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WHAT’S HAPPENING IN MASSACHUSETTS

The Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder Affairs (Elder 
Affairs) was created in 1971 to address the needs of older adults.4  
Since its creation, Elder Affairs has overseen a network of public 
services that facilitate healthy aging for older Massachusetts 
residents in communities throughout the state. The primary 
service delivery organizations overseen by Elder Affairs include 
Massachusetts Area Agencies on Aging, Aging Services Access 
Points, and Councils on Aging.

Area Agencies on Aging (AAAs) were created at the national 
level by the 1965 Older Americans Act to provide support for 
community-based services to meet the  needs of older Americans 
at the city and county levels.5  Unique to Massachusetts, localized 
AAAs receive federal funding and work with state-funded 
nonprofit Aging Services Access Points (ASAPs) to provide 
services that facilitate healthy aging to older Massachusetts 
residents. There are 27 ASAPs and 23 AAAs in cities and towns 
across Massachusetts.6  The range of services offered by AAAs and 
ASAPs varies based on local needs, and these agencies may also 
contract with other, local service providers. All AAAs and ASAPs 
provide programs that address physical and mental health needs, 
social engagement, and personal independence.  

Councils on Aging (COAs) were created by policymakers in 1956 
to be volunteer-run, municipally appointed agencies that help 
coordinate services for older residents.7  Typical services provided 
by COAs include transportation, meal delivery, informational 
programs, recreation, and related activities that promote healthy 
aging across the state. There are 348 COAs in Massachusetts.8  

The network of public services that facilitates healthy aging for 
older Massachusetts residents includes special attention to low-
income, minority, immigrant, and rural-dwelling populations. 
Services are available across the state so that both urban and 
rural communities have access.  Many AAAs, ASAPs, and COAs 
also provide services in multiple languages or have translators 
available to help older residents who do not speak English. These 
public services are available to older residents of Massachusetts  
regardless of income level. 

In 2010, Massachusetts Governor Deval Patrick announced his 
administration’s Aging Agenda, which includes nine key focus 
areas to address in the coming decade. These focus areas
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SOCIAL ISSUE INDICATORS
Presently, no single indicator defines healthy aging effectively for all seniors. Individuals who 
age-in-community require different service matrices to support a variety of needs. Such services 
may be grouped into three broad categories: physical and mental health, social engagement, and 
personal independence. Measuring successful supports for physical and mental health proves 
challenging. While changes in medical test results, frequency of physician visits, and number of 
hospital stays may serve as proxies, no single, holistic measure of physical or mental well-being 
exists. Similarly, social engagement is difficult to evaluate, as no one level of involvement can 
be applied to all individuals. As with health and engagement, only certain aspects of personal 
independence, such as public safety or economic security, can be evaluated. Although indicators 
that describe all aspects of healthy aging do not exist at this time, nonprofit organizations are 
developing specific measures to evaluate the services they offer. 
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are economic security, physical and mental health, affordable 
housing, independence, supportive services, transportation, 
abuse prevention, caregiver support, and public understanding 
of aging issues.9  This agenda follows his administration’s 
“Community First” approach, which encourages healthy 
aging at home with supportive services from the community. 
Organizations throughout the state have also aligned with state 
initiatives by contracting to provide needed services, especially 
targeting low-income, minority, and immigrant seniors.

Transportation has been a particular concern in Massachusetts, 
as residents worry about the condition of roadways, sidewalks, 
and public transportation systems, particularly in the greater 
Boston metropolitan area, where more individuals rely on 

public transit. For older Massachusetts residents, access to 
transportation is often critical to healthy aging, as transportation 
encourages independence and access to basic services, such as 
the ability to visit a doctor’s office, purchase groceries, or attend a 
place of worship. Although seniors in the Boston area have access 
to discounted fares on public transportation, some critics still cite 
concerns over the costs of transportation for low-income older 
Massachusetts residents. In addition, not all public transport 
is accessible for older people who use wheelchairs or other 
ambulation devices. The Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority is addressing some of these concerns through its 
Department of System-Wide Accessibility, which was created      
in 2007. 
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