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Abstract 

 

Participatory Approaches to Engaging Seniors in Designing Sustainable 

Transport Options 

 

Yu-Wen Chou, M.S.C.R.P. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Patricia Wilson 

 

As America’s senior population keeps booming, research published by leading 

organizations on the issues of senior mobility and “Aging in Place” have revealed the 

importance of senior engagement in expanding seniors’ transport options. A case study was 

conducted to review pioneering projects using effective approaches internationally for 

senior engagement in transportation-related topics. Based on the case study, an engagement 

toolkit was developed by the researcher to facilitate practical implementation in the city of 

Houston. An implementation project was then conducted to evaluate the toolkit based on 

the events observed and inputs provided by the participants. The project discovered 

characteristics of an organization that would make it a better candidate to apply the toolkit. 

Those characteristics include: 1) having the experience and knowledge of how to carry out 

a participatory event, 2) planning to use the toolkit for delivering topics related to transport 

options to seniors, 3) having sufficient resources that can invest into the toolkit 

implementation, and 4) having an action plan to utilize the collected data after holding a 

participatory event. The narrative acquired from the participants also indicated optimism 
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for the implementation of the toolkit. These results suggest that a careful and intentional 

use of participatory approaches can contribute to the success of using senior engagement 

in expanding their transport options. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

1.1.1 The Trend of An Aging Society 

America is aging. Seniors—age 65 and over—represent 14 percent of the U.S. 

population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). Seniors have increased from 35.9 million in 2003 

to 44.7 million in 2013 (a 24.7% increase) and they are projected to more than double to 

98 million in 2060. The senior population is beginning to burgeon as the Baby Boom 

generation begins to reach age 65. With more than 77 million people born between 1946 

and 1964, the Baby Boom generation is the largest in U.S. history. With rising life 

expectancies, America’s largest generation will also be the oldest ever. According to aging 

experts, a large share of the Baby Boom generation will find that their ability to navigate 

by vehicle diminishes or disappears over time (Bailey, 2004). Driving a car can become 

difficult or even impossible for the senior population. Also, senior populations tend to drive 

less and are more dependent on walking or public transit to reach their destinations. Thus, 

the Baby Boom generation needs to be able to find and use attractive alternatives.  

In 2001, the National Household Transportation Survey found that seniors age 65 

and older who no longer drive make 15 percent fewer trips to the doctor, 59 percent fewer 

trips to shop or eat out, and 65 percent fewer trips to visit friends and family than drivers 

of the same age. The mismatch between transportation demands and transit services and 

the design of streetscapes to support needed services makes non-driving seniors more 

isolated and affects their quality of life. 
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1.1.2 Benefits of Developing Sustainable Transport Options for Seniors 

Sustainable transport options often include the travel modes of walking, biking, 

riding the bus and carpooling. The basic notion behind sustainability is that meeting the 

demands of today should not compromise the quality or viability of life in the future (World 

Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Shifting to more sustainable  

means of transport not only leads to less urban congestion, safer roads and better air quality, 

but also contributes to personal autonomy and physical well-being of seniors—walking 

and riding on a bus are healthier than sitting in a traffic jam (Transportation Research Board 

of the National Academics, 2004).  

Developing sustainable transport options for seniors can help them age in place as 

well.  Aging in Place is a process of individuals growing older in their own homes or 

community without moving out to another residential setting (Ball et al., 2004). Studies 

have suggested that most people prefer to age in place but that living in these 

neighborhoods means that daily activities require frequent car trips. In 2010, AARP carried 

out a large-scale survey of adults age 45 and over. More than 85 percent of respondents 

strongly or somewhat agreed with the following statement: “What I’d really like to do is 

stay in my current residence for as long as possible” (Keenan, 2010). Therefore, making 

sustainable transport options available to the senior population can greatly contribute to 

their quality of life. 



