Keeping it safe: Aging in place among rural older adults

Overview
Adults aged 65 and older are the fastest growing segment of the population (West, Cole, Goodkind, & He, 2014). Most adults want to age in place, that is, remain in their homes as they grow older (Keenan, 2010). Older age may bring some challenges that affect he ability to safely remain at home. Issues associated with aging in place provide opportunity for Family and Consumer Sciences Extension.

Project Objectives and Goals
This project sought to answer: How do rural older adults who age-in-place sustain a safe and secure living environment? The primary aim of the project was to understand areas for improving the home ecology of aging in rural Oklahoma.

Methods
A team consisting of one Human Development Family Science (HDFS) resident faculty and one Cooperative Extension faculty, Housing and Consumer Specialist, one District Program Specialist (DPS), and several county educators participated in the project. County educators were instrumental in recruiting participants. A total of 33 participants were recruited from six counties. Faculty and county educators then worked together to collect data. Institution Review Board (IRB) protocol was secured to ensure the protection of human subjects prior to conducting the research. The HDFS faculty administered a one-to-one semi-structured interview. Measurement instrumentation for the project included clinical objective assessments. The Extension faculty administered a home assessment (Cougar v. 4.0) survey.

Results and Discussion
This sample of older adults appears to have some vulnerability. For example, economics and limited control over life circumstances made participants feel vulnerable. Some participants were unable to complete tasks of daily living. Participants has some housing issues, as evidenced by Cougar survey results. Each home had at least one or more significant safety issue.

The study helped researchers better understand aging in place in a small sample of rural older adults. With education and resources, older adults may be able to age in place with greater success. Study limitations: The results are from a small convenience sample and may be non-representative of other older adult populations residing in different rural regions or those living in other non-metro/metro communities. The small sample size limits statistical power or the ability to achieve ‘significant’ findings of interest. Therefore, the results provided are descriptive in nature.

Implications for Extension
Successful aging in place can have numerous benefits for older adults and their families. We are not qualified to diagnose individuals. We can, however, be attuned to the fact that there is connection between homes and health. Healthy homes programming can help individuals improve health, welfare, and safety outcomes.

“The connection between health and dwelling is one of the most important that exists.”
Florence Nightingale
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