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Abstract

The residential mobility choices of the elderly (aging-in-place, local moves, or migration) have very
different policy implications forming a dynamic system of inter-related issues that present planners
with a number of dilemmas which are particularly sensitive to local context. These include
competing models of care and service delivery, provision of appropriate housing, physically and
socially supportive local environments, community development, relocation services, housing
specialization and age integration, the introduction of housing options within neighbourhoods,
population redistribution, economic development, social integration, and localized differences in the
demand for services. Local planners need to move beyond simple estimates of future demand based
expected numbers and present use patterns, to examine the possible impact of these issues on the
integration of an aging population within their communities.



Planners are challenged by a complexity of inter-related policy issues which has developed in
response to "questions about the provision of income security for the aged, the increased demands
on the health-care system, housing, transportation and other service needs" (Marshall, 1987:1).
Taber (1980) has suggested that such issues have many of the characteristics of the complex, ill-
structured problems described by Rittel and Webber as "wicked" (1973). For example, although
issues associated with the care of the elderly have a high priority in advanced countries, policy
debates reflect the lack of a consensual definition of "the problem(s)". Moreover, such ill-structured
planning environments "resist concerted social action because they mobilize conflicting interests"
(Taber, 1980:247). As Kane and Kane have observed, "discussions of long-term care alternatives
tend to resemble cacophony more than symphony" (1980:249).

When planning for an aging population, especially for the large baby boom cohorts, one cannot
assume that it is simply a question of greater numbers. Too often, projections of future demand are
based on the estimated number of older people that will be in the population and the assumption that
current use patterns will continue, paying little attention to the changing characteristics of older
people and their communities.

With the recent shift to a community-based approach to meet the needs of seniors (Gee and
McDaniel, 1994), local planners are challenged to find ways to integrate an aging population into
communities which have not been designed for this purpose (Yeates, 1978). Many of the ways this
goal can be achieved are contingent upon whether older residents will decide to age-in-place in their
pre-retirement homes, make a local move within the community, or migrate into or away from the
community. Planners need to know more about these residential mobility choices because they have
different policy implications. This paper examines the varying policy implications of different

residential mobility choices of the elderly and associated planning dilemmas faced by policy makers



seeking to facilitate the integration of the elderly into the community.

Policy Implications of Residential Mobility Choices in Later Life

The shift in policy from a medical model of service delivery to a more community-based integrated
approach and the associated popularity of the concept of "aging-in-place", have contributed to the
development of a myth "that the elderly are geographically stable and generally immobile, at least
until forced to move into an institution" (McPherson, 1988). On the contrary, there is evidence of
considerable residential movement in the elderly population in Canada, most of which is local (Che-
Alford and Stevenson, 1998; Moore et al., 1997; Northcott, 1988).

For the purpose of this paper, residential mobility is defined as a "physical movement, that is,
a[permanent] change in the place of residence" (Northcott, 1988:5), regardless of distance. The term
migration is used to denote residential mobility involving the crossing of a boundary, usually that
of a municipality or province, while local mobility refers to movement within this boundary. On the
other hand, the term aging-in-place describes "the tendency for older adults to remain in the same
home and neighbourhood in which they have lived most of their adult life" (McPherson, 1990:457).

Research on elderly residential mobility specifically is a relatively recent phenomenon
(Northcott, 1988). Much of the research has tended to be empirical and descriptive, focussing on
population age distributions, migration streams, or socio-demographic characteristics of movers as
compared with non-movers. The early taxonometric work quickly established that movers and non-
movers had different characteristics, and that there were different types of movers (e.g. Biggar, 1980;
Wiseman and Roseman, 1979). Senior migrants as compared with local movers were found to have
very different profiles, suggesting a social and economic selectivity in the type of move made, with

the healthier and wealthier being more likely to migrate (Biggar, 1980). Differences have also been



found with regard to the timing and type of a move (Litwak and Longino, 1987; Rogers, 1988; Yee
and Van Arsdol, 1977).

Overall, the great proliferation of decision-making models (Rudzitis, 1979) and theories of
elderly residential mobility, reinforce the impression that this is a very complex process, influenced
by a wide variety of factors. A number of dilemmas are appearing as we begin to plan for an aging
population, in part because associated with these observed differences in mobility groups are
outcomes (aging-in-place, local mobility or migration) which can have very different policy

implications.

Aging-in-place
Researchers of aging-in-place have been studying the meaning of home and attachment to place (e.g.
O'Bryant, 1982) as explanations of elderly residential satisfaction, inertia and differences between
movers and stayers (O'Bryant and Murray, 1986). Residential inertia is thought to be a result of:
residential stability, as indicated by length of residence, a small number of previous moves, and
home ownership; social bonds, both formal (e.g. church membership) and informal local friendship
and kinship ties, and an associated neighbourhood satisfaction; an economic accumulation of
"location specific capital" (Oldakowski and Roseman, 1986); and psychological ties, such as the
need to maintain a sense of environmental and temporal continuity through the home, as a repository
for meaning and personal identity (Rowles, 1987).