 
 

3 

1.1.3 The Importance of Senior Participation in Designing Sustainable Options for 

Senior Mobility 

In order to provide sustainable transit options for seniors, the first step will be 

engaging senior populations in the transportation planning process to discuss how to fulfill 

their needs. Seniors are the experts on their own lives, and their ongoing involvement can 

contribute to effective transportation planning in various dimensions including physical 

design, and social and community supports. Furthermore, a built environment that can 

accommodate the physical and mental needs of seniors normally can accommodate people 

of other ages, which means that the increased senior participation would contribute to the 

quality of life of people from other age groups. For example, a well-designed pedestrian 

sidewalk that has clear signs, canopies to cover the sun, and pavement that is smoothly 

paved can also benefit pedestrians of all ages.  

This kind of public involvement is often a required part of the transportation 

planning process by federal and state law. However, to ensure transit project outcomes 

meet the needs of seniors, some U.S. Department of Transportation grants require 

applicants to engage seniors in a participatory event as part of the application process 

(Banta, personal communication, April 6, 2015). This helps the government establish 

performance indicators to be used in measuring relevant output. Additionally, the 

American Planning Association calls for today’s planners to maximize senior engagement 

in the planning process (APA, 2014). Planners should understand that the process must be 

a worthwhile use of participants’ time as well as a worthwhile expenditure of limited 

agency resources.   
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1.2 STUDY SITE 

1.2.1 Houston as Study City 

The issues of senior mobility and how to help them age in place are especially 

urgent to certain regions. In 2015, Houston ranked 3rd in the nation for having poor transit 

access for seniors age 65-79 among metropolitan areas with a population size of at least 3 

million (Kevin DeGood et al, 2011). It was estimated that 68 percent of seniors age 65-79 

in Houston will have poor transit access in 2015, which comprises 372,348 seniors. The 

fact that Houston is facing fast growth may make the situation even worse. By 2040, the 

percentage of the population age 60 and older will be nearly 10 percent higher than it is 

today.1 Where this growing and aging population will live, work and travel in the region 

will depend largely on the transportation choices available to them. 

1.2.2 Current Opportunity to Address Senior Mobility Issues at the City Level 

Since a growing number of seniors in Houston are likely to suffer from poor transit 

access in the future, this report sees the need to develop a strong focus on engaging seniors 

to support senior mobility as part of Houston’s current Mobility Study. In addition, the 

Metro Board of Directors of Houston approved changes to the region’s bus network in 

February 2015 and the new bus system is expected to be implemented in August of the 

same year (Houston Metro, 2015). The participatory approaches developed will be an ideal 

tool to evaluate the new bus services in relation to senior mobility. 

                                                      
1 Houston-Galveston Area Council. (n.d.). 2040 RTP Demographics. Retrieved from 
http://www.h-gac.com/taq/plan/2040/demographics.aspx 
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1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND ANTICIPATED FINDINGS 

The research question for this report is to examine the ways participatory 

approaches used around the world can be applied to communities in Houston to address 

senior mobility issues. 

The anticipated findings are listed below: 

1) To encourage the improvement of senior mobility, there is a significant need 

for senior participation. 

2) A senior engagement toolkit can be developed from the case study for 

organizations or communities that seek to improve senior participation in 

planning for sustainable transport options.  

3) An on-site toolkit implementation project will suggest a series of principles for 

applying the tools applicable for the Chinatown neighborhood from the toolkit 

developed in the first component of the report. 

4) The participatory tools selected from the toolkit will better satisfy the future 

potential participants’ expectations and needs.
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Chapter 2: Methodology and Research Design 

2.1 METHODOLOGY 

There are three methodologies used in this report. The first method is a review of 

existing research on senior mobility initiatives. The goal is to understand the importance 

and possibilities of senior participation in senior mobility issues and identify the challenges 

and difficulties of senior engagement.  

The second method is a case study reviewing successful participatory programs on 

senior mobility. The purpose of this review is to analyze the outreach approaches used in 

different transportation related projects. The criteria for selecting the cases reviewed 

requires these cases to have a focus on expanding sustainable transport options for seniors. 

Also, each case has a clear message to seniors. In addition, specific tools and approaches 

were used to engage senior participation in the cases. Furthermore, the cases presented 

have positive or sustainable outcomes. Many participatory events have been created to help 

transportation agencies, organizations or institutes understand their senior clients and 

further empower them. By doing a worldwide case study, several universal tools used to 

engage seniors are identified and presented.  

