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Executive Summary

PROJECT SUMMARY

In Summer 2023, VINE Faith in Action was awarded an Age-Friendly Community Grant from the Age-
Friendly Minnesota Council under the Minnesota Department of Human Services. The grant’s purpose is
to support planning for Mankato and North Mankato to become designated age-friendly communities.

The Age-Friendly Mankato/North Mankato Project has engaged over 25 community leaders from diverse
organizations to begin planning for and implementing steps to make both cities even more livable for
people of all ages, especially older adults. The AARP’s Age-Friendly guidelines are based on eight domains
of livability around which communities can organize and prioritize their work.

An initial survey of these leaders, along with the analysis of numerous recent community needs
assessments, identified a desire to focus on three of these domains: 1) Social Participation, 2) Respect and
Social Inclusion, and 3) Communication and Information. These domains are foundational and align with
Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation, the U.S. Surgeon General's 2023 Advisory on the Healing Effects
of Social Connection and Community.

Guided by these insights, the Age-Friendly Steering Committee conducted a community survey (based on
the Age-Friendly MN Needs Assessment Toolkit) where a majority of respondents indicated both
communities are generally good places to live as they age. It also made evident, however, that not all
residents shared this perspective and there are populations who feel disconnected from or devalued by
the community.

There were 586 valid responses to the survey with the following demographics:

e Most respondents (90.6%) were aged 55 or older.
e The majority of respondents were from Mankato (60.9%) or North Mankato (24.5%).

e Respondents were predominantly White (94.5%), female (74.3%), aged between 65 and 84 (68.3%),
and more highly educated than the general community.

e Note: The survey results may not be fully representative of Mankato and North Mankato,
particularly in terms of education level, as respondents were more highly educated than expected
based on Census data.

Key findings and take-aways from the survey include:

e Seventy percent of respondents rated their community very good or excellent as a place to live as
they age, indicating Mankato and North Mankato have a strong foundation upon which to become
more age-friendly.

e Most people reported frequent contact with family, friends, or neighbors, though a small group
appeared more isolated, having only occasional or no contact.

e The majority of respondents felt quite connected to the community, frequently experiencing a
sense of belonging and satisfaction with social engagement. However, a significant group reported
only occasional connection and as a result, were less likely to feel valued.



e While most respondents often felt welcome in their community, those who did not cited age or
disability as contributing factors, highlighting potential ageism or effects of isolation.

e Respondents suggested various community enhancements, such as more community events,
stronger community resources, and increased opportunities for older adults to engage in activities.

e Greater awareness is needed across both communities regarding the social isolation and lack of
connection among certain resident groups.

NEXT STEPS

To further understand the issues and trends that surfaced through the survey, the Age-Friendly Steering
Committee will conduct a series of focus groups with providers, caregivers, and aging adults who are
experiencing social isolation. Data gathered from these focus groups will be integrated with the survey
results contained in this report to prepare a comprehensive action plan to enhance the quality of life for
older adults in Mankato and North Mankato. This plan will be presented for community input and eventual
adoption by the Mankato and North Mankato city councils.

Additionally, the Age-Friendly Mankato/North Mankato Steering Committee will support the cities in
preparing their applications to join the AARP Network of Age-Friendly States and Communities. Our
purpose is to assist the cities as they build on their strengths, address identified challenges, and further
enhance their communities to foster economic growth and make for happier, healthier, and more
connected residents of all ages.

RESOURCES

https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/network-age-friendly-communities/

https://www.agefriendlymn.org/

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf



https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/network-age-friendly-communities/
https://www.agefriendlymn.org/
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf

Q1 - How would you rate your current community as a place for people to live as they age?
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The first question in the survey asked respondents to rate their community as a place for people to live as
they age. Overall, the responses were very positive, with about 92.5% rating their community as good, very
good, or excellent. Less than 1% reported their community as poor.

