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Executive Summary
BACKGROUND

Around the world, a rapidly aging population has
helped spur a recognition of the importance of
creating livable and age-friendly neighborhoods
and places where people of all ages can maintain
independence and a high quality of life. In the
United States, many communities are beginning
to address aging needs, but gaps remain.
These gaps occur in part because communities
developed without fully considering how
residents’ needs and circumstances can change
over time. Most older adults, including those
with long-term care needs, live in the community
rather than in institutional settings, and most
want to “age in place”—that is, remain in their
homes or communities as they age. Thus, local
officials and stakeholders must assess how well
their communities are meeting the needs of
community members at every life stage.
AARP has taken an active role in increasing
awareness of livability and advocating for policies
and programs that support neighborhoodlevel services, amenities, and features that
promote well-being for people of all ages. As
part of this work, AARP’s Public Policy Institute
(PPI) developed the “Livability Index: Great
Neighborhoods for All Ages” (Index), an online,
interactive resource that provides livability scores
for neighborhoods across the United States to
shed light on the current livability of a given
location and to highlight specific opportunities for
improvement.1
Though concepts of livability are gaining traction
across the country, many questions remain on
the topic, particularly concerning access to livable
places. Who currently resides in the most livable
communities? To what extent do older adults
living in the United States, regardless of income,
race and ethnicity, or disability, have equal
1
2

access to highly livable neighborhoods? Because
neighborhoods that score as highly livable vary
in their specific livable features, are different
groups of older adults residing in different kinds
of livable places?
A team from the Joint Center for Housing
Studies of Harvard University (JCHS) and
AARP PPI decided to seek answers to such
questions. Using the American Community
Survey (ACS) for community conditions and
population demographics, we sought to analyze
the characteristics of the neighborhoods
scoring highest on the Index and describe
the demographics of older adults residing in
neighborhoods with different levels of livability.
Our goals were to (a) evaluate whether access
to livable communities2 is evenly distributed
across the older-adult population; (b) assess
how different groups of older adults might have
access to different sets of livability features; and
(c) better understand the characteristics that are
contributing to higher-scoring communities. In
addition, we sought to determine whether recently
relocated older adults had moved to places with
livability scores higher, lower, or similar to those
of the neighborhoods they had left. This report
reveals answers to these questions, gleaned from
our analysis of Index and ACS data.
KEY FINDINGS

The analysis of Index data did, in fact, reveal
several notable insights. Key findings as described
in this report include the following:
1. Most older adults do not reside in livable
communities.

More people ages 50 and older are living in
neighborhoods that score lower on the Index
than in neighborhoods that receive the highest
scores. This finding suggests that lower-livability

“Livability Index: Great Neighborhoods for All Ages” website: www.aarp.org/livabilityindex.
Within this report, “livable communities” are defined as those that score highly on the Index. This does not imply that these
communities have reached an ideal state of livability; rather, it means their scores are amongst the highest scores as compared to
other neighborhoods. The Index is a nationwide measure of how communities serve people of all incomes, ages, and levels of ability,
but does not include every potential measure of livability. All definitions, comparisons, scores, and rankings of livability refer to
the measures that can be tracked in the Index, but should not be understood to be the only measures of livability. Instead, they are
universal measures of key attributes that can be tracked consistently across the US.
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neighborhoods, where more older people live,
have work to do to become better places to live
for people of all incomes, ability levels, and ages.
However, even the most livable places can still do
more to ensure the community features that make
them livable are accessible to all people as they
age.
2. Livable communities are not necessarily
livable for the same reasons.

Communities with high overall livability scores
are not all alike. For example, some communities
with high overall livability scores offer more
features related to transportation choice but lack
many options for affordable housing; others
offer more opportunities for engagement but
score lower on transportation. An implication
of this finding is that even neighborhoods that
score highest on livability have opportunities to
improve specific elements.
3. Older adults’ access to livable communities
is not evenly distributed.

Access to the most livable places differs by
several variables: tenure (i.e., whether a person
is a homeowner or renter), presence of a
disability (as self-identified in the American
Community Survey), race/ethnicity, and
income. For example, by tenure, renters are
more prevalent in neighborhoods with high
livability scores. Meanwhile, the percentage of
older adults with disabilities is lower in high
livability neighborhoods than in low livability
neighborhoods. And as for the demographic of
race/ethnicity,3 Asian older adults make up a
larger share of the population in more livable
neighborhoods, while the share of White older
adults falls as livability increases. Meanwhile, the
shares of both Black and Hispanic older adults
hold fairly steady across neighborhoods at all
levels of livability. Notably, the shares of middleincome older adults are highest in low-livability
neighborhoods, while shares of lower-income
older adults are higher at both the highest and
lowest levels of livability (with smaller shares
3

2

of lower-income older adults in places between).
The analysis cannot say, however, whether access
to livability resources within a neighborhood is
equitable.
4. There is a relationship between different
types of livable neighborhoods and
income, race/ethnicity characteristics, and
homeownership status.

Although many lower-income and other older
adults with higher risk of vulnerabilities do reside
in communities with high Index scores, these
communities nevertheless differ from highly
livable places occupied by higher-income, White,
and homeowning older adults. For example,
renters and Black and Hispanic older adults are
overrepresented in livable neighborhoods that
feature high scores on housing, neighborhood
amenities, and transportation. Meanwhile,
homeowners and White older adults are
overrepresented in places with higher scores on
opportunity, engagement and environment, and
higher-income older adults are overrepresented
in neighborhoods with high scores on all
dimensions of the Index except for housing
and transportation. As a result, there are many
features of livability that vulnerable older adults
may not find nearby, even if they reside in
neighborhoods with high overall scores on the
Index.
5. Within neighborhoods at every level of
livability, homeownership status and income
play important roles in accessing features
that contribute to high scores in specific
livability categories.

Regardless of the overall livability of a
neighborhood, renters are overrepresented
in places with the highest scores for
transportation and neighborhood amenities and
underrepresented in places with the highest
scores for engagement and environment. Both
older renters and owners with lower incomes are
underrepresented in those places with the highest
scores for health.

Throughout this report, we refer to racial and ethnic groups based on US Census Bureau data categorizations. The racial categories
used in this report include White alone, Black or African American alone, and Asian alone. Where necessary due to small sample
sizes, we also refer to an “other” racial category that includes people of all other races and people who are multiracial. We additionally
created a separate group for people who identify as Hispanic, Latino, or who are of Spanish origin and refer to this population as
Hispanic. In our analysis, White, Black, and Asian people are all non-Hispanic and Hispanic people may be of any race. Further
information about the Census’s racial categories is available at https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/note/US/RHI625219.
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6. Older adults who move tend to relocate to
new places with similar levels of overall
livability as their previous neighborhoods.

When older adults relocate, they are typically
not moving to a more livable neighborhood. The
analysis showed that three-quarters of older
movers relocated to neighborhoods with roughly
the same livability score as their previous location,
with only 11 percent moving to more livable
locations and 14 percent moving to those that
received lower livability scores. The analysis did
not reveal why this occurs, but previous research
suggests that older adults’ housing decisions are
influenced by a number of factors, including
consideration of neighborhood characteristics,
proximity to family, constraints on household
budgets, and financing limitations.
SALIENT THEMES

Existing research and the analysis of Index
data suggest several themes about community
livability that provide insights into how well
communities are supporting older adults as they
age. They also provide a basis for a discussion
of solutions to create more livable places. Salient
themes include the following:

•

Livability Gap. There is a disconnect between
what people have and what they need in
communities to age in place.

•

Housing Affordability. Communities that
score higher on the Index tend to have higher
housing costs. High housing costs can create
obstacles to accessing the benefits livable
communities can provide.

•

Disparities in Access to Specific Livability
Features. People of color, people with
disabilities, and people with lower incomes
may not have access to all of the amenities and
services that support aging. As the analysis
shows, even when living in high scoring
communities these groups may not have access

to amenities and services related to health,
engagement, and opportunity.

•

Mobility. People tend to move to places with
similar livability levels as their previous
neighborhood.

•

Neighborhood Preferences and Location
Choice. Individual preferences, barriers, and
available community amenities may impact
people’s decisions on where to live.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings of this report support policy
recommendations to improve the livability
of communities by focusing on housing,
neighborhood, transportation, environment,
health, engagement, and opportunity. These
aspects can benefit all communities, including
those with high scores on the Index, since even
those communities typically have elements
that pose barriers to older adults in general,
and vulnerable groups of older adults more
specifically. These recommendations include
expanding housing options for people at all
income and ability levels, creating a safer travel
environment that reduces risks to pedestrians,
and ensuring that all older adults, including
people of color and those with disabilities, have
access to community amenities and services
where they live.
The findings also reinforce the established notion
that, when choosing where to live, people do
not always take into account their wide range
of current and future needs, though factors
including resources, family, and other constraints
may also prevent them from moving to more
livable communities. These considerations speak
to the need to increase awareness of how livability
features can support people as they age, as well
as the importance of addressing affordability
constraints that may act as barriers for some
people seeking to move to more livable places.
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I. Introduction
AARP’s Livability Index: Great Neighborhoods
for All Ages is an online resource that measures
livability for neighborhoods across the United
States. With its ability to provide scores on a
range of livability indicators (as well as an overall
livability score) for locations around the country,
the interactive tool aims to provide a data-driven
and detailed view of the key features, services,
and amenities that make communities livable
and appropriately support residents as they
age. Informed by a rich collection of data, these
indicators point to actions local officials and the
general public can take to improve livability for
everyone in a given community.
By performing an analysis of scores and data from
the 2018 Index update used in combination with
2017 data from the American Community Survey,

we were able to illuminate the features of the
nation’s most livable neighborhoods as measured
by the Index and assess the degree of access
older adults across a variety of demographic
characteristics have to the most livable places. As
part of that effort, we also examined the results of
an analysis of older individuals who move from
a residence, evaluating the degree to which they
move to neighborhoods with higher, lower, or
similar levels of livability.
This report details the results of our analysis,
including some important livability-related
themes that emerged. Those themes reveal both
issues communities should consider in their
efforts to support an aging population as well
as some insights that can provide direction for
policymakers above the local level.