The third method is a cross-sectional study. To seek how applicable the toolkit can 

be implemented into an organization in the city of Houston, a cross-sectional study of an 

on-site implementation project for senior participation in expanding their transport options 

was conducted. 
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2.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

2.2.1 Literature Review 

The literature review is divided into four sections. The first section reviews the 

research which identifies the challenges in senior mobility. The second section introduces 

the concept of Aging in Place and its relationship with the senior mobility. The third section 

addresses one of the solutions to enable seniors to age in place. Finally, the last section 

provides a practical examination of how to apply senior participation in initiatives aimed 

at helping them age in place.  

For the first three sections, the research is acquired mainly through a review of 

bibliographies compiled by the Association of American Retired Persons (AARP), The 

National Center on Senior Transportation (NCST) and the American Planning Association 

(APA). Significant research related to senior mobility and Aging in Place has been 

published through AARP. AARP Public Policy Institute, AARP’s research publisher, 

promotes development of sound, creative policies to address the common need for 

economic security, health care, and quality of life. Another organization that is dedicated 

to the research of senior mobility issues is the National Center on Senior Transportation 

(NCST). The National Center on Senior Transportation (NCST) strives to increase 

transportation options for seniors to support their abilities to live independently in their 

homes and communities throughout the United States.  Both AARP and NCST produce 

numerous resources available to the public. In addition to these two research institutes, the 

American Planning Association also maintains an Aging in Place bibliography webpage. 

This online resource aims to provide planners and researchers with an interdisciplinary, 
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annotated bibliography of pertinent literature about seniors’ growing desire to remain in 

their homes and participate in their communities as they age. In addition, statistics used to 

demonstrate seniors’ travel patterns or the use of travel modes are mainly acquired from 

the database of the National Household Travel Survey. For the last section, research 

published by “Attaining Energy-Efficient Mobility in an Ageing Society’ (AENEAS) was 

reviewed. This European project is in the framework of the Intelligent Energy Europe (IEE) 

program. It aims to become the cornerstone for international reference projects in the field 

of urban mobility for seniors. On the AENEAS website, research and projects collected 

among European countries are updated from time to time, giving public access to 

collaborative information and resources. 

2.2.2 Case Study 

The cases studied were selected from among those considered best practices by the 

NCST and from the successful projects introduced by AENEAS to European countries. 

From the review of these cases, the researcher compiled common elements to form a 

proposed senior engagement toolkit. 

2.2.3 Cross-Sectional Study 

The purpose of the cross-sectional study is to see how the toolkit generated from 

the case study can be implemented by groups that seek to engage seniors in designing 

solutions to their mobility issues. The researcher proposed to implement the transportation 

engagement strategies into a local organization’s senior program in Houston.  Starting with 

finding an ideal organization to partner with, the researcher then incorporated the toolkit 
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with the help of the organization step by step. The implementation part is considered an 

“Implementation Project.” The researcher was then able to observe the reactions of senior 

participants and evaluate whether the toolkit meets seniors’ needs and whether it increases 

their willingness to be engaged in senior mobility issues. In addition, this implementation 

project aims to demonstrate how the toolkit can be strengthened based on a community’s 

characteristics and the local context of the area in which it serves.  

Phase One: Finding A Community Partner 

The first phase of finding an ideal partnering organization was anticipated to be two 

weeks. The purpose of this phase was to identify an organization that serves senior 

populations in Houston, with senior transit riders as its target population. 

The objectives of this section were to:   

1) Identify an organization that fits the required characteristics 

2) Reach out to the organization for partnership 

3) Discuss the logistics of the implementation project to be conducted later 

4) Generate a list of potential contact persons 

Phase Two: Implementation Project 

The timeframe for the implementation project was anticipated to be three weeks. 

During this period, the “Senior Engagement in Mobility Toolkit” was applied to the 

programs that the partnering organization has for its senior clients. The researcher and 

partner organization conducted outreach to seniors in order to further explore the potential 
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of the toolkit. Participants’ input regarding whether their needs are clearly identified in the 

toolkit were also collected. 

The objectives of this section were to:   

1) Design the Implementation Project with the partnering organization 

2) Conduct outreach to seniors 

3) Hold participatory events to collect participants’ input 

Phase Three: Project Analysis  

To examine whether the applied toolkit meets the expectations of the participants 

regarding senior mobility, a careful observation into the process of the implementation 

project was conducted. In addition, the researcher examined how influential the tools are 

by analyzing the input and feedback from the participants.  

