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Background 
 
The older adult population is increasing in size in Richmond Heights, the city of St. 
Louis, the United States and across the rest of the world.  According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO) the number of people aged 60 and over as a proportion of the 
global population will double from 11% in 2006 to 22% by 2050.  By 2050, older adults 
will outnumber children (aged 0-14 years) in the global population for the first time in 
human history.   
 
In the United States, the older adult population (persons aged 65 years or older) 
numbered 39.6 million in 2009 or one in every eight Americans.  By 2030, there will be 
approximately 72.1 million older Americans, which is more than twice their number in 
2000.  People aged 65 and over represented 12.4% of the population in the year 2000 
but are expected to grow to be 19% of the population by 2030.  
 
In Richmond Heights, based on recent census data, individuals aged 65 and over 
represent almost 14% of the city’s population.  When factoring in all individuals aged 45 
and older that number jumps to almost half of the city’s population.  From a numbers 
perspective, given Richmond Heights current population of nearly 8,600 people, 
approximately 1,200 people are already what is generally considered “older adult” and 
another 2,400 will rapidly be approaching that life stage.   
 
Cities and regions in response have become vital to supporting this demographic shift 
through the provision of quality built-in environments and services as well as through 
social, cultural, and civic engagement opportunities that promote healthy and active 
aging.  Organizations like the WHO and AARP have become integral partners with cities 
in helping them assess the “age friendliness” and “livability” of their communities by 
offering age friendly guides and resources.  Through these assessments, cities are 
beginning to better understand how they can best support older adults who wish to 
remain and age in their communities for as long as possible.   
 
Older adults can be a resource for their families, communities, and economies if 
provided with a supportive and enabling living environment.  To foster that environment, 
the WHO and AARP have encouraged cities in practical terms, to adapt their structures 
and services to be accessible to and inclusive of older adults with varying needs and 
capacities.  Put simply, livable communities should be communities that offer affordable 
and appropriate housing, supportive community features and services, and adequate 
mobility options, which together facilitate personal independence, engagement of 
residents in civic and social life, and increased quality of life.   
 
The city of Richmond Heights in 2012 created the Aging in Place Steering Committee 
(AIPSC) to specifically address issues concerning older adults and livability within the 
community.  Born out of the Friends of Richmond Heights organization, the purpose of 
the AIPSC is to produce recommendations to the City Council on services within the 
community that advance and enhance the ability of older adults to age in their homes 
and the Richmond Heights community for as long as possible.   
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The first step for the AIPSC in producing recommendations was taken in late January of 
2013 when the AIPSC developed and conducted a series of focus groups in Richmond 
Heights with support from a graduate assistant at Washington University.  Utilizing the 
WHO age friendly cities guide and other WHO resources, the focus groups sought to 
solicit resident feedback in the areas of services and housing.  Additionally, they sought 
feedback on topics residents felt were important to them personally or their 
neighborhoods as well as topics relevant to aging in place and in community. This 
report summarizes findings from those groups.  

 
 

Methods & Participant Demographics 
 
Five focus groups were conducted in June 2013. To accommodate for diversity in 
schedules, focus groups were arranged at times that were convenient for individuals 
who are retired or not working and for individuals who are still working. All groups met at 
The Heights community center and each group was asked for feedback on the following 
topic areas: 

• Housing 

• Services 

• Strengths of Richmond Heights and areas for improvement  
At the end of each group, participants were asked to complete a survey and 
questionnaire on Richmond Heights city services and general demographic information.  
 
Adults aged 55 and over were recruited through:  

• Flyers distributed throughout the 
community at places such as The 
Heights community center, the library, 
city hall, as well as on the senior van.   

• General word of mouth initiated by 
committee members. 

• Announcement at the monthly senior 
club meeting. 

• Announcement posted in the St. Louis 
Post Dispatch as well as in the Clayton-
Richmond Heights Patch. 