Photo Credit: Get t y Images
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II. The Livability Index, Explained
AARP’s Public Policy Institute’s Livability Index:
Great Neighborhoods for All Ages is an interactive
web-based tool that scores communities across
the United States to assess quality of life and
evaluate the services and amenities available.
Incorporating more than 50 national sources of
data, the Index—using an address, a zip code,
or a municipality—can give a clear picture of a
neighborhood’s livability.4 Armed with relevant
data across a range of community characteristics,
community leaders, stakeholders, and individuals
can take action to improve the livability of
their neighborhoods. Since the Index was first
released in 2015, local and state officials across the
country have used it to highlight the importance
of building livable communities; measure the
livability of their communities; and develop
action plans, progress reports, and other similar
documents. At the federal level, the US Air Force
and US Army used the Index when choosing
the location of the Space Command and Futures
Command.
DEVELOPMENT OF THE LIVABILITY INDEX:
GREAT NEIGHBORHOODS FOR ALL AGES

A key driver for creating the Index was
understanding that livability has different
meanings to different people depending on their
individual priorities, perceptions, lifestyles, and

backgrounds. Perceptions of livability tend to be
fixed until a major life change leads someone to
reevaluate how well their needs are met by their
neighborhood. Often people do not consider what
makes a livable community in older age until
they are forced to because of a change in either
health or personal circumstances.5 With most
older adults preferring to remain in their current
homes and communities for as long as possible,
livability must include meeting their current
as well as long-term needs. Indeed, in a survey
conducted in 2018, AARP found that 77 percent
of those ages 50 and older either “somewhat” or
“strongly” agreed that they would like to remain
in their communities for as long as possible, and
76 percent of that group indicated they would like
to stay in their current residence for as long as
possible.6
While livability is ultimately subjective, research
has identified key aspects of community
living within the built, economic, and social
environments that contribute to community
and individual well-being. The Index measures
the degree to which those aspects are present
in communities. Before developing the Index,
AARP PPI created a conceptual framework of
neighborhood choice and barriers to livability; it
then led a multi-method research study involving
focus groups with people ages 50 and older, a

WHAT IS A LIVABLE COMMUNITY?
AARP defines a livable community as “one that is safe and secure, has affordable and
appropriate housing and transportation options, and offers supportive community
features and services. . . These resources enhance personal independence,
allow residents to remain in their homes and communities as they age, and foster
residents’ engagement in the community’s civic, economic, and social life.7

4
5
6
7

In the Index, “neighborhood” refers to the Census block group that includes a given address.
R. Harrell et al., What Is Livable? Community Preferences of Older Adults (Washington, DC: AARP Public Policy Institute, 2014).
J. Binette and Kerri Vasold, Home and Community Preferences: A National Survey of Adults Age 18+ (Washington, DC: AARP Research,
2018).
AARP, “Chapter 9: Livable Communities” in Policy Book 2019–2020 (Washington, DC: AARP, May 2020), www.aarp.org/policybook.
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The Livability Index includes metrics and policies related to seven categories:
1. Housing: Physical accessibility, affordability, and presence of different housing types
2. Neighborhood: Proximity to destinations, presence of mixed uses, and safety and quality
3. Transportation: Convenience, cost, accessibility, and safety of streets
4. Environment: Water and air quality, energy efficiency, and resilience
5. Health: Access to and quality of health care and healthy behaviors
6. Engagement: Civic and social participation, equal rights, as well as Internet access
7. Opportunity: Income equality, economic and educational opportunities, multigenerational
communities, and local fiscal health
Note: See appendix for more information about the categories, metrics and policies.

web-based survey of more than 4,500 participants, walkability, and proximity to parks, measure the
and 80 in-depth interviews to define the concept
livability of communities in the present, while
of livability and determine how best to measure
policies, such as those related to disaster mitigation
it.8 The results contributed to the creation of a
plans, eviction, and foreclosure, aim to capture if
five-component index for measuring, comparing,
communities are seeking to be more livable in the
and analyzing the livability of communities at the future. The Index uses this specific combination of
neighborhood level.
metrics and policies because they are consequential
to state and local policy makers, measure current
To determine which categories to include in
community conditions, have meaningful variation,
the Index, AARP PPI combined the results of
relate to AARP’s definition of a livable community,
its research on individual preferences around
and are relevant to people of all ages.
livability with input from 30 experts in a variety
of fields. The team also relied on previous
The selected indicators also had to meet certain
analysis by several organizations—including the
basic data requirements. Data needed to cover
World Health Organization’s network of Agethe entire United States or a large portion of
Friendly Cities and Communities as well as the
it, be updated regularly, and be available to
principles used in AARP’s policy and advocacy
the public or provided by a private source for
work—to identify the characteristics of livable
a reasonable fee. As a whole, the metrics and
communities.9
policies are intended to be relevant to livability
on a neighborhood (US Census block group) level;
METRICS AND SCORING IN THE INDEX
not need to be collected
The Index gives a score for a location’s performance however, all indicators do
10
at the block group level.
on 40 metrics and 20 policies across seven
categories of livability (housing, neighborhood,
transportation, environment, health, engagement,
and opportunity). Metrics, such as the share of
households facing housing affordability challenges,
8
9
10

6

The seven categories are scored separately, with
each using between four and nine metrics.
Locations receive an added point in each category
for the presence of one or more of the policies listed

Harrell et al., What Is Livable?
R. Harrell, J. Lynott, and S. Guzman, Is This a Good Place to Live? Measuring Community Quality of Life for All Ages (Washington, DC:
AARP Public Policy Institute, 2014).
As of the 2018 Index, 23 of the 40 metrics evaluate livability at a scale at or close to the neighborhood scale (defined as the census
block, block group, tract, or high school district) while others use data sources that are available at higher levels of geography (metro
area, city, county, or region). The Index’s metrics and policies selected by AARP and the technical advisory committee are intended
to be representative measures of the key attributes in each category. The Index is not intended to capture every available metric or
policy that might address those attributes or community livability overall.
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in that category; each category considers between
two and four policies. The scores of the seven
categories are averaged together to create an overall
livability score for a location. Each category is equally
weighted in calculating that overall score to facilitate
transparency in the calculation of score values;
however, in using the tool, individuals can adjust
the weighting of each category to better approximate
their personal preferences. Scores for specific
municipalities, counties, and states are derived by
averaging the overall livability scores of all the block
groups within a jurisdiction’s boundaries.
Overall livability scores range from 0 to 100. PPI
designed the Index to have a normal distribution,
so the average community receives a score
of 50, with higher scores reflecting greater
livability.11 Beneath the overall score, scores on the
individual categories of housing, neighborhood,
transportation, environment, health, engagement,
and opportunity highlight the strengths as well as
areas of for improvement with regard to livability
within each community.

The Livability Index has five components:
1. Livability Score: An overall score
indicating how well communities are
meeting the needs of people of various
ages, incomes, and levels of physical
ability on a 0–100 scale
2. Categories: General topic areas that
define the type of characteristics
found within a community
3. Attributes: Qualities or features
regarded as characteristics of a livable
community
4. Metrics: Measures that contribute to
the current livability of a community
5. Policies: Actions communities can
take to improve livability over time

Photo Credit: Get t y Images
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More information on the scoring methods can be found at: “Livability Index – How Livability Scores are Determined,” AARP Public
Policy Institute, https://livabilityindex.aarp.org/how-are-livability-scores-determined.
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III. Research Questions and Methods
To investigate who has access to the most livable
communities, we used the American Community
Survey to analyze places scoring highest on the
Index and to describe the demographics of older
adults living in neighborhoods with different
levels of livability. We asked the following
research questions:
1. What characteristics are shared by the
most livable communities? And on what
dimensions do they vary the most?
2. Among older adults, who lives in the most
livable communities? How does access to livable
places vary by demographics including race/
ethnicity, income, household type, and housing
tenure?
3. To what extent does the profile of older residents
vary among those who live in neighborhoods
receiving the highest livability scores?
4. When older adults move, do they tend to move
to places with greater livability?
ANALYSIS OF US NEIGHBORHOODS

We first used the publicly available 2017 American
Community Survey (ACS) 5-Year Estimates to
categorize neighborhoods (217,739 Census block
groups) by their livability score.12 We used the 2017
ACS because it is most consistent with the timing
of the data sources collected for the 2018 updates
to the Index. The resulting scores were divided
into quintiles, with the first quintile having the
lowest livability scores and the fifth quintile having
the highest livability scores. The quintiles contain
different numbers of block groups because of ties in
the scores at the quintile cut-off points.
We then analyzed the characteristics and
locations of high-livability neighborhoods,
including population age distribution, racial and
ethnic composition, tenure split, and housing
characteristics.
ANALYSIS OF THE CHARACTERISTICS OF
OLDER ADULTS

In phase two of our analysis, we relied on the
restricted-access 2017 ACS Public Use Microdata
12
13
8

Sample 1-Year Estimates to examine the profile of
adults ages 50 and older residing in each of the
livability quintiles.13 These data provided personlevel characteristics and block group geography
that enabled us to isolate the characteristics of
older adults living in high- and low-livability
neighborhoods. In some cases, however, small
sample sizes and confidentiality concerns
limited the analysis. To address these issues, we
aggregated older adults by age group, tenure, or
racial categories for certain analyses. We then
compared the characteristics of older adults from
the microdata across the livability quintiles.
In the microdata descriptive analysis, all estimates
were made at the level of the individual, not
the household. In discussing variables typically
attributed to a household (household type, tenure,
income, and cost burdens), household-level
characteristics were assigned to each older adult in
the household.
ANALYSIS OF OLDER ADULT MOBILITY

Finally, we used regression models to investigate
the household- and neighborhood-level
determinants of residential mobility and location
choices for older adults. We pooled data from the
2013 through 2017 restricted ACS for households
headed by someone age 50 and older. The first
set of regressions examined the likelihood that
a household moved or not. We used person
and neighborhood characteristics to identify
the factors associated with a higher likelihood
of moving. The best model includes variables
that do not change (such as race) as well as
time-varying variables (such as marital status)
after the move. The second set of regressions
evaluated whether a household made a move
to a less livable neighborhood (where livability
decreased by at least 6 points), a move to a more
livable neighborhood (where livability increased
by at least 6 points), or a “churning” move (where
livability remained within 5 points).

Block groups are divisions of larger Census tracts each block group contains between 600 and 3,000 people. For more information,
see the US Census Bureau’s Glossary at https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography/about/glossary.html.
Census Disclosure Review Board approval numbers CBDRB-FY19-580 & CBDRB-FY19-540.
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IV. Findings
The first phase of research using the publicuse data highlighted the characteristics of
communities with high livability scores, including
the elements that contribute to livability and
demographics of their residents. The second phase
of the research looked explicitly at older adults’
access to livable communities. Finally, the third
phase analyzed the ACS data on older adults to
gain insights on their mobility patterns. Findings
from all phases are presented below.
CHARACTERISTICS OF LIVABLE COMMUNITIES

Broadly, the findings revealed several notable
dimensions. The research underscored how
livable communities in general tend to have
high individual scores on neighborhood,
transportation, and health. Places scoring highest
on the Index also have a diverse population age
range and housing stock. The characteristics
and demographics become more nuanced when
the data pertaining to adults ages 50 and older
are analyzed. Despite the age diversity found in
the most livable communities, older adults are
underrepresented in places that score most highly.
Furthermore, people with disabilities make up
a smaller share of the older adult population in
neighborhoods scoring highest on livability.