The objectives were to:   

1) Observe the events 

2) Analyze the data 

3) Analyze the toolkit 

4) Identifying the lesson learned  

2.3 LIMITATIONS 

The results of this study are intended to be useful to a single organization rather 

than to be generalized to other organizations and contexts. Each organization’s structure 

and relationship with stakeholders will vary. In addition, local contextual factors including 

local willingness, demographic trends, governmental policies involved, power supports, 

and other independent variables can affect the implementation result. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

The topic of senior transport options not only involves the issue of transportation 

planning, but also involves the issue of public awareness and understanding for seniors. In 

reviewing the existing literature, it was found that, from time to time, considerable thought 

has gone into the research area of the mobility and transportation needs of seniors. Recently, 

there is a growing focus on approaches to carry out actions that can sustainably take care 

of senior’s transportation needs. In particular, approaches to public engagement have been 

acknowledged in several studies by different organizations. By reviewing international 

cases, the researcher also found that in the U.S., most of the current research is advocacy-

based. To gain more practical understanding of challenges in engaging seniors in their 

mobility issues, an implementation report published by a European program called 

Attaining Energy-Efficient Mobility in an Ageing Society (AENEAS) will also be 

discussed. 

3.1 CHALLENGES IN SENIOR MOBILITY 

AARP, which represents the population of age 50 and over, has done the most 

research in understanding the needs of seniors compared to other organizations. To learn 

about how seniors think about and use different transport options, AARP conducted 

telephone surveys in 1998 and 2009. In the report summarizing the 2009 surveys, Keenan 

(2010) noted that “Americans’ love affair with the car is not over, but the ardor may have 

waned” (p. 21). According to Keenan, although driving is still the dominant mode of 

transportation, the desire of having more transport options has been greatly increasing for 
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Americans as they age. Based on the data collected for the report, more than half of the 

senior respondents avoid driving at particular times. Also, their driving comfortable level 

is bound to community features such as posted speed limits, street lighting, intersections 

with safe crosswalks for pedestrians, and adequate sidewalks. In the study, nearly 66 

percent of respondents agreed that having a variety of transportation options available in 

one’s community is important, but more than half said there is no public transportation 

within a 10-minute walk. Moreover, nearly 60 percent of respondents said it would be 

difficult for them to walk to the stop nearest their home (Keenan, 2010). From the 

comprehensive data analysis conducted by AARP, it indicates that instead of allowing 

seniors to live in a risky environment, more feasible transportation options are urgently 

needed. 

By analyzing the NHTS data, researchers also found evidence of the need for 

greater transport options for seniors.2 Bailey (2004) points out that due to factors such as 

declining health,  concerns over safety, no car or no access to a car, or personal preference, 

more than 21 percent of Americans age 65 and older do not drive. Also, lacking transport 

options partially results in the fact that more than 50 percent of non-drivers age 65 and 

older stay home on any given day. In her research, Bailey (2004) noted that “in too many 

places, public transportation is still not a practical option for seniors” (p. 2). In conclusion, 

she recommends to expand and improve public transit services to meet the needs of seniors 

by investing more funding in public transportation systems (Bailey, 2004). The result of 

                                                      
2 Bailey, L. (2004). Aging Americans: Stranded without Options. Surface Transportation Policy 
Project, Washington, D.C. Retrieved from 
http://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/aging_stranded.pdf 
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her research coincides with the findings of AARP and further reinforces the urgent need 

for more transport options for seniors.  

Another government funded organization, the National Center on Senior 

Transportation (NCST), has also greatly contributed to the understanding of senior 

mobility. In 2009, a report published by NCST specifically addressed cultural and ethnic 

challenges.3 According to the researchers, differences among ethnic and cultural groups 

shall be considered when planning transportation services for seniors. They found out that 

the minority status of those ethnic and cultural groups often related to their health and 

income status, factors that can greatly affect the seniors’ transportation needs (Indeld and 

Dize, 2009).  