 
The recruitment goal was to reach 40 
individuals. In total, 46 individuals expressed 
interest in participating. Of those 46 individuals, 
35 individuals participated. Seventy-four 
percent of participants were female. The 
combined age bracket most represented were 
individuals between the ages of 55 and 74, 
which accounted for 88% of the focus group; 
the oldest participant was 97 years old.  

Table 1: Demographics of Focus Group  

Participants (n=35) 
 

 %(#)  %(#) 

Gender Rent or Own 

Female 74% (26) Own 80% (28) 

Male 26% (9) Rent 14% (5) 

   Neither 6% (2) 

Age Persons in Household 

55-59 17% (6) 1 40% (14) 

60-64 26% (9) 2 43% (15) 

65-69 17% (6) 3 11% (4) 

70-74 29% (10) 4 or more 6% (2) 

75+ 12% (4)    

Years in City Council District 

< 5 yrs 6% (2) Dist. 1 23% (8) 

6-10 yrs 6% (2) Dist. 2 31% (11) 

11-20 yrs 20% (7) Dist. 3 23% (8) 

21+ yrs 69% (24) Dist. 4 9% (3) 

   Not Sure 14% (5) 
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Common reasons cited by individuals for wanting to participate in the focus groups 
included the following: 

• Awareness of one’s own aging and wanting to be prepared sooner rather than 
later;  

• Friends and neighbors experiencing aging related issues;  

• Approaching retirement;  

• A desire to be involved in the Richmond Heights community; and 

• Wanting to listen and learn from others. 
 
After the focus groups were completed, several limitations were identified that could 
help inform any future work performed by Richmond Heights or partners. First, the older 
adults who participated in the focus groups seemed to portray a more engaged and 
active senior population than is representative of the population of older adults as a 
whole in Richmond Heights. Secondly, only 12% of the focus group participants were 
aged 75 and over. Therefore, general comments, which will be discussed in the 
proceeding section, tended to skew towards individuals who are younger and still 
working or in their early portion of their retirement years.  
 
 

Key Findings 

Housing 
 
Almost 90% of participants have lived in Richmond Heights for over 11 years. Of that 
90%, 70% have lived in the community for over 20 years and generally most 
participants have lived in the same house for that 
entire time. A common theme across all focus 
groups with respect to housing was that not only 
do individuals have a desire to stay in Richmond 
Heights; they have a desire to stay in their 
homes.  
 
Despite this affection, almost everyone’s home 
presented some sort of challenge.  Common 
housing challenges centered on age and 
structure. Many homes in Richmond Heights are 
well over 100 years old. Given that 80% of the 
housing stock in Richmond Heights was built in 
1950 or earlier according to census information, 
these comments are not surprising. Other key 
challenges included homes having multiple levels 
where the rooms most accessed are on the 2nd 
floor, stairs, general repair and upkeep, and 
landscaping and yard work. 
 

Table 2: Focus Group Participant Responses (n=35) 
 

I would like to live in Richmond Heights 
as long as possible.  

Strongly Agree 71% (25) 

Agree 29% (10) 

Undecided -  

Disagree -  

Strongly Disagree -  

Richmond Heights is a good community 
for me to grown older in.  

Strongly Agree 49% (17) 

Agree 34% (12) 

Undecided 17% (6) 

Disagree - - 

Strongly Disagree - - 
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Given these challenges, some participants have started to make modifications to their 
homes. Examples of these modifications include moving or adding rooms to the first 
floor such as a bedroom, bathroom, or laundry room. Other examples include adding 
grab bars and railings to get up and down stairs. More extensive modifications that 
individuals have undertaken include removing the entire 2nd floor of a bungalow style 
home to make everything one level and consulting with age friendly contractors to 
suggest and implement appropriate modifications.   
 
Despite some individual’s efforts to start making modifications, many people 
commented on a certain level of indecision around actually going through with 
modifications. Reasons for this indecision centered on the need for advanced planning, 
the perception that modifications would be expensive, lack of knowledge on who to 
consult for modification guidance, and the extensiveness of modifications needed given 
structural challenges such as stairs, multiple levels, and narrow doorways. 
 