The most livable places tend to be the most
expensive, with higher rents and housing values.
They also have higher shares of nonfamily and
single-person households, more diversity of housing
type, older housing, and a more equal distribution
of owners and renters than the national average.
Distribution and Correlation of Index Scores

Though each of the seven categories of livability
contribute equally to the overall scores for each
location, the most livable neighborhoods in our
analysis strongly correlated with high scores
for neighborhood, transportation, and health,
though the scores resulting from our analysis
are normally distributed overall.14 As a result,
communities that are strongest in these three
areas tend to be in the top quintiles. The overall
14
15

livability score correlates most weakly with the
housing category (appendix table 1).
Although, in theory Index scores can range from
0 to 100, in practice the overall scores of the nearly
218,000 block groups analyzed range from 22 to
76, with an average score of 51.2 and a median of
51. The scores are normally distributed, as was the
intention in the design of the Index.15
The scores of each of the seven categories that
together create the overall score are normally
distributed as well, with means at either 51 or 52
out of 100 (appendix table 2).
More People Live in Neighborhoods with
Lower-than-Average Livability

Fewer people live in neighborhoods with high
livability scores than with lower scores (table 1).
Nearly 146 million people live in the bottom two
quintiles in terms of livability, whereas just over
110 million live in the top two quintiles. The
different sizes of block groups and the fact that the
quintiles do not contain the exact same number
of block groups may be partly responsible for
this result, but it does suggest that a large portion
of the US population lives in areas where gaps
exist between available programs, services, and
amenities and the needs of residents of all ages.
Older Adults Are Underrepresented in the Most
Livable Communities

While the most livable neighborhoods have
mixed-age populations, older adults are still
underrepresented in them (table 2). On average,
just over a quarter of the population in highlivability neighborhoods are adults ages 55 and
older, while 21 percent are children under age 18.
The population of young adults ages 25 to 39 is
also highest in the most livable places.
In the least livable neighborhoods (those in the
lowest quintile), adults ages 55 and older make
up 32 percent of residents and children compose
22 percent of the population.
Age-diverse communities are important because
they foster opportunities for intergenerational

Users can adjust the weights of the Index’s categories, so that different categories contribute relatively more or less to the overall
score. For this analysis, we used the default setting where all categories contribute equally to the overall score.
A normal distribution is shaped like a bell with the livability score for most neighborhoods falling around 50 and even tails of few
neighborhoods that have very high or very low livability scores.
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Table 1
Total and Older Adult Populations within Each Livability Quintile
Population
within
Each
Livability
Quintile
Number

Percent

Livability Quintile
Age Group

Lowest

2

3

4

Highest

Total

Total Population

68,733,665

76,889,749 65,027,761 52,314,402 58,038,830 321,004,407

Total Ages 50 and Older

24,832,400 27,812,600 22,689,300 17,570,900 18,881,300 111,786,500

Ages 50 to 64

13,424,500 15,458,100 12,907,800 10,021,200 10,706,200

62,517,800

Ages 65 to 79

8,982,800

9,537,600

7,510,300

5,769,000

6,133,200

37,932,900

Ages 80 and Older

2,425,100

2,816,900

2,271,200

1,780,700

2,041,900

11,335,800

Total Population

21.4

24.0

20.3

16.3

18.1

100.0

Total Ages 50 and Older

22.2

24.9

20.3

15.7

16.9

100.0

Ages 50 to 64

21.5

24.7

20.6

16.0

17.1

100.0

Ages 65 to 79

23.7

25.1

19.8

15.2

16.2

100.0

Ages 80 and Older

21.4

24.8

20.0

15.7

18.0

100.0

Notes: Total population estimates include all age groups and are derived from the public use microdata. Rounded older adult
population estimates come from the internal use microdata.
Sources: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Livability Index and 2017 American Community Survey Public Use File 5-Year
Estimates & Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.

interaction and learning. The Index looks at
this factor directly through one of the inputs
to the engagement category, which compares a
neighborhood’s age diversity against that of the
nation as a whole.
Areas with Concentrations of Older Adults Are
Often the Less Livable

Not only are older adults underrepresented in the
most livable neighborhoods, but neighborhoods
with high concentrations of older adults are
also among the least livable. An analysis of the
livability of block groups with majority older
populations, where at least half the population
is age 55 and older, found that these groups
tended to fall within the bottom quintiles. Such
places often include retirement communities and
other places specifically designed to attract older
residents, but also include “naturally occurring
retirement communities”16 where residents age
over time. These places also include communities
where younger households have left, such as some
economically depressed rural areas. Residents in
these neighborhoods lack the options and features

of more livable places. While some older adults
have the resources to purchase needed supports,
many in these places are forced to do without.
Six percent of US block groups (13,129 of the total
217,739 block groups) qualify as “majority-older”
under our definition, meaning that more than half
of residents are ages 55 and older. In these places,
livability tends to be lower than in neighborhoods
without a majority of older residents. Only
10 percent of majority-older neighborhoods are
in the top quintile of livability, while 36 percent
fall in the bottom quintile. In particular, the
neighborhood and opportunity scores within
majority-older locations fall significantly below
those of more mixed-age neighborhoods.
Racial and Ethnic Groups Are Unevenly
Represented in Neighborhoods with High
Livability Scores

The racial makeup of neighborhoods scoring
highest on the Index are not evenly distributed
(table 2). Those who identify as Black or
White are less represented in the top quintile
in comparison to the first four quintiles. In

16

Michael E. Hunt and Gail Gunter-Hunt, “Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities,” Journal of Housing for the Elderly 3, nos. 3–4
(1986): 3–22. doi:10.1300/J081V03N03_02.
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Table 2
Average Distribution of Neighborhood Characteristics by Livability Quintile
Livability Quintile

Overall
Mean

Lowest

Under Age 18

22

22

22

22

22

21

Ages 19 to 24

9

9

9

9

9

10

Ages 25 to 39

20

17

18

19

21

23

Ages 40 to 54

20

19

20

20

20

19

Ages 55 to 64

13

14

14

13

13

12

Ages 65 to 74

9

11

10

9

8

8

Ages 75 and Older

7

8

7

7

7

6

White

63

64

65

64

62

60

Black

13

13

13

13

13

12

Hispanic

16

16

16

16

16

16

5

2

3

4

6

8

70

76

76

73

67

54

Multifamily 2 to 4 Units

9

4

6

9

11

15

Multifamily 5 to 19 Units

8

4

6

8

10

13

Multifamily 20 to 49 Units

3

1

2

3

4

7

Multifamily 50 or More Units

4

1

2

3

5

10

Manufactured Housing

6

14

7

4

3

1

Built Since 2010

2

3

3

2

2

2

Built 1970–2010

51

62

55

51

46

40

Built 1950–1970

24

21

24

26

26

25

Built Before 1950

22

14

18

21

26

33

Tenure (Percent) Owner-Occupied

57

60

61

59

55

48

Renter-Occupied

31

23

27

30

35

44

Rents for Less Than $1250

69

79

71

66

65

62

Rents for $1250 to $1500

10

8

10

11

11

12

Rents for $1500 to $2000

12

8

11

12

13

15

Rents for $2000 to $2500

5

3

5

6

6

6

Rents for Over $2500

4

2

4

5

5

6

1,060

917

1,034

1,087

1,110

1,158

Characteristic
Age
(Percent of total
population)

Race/Ethnicity
(Percent of total
population)

Asian
Housing Type
(Percent by type)

Housing Age
(Percent by year
built)

Housing by
Cost Category,
Rentals
(Percent by cost)

Housing Costs
(Dollars)

Single Family

Median Rent
Median Value of OwnerOccupied Housing

245,918

Income (Dollars) Median Household Income

63,288

2

3

4

Highest

175,861 224,180 248,819 271,710 328,754
55,245

63,763

66,463

66,161

65,786

Notes: Hispanic households may be of any race. White, Black, and Asian households are non-Hispanic. Categories may not total
100 due to rounding and omitted categories.
Sources: JCHS analysis of 2018 AARP Index and 2017 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates.
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neighborhoods scoring in the top quintile, on
average, 60 percent of the population is White; in
the lowest quintile 64 percent of the population
is White. Similarly, 12 percent of people in high
livability neighborhoods are Black compared
with 13 percent in the lowest quintile. The
Hispanic share is constant across all quintiles. In
contrast, people who identify as Asian make up
a larger share of the population in communities
with greater livability.17 The Asian share of the
population increases from 2 percent in the least
livable quintile up to 8 percent in the most livable
quintile. However, within the most livable places,
the share of the older population that is White far
exceeds shares of people of color given the high
percentage of older adults who are White.
More Housing Choices Exist in Highly Livable
Neighborhoods

Neighborhoods scoring highest on the Index
have the greatest diversity of housing types,
with the highest shares of multifamily housing
and lowest shares of single-family housing
(including manufactured housing). Single-family
housing makes up just 54 percent of the stock in
the top quintile for overall livability, compared
with 76 percent in the lowest quintile. Indeed,
neighborhoods in the top livability quintile also
have greater shares of multifamily housing of all
sizes.
On average, neighborhoods scoring highest
on livability have an older housing stock,
with 33 percent of housing in the top-quintile
neighborhoods built in 1950 or earlier, compared
with just 14 percent in the lowest-livability places.
Among neighborhoods scoring in the top quintile,
the median year of construction for a housing unit
is 1962, compared with 1978 for the least livable
neighborhoods. Older housing stock often requires
more maintenance and can contribute to higher
housing costs. Additionally, older housing is more
likely to have features like steep steps and narrow
walkways that make navigating one’s home harder
for people as they age. That said, older housing does
tend to be located in older neighborhoods which
may have more amenities close by, particularly
in communities built before auto-oriented
neighborhood design became more popular.

Housing Costs and Income Are Higher in the
Most Livable Neighborhoods

The cost of homeownership and the cost of
monthly rents are significantly higher in the most
livable places. The median gross rent in the most
livable neighborhoods is $1,160 compared with
$920 in the bottom quintile. While 79 percent of
renters in the lowest-livability places pay less than
$1,250 per month, this share falls to 62 percent in
the highest livability neighborhoods. For owneroccupied homes, housing values are also higher
in high-livability neighborhoods, with a median
value of approximately $329,000 compared with
$176,000 for the lowest-livability neighborhoods.
Unsurprisingly, where housing costs are the
highest, household income is also among the
highest. Median income rises to about $66,000 in
the three most livable quintiles, compared with
$55,200 for the lowest quintile. Median incomes
are highest in the third and fourth quintiles.
Many livability features are commonly associated
with higher-cost communities. As high housing
costs put extra strains on household budgets,
affordability is a key component of the housing
category in the Index, with three of the five housing
metrics—median monthly housing costs, percentage
of income devoted to housing costs (or housing cost
burden), and number of subsidized housing units
per 100,000 people—related to affordability. Because
high livability neighborhoods have higher median
rents, this variable appears to be outweighed by
others in the Index, including those in the housing
measure itself (such as the metric regarding presence
of multifamily housing).
Livable Neighborhoods Have a Diversity of
Household Types, and More Single-Person
Households

Neighborhoods scoring highly on the Index have a
lower share of family households. Whereas family
households represent 66 percent of all households
on average, in the most livable neighborhoods,
they are only 59 percent of all households. The
most livable places have larger shares of nonfamily
households, as 41 percent of households are
nonfamily (including 32 percent who are single
persons), compared with 30 percent and 25 percent
respectively in the lowest livability quintile.