The rating was broken down by community, as well. The numbers were fairly similar. For Mankato
residents, 94% rated their community as good or better. For North Mankato, negative perceptions were
slightly higher, with 10.4% rating it as fair or poor.
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About 15% of survey respondents were from communities outside of Mankato and North Mankato. These
primarily consisted of small towns and rural areas within 20 miles of Mankato. Those respondents were
less likely to rate their community as excellent or very good, perhaps because those rural areas or smaller
communities surrounding Mankato and North Mankato have more limited services for older adults.

Q2 & 3 - Where do people get their information about services for older adults?

The next two questions asked how respondents access information about services for older adults. The
first question in this section asked what sources people turn to if they need information about services
(Q2)? More than three in four respondents (78%) indicated that they would turn to VINE for information.
This was followed by Family or friends (70%) and Your doctor or health care professional (60%). Slightly
fewer than half reported that they would turn to the Internet (49%) or the Senior Linkage Line (MINRAAA)
(43%) or Faith-based organizations (39%). Less than one in four would turn to the Mankato Free Press
(24%) or local government offices (21%). A handful of respondents reported using other sources as well.

Q2 - Which of the following resources would you turn to if you, a family member, or friend needed
information about services for older adults? (Select all that apply)
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Question 3 asked about how people prefer to receive information about events, opportunities, or issues in
the community (Q3). Most people (83.4%) report that they prefer to get information From news sources,
such as print, radio, television, or the internet. This is followed closely by family, friends, and neighbors
(73.5%). Slightly fewer than half prefer getting information from social media (45.3%). Less than one in five
reported that they preferred getting information from library newsletters, public billboards, or community
bulletin boards. A handful of others reported that they preferred email as a source.

Q3 - How do you prefer to get information about events, opportunities, and/or issues within your
community? (Choose up to three options)
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Q4 - Internet Use - Question 4 asked how comfortable respondents were while using the internet. Overall,
most (83.2%) reported being very comfortable or comfortable while fewer (16.6%) were uncomfortable or
very uncomfortable while using the internet.

The data was further broken down by age group to understand which age group members are more or less
comfortable while using the internet. Among those 85 to 94 and 95 and older, 35.7% and 77.7%
respectively reported being uncomfortable or very uncomfortable using the internet. As the age range
decreased, respondents reported greater comfort with use of the internet. Among those 64 or younger,
about three-fourths (73.9%) reported they are very comfortable using the internet.



How comfortable are you with using the internet (overall)?

# Answer %
1 Very comfortable 50.44%
2 Comfortable 32.80%
3 Uncomfortable 11.11%
4 Very Uncomfortable 5.64%

Total 100%

Q4 - How comfortable are you with using the internet (by age range)?
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Q5 - How often do you have contact (in-person or virtual) with family, friends, or neighbors that do not
live with you?
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Question 5 asked respondents to report how often they have contact (in-person or virtual) with family,
friends, or neighbors who do not live with them. For in-person contact, 50.3% of respondents reported
daily contact, 37.4% weekly, and 11.5% occasionally. Less than 1% responded never. When asked about
frequency of virtual contact with family, friends, or neighbors, 48.4% reported daily contact, followed by
34.4% weekly, and 14.5% only occasionally. Three percent responded that they never had virtual contact.

Results show that about 12.4% of respondents only occasionally or never have in-person contact with
family, friends, and neighbors; similarly, has 17.5% reported only occasionally or never having virtual
contact. There may be a group of respondents that are more socially isolated and have less contact than
others, which could be an area for future research or programming.



Q6 - Please check the boxes next to the three activities or places where you most often meet or connect
with family, friends and acquaintances in person
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Question 6 asked respondents to check the boxes next to three activities or places where they most often
meet or connect with the family, friends and acquaintances in person. The greatest response was homes
of friends, family or neighbors (51.7%), followed by places of worship (48.6%), and at VINE or Community
center (31.6%). The only other response over 30% was coffee shops or local restaurants (30.6%). This gives
us the information about how and where the people most often meet or connect with the community.

