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 Executive Summary

1.  Overview


This is the third statewide sample survey since 1993, conducted by the Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder Affairs, to assess the needs and unmet needs of the elders.  Nearly 5,000 elders responded to this survey.  Results are highly consistent with findings of previous statewide surveys and U.S. Censuses. 


While the Massachusetts elderly population has grown only 1.5% over the last decade, the proportion of its “older-old” (85+ year-old) segment has continued to expand rapidly, and its “younger-old” (60-74) segment has become more racially diversified.  


Despite a slight rise in median age from four years ago, more elders now rate their health as “good” or “excellent.”  Also, whereas the proportion of elders who have needs has increased, the proportion of those with unmet needs has decreased.  


Needs related to IADL (Instrumental Activities of Daily Living) and health care are better addressed than those related to socialization, protection, resource and legal mediation.  While physical conditions are more sensitive predictors of needs, socio-economic factors (income, minority status and English proficiency) are more closely linked to unmet needs.  


The number of elders who have needs and unmet needs in each of the 26 areas selected is estimated.  The elders’ health insurance, barriers to health care, living arrangement, driving habits and other means of transportation, as well as poverty status, are also assessed in this survey.

2. Background and Objectives


Massachusetts has always had a larger proportion of elders than the U.S. as a whole.  This is still true even after a decade of slower growth.  In 2000, 17.3% of the state's population was 60 years of age or older (vs. 16.3% in the U.S.,) 13.5% was 65+ (12.4% in the U.S.,) and 1.8% was 85+ (1.5% in the U.S.)  Meanwhile, the state also has a younger-elderly population that is rapidly diversifying in race and ethnicity.


To understand recent demographic, social and economic conditions of the senior population, and to meet the mandate of federal grants under Title III of the Older Americans Act (OAA,) the Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder Affairs (Elder Affairs,) in collaboration with twenty-three local Area Agencies on Aging (AAAs,) conducted twenty-four surveys 

(1 statewide and 23 local) simultaneously.

3. Methodology and Scope of the Study


A task force of staff and volunteers was mobilized to participate in the mailing questionnaire survey in early 2001.  Research personnel operated under a set of detailed and standardized data collection procedures.  


A systematic random sample of 11,783 elders was selected from 1,110,446 names.  The names on the master list were gathered from the Commonwealth’s 351 cities and towns.  All individuals on the list were 60 years of age or older as of January 2001.  Some smaller Planning and Service Areas were over-sampled to ensure a sample size large enough for local analysis.  A 40% response rate was achieved, with 4,658 questionnaires returned from elders not living in institutions accepted for analyses.  In this report, the over-sampled cases are removed, leaving 2,936 cases for statewide analyses.

4. Socio-economic Background, Living Arrangements and Driving Habits 


The median age for elders in Massachusetts is 73.0, up from 72.3 in 1997 and 71.9 in 1993.  The age structure is relatively consistent with the Census findings.  Women comprise 58.4% and minorities comprise 5.4% of the sample (Census 2000 identified 58.7% female and 7.8% minorities.)  Of all respondents, 13.2% “do not speak English very well.”


About 1/3 of the elders live alone and 71.5% live in their own home.  One out of every nine elderly households has at least one person receiving care from family or friends.  Whereas nearly 3/4 (73.1%) of all elders drive at least a few times a week, nearly a quarter do not drive at all.  Whether driving or not, close to half of the elders (48.5%) receive rides from family.  


One out of every five elders is employed.  Last year, roughly 1/4 of the elders reported a family income below $14,000, 1/3 reported income between $14,000 - $29,000, and 2/5 reported income above $29,000.  Statewide, 11.9% of elders are below the Federal Poverty Level, down from 14.5% in 1997.

5. Health Status, Insurance Coverage, and Health Care Barriers


As 70% of the elders reported that they are in “good” or “excellent” health, the “self-rated health” continues to improve (from 66.6% in 1997 and 63.7% in 1993.)  


The proportion of elders without health care insurance has dropped to 0.6% from 1.4% and 1.8% in the two previous surveys.  Nearly 2/5 (38.5%) of the elders are covered by only one insurance policy.  Nursing home insurance holders have increased to 1.9%, after staying flat at 1.5%.  In addition, 5.9% elders carry other long-term care insurance.