17

The public-use data set does not allow us to identify those of Hispanic ethnicity. For the purposes of these figures, those who identify
as Hispanic may be of any race.
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HOW OLDER ADULTS’ ACCESS TO LIVABLE
NEIGHBORHOODS VARIES

livable communities. Though both higher- and
lower-income older adults reside in high livability
neighborhoods, on average the specific features of
those places differ, suggesting that older adults of
different income levels do not have equal access to
the same community features that contribute to
livability. Furthermore, some groups, such as older
adults with disabilities, are underrepresented in the
most livable places altogether.

In phase two of our analysis, we used ACS
microdata to examine profiles of older adults
residing in neighborhoods with different levels
of livability. The findings point to opportunities
for addressing inequality in access to livable
communities and to the specific elements certain
populations lack even in the most livable places.
Table 3 summarizes by neighborhood quintile the
characteristics of older residents residing in each.

Access to Livable Neighborhoods Differs
among Older Age Groups

The analysis found that older residents living in
the most livable neighborhoods include those
individuals typically thought of as more vulnerable,
defined as lower-income older adults, singleperson households, people of color, and renters.
But the analysis also found that different groups
of older adults have access to different kinds of

People ages 50 and older are distributed across
all livability quintiles in roughly the same way
as the overall population (described previously
in table 1). As with the overall population, more
older adults reside in the lower livability quintiles.
Overall, 22 percent of those ages 50 and older
live in neighborhoods in the bottom quintile,

Table 3
Characteristics of Older Residents by Neighborhood (Percents)

Characteristic
Tenure

Renters
Owners
Race
White
Black
Asian
Hispanic
Other
Household Married Without Kids
Type
Married With Kids
Single Parent
Other Family
Single Person
Other Nonfamily
Income
Under $15,000
$15–29,999
$30–44,999
$45–59,999
$60–74,999
$75,000 or More
Disability With Disability
Without Disability

Ages 50 to 64

Ages 65 to 79

Ages 80 and Older

Livability Quintile

Livability Quintile

Livability Quintile

Lowest 2
18
82
70
12
3
13
2
55
10
3
13
14
5
9
11
12
12
11
46
20
80

19
81
71
11
4
12
1
54
11
3
12
14
6
7
9
10
11
10
53
16
84

3

4 Highest Lowest 2

3

4 Highest Lowest 2

3

4 Highest

22
78
71
11
5
12
1
52
12
3
13
15
6
7
8
10
10
10
55
15
85

26
74
69
12
7
12
1
49
12
3
13
17
6
7
9
10
10
10
55
15
85

17
84
77
9
5
8
1
60
3
1
10
22
4
8
14
15
13
11
39
26
74

21
80
75
10
6
8
1
57
3
1
10
24
4
9
14
15
13
11
38
26
74

22
78
80
8
4
8
0
42
2
1
16
37
3
13
23
17
12
8
26
57
43

26
74
79
8
5
8
0
39
2
1
16
40
2
14
24
17
12
8
26
57
43

35
66
66
12
9
13
1
44
12
4
14
20
7
8
9
10
10
10
54
16
84

12
88
78
9
3
9
1
63
2
1
10
20
4
9
17
17
14
11
32
31
69

14
87
79
9
4
8
1
62
3
1
10
21
4
8
15
16
14
11
37
27
73

30
70
72
10
9
9
1
52
3
1
11
29
4
12
15
14
12
10
38
26
74

14
86
80
8
2
8
1
46
2
1
16
34
2
14
24
18
13
8
23
60
40

18
82
81
8
3
8
0
45
2
1
15
35
2
13
23
18
12
9
25
58
42

38
63
75
8
8
8
0
36
2
1
15
44
3
17
24
15
11
8
25
57
43

Notes: Hispanic households may be of any race. White, Black, and Asian households are non-Hispanic. The other category includes
people of all other races and people who are multiracial. Disabilities include those related to seeing, hearing, self-care, independent
living, or mobility.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Index and 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.
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25 percent in the second lowest, 20 percent in
the middle, 16 percent in the second highest, and
17 percent in the most livable quintile.
The likelihood of living in a livable neighborhood
shifts somewhat with age. Among older adults,
those ages 50 to 64 as well as those ages 80
and older have a slightly better chance of
living in a high livability neighborhood than
do those ages 65 to 79. Among those ages 80
and older, 18 percent reside in the top quintile
neighborhoods but only 16 percent of those ages
65 to 79 do. In contrast, those ages 65 to 79 are
more likely than other age groups to live in lowerlivability neighborhoods. The reasons for this
finding are unclear; it may be the result of moves
people make at different points in their lives, or it
may be related to the characteristics of the specific
cohorts currently within these age groups.
On Average, Older Renters Live in More Livable
Places than Do Older Owners

While most older adults own their housing, the
shares of older renters are highest in the highest
livability quintiles (figure 1). In each age group of
older adults, the share of renters rises from a low
in the lowest-livability quintile to a high in the

highest livability quintile. For example, among
those ages 80 and older, the renter share in the
lowest quintile is 14 percent and the share in the
highest quintile is 38 percent.
Older homeowners, however, are more
concentrated among the lowest livability (first and
second) quintiles and make up a lower share in
the higher livability (fourth and fifth) quintiles
(table 3). While the share of owners ages 65 to
79 is 88 percent in the lowest quintile, it is only
70 percent in the highest livability quintile.
Overall, because the homeownership rate of older
adults is so high (78.5 percent for households
headed by someone ages 65 and older, and
74.2 percent for households headed by someone
age 50 to 6418), there are greater numbers of older
homeowners than older renters residing in high
livability neighborhoods. In the data used in this
analysis, there are roughly 23.7 million individual
renters and 88.1 million individual owners ages 50
and older. Within the fifth quintile neighborhoods
alone, there are 12.6 million owners and
6.3 million renters. And among the lowestlivability neighborhoods (the first quintile), there
are 21.0 million owners and 3.8 million renters.

Figure 1
The Share of Older Adult Renters Rises with Each Livability Quintile

Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Livability Index and 2017 American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample
5-Year Estimates.

18

Joint Center for Housing Studies, Housing America’s Older Adults 2019 (Cambridge: Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard
University, 2019).
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Neighborhood Locations Reveal Differences in
Livability Options between Racial Groups

Race/ethnicity is another variable on which to
assess access to livability features. Asian older
adults are the only group whose share increases
with every livability quintile. Asian adults ages 50
and older are much more likely to live in livable
neighborhoods, with shares of this group rising
demonstrably from the lowest to highest quintile
(table 3). In contrast, the share of older White
residents declines as one moves from the lowest
to highest livability neighborhoods. The share
of population that is Black is approximately the
same across all livability quintiles, meaning that
the Black population is represented in roughly
equal proportions at each level of livability. In each
livability quintile, just about 12 percent of older
adults ages 50 to 64 are Black, along with between
9 and 10 percent in each quintile among the
population ages 65 to 79 and 8 percent of those ages
80 and older. Meanwhile, Hispanic older adults are

the group most overrepresented in the lowest and
highest quintiles and less represented in each of the
three middle quintiles. Among all older age groups,
the second quintile (low livability) exhibits the
highest share of White older adults and lowest share
of people of color.
People of color in general have lower
homeownership rates than White households.
This is true for all ages, but also for older adults,
for whom the Black-White homeownership gap for
those ages 65 and older is at a 30-year high of more
than over 19 percentage points.19 With higher shares
of renters, older adults from communities of color
are more likely to live in multifamily buildings and
in more transit-rich neighborhoods with greater
walkability, and a higher diversity of housing types.
In the highest-livability neighborhoods, Black
and Hispanic older adult renters tend to reside in
neighborhoods scoring high in the transportation,
housing, and neighborhood categories (figure 2).
Yet scores on engagement, health, environment, and

Figure 2
Black and Hispanic Older Renters in the Most Livable Neighborhoods Score Highest on
Transportation, Neighborhood, and Housing

Notes: Mean scores shown are for neighborhoods in the highest quintile for overall livability. Data confidentiality concerns do
not allow further disaggregation by race.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Index and 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.
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Joint Center for Housing Studies, Housing America’s Older Adults 2019.
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opportunity for renters of color fall below those of
owners and, in many cases, below those of White
renters.
Comparing the most livable neighborhoods of
Asian/other renters with those of Black/Hispanic
and White older renters demonstrates that Asian/
other renters have access to more transportation
options and neighborhood amenities than do
White residents; they also have greater health
features than do White, Black, and Hispanic
residents, but live in neighborhoods with lower
engagement scores than those of White residents
(and just below those of Black/Hispanic older
adults).
Indeed, the overall population of older adults in
neighborhoods that score highest on engagement
and opportunity categories of the Index is over
80 percent White for ages 50 and older (figure
3). At the same time, Asian/other older adults
of color are over-represented compared with
their share of the population in neighborhoods
that score highest on health and neighborhood
features. Compared with their share of the

population, Black and Hispanic older adults are
overrepresented in places with high scores on
housing, neighborhood, and transportation.
Older Adults in Livable Neighborhoods
Are More Likely to Live in Single-Person
Households

In terms of the livability of where people reside,
noticeable differences exist between single and
married older adults. Older single adults are more
common in the most livable neighborhoods, while
less livable neighborhoods have higher shares of
married couples both with and without children.
Married couples ages 50 to 64 with children make
up slightly larger shares of households in higher
livability quintiles (12 percent in the most livable
quintile compared to 10 percent in the least), while
couples ages 50 to 64 living without children
at home represent a larger share in less livable
quintiles (table 3). Over half the older adults
within this age group living in the bottom three
livability quintiles are married without children
at home, though the share falls progressively with
each quintile.

Figure 3
White Older Adults Have Greater Access to Neighborhoods with the Most Engagement and
Opportunity

Note: Shares are given for neighborhoods that score in the top quintile of a given Livability Index category. Distribution of
population is the distribution of people ages 50 and older.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Livability Index and 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.
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The share of single-person households ages 50 to 64
increases in each livability quintile, from 14 percent
in the lowest-livability quintile to 20 percent in the
highest. Older adults living in other types of family
households as well as nonfamily households (such
as roommate situations) are also more common
among the highest quintiles for livability.

narrow to married couples without children at
home and single-person households.20
Age and Income of Older Adults in High
Livability Neighborhoods Vary

The distribution of older people by income and
livability quintiles is complex. Lower-income older
adults are more common in both the lowest and
The trend becomes more striking with age. Among the highest livability quintiles than in those in
those ages 65 and older, married couple households between (table 3). Looking only at those earning
less than $15,000 per year, the highest shares
are a larger share of older adults in low-livability
within each age group (50 to 64, 65 to 79, and
neighborhoods, while single-person households
80 and older) are at the extremes. The share of
are more common in high-livability locations. And
among the oldest, those ages 80 and older, the share those earning between $15,000 and $29,000 is
something of a “U” shape as well, with the highest
of single-person households reaches 44 percent
shares in the first and fifth quintiles—though
in the highest livability quintile, climbing from
this income group actually makes up the highest
34 percent in the lowest-livability quintile.
shares in the lowest livability quintile in each age
These findings reflect shifts in household
group. Lower-income older adults also have access
composition shift with age. For example, among
to different types of livable places. Indeed, lowerthose households ages 50 to 64, the most common income older adults make up a larger share of the
household types are married with children,
older adult population in neighborhoods that score
married without children, and single person;
highest on housing, as well as neighborhood and
however, after age 65, the main household types
transportation (figure 4). It is possible that some
Figure 4
Lower-Income Older Adults Are Overrepresented in Neighborhoods Scoring High on Housing

Note: Shares are given for neighborhoods that score in the top quintile of a given Livability Index category. Distribution of
population is the distribution of people ages 50 and older.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Livability Index and 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.