When asked about the adequacy of housing options around Richmond Heights, almost 
all groups agreed that space and land around the city is limited for development and 
much of the housing stock seems structurally similar and thus would require similar 
modifications to one’s existing home. Furthermore, there was a general desire amongst 
groups for the ideal house to be universally designed, blended into the fabric of existing 
neighborhoods, and have one level.  
 
“Single level homes would provide the most contentment, happiness, and safety.” 
 
There was also desire to have some form of transitional housing that would slot in 
between one’s home and a long-term care facility. Generally, there was not a 
consensus on what that transitional development would be, but suggestions stressed 
having a variety of options and included the following: 

• Facilities offering supplemental services that allow for continued independence 

• Dedicated retirement communities 

• Condominiums 

• Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities (NORC)  
 

Additional housing-related recommendations provided by participants included: 

• Implement a program similar to the sewer lateral program that would provide a 
list of vetted service providers for home repair and maintenance.  

• Consider the following developments for transferability to Richmond Heights, 
Pacific Place in Webster Groves and Bethesda Terrace.  

• Consider how to incentivize housing developers to build accessible/universally-
designed housing developments.  

• Develop a communication medium that would connect young residents to older 
residents who need home and general assistance (e.g., yard services).  

• Work with the local business community to communicate programs that assist 
low-income seniors (e.g., Ameren’s Keeping Current pilot program).  
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Services 
 
A majority of the focus group participants were between the ages of 55 and 75. Many 
were still working and almost all were of able capacity. Given these conditions, when 
the topic of services was brought up, general comments tended to reflect a majority of 
the group’s ability to manage day to day without much assistance. This was true when 
asked about both general services offered within the community as well for services 
offered by the city of Richmond Heights.   
 
Daily and weekly services accessed the most included those within close walking or 
driving distance, such as grocery stores, the post office, banks, drug stores, etc. During 
this discussion, many individuals commented positively on the location of Richmond 
Height’s and the convenience it offers when accessing these services. Despite this 
convenience, other individuals mentioned that not all stores are within walking distance 
and many are located on non-pedestrian friendly streets and major thoroughfares, 
which present an intimidating environment for older adults to manage. As group 
members thought about their future needs, many felt being able to access services for 
both yard work and house maintenance would be important. 
 
When asked about services offered by the city of Richmond Heights, a common theme 
across all groups was the importance of The Heights community center. Many 
participants frequent either the fitness center or the library on a daily to weekly basis.  
Others attend the center for group or club meetings. In addition to this usage, there was 
a general a consensus that The Heights and the library, as a community resource, could 
be leveraged more to provide additional offerings to older adults.   
 
For city services that individuals were familiar with, comments tended to be positive.  
For example, there were several individuals who expressed gratitude for the senior van 
and felt it was a tremendous asset for the community. One participant frequently attends 
and enjoys day trips offered by the Parks and Recreation Cooperative (PARC).   

 
“As important as services and housing are, it’s also important to offer services that allow 
seniors to stay “connected and active.” 
 
Other participant remarks addressed satisfaction with the city’s fire and police 
departments, especially when it came to their responsiveness to issues. However, 
despite these comments, almost all groups agreed that more communication is needed 
by the city on what services are offered, whether those are city specific services or 
services offered by St. Louis County. Generally, participants felt they didn’t know whom 
to contact with questions and most agreed that having a staff person dedicated to 
service coordination and communication was important.  
 
Additionally, there were comments regarding the city’s website and the need for it to be 
updated and more streamlined in a manner that complements service communication, 
especially for older adults. Participants seemed split between those using more 
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electronic forms of communication and those using traditional forms, such as the 
Richmond Heights newsletter when it came to accessing city specific information. 
 