Question 7 asked respondents their feelings about four different concepts and how frequently they

experience them. The four concepts were a sense of belonging, satisfaction with social engagement,
connection to community, and feeling valued in their community. For each concept, the respondents
were asked to indicate whether they felt that way daily, weekly, occasionally, never, or were not sure.

For Sense of Belonging with family, friends, and neighbors, 61.4% of respondents indicated they felt that
way on a daily basis, along with 22.9% at least weekly. Between the two, at least 84% felt a sense of
belonging at least once per week. For Satisfaction with social engagement, 42.5% felt that way on a daily
basis, while 28.3% reported feeling that way at least once per week. 23.9% only occasionally felt satisfied
with their level of social engagement.



Q7 - How often do you feel...
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For Connection to Community, 33.8% reported they only occasionally felt connected. This was the highest
response, with daily coming in second at 31.4% and weekly at 27.0%. There is more balance across the
responses to how often individuals feel connected to the community, suggesting that a sense of
connection is more variable among older adults.

For Feeling Valued in the Community, occasionally was again the highest response, with 33.6% endorsing
that option. 27.2% reported that they feel valued in their community on a daily basis, followed by 19.9%
feeling valued in their community on a weekly basis. A higher percent (9.7%) indicated that they never feel
valued in their community.

A little more analysis was done for the 53 individuals that indicated they never feel valued within their
community. Among those individuals, they were less likely to report that their community is “excellent or
very good” as a place to age (Q1). This group also reported having less frequent in-person and virtual
contact (Q5) than other respondents. This group was more likely to say that the they rarely feel welcomed
(Q8) than other respondents. Finally, this group was more likely to report being divorced, was more likely
to live alone, and more likely to identify as having a disability. Overall, there may be a greater likelihood of
social isolation among the respondents who answered that they never feel valued in their community.

Q7 - How often do you feel...
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Q8 - Do you feel welcome in your community?
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# Answer % Count
1 Often 59.27% 342
2 Sometimes 34.66% 200
3 Rarely 5.37% 31
4 Never 0.69% 4

Total 100% 577

Question 8 asked respondents about how frequently they feel welcome in their community. Overall, about
3in 5 (59.3%) indicated that they Often feel welcome, with another 34.7% indicating that the Sometimes
feel welcome. 6.1% reported that they Rarely or Never feel welcome in their community.

This data was also broken down by community to try and detect any community-level differences. The
data for Mankato and North Mankato are more similar, with 58.1% and 58.9% respectively reporting that
they often feel welcome in their community. Mankato had the highest percentage who responded that
they rarely feel welcome, at 6.1%. Interestingly, those from other communities reported that they more
often feel welcome in their community, even if it isn’t as good of a place to age (see Question 1). This may
reflect that folks in the communities surrounding Mankato may feel more connected to their small town,
while also recognizing that the services to support an aging population are not as available as Mankato or
North Mankato.
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Q9 - If you do not feel welcome in your community, what are the reasons? (select all that apply)

160 —
140 —
120 —
100 —
BO —
B0 —
40 —

20—
10

sl .

[ [
My age Ny race or My sexual
orientatio

ethnicity
n

28
By

4
: - I
My gender ey Other
identity religious disability
beliefs or
affiliatio

12



Q9 - If you do not feel welcome in your community, what are the reasons? (select all that apply)

# Answer % Count
1 My age 52.38% 154
2 My race or ethnicity 3.40% 10
3 My sexual orientation 1.02% 3
4 My gender identity 1.36% 4
5 My religious be!ifefst or 9.52% )8
affiliation

6 My disability 15.99% 47
7 Other 16.33% 48

Total 100% 294

For Question 9, individuals were asked if they did not feel welcome in their community, what the reasons
were for feeling that way. Anyone could answer this question, regardless of how they answered Question
8, and they could endorse more than one response, so it is not known how many unique individuals
responded to this question.

The most common reason for not feeling welcome was my age, which were 52.4% of the responses. The
second highest was the other category, with 16.3% followed closely by disability at 16.0%. For the Other
category, responses included lack of communication or connection (n = 12), being new to the community (n
= 7) and family status (n = 6), such as being divorced, widowed, single, or having younger children.