20 Joint Center for Housing Studies, Housing America’s Older Adults 2019.
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lower-income people live in highly livable places
because they have secured affordable housing
using housing assistance programs or because
they moved in at a time when the neighborhood
was more affordable.

living in neighborhoods they find optimal, if they
are unable to move to a more preferred location
because that place lacks the supports they need,
or if there are other barriers to moving (such as
affordability).

Going up the income scale, those earning between
$30,000 and $75,000 per year in each of the
older age groups are more common in the lowest
livability quintiles, with steadily lower shares in
higher quintiles. Those earning $75,000 annually
are actually most overrepresented in the third or
fourth quintiles, with the lowest share in the least
livable quintile.

Different Groups Live in Different Types of
Livable Neighborhoods

Older Adults with Disabilities Are More
Prevalent in Low Livability Locations

Individuals reporting a disability related to seeing,
hearing, self-care, independent living, or mobility
make up a slightly lower share of older adults in
the most livable neighborhoods (table 3). Further,
there is a distinct pattern of those reporting
disabilities accounting for a larger share in the
lowest livability quintile, though the differences
among the other quintiles are not large. This
is particularly true for those ages 80 and older;
while nearly 60 percent of those ages 80 and older
in the first quintile have disabilities, the share in
the other quintiles ranges only between 57 and
58 percent.
Older adults with disabilities are more likely to
rent, live alone, and have lower incomes.21 Unlike
their counterparts without disabilities, those
with disabilities tend not to live in places with
high livability scores. Those with disabilities
represented in the data speak to vastly different
environmental, housing, and support needs
that are not met in every community. It may
be that, for some with intensive self-care needs,
care in the home matters more than whether a
neighborhood is walkable or where engagement
opportunities are plentiful, whereas someone
who uses a cane but prefers walking to driving
might prefer an urban neighborhood to one in
the suburbs. Alternatively, people may develop
disabilities over time and remain in a location
that no longer meets their needs. We do not know
the extent to which people with disabilities are

The highly livable neighborhoods in which
different demographic groups live vary in
character. Renters residing in the most livable
quintile of neighborhoods have access to more
robust transportation systems, more housing
options, and better proximity to community
destinations than do owners in the highest
quintile neighborhoods, but their neighborhoods’
scores for engagement, health, environment, and
opportunity fall below those of the most livable
neighborhoods of homeowners (figure 5).
Meanwhile, in the lowest quintile neighborhoods,
housing becomes the strongest category for both
owners and renters, though owners maintain
greater access to a healthy environment,
opportunities for engagement, and greater
opportunity overall. Finally, in third quintile
neighborhoods of moderate livability, there is less
variation between owners and renters, though
the housing score stands out as slightly higher for
renters, while opportunity stands out for owners.

Adding income into the analysis further
differentiates the neighborhood characteristics
that owners and renters access. Comparing the
neighborhoods scoring in the highest quintile
for livability occupied by the lowest-income
renters with the highly livable neighborhoods
of older, higher-income homeowners, we see
that the neighborhoods of the lower-income
renters score high on transportation, housing,
and neighborhood, and lower on engagement,
health, environment, and opportunity (figure 6).
The neighborhoods of the highest-income
owners, in contrast, achieve the highest scores
in neighborhood and health, with high overall
scores in engagement, environment, and
opportunity as well. Housing, however, receives
the lowest score.
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Figure 5
The Highest Livability Neighborhoods for Owners and Renters Vary in Characteristics

Note: Mean scores shown are for neighborhoods in the highest quintile for overall livability.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Index and 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.

Figure 6
Within the Most Livable Neighborhoods, Lower-Income Renters and Higher-Income Owners
Have Access to Different Livability Features

Note: Mean scores shown are for neighborhoods in the highest quintile for overall livability.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Livability Index and 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.
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More Older Adults Are Unaffordably Housed in
the Most Livable Neighborhoods

Housing affordability is a challenge faced by
millions of older adults. Indeed, the Joint Center’s
2019 report on Housing America’s Older Adults
found that a record number of older households
are cost-burdened—nearly 10 million households
ages 65 and older as of 2017—and the number
facing cost burdens in the 50- to 64-year-old range
totaled another 10 million.22

Figure 7
Older Adults Are More Likely to Face Cost
Burdens in High Livability Neighborhoods

On average, the most livable neighborhoods have
higher housing costs, and older adults residing in
the most livable quintiles are more likely to face
cost burdens, paying more than 30 percent of
their income for housing costs (figure 7).
Among those ages 50 to 64 living in top quintile
neighborhoods, 28 percent face housing cost
burdens, while within the lowest livability
neighborhoods, 22 percent of residents ages
50 to 64 face burdens. Cost burdens rise with
age, however, and our analysis shows that
they rise rather more dramatically with age in
higher livability places. Among people ages 65
to 79, 24 percent living in the lowest livability
neighborhoods face cost burdens compared with
32 percent in the highest quintile; among those
ages 80 and older, 26 percent face cost burdens
in the lowest livability neighborhoods compared
with 38 percent in the highest quintile.23
THE IMPACT OF LIVABILITY ON RESIDENTIAL
MOBILITY

Do older adults who move tend to relocate to
neighborhoods that score higher, lower, or about
the same on the Index as their previous location?
Statistical analysis of the Index scores and ACS
data were used to examine residential mobility
and the location choices of older adults. Only a
small subset of older adults move in a given year.

Notes: An individual is cost burdened if their household
pays at least 30 percent of their income for housing.
Households with zero or negative income are assumed to
have burdens, while households paying no cash rent are
assumed to be without burdens.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Index and 2017
American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year
Estimates.

In general, people are less likely to move as they
get older and, as a result, the residential mobility
rates of older households are lower than those
with younger household heads.24 The analysis
of the ACS data showed that just 6 percent of
the population ages 50 and older moved within
one year of the survey date (table 4).25 The rate
dropped from 7 percent of those ages 50 to 54
to 4 percent of those ages 80 to 84. There was
a slight uptick to 5 percent among those ages
85 and older; at this age, tenure switches from
owning to renting becomes more common, so
it follows that residential mobility rates would
increase as well.26

22 Joint Center for Housing Studies, Housing America’s Older Adults 2019.
23 In this analysis, cost burdens were calculated for individuals. Because single-person households are more likely to be cost burdened
than those of couples, the rate of cost-burdened individuals will be lower than rates reported elsewhere for cost-burdened
households. (See Joint Center for Housing Studies, Housing America’s Older Adults 2019).
24 Joint Center for Housing Studies, Housing America’s Older Adults 2019.
25 Our analysis captured older movers who lived in their own households; the analysis did not include those who moved into the home of
another person, such as a child or into group quarters.
26 Joint Center for Housing Studies, Housing America’s Older Adults 2018 (Cambridge, MA: Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2018).
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Table 4
Share Moving or Staying by Age
Age Group
50 to
54

55 to
59

60 to
64

65 to
69

70 to
74

75 to
79

80 to
84

85 and
Older

Total

7

6

6

5

4

4

4

5

6

More Livable

11

12

13

13

11

10

9

9

11

Similar Livability

76

75

74

73

75

76

77

77

75

Less Livable

13

13

14

14

14

14

14

14

14

93

94

94

95

96

96

96

95

94

Moved or Not
Movers

Stayers

Notes: Movers reported changing residence within a one-year period of their survey date. Stayers lived in the same residence for
at least a year at the time they were surveyed.
Moves to more livable neighborhoods represent an increase of at least 6 points on the Index while moves to less livable
neighborhoods are associated with at least a 6 point decrease in livability.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Index and 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.

Odds of Moving Decrease with Age

As for who is likely to move, the analysis
showed that the odds of moving decrease with
each age category when controlling for other
characteristics, reaching a plateau at ages 70 to 79
before decreasing again slightly for ages 80 and
older. The oldest households have half the odds
of moving as compared with households ages
50 to 54. Black, Asian, and Hispanic adults are
all slightly less likely to move in the regression
model, though the odds ratio is very close to
1, meaning the odds are nearly the same as
compared to white older adults. Renters are also
more likely to move, as are those with higher
incomes and higher levels of education. Those
who had moved are more likely to have previously
lived near the central business district; nonmovers lived farther out. Those living outside of
metro areas were least likely to move. Full results
are presented in appendix table 3.
Among those who had moved, most relocations
were overwhelmingly to places of similar livability
to the previous address. This is particularly true
for those in their 80s, for whom 77 percent of
movers’ new communities were similarly livable
to their last.
Although 11 percent of movers ages 50 and older
relocated to more livable neighborhoods, this
rate is highest for households in their 60s (at

13 percent) and falls with age, reaching 9 percent
of movers in their 80s. The remaining 14 percent
of households ages 50 and older relocated to less
livable locations. When controlling for other
characteristics, older adult movers are more
likely to make downward moves at younger ages
and, as they age, were more likely to move to
neighborhoods of similar livability. Of all races
and ethnicities, White older households are most
likely to make downward moves in livability. For
homeowners, the odds of making a downward
move is 1.6 times greater than that of renters.
Interestingly, starting in a higher-income
neighborhood is associated with greater odds
of a more livable move, as is starting in a
neighborhood farther from a central business
district or in a nonmetro area. The likelihood of
moving to a more livable neighborhood increases
with household income, and household heads
with a lower level of education are more likely
to make churning moves to neighborhoods of
similar livability.
The fact that more older movers do not relocate
to a more livable neighborhood when they move
deserves deeper analysis than is possible with
our current data, but points to a need for more
research into older adults’ preferences, constraints,
and decisions around moving.
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V. Discussion and Policy Recommendations
Livability is a complex issue. Determining
livability involves many factors, including what
neighborhood features are available, preferences
and choices of individuals with a range of wants
and needs, the limitations they may encounter
in accessing vital services and amenities in their
neighborhoods, and the programs and policies
communities offer their residents—to name just a
few. The results from the Index data reveal several
overarching and interconnected themes, described
below, related to community livability and the
degree to which older adults, including those
from a variety of backgrounds and experiences,
have access to live in and benefit from the most
livable places. Those themes point toward a range
of policy recommendations, also described below
that can address barriers and gaps.

THEMES REVEALED
Livability Gap: A Mismatch between Where
People Live and What They Need to Age
Successfully

AARP surveys consistently find that most people
want to live in their homes and communities as
they age; however, the findings detailed in this
report show that most older adults don’t reside
in the most livable places. That outcome suggests
a gap between what older adults have and what
people need in their communities as they age. The
livability gap can emerge in several ways, but this
study reveals two of them: (a) people may live in
communities without critical features, amenities,
and services that they may need as they age; and
(b) a range of people may reside in highly livable
places, but different groups have access to livable
places with different sets of elements—meaning
that some features, amenities, and services are
still lacking for those in livable communities.

