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Executive Summary
Background
An age-friendly community is one that is conducive to healthy, active participation of all residents
regardless of their age or ability.
In January 2016, the Needham Public Health Division received a grant from the Massachusetts
Association of Health Boards for Healthy Aging through Healthy Community Design. The funds
were designated for an assessment of community conditions and barriers to senior-friendly
housing and transit in Needham.
Methods
-

Interviews of 21 key leaders, local government officials and providers who have experience
working with this age group;
Four focus groups with older Needham residents;
A survey completed by 650 Needham residents aged 55 and above, in both electronic and in
print formats;
A review of current municipal regulations and policies that impact housing and transit for an
aging population.

Assets
Needham is clearly perceived by residents as a desirable place to live. In focus groups and surveys,
respondents overwhelmingly stated that they wish to continue living in this town. Focus group
participants identified many community assets including civic organizations, volunteerism, strong
faith communities, and the long-established relationships developed over the course of a lifetime.
Some aspects of transportation were also identified by focus group participants as strengths. With
four commuter rail stations and the #59 bus, Needham is well-connected to Boston. Other assets
identified by participants include the volunteer-based transportation services of Council on Aging
and the Needham Community Council, MBTA senior discounts, and Uber.
In the housing realm, participants discussed the wide array of senior living communities in
Needham such as North Hill, Wingate, Chestnut Hollow, Avery Crossing, Nehoiden Glen, and
properties owned by the Needham Housing Authority.
Participants and key informants discussed the condominium market in Needham which provides
opportunities for people looking to downsize and reduce maintenance responsibilities.
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Participants also remarked on the walkability of Needham, particularly the center area with its
well-maintained sidewalks and the compact nature of downtown.
Needham’s adoption of “Complete Streets” puts it well ahead of many other communities. The
Downtown Redesign project will accommodate multi-modal users with streets and sidewalks
altered to improve pedestrian and bicycle safety. Recent and ongoing improvements to Needham’s
walking trails are also very beneficial to the older residents of the town.

Challenges to aging in Needham
The challenges identified by focus group and survey participants fall into a few notable categories:
housing; transportation; and pedestrian safety. Affordability, while mostly addressed in
discussions about housing, was also an issue in groceries and retail.
Housing
The Senior Survey on Housing and Transit consisted largely of questions about housing, including
questions about respondents’ desire to stay in Needham as well as their assessment of their
likelihood to remain in town. Of the 621 respondents who answered both the importance and
likelihood questions, 135 (22%) indicated that it is more important for them to remain in Needham
than it is likely that they will remain. Put another way, 22% of respondents want to remain in
Needham as they age, but feel that one or more factors will prevent them from staying in their
community.
Residents identified specific barriers to aging in place: the scarcity of appropriate housing; the high
cost of housing (purchase price or rent, and upkeep); costliness of modifying existing homes to
increase accessibility; and zoning regulations that prohibit accessory dwelling units.
Affordability
The most prominent theme in all of the focus groups was the lack of affordable and seniorappropriate housing in Needham. Rising taxes were cited as a serious barrier, especially for those
living on fixed incomes. As taxes rise, the housing cost burden increases as well, even if all other
costs remain constant.
According to the US Department of Housing and Urban Development, a household is considered
cost burdened if it spends more than 30% of its income on rent or mortgage costs and utility costs.
In 2012 using state and federal data, the Needham Planning and Community Development
Department found that almost half of the town’s 515 elderly renters who earned within 80% of the
median family income (MFI) were overspending on their housing, almost all with severe cost
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burdens. Those remaining 261 seniors who earned below 80% of the MFI and did not overspend,
were likely living in subsidized housing or affordable units.
The high level of cost burdens among elderly renters and owners indicate that seniors who live on
fixed incomes experience challenges with housing costs in Needham. Housing costs include energy
bills, insurance costs, and property taxes. Many of the owners are likely empty nesters living in
single-family homes that cost too much for them to maintain and with more space than they
require at this stage of their lives.
Housing stock
The severe shortage of suitable and affordable housing stock in Needham is a significant issue for
seniors who wish to remain in the community. Many participants and survey respondents would
like to relocate within Needham. However, as smaller homes are demolished and replacement
homes or condos generally cost more than people can expect to receive when they sell their current
houses, residents are compelled to either stay in their current home, regardless of whether it is
accessible and sized to meet their current needs, or else move to another town.
A number of residents would like to move to condominiums rather than to smaller houses as
another alternative to one-floor living and the added benefit of limited upkeep required on their
part. But again, the stock is expensive and the supply is limited.
Needham addresses the shortage
It is important to note that several key informants talked about efforts underway to address, at
least in part, this housing crunch. Zoning Overlay Districts, which comprise a set of rules applied to
property within the overlay district in addition to the requirements of the underlying or base
zoning district, can encourage certain desired land uses. They may allow for mixed use
development, which could include specific senior and low-income housing options.
Needham has adopted Overlay District zoning for a number of its business districts to encourage
this mixed-use multi-family housing alternative by relaxing its density and height requirements in
circumstances where the above noted uses are provided. Smart growth, using underused
commercial space for multi-use building, including housing, is a strategy used in many communities
but it often requires zoning amendments and by-law revisions to implement. Needham has acted
proactively, by incorporating the Zoning Overlay Districts into the context of its zoning program.
Adapting existing homes
Many Needham residents have some options to adapt their current homes to allow them to age in
place. However, in some circumstances, modifications are not practical due to cost of renovation or
the architecture of the home. One-hundred and two (102) survey respondents indicated that they

8

were not able to make the modifications that they wanted to make, most of whom cited cost as the
barrier to modifying their current homes.
The middle class squeeze
While there are some options for people who qualify for low-income housing, and many options for
those who can afford the higher cost senior living communities, those in the middle do not have
many alternatives. Thus, the affordable housing problem is greatest for moderate income people
who do not qualify for subsidized housing but can’t afford market rate housing. There is a real
sense among survey respondents and focus group participants that the middle class is being
squeezed out of Needham.
Unrealistic assessments or expectations for the future
Many of the participants appeared to have unrealistic assessments of the accessibility of their
homes or of their own abilities as they age. Several participants did not appreciate the potential
challenges posed by a split level house or a house with several steps leading to the front door. As
currently able-bodied people, they are unaware of the challenges that “just a few” steps (and
bathtubs, high-placed cupboards, etc.) Others were keenly aware of the limitations that may be just
around the corner.
Accessory Apartments
One of the recurring topics at focus groups, in interviews, and in comments on the survey, is
accessory apartments. Also known as “accessory dwelling units,” the Massachusetts Smart Growth
Toolkit1 defines them as a self-contained apartment in an owner occupied single family home that
is either attached to the principal dwelling or in a separate structure on the same property.
Accessory dwelling units have been proposed throughout Massachusetts and the rest of the
country as a viable solution to some of the housing and support problems faced by seniors.
Accessory dwelling units appears to be a potentially contentious issue in Town. While Needham
zoning does not currently allow accessory dwelling units, focus group participants, survey
respondents, and some key informants believe they would be an affordable means for seniors to
downsize. One interviewee also talked about accessory units providing the benefits of multigenerational living.
The majority of focus group participants were in favor of allowing accessory apartments. Some
wished for more flexibility in zoning regulations, particularly as they apply to family-occupied
units.
An initiative of the Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, the Smart Growth/Smart
Energy Toolkit is a resource for cities and towns throughout the Commonwealth. It is available at:
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/mod-adu.html
1
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However, a number of key informants and some survey respondents voiced concern about the
possible ramifications of allowing such units.
There may be some tendency toward conflating the issues of accessory dwelling units for the
benefit of elders wishing to downsize or live contiguously with family members, and the issue of
affordable housing stock. It is important to separate these discussions as much as possible.
A public health perspective: isolation and depression
As people age, they are at increasing risk for depression associated with loss and isolation. One key
informant talked about the isolation experienced by suburban seniors when they lose the ability to
drive or are homebound for other reasons.
Focus group participants and survey respondents spoke about the losses and challenges they
would face if they were to leave Needham. Integrating into a new community, particularly as an
elder, is always challenging. A couple of participants spoke explicitly about the isolation and
depression they have seen among their friends who have relocated to other communities.
Transit
Needham is unquestionably an automobile-dependent community. This was not problematic for
many years; however, the auto-centric design becomes a barrier as the population ages.
Many older adults continue to drive into their 70s and 80s. According to the Needham Senior
Survey Report, 94% of respondents plan to continue driving as they age. Yet, as seniors’ abilities
diminish, many are compelled to modify their driving habits or to give up driving entirely. For
family members (or for an individual considering giving up driving) “taking away the keys” is an
enormous stressor.
As the Town of Needham anticipates a significant increase in its elderly population, it must also
prepare for more people who do not drive and who will benefit from increasing transportation
options in the community.
Local modes of transportation typically fall into the following categories:
-

Non-emergency medical visits – must be scheduled several days in advance of trip.

-

Demand-based transportation – includes taxis and ride hailing services which do not
require advance planning.

-

Neighborhood-based transportation – offered by private communities or housing or
developments as a connection to key community service or retail locations.

-

Service-specific transportation – community based organizations or employers providing
transportation to their sites.
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-

Community circulators – vans or buses that run on designated routes, providing curb-tocurb transportation throughout a town.

Public transit in Needham
Needham residents are generally pleased with the existing MBTA services, but also identified many
needs unmet by current systems. Although the commuter rail and the bus are assets for
transportation to Boston or Newton, getting to them is difficult, particularly from the more distant
parts of Town. The hours of operation for the bus and commuter rail services are also seen as
problematic. As designed, the commuter rail runs at times suitable for people traveling to and from
Boston on a typical work schedule. There are limited trips on weekdays and none on Sundays.
Non-emergency medical transit
There was near unanimous dissatisfaction with the RIDE. Participants in all focus groups and
several key informants described the service as unreliable. Passengers often wait for hours for
pick-up at home and again when ready to leave their health care providers.
One challenge for services run by community-based organizations is that many rely on volunteer
drivers. The ranks of these volunteers have diminished in recent years as they, too, are aging out.
Needham Community Council volunteers, for example, are mostly over 60 years old. The challenge
of having enough volunteers to meet demand has prompted the Community Council to augment its
volunteer driver program with a pilot program that uses Uber for resident transportation.
Demand-based transportation
According to several focus group participants and survey respondents, Newton-based Veteran’s
Taxi service is not consistently responsive to the needs of Needham travelers. Participants
speculated that this is due to the low volume of customers in Needham.
While a few focus group participants were enthusiastic about Uber, others were unlikely to use the
service. For most, online ride hailing services are unavailable because they are either intimidated
by or unable to access the technology or else find the service too costly. Cooperative initiatives
launched in summer 2016 by the Council on Aging and the Needham Community Council have
begun to explore using Uber and other ride-hailing services to assist with senior transportation
challenges.
Service specific transportation
The Council on Aging provides door-to-door transportation for seniors to the Center at the Heights.
This service is essential for many older adults to continue to engage in social activity. The COA also
runs weekly trips to grocery stores.
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Community circulators
One of the top recurring discussions in focus groups, interviews, and comments on the survey, was
the mini bus shuttle that once circulated around Needham. The service was discontinued in the
early nineties, but many residents have long and fond memories of riding the bus when they or
their children were young. Now, most survey and focus group participants think of such a service
as an opportunity for mobility and independence.
Coordinating information about transportation
Several participants in focus groups, interviews, and the survey, suggested the need for a
coordinated service for information and requests for transportation. Such services, called “one
call–one click transportation services”, are recommended by the Bipartisan Policy Center’s Senior
Health and Housing Task Force, a Washington D.C.-based think tank. The one call–one click
program allows an individual to call one phone number (or click on one link) to access “real-time
information, support, and referrals to help seniors navigate the complexities of securing rides.”2
The Wellesley Council on Aging recently revamped their program to integrate all transportation
services for seniors. The program has one FTE to answer a central phone number and to schedule
van or volunteer drivers. If a request cannot be accommodated by the COA, the employee helps the
caller find the most appropriate transportation option.
Regional Transportation
The MetroWest Regional Transportation Authority was established ten years ago to serve several
communities in the western suburbs. Bus routes run through Ashland, Framingham, Holliston,
Hopkinton, Marlborough, Milford, Natick, Newton, Southborough, Wayland, and Wellesley. The
buses go through town centers, to shopping districts and malls, to MBTA stations, and provide
connectivity among and within these communities
According to one key informant, a collaborative of contiguous communities that includes Needham
is in discussions about establishing more regional transportation.
Maximizing local assets
Participants in all aspects of the study wondered about the prospect of maximizing use of existing
vehicles. In focus groups and interviews there were suggestions to consider using school vans
during the day and evening hours when not being used for students.