The data was broken down by the group that responded My Age to Question 9 to see if there were any
additional insights that we could draw from this group. The group that responded my age tended to have
a less favorable opinion of their community as a place to age, with as many responding that it is fair or
poor as excellent. This is in contrast to the overall response, which had a much higher percent as excellent
(see Question 1).

This group of respondents is slightly older than the overall survey respondents, with about 35.0% in the 75
to 84 age range. Further, 6 of the 9 respondents that were over 95 are included in this group. In terms of
marital status, a greater number are widowed and a lower percent are married than the overall survey
respondents. 39.6% of respondents in the My Age group reported that they live alone, which is higher than
the overall survey group. The same percent (39.6%) identified as having a disability, mobility challenge, or
chronic disease that keeps them from participating in the community, which is also quite a bit higher than
the survey overall (24.3%).

Overall, the My Age group does appear to be older, more likely to live alone, more likely to have a
disability, less likely to be married, and less favorable towards their community as a place to age.
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Q10 - Do you have any suggestions on how your community could become more age-friendly for you or
your peers?
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Question 10 asked respondents if they had any suggestions on how the community could become more
age-friendly. There were 114 open-ended responses. The word cloud above reflects the responses that
people provided. The responses were coded to identify primary themes. There were several primary
themes that emerged. The biggest theme could be described as Community Enhancement. Community
Enhancement included sub-themes such as community engagement, community resources, community
supports, community connections, community events, and creating a welcoming community. More than
one-third of all responses to Question 10 fit within the Community Enhancement theme. Overall, this
theme promoted the idea of creating more services, supports, and opportunities for older adults to
connect with one another. Below are a few examples of comments that fit within the Community
Enhancement theme.

Community engagement — One respondent shared that they would like to see a greater “focus on inter-
generational events and activities that bring people of all ages together” and also to “Provide volunteer
service opportunities such as Rake the Town throughout the year.” Others shared that they were
interested in activities and opportunities to socialize. This was the largest sub-category under community
enhancement.

Community resources — Several individuals identified examples of resources that they saw as being
needed in the community. These included resource directories as well as resources for folks who are aging
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in place. One specific suggestion was for a grief group. The respondent said “Have a group that talks about
losing friends and how to cope with that.”

Community supports — Similar to community resources, several respondents suggested the need for more
supports for those living in the community. This included the “need caregivers for disabled older adults” or
for neighbors checking in on each other, especially those who are home-bound.

Community connections — Respondents sought more opportunities to connect with their neighbors
through different events, such as “group classes, meetings potlucks where people welcoming, game days,
or movies night where you can share a big screen with neighbors and talk about the movie.” Wanting more
intergenerational opportunities to connect with community members emerged in this sub-theme as well.

Creating a welcoming community — Several respondents talked about the challenges of being new to the
community and how hard it can be to make friends later in life.

Overall, the community enhancement theme provided numerous suggestions of services, resources,
supports, and events that respondents felt could help make Mankato / North Mankato more ‘Age-
Friendly.’

A second theme that emerged was related to transportation, with about 20% of the responses falling
within that category. Within transportation, there were several sub-themes. One group of sub-themes
focused on the transportation system in Mankato and North Mankato. These sub-themes were focused on
expansion of the existing system, quality of the existing system, and cost of the existing system. One
respondent shared “Develop a more robust transit system. If | were to lose access to my car but wanted to
stay in my home, | would not be able to get anywhere (I'm 1.5 miles from the nearest bus stop, not in a
flex zone, and don't qualify for paratransit).” Another responded “Offer more services to the elderly who
are unable to drive due to health conditions and offer more activities in the Mankato area for those who
are unable to drive to St. Peter, where they currently hold activities. The other sub-theme related to
transportation had to do with pedestrians and pedestrian safety, in particular the difficulty with crossing
busy streets.