The policy implications of aging-in-place are numerous. The trend in policy development has
been to place a strong emphasis on the role of formal community support services (Wheeler, 1982),
with some acknowledgement of the roles of informal caregivers, and little recognition of the inter-

related housing, transportation and land use issues. Over the past decade there has been considerable



discussion of models of care and service delivery. Although the community care model is gaining
acceptance, issues concerning how this will be implemented, the relationship between informal and
formal care, privatization of services, and the co-ordination of service delivery, remain in contention
(Gee and McDaniel, 1994; Taylor, 1998).

The affordability, suitability, and condition of homes for aging-in-place can also be important.
With regard to affordability, policy issues include such things as income security, home equity
conversion, tax abatements, renter protection, and shelter allowances/subsidies (Brink, 1986; Golant,
1992a; Howe et al., 1994). Sources of supplementary income, such as home occupations, home
sharing, or the rental of accessory apartments, can be contentious issues for local planners (Howe
et al., 1994; Pollak and Gorman, 1989). Concern about the suitability and condition of homes
suggests a need for policies regarding the rehabilitation or repair of existing housing and the
promotion of barrier-free or adaptable design (Brink, 1986; Dunn, 1991; Howe et al., 1994; Leather
and Mackintosh, 1993; Pynoos and Regnier, 1997;Wheeler, 1982). One dilemma faced by planners
trying to facilitate aging-in-place is associated with private ownership, property rights, and the
constitutional extent to which private housing can or should be regulated to be barrier-free or
adaptable. Alternatively, they must be prepared to adopt a continuing policy to subsidize the
rehabilitation of private housing, or to compensate for unsuitable housing with a higher level of
community support service.

Atalarger scale, considerations of community composition and the availability of physical and
social supports for aging-in-place within the neighbourhood are important planning policy issues
(Greenberg, 1982; Hodge, 1990; McClain, 1991; Mish and Rice, 1998). Hodge (1991a:12) has
argued that "the main challenge for community planners is to design (or more likely, redesign)

communities amenable to the needs of seniors". Even when planners have little control over factors



influencing the local accessibility of services and facilities, the "planning system can ameliorate or
accentuate the difficulties caused, and that in itself might make an impact on the independence of
old people" (Greenberg, 1982:410).

During recent decades the suburbanization of older people as they age-in-place and their
children mature and leave home has raised a number of policy concerns, such as a reorientation of
local community services and facilities designed for young families to those required by the elderly,
and an associated concern with the need for planning and policy initiatives to create enabling
physical environments for suburban elderly (Golant, 1992b; Hodge et al., 1994; Hodge, 1998;
Patrick, 1980). In addition, there is an increasing regional disparity in the demand for social services
for elderly who are aging-in-place, associated with the differential maturity of relatively
homogeneous post-war suburbs (Moore and Rosenberg, 1994).

The local environment of seniors aging-in-place can also represent familiar surroundings which
contain informal sources of support (e.g. friends, neighbours, and kin) and more formal social bonds
such as churches and clubs (Hodge, 1990), which could influence their moving decisions (Connerly,
1986). Evidence of an increasing social and spatial separation of the elderly from relatives and
friends (Warnes, 1982; Moore et al. , 1997; Smith, 1998 ), suggests that planners who wish to
facilitate aging-in-place will need to rethink the meaning of community for the elderly and the
potential role community-building as a policy alternative (Hodge, 1990).

To summarize, the option of aging-in-place has a broad range of policy implications associated
with the provision and delivery of community support services, the design or adaptation of housing,
the development of physically and socially supportive local environments, and the inter-relationships
of these factors. However, for a number of reasons, aging-in-place may not be suitable for many

seniors (Leather and Mackintosh, 1993). Once residential mobility enters the equation, policy



implications change, even when the moves are local.

Local Mobility
Although elderly residential mobility mostly involves local moves, research on local mobility is
sparse (Carter, 1988), especially in Canada (Moore and Rosenberg, 1993). Wiseman (1980) has
suggested that there are five different types of elderly local movers, those making: an amenity move;
an environmental push away from undesirable housing; a relatively involuntary assistance seeking
move; a continuing pattern of chronic mobility; or forced relocation. A potential sixth group which
have issues in common with local movers would be involuntary stayers, those who would like to
move but are unable to due to a lack of options and/or resources (Moore et al., 1997). With the
exception of the amenity movers, these groups tend to share a relatively low resource level,
particularly low income, poor health and widowhood. In general, seniors make local moves at a later
developmental stage associated with declining health and a need for assistance (Carter, 1988).
Although one might expect that these moves would be towards the city centre where there is a higher
density of life support facilities and less dependence on personal transport, Wiseman and Virden
(1977) found that most of the movement was outward or lateral, within and between suburbs.
The policy implications for planners wishing to facilitate local mobility are varied. Since local
movers remain in their greater community or neighbourhood and in the same service delivery system,
their needs often appear to be synonymous with those who are aging-in-place, a possible explanation
for the lack of research interest in this group. Local moves are often thought to be primarily housing
adjustments (Wiseman, 1980; Joseph and Cloutier, 1991). However, a move to a more manageable
home near kin, for example, could also influence the type and balance of informal and formal