Healthy Aging Begins at Home. Bipartisan Policy Center, May, 2016. http://cdn.bipartisanpolicy.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/BPC-Healthy-Aging.pdf, Chapter 3.
2
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At the initial planning meeting and in interviews, Needham community leaders expressed an
interest in exploring the possibility of partnering with local businesses which have their own
shuttles: BID-Needham, TripAdvisor, the 128 Business Council, and Olin College.

Pedestrian Safety and Walkable Neighborhoods
Current research indicates that senior citizens are more vulnerable to pedestrian injuries and
fatalities than all other age groups except for young children. According to the Centers for Disease
Control, pedestrians aged 65 and older accounted for 19% of all pedestrian deaths and an
estimated 10% of pedestrian injuries in 2013.3
The Town of Needham is making infrastructure improvements that will benefit all users in the
town. The Downtown Streetscape Plan and the Trails Master Plan are examples of this approach.
Participants are generally pleased with the walkability in Needham.
Street Crossing
Many survey respondents cited problems they experience while crossing the street in Needham.
Limited crossing time is a problem for most older adults and is being addressed in many
jurisdictions and on a national level.
Some respondents were pleased with the addition of audio signals at select crossings, while others
wished for additional features including those that would enhance the visibility of crosswalks.
Participants in one focus group suggested embedding lights within crosswalks.
Sidewalk conditions
While many lauded the condition of sidewalks in the center of town, others talked about problems
with sidewalks (or lack of sidewalks) in the residential areas. Some survey respondents identified
specific locations of sidewalks in need of repair.
Benches
One third of the respondents (37%) indicated that they would be more likely to walk for exercise
or to get to their destinations if there were more benches on their walking routes.
In New York City, as part of its senior pedestrian safety program, benches were installed in areas
where there is a high senior population. The program allows residents to suggest places where
additional benches would be helpful.4

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. https://www.cdc.gov/motorvehiclesafety/pedestrian_safety/
Safe Streets for Seniors http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/pedestrians/safeseniors.shtml and New York City
Department of Aging http://www.nyc.gov/html/dfta/html/senior/pedestrian.shtml
3
4
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Next Steps
As the Town of Needham moves on to address the housing, transit, and pedestrian issues identified
in this report, Town leaders may consider looking at national recommendations as well as
compelling programs from comparable communities.
The AARP Network of Age-Friendly Communities5 is an excellent resource for information about
how other communities in the U.S. are becoming “livable communities.”

Housing
The Needham Planning and Community Development Department is a rich resource of information
on current housing stock, with an Affordable Housing Specialist on staff.


There is great interest in increasing the amount of market-affordable housing in Needham
and housing appropriate for an older population. Even though the economics of real estate
is a daunting challenge, the data from this Healthy Aging project will be useful in addressing
the issues. The evident effect of tear downs on older residents in Needham can be
incorporated into ongoing discussions of this phenomenon.



Programs that can assist senior citizens with burdensome housing costs (modification,
maintenance, tax assistance) could be promoted more effectively to reach the target
population.



Many seniors currently live in homes that may present hazards or may be difficult for them
to navigate as their abilities wane. Promoting services that can help them assess the agefriendliness of their homes would be very beneficial. AARP has developed a tip sheet to help
with such assessments.6 The social workers at the Council on Aging are a wealth of
resources for this and many other available services as well.



Challenging as it is, the question of accessory apartments deserves the time and attention of
Town leaders. There are many examples, both locally and across the nation, of communities
modifying local zoning restrictions to allow some form of accessory dwelling. It would be
useful to look at the real impact such zoning changes have made in comparable or
neighboring communities like Lexington, Scituate, Dedham, and Newton.7

AARP’s Network of Age-Friendly Communities: An institutional affiliate of the WHO Global Network of Age-Friendly
Cities and Communities.
http://www.aarpinternational.org/File%20Library/Resources/AARPNetworkofAgeFriendlyCommunitiesBooklet.pdf
6 Is My Home ‘HomeFit’?, http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/documents2015/HomeFit2015/01%20Is%20My%20Home%20HomeFit.pdf
7 Massachusetts Housing Regulations http://www.masshousingregulations.com/pdf/accessory.pdf
5
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Other models to address the needs of seniors who wish to remain in Needham should also
be explored. The “Village-to-Village” movement provides a model for meeting the needs of
elders who wish to remain in their homes as they age. While many of the needs served by
this model are currently addressed by the Council on Aging, it provides another model that
is appealing to some Needhamites. Some respondents expressed interest in other forms of
congregate housing such as co-housing or group homes.

Transportation


“Bring back the mini-bus,” or another effective circulator transit service, was the clear and
consistent message from the survey, focus groups, and key informant interviews. Whether
this need can be delivered by a Needham-specific service or by a regional or public-private
partnership is best addressed at a transportation summit, conference, or task force. This
issue does not fall under the domain of existing Town transportation committees, although
their work is relevant and should be included in the problem-solving effort.



A “one click–one call” service for seniors would enhance local transportation as it currently
exists. Other Massachusetts municipalities that have recently adopted such programs
(Wellesley and Acton) should be tapped as resources to explore options.

Pedestrian safety
Pedestrian safety has been prioritized in the Town of Needham as evidenced by the Downtown
Streetscape Plan and the Trails Master Plan.


However, respondents to the Senior Survey on Housing and Transit identified walking
challenges beyond the downtown area. Missing or poorly maintained sidewalks, short
crossing cycles, poorly marked crosswalks, and traffic violations can be addressed by
appropriate Town departments.



Needham might also consider adding benches in locations beyond downtown to provide
older or disabled residents with resting stops and to increase the walkability of the
community.
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Background
What does it mean to be an “age-friendly community?”
Also called a “community for a lifetime,” an age-friendly community is one conducive to healthy,
active participation of all residents regardless of their age or ability.
The Town of Needham, like other suburban communities, was designed for the needs of families
nurturing children (and for automobiles) during the exponential growth in the post-WWII boom.
The Town, enormously successful at this mission for decades, may also in some ways be a victim of
that success. In recent years it has become clear that suburban communities are generally not wellsuited for the active and healthy engagement of their older residents. Ironically, the aging boomers
and their parents for whom the suburbs were created are now facing unanticipated challenges in
these low-density, car-dependent, use-separated municipalities.
Needham has one of the highest populations of adults age 60 and over in the MetroWest region.
According to demographic information maintained by the Needham Town Clerk, in 2015, 24% of
the town’s population (a total of 7,357 residents) were age 60 and above, and this age group
represents a great and growing proportion of all Needhamites.
After two decades of growth that aligned with the Town’s overall population trend, by 2010
Needham’s senior population began growing both absolutely and as an ever larger share of the
Town’s overall population. The number of 60-plus Needham residents has increased by more than
700 over the past two years alone, and that age cohort is projected to grow by 15% in Needham
over the next five years according to the McCormack School at UMass Boston8. By 2020, residents
age 60 and older will represent 27% of the Town’s residents, and a decade later this population will
hit 31%.
The growing number of seniors, many of whom are looking to downsize their homes and reduce
their dependence on cars as they age, has resulted in a housing crunch in the community. As is the
case in most American suburbs, Needham’s policies, regulations, and by-laws have not kept pace
with the needs of this demographic wave.
Lot-size minimums and restrictions on rentals and multifamily housing preserve a consistent
character and income level between homes, but make it difficult to downsize within the same
McCormack Graduate School of Policy and Global Studies at the University of Massachusetts Boston and its Center for
Social and Demographic Research on Aging. Demographic fact sheet available at:
https://www.umb.edu/editory_uploads/images/centers_institutes/center_social_demo_research_aging/Dem_Brief_2.p
df. Dataset available at:
https://www.umb.edu/editor_uploads/images/centers_institutes/center_social_demo_research_aging/Projections_by_
MA_town_2010_2030_1xlsx
8

18

neighborhood, afford high property taxes on a fixed income, build senior housing, or justify
transit service where densities are too low. 9

*

*

*

*

*

In 2006, the World Health Organization (WHO) launched its Age-Friendly Cities and Communities
Program10,11 to help communities adapt to the needs of their rapidly aging populations. This
movement has been represented in the United States by the AARP Network of Age-Friendly
Communities since 2012.12
In the WHO paradigm, there are eight “domains of livability.” These are:
1. Open spaces and public buildings – availability of safe and accessible recreational facilities.
2. Transportation – safe and affordable modes of private and public transportation.
3. Housing – wide range of housing options for older residents; aging in place; and other home
modification programs.
4. Social participation – access to leisure and cultural activities; opportunities for older
residents to socialize and engage with their peers and with younger people.
5. Respect and social inclusion – programs that promote ethnic and cultural diversity, as well
as programs to encourage multi-generational interaction and dialogue.
6. Work and civic engagement – paid work and volunteer activities for older residents and
opportunities to engage in formulation of policies relevant to their lives.
7. Communication and information – access to communications technology to keep older
residents connected to their community and friends and family.
8. Community and health services – access to homecare services, clinics, and programs to
promote wellness and active aging.

