The Milestones Survey on Growing Old in Philadelphia 2008

Introduction

In the winter of 2008 we conducted a study entitled “Growing Old in Philadelphia” by placing a survey in the February issue of Milestones, our free newspaper for older persons in the city.  We had two major and inter-related goals for the study.  The more immediate goal was to collect information to assist us in developing our Area Plan for 2008-2012.  We wanted all voices – including the voices of the city’s elderly to be heard and given an opportunity for input into the document.  Second, as we continue to develop our agenda in urban aging so that we can better understand the impact of the physical and social environment on the lives of older persons in the city.  That agenda in turn is designed to influence practice, planning and policy to make this a better city for all its inhabitants including the elderly.  

The survey contained only twelve questions and after completion it could be folded over and mailed in to PCA (no stamp was needed).  We asked five demographic questions (age, gender, education, zip code and ethnicity) and the other seven questions were about advantages and challenges of living in their current neighborhood.  We mixed questions with pre-set answers with open-ended questions where the respondent could tell us anything they wanted to share.  In most cases the respondent could select more than one response to one of the seven questions about neighborhood so the percentages provided for those questions do not add up to 100%.

The response was much greater than we expected which we believe reflects the importance of home and neighborhood to the city’s elderly.  There were 653 responses to the survey by the cut off date by which we said we needed the response and we received more after that date.  Most of the respondents answered most of the questions we asked.  

Who were the respondents?

Since Milestones is distributed in a variety of venues we could not be sure that everyone responding to the survey would be an older person living in the city which is one of the reasons we asked age and zip code.  99% of the respondents did live in Philadelphia, with the three most often reported zip codes being 19103 (Center City), 19139 (West Philadelphia), and 19144 (Germantown).  92% of the respondents were age 60 and older.  65% were age 70 and older and only 2% were under age 50.  

The sample was overwhelmingly female.  78% of the respondents were women.   Half (49%) were African American, 41% white and the rest Asian (1%), Hispanic (1%), or of mixed background (8%).  The low percentages of Asians and Hispanics are probably in part due to the fact that the survey was only distributed in English.   There was a broad range of education attainment reported, with 10% of the sample reporting that they did not complete high school, 43% saying there are high school graduates, 24% attended some college and/or trade school and 21% were college graduates.  

What did we learn?

Our most important and fundamental finding is that most older people do want to remain in their homes (91%) or at least on the block/in their neighborhood (49%).  Although there are negative reasons for wanting to remain in their homes as well (fear of nursing homes 53%, don’t want to burden children 51%).  Some people added a comment to their responses and many of those comments indicated that remaining in their own home provides two important things – safety and independence. 

We asked about what makes their neighborhood a good place to live.  This question was asked in an open-ended format and so the specific answers varied widely.  However, three reasons appeared again and again in the responses we received.  These three themes are 1) a community with a strong sense of solidarity and pride, where people know one another and there is a lot of mutual respect; 2) a community that is kept clean, with flowers and trees well kept and no trash on the street; and 3) easy access, either in the neighborhood or via public transportation, to shopping, cultural and educational opportunities, health providers, hair dressers, and other business.  

When we asked what would make their neighborhoods letter places to live in, the responses mirrored the answers we received to why people want to remain in their homes and what makes their neighborhood a good place to live in.  People repeatedly asked for safer streets (including better lighting and more police presence), to get rid of gangs, to build better and strong relations among their neighbors, to see a grocery, a restaurant, or other business move into their neighborhood, and frequent mention of getting rid of the trash and litter they see every day on their block.  

We also asked about another source of difficulty for older persons, problems paying for their day to day needs.   We asked this question in a close-ended format but also provided the opportunity for respondents to tell us about problems that we did not list.  The two largest categories were housing costs (Including rent, home repair, and the fuel/gas bill) reported by 44% of the respondents  and health costs (including doctor visits and medications) reported by 36% of the respondents.  23% said they have problems paying for food.  

Turning to older persons as a resource for the community, we asked in what ways older persons’ talents and experience should be better utilized in your community.  There were a wide range of specific suggestions but as with previous questions those suggestions almost all can be categorized in a few groups.  Most of the suggestions, the overwhelming number, indicated that the elderly should function as a bridge between generations.  Whether as mentors to children or helping the very old stay in their homes or finding positions in libraries, community centers and other neighborhood based institutions where they can use their knowledge and experience to not only better the community but to build bonds across the various people who live next door to one another.

Following up on that question, we asked about the best ways to let older Philadelphians know about services that are available to assist them, as well as about opportunities to participate in activities to better themselves and their community.  Advertisements on the television and information provided through senior centers were the two ways most often mentioned.  Radio, newspapers and information through houses of worship were also popular responses.  

Conclusions

We found that older persons in the city want to be part of the life of the city and especially the life of their neighborhoods.  They want to participate and contribute.  They expect to live in neighborhoods that are safe, clean, and where everyone, not just the elderly are active partners in the effort to maintain and improve their environment.  In spite of various difficulties, including financial hardships, the city’s older population want to be active and engaged citizens if we give the opportunity to do so.
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