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High profile debates about Social Security and prescription drug costs for
Medicare highlight a simple fact: America is aging. The tidal wave known as
the Baby Boom generation is hitting retirement age, even as modern medicine and
health education help people live longer. In Contra Costa, well over half the 
population is from the Baby Boom generation or older.

These facts prompted the John Muir/Mt. Diablo Community Health Fund
and Y. & H. Soda Foundation to fund Contra Costa for Every Generation
(CCEG), a project that gathers diverse stakeholders from across the county in an
effort to make our local communities good places to age. To create a baseline picture
that would jump-start the group’s efforts, in late 2004 CCEG commissioned a survey
of the county’s older adults.

Overseen by the AdvantAge Initiative, which has conducted similar surveys
in communities across the nation, the survey consisted of interviews of 721 adults,
age 65 and older, evenly dispersed among the six regions in Contra Costa. The
response rate was outstanding.

Interview questions probed those factors widely believed to be most essential to
older adults leading healthy, independent, and productive lives. Consequently, the
survey’s results provide an important snapshot of how people age in Contra Costa
County.

Good News, Bad News
For many of the factors that contribute to successful aging, older adults 

in Contra Costa appear to be doing at least as well as — and often better than — 
their counterparts across the nation that the AdvantAge Initiative surveyed in 
mid-2003. That’s an important context to keep in mind.

But the survey also made clear that there are still many older adults in Contra
Costa who are quite vulnerable to the challenges of aging. These people’s lives are
severely limited by health concerns. They struggle to find the help they need. They
won’t be able to continue to live in homes they’ve had for many years. And they are
increasingly isolated — a recipe for physical and mental deterioration. People in East
and West Counties, African-Americans, and those living in poverty and in poor
health appear to be the most vulnerable.
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Among the surveyÕs key findings:

� Over 92 percent say they want to remain in their current residence, 
but at least a quarter of those will struggle to afford it.

� Most people (97%) can get where they need to go outside the home,
but 10 percent view public transportation as being of limited use or
donÕt know itÕs available, few (1%) use it, and nearly a quarter believe
itÕs a problem that needs addressing.

� Most older adults say they are healthy, but 10 percent have health
concerns that limit their activities seven or more days per month.

� An extremely vulnerable minority (roughly 5,600 seniors) canÕt afford
crucial health care products and services, such as prescription drugs,
follow-up tests, and dental care.

� Though 83 percent say they are very satisfied with their
neighborhood, 38 percent in East County, 24 percent in West County,
and 38 percent of African-Americans are, at best, only somewhat
satisfied with their neighborhoods.

� Many older adults appear to be socially isolated, as evidenced by 
the fact that nearly half donÕt get out of the house every day, over 
27 percent would like to be more socially active, and nearly a quarter 
did not socialize with friends or neighbors in the past week.

� Large numbers of older adults (about 23 percent representing about
25,000 people) donÕt know how to find community support services
that are necessary for their independence and for remaining connected
in their communities.

� Of the roughly 25,000 older adults who struggle with the basic
activities of daily living  Ñ  taking a bath or shower, dressing, eating,
getting in and out of a bed or chair, using or getting to the toilet, and
getting around inside the home Ñ 65 percent (almost two-thirds) donÕt
receive all of the care they need to complete those activities.

� Respondents identified housing (16.1%), healthcare/prescription drugs
(15.3%), and transportation (14.9%) as the three highest priorities they
would like to see community leaders address.