The third major theme was related to accessibility. This did overlap somewhat with transportation, such as
availability of handicap accessible parking, but many of the responses in this category were specific to
limited accessibility of businesses and organizations, the challenges of snow and ice in winter for people
with mobility issues, and making Mankato and North Mankato more walkable. In specific, individuals
wanted walking paths with benches and bike paths to the downtown area and retail centers.

Three other smaller themes among the responses were related to ageism, communication, and housing.
For ageism, several individuals reported on what they viewed as a lack of respect for elders among
younger generations. With communication, there was the recognition that a lot is already happening, but
that isn’t well-advertised, and also that not everyone uses the cell-phone or internet, so non-digital
communication is needed. Responses related to housing focused on availability and affordability.
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Q11 - What city do you live in?
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The pie chart above shows the composition of the respondents: 60.86% from Mankato, 24.48% from North
Mankato and 14.66% from the other areas.

For the Other category, seventy-five (75) individuals provided a location for their residence. A few
respondents were from further away, such as Butterfield or Owatonna, but most were from near-by
communities or rural areas surrounding Mankato and North Mankato. For example, nine were from Eagle
Lake, eight from Madison Lake, six from Lake Crystal and six from rural Mankato, and five from Nicollet.
About two-thirds identified locations that would be within 15 miles of the center of Mankato. Based on
these near-by locations, it is likely that these respondents do rely upon services and resources for older
adults based in Mankato and North Mankato, and have an investment in these communities becoming
more age-friendly.

Q12 - Do you live in another community for part of the year (i.e. summer house or cabin, snowbird)?

89.5% of the respondents indicated that they are permanent residents of Mankato / North Mankato and
not part-time residents. The remaining 10.5% do live in another community for part of the year.
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Q13 - What is your age as of your last birthday?
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Question 13 asked about the age distribution of the respondents, which shows that 90.4% are above 54
years of age. The largest group, with 39.6% of the respondents, were between 65 and 74 years of age,
followed closely by those between 75 and 84, which were 28.7% of respondents. Two-thirds of all

respondents (68.3%) were between 65 and 84.

Q14 - Gender Identity

The responses to Question #14 show that 74.3% identified their gender as female and 25.0% identified as
male. Two individuals indicated they identify as non-binary or a third gender and two people chose not to

respond to the question.
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Q15 - What is your current marital status?
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55
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- a
pen. ; S
Single, never Married Divorced Widowed Other
married
# Answer % Count
1 Single, never married 9.57% 55
2 Married 55.48% 319
3 Divorced 14.78% 85
4 Widowed 18.78% 108
5 Other 1.39% 8

Total 100% 575

Question 15 asked about current marital status. 55.5% reported they are currently married. This is just
slightly below the MN statewide data (provided by the American Community Survey), in which 59.7% of
those 65 and older indicated that they are married. It is also below the data from the Mankato
Micropolitan Area (US Census), in which 61.8% of those 65 and older reported being married.
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Q16 - What is the highest level of education that you have completed?
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]
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# Answer % Count
1 K- 12 grade (no diploma) 3.30% 19
2 High school graduate, GED, or equivalent 9.39% 54
3 Post - high school education/training (no degree) 14.09% 81
4 2 - years college degree 11.30% 65
5 4 - years college degree 22.96% 132
6 Post - graduate study (no degree) 8.70% 50
7 Graduate or professional degree 30.26% 174
Total 100% 575

The responses for Question 16 show that 61.9% of the respondents have a 4-year college degree or higher
level of education. This is considerably higher than we would anticipate. For Minnesota statewide
(American Community Survey), only 31.7% of those 65 and older have a four-year degree. In looking at
regional data from the U.S. Census (Mankato Micropolitan Region), 26.4% of those 64 or older reported
having a four-year college degree or higher. More than twice as many respondents in our survey have a
four-year degree as compared to the region as a whole.
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Q17 - What is your race/ethnicity? (Check all that apply)
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The responses to Question #17 show that 94.5% of the respondents identified their race/ethnicity as
White. Among the nine “Other” responses, five would likely also be categorized White, while three could

possibly be categorized as Hispanic.