“Retrofitting Suburbs,” Denham-Jones, E. and Williamson, J. Independent for Life: Homes and Neighborhoods for an
Aging America, Cisneros, Henry, Dyer-Chamberlain, Margaret, and Hickie, Jane (ed.) Stanford Center on Longevity,
University of Texas Press 2012.
10 World Health Organization Network of Age-friendly Cities and Communities.
http://www.who.int/ageing/projects/age_friendly_cities_network/en/
11 World Health Organization Global Age-friendly Cities: A Guide
http://www.who.int/ageing/publications/Global_age_friendly_cities_Guide_English.pdf
12 AARP’s Network of Age-Friendly Communities: An institutional affiliate of the WHO Global Network of Age-Friendly
Cities and Communities. Available at:
http://www.aarpinternational.org/File%20Library/Resources/AARPNetworkofAgeFriendlyCommunitiesBooklet.pdf
9

19

The Needham Response
In January 2016, the Needham Public Health Division received a grant from the Massachusetts
Association of Health Boards for Healthy Aging through Healthy Community Design. The funds
were to be used for an assessment of two domains of livability: community conditions and barriers
to senior-friendly housing and transit in Needham.
Why just two of the livability domains? The Town of Needham, as indicated by participants in all
aspects of this study as well as the feedback from the National Citizens Survey, achieves a high level
of resident satisfaction in the other six domains. Housing and transportation present barriers to
older adults as well as other residents. However, until now there has been only anecdotal evidence
of seniors facing challenges in housing and transit.
The first planning meeting for Healthy Aging through Health Community Design, held on March 13,
2016, included Needham community leaders from the Board of Selectmen and the Planning Board,
Town administration, and community-based organizations. Among the questions raised at that
meeting were:
-

What are the existing assets and barriers for seniors living in Needham?
What are the opportunities to address those barriers?
What can be done to keep people in their homes longer?
What is the potential for collaborating with other towns or organizations to enhance
transportation options?
What are the data gaps?

In April 2016, the Public Health Division and the Council on Aging began a comprehensive
assessment process which included quantitative and qualitative data collection:
-

Interviews of key leaders, local government officials and providers who have experience
working with this age group;
Focus groups with older Needham residents;
Survey completed in both electronic and in print formats; and
Review of current municipal regulations and policies that impact housing and transit for an
aging population.
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Methods
Key Informant Interviews
Twenty-one (21) people were interviewed as key informants. These included: the Town Manager;
Assistant Town Manager for Operations; several members of the Board of Selectmen and the
Planning Board; a State Representative; directors of the Public Health Division, Council on Aging,
Planning and Community Development Department, Department of Public Works, YMCA,
Community Council, the Library, Economic Development; and social workers from the Council on
Aging and the Needham Housing Authority (see Appendix C for complete list.) The interviewees
shared their perspectives on the housing and transit issues in Needham. In addition to their
professional experience, each had personal stories related to challenges for seniors attempting to
age in place. Some spoke about their own challenges, but most had stories of family members,
aging parents, grandparents, or friends.
Focus Groups
Four focus groups were conducted with a total of 37 participants (30 women and 7 men). The
groups included volunteers at the Needham Community Council, Council on Aging board members,
and members of the League of Women Voters and the Exchange Club. Discussions focused on the
age-friendly attributes of Needham, existing assets, barriers, and ideas for improving housing and
transportation options for elders (see Appendix D for Focus Group Guide.)
Focus groups were facilitated by the Project Manager of the Healthy Aging through Healthy
Community Design Project and transcribed by staff members of the Division of Public Health.
Transcription included a combination of direct quotes and paraphrasing of discussion.
Qualitative thematic analysis was performed by multiple members of the team. Focus group data
were analyzed by reading transcripts and identifying common themes and by using Dedoose, a
cloud-based qualitative data analysis software. The findings in Dedoose mirrored the common
themes of the transcript reviews, further validating the analysis.

Survey
The Senior Survey on Housing and Transit (see Appendix A) consisted of 61 questions largely
focused on community assets and challenges in housing, transit, and pedestrian concerns. Over
650 responses were received between May 4 and June 6, 2016. There were six collection points,
each with paper surveys and a collection box. These included: Needham Community Council;
Center at the Heights; the Library; Linden-Chambers housing development; the Treasurer and the
Town Clerk offices at Town Hall; and outside of Town Meeting. Paper surveys were also
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distributed at the YMCA and to clients of the Public Health Division’s Traveling Meals Program. The
online survey was promoted through the Needham Community Council, the Exchange Club,
Needham Clergy Association, and the Council on Aging and through local media. The survey was
developed by the Public Health Division and by research scientist Scott Formica from Social Science
Research and Evaluation (SSRE). Data analysis provided by SSRE (see Appendix B for Survey
Report.)
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Needham residents speak:
Needham is largely an age-friendly community

-

“I love living in Needham. I've been here since 1990……. I am a member of the Y and use
it often. Feel very fortunate to live in such a great town!” (Survey respondent)

-

“Needham is a wonderful friendly town. I had a local police car pull up one day. I was
out walking with my cane (after my hip was broken). I was coming from the library
with books. He lived 2 streets over and said "Hop in I know where you live and will drop
you off! His daughter had collected canned goods from my house for her club. He said
"you were generous" to her.” (Survey respondent)

Needham is clearly perceived by residents as a desirable place to live. In focus groups and surveys,
respondents overwhelmingly stated that they wish to continue living in the town. Focus group
participants identified many community assets including civic organizations, volunteerism, strong
faith communities, and the long-established relationships developed over the course of a lifetime.
Most frequently (and enthusiastically) mentioned were the Council on Aging and Needham
Community Council, as well as other services for seniors provided by the Town. Needham’s range
of services to seniors includes vibrant programming at the Center at the Heights and the Needham
Free Public Library, meal delivery for home-bound residents, safety checks by the Police
Department, food and clothing for low-income individuals, and rides to grocery stores and medical
appointments. One interviewee spoke about particular efforts to engage older adults in multigenerational activities such as Needham Lights.

-

“I think Needham is doing a good job. Love the work done at Senior Center!” (Survey)

-

“Needham has a great deal to offer seniors through the Community Council…senior
programs…and good medical care in town.” (Survey)

-

“We all like Needham because we all moved here when we were younger. We got to
know each other through Scouts, on the soccer field, through Church.” (Focus group)

Some aspects of transportation were also identified by focus group participants as strengths. With
four commuter rail stations and the #59 bus, Needham is well-connected to Boston. Other assets
identified by participants include the volunteer-based transportation services of the Council on
Aging and the Needham Community Council, MBTA senior discounts, and Uber.
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In the housing realm, participants discussed the wide array of senior living communities in
Needham such as North Hill, Wingate, Chestnut Hollow, Avery Crossing, Nehoiden Glen, and
properties owned by the Needham Housing Authority.
Participants and key informants discussed the condominium market which provides opportunities
for people looking to downsize and reduce maintenance responsibilities.
Participants also remarked on the walkability of Needham, particularly the center area, which is
enhanced by well-maintained sidewalks and the compact nature of downtown.

-

“Would love to maintain that access [walkability] as we age, so, if we can remain in
town, we hope that this survey serves to support seniors being able to live and thrive
here. Up to this point, Needham has been a wonderful community in which to live.
Thank you for asking these questions!” (Survey )

-

“[The] Town has excellent crossing signage at major intersections.” (Survey)

Needham’s adoption of a number of “Complete Streets” principles puts it well ahead of many other
communities. The Downtown Redesign project will accommodate multi-modal users, with streets
and sidewalks altered to improve pedestrian and bicycle safety. Recent and ongoing improvements
in accessibility as evidenced in the Trails Master Plan are very beneficial to the older residents of
the town.
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Challenges to aging in Needham
The challenges identified by focus group and survey participants fall into a few notable categories:
housing; transportation; and pedestrian safety. Affordability, while mostly addressed in
discussions about housing, was also an issue in groceries and retail.

Housing
Residents had a lot to say about housing. First, as stated earlier, almost all respondents in focus
groups and surveys expressed the strong desire to remain in Needham as they age. This desire to
stay is representative of seniors in all parts of the country. According to an AARP survey conducted
in 2014,13 88% of respondents 65 and older wish to stay in their current residences as long as
possible.
The Senior Survey on Housing and Transit (Appendix A) consisted largely of questions about
housing, including about respondents’ desire to stay in Needham as well as their assessment of
their likelihood to remain in town. Of the 621 respondents who answered both the importance and
likelihood questions, 135 (22%) indicated that it is more important for them to remain in Needham
than it is likely that they will remain. Twenty-two percent may not seem like a particularly high
number, but it is worth remembering that there are multiple Needham seniors behind each
percentage point. If we assume that survey responders are representative of all Needham seniors
(data from the Needham Town Clerk show that in 2015 there were 7,357 residents age 60 or
older), then 22% represents more than 1,600 older Needhamites. (See Appendix B for Needham
Senior Survey Report). Participants in focus groups and key informant interviews corroborated
this finding, with the majority expressing concerns that, although hoping to remain in Needham as
they age, they are not sure they will be able to do so.
Specific barriers to aging in place include: the scarcity of appropriate housing; the high cost of
housing (purchase price or rent, and upkeep); costliness of modifying existing homes to increase
accessibility; and zoning regulations that prohibit accessory dwelling units, also known as, in-law
apartments. It is important to clarify what is necessary to allow aging in place. An age-friendly
home has universal design elements that make living comfortable, safe, and accessible for all
people regardless of ability. Key elements include: at least one no-step entry; single-floor living;
wide hallways and doors; lever-style door and faucet handles; storage within easy reach; and
bathrooms with walk-in showers and higher toilets. Although minor modifications can be made to
make a home safer for older adults (installing banisters on both sides of stairways, grab bars in
bathrooms, slip-proof floors, etc.), many changes are significant and costly (such as adding full
bathrooms, laundry facilities, and master bedrooms to the first floor of a house, etc.)
“Home and Community Preferences of the 45+ Population.” September 2014. AARP. Available at:
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/il/2015/2014-Home-Community-45plus-resil.pdf
13

25

Those who anticipated that they might have to leave Needham cited numerous reasons:
Respondents indicated that if they were to consider moving out of Needham at some point in the future
that the most common reasons for doing so would be: looking for a smaller home size (58%), looking
for a home with services to help them live independently as they age (56%), and concerns that it will be
too expensive to maintain their current home (51%). Approximately one of every ten respondents (9%)
provided an additional write-in response – these responses tended to all be sub-themes of the factors
that appeared in the survey. The most common write-in comments were more affordable housing
options (2.3%), single-floor living options (1.8%), and lower property taxes (1.2%). (Appendix B)

Affordability
-

“The question is about staying in the community: Our children can’t afford to move in;
Older adults can’t afford to stay.” (Key informant interview)

“Affordable housing” is a term used differently by many participants in this study. For some it
refers to the Affordable Housing program, properties owned and run by the Needham Housing
Authority or properties which are required to provide below-market rents for people with lowincome or with disabilities. For some, “affordable housing” is the standard by which cost burden is
defined.14 However, for most focus group and survey participants, “affordable housing” simply
means housing that they can afford.
-

“I grew up in Needham…... It is becoming harder to afford living here and I would love
to stay in Town the rest of my life. .” (Survey)

-

“Wish we could find a smaller place to live in Needham for the same or less money than
we currently pay….. Even renting in Needham today would be costlier per month than
our current mortgage, taxes, and insurance combined currently costs us.” (Survey)

-

“….There is nothing that we can sell our house and downsize [and stay in Needham].
These are our friends, our doctors are here.” (Focus group)

-

“Lower cost shared housing is probably the biggest deficit in Needham. Despite being
quite well off, I can’t afford North Hill. I’ll therefore almost certainly move within 10
years. (Survey)

This theme of the lack of affordable and appropriate housing was prominent in all the focus groups.
While everyone spoke about their desire to age in place in Needham, the primary concern was that
they and their neighbors could not afford to remain in this community.