3.2 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN AGING IN PLACE AND EXPANDING SENIOR 

TRANSPORT OPTIONS 

Aging Baby Boomers and the majority of seniors in America prefer to live in their 

familiar built environment, homes and communities as long as possible (Keenan, 2010). In 

AARP’s publication on the topic of Aging in Place, it defines Aging in Place as the “ability 

to remain in one’s own home or community in spite of potential changes in health and 

functioning in later life” (Farber, and Shinkle, 2011). Because millions of Baby Boomers 

prefer to age in place, the current undesirable transit services that hardly meet the 

transportation demand of seniors will become a significant issue (DeGood et al, 2011).  

                                                      
3 Indeld, D. L. and Dize, V. (2009). Senior Transportation Today. NCST. Retrieved from 
http://seniortransportation.net/Portals/0/Cache/Pages/Resources/Senior_Transportation_Today.pd
f 
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Due to the fact that many seniors will gradually run into difficulties in navigation 

when driving, aging experts point out that these millions of seniors will need affordable 

alternatives to driving in order to maintain their independence as long as possible (Coughlin, 

2009). However, with limited or no access to feasible transport options, seniors are forced 

to be isolated from others, which impacts their quality of life, and may face economic 

challenges (Kevin DeGood et al, 2011).  

3.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF ENGAGING SENIORS IN EFFORTS TO EXPAND SENIOR 

TRANSPORT OPTIONS 

In seeking approaches to help seniors age in place, in a 2005 report AARP 

acknowledged “Community Engagement Matters” and “Transportation and Mobility 

Matter” as the key findings that can help the nation move toward the goal of livable 

communities for persons of all ages and abilities.4 Although the report did not specifically 

mention how to engage seniors in transportation issues, the recommendation for senior 

mobility in a livable community did make additional recommendations that relate to senior 

engagement. For example, the report recommended that to support seniors who still drive, 

communities should improve seniors’ travel environment, provide educational programs, 

and promote safe driving for senior drivers. Also, communities should create positive 

initiates by enhancing senior transport options, such as improving public transportation 

systems, creating walkable and bikable communities and designating specialized 

                                                      
4 Kochera, A., Straight, A. and Guterbock, T. (2005). Beyond 50.05: A Report to the Nation on 
Livable Communities: Creating Environments for Successful Aging. AARP Public Policy 
Institute. Retrieved from http://assets.aarp.org/rgcenter/il/beyond_50_communities.pdf 
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transportation for individuals with varied physical capabilities and preferences (Kochera, 

Straight, & Guterbock, 2005). It seems that a community could not possibly achieve these 

goals without engaging seniors as one of the most important stakeholders. In order to 

implement these key findings, the next steps should be to collect the approaches or tools 

for enhancing senior participation. 

To ensure the outcome of design and policy making will meet the needs of seniors, 

the American Planning Association has called for maximizing the engagement of seniors 

and their families in the transit planning and design process.5 Among the six guiding 

policies listed in the Aging in Community Policy Guide published in 2014 by APA, 

“Actively Involve Older Adults and Engage the Aging Perspective in the Planning Process” 

is the first mentioned. This guiding policy indicates that since seniors know the best about 

what they need, engaging them in different phases will contribute to the effectiveness of 

planning. It is encouraged that to assess and plan for the needs of seniors living in their 

jurisdictions, planners shall take the responsibility of cooperating with a cross section of 

leaders. APA further specifies the rationale for “Community Engagement of Seniors,” 

suggesting that people of all ages who live in various circumstances and with different 

abilities should all be heard and accommodated by planners. Planners must make full use 

of the senior engagement to minimize the economic, social and health challenges that this 

aging population might suffer from. APA advocates for collaborative efforts in achieving 

senior engagement, pointing out that working with other strategic alliances will contribute 

                                                      
5 American planning Association. (2014). Aging in Community Policy Guide. Retrieved from 
https://www.planning.org/policy/guides/pdf/agingincommunity.pdf 
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to the effectiveness of initiatives in terms of time frame, share resources, and funding (APA, 

2014). 