Table 3: Participants awareness, use, and perceived importance of a sample of Richmond Heights 
services (n=35) 
 

 
Richmond Heights Service 

% AWARE 
of service 

or program 

% USE 
service or 
program 

Importance of Service to Participant 

Unimportant  
Very 

Important 

Fitness Classes at The Heights 97% 29% 
1 

0% 
2 

15% 
3 

21% 
4 

32% 
5 

32% 

Aquatic Facilities at The Heights 97% 47% 
1 

12% 
2 

9% 
3 

24% 
4 

9% 
5 

45% 

Richmond Heights Newsletter 94% 94% 
1 

0% 
2 

3% 
3 

3% 
4 

31% 
5 

63% 

Personal Computer Instruction at 
the Library 

82% 19% 
1 

16% 
2 

3% 
3 

31% 
4 

28% 
5 

22% 

Senior Shuttle Van 70% 3% 
1 

15% 
2 

9% 
3 

21% 
4 

21% 
5 

35% 

Senior Day Trips 67% 6% 
1 

15% 
2 

12% 
3 

33% 
4 

24% 
5 

15% 

Vacation Home Monitoring – 
Police Dept.  

61% 31% 
1 

6% 
2 

6% 
3 

9% 
4 

24% 
5 

56% 

Battery Checks for Smoke 
Detectors – Fire Dept. 

58% 13% 
1 

9% 
2 

0% 
3 

32% 
4 

18% 
5 

41% 

Prescription Drug Disposal 
Program – Police Dept. 

52% 31% 
1 

6% 
2 

9% 
3 

21% 
4 

26% 
5 

38% 

BINGO at The Heights 39% 0% 
1 

44% 
2 

25% 
3 

19% 
4 

9% 
5 

3% 

Silver & Fit Discount Program at 
The Heights 

36% 7% 
1 

3% 
2 

13% 
3 

37% 
4 

20% 
5 

27% 

 
Additional service-related recommendations provided by participants included: 

• Partner with local businesses to encourage “senior dedicated” staff.  

• Promote a city-wide system to notify and check on older (all) residents before 
and after emergencies (e.g., a check in service via call or text message). 

• Implement pedestrian-friendly intersection improvements at major thoroughfares.  

• Encourage more uniformity in Council District members’ communication.  

• Create a “senior version” of the quarterly newsletter to send to older adults or 
dedicate a section in the existing newsletter for older adult-related information.  

• Dedicate a city staff member to be responsible for services and communication 
to older adults and residents with special needs (e.g., older adult service 
coordinator).  

• Partner with neighboring communities on aging-friendly initiatives, services, 
events, etc.  

• Host opportunities to share ideas and services with other communities. 

• Include an older adult advocate on the city council.  
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• Research and utilize best practice service delivery models from cities around St. 
Louis County and across the country such as the North Hempstead Project 
Independence.  

 

Other Feedback 
 
While the focus group discussions primarily addressed housing and services, other 
areas of interest emerged that were relevant across most or all focus groups. The first 
area of interest concerned taxes and affordability, especially as they relate to housing.  
Several participants in one group expressed concern for the possibility of city taxes 
(primarily property taxes) increasing once they retire and become dependent upon fixed 
incomes. Additionally, if the city of Richmond Heights were to bring in a housing 
development for older adults, would that development be affordable enough for 
individuals to remain in the community.   
 
A second area of interest addressed Richmond Height’s physical and cultural 
environments and the desire to have more green spaces, walking and biking trails, 
improved sidewalks, benches, and sitting areas as well outlets for musical and 
performing arts, public art, and general cultural activities.  
 
A final area of interest sought to address the need to build community both at the city 
level and at the individual neighborhood level. Most participants agreed that people tend 
to look out for another, if they know each another and have a sense of community.  
However as you age many felt it becomes harder to know your neighbors. Participants 
wanted to see intergenerational connections promoted; block captains and trustees 
could be one resource for promoting connection among neighbors.  
 
“Over the years generations have downsized and moved away, but now my 
neighborhood is teaming with little bodies and older persons and I love it. I want it to be 
like that all over Richmond Heights.” 
 
“Fostering a sense of community within a few blocks can’t be done from the outside. It 
needs to be done by someone from within the neighborhood and needs to be 
continuous.” 
 