Photo Credit: Get t y Images
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As presented above, our data and analysis suggest
that the external barriers limiting access to
livable places include a combination of factors:
communities that have developed without fully
considering the needs of aging populations; past
and present discriminatory policies and practices;
the presence of disparities including those related
to health and to socioeconomic status; and
limited access to information about the services
and amenities that contribute to community
and personal well-being, among others. At the
individual level, people may not consider how
their own future needs may change—or do not
highly value the supports they may need. When
they move, older adults may choose a location
based on other factors, including their personal
financial situation may also preclude access to
finding a home in a livable community.27
Housing Affordability: A Barrier to Livable
Communities

The analysis showed that the housing category
was not highly correlated with neighborhoods
that achieved high overall Index scores. The
results also indicated that housing costs are high
in livable communities. The category rewards
communities that have a range of options,
particularly housing with low costs. However,
communities can score highly on the Index
overall because of the strength of features,
amenities, and services other than housing.
Despite this, high housing costs pose barriers
to entry for those seeking these features in
neighborhoods where they want to live.
Affordable housing is critical to expanding access
to livable places. A lack of affordable options
also hurts current residents whose changes in
household, financial circumstances, or health
status necessitate a move. Most adults would
prefer to remain within their current community,
but often are unable to find suitable housing
within their communities to which to move.28
Housing choice is not solely about affordability
or even housing type; it is also about the
neighborhood and community features in that
location, which affects virtually every aspect of

life. So, when people contemplate their housing
choice, they are making tradeoffs between a range
of factors and are limited by the available options
in their price range within a given community.
Disparities: Community Members with Unequal
Access to Specific Livability Features

The results show that vulnerable older adults,
including those with lower incomes and
people of color, do have access to high-livability
neighborhoods that have higher scores on
housing, transportation, and neighborhood—yet
lower scores on health, environment, opportunity,
and engagement. Higher-income, White, and
home-owning older adults are more apt to reside
in livable places with high scores on engagement
and opportunity. Even in neighborhoods that
score in the bottom in terms of overall livability,
older adults with lower incomes or who rent have
access to a different set of features, services, and
amenities than do higher income owners who
also live in low livability places. The reasons
for these differences are deep and complex,
often tied to historical patterns of residential
segregation enabled by discrimination in housing
and mortgage markets, urban renewal programs,
or disinvestment in urban neighborhoods. The
legacies of previous policies have shaped today’s
communities, including the access different
groups have to the housing, infrastructure,
services, amenities, and conditions that contribute
to livability. Addressing these long-standing
inequities requires evaluating barriers to entry
to communities with higher livability at the local
level, including a lack of housing options available
to those with lower incomes and to renters.
Furthermore, the analysis cannot show whether
people living within communities have equal
access to the opportunities, resources, services,
and amenities in those places. Older persons with
disabilities may live near housing that offers
accessibility features, but there is no way to know
from the analysis presented here whether they
actually can afford to live in it; there are likely
vast disparities within communities in who has
access to specific livability features.

27 Harrell et al., What Is Livable?
28 Binette and Vasold, Home and Community Preferences.
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Mobility: People Typically Move to Places with
Livability Scores Similar to Those of Their
Previous Location

The finding that most people move to places of
similar livability rather than higher livability
might suggest barriers to moving up the livability
spectrum. These barriers might exist both in
the information that individuals have and in
the options available to meet their wants and
needs. Because the analysis showed that livable
communities can be more expensive, it is possible
that some people simply cannot afford a higher
level of livability. That said, our analysis also
underscores what we already know from a wealth
of previous research: people make housing choices
with limited information, are influenced by their
individual preferences, and may not consider
livability holistically or over the long term.29
Instead, many are likely seeking a particular
amenity or a set of amenities that outweighs
others.
Neighborhood Preferences and Location
Choice: Personal Preferences and Amenities
Can Determine Access to Livable Places

The analysis shows that some groups (with
characteristics related to income, race/ethnicity,
housing tenure, and household type) reside in
more livable places than others. For example,
the share of older renters increases with greater
livability while the share of older homeowners
decreases. This result might suggest differences
in the preferences of both groups. Renters,
especially those at higher incomes, are often more
flexible and mobile when choosing housing, and
able to select locations where there is greater
walkability and access to a variety of shops, parks,
and entertainment venues. When combined,
these features and services contribute to greater
livability. It may also be the case, of course, that
renters live in certain neighborhoods primarily
because they offer more rental options, including
subsidized rental housing, than those found
in other communities. Yet older owners may
generally have access to features renters do not,
such as better air quality. At the community
level, there are many avenues for intervention to
improve livability, even in neighborhoods that
score highest. At the individual level, greater

awareness of how neighborhood choices can
affect current and future needs is important, as
is information on how one might best adapt if
circumstances change.
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BY INDEX
CATEGORY

The Index takes a holistic approach to measure
how well communities are meeting the needs of
people as they age. People are better supported
when communities take into account how
livability connects to all aspects of individual
and community life. Local officials and
other community stakeholders can consider
improving livability across the seven policy areas
covered in the Index: housing, neighborhood,
transportation, environment, health, engagement
and opportunity. Following is a range of policy
recommendations across all seven of those
categories, including areas not highlighted in this
analysis but that nonetheless contribute to the
overall livability score.
Housing: Affordability and Access

A diversity of housing options, including different
housing types and housing with accessible
features, contribute to livability, creating more
opportunities for people with varying incomes,
physical needs, and household configurations
to reside in the same community. Housing
affordability is also key to creating access to
livable communities. The research analysis
showed that, on average, places scoring higher on
the Index have higher rents and housing values.
High housing costs strain household budgets,
often making people choose between competing
but necessary expenses such as rent, health care,
and transportation.
Ensuring equitable access to highly livable places
requires a focus on affordability, which can
be addressed by the creation of housing types
that are typically less expensive through local
zoning and the development of income-restricted
housing via policies such as inclusionary
zoning, affordable housing trust funds, Low
Income Housing Tax Credits, and other funding
mechanisms. Although our recommendations
focus on local actions, there is also a clear role

29

Harrell et al., What Is Livable?
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for rental assistance from states or the federal
government for those who are income eligible.
In areas where single-family homes have
traditionally been the main housing type, small
multifamily homes and apartments, accessory
dwelling units, and multigenerational shared
housing can all increase housing options in such
communities where many older adults already
live. Expanding options in denser locations is
important as well. In all housing development and
redevelopment efforts, universal design should
be a priority in order to increase the share of
housing that is safe and accessible for all people,
of all ages. To help individual older adults seeking
to make updates to their homes, many local and
state funding mechanisms can help, including
housing trust funds, tax credits, low-interest loans,
and home modification programs.
Neighborhoods: Creating Safe Environments in
Proximity to Food and Culture

The results of this study suggest that majorityolder adult neighborhoods have low neighborhood
scores. A livable community has a variety of
destinations, including employment opportunities

and entertainment and cultural venues, as well as
places to shop, socialize, and enjoy the outdoors
in a safe and inclusive environment. Where
these destinations are in close proximity, people
should be able to walk or bike to reach them,
or in other places that are less dense, be able to
access them via public transit or other modes of
transportation. The Index’s neighborhood category
includes indicators that measure proximity to
grocery stores and farmers’ markets, where people
can make healthy food choices. The Index also
measures proximity to libraries, where people can
meet for community events, get information, and
access books and other resources. Other indicators
include crime rate, vacancy rates, and proximity
to jobs.
Communities can increase livability by focusing
on enhancing the variety of and access to key
destinations by implementing policies and
programs that support local businesses in
neighborhoods throughout the community;
by creating opportunities for mixed-use
developments in town and business centers
in cities, suburbs and rural communities, and
encourage transit-oriented development projects
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that nurture retail and other services close to
transit centers.
Another critical neighborhood component is
personal safety. All residents should feel safe
wherever they travel within the community.
Local governments should establish policies and
programs that can keep community members
safe, while discouraging crime. Policies such as
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
can help reduce isolated and dark streets. Other
crime prevention efforts should include input
and participation from all residents, especially
communities of color, to establish effective
and equitable criminal justice measures and
implement policies that address the underlying
causes of crime.
Transportation: Supporting a Variety of Modes

Not only do vital community amenities and
services contribute to livability but also they
are necessary to have convenient, accessible,
and affordable transportation to reach key
destinations—both for residents and those who
visit or care for them. A safe and enabling travel
environment protects pedestrians with features
like a place to sit and rest, sheltered transit
stops, and clearly presented wayfinding signage.
In addition, it supports different modes of
transportation such as walking, biking, and public
transit. Communities that lack these features and
alternatives to private cars might look to increase
options for people of all ages, including those who
cannot or choose not to drive.
As this analysis revealed, transportation was a
contributing factor to high-scoring communities;
however, even communities scoring highly on the
transportation category should review the extent
to which transportation serves all riders with
varying mobility levels. Policy and programmatic
interventions such as Complete Streets and Vision
Zero can decrease dangerous conditions and
enhance the pedestrian experience and others
such as volunteer driver programs and nonemergency medical transportation increase access
to destinations for people who need rides in
communities of all types.
26

Environment: Promoting a Healthy, Clean, and
Natural Place to Live

A healthy and clean natural environment
supports community livability by, for example,
being devoid of pollutants that negatively impact
the health of a community and its residents,
especially the most vulnerable community
members. Air pollution can make chronic lung
disease such as COPD and asthma worse in older
adults and young children. Similarly, livable
communities should be prepared for natural and
human-caused disasters and health emergencies
that can devastate local economies, interrupt
health and community services, create personal
financial hardships and displace residents.
Older adults are vulnerable during and in the
aftermath of such disasters, susceptible to loss of
health care and vital medicines they may need to
address chronic conditions. They may also have
problems reaching community destinations if
transportation services are disrupted. And in the
aftermath of natural disasters, these individuals
may be more susceptible to respiratory and other
illnesses. Even highly livable communities vary
in the extent to which a clean environment and
resilient community is available to all residents.
The Index assesses air and water quality, as well
as the prevalence of state utility disconnection
programs, disaster mitigation plans, and state
energy efficiency programs.
Improving air and water quality, creating
community resiliency, and decreasing the risk
of health and financial hardships in the face of
disasters require local, regional, and state action
and in some cases, multistate coordination.
Approaches to address these matters include
ensuring that disaster relief funding be allocated
equitably to all community members in need,
implementing planning efforts to ensure
that communities of color are not negatively
impacted by development projects, and informing
community members about programs, such
as utility circuit-breaker programs, that can
alleviate financial hardships. These solutions,
among others, can ensure that all people and
neighborhoods can participate in and benefit
from environment-related amenities, activities,
and decisions that maximize protections from
environmental risks.
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Health: Supporting Well-Being through Livable
Communities

Well beyond environmental factors, location
plays a central role in the health and wellbeing of community members. Communities
that encourage healthy behaviors and provide
opportunities to exercise are more livable.