According to the US Dept. of Housing and Urban Development, a household is considered cost burdened if it spends
more than 30% of its income on rent or mortgage and utilities.
14

26

Rising taxes were cited also as a serious barrier, especially for those on a fixed income. As taxes
rise, the housing cost burden increases as well even if all other costs remain constant. While the
Council on Aging has comprehensive information about available assistance programs including
property tax “work-off” programs and the Board of Selectmen’s Water/Sewer Abatement Policy for
Low Income Households, it is not clear whether the people who participated in the study are aware
of such programs.
-

“Real estate taxes are disproportionately high for small houses in Needham.” (Survey)

-

“Property taxes and the size of new homes being built to replace homes seniors might
downsize to are inevitably going to change demographics. That is sad because many of
us who are responsible for the excellence of the Needham community may not be able to
stay here.” (Survey)

-

“I decided to sell my house when I retired because of the increasing taxes and upkeep on
a 90+ year old house.” (Survey)

Cost burden
Families who pay more than 30% of their income for housing costs (including rent or mortgage,
taxes, and utilities) are considered cost burdened. If housing costs are 30% - 50% of income, a
family has a moderate cost burden; above 50% is considered a severe cost burden. For those living
below the median income, this can mean that they may have difficulty affording necessities such as
food, clothing, transportation, and medical care.
According to state and federal data sources analyzed by the Needham Planning and Community
Development Department, in 2012 almost half (49.3%) of the 515 elderly renters who earned
within 80% of the median family income (MFI) overspent on their housing, almost all with severe
cost burdens. Those remaining 261 seniors who earned below 80% of the MFI and did not
overspend on housing were likely living in subsidized housing or affordable units.
Also from the Planning and Community Development Department, in 2012 there were 585 elderly
owners who earned at or below 80% MFI. In that year, 365 households (62%) overspent on
housing, including 270 households (46%) that shouldered severe cost burdens. The housing cost
burdens among elderly renters and owners are particularly challenging for people who are living
on fixed incomes.
Financial assistance
There are several existing programs to help elders with housing cost burden. Seniors 65 years and
older may apply for property tax deferral or tax relief programs such as “tax work-off”. Needham’s
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Board of Selectmen also has a Water/Sewer Abatement Policy for Low Income Household. The
public health nurses, located at the Center at the Heights, assist financially-challenged residents in
applying for heating assistance. Additionally, the social workers at the Council on Aging are a
wealth of information on available resources and resident support programs.
In May, 2016, the Senior Health and Housing Task Force of the Bipartisan Policy Center, a
Washington D.C.-based think tank, recommended that local governments should establish or
expand programs to assist seniors with home modifications. According to the Task Force:
Currently, 80 percent of home modifications and retrofits for aging are paid out of pocket by residents.
States and municipalities can help relieve some of this burden by making funding available to both
individuals (homeowners and landlords) and contractors for expenses incurred acquiring or
modifying a property for accessible use.15

Henry Cisneros, the former U.S. Secretary of Housing and Urban Development, recommends
“lifelong” improvement packages for elders’ homes. He likens such programs to home
weatherization or energy efficiency projects.
“The need for an affordable and effective package of modifications and regular maintenance to make
existing homes more suitable for older people should be organized as a renovation package to create
homes that could be used for a lifetime.”16

The middle class squeeze
While there are some options for people who qualify for low-income housing, and many options for
those who can afford the pricier senior living communities, those in the middle do not have many
alternatives. Thus, the affordable housing problem is greatest for moderate income people who do
not qualify for subsidized housing but can’t afford market-rate housing.

-

“What is defined as ‘affordable’ is not really affordable.” (Focus group)

-

“There is very little affordable housing in Needham - places that are like Charles Court or
Hamlin but with an elevator. Other "independent" living condos are way too expense or
low income.” (Survey)

-

“There is a lack of affordable housing for middle class.” (Survey)

Healthy Aging Begins at Home. Bipartisan Policy Center, May, 2016. Page 9. http://cdn.bipartisanpolicy.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/BPC-Healthy-Aging.pdf
16 Cisneros, H., Dyer-Chamberlain, M., Hickie, J. Independent for Life: Homes and Neighborhoods for an Aging America.
Stanford Center on Longevity. 2012
15
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There is a real sense among survey respondents and focus group participants that the middle class
is being squeezed out of Needham. As one key informant described the dilemma for middle class
seniors, “People are not qualifying for existing senior housing due to assets.” Another key informant
talked about how middle class residents are being left to fend for themselves while low-income
residents qualify for subsidized housing and affluent folks can afford their desired living conditions.
Housing stock
The severe shortage of suitable and affordable housing stock in Needham is a significant issue for
seniors who wish to remain in the community. Many participants and survey respondents would
like to relocate within Needham because their current homes are too large, not accessible, or too
burdensome to maintain. However, as smaller homes in Needham are being demolished and
replacement homes or condos generally cost more than people can expect to receive when they sell
their current houses, residents report feeling compelled to either stay in their current home,
regardless of whether it is accessible and sized to meet their current needs, or else move to another
town.

-

“Needham is a great town but the lack of lower priced housing will probably force me to
sell my house and move somewhere else.” (Survey)

-

“Given the shortage of smaller homes, most of our friends who have already downsized
have moved out of town. While we would prefer to remain in Needham, we are, sad to
say, probably going to be forced to follow that option. Needham has yet to consider the
needs of all of its citizens.” (Survey)

There is a pervasive sense that older residents cannot stay in Needham. Some focus group
participants and survey respondents even went so far as to say that Needham doesn’t value or
want them anymore.
-

“We are getting priced out of Webster Green and don’t know where else in Needham has
elevators, as we can’t do stairs.” (Survey)

-

“There is a huge number of people leaving to live elsewhere. You cannot downsize. There
are no smaller places with one-floor…I can name 15 families my age who have left town
because they went to towns with more reasonably prices homes like Medway and
Medfield.” (Focus group)

-

“Sadly, with all of the building in our community, none is reasonably priced so seniors can
sell their home and downsize to a condo, nor can working class families live in Needham.
Builders are catering to the million-plus market and ending economic diversity in our
town.” (Survey)
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A number of residents would like to move to condominiums rather than to smaller houses as
another alternative to one-floor living, with the added benefit of limited upkeep required on their
part. But again, the stock is expensive and the supply is quite limited.

-

“As I age, I want less responsibility [for maintenance and upkeep]” (Focus group)

-

“It’s not just the mobility [regarding staying in the home]. It’s the maintaining” (Focus
group)

-

“Needham needs more large condominiums with elevators. Only 2 in Needham now
(Rosemary Ridge & Avery). Homeowners prefer to buy condo units rather than rent &
need walk-to-everything locations.” (Survey)

-

“Some of our homes will sell for less than we’d have to pay for a condo.” (Focus group)

Tear downs
The issue of tear downs came up frequently in focus groups and among survey respondents.

-

“It is most distressing that housing in Needham has come to knocking down the smaller
homes for seniors to live in rather than providing or allowing (through codes) homes to
be rehabbed with first floor bedroom and full bath with laundry! But it seems Needham
is wishing the senior population to out of town along with the middle-income home
owner. Very distressing!!!!!” (Survey)

-

“…there are few, if any, affordable condos with one-floor living, and small houses are
taken by developers to tear down and build huge homes. Sadly, I think that I will have to
leave Needham as I age.” (Survey)

-

“Senior citizens are moving out of Needham due to high taxes. The large new homes are
drawing in the younger crowd with children - and causing for Needham to add to the
schools!! .” (Survey)

Needham addresses the shortage
It is important to note here that several key informants talked about efforts underway to address,
at least in part, this housing crunch. Zoning Overlay Districts, which comprise a set of rules applied
to property within the overlay district in addition to the requirements of the underlying or base
zoning district, can encourage certain desired land uses. They may allow mixed-use development
which could include senior and affordable housing. Needham has adopted Overlay District zoning
for a number of its business districts to encourage this mixed-use multi-family housing alternative
by relaxing its density and height requirements in circumstances where the above noted uses are
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provided. The Town of Needham was recently honored by the Massachusetts Housing Partnership
for the residential zoning overlay district recently adopted in Needham Crossing.
According to a key informant, the Town is also concerned about preserving some affordability in
market rate rental developments as these units add important diversity to Needham’s housing
stock and are typically more affordable alternatives in the private housing market. One such
development was recently sold to an entity that has been making considerable capital investments
and raising rents. These rent increases may displace a number of longer-term residents, seniors in
particular.
Adapting existing homes
Many Needham residents have some options to adapt their current homes to allow them to age in
place. One key informant remarked on the growing awareness among his peers of the issues they
face in aging and debilitation. Some of these folks are making accommodations in their own homes.
One focus group participant even talked about adding an elevator to his house. Although it would
be a considerable cost, he saw it as less expensive than moving.
Existing Home Modifications – Summary (from the Needham Senior Survey Report)
Almost half of all respondents (46%) reported that they have made one or more modifications to
their home to enable them to stay there as they age. The largest proportion of respondents reported
that they have made modifications to their bathroom (36%) and/or installed improved lighting
(26%). Four percent of respondents (4%) provided an additional write-in response – these
responses tended to all be sub-themes of the list of modifications that appeared in the survey. The
most common write-in comments were: having made physical alterations to their home such as
changes to doors, adding ramps, or making bathroom improvements (1.5%); having recently
downsized or moved to more senior-friendly housing (0.6%); and having installed or signed-up for a
monitoring or security system (0.6%). (See Appendix B )

However, in some circumstances, modifications are not practical due to cost of renovation or the
architecture of the home. One-hundred and two (102) survey respondents (17%) indicated that
they were not able to make the modifications that they wanted to make, most of whom cited cost as
the barrier to modifying their current homes. Again, although 17% is not a high percentage, there
are multiple seniors behind each percentage point. In this instance, there are about 1,250
Needham residents who wanted to modify their homes to increase accessibility but cited cost as a
barrier to those changes.
-

“Re-doing a bathroom to make it handicap accessible is a major thing. Tens of thousands
of dollars.” (Focus group)

-

“My house has only 1 step up…2 floors…I could make it 1 floor living but it would be SOOO
expensive…gut the whole house.” (Focus group)
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Barriers to Making Home Modifications – Summary (from the Survey Report)
Across the respondent sample, seventeen (17%) of respondents indicated that they were not able to
make modifications to their home that they wanted to make. Among this group, 4% reported that
the reason they have not been able to make modifications is that they don’t own the property and
are not allowed to make modifications. Thirteen percent of respondents (13%) identified another
barrier to being able to make their desired modifications. Within this subset, the largest proportion
of respondents cited cost (10%) and architecture of the home (7%) as barriers. Few respondents
cited a barrier that was not already listed in the survey. (See Appendix B)

In some focus groups, there were wishful discussions about the possibility of subsidies, tax breaks,
or other supports to make remodeling more affordable. Participants were not aware of existing
programs, such as the Home Modification Loan Program, tax work-off, or Senior Tax Deferral.
Unrealistic assessments or expectations for the future
Many of the participants appeared to have unrealistic assessments of the accessibility of their
homes or of their own abilities as they age. One elder key informant remarked that her peers are
young enough that they can still cope (although they don’t know what will happen as they age).
Several focus group participants did not appreciate the potential challenges posed by a split level
house or a house with several steps leading to the front door. As currently able-bodied people, they
are unaware of the challenges that “just a few” steps (and bathtubs, high-placed cupboards, etc.)
Others were keenly aware of the limitations that may be just around the corner.
-

“As you age you often cannot predict your mobility until that a.m.” (Survey)

-

“Not really knowing what future health needs may arise - if I don't need help - I will
remain in my home & go out feet first.” (Survey)