In comparing our survey results to other demographic data, the statewide population (American
Community Survey) that is 65 and older is 92.4% White and the Mankato Micropolitan Area (US Census) is
98.5% White among those who are 65 and older. The survey results, while very skewed, are not

inconsistent with the data for older adults in the region and state as a whole.
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Q18 - Besides you, do you have any of the following people living in your household?

34.2%

3.3%

5.0%
6.2%

@ spouse or partner [} Child/children under 18

@ Other adult relative or friend 18 or older

# Answer

1 Spouse or partner
Parents

Other adult relative or friend 18 or older
None of the above

Child/children under 18

w NN o b

Child / children 18 or older

Total

50.5%

Child / children 18 or older B Parents

i Mone of the above
% Count
50.55% 324
0.78% 5
3.28% 21
34.17% 219
6.24% 40
4.99% 32
100% 641

This question was “Check All That Apply,” so the count adds up to more than the total number of unique

survey respondents. Of the total survey respondents (n=586), 55.3% reported living with their spouse or

partner and 37.4% reported living alone (or none of the above apply). In comparison to MN Statewide

data (American Community Survey), 59.7% of those who are 65 and older report being married and for
the Mankato Micropolitan Area (US Census), 61.8% of those 65 and older report being married. Our survey
results of 55.3% living with a spouse or partner is slightly lower than the statewide or regional data.
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Q19 - Does any disability, mobility challenge, chronic disease or other conditions keep you and / or your
spouse or partner from participating in the community?

21.0%

7.5%

3.3%
68.2%

B ves, myself [ Yes, my spouse or partner [} Yes, both me and my spouse or partner [ No

# Answer % Count
1 Yes, myself 21.04% 121
2 Yes, my spouse or partner 7.48% 43
3 Yes, both me and my spouse or partner 3.30% 19
4 No 68.17% 392

Total 100% 575

Slightly less than one in four (24.3%) report that a disability, mobility challenge, or other condition keeps
them from participating in the community. This rate of disability is slightly lower than the MN Statewide
rate (American Community Survey) for those 65 and older (28.8%), and below the Mankato Micropolitan
Area (US Census) data for those 65 and older, which is 32.0%. This may reflect the slightly younger
population that was surveyed (about 24% were under the age of 65) or that the data collection methods
attracted a healthier group of respondents. It may also reflect the framing of the question, which asks
about participation in the community. Some individuals with a disability or mobility challenge may still
have answered No if they do not perceive that it keeps them from participating in the community.
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Q20 - Do you help an aging family member or friend take care of themselves?

100.0% -
90.0% —
80.0% —
70.0% —
60.0% —

50.0% —

45.2%

40.0% —

36.2%

30.0% —

20.0% —

10.0% — 0 7% 9.4%

Daily Weekly Occasionally Mewver

0.0% —

The responses shown in the bar chart show that nearly 45.2% of the respondents report that they never
help an aging person take care of themselves. Only 9.2% help on a daily basis, followed by 9.4% on a
weekly basis, and 36.2% that occasionally help a family member or friend. This reflects that either the
majority of respondents are not caregivers or that they do not identify themselves as caregivers.
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Q21 - What is your annual household income before taxes?

Less than % 10,000

510000 to b 24,999

525000 to b 49,999

550,000 to b 74,999

$ 75,000 to § 99,999

§ 100,000 to 5
124999

% 125 000 or more

L]
=
[=]
[
=
[#1]
=]
I
=
n
=
o
=]
-1
(=]
[#5]
[=]
=]
=]
I
=
(i
o
= !
=
I
Ped
=]

Less than $ 10,000 3.45% 20
$ 10,000 to S 24,999 9.50% 55
$ 25,000 to S 49,999 19.00% 110
$ 50,000 to S 74,999 18.48% 107
$ 75,000 to $ 99,999 13.47% 78
$ 100,000 to $ 124,999 8.46% 49
$ 125,000 or more 6.91% 40
Total 100% 579

The responses regarding the annual household income revealed that about 13% of the respondents are
below $25,000 and 51% of the respondents are between $25,000 and $100,000. Nearly 21% of the
respondents obtained from indicating their annual income range.