The Index data analysis showed that a high
health category score consistently contributed
to high scoring communities. The results also
suggest race, ethnicity, income, and tenure
can limit one’s access to healthy, livable
communities. The research showed that Black
and Hispanic older adults and renters living in
lower-income households have less access to
livable communities with high health scores.
For example, evidence points to longstanding
socioeconomic disparities that impact health
outcomes among people of color and other
vulnerable communities, such as lower-income
renters. In fact, recent studies have shown that life
expectancy can vary by almost 20 years between
neighborhoods within the same city.30 Emblematic
of this kind of disparity, the recent COVID-19
pandemic has had disproportionate effects on
communities of color, which have experienced
lifelong inequities in access to health care, greater
exposure to pollutants and other environmental
hazards, and other stressors that can contribute
to poorer health. Further, such communities have
a greater likelihood of living in crowded housing,
where it is more difficult to stop the virus’s
transmission.
Communities seeking to improve health
outcomes for all residents can take such actions
as expanding access to quality health services,
including but not limited to providing home
and community-based services for people with
long-term care needs,31 encouraging healthy
behaviors through initiatives such as smoking
cessation programs, hosting health fairs, and
holding events oriented toward physical activity.
Providing opportunities for exercise including by
funding recreational programs and upgrading and

maintaining local parks and recreation centers—
helps improve livability.
Engagement: Ability and Opportunity
to Participate in Civic and Social Life of
Community

Part of creating livable communities is ensuring
that all people, regardless of background, have a
way to be involved in community life, be engaged
civically, and stay connected to friends and
family. The engagement category includes voting
rates, access to high-speed Internet, volunteer
opportunities, social engagement, and antidiscrimination policies. Policies that make areas
more inclusive allow for greater participation in
many key aspects of community life, including
having a voice in determining local leadership.
For example, communities can boost voting rates
through measures such as eliminating flaws
and practices that limit the ability to vote and
implementing early voting, no-excuse absentee
voting, and mail-in voting, among other types of
voting.
High-speed Internet access is increasingly a
crucial tool for businesses to reach customers,
local governments to share community
information, and people to access health and other
local services (as well as to socialize). During the
COVID-19 pandemic, online access has also been
a critical way many older adults have remained
connected with family and friends, accessed
classes and clubs, and attended religious services.
Yet many areas lack access to high-speed, low-cost
Internet. Many lower-income older households
cannot afford broadband or the technology
needed to go online. Bridging this digital divide
will be vital to helping all older adults stay
connected and engaged, and it is particularly
important because social isolation and loneliness
can have negative impacts on older adults’ health.
In addition to technology solutions, a range
of public and private efforts can increase
engagement through means such as increasing
volunteering opportunities for those who want

30 Virginia Commonwealth University, “Mapping Life Expectancy,” 2014, https://societyhealth.vcu.edu/work/the-projects/mappinglife-expectancy.html.
31 The State Long Term Services and Supports (LTSS) Scorecard measures state-level LTSS system performance and provides policy
recommendations to address service needs of older adults, people with physical disabilities, and their family caregivers: Reinhard, S.
et al. Long-Term Services & Supports State Scorecard AARP, The Commonwealth Fund, and The SCAN Foundation Washington, DC
2020 www.longtermscorecard.org
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to improve their communities. Enacting and
enforcing anti-discrimination laws and supporting
local human rights commissions can also ensure
that all residents, regardless of race, sex, age, or
sexual orientation (especially those groups that
have faced a history of discrimination in this
country) can benefit from livability features,
services and improvements.
Opportunity: Enabling Economic and
Educational Pursuits

The analysis found that communities with a
higher concentration of older adults scored lower
on the Index. Age diversity is an important
quality of a livable community, while access to
educational and economic opportunities is an
important contributor to a household’s financial
well-being. Both of those community attributes
depend on how well the local government can
encourage local business, support schools, and
provide services to all residents. A well-educated
workforce and strong local economy can also
attract private-sector investment and other
forms of economic development. Meanwhile,

communities can also address gaps in livability
at the neighborhood level, where a majority of
residents are older (such as city blocks where there
is a high share of age-restricted housing).
The elements of opportunity that are measured
in the Index include high-school graduation rates,
the presence of employment opportunities and
multigenerational populations, and economic
equality. Communities looking to strengthen
opportunity for people at all life stages might
explore ways to connect people of different
generations through formal and informal
programming, such as holding intergenerational
conversations about significant community topics
or siting child care and senior centers in the same
location. Other activities that improve opportunity
could include job fairs for older adults seeking
employment. In addition, local governments could
establish policies to strengthen lower-income
households’ access to education, job training, and
housing—and invite anchor institutions, such as
churches, hospitals, and universities, to support
these initiatives.

ADDITIONAL LIVABLE COMMUNITIES POLICY RESOURCES
The policy areas touched on above are not exhaustive, and there are many resources
that can help communities identify and pursue policies that will enhance livability in
urban, suburban, and rural locations. While the Index’s policies are a start, the AARP PPI
offers solutions such as Housing Policy Solutions to Support Aging with Options, at
www.aarp.org/livablepolicy. AARP’s range of resources on livable communities,
available at www.aarp.org/livable, includes the AARP Roadmap to Livability series
(covering topics that include housing, transportation, and economic development) and
Where We Live: Communities for All Ages. The AARP Network of Age Friendly States and
Communities: The Introductory Booklet offers additional guidance for communities that
may want to make a commitment to improving over time.32

32

AARP Roadmap to Livability, https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/tool-kits-resources/info-2017/roadmap-to-livabilitycollection.html; Housing Policy Solutions to Support Aging with Options, https://www.aarp.org/ppi/info-2017/housing-policysolutions-to-support-aging-with-options.html; Where We Live: Communities for All Ages, https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/
tool-kits-resources/info-2016/where-we-live-communities-for-all-ages.html; The AARP Network of Age Friendly States and
Communities: The Introductory Booklet, https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/network-age-friendly-communities/info-2014/
age-friendly-resource-guide.html
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VI. Conclusion
Although interest in the concept of livable
communities has grown, access to the most livable
communities is not equitable among older adults.
Improving access requires both understanding
where gaps in access are, using tools like the
Index, and making changes to ensure wider access.
By analyzing the Index in conjunction with
Census block group data from the ACS, we have
revealed specific areas that warrant focused
attention. Housing stock, tenure, and affordability
have a particular influence on the access older
adults have to the most livable communities.
Further, while the analysis could not reveal if the
most vulnerable older people residing in livable
communities have equal access to every feature,
service, and amenity, one expects they do not.
The findings also reveal that people typically do
not move to places of greater livability, reflecting
the already-known tendency for people to focus

more on current needs than future ones when
they move as well as highlighting resource
constraints that keep some from being able to
make a desired move to a more livable location.
Livability is far from being evenly distributed.
However, there is promise: solutions such as
the AARP Network of Age Friendly States
and Communities provide an approach for
communities to address the needs of people
as they age across many important attributes
and community features and services that
are measured in the Index. As of the time
of publication, elected leaders from over 480
communities and six states have committed to
actively work towards making their communities
“a great place to live for all ages.”33 This work is
only part of the solution: policy change, private
sector actions, and behavior changes will be
necessary to ensure that more people have access.

Photo Credit: Get t y Images

33 AARP, “Network of Age-Friendly States and Communities Member List,” https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/network-agefriendly-communities/info-2014/member-list.html. October 2020.
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Appendix
Table A1
Correlations of Elements of the Overall Livability Score
Housing Neighborhood Transportation Environment Health Engagement Opportunity Overall
Housing

1

Neighborhood

-0.03

1

Transportation

0.13

0.59

1

Environment

-0.04

-0.13

0.06

1

Health

-0.37

0.45

0.13

-0.06

1

Engagement

-0.06

-0.11

-0.12

0.18

0.06

1

Opportunity

-0.27

-0.03

-0.23

0.03

0.21

0.15

Overall

0.12

0.62

0.55

0.36

0.50

0.38

1
0.30

1

Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Livability Index and 2017 American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample
5-Year Estimates.

Table A2
Mean Livability Scores by Overall Livability Quintile
Livability Quintile

Mean of All
Quintiles

Lowest

2

3

4

Highest

Overall

51

43

49

52

55

60

Housing

51

50

50

50

52

55

Neighborhood

51

38

46

51

57

65

Transportation

52

42

47

51

56

65

Environment

52

44

50

53

55

59

Health

51

40

48

53

56

61

Engagement

51

43

49

52

55

59

Opportunity

51

43

50

53

54

55

Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Livability Index and 2017 American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample
5-Year Estimates.
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Binomial and multinomial logistic regressions were used to investigate the person-level and
neighborhood-level characteristics that are most associated with older adult mobility. The sample
includes all older adults ages 50 and older. Initial models were run with static characteristics (such as
race) alone. The models presented below, which include both static and time-varying characteristics
(such as marital status), produced the best fit. There are many characteristics that cannot be observed in
the American Community Survey and are therefore not accounted for in the models. Additionally, the
large number of observations renders nearly all variables are statistically significant. In reporting the
results, we focus on variables that had the largest odds ratios to indicate a level of practical significance.
The first model shown in the table below is a logistic regression with the binary outcome of whether a
person moved or not. The outcome variable represents recent movers who reported living in a different
house within one year of being surveyed. The surveys are pooled across a five-year span from 2013 to 2017.
The second model is the multinomial regression. The internal American Community Survey allows us to
observe both the current and previous block group that movers live in. We use these variables to examine
the livability of the neighborhoods they moved from and to. The sample for this model is restricted to
recent movers. The outcome variable is whether the older adult made a downward move to a neighborhood
with a lower livability score (more than 5 points lower on the Index), a churning move to a neighborhood
of similar livability, or an upward move to a neighborhood with a higher livability score (more than
5 points higher on the Index). The 5-point threshold was chosen based on the distribution of Index scores.
Table A3
Older Adult Mobility Logistic and Multinomial Regression Results

Move vs. Stay
Odds
Ratio

Std.
Err.

Pvalue

Downward Mobility
vs. Churning
Odds
Ratio

Upward Mobility vs.
Churning

Std.
Err.

Pvalue

Odds
Ratio

Std.
Err.

Pvalue

Household Characteristics
Age Group
(Ref. 50 to 54)

55 to 59

0.9

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

60 to 64

0.8

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

65 to 69

0.7

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

70 to 74

0.6

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

75 to 79

0.6

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

80 to 84

0.5

0.0

***

0.7

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

85 and older

0.5

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

Female

1.0

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

Race/Ethnicity Black
(Ref. White)
Asian

0.8

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

Hispanic

0.9

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

Other

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

High School Grad

1.1

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

Some College

1.2

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

Bachelor’s degree
or higher

1.3

0.0

***

1.2

0.0

***

1.3

0.0

***

Foreign-Born
Education
(Ref. Less than
high school)

WHO HAS ACCESS TO AMERICA’S MOST LIVABLE NEIGHBORHOODS?

31

Move vs. Stay

Downward Mobility
vs. Churning

Upward Mobility vs.
Churning

Odds
Ratio

Std.
Err.

Pvalue

Odds
Ratio

Std.
Err.

Pvalue

Odds
Ratio

Std.
Err.

