack thereof, can impact older adults' overall
quality of life. While 71% of Washtenaw County Poll respondents reported not
experiencing difficult or painful feelings such as stress, grief, worry, or loneliness in
the past 30 days, 28% said the "inability to do things they used to" might cause
them pain.29 This number rises to nearly 45.5% among those making below
$25K/year and 36.6% among those age 60-74.
According to the Washtenaw County Poll, older adults, roughly 16,300 (20%),
expressed a desire to participate in more social activities or increase their social
30
involvement.
Of those, 10,900 would be interested in volunteering, 8,100 would be

interested in senior center programming, and 5,300 would be interested in eating
lunch at a senior congregate dining program. Top barriers to social engagement for
the 16,300 older adults that want to be more involved include to not knowing about
programming (13%), cannot afford it (12%), lack of transportation (9%), and too
sick/disabled to participate (6%).

31

24 National Institute on Aging. (2019). Social isolation, loneliness in older people pose health risks.
25 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg.7. (2020)
26 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
27 Id. at Social Isolation
28 Washtenaw Healthy Aging Collaborative - Older Adults in Washtenaw County (2021)
29 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
30 Id. at Social Isolation
31 Id. at Barriers to Social Engagement
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Technology & Digital Inclusion
Findings from AAACF's Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Report conclude that older adults
overwhelmingly reported using technology to adapt during the pandemic; however,
older adults also cited barriers to accessing the internet and troubleshooting their
32
devices.
The report also found that many respondents who struggle financially use

only their smartphones for all of their tech and online connectivity needs.
Respondents reported slow internet speed, data limits, or a lack of broadband
33

access as a limitation to their ability to connect and engage.

According to the Washtenaw Broadband Data Collection Executive Findings Report,
compared to FCC data on broadband coverage, 61% fewer homes have access to
broadband internet speeds and 32% more homes have no internet connectivity
34

whatsoever. Additionally, there is currently no county-wide infrastructure or
nonprofit focused on digital literacy and connection, or "the ability to use

35

technology to find, evaluate, organize, create, or communicate information", for
older adults, yet digital access is critical to the health and well-being of the aging
population in the county.36
AAACF's report also found that many older adults reported that information on
services and resources for older adults is difficult to find, and that "you need to
know where to look". According to the AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs
Assessment, 9,800 older adults (27.7%) are not confident or not sure that they are
receiving all social service, health, and income benefits for which they are entitled.
Benefits that seniors believe they may be missing include medication discounts
(27.7%), tax prep and filing assistance (27.3%), medicare premium payment
assistance (22.7%), home weatherization (22.7%), free cell phone (18.2%),
medicare/health insurance counseling (18.2%), food pantry delivery (15.9%),
property tax relief (13.6%), job training/employment assistance (13.6%), veterans'
37

benefits (11.4%), and SNAP benefits (11.4%).

32 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg.8. (2020)
33 Id.
34 Washtenaw Broadband Data Collection Executive Findings Report (2020)
35 Museum and Library Services Act of 2010, Pub. L. 111-340, (2010).
36 Washtenaw Healthy Aging Collaborative - Domain Gaps and Needs Assessment (2021)
37 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
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Technology & Digital Inclusion
Despite AAACF's findings which identified access to information and services as
a need for older adults in the county, respondents still receive their information
through a number of channels. 74% of Washtenaw County Needs Assessment
respondents are most likely to receive their information from family and friends,
66% from a doctor or healthcare provider, 57% from an internet search, 51% from
mail delivered to their home, 44% from the library, and 38% from a service agency
or Area Agency on Aging 1-B. Older adults in Washtenaw County are least likely to
receive their information about aging, healthcare, benefits, or services from social
media (18%) or radio (17%).
Many older adults in the county cited a need for a centralized system- such as a
dedicated county department or closed-loop referral system- to help people plan
for older adulthood, find resources, navigate health and financial benefits, and
38

access reliable information. Closed-loop referral systems allow service providers
to securely connect and follow up on referrals sent to another service provider or
health care clinic within the system, thus "closing the loop." This allows for better
communication about the older adult's needs and the resources available to assist
with their presenting issue and underlying causes for a holistic support system.

38 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
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Financial Hardship
The AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment found that 4,900 older
39

adults in the county had troubles paying bills, no matter how careful they were.
Older adults in the county reported hardship in terms of their ability to make
ends meet financially (23%) and affording medications (22%). Like the county's
overall projected growth over the next twenty years, by 2040, the number of
Washtenaw County older adults in poverty is expected to more than double to
40
approximately 9,000 as the senior refugee population increases annually
nearly

3%.
Another aspect of financial hardship impacting the older adult and aging
population in Washtenaw County is debt. According to the AAA 1-B Washtenaw
41
County Needs Assessment, roughly
22,900 older adults report having debt, and

14,700 report having unpaid debt. About one in ten respondents (15%) are
behind on medical bills - this percentage increases to 23.8% for those making
less than $25,000 per year as well as those living in rural areas 23.1%. 8.8% of
respondents are behind on their utilities - this percentage climbs to 14.3% for
those making less than $25,000 per year. 6.3% are behind on property taxes this percentage climbs to 14.3% for those making less than $25,000 per year.
42

3.8% are behind on rent and mortgage and out of those behind on rent, 9.5% of
them are making less than $25,000 per year.