Methods

Data collection for this survey occurred through in-person and online strategies. Hard copies of the survey
were distributed at the “Love Your Age 55+ Expo” on September 19, 2023, where more than 160 older
adults filled out paper-based copies of the survey. The survey was also distributed to the membership and
care receivers of VINE, Bethlehem Lutheran church, MSU faculty and staff, residents of Pathstone Latitude
Independent Living, residents of Koppen Gardens apartments, clients of Lutheran Social Services Meals on
Wheels program in North Mankato, and attendees at the Spanish services at Saints Peter and Paul Catholic
church in Mankato. The survey was also translated to Spanish, Somali and Arabic languages to increase its
reach to linguistically diverse older adults. In addition, the survey was distributed electronically through QR
codes and hyperlinks to members of the community. On November 30, 2023, the data collection was
expanded to the ages of 30 and 54, so as to obtain a wider age-range of respondents.

Paper copies of the survey responses were entered manually into Qualtrics. The survey was closed on
December 31, 2023. Out of the 597 survey responses received, eleven (11) surveys were blank, leaving
586 valid surveys.

Discussion

Overall, the communities of Mankato and North Mankato have a good foundation for being designated as
Age-Friendly. Most residents view their communities as being very good or excellent places to grow old.
However, there is some room for improvement and some concern that certain groups may be struggling
with isolation. In the discussion, we will reflect on some of the key findings and provide some additional
context for the data.

Most respondents have regular contact with others, but not everyone

Most survey respondents reported having daily contact with family, friends, or neighbors, whether that be
in-person contact or virtual contact (phone, text, or online). However, there was a sizable minority that
reported only occasionally or never having in-person or virtual contact with family, friends, or neighbors.
These respondents are likely to be more lonely or isolated and have less regular social connection than
others, which reflects an unmet need for greater community connection or engagement.

It is important to recognize that family and friends serve a crucial role in providing emotional support,
companionship, and a feeling of security for older individuals. The frequency of these feelings of belonging
can vary among individuals based on factors such as personal circumstances, health, and the quality of
relationships. Some older adults may experience a robust sense of belonging, while others may face
challenges in maintaining social connections. Strategies to enhance the sense of belonging among older
adults often involve promoting social engagement, fostering supportive communities, and addressing
barriers to social interaction.

Perceptions of connectedness vary greatly among the respondents
Respondents were asked about four different concepts (sense of belonging, satisfaction with social
engagement, connection to community, and feeling valued in their community) and how frequently they
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experience them (daily, weekly, occasionally, never). Most respondents indicated feeling a sense of
belonging at least once per week. Similarly, many reported feeling satisfied with their social engagement
at least weekly, although some reported that they only occasionally feel satisfied with their level of social
engagement. In terms of feeling connected to the community, fewer reported feeling connected on a daily
basis, while one-third only occasionally feel connected. As for feeling valued in the community,
respondents had a much more varied perception. Most respondents reported that they only occasionally
feel valued in the community and almost ten percent indicated that they never feel valued in their
community. The individuals who never feel valued have less frequent contact with others, were more likely
to say that the they rarely feel welcomed, were more likely to report being divorced, more likely to live
alone, and more likely to have a disability. Overall, there may be a greater likelihood of social isolation for
folks who answered that they never feel valued, which again reflects a need for greater community
connection or engagement.

Frequency of social engagement is a crucial aspect. Older adults who regularly participate in social
activities, whether with family, friends, or community groups, tend to report higher levels of satisfaction.
These interactions can include various forms, such as face-to-face interactions, phone calls, or
participation in group activities. The quality of social interactions is equally important. Meaningful
connections that provide emotional support, companionship, and shared experiences contribute to higher
levels of satisfaction. Strong social networks can act as a buffer against feelings of loneliness and isolation,
promoting a sense of well-being.