Over the last 12 months, 4.2% of the elders (equivalent to 46,056 elders) missed at least one medical appointment due to the lack of transportation, 2.6% of the elders (28,511) missed it due to inadequate insurance/finance, and 1.7% (18,642) due to lack of information.  For the same period, because of financial reasons, 7.8% of the elders (85,532) did not have dental care, 5.2% (57,021) did not take prescribed medications, and 4.8% (52,635) did not acquire a hearing aid, even though they needed one. 

6.  Needs


The term “needs” refers to the area/s where assistance is deemed necessary by the respondent.  It does not distinguish whether assistance is available or not.  Area/s where assistance is unavailable is called “unmet needs.”  Needs could become unmet needs whenever help disappears for whatever reason.


The six areas with most needs identified (by 13.2% - 22.8%, or 144,747 – 250,017 of the elders) are: preparing tax forms, home repairs, household chores, finding transportation for medical appointments, transportation for basic errands, and legal assistance for estate planning/wills.  Assistance in the remaining areas is needed by 2.4% - 10.6% of the elders (26,318 - 116,236.) 


The proportion of elders in need of help has increased to 44.5% from 42.7% four years ago.  Among them, 53.7% have needs in three or more areas.  

7. Unmet Needs


Whereas more elders have needs today compared to four years ago, the proportion of elders with unmet needs has dropped from 17.4% to 16.9%.  Among them, 40.8% have unmet needs in three or more areas.  


The six areas with most unmet needs identified (by 3.9% - 6.1%, or 42,766 – 66,891 of the elders) are: home repairs, applying/appealing for financial assistance, legal assistance for estate planning/wills, household chores, finding transportation for medial appointments, and dealing with depression and loss.  Unmet needs in the remaining areas are identified by 1.0% to 3.2% of the elders (10,966 - 35,090.) 


The proportion of elders with unmet needs is the sum of those who “need help but do not know where to get it” and those who “know where to get help but cannot get it.”  Lack of information constitutes 69% - 93% of the unmet needs.  Topping the list of unmet needs due to lack of information are areas pertaining to mental health, medical escort and certain legal services.

8. Clusters of Needs


To better grasp the complexity of needs, the twenty-six areas are classified into five clusters.  Depending on one’s perspective, there are three ways to determine which areas require attention first.  The rank order of importance, in whichever way, is almost identical to that in the 1997 survey.


In terms of “the prevalence of needs,” the top cluster of importance should be "Instrumental Activities of Daily Living" (IADLs,) followed by "Health/Mental Care Needs,” "Resource/ Mediation Needs" (such as applying for financial assistance, preparing tax forms, finding information, transportation and legal assistance,) "Social Participation Needs" and "Protection Needs.”


In terms of “the volume of unmet needs,” however, the order changes.  Most elders have unmet needs in "Resource/Mediation Needs,” followed by "Health/Mental Care,” "Social Participation Needs,” "IADLs" and "Protection Needs.”   


The picture changes again if these needs are ranked in terms of the gap between needs and unmet needs.  The largest proportion of elders with needs-unmet (divided by the number of those who need help, not by the total elderly population) is found in the "Social Participation" cluster, followed by "Protection,” "Resource/ Mediation,” "Health/Mental Care,” and "IADLs.”

9. Availability of Help and Elders Without Help


Among the 45.5% of elders who have needs, 62.1% receive help for all of their needs, up from 53.2% in 1997; 18.8% received some help, about the same as in 1997; while 19.1% have no help at all, down from 27.7%.  Elders who have multiple needs, who are minorities, who live in private rental housing, who are in poverty, who are uninsured, or who consider themselves in poor health are less likely to have all of their needs addressed.  Elders who have fewer needs, who are minorities, who consider themselves in poor or fair health, who live in private rental housing, who have no insurance, and who are in poverty are more like to have no help at all.  

10. Major Implications on Planning


Several positive signs are documented regarding the needs of the Massachusetts elders over the past four years.  For example, the poverty rate has dropped, more elders have health insurance, and self-rated health status has improved despite a rise in median age.  More importantly, while more elders have needs now, fewer have unmet needs.  Indeed, over 60% of those who have needs have all of their needs addressed, and close to 20% have their needs partially met.  In addition to the infrastructure laid down by the formal network (which provides social security, medical, legal and financial assistance, community care as well as a wide range of senior programs,) the informal network also contributes substantially.  Families and friends offer rides and emotional support, assist with bills and claims, and perform household chores.  Keeping the informal network strong will reduce reliance upon formal programs.