3.4 CHALLENGES TO SENIOR PARTICIPATION IN TRANSPORTATION ISSUES 

Attaining Energy-Efficient Mobility in an Ageing Society (AENEAS) is an 

organization that aims to become a clearinghouse for information regarding projects in the 

field of urban mobility of seniors. A report published by AENEAS provides information 

on planning, implementation, evaluation and transferability of the 15 local AENEAS 

strategies in senior mobility.6 The report specifically noted the importance of age-related 

personal constraints of seniors to transportation authority in developing communication 

actions for senior passengers. Constraints such as impaired sensory abilities, lower physical 

abilities, lack of confidence, and generation gap would affect one’s mobility when aging. 

Although the constraints might be different among each individual, gradual loss of physical 

and psychological abilities normally make a significant impact on senior mobility.   

The report synthesized the practical communication approaches introduced in a 

workshop in San Sebastián, Spain. Despite the disadvantage seniors might have to be well-

informed and fully engaged in the topic of mobility, several practitioners discovered that 

seniors may still have many abilities. An approach can be to stimulate users to activate 

their “forgotten” abilities. Also, to overcome the cultural differences and generation gap, 

the report encourages the use of personal assistance. It is believed that the trend of reducing 

                                                      
6 Fiedler, M. (2011). D 3.4 & 4.1 Good Practice Implementation Report-Final Publishable Report, 
AENEAS, Intelligent Energy Europe (IEE). Retrieved from http://www.aeneas-
project.eu/docs/Good_Practice_Implementation_Report.pdf 
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information, ticketing counter and service staff in public transit program affects the access 

of public transportation of senior passengers. However, detailed local studies might need 

to be involved to clarify the cultural differences among different groups of seniors in 

different countries (Fiedler, 2011).
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Chapter 4: Toolkit Generated from Case Study 

The purpose of the case study is to analyze the outreach and event design 

approaches used in different cases. Many participatory events have been created to help 

transportation agencies further understand their clients. Through these events, different 

stakeholders have the chance to be included as one of the decision makers. However, when 

it comes to senior engagement in mobility issues, some necessary preparation is needed. 

Some processes are also needed to successfully bring the seniors to the events planned. In 

the following case study, several tools are identified along with the rationales behind them. 

These cases show that engaging seniors is a topic that can be discussed cross-culturally. 

The cases collected worldwide will later be used as the database to generate a toolkit for 

inviting seniors to connect themselves to the issue of senior mobility. These cases were 

selected based on the following criteria: 

1) Topic related to expanding seniors transport options 

2) Have clear messages that they want to convey to seniors 

3) Specific tools were used to engage senior participation 

4) The case has a sustainable or positive outcome 

4.1 CASE STUDY 

4.1.1 NCST  Best Practice for Senior Transportation 

The cases listed below are the best practices mentioned by NCST to share as 

examples of successful models of senior engagement in mobility issues.   
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Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros Program Held by Alliance for Aging, Miami, Florida 

After discovering the threating pedestrian environment for seniors in Miami-Dade 

and Monroe County in Florida, the Alliance for Aging decided to help the local community 

to improve the safety of their senior pedestrians. Below are some statistics discovered by 

the Alliance for Aging:  

 Florida had the 9th highest seniors’ pedestrian fatality rate 

 In the state of Florida, Miami-Dade County has the highest number of senior 

pedestrian crashes, with 25 deaths and 178 injuries in 2011 

 Monroe County had the 9th highest rural pedestrian fatality rate in the nation, 

with over 25% of the population over the age of 60 (Alliance for Aging, n.d.) 

To help its senior pedestrian population enjoy the transport option of walking and 

feeling safe when they walk, the Alliance for Aging in Miami-Dade and Monroe Counties 

wants to raise the public awareness for its senior pedestrians through a safety education 

program called “Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros”. 