-

“I am lucky to be able to still climb to the bedroom level - but if needed - I have a room
that easily could be a first floor bedroom.” (Survey)

One key informant talked about how home maintenance can be a serious problem for many older
residents. The Town responds on a complaint-basis to homes in disrepair, but there is very limited,
if any, assistance for people before their homes get to such a serious and obvious state of neglect.
Another key informant talked about elders whose capacity and mobility have diminished to the
point that they are limited to very few spaces within their homes. One person could no longer
access most of her house and was confined to living in her kitchen.
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Accessory Apartments
One of the recurring topics at focus groups, in interviews, and in comments on the survey, is
accessory apartments. Also known as “accessory dwelling units,” the Massachusetts Smart Growth
Toolkit17 defines them as a self-contained apartment in an owner occupied single family home that
is either attached to the principal dwelling or in a separate structure on the same property.
Accessory dwelling units have been proposed throughout Massachusetts and the rest of the
country as a viable solution to some of the housing and support problems faced by seniors.
Among the recommendations from Healthy Aging Begins at Home, a publication of the Bipartisan
Policy Center,18 is:
States and local communities should consider adopting permissive land-use policies that allow for
and encourage alternative housing structures for seniors, such as ADUs [accessory dwelling units],
micro-units, and congregate/group homes, and they should undertake a comprehensive examination
of their existing policies to ensure they promote a range of affordable housing options for their
seniors. 19
And,
[Accessory dwelling units], in particular, can help seniors of all income levels realize their aspiration
to age in their communities when these structures are located on the property of a grown child or
close relative. When an ADU is located on a senior’s own property and then rented, it can provide a
new stream of income that can help finance the senior’s retirement or serve as an offset to property
taxes. ADUs also represent a potential source of housing for a caregiver to a senior. Despite these
benefits, concerns are sometimes raised that the proliferation of ADUs and other alternate housing
structures will change the character of a neighborhood, increase traffic flow, make parking more
difficult, and impose even greater burdens on public services. In response, some communities
impose zoning code overlays, ordinances that create extra requirements beyond simple land-use
specifications, before an ADU can be approved. Complying with these overlays, which range from
minimum lot sizes for homes that seek to add an ADU, limits on how much of the lot can be covered
with structures, and regulations governing the ADU’s relationship to the primary unit on the lot, can
be time-consuming and costly. Rigid parking requirements, as well as high permit and impact fees,
can also act as barriers to building a new ADU or legalizing an existing one. 20

In previous years, the merits of accessory dwelling units have been debated in Town. While
Needham zoning does not currently allow accessory dwelling units, focus group participants,
An initiative of the Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, the Smart Growth/Smart
Energy Toolkit is a resource for cities and towns throughout the Commonwealth. It is available at:
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/mod-adu.html
18 Healthy Aging Begins at Home. Bipartisan Policy Center, May, 2016. http://cdn.bipartisanpolicy.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/BPC-Healthy-Aging.pdf
19 Healthy Aging Begins at Home. Bipartisan Policy Center, May, 2016. Page 9. http://cdn.bipartisanpolicy.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/BPC-Healthy-Aging.pdf
20 Healthy Aging Begins at Home. Chapter 2, Health Begins at Home: The Overriding Need for More Affordable Supply,
p. 35. Bipartisan Policy Center, May, 2016. http://cdn.bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/BPCHealthy-Aging.pdf
17
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survey respondents, and some key informants believe they would be an affordable means for
seniors to downsize. One interviewee also talked about accessory units providing the benefits of
multi-generational living.
The majority of focus group participants were in favor of allowing accessory apartments. Some
wished for more flexibility in zoning regulations, particularly as they apply to family occupied units.
Survey respondents also wrote in some thoughts.

-

“I have redesigned the first floor of my home to accommodate my aging parents. It
would have been great to be able to build an apartment within my home.” (Survey)

-

“My biggest complaint is that I can’t put a separate apartment in my huge house so I
could rent it out, and eventually have a caretaker live there. Although there are five
two-family houses on my block that were grandfathered in, apparently at some point
a single family … restriction was put in. Make a zoning exception for elderly or
disabled people who want to create a separate apartment with kitchen in their
houses!” (Survey)

However, a number of key informants and some survey respondents voiced concern about the
possible ramifications of allowing such units. One interviewee, although stating that she thought
the Town needs to allow in-law apartments, expressed concerns:
-

“How can we preserve the culture of this town while meeting the growing needs?
How to honor the people who are here? (Key informant interview)

Another key informant, although he thought the idea of accessory apartments has merits, discussed
the possibility of unintended consequences of allowing them. Even if the units are designated for
family members, the concerns were about scofflaws ignoring such limitations, the difficulty of
enforcement, and risks associated with high density housing.
Another interviewee worried that allowing accessory apartments would inevitably change the
nature of the community by increasing congestion and traffic. There was also concern about
lowering property value, as indicated by this survey respondent:

-

“It is important to us that if we ever have to sell our house, we are able to get as much
as possible for it. Local regulations and ordinances should not diminish the value of
residential real estate.” (Survey respondent)
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There may be some tendency toward conflating the issues of accessory dwelling units for the
benefit of elders wishing to downsize or live contiguously with family members, as well as the issue
of affordable housing stock. It is important to separate these discussions as much as possible.21
A public health perspective: isolation and depression
As people age, they are at increasing risk for depression associated with loss and isolation. One key
informant talked about the isolation experienced by suburban seniors when they lose the ability to
drive or are homebound for other reasons. Another key informant spoke about working with the
Needham Police Department, calling them to provide safety checks for some isolated elders.
In several instances, focus group participants spoke about the losses and challenges they would
face if they were to leave Needham. Integrating into a new community, particularly as an elder, is
always challenging. A couple of participants spoke explicitly about the isolation and depression
they have seen among their friends who have relocated to other communities. Survey respondents
also commented on the losses they would anticipate.

-

“Don't want to leave people we know, doctors, volunteer programs, etc. Hard to start
over!!!! .” (Survey)

-

“If you moved to another town, you don’t have those connections. You’re lost.” (Focus
group)

-

“Sometimes older people want to get out of the house. I could pick up my neighbor’s
medicine at the pharmacy, but she wants to go out to do it. To get out of the house.”
(Focus group)

For more thoughts from Needham residents on accessory apartments, see the discussion on the Needham MA
Facebook page on Saturday, June 11, 2016.
21
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Transit
Background and importance
“Transportation is the vital link that connects older adults to social activity, economic opportunity,
and community services. The ability to age in one’s home and community is compromised without it.
Older adults need transportation to the places and services that support their independence…..Safe,
affordable, accessible, dependable, and user-friendly options are needed to overcome the physical
limitations associated with aging.” 22

Needham is unquestionably an automobile-dependent community. According to one key
informant, most of the town was built after the construction of Route 128, and therefore its streets,
homes, and neighborhoods are meant for cars. This was not problematic for many years; however,
the auto-centric design becomes a barrier as the population ages.

-

“I think in general Needham is hard to get around if you don’t have a car.” (Focus
group)

Many older adults continue to drive into their 70s and 80s. According to the Needham Senior
Survey Report (see Appendix B), 94% of respondents plan to continue driving as they age. Yet, as
seniors’ abilities diminish, many are compelled to modify their driving habits or to give up driving
entirely.
-

“Some of us don’t like to drive at night.” (Focus group)

-

“[older people giving up driving] …is a tremendous loss of independence.” (Focus
group)

For family members (or for an individual considering giving up driving) “taking away the keys” is
an enormous stressor. One key informant found it so difficult to dissuade an older relative from
driving that she considered leaving her job.

-

“I know I would die if I had to give up my driver’s license.” (Focus group)

-

“That’s a scary moment for me. I’m afraid of that day.” (Focus group)

The Policy Book: AARP Public Policies 2015-2016. Chapter 9, Livable Communities. Transportation section.
http://policybook.aarp.org/the-policy-book/chapter-9/p152-1.3091804
22
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Some turn to family and friends to transport them to medical appointments or to run errands.
Others have access to services provided by human service organizations. But without sufficient
options, older adults are at risk of becoming isolated from people or activities that are important to
them. Adequate transportation is essential to support continued independence. As one key
informant said, “Transportation is critical to aging in place.”
As the Town of Needham anticipates a significant increase in its elderly population, it must also
prepare for more people who do not drive and who will benefit from increasing transportation
options in the community.
“Access to transportation is key to support the health and well-being of older adults and ensure their
ability to age in place in the community. Yet access to adequate, accessible transportation is a major
challenge.”23

One key informant remarked that although some existing senior communities (Wingate and North
Hill) are expanding, they are in remote locations and are not walkable to downtown.
Local modes of transportation typically fall into the following categories:
-

Non-emergency medical visits – must be scheduled several days in advance of trip.

-

Demand-based transportation – includes taxis and ride hailing services which do not
require advance planning.

-

Neighborhood-based transportation – offered by private communities or housing or
developments as a connection to key community service or retail locations.

-

Service-specific transportation – community based organizations or employers providing
transportation to their sites.

-

Community circulators – vans or buses that run on designated routes, providing curb-tocurb transportation throughout a town.

Transportation services in Needham
Public transit
Needham is served by the MBTA commuter rail and one bus. Four commuter rail stations provide
direct access to Boston while the MBTA bus runs through Newton (connecting to the Riverside
branch of the Green Line) and terminates in Watertown. Neither the bus nor the commuter rail
operates on Sundays.

23

National Association of Area Agencies on Aging http://www.n4a.org/transportation
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Needham residents are generally pleased with the existing MBTA services, but also identified many
needs unmet by current systems.
Although the commuter rail and the bus are assets for transportation to Boston or Newton, getting
to them is challenging, particularly from the more distant parts of Town. The common terms for
travel between home and public transit are the “first mile” and the “last mile.” These terms
generally refer to challenges faced by suburban commuters, but they are also applicable to other
residents who wish to use public transportation and are therefore significant in Needham.
The hours of operation for both MBTA bus and commuter rail services are also seen as problematic.
As designed, the commuter rail runs only at times suitable for people traveling to and from Boston
on a typical work schedule. There are limited trips on weekdays and none on Sundays.
-

“There is no Sunday commuter rail service, so friends visiting, or trips to Boston are
limited. Public transportation is a big issue with living in Needham, there is some but
mostly developed around working people needing to get into the city.” Survey
respondent

-

“Public bus is too rare. Hope to have more buses! And shuttle.” Survey respondent

Non-emergency medical transit
Non-emergency medical transportation is available through the Needham Community Council and
its volunteer drivers. Non-emergency medical trips are also provided by the paratransit service
run by the MBTA (the RIDE), Veterans’ Transportation (RSVP – Retired Volunteer Service
Program), the Neighborhood Brigade (volunteer drivers), the American Cancer Society (also
volunteer drivers), Springwell (Busy Bee and Senior Medical Escort Program), and Bayada Home
Health Care, which can be very costly.
There was near unanimous dissatisfaction with the RIDE. Participants in all focus groups and
several key informants described the service as unreliable. Passengers often wait for hours for
pick-up at home and again when they are ready to leave their health care providers.
Participants spoke favorably about the Needham Community Council and the RSVP services, but
were nonetheless unhappy about having to give three days’ notice to reserve a ride. They
bemoaned the lack of service for same-day medical appointments which leaves them either
walking or using a cab.
Reliance on volunteer drivers can be a challenge for services run by community-based
organizations. The ranks of these volunteers have diminished in recent years as they, too, are aging
out. Needham Community Council volunteers, for example, are mostly over 60 years old. The
challenge of having enough volunteers to meet demand has prompted the Community Council to
augment its volunteer driver program with a pilot program that uses Uber for resident
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transportation. One key informant speculated that younger people are less likely to be volunteer
drivers because of concerns about liability.
Demand-based transportation
Independent Transportation Network of Greater Boston is a member-based service for seniors or
adults with visual impairment. Veteran’s Taxi service, based in Newton, is the only commercial ondemand service. Uber, and other ride-hailing companies, also serve Needham.
According to several focus group participants and survey respondents, Newton-based Veteran’s
Taxi service is not consistently responsive to the needs of Needham travelers. Participants
speculated that this is due to the low volume of customers in Needham.