While IADL needs are most prevalent, they are also among the first to be addressed.  This cluster of needs is obviously being addressed by families and has been the major target of the Commonwealth’s Home Care Program.  Areas where most elders have unmet needs pertain to resource and mediation needs such as legal assistance and financial assistance.  Several federal and state programs are already in place to address these issues, though obviously inadequate.  Areas where needs are most likely not addressed are related to social participation such as employment and volunteering opportunities.   These areas are where AAAs and Councils on Aging can and should play a larger role.


Socio-economic factors (such as poverty, minority status and English proficiency) are as closely linked to unmet needs as physical factors (such as age and health status.)  Given the fact that most unmet needs are caused by the lack of information, more outreach efforts are necessary, especially those targeting isolated groups.

Chapter 1: Objectives & Approach

1a
This is the third statewide needs assessment survey conducted by the   Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder Affairs in collaboration with 23 local Area Agencies on Aging.  The primary objectives are (1) to provide a comprehensive account of the needs of the elders in the non-institutional setting; and (2) to meet the funding requirements under Title III of the Older Americans Act.

1b
Employed in this survey was a systematic random sampling design for the whole Commonwealth.  It was modified with an over-sampling strategy to ensure that each small area was represented with a sample large enough for local analyses.  In essence, 24 sample surveys were conducted at the same time. A highly-structured questionnaire was mailed out to 11,783 individuals aged 60 or older in January 2001.  A total of 4,658 completed questionnaires were received and accepted for analysis, including 2,936 for the statewide sample.  Response rate to the survey was 40%, a very satisfactory return for a survey of this nature.  

Chapter 2: Demographic & Social Characteristics


    Basic demographic characteristics of respondents to the 2001 survey are consistent with the 1997 and 1993 survey findings, which in turn are highly compatible with the 2000 and 1990 Census data.  Meanwhile, there are several trends which have major policy implications, including the aging of the elderly population (median age: 73.0 in January 2001, up from 72.3 in 1997 and 71.9 in 1993), the continued increase of the “oldest-olds” (85+), a slower growth of the “youngest-olds” (60-64) and a rapid growth of minority elders.

2a      Shrinking % of “Young-olds” & Expansion of “Old-olds”:
The 

proportion of the “younger-olds” (60-74) is shrinking while that of the “old-olds” (85+) is expanding.  

Fig. 2a  Shrinking % of “Young-olds” & Expansion of “Old-olds”
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2b Sex Composition:  
58.4% of the elders are women, a finding that is very close to 

      what was found in previous surveys and Censuses.  The proportion of men is also

      increasing but at a much slower rate. 

Fig. 2b  Sex Composition
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2c    Racial Composition   
5.4% of the respondents to this survey are

minorities, less than the 7.8% documented by the 2000 Census.  The trend towards diversity has been identified by previous surveys and Censuses.

Fig.  2c  Racial Composition  
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2d    English Speaking Ability:
      The proportion of elders who “do not 

speak English very well” went up from 13.6% in 1993 to 14.8% in 1997, but fell to 13.2% in 2001.  This is likely a sampling fluctuation due to the small minority sample.  Still, the proportion of elders who do not speak English at all has increased from 0.7% in 1993 to 1.8% in 2001.
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Fig. 2d  English Proficiency 
2e    Family Size

Despite a minor fluctuation over the last decade, family size

remains consistent.  About 1/3 of the elders live alone, half live with another person.
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Fig. 2e  Family Size

2f     Living Arrangement
71.5% of the elders live in their own home,

7.4% live in home owned by other family members, 9.4% live in public/subsidized housing, and 10.3% live in private rental units.  These percentages indicate little change from 1997 and 1993.

Fig. 2f  Living Arrangement
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2g    Driving Frequency

Almost ¾ of the elders drive at least a few

 
times weekly, while over 1/5 do not drive at all.


Fig. 2g  Driving Frequency
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2h    Informal Care Receivers

One out of every ten elderly households 


has at least one person receiving care from family or friends.  



Fig. 2h.1  Elderly Households with Person/s Receiving Informal Care 
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Among these 11.1% of households with informal care receiver/s, 10/11 have at least one elderly care receiver.  Only 1/10 have non-elderly care receivers. 

   Fig. 2h.2  Who Receives Informal Care 
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Chapter 3: Health Status & Accessibility of Care

3a  Self-rated health:  
The proportion of elders with a positive self-

rated health status has increased from 64% in 1993 and 67% in 1997 to 70% in 2001.