support services used, and may reduce transportation-related problems (Joseph and Hallman, 1996).



Even a local move can be mentally and physically demanding and at times overwhelming for
the elderly (Lawton, 1986; Levi and Petty, 1992). With the exception of moves into institutions,
little policy attention has been given to relocation services, such as help with the search for
alternative housing, financial and physical help with moving, and help to get settled in the new
residential situation (Leung, 1990). There are a few examples of the use of financial incentives to
encourage "over housed" seniors to move into smaller units (Brink, 1986). However, Lawton (1986)
has expressed concern that such programs may result in the exploitation of older people.

With local mobility, planning issues associated with housing and/or neighbourhood
specialization become important. The policy focus shifts to the provision of housing options that
"respond effectively to the varying needs and preferences of seniors" (Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation, 1990:15). Moreover, different housing may be appropriate for people at different
stages of the life cycle, suggesting that over-regulation for the benefit of one group may restrict the
choices available to people in other stages of the life cycle. A continuing debate has developed
concerning the distribution and condition of housing stock, the "over housing" of seniors, and their
place in the housing market (Golant, 1986; 1994; Greenberg, 1982; Lawton, 1986; Struyk, 1987).
In addition, if housing is to be designed specifically for seniors, there has also been much discussion
concerning whether it should be age-integrated or segregated at the building level and/or at the
neighbourhood scale (Sayegh, 1987).

Many have found that the provision of housing alternatives for the elderly is a problem because
ofrestrictive land use regulations (Golant, 1992a; Hodge, 1990; Laws, 1994; Rossi and Shlay, 1982).
For example, "many types of seniors' accommodations fall between traditional zoning categories.
Public, non-profit, and private housing providers often find themselves thwarted by the rigamarole

of trying to meet development control procedures and regulations" (Hodge, 1990:11). Through



official plans, land development regulations, zoning, subdivision, site planning, and building codes,
"a locality can control the types, size, density, arrangement, numbers, physical features, and quality
of the housing alternatives it offers" (Golant, 1992a: 287). Moreover, even in cases where
appropriate zoning is possible, many of the best sites are not so zoned and development has been
effectively blocked by neighbours for a variety of reasons. Opposition comes from old and young
alike. In effect, "the distribution of housing and population, therefore, is not simply determined by
market forces but in part is influenced by collectively negotiated local political decisions" (Rossi and
Shlay, 1982:28). Asaresult, Golant (1992a) has suggested that there are many possibilities but few
choices of housing options for seniors. Somehow planners need to find a way to address these
dilemmas, if they are going to meet the needs of seniors. Although land use regulation has often
created barriers, there also are a growing number of examples of how it can be used to facilitate or
encourage the provision of housing options for older people (Brink, 1986; Energy Pathways Inc.,
1995; Howe et al., 1994; Pollak and Gorman, 1989; Shifman, 1983).

In sum, while local movers share many policy issues with those who are aging-in-place, debates
concerning housing options are important additions. Longer distance migration further complicates

planning for an aging population.

Migration

Researchers have discovered that elderly migration is substantially different from that of younger
age groups (Meyer and Speare, 1985; Serow, 1987). The elderly make three basic types of long-
distance moves - amenity, assistance, and return migration (Wiseman, 1980). Of the three, the
distinct component represented by return migration is more difficult to separate since it often is

associated with a need for assistance. Long-distance moves are more likely to occur at the time of



retirement, although there is evidence that some amenity moves are followed by assistance seeking
return migration (Longino and Serow, 1992). Elderly migrants tend to be younger, wealthier,
healthier, better educated, and more likely to be married than other senior mobility groups (Biggar,
1980).

With migration, policy concerns tend to focus on issues associated with the distribution of the
elderly population. As argued by Rosenberg and his associates :

the decline of the elderly population in some areas and its concentration in others have serious

implications for the vitality of communities, their vulnerability to policy changes at higher

levels of government [through income transfers], and their ability to provide and sustain

effective levels of service. (1989:227)

Concentrations of elderly can appear either through amenity migration to retirement communities
or through aging-in-place coupled with the out-migration of younger age groups. These patterns
create very different types of elderly communities with different policy concerns (Serow, 1992).
Moreover, "elderly migration is more ‘channelled' than non-elderly migration and may have more
serious consequences for service delivery in major receiving and sending [communities]" (Northcott,
1988:102).