39 AAA 1-B Washtenaw County Needs Assessment. (2019)
40 Id.
41 Id.
42 Id.
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Other Notable Issues
Data collected and surveyed in order to develop this report highlights additional
layers to the challenges older adults in Washtenaw County face, including racial
equity, the ability to garner political or economic power, and the exacerbation of
need due to poverty.
And while rates of poverty are relatively low in Washtenaw County, this is not
43

indicative of, nor does it guarantee, better outcomes for the county as a whole.

Data measuring financial hardship, affordable housing, access to transportation,
access to broadband internet is present regardless of race, class, income, or
socioeconomic status.
The AAACF Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report states that a
consistent theme across interviewees was the belief that older adults do not have
44

sufficient political or economic power to positively influence aging systems.
Despite high levels of civic engagement, seniors stressed the need for new,

improved, and expanded program interventions as a potential objective of greater
advocacy for an aging population.
Healthy aging has traditionally been defined with an emphasis on health, such as
minimizing the risk of disease and disability, managing chronic conditions, and
maintaining a high level of physical and mental functioning. Based on the AAACF's
report and other data, it is evident that the definition of healthy and fulfilling aging
also encompasses economic security, affordable housing, transportation, food
security and nutrition, social connections to one's community, a sense of purpose,
and access to all needed programs and services. Moving towards the "Aging
Justice" model acknowledges the various dimensions shaping older adults'
experiences and reality, and it works to close the class, race, gender, age gaps
that exacerbate needs among those aging in the county.45

43 Washtenaw Healthy Aging Collaborative - Older Adults in Washtenaw County (2021)
44 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg. 8. (2020)
45 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg. 10. (2020)
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AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report

The top of this chart represents the high bar for healthy and fulfilling aging. This
represents life where age-related transitions do not have a negative impact on
aspects like health, finances, interpersonal relationships, or independence.
The green arrow represents the gap that happens when age-related transitions
have an impact on an individual's ability to live a healthy and fulfilling life. Things like
the inability to drive, the need to downsize their place of residence, and the
narrative around aging contribute to the creation of the gap between how older
adults want to live versus how they are forced to live.
The orange arrow represents those most impacted by age-related transitions.
Depending on one's class, race, or gender, the barriers an individual faces to living
a healthy, fulfilling life are much greater. Food deserts, lack of public transportation,
and lack of access to supportive programs are just a few examples of the hurdles
these older adults face. The AAACF defines "aging justice" as the work to remove
these gaps so that all older adults can equitably age in a way that leads to a healthy
and fulfilling life.
Page 14
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Models to Consider
To promote "Aging Justice" is to view older adults as community assets, to value
seniors as a priority, and to ensure a healthy and fulfilling aging experience
regardless of class, race, or gender.

46

In order to create a more equitable, just approach to supporting older adults in
Washtenaw County, AAACF's Root Cause study has identified a number of systemic
strategic actions to bolster overall well-being among the aging population in the
county. It serves as one example of a solution-focused approach to addressing the
county's aging ecosystem.
The “aging ecosystem” in Washtenaw County comprises a number of distinct roles
including policy-making, messaging, funding, service provision, community

47

engagement, advocacy, technical assistance, and data collection and research.
Individual stakeholders across sectors will be required to play any number of
existing and/or new roles as part of supporting community transformation.

AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report
46 AAACF Washtenaw County Healthy & Fulfilling Aging Systems Research Report, pg. 10. (2020)
47 AAACF Investment Summary (2020)
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Findings & Recommendations
The Washtenaw County Commission on Aging has been charged by the Board of
Commissioners to identify areas of needs and gaps in services for the older adult
community and to advocate for the prudent spending of public funds related to
supporting and advancing aging services and programs. This report has identified
needs and gaps that are both chronic and newly created by the pandemic.
Addressing and remedying these challenges require immediate public spending
as well as long-term support. These challenges include:
Home care assistance (meal preparation, dressing/bathing, managing health)
and home maintenance (repairs, snow removal, lawn/yard care);
Affordable housing;
Transportation;
Socialization and barriers to social engagement; and
Moving towards a model of "Aging Justice."
The Washtenaw County Commission on Aging requests that the County Board of
Commissioners responds to the adversities facing Washtenaw County older
adults and their providers as well as help to prepare for future needs and
challenges by:
Supporting and funding ARPA Older Adult Recovery Fund proposals and
requests;
Supporting and funding a county-wide strategic plan for healthy and fulfilling
aging;
Incorporating an age-inclusive lens to future workgroups, initiatives, and
spending;
Supporting and funding senior-specific organizations and programs with
qualifying Federal, State, and County funds; and
Supporting merit-based ballot requests for aging services millage.

Washtenaw County Commission on Aging
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