Pvalue

Widowed

1.0

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

Divorced

1.1

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

Separated

1.4

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

Never married

0.7

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

Unemployed

1.4

0.0

***

1.3

0.0

***

1.2

0.0

***

Armed forces

2.2

0.0

***

1.5

0.0

***

1.4

0.0

***

Not in labor force

1.2

0.0

***

1.3

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

Homeownership

0.2

0.0

***

1.6

0.0

***

0.6

0.0

***

Household Size

0.9

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

Household Income (in millions)

1.7

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

1.5

0.0

***

Poverty Status

1.0

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

Marital Status
(Ref. Married)

Employment
Status
(Ref. Employed)

Neighborhood Characteristics
Residential
Location
(Ref. < 3 miles
from CBD)

3 to 10 miles

0.9

0.0

***

0.9

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

10 to 45 miles

0.9

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

45 miles or more

0.9

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.3

0.0

***

Non-metro area

0.7

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

1.5

0.0

***

Median age

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

% Minority

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

% Unemployment

1.0

0.0

% Poverty

1.0

0.0

% At Least Bachelor’s Degree

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

Median HH Income (in millions)

1.7

0.0

***

0.8

0.0

***

5.2

0.0

***

Median Year Units Built

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

% Vacancy

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

% Homeownership

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

Median Value (in millions)

0.8

0.0

***

1.2

0.0

***

1.2

0.0

***

Median Gross Rent (in thousands)

1.1

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

Year Fixed
Effects
(Ref. 2012)

2013

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

2014

1.0

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

2015

1.0

0.0

***

1.1

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

2016

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

1.0

0.0

***

Number of Obs
Pseudo R2

227,600,000

12,610,000

12,610,000

0.082

0.039

0.039

Notes: Movers reported changing residence within a one-year period of their survey date. Stayers lived in the same residence
for at least a year at the time they were surveyed.
Upward moves to more livable neighborhoods represent an increase of at least 6 points on the Index while downward moves to
less livable neighborhoods are associated with at least a 6 point decrease in livability.
Source: JCHS analysis of the 2018 AARP Index and 2013- 2017 American Community Survey Internal Use File 1-Year Estimates.
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LIVABILITY INDEX CATEGORIES

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Housing: We spend more time in our homes than anywhere else, so housing costs, choices, and
accessibility are critical. Great communities provide housing opportunities for people of all ages,
incomes, and abilities, allowing everyone to live in a quality neighborhood regardless of their
current—or future—situation.
Neighborhood: Compact neighborhoods make it easier for residents to reach the things they need
most, from jobs to grocery stores to libraries. Nearby parks and healthy food help people make
smart choices, and diverse, walkable neighborhoods with shops, restaurants, and movie theatres
make local life interesting. Additionally, neighborhoods that allow good access to more distant
destinations by transit or automobile help residents to connect to jobs, health care, and services
throughout the greater community.
Transportation: Livable communities provide their residents with transportation options that
connect people to social activities, economic opportunities, and medical care, and offer convenient,
healthy, and low-cost alternatives to driving that are accessible to all.
Environment: Great communities enact policies to improve and protect the environment for
generations to come. The Index monitors how healthy the environment is today by looking at air
and water quality, as well as whether communities have taken steps for the future to improve
energy efficiency and create resilience plans in the event of emergencies and natural disasters.
Health: Great communities offer easy access to exercise opportunities and high-quality health care.
People in these communities eat well and avoid smoking in order to stay healthy and set positive
examples for each other.
Engagement: From social engagement to civic action to Internet access, residents’ individual
opportunities to connect and feel welcome help lessen social isolation and strengthen the greater
community. The Index explores and examines the different ways in which residents engage with
and support their communities, and how they impact livability as a whole.
Opportunity: Backed by a strong regional economy and fiscally healthy local governments,
welcoming communities provide residents an equal chance to earn a living wage and improve their
well-being, from jobs for the elderly to education for the young.

Indicators of Livability

The Index includes 60 different indicators divided among the seven categories listed above. Forty (40)
of these data points are metrics, which measure current conditions on the ground, and 20 are policies
or programs that capture steps that communities can take to become more livable in the future. The
table below summarizes all of the metrics and policies in the Index.
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Summary Table of Livability Index Metrics and Policies
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Attribute

Metric/
Policy

Housing accessibility

Metric

Percentage of housing units with a zero-step entrance

Housing options

Metric

Percentage of housing units that are not single-family, detached
homes

Housing costs

Housing affordability

Metric

Monthly housing costs

Housing cost burden

Housing affordability

Metric

Percentage of income devoted to monthly housing costs

Availability of subsidized housing

Housing affordability

Metric

Number of subsidized housing units per 10,000 people

State and local inclusive design laws

Housing accessibility

Policy

State and local laws that make housing accessible for people of all
abilities

State and local housing trust funds

Housing affordability

Policy

State and local funds that support the development and
preservation of affordable housing

Housing options

Policy

State laws guaranteeing notice and/or first right of purchase to
residents of manufactured housing communities prior to sale

Housing affordability

Policy

State policies and programs that protect homeowners from losing
their homes to foreclosure

Access to grocery stores and farmers’
markets

Proximity to destinations

Metric

Number of grocery stores and farmers’ markets within a half mile

Access to parks

Proximity to destinations

Metric

Number of parks within a half-mile

Access to libraries

Proximity to destinations

Metric

Number of libraries within a half-mile

Access to jobs by transit

Proximity to destinations

Metric

Number of jobs accessible within a 45-minute transit commute

Access to jobs by auto

Proximity to destinations

Metric

Number of jobs accessible within a 45-minute automobile commute

Diversity of destinations

Mixed-use neighborhoods

Metric

Mix of jobs within a mile

Activity density

Compact neighborhoods

Metric

Combined number of jobs and people per square mile

Personal safety

Metric

Combined violent and property crimes per 10,000 people

Neighborhood quality

Metric

Percentage of vacant housing units

Mixed-use neighborhoods

Policy

State and local programs that support transit-oriented development

Category
Housing

Indicator
Zero-step entrances
Availability of multi-family housing

State manufactured housing
protections
State foreclosure prevention and
protection
Neighborhood

Crime rate
Vacancy rate
State and local TOD programs

Definition

Attribute

Metric/
Policy

Convenient transportation options

Metric

Total number of buses and trains per hour in both directions for all
stops within a quarter-mile

Walk trips

Convenient transportation options

Metric

Estimated walk trips per household per day

Congestion

Convenient transportation options

Metric

Estimated total hours that the average commuter spends in traffic
each year

Transportation costs

Metric

Estimated household transportation costs

Speed limits

Safe streets

Metric

Average speed limit on streets and highways

Crash rate

Safe streets

Metric

Annual average number of fatal crashes per 100,000 people

Accessible system design

Metric

Percentage of transit stations and vehicles that are ADA-accessible

Safe streets

Policy

State and local Complete Streets policies

State human services transportation
coordination

Convenient transportation options

Policy

State human services transportation coordination councils

State volunteer driver policies

Convenient transportation options

Policy

State policies that remove barriers to volunteer driver programs

Water quality

Metric

Percentage of the population getting water from public water
systems with at least one health-based violation during the past
year

Regional air quality

Air quality

Metric

Number of days per year when regional air quality is unhealthy for
sensitive populations

Near-roadway pollution

Air quality

Metric

Percentage of the population living within 200 meters of a hightraffic road with more than 25,000 vehicles per day

Local industrial pollution

Air quality

Metric

Toxicity of airborne chemicals released from nearby industrial
facilities

State utility disconnection policies

Resilience

Policy

State date-based policies prohibiting disconnection of utility service

Local multi-hazard mitigation plans

Resilience

Policy

Approved local multi-hazard mitigation plans

State energy efficiency scorecard

Energy efficiency

Policy

State policies that support energy-efficient buildings, facilities, and
appliances

Category

Indicator

Transportation Frequency of local transit service

Household transportation costs

ADA-accessible stations and vehicles
State and local Complete Streets
policies
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Drinking water quality

Definition
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Category
Health

Indicator

Metric/
Policy

Definition

Smoking prevalence

Healthy behaviors

Metric

Estimated smoking rate

Obesity prevalence

Healthy behaviors

Metric

Estimated obesity rate

Access to exercise opportunities

Healthy behaviors

Metric

Percentage of people who live within a half-mile of parks and within
1 mile of recreational facilities (3 miles for rural areas)

Health care professional shortage
areas

Access to health care

Metric

Severity of clinician shortage

Preventable hospitalization rate

Quality of health care

Metric

Number of hospital admissions for conditions that could be
effectively treated through outpatient care per 1,000 patients

Patient satisfaction

Quality of health care

Metric

Percentage of patients who give area hospitals a rating of 9 or 10,
with 10 indicating the highest level of satisfaction

Healthy behaviors

Policy

State and local laws that prohibit smoking in workplaces,
restaurants, and bars

Internet access

Metric

Percentage of residents who have access to three or more wireline
Internet service providers, and two or more providers that offer
maximum advertised download speeds of 50 megabits per second

Opportunity for civic involvement

Civic engagement

Metric

Number of civic, social, religious, political, and business
organizations per 10,000 people

Voting rate

Civic engagement

Metric

Percentage of people ages 18 years or older who voted in the last
presidential election

Social involvement index

Social engagement

Metric

Extent to which residents eat dinner with household members, see
or hear from friends and family, talk with neighbors, and do favors
for neighbors

Cultural, arts, and entertainment
institutions

Social engagement

Metric

Number of movie theaters and entertainment centers within 5
miles and performing arts and sports venues within 15 miles per
10,000 people

Internet access

Policy

Absence of state policies that prevent cities from operating public
broadband networks

Civic engagement

Policy

State laws allowing early, no-excuse absentee, or mail-in voting

Local human rights commissions

Equal rights

Policy

Local human rights commissions

Local LGBT anti-discrimination laws

Equal rights

Policy

Total score of 75 or greater from the Human Rights Campaign
Municipal Equality Index

State and local smoke-free laws
Engagement

Attribute

Broadband cost and speed

State barriers to community
broadband
Early, absentee, or mail-in state voting
laws

Category
Opportunity

Indicator
Income inequality

Metric/
Policy

Definition

Equal opportunity

Metric

Gini coefficient (the gap between rich and poor)

Economic opportunity

Metric

Number of jobs per person in the workforce

Education

Metric

Adjusted 4-year high school cohort graduation rate

Multi-generational communities

Metric

Age-group diversity of local population compared to the national
population

Local fiscal health

Policy

Local government AAA general obligation bond rating

Economic opportunity

Policy

State minimum wage is higher than the federal minimum wage and
is adjusted for increases in the cost of living

State expansion of the Family and
Medical Leave Act

Equal opportunity

Policy

State policies that expand upon the federal Family and Medical
Leave Act (FMLA) to provide additional leave benefits to workers

Local commitment to create agefriendly communities

Commitment to livability

Policy

Communities that have taken comprehensive steps to prepare for
the aging of the U.S. population

Jobs per worker
High school graduation rate
Age diversity
Local government creditworthiness
State minimum wage increase

General

Attribute
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