-

“Cab service is terrible - have tried to get home from Newton Highlands by cab impossible!” (Survey )

As one key informant noted, “Needham is not a cab culture.” Another interviewee spoke about
some residents with ongoing health issues and appointments in Boston who use much of their
income on transportation.
While a few focus group participants were enthusiastic about Uber, others were unlikely to use the
service. For most, online ride-hailing services are unavailable because people are intimidated by or
unable to access the technology. Some participants expressed reluctance to use a service with
which they are unfamiliar and which they perceive as being unsafe.
Service-specific transportation
The Council on Aging operates a van which ferries residents to the Center at the Heights. The
Needham Community Council also provides courtesy van transportation within Needham two days
a week. These services are essential for many older adults to continue to engage in social activity.
The COA also runs weekly trips to grocery stores.
-

“I think the senior bus service is extremely important. I recently had to give up driving
and I couldn't survive so well without this service. Only family lives out of state.”
(Survey respondent)

There are several employers in Needham that run shuttles from off-site parking to the worksite.
These include Beth Israel-Deaconess Hospital Needham, TripAdvisor, and the 128 Business
Council. Olin College also has a shuttle for students.

39

Community circulators
One of the top recurring discussions in focus groups, interviews, and comments on the survey, was
the mini bus shuttle that once circulated around Needham. The service, called the Needham-Mite,
was discontinued in the early nineties, but many residents have long and fond memories of riding
the bus when they or their children were young. Some remember the van as a cross-generational
experience with both young and old benefiting. Now, most survey and focus group participants
think of such a service as an opportunity for mobility and independence.
-

“I loved the minibus we had in Needham when our children were little. When I do have
to give up my license a shuttle bus would help me to feel independent.” (Survey)

-

“It is extremely important that a shuttle bus be part of the Needham landscape for
elderly and for people without licenses. The town has many wonderful facilities and
should not be dependent upon cars and the occasional van rides that are available only
for specific purposes. (Survey)

-

“We live in an area that is about two miles from the center. As we age and drive less, it
would be important to have a shuttle or bus service that goes to the different
neighborhoods around town.” (Survey)

From the book, Independent for Life, comes this explanation of different ways of thinking about the
purpose of public transportation:
“The primary focus of transit in most metropolitan regions is regional congestion mitigation rather
than enhanced individual mobility. Such a system works well for commuters. It is less effective for
those who are retired or work out of a home office and need transit for daily errands. Reorienting the
focus of transit planning from congestion mitigation to individual mobility is particularly important
for older adults who must rely on public transportation as they age. For these riders, an efficient
alternative is the local circulator buses.”24

Circulator buses travel a regular route throughout a community, providing curb-to-curb
transportation through residential and commercial districts. They allow residents to run errands
in town, visit neighbors, and go shopping at will. As much as such a service benefits older citizens,
it allows all people, regardless of age or purpose, a significant degree of independence.

“Longevity and Urbanism,” Plater-Zyberk, E. and Ball, S. Independent for Life: Homes and Neighborhoods for an Aging
America. Cisneros, H., Dyer-Chamberlain, M., Hickie, J. (ed). Stanford Center on Longevity. University of Texas Press
2012.
24
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-

“There is some transportation available for grocery shopping and medical
appointments but not for other errands like the cleaners or the bank or CVS or the
hairdresser.” (Focus group)

The Senior Survey on Housing and Transit included questions about current and anticipated
transportation needs. Following is a summary of some of the findings regarding respondents’
expectations. Note that the use of a public bus or shuttle is the option chosen just behind the top
priorities of driving oneself or having others drive them.
Importance of Different Transportation Methods in Future – Summary
The largest proportion of respondents reported that it is moderately important or very important for
them to be able to drive themselves as they age (94%), have others drive them (83%), use a public
bus or shuttle (62%), walk (62%), use a special transportation service (57%), take a taxi or cab
(39%), and ride a bike (24%). Write-in comments tended to be identical to the items that already
appeared in the survey. (Appendix B)

Coordinating information about transportation
Several participants in focus groups, interviews, and the survey, suggested the need for a
coordinated service for transportation information and requests. Such services, called “one call–
one click transportation services,” are recommended by the Bipartisan Policy Center’s Senior
Health and Housing Task Force, a Washington-based think tank. The one call – one click program
allows an individual to call one phone number (or click on one link) to access “real-time
information, support, and referrals to help seniors navigate the complexities of securing rides.”25
There is a wide variety of one-call and one-click services available to residents. With all of these
programs, a single call or a single visit to a web page provides information about specific services, and
often immediate connection to those services. The complexities of the various programs, their
standards for eligibility, and numerous service providers remain behind the scenes, out of the eye of
26
the customer.

This kind of one-stop shopping can increase senior engagement and access to social, cultural, and
service opportunities. This format is used by programs serving veterans and has also been adopted
by a number of communities as a way to serve local seniors.
The Wellesley Council on Aging, for example, recently revamped its transportation program to
integrate all transportation services for seniors. The program has one full-time equivalent position
Healthy Aging Begins at Home. Bipartisan Policy Center, May, 2016. http://cdn.bipartisanpolicy.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/BPC-Healthy-Aging.pdf, Chapter 3.
26 Community Transportation Association of America.
http://web1.ctaa.org/webmodules/webarticles/articlefiles/Guidebook_Chap2.pdf
25
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to answer a central phone number and to schedule van or volunteer drivers. If a request cannot be
accommodated by COA, the employee helps the caller find the most appropriate transportation
option.
Another local model is CrossTown Connect, a transportation management association publicprivate partnership. It was established to regionalize transportation services in Acton,
Boxborough, Concord, Littleton, Maynard, Stow, and Westford and includes a dispatch call center
for community-based services for seniors and people with disabilities.
Regional Transportation
The MetroWest Regional Transportation Authority was established ten years ago to serve several
communities in the western suburbs. Bus routes run through Ashland, Framingham, Holliston,
Hopkinton, Marlborough, Milford, Natick, Newton, Southborough, Wayland, and Wellesley. The
buses go through town centers, to shopping districts and malls, to MBTA stations, and provide
connectivity among and within these communities
According to one key informant, a collaborative of contiguous communities that includes Needham
is in discussion about establishing more regional transportation. Representatives from Needham,
Newton, Waltham, Watertown, and Wellesley are working with a consultant to consider a publicprivate partnership to increase transportation options.
Maximizing local assets
Participants in all aspects of this study wondered about the prospect of maximizing the use of
existing vehicles. In focus groups and interviews there were suggestions to consider using
Needham Public School vans during the day and evening hours when not being used for students.
In focus groups and survey responses, there were suggestions to expand the services provided by
the Council on Aging van. The Wellesley COA recently leased an accessible van from MetroWest
Regional Transportation Authority. In addition to the COA organized trips and weekly runs to the
grocery store, the van is available to Wellesley seniors for door-to-door service – at a nominal fee –
for personal errands, medical visits, and trips to the gym or hair salon.
At the initial planning meeting in March, and in interviews, Needham community leaders expressed
an interest in exploring the possibility of partnering with local businesses which have their own
shuttles: BID-Needham, TripAdvisor, the 128 Business Council, and Olin College.
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A resource for more strategies is the National Center for Mobility Management whose mission is “to
facilitate communities to adopt transportation strategies and mobility options that empower
people to live independently, and advance health, economic vitality, self-sufficiency, and
community.”27

Pedestrian Safety and Walkable Neighborhoods

Background and Importance
Current research indicates that senior citizens are more vulnerable to pedestrian injuries and
fatalities than all other age groups except for young children. According to the Centers for Disease
Control, pedestrians aged 65 and older accounted for 19% of all pedestrian deaths and an
estimated 10% of pedestrian injuries in 2013.28
Seniors are at risk of pedestrian accidents due to many of the disabilities associated with aging:
limited physical mobility and reaction time; vision and hearing problems; cognitive impairment;
and diminished stability leading to falls. Elderly people walk more slowly than other pedestrians
and require more time to cross a street. Older pedestrians also may not see cars or may have
trouble reacting quickly to dodge cars that are too close to them.
The Town of Needham, in applying Complete Streets, is making infrastructure improvements that
will benefit all users in the town. The Downtown Streetscape Plan and the Trails Master Plan are
wonderful examples of this approach. Focus group participants and survey respondents are
generally pleased with the walkability in Needham.
Street Crossing
Many survey respondents cited problems they experience while crossing the street in Needham:
Half of the respondents (49.9%) indicated that they have trouble crossing the street when walking for at
least one reason. Respondents were most likely to identify not having enough time on the traffic light
(22%), followed by not having crosswalks where they need them (21%), fear that turning cars won’t see
them crossing the street (18%), and not having traffic lights where they need them (11%). (Appendix B)

Limited crossing time is a problem for most older adults and is being addressed in many
jurisdictions and on a national level.

27
28

National Center for Mobility Management http://nationalcenterformobilitymanagement.org/about-us/
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. https://www.cdc.gov/motorvehiclesafety/pedestrian_safety/
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The walking speed set for signal operations is one of the most important design and operational
parameters affecting pedestrian safety. In December 2009 the FHWA approved an update to the
Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) that acknowledges the slower pace of older
pedestrians. The National Committee on MUTCD now recommends that signals give pedestrians seven
seconds to leave the curb. 29

The National Committee on MUTCD recommends that signal timing should allow seven seconds for
“pedestrian clearance time,” to register the signal change and to step off the curb. It proposes an
assumed “walking speed of 3.5 feet per second” from curb to curb. It also states:
Where pedestrians who walk slower than 3.5 feet per second, or pedestrians who use wheelchairs,
routinely use the crosswalk, a walking speed of less than 3.5 feet per second should be considered in
determining the pedestrian clearance time.30

Some respondents were pleased with the addition of audio signals at select crossings, while others
wished for additional features including those that would enhance the visibility of crosswalks.
Participants in one focus group suggested embedding lights within crosswalks.

-

“Crosswalks need lighting or painted differently. At lights, get halfway across street,
cars do not stop.” (Survey)

-

“Need good audio crossing signals and good sidewalks & more benches & more raised
markings at intersections for the blind/impaired. Atrocious sidewalks need repair
here - so unsafe, esp. at intersections & CBD in general.” (Survey)

Sidewalk conditions
While many lauded the condition of sidewalks in the center of town, others talked about problems
with sidewalks (or lack of sidewalks) in the residential areas. Some survey respondents identified
specific locations of sidewalks in need of repair.