Recommendations provided by participants included: 

• Research and consider implementing a “percent for the art” program 

• Consult Great River Greenways to help improve Richmond Height’s physical 
environment. 

 

 
Strengths and Areas of Improvement 

 
Each focus group concluded with participants being asked to comment on what they 
perceived to be the strengths of Richmond Height’s as well as areas for improvement.  
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An overwhelming majority of participants expressed affection for living in Richmond 
Heights.  
 
“I love my home, my neighborhood, and my community.” 
 
Most agreed Richmond Heights is a good community for them to grow older in and 
many want to age in this community. It is clear that Richmond Heights has several 
assets, such as its location and the convenience that location offers, general 
affordability, relative safety, and a tremendous community center.   
 
At the same time, there is room for improvement. Primarily, these improvements exist in 
regards to availability and access to a variety of affordable housing options for older 
adults as well as general communication around services offered through the city of 
Richmond Heights and around St. Louis County.  Finally, some participants also felt 
Richmond Heights was heavily commercial and could use more locally owned 
businesses. 
 
“Deemphasize commercial development and emphasize people development.”  
 
 

Summary and Recommendations 
 

The key findings mentioned in this report emerged from a series of focus groups 
convened with older adult residents of Richmond Heights aged 55 and over.  
Participants commented earnestly on their thoughts regarding housing, services, and 
other issues relevant to aging in place and aging in community.  Comments and 
suggestions for improvement were made either directly by participants or extrapolated 
from participants’ comments.   
 
This project represents Richmond Height’s initial efforts in making its community a 
better place to live for older adults.  Findings from this project help to highlight areas 
that are working well and to signal areas needing improvement.  Additionally, they seek 
to inform subsequent efforts for gathering input from additional residents.  The results 
serve to encourage the city of Richmond Heights to genuinely consider, as it moves into 
the start of its second century, the kind of community it desires to be in the future, 
especially as it relates to its older residents.  
 
Preparing for an increasingly older population helps to benefit all residents of a 
community, both young and old.  For the city of Richmond Heights, the time to start 
preparing for their aging community is now.  Especially, as its’ residents grow older and 
many of them desire to continue living and aging in the community.  As integral 
components to that preparation, Richmond Heights should seek to understand how to 
best address participant feedback from this report.  
 
Given the collective breadth of this feedback, Richmond Heights should first determine 
its sufficiency.  Is there enough data to move from assessment to implementation?  As it 
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was stated earlier, several limitations were identified that could help inform any future 
projects implemented by Richmond Heights or partners.  Therefore, with those 
limitations in mind, should additional efforts be made to reach those residents 75 and 
older who are not as engaged and functional?  
 
Once sufficient data has been gathered, be it from this project or any other future 
projects, Richmond Heights should then develop an action plan based on resident 
feedback, prioritizing both its immediate as well as long-term goals and objectives.  For 
example, residents have expressed a need for diverse housing options along with 
increased service communication and access. Providing a variety of diverse housing 
options will take time, but improving and increasing service communication and access 
are items that could be addressed immediately.   
 
After an action plan has been developed, Richmond Heights should assess and 
determine the amount of resources it will need to achieve its goals and objectives.  
Additionally, it should determine whether those resources would be internal or external.  
If external resources are available they should be utilized to help leverage the city’s 
efforts. For example, Richmond Heights in response to service recommendations could 
offer support for volunteer based efforts such as a Village Network.  Village Networks, 
seek to coordinate access to affordable services including transportation, health and 
wellness, home repairs, and social and educational activities.  
 
Finally, findings from this report and any future efforts should be communicated with the 
community at large given a majority of the focus groups expressed desire to be involved 
in the community and to have the community be involved with them.  Being in 
conversation with residents helps to create partnership and it offers residents a sense of 
acknowledgement and ownership in the process.  Communicating with residents also 
helps to demonstrate where successful changes are being made, it builds momentum 
for current and future projects, and it serves as source for new ideas and continuous 
feedback.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