However, individual preferences play a role as well. While some older adults may find satisfaction in a few
close relationships, others may prefer a broader social network. The satisfaction derived from social
engagements is subjective and varies based on personal preferences, health status, and life circumstances.
Challenges such as limited mobility, health issues, or changes in social networks can impact the frequency
and satisfaction of social engagements among older adults. Therefore, interventions and community
initiatives aimed at enhancing the social well-being of older adults often focus on addressing these
challenges, promoting inclusivity, and creating opportunities for social participation.

Older adults who are actively engaged in community life, whether through volunteering, sharing their
wisdom, or participating in local activities, often report a greater sense of value and purpose. Recognizing
and acknowledging the unique experiences and skills that older individuals bring to the community can
foster a positive intergenerational dynamic. For those who do not feel valued in the community, a
common factor might be negative stereotypes and ageism. Disability can contribute to older adults feeling
undervalued or marginalized. Combatting ageist attitudes and promoting inclusivity are important steps in
ensuring that older adults are recognized for their continued contributions to the community.

Community initiatives that celebrate the achievements and experiences of older adults, provide
opportunities for intergenerational interactions, and create age-friendly spaces contribute to fostering a
culture where older individuals feel valued. Programs that encourage mentorship, skills-sharing, and active
involvement in decision-making processes can enhance the sense of worth and significance among older
community members.
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Feeling welcome

Most respondents report they often feel welcome in their community, although it is worth noting that
Mankato had the highest percentage who responded that they rarely feel welcome. Those from other
communities reported that they more often feel welcome in their community, even if it isn’t necessarily as
good of a place to age. This may reflect that folks in the rural communities surrounding Mankato may feel
more connected to their small town, while also recognizing that the services to support an aging
population are not as available as Mankato or North Mankato.

Among respondents that indicated they do not feel welcome, the most common reason was their age.
Among folks that do not feel welcome because of their age, the group does appear to be older, more likely
to live alone, more likely to have a disability, less likely to be married, and less favorable towards their
community as a place to age. It may also reflect some ageism experienced within the community or
interacting with other generations.

Older adults may often feel unwelcomed in their communities due to various societal attitudes and ageist
perceptions. Ageism, which involves stereotyping, discrimination, and prejudice based on age, can
contribute to older individuals feeling marginalized or undervalued. Negative stereotypes about aging,
such as assumptions about diminished abilities, outdated perspectives, or perceptions of being a burden,
can create a hostile environment for older adults. These stereotypes may lead to exclusionary practices,
limiting opportunities for older individuals to actively participate in community activities or decision-
making processes.

Limited accessibility to public spaces, transportation challenges, and a lack of age-friendly infrastructure
can further isolate older adults, making it difficult for them to engage in community life. When older
individuals perceive that their presence is not valued or that their contributions are disregarded, they may
withdraw from community involvement, exacerbating feelings of unwelcomeness.

Efforts to address ageism and create more inclusive communities involve challenging stereotypes,
promoting positive images of aging, and fostering intergenerational connections. Community initiatives
that prioritize accessibility, encourage dialogue between generations, and actively involve older adults in
decision-making processes can contribute to a more welcoming environment for individuals of all ages.

In conclusion, the feeling of unwelcomeness among older adults in the community often stems from ageist
attitudes, negative stereotypes, and challenges related to accessibility. Creating a more inclusive and age-
friendly community involves actively combating ageism, promoting positive perceptions of aging, and
implementing policies and practices that support the full participation and contributions of older
individuals.

Areas for improvement
One open-ended question did ask whether respondents had any suggestions as to how the community
could become more age-friendly. Respondents had lots of ideas about ways the community could improve.
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The most significant theme that emerged was “community enhancement.” Sub-themes within this
category included community engagement, community resources, community supports, community
connections, community events, and creating a welcoming community. Overall, this theme promoted the
idea of creating more services, supports, and opportunities for older adults to connect with one another.
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