AARP Policy Book: AARP Public Policies 2015-2016. http://policybook.aarp.org/ chapter 9.
US Dept of Transportation Federal Highway Administration, 2009 Edition. Chapter 4E, Pedestrian Control Features.
http://mutcd.fhwa.dot.gov/htm/2009/part4/part4e.htm
29
30
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-

“[There are] places with no sidewalks.” (Survey)

-

“Sidewalks in sorry state of repair, likely to trip elderly and disabled...” (Survey)

-

“I do a lot of walking, but am aware of many hazards on sidewalks that are
crumbling or have different elevations or holes.” (Survey)

-

“As someone who walks and does not drive, I would like to see improvement in the
safety of sidewalks, especially in winter weather, and improved enforcement of
traffic safety rules for drivers...it can be scary to walk in this town given the driving
habits of some.” (Survey)

-

“…..we do walk for exercise, but the sidewalk conditions are often poor and I can see
that it could be a problem in the future to get around town.” (Survey)

Benches
One third of the respondents (37%) indicated that they would be more likely to walk for exercise or to get to
their destination if there were more benches on their walking route (Appendix B)

-

“Perhaps additional benches in neighborhoods - private homes. There are 2 along
Chestnut St. Very nice! ” (Survey)

-

“More benches: This is an excellent idea! Start with all of Highland Ave, then Great
Plain Ave.” (Survey res)

In New York City, as part of its senior pedestrian safety program, benches were installed in areas
where there is a high senior population. The program allows residents to suggest places where
additional benches would be helpful.31
For additional information, see the AARP Community Walk Audit.32

Next Steps
As the Town of Needham moves on to address the housing, transit, and pedestrian issues identified
in this report, Town leaders should consider looking at national recommendations as well as best
practices and successful programs from comparable communities.

Safe Streets for Seniors http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/pedestrians/safeseniors.shtml and New York City
Department of Aging http://www.nyc.gov/html/dfta/html/senior/pedestrian.shtml
32 AARP Community Walk Audit http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/documents2016/AARP-Livable-Communities-Walk-Audit-Tool-Kit-41216.pdf
31
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The AARP Network of Age-Friendly Communities is an excellent resource for information about
how other communities in the U.S. are becoming “livable communities.”

Housing
The Needham Planning and Community Development Department is a rich resource of information
on current housing stock with an Affordable Housing Specialist on staff.


There is great interest in increasing the stock of market-affordable housing in Needham, and
in particular, housing appropriate for an older population. Even though the economics of
real estate is a daunting challenge, the data from this Healthy Aging project will be useful in
addressing the issues. The evident effect of tear downs on older residents in Needham can
be incorporated into ongoing discussions of this phenomenon.



Programs designed to assist senior citizens with burdensome housing costs (modification,
maintenance, tax assistance) can be promoted more effectively to reach the target
population.



Many seniors currently live in homes that may present hazards or may be difficult to
navigate as their abilities wane. Promoting services that can help them assess the agefriendliness of their homes would be very beneficial. AARP has developed a tip sheet to help
with such assessments.33 The social workers at the Council on Aging are a wealth of
resources for this and many other available services as well.



The question of accessory apartments deserves the time and attention of Town leaders.
There are many examples, both locally and across the nation, of communities that have
modified local zoning restrictions to allow some form of accessory dwelling. It would be
useful to look at the real impact such zoning changes have made in comparable or
neighboring communities like Lexington, Scituate, Dedham, and Newton.34



Other models to address the needs of seniors who wish to remain in Needham should be
explored. The “Village-to-Village” movement provides a model for meeting the needs of
elders who wish to remain in their homes as they age. While many of the needs served by
this model are currently addressed by the Council on Aging, it provides another model that

Is My Home ‘HomeFit’?, http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/documents2015/HomeFit2015/01%20Is%20My%20Home%20HomeFit.pdf
33

34

Massachusetts Housing Regulations http://www.masshousingregulations.com/pdf/accessory.pdf
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is appealing to some Needhamites. Some respondents expressed interest in other forms of
congregate housing such as co-housing or group homes.


As the proportion of elderly residents grows, Needham can promote the use of universal
design in renovation and new housing. A long-standing local resource is the Institute for
Human Centered Design, located in Boston.

Transportation


“Bring back the mini-bus,” or another effective circulator transit service, was the clear and
consistent message from the survey, focus groups, and key informant interviews. Whether
this need can be delivered by a Needham-specific service or by a regional or public-private
partnership is a question best addressed at a transportation summit, conference, or task
force. This issue does not fall under the domain of existing Town transportation
committees, although their work is relevant and should be included in the problem-solving
effort.



A “one click–one call” service for seniors would enhance local transportation as it currently
exists. Other Massachusetts municipalities that have recently adopted such programs
(Wellesley, Action) should be tapped as resources to explore options.

Pedestrian safety
Pedestrian safety has been prioritized in the Town of Needham as evidenced by the Downtown
Streetscape Plan and the Trails Master Plan. However, participants identified walking challenges,
some of which may be easy to address.


Missing or poorly maintained sidewalks, short crossing cycles, poorly marked crosswalks,
and traffic violations can be addressed by appropriate Town departments.



Needham should also consider adding benches in locations beyond downtown to provide
older or disabled residents with resting stops and to increase the walkability of the
community.
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HOUSING AND TRANSIT
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SENIOR SURVEY REPORT
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FOCUS GROUP GUIDE
Healthy Aging through Healthy Community Planning
Spring 2016

1. Healthy Aging through Healthy Community Planning
- Project background
- Confidentiality statement
2.
-

Project purpose
Gather information to inform further discussion on the town level
Quantitative data – survey
Qualitative data – key informant interviews and focus groups
Review of zoning and bylaws related to housing and transportation

“An age-friendly world enables people of all ages to actively participate in community activities
and treats everyone with respect, regardless of their age. It is a place that makes it easy for older
people to stay connected to people that are important to them. And it helps people stay healthy and
active even at the oldest ages and provides appropriate support to those who can no longer look
after themselves.” (WHO and AARP)

What do we want to know?


What are the age-friendly features of Needham?



What problems do you encounter in Needham as an older person?



What is missing from Needham that would enhance your health, participation, and
security?
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Housing


Please describe the house or the apartment where you live.



Do you plan to continue to live there as you get older?



Is your home age-friendly?



If you move, what sort of housing will you be looking for?



What are your choices for housing in the community?



What are the barriers older people face in housing in Needham?

Transportation


What are your transportation options like in Needham?



How do you find out about transportation options in Needham?



What is it like to drive in Needham?



What are the barriers older people face in transportation in Needham?

Lastly, if you had 10 minutes to speak with community, state or federal decision
makers, what would be two things you would tell them that senior citizens and their
caregivers need the most to have a good quality of life?
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Healthy Aging Review: Municipal Regulations and Policies
The Town of Needham’s regulatory framework was reviewed to determine the agefriendliness of housing policies. The review included publicly-available reports and
documents from Town departments, including the Planning and Community Development
Department, the Building Division, the Council on Aging, and the Commission on
Disabilities. Included among the review were the Zoning Map and Bylaws (2014), Chapter
40B Guidelines (2012), Affordable Housing Plan (2007), and the Analysis of Impediments
to Fair Housing Choice (2013)
The regulatory framework was explored to identify the elements that promote or
accommodate activities that make housing supportive of healthy aging. The review was
guided by a number of resources from the World Health Organization35, AARP36, MetLife
Foundation37, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention38, and others39. Based on these
resources, four areas were identified for the review:
a)
b)
c)
d)

Guidelines and policies encouraging development of accessible housing
Zoning code allowing assisted living and senior housing
Zoning code allowing flexible housing arrangements
Ease of home modifications

Guidelines and policies encouraging development of accessible housing
Background
Accessible environments can reduce the risk of injury or death, improve public safety, and
help older residents remain independent. Universal design—products and environments
that promote access to the home for all persons regardless of age or ability—includes
modifications that can help older individuals, especially those with physical disabilities,

World Health Organization, Ageing and Life Course: Towards an Age-Friendly World,
http://www.who.int/ageing/age-friendly-world/en/
36 AARP, Livable Communities: Great Places for All Ages, http://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/
37 MetLife Foundation, Healthy Aging, https://www.metlife.com/metlife-foundation/about/healthyaging.html
38 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Healthy Aging, https://www.cdc.gov/aging/index.html
39 Age Friendly Portland, Building an Age Friendly Community, http://agefriendlyportland.org/; Federal
Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics, Aging Stats,
http://www.agingstats.gov/agingstatsdotnet/main_site/default.aspx; Age-Friendly NYC, NYC’s 59 Initiatives,
http://www.agefriendlynyc.org/city-government.html
35
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maintain independence and reduce the risk of injury or death40. The focus of this section is
the encouragement of the construction of accessible housing units that can accommodate
aging residents.
The Massachusetts Building Code governs standards for building construction in cities and
towns in the state. The Architectural Access Board (AAB) Rules and Regulations, which are
part of the state building code, provide the construction and repair standards for buildings
open to the public to ensure that buildings and facilities are accessible for person with
disabilities41. These rules and regulations support the development of publicly funded
accessible housing units and apply to common spaces in private multi-family housing.
Assessment
This review found some consideration and guidance on accessibility within Needham’s
current regulations and policies. Accessibility was addressed in the Downtown Streetscape
Plan and the Trails Master Plan, however no local policies regarding accessibility in new
housing construction were identified. The 2013 Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing
Choice addressed accessibility and indicates that Needham does not require accessibility in
new construction or rehabilitation, outside of meeting building code requirements
consistent with the AAB rules and regulations. The document also identifies the need for
accessible housing in relation to:




The existing older resident population who has disabilities.
The negative effects disabilities can have on household incomes.
The opportunities accessible environments provide for those with disabilities to
participate in the community.

This review did not find that a policy or regulation has been adopted since this report.