Fig. 3a  Self-rated health
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3b.1   Reasons Why Elders Miss Medical Appointment:  
A small proportion of 

elders missed at least one medical appointment over the last twelve months due to lack of information, transportation, money or insurance.

  Fig. 3b.1  Reasons Why Elders Miss Medical Appointment
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3b.2  Financial barriers have caused some elders to not fill a prescription for drugs, 


 visit a dentist or obtain a hearing aid in the last twelve months.

Fig. 3b.2  Health Care Needs Unfilled Due to Money
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Chapter 4: Health Insurance Coverage

4a    The number uninsured individuals has dropped from 1.8% of the 60+ 

population in 1993 and 1.4% in 1997 to 0.6% in 2001.  While more elders now rely on only one health insurance policy, fewer are covered by 2+  policies.

Fig. 4a  Number of Insurance Policies 
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4b   Health Care Insurance

· 67.5% of the elders surveyed are covered by Medicare Parts A and B, another 13.4% are covered by Part A only, and about 1/5 of the elders do not have Medicare.

· 7.6% of the elders surveyed have Medicaid and 4.5% have Veteran’s benefits, the rest have a variety of private insurance policies.

· After staying constant between 1993  –  1997, the proportion of elders buying nursing home insurance has increased from 1.5% to 1.9%.  In addition, 5.9% of the elders now carry other long-term care insurance. 

Fig. 4b  Health Care Insurance
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Chapter 5: Employment, Income, and Poverty

5a   1/5 of the elders surveyed are employed, and half of them are working full-time.
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5b  Distribution of annual family income is roughly as follows: 1/4 under $14,000, 

      1/3 between $14,000  -   $29,000 and 2/5 above $29,000.

Fig. 5b  Annual Household Income
5c    11.9% of the elders surveyed are below the 2001 federal poverty level, down from 


14.5% in 1997.

Chapter 6: Needs

6a  This study makes a distinction between “needs” and “unmet needs.”  Whereas 

the term “needs” includes both conditions of the availability and unavailability of help, the term “unmet needs” indicates that the need is not being met (see next chapter.)  

6b  44.5% of the elders who live in a non-institutional setting need help in at least 

     one area, up from 42.7% in 1997.  This figure includes 17% who have unmet needs.
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   Fig. 6b  Proportion of Elders with Unmet Needs, No Unmet Needs, & No Needs

6c     Among those who have needs, 53.7% have needs in 3+ areas, about the same

as in 1997.  People with multiple needs are more likely to be older, female, minority, less proficient in English, living alone or with a large family, not living in their own house, poor, or having a negative self-assessed health status.

6d    A weak but statistically significant multiple regression identified a set of the six factors that help to explain the variation in the number of areas of needs.  In descending order of relative impact, these six factors are: self-rated health, family income, age, minority status, English proficiency and gender. 

6e    Based on the results of this large sample survey, one can estimate the number of 

elders who have needs in each of the 26 areas under study.  The top six areas where more elders have needs are: preparing taxes (250,017 elders, 22.8% of all elders living in the community), home repairs (226,989, 20.7%), household chores (192,996, 17.6%,) transportation for medial appointment (164,485, 15.0%), transportation for basic errands (144,747, 13.2%) and legal services for estate planning/wills (144,747, 13.2%).

Fig. 6e.1   Areas Where At Least 1/8 of the Elders Have Needs
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The second tier includes ten areas where between 1/9 - 1/12 (10.6%-8.1%, or 116,236– 88,822) of the elders living in the community are in need of help.  These areas are: handling bills and claims, finding medical escort, transportation for social functions, dealing with depression and loss, dealing with disability, dealing with loneliness/boredom, applying/ appealing for financial assistance, dealing with confusion and forgetfulness, legal assistance for tenant rights, and taking medication.

                     Fig. 6e.2  Areas Where 1/9 - 1/12 of the Elders Have Needs 
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The third tier includes ten areas where 1/17 to 1/40 (3.9% - 7.2%, or 64,697 – 26,318) of elders in the community need help.  These areas are: legal assistance for insurance issues, caregiver respite, caring for family, finding volunteer opportunities, legal assistance for consumer complaints, employment, legal service for immigration and naturalization, assistance to deal with alcohol and drug issues, crime and safety, and issues involving abuse or neglect.  