Because of the differential selection of migrants in terms of health and economic status,
planners are increasingly looking at the economic development potential associated with an affluent
retired population (Day and Barlett, 2000; Gnaedinger and McFarlane, 1991; Hodge, 1991b; Laws,
1994; Rowles and Watkins, 1993; Tunnock, 1998; Zon, 1988). While, the magnitude of income and
asset transfers associated with elderly in-migration is argued to be a positive stimulus to economic
growth (Day and Barlett, 2000; Stallman et al., 1999), little is known concerning the long-term
economic and social impact of these migrants as they age-in-place and require an increasing level

of community support services (Bryant and El-Attar, 1984; Crown and Longino, 1991; Northcott,
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some evidence that elderly long-distance migrants can become more dependent on formal
community services than other elderly residents, possibly because of a lack of local familial or social
supports (Joseph and Cloutier, 1991). However, a continuing in-migration of the newly retired,
could somewhat offset this potential burden (Bryant and El-Attar, 1984; Northcott, 1988).
Nevertheless, administrators of retirement communities have expressed a growing dilemma over
how to respond to residents who are aging-in-place in a community designed for and marketed to
healthy, independently living seniors (Bowers, 1989). On the other hand, with increased longevity
more and more of the newly retired are caring for elderly parents, creating a market for retirement
communities with accommodations for both generations, such as dwelling units with accessory
apartments (Longino, 1992), or with nearby long-term care facilities such as retirement or nursing
homes.

An additional concern is that the growing trend of amenity moves to more dispersed less
accessible communities, could mean that "migration-induced stresses will overlay and exacerbate
long-standing problems of providing services to scattered communities within the context of finite
budgets" (Joseph and Cloutier, 1991:443). Moreover, a large influx of retired migrants can challenge
the social order in a small community, resulting in conflict between long term residents and in-
migrants, a polarized economy of highly paid professions and lower paid service workers, and social
fragmentation (Rowles and Watkins, 1993; Tunnock, 1998). Although private and community
services can evolve to meet changing needs, success is contingent upon the size and design of
retirement communities, available resources, and diligent planning (Bryant and El-Attar, 1984;
Rowles and Watson, 1993; Tunnock, 1998; Zon, 1988).

Less attention has been given to the consequences of elderly amenity migration to the

community of origin (Serow, 1992). As pointed out by Crown and Longino (1991:201), "regions
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that gain income as a result of elderly migrants do so at the expense of other regions". Many of these
communities of origin may be both losing their younger relatively well-off elderly through amenity
migration, and gaining older more dependent elderly through return migration (Northcott, 1988).
As a result they may be carrying the bulk of the burden of caring for the dependent elderly
population. Moreover, an increased level of service to meet the demand may in turn attract older
people as they lose their capacity for independent living. Such in-migration would also create an
increased need for suitable housing and transportation alternatives.

Communities with elderly concentrations due to aging-in-place coupled with the out-migration
of younger age groups would have similar concerns, especially if their younger, healthier and
wealthier seniors are also leaving. However, since the out-migration of the younger population is
sensitive to economic conditions, these communities have the added problem of a local population
which ages in fits and starts (Bergob, 1995).

In sum, the differential residential migration of the elderly can lead to localized service demand
differences. Often resource allocation is based on numbers, however "while the distribution of gains
and losses provides indications of shifts in the potential demand for services, the actual demand is
also a function of the health and mobility of the local population [authors' emphasis]" (Rosenberg
et al., 1989:227). Communities with similar concentrations of the elderly may have very different
needs. In planning for an aging population, it will become increasingly important to use a finer scale

and to recognize local contextual differences.

Summary and Conclusions

The residential mobility choices of the elderly are part of a dynamic system of inter-related issues
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associated with housing, transportation, community support services and land use which present
planners with a number of dilemmas which are particularly sensitive to local context, both in terms
of the issues that arise and their timing. These include issues associated with competing models of
care and service delivery, provision of appropriate housing, physically and socially supportive local
environments, community development, relocation services, housing specialization and age-
integration, the introduction of housing options within neighbourhoods, economic development,
social integration and localized differences in demand. As Hodge (1991a:12) has argued, "next to
health care professionals, [community] planners probably have the most to offer seniors in
maintaining their independence". Local planners need to move beyond estimates of future demand
based on expected numbers and present use patterns, recognize that the aging population challenges
both the substance and style of local planning (Hodge, 1990; Taylor, 1998), and begin to examine
the possible impact of these issues on the integration of an aging population within their

communities.
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