Zoning code allowing assisted living and senior housing
Background
Zoning and land use regulations determine the housing opportunities available to older
residents.
Senior-only housing, also called age-restricted housing, is built expressly for residents who
are age 55 years or older. This type of housing is made possible through an exemption to
Center for Universal Design, “The Principles of Universal Design.”
For specific elements and applications of the Architectural Access Board rules and regulations, see:
http://www.mass.gov/eopss/consumer-prot-and-bus-lic/license-type/aab/aab-rules-and-regulationspdf.html
40
41
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the Federal Fair Housing Act which protects senior housing facilities from liability for
familial status discrimination and allows them to refuse to sell or rent dwellings to families
with children42.
Massachusetts has its own legislation related to age-restricted housing. For those housing
developments not under a state or federal program, the law requires projects to be sited on
properties of at least five acres43. Similar to the federal exemption, the Massachusetts
legislation requires units to have a householder who is 55 years or older. Many local
bylaws are more restrictive, prohibiting permanent residents who are 18 years old or
younger44.
In an assisted living development, older residents own or rent independent units and are
supported with daily living activities by an on-site staff45. These developments require a
license from the state in order to operate. Assisted living may be connected to skilled
nursing facilities which offer more services for those residents who need a higher level of
care. When these two uses are co-located, they are often referred to as Continuing Care
Developments.
Assessment
Needham’s zoning bylaw allows assisted living and age-restricted housing. The Elder
Services Zoning District was approved in 2010 as an overlay district to encourage the
coordinated development of housing and services primarily serving residents 55 years or
older.46 In addition to by-right and special permit uses allowable through the underlying
zoning, the Elder Services Zoning District allows Independent Living Apartments and
Assisted Living and Alzheimer's-Memory Loss Facilities with a special permit. In the
district, these special permit uses have lot area, frontage, setback, height, and floor area
ratio requirements, and must provide 0.5 parking spaces per dwelling unit. Inclusionary
zoning is part of the Elder Services Zoning District when independent living apartments are
constructed. Through the inclusionary zoning, at least 10% of the units in a development
must be affordable housing units and the marketing plan for the units must be approved by
the Planning Board.
The Elder Services Zoning District occupies several parcels that are in close proximity to
exit 19 off Interstate 95. This location offers good access for family members and
US Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Senior Housing: What you should know...”
http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/fair_housing_equal_opp/seniors.
43 General Laws: Chapter 151B, Section 4, Subsection 6.
44 Citizens’ Housing and Planning Association, “Age Restricted Active Adult Housing in Massachusetts
A Review of the Factors Fueling Its Explosive Growth and the Public Policy Issues It Raises”, June 2005.
45 Pioneer Valley Planning Commission Sustainability Toolkit, “Understanding Housing For Older Adults”,
2014, http://www.pvpc.org/plans/pioneer-valley-sustainability-toolkit
46 Use Regulations, Section 3.12, Zoning Bylaw of the Town of Needham, as amended to October 2014.
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caregivers who may live outside the area and may serve residents who still currently drive.
However the location may not accommodate walking trips (the area around the district
receives a WalkScore of 48, which characterizes the area as car dependent, meaning a car is
required to access daily needs and services47.)

Zoning code allows flexible housing arrangements
Background
While some older residents may seek 55+ housing, others prefer multi-generational
housing. Housing models that may offer more flexibility for seniors include:






Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs), sometimes called accessory or “in-law”
apartments, are independent housing units that are typically co-located with a
primary residence on a single-family lot. They can part of a principal dwelling or in
separate structure48. Accessory dwelling units must be a locally permitted, either
by-right or by special permit. Many municipalities in Massachusetts have accessory
units that pre-date zoning and have been grandfathered in rather than permitted.
Co-housing, an arrangement where older adults can share housing with other
unrelated adults, may occur in a single home or through groups of older residents
living in individual units with shared spaces (e.g., kitchen, living, laundry, etc.) in a
mini-community.49 Co-housing may allow older residents to stay in their homes and
share facilities while reducing the individual costs of housing. Opportunities for cohousing can be affected by local regulations that restrict the number of unrelated
individuals who may live together.
Cooperative Housing usually involves the formation of a non-profit cooperative
organization that covers the purchase and costs of housing (home, property taxes,
insurance, etc.). Residents purchase shares in the cooperative and pay monthly fees
to cover operating costs.50 As with co-housing, cooperative housing can be affected
by local regulations regarding unrelated individuals living together and zoning that
limits multi-family developments.

While not a formal model, another growing housing arrangement is Naturally Occurring
Retirement Communities. These are neighborhoods or buildings that were not originally
built specifically for seniors, but which now have a significant proportion occupied by older
47https://www.walkscore.com/score/235-gould-st-needham-ma-02494

Commonwealth of Massachusetts Smart Growth/Smart Energy Toolkit,
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/.
49 Pioneer Valley Planning Commission Sustainability Toolkit, “Understanding Housing For Older Adults”,
2014, http://www.pvpc.org/plans/pioneer-valley-sustainability-toolkit
50 National Association of Housing Cooperatives, “Buying into a Housing Cooperative”,
http://coophousing.org/resources/owning-a-cooperative/buying-into-a-housing-cooperative/.
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residents.51 These communities, while not planned or age-restricted, can include public
and private housing and provide the opportunity for coordinating services for the older
population. Examples of such communities can be found in Massachusetts (Beacon Hill
Village52) and throughout the country53.

Assessment
The Town of Needham does not currently permit accessory dwelling units. According to
the Planning Department, the possibility of accessory unit zoning has been considered
several times. The Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing Choice (2013) noted that not
permitting accessory units presents a regulatory barrier for affordable housing
development in the town.
It should also be noted that zoning reform legislation passed by the Massachusetts Senate
in April 2016, includes a provision for accessory units. Under this reform legislation,
accessory units would be allowed by right in any single-family residential district but
would require a lot of 5,000 square feet or greater and would have to conform to Title 5 of
the state environmental code. Municipalities could require that the units be owneroccupied and could cap the total number of allowable units. Municipalities could also
regulate dimensional elements such as, setbacks, bulk, and height.54
There is the possibility for co-housing opportunities in the Town of Needham. The town’s
Zoning Bylaw defines a family as:
(1) one or more persons related by blood or marriage and including not more than eight
additional persons of which not more than six may be foster children and not more than four
may be persons other than foster children, or (2) not more than five unrelated individuals per
dwelling unit55 where one individual is the resident owner of the property, all living as a single
housekeeping unit. The Board of Appeals may issue a special permit for up to two additional
individuals per dwelling unit56.
Under part two of this definition, an older resident who is a homeowner could share
housing with at least four other individuals.
51NORC

Blueprint, “About NORC Programs”, http://www.norcblueprint.org/about/
Hill Village http://www.beaconhillvillage.org/
53 NORC Community Directory: http://norcs.org/community-directory
54 MA Smart Growth Alliance, “Section by section description of S. 2311”, http://ma-smartgrowth.org/wpcontent/uploads/S2311-section-by-section-matrix.pdf.
55 Dwelling Unit – a room or group of rooms designed and equipped exclusively for use as living quarters for
only one family including provisions for living, sleeping, cooking and eating (per the definition of the Zoning
Bylaw of the Town of Needham)
56 Definitions, Section 1.3, Zoning Bylaw of the Town of Needham, as amended to October, 2014.
52Beacon
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While a co-housing or cooperative arrangement may be possible, other considerations
affect how these models could work. There are statutes regulating lodging houses or
buildings where rooms are made available for rent and the co-housing arrangement may
trigger the need for a license from the state
Similarly, a boarding house is subject to other requirements in Needham. Boarding houses
are permitted in several districts, including select residential districts, business districts,
and industrial districts. Special permits are required for boarding houses in the General
Residential zoning district and the entire Apartment zoning districts. Boarding houses also,
require one off-street parking space per rental or sleeping unit, which could exceed the
number of off-street parking space allowed for a single-family home.
The Town of Needham’s multi-family zoning districts provide opportunities for co-housing
and cooperative housing. Multi-family developments are permitted by right or by special
permit in the following districts:
Use
Class of District
District57
Residential Apartment - A- 1
District
Apartment - A-2
Apartment - A-3
Overlay
Lower Chestnut
District
Street Overlay
District
Garden Street
Overlay District

Right
By-right
By-right, not exceeding five dwelling units per mixeduse building
Special Permit, containing six or more dwelling units
in a mixed-use building
By-right, not exceeding five dwelling units per mixeduse building
Special Permit, containing six or more dwelling units
in a mixed-use building
Special Permit, free-standing multi-family dwelling

Under these conditions, new co-housing or cooperative housing developments could be
constructed in the town. Existing co-housing or cooperative housing developments, if any,
would be subject to dimensional regulations if there was a goal to alter or relocate the uses.

Information provided is general in nature. For specific requirements of identified, please see the Town of
Needham Zoning Bylaw
57
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Ease of home modification permitting

Background
Home modifications are preventative measures that can be made indoors and outdoors to
reduce health risks and negative outcomes for older residents.58 Modifications can range
from minor changes such as changing door handles and adding grab bars, to major (and
expensive) renovations to bathrooms and kitchens and to allow for one-floor living.
Modifications that include electrical, plumbing, or structural changes require building
permits.

Assessment
A review of Town documents and materials did not discover a formal policy or program
that actively supports home modifications for older residents.
While there is no formal policy, there are several resources to provide support for
increased accessibility and going through the home modification process. The Building
Division has an informative website that provides detailed guidance on the building and
home remodeling process.59 This information, although not specifically aimed at older
residents, does make the home modification process more transparent and
understandable.
The Town of Needham is served by a Commission on Disabilities that provides resources
for community changes that are inclusive of people with disabilities. The commission
provides grants to organizations and institutions for physical items that enable people with
disabilities to live independently, but does not assist homeowners with changes to their
homes.60 The Council on Aging, as well as the Disabilities Commission, provides a link to
Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission program which offers zero and low interest

According the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, each year, one of three adults aged 65 years or
older falls. Falls can cause moderate to severe injuries, such as hip fractures and head traumas, and increase
the risk of early death. http://www.cdc.gov/HomeandRecreationalSafety/Falls/adultfalls.html.
59 Town of Needham Building Inspector, Home Remodeling Guided Process,
http://www.needhamma.gov/index.aspx?nid=1252.
60 Town of Needham Commission on Disabilities, Grants, http://www.needhamma.gov/index.aspx?nid=1104.
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loans that support independent living.61 Older homeowners are eligible for this funding if
they are frail or have a disability and if their income falls within the program range.
The town’s Council on Aging (COA) offers a social work staff that assists older residents so
that they can age in place. Included in these services are assistance with home
modifications and home maintenance referrals.62

Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission Home Modification Loan
Program, http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/consumer/disability-services/housing-disability/home-modloan/hmlp-program.html.
62 Town of Needham, Council on Aging Social Service Department,
http://www.needhamma.gov/index.aspx?NID=578
61
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RESOURCES FOR AGE-FRIENDLY
COMMUNITIES
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Resources for Age-Friendly Communities


Age-Friendly Communities: The Movement to Create Great Places to Grow Up and
Grow Old in America. An Introduction for Private and Public Funders. Created for
Community AGEnda, A program of Grantmakers In Aging, Supported by the Pfizer
Foundation. April 2013. Available at:
http://www.giaging.org/documents/130402_GIA_AFC_Primer.pdf



AARP Network of Age-Friendly Communities. Available at: http://www.aarp.org/livablecommunities/network-age-friendly-communities/



WHO Global Network of Age-friendly Cities and Communities
http://www.who.int/ageing/projects/age_friendly_cities_network/en/



Global Age-Friendly Cities: A Guide. Available at:
http://www.who.int/ageing/publications/Global_age_friendly_cities_Guide_English.pdf



Checklist of Essential Features of Age-friendly Cities. World Health Organization.
http://www.who.int/ageing/publications/Age_friendly_cities_checklist.pdf



Building Age-Friendly Communities: The Summit. Tufts Health Plan Foundation,
March 18, 2015.Available at: http://www.tuftshealthplanfoundation.org/communityimpact.php?page=community-impact/summit



Strategies to Meet the Housing Needs of Older Adults. Insight on the Issues 38,
March 2010. Keith Wardrip, for AARP Public Policy Institute.
http://assets.aarp.org/rgcenter/ppi/liv-com/i38-strategies.pdf



The Metlife Report on Aging in Place, 2.0. Rethinking Solutions to the Home Care
Challenge. September 2010.

https://www.metlife.com/assets/cao/mmi/publications/studies/2010/mmi-aging-place-study.pdf



From the ICMA Newsletter, July 7, 2016. Highlight of Pew Charitable Trust Series on
Suburban Aging.
http://icma.org/en/icma/newsroom/highlights/Article/107273/Pew_Series_Highlights_Suburban_
Aging_and_Its_Impact_on_Local_Government
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