     Fig. 6e.3  Areas Where Less Than 1/17 of the Elders Have Needs
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Chapter 7: Unmet Needs

7a   16.9% of elders in the community have unmet needs, down from 17.4% in 1997.

7b   40.8% of the elders with unmet needs require help in three or more areas, down from 42.4% in 1997.

7c    Elders who are minorities, less proficient in English, poor, living alone or with two or more persons, or who have a negative self-rated health status are more likely to have more multiple unmet needs.  

7d   Based on the results of this large sample survey, we estimate the number of elders who have unmet needs in each of the 26 areas under study.  The top six areas in which more elders have unmet needs are: home repair (66,891, 6.1%), financial assistance (54,828, 5.0%), legal assistance for estate planning/wills (48,249 elders, 4.4%), chores (47,152, 4.3%), transportation for medial appointment (42,766, 3.9%) and dealing with loneliness and boredom (42,766, 3.9%).


  Fig. 7d.1  Areas Where At Least 1/30 of the Elders Have Unmet Needs
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In the second tier, between 1/30 - 1/50 (3.2% - 2.0%, or 35,090 – 21,931) of the elders surveyed have unmet needs, these include dealing with depression/loss, transportation for basic errands, legal assistance for insurance issues, finding a medical escort, confusion/forgetfulness, legal assistance for tenant rights, transportation for social functions, disability issues, preparing tax forms, caregiver respite, finding volunteer opportunities, caring for family, and finding employment.  



 Fig. 7d.2  Areas Where 1/30 – 1/50 of the Elders Have Unmet Needs
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The third tier includes seven areas where fewer than 1/50 (1.6% - 1.4%, or 17,545 – 10,966) of the elders have Unmet Needs, these include legal assistance for consumer complaints, legal assistance for immigration/naturalization, handling bills and claims, dealing with tobacco/alcohol, and other drugs, taking medications, crime/safety issues, and abuse/neglect.  

Fig. 7d.3   Areas Where Less Than 1/50 of the Elders Have Unmet Needs
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7e    Areas where fewer elders have needs tend to have a larger proportion 

of elders with unmet needs.  Greatest gap between needs and unmet needs occur in the area of income. The following graph presents the situation in descending order of unmet needs as a proportion of needs, which ranges from 54% in finding employment at the top to 11% in preparing tax forms at the bottom.

Fig. 7e   Proportion of Needs-Unmet
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7f   Unmet needs result from either having no information or when 

information is available --- help is not.  Between 69% and 93% of the unmet needs result from lack of information.  The following graph presents, in descending order, the proportion of unmet needs caused by lack of information.  Several areas related to mental health are leading the way.

Fig. 7f   Unmet Needs Caused by Lack of Information
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Chapter 8: Clustering of Needs

8a
The 26 areas of needs can be classified into 5 clusters: IADL

(Instrumental Activities of Daily Living,) Health/Mental Care, Protection, Social Participation and Resource/Mediation Needs.  A comparison of the average needs, unmet needs and proportion of needs-unmet shows consistent patterns shared by the 1997 and 2001 surveys.

Fig. 8a  Clusters Average % of Needs, Unmet Needs &

Proportion of Needs-Unmet
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8b
In terms of needs, IADL and Health/Mental care are the clusters where 

most elders require assistance.  On the average, one out of every nine elders needs help in each area in these two clusters.

8c
In terms of unmet needs, the largest proportion of elders have problems 

in the Resource/Mediation (on average 3.4%) and Health/Mental Care (3.1%) clusters. 

8d
In terms of the proportion of needs-unmet (dividing the percentage with unmet needs by the percentage with needs), Social Participation is the cluster with the largest proportion (on average 46.4%), followed by Protection and Resource/Mediation (42.9% and 40.7% respectively.) 

Chapter 9: Availability of Help and Elders Without Help

9a   Among the 46% of elders who need help, 62.1% receive help for all 

        of their needs, 18.8% get help for some of their needs, and 19.1% have no 

        help at all.

Fig. 9a   Availability of Help
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9b    Compared to elders with fewer needs, elders with multiple needs are less 


 likely to have all of their needs addressed, they are also less likely to be 


 without help at all.

9c    Elders who are minorities, who live in private rental housing, who are poor, who have a 

        negative health  image, or who are uninsured are less likely to receive help in all areas,

        and are also
more likely to have no help at all.
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