Three types of participatory activities were designed to convey the message to 

seniors as well as the public and to further empower seniors to reinforce their transport 

options. The first was to educate seniors and the general public about pedestrian safety by 

making public announcements in both English and Spanish on television programs. The 

second type of activity was to educate seniors about topics related to pedestrian safety in 

workshops. Similar workshops were held by seniors and community members to train more 

people. The third type was outreach to local decision makers to raise awareness about 

pedestrian dangers and needed solutions. 
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Within the four activities, several outreach approaches or tools targeted to seniors 

were used. For example, the workshops were structured to encourage discussion about 

certain topics, such as common dangers, making safe choices, and identifying and reporting 

problems in their local community. Also, according to Marsha Jenakovich, Safe Steps-

Pasos Seguros Director, translating workshop materials into Spanish was a critical 

approach for reaching seniors in Miami-Dade County. Knowing that more than half of the 

residents in the county are Hispanic and 42% of them are not fluent in English, the Alliance 

sought cooperation with Florida International University to provide translation support for 

the Spanish materials. In addition, locations for the workshops were deliberately selected 

to be the places where older adults typically congregate. Those locations including senior 

centers, meal sites, senior housings, public libraries, medical and wellness centers. 

Some approaches emerged during the process. Because the Alliance realized the 

effectiveness of peer training, Train-the-Trainer workshops were added into the program 

in 2012. Several materials were included in a package to help peer trainers offer workshop 

sessions in their own communities. Those materials included information to help peer 

trainers identify local statistics for their own communities, a copy of the PowerPoint 

presentation in English, Spanish, and Haitian Creole, and a Facilitator’s Handbook.  

Another approach that emerged later was a community policy outreach component. 

By empowering the local community members and seniors to reach out to the Miami-Dade 

Metropolitan Planning Organization and local elected officials, those participants were 

transformed into influential stakeholders who have the information they need to help move 

the senior pedestrian safety agenda forward. Presentations were provided to participants 
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with materials such as local statistics and list of problem facing by seniors, and an overview 

of evidence-based public policy changes that could lead to improvements.  

Since 2011, the Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros program has been implemented into local 

communities with continued funding from the Florida Department of Transportation. In 

2014, the translation of all the program materials into Haitian Creole was completed. The 

outcomes are positive: 80 workshops have been held and successfully trained more than 

2,200 senior participants. The program has also trained representatives from all walks of 

life to facilitate the workshops. The achievement of the Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros program 

has earned itself the 2013 Aging Achievement Award from the National Association of 

Area Agencies on Aging. 

Information Campaign for Seniors & Individuals with Disabilities Held by Texas 

Department of Transportation 

In 2014, the qualification for the recipients of the Section 5310 federal funding that 

supports Local Mobility for Seniors and Individuals with Disabilities Program was 

changed. To receive the Section 5310 funds, each applicant must initiate direct contact with 

their clients to understand their needs, discover the mismatch between the needs and the 

current services provided, and collect clients’ recommendations for improvements. In 

addition, the approaches used to create direct contact with the clients have to be described 

in detail in the transportation plan provided by each applicant. By doing so, the Section 

5310 federal funding program encourages applicants to consider their clients as one of the 

decision-makers for the transportation plan. 
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The Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) sees the policy change as an 

opportunity to help seniors and the disabled expand their transit options. In response to the 

policy change, TxDOT decided to assist local transportation providers in meeting the 

expectation of the Section 5310 federal funding program. To begin with, TxDOT selected 

several topics for direct communication between the transit providers, their clients and 

other stakeholders. Those topics include:   

1) What are the current available transport options?  

2) What do you think about the current services available? Do you have any 

recommendations? 

3) Is there anything that would help you to get access to the existing services? 

4) Do you know about transportation projects in your communities and how it 

can affect your life? 

With the goal to open up a place for fostering communication between local transit 

providers, their clients, and other stakeholders, the approach TxDOT took was to launch a 

Transportation Information Campaign by holding public meetings in each district. Since 

the target participants were seniors and disabled persons, several tools were used by 

TxDOT to help them engage in the meetings. For example, the locations chosen were 

places where the targeted populations often gathered, such as Centers of Independent 

Living and The Aging and Disability Resource Centers and libraries.  Among them, 

libraries are favored the most by the participants (TxDOT, 2014). In addition, to better 

assist public transportation coordinators to engage transit users, a 5310 Public Involvement 
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Kit was created by Kari Banta, TxDOT 5310 Program Manager, and Julia Jerome, Public 

Involvement Specialist. Elements included in the kit were:  

 A guide on how to use each of the pieces in the kit 

 Set of PowerPoint slides with accompanying presentation notes with basic 

facts on    the program and its history in Texas 

 List of talking points for public outreach 

 Customizable promotional flyer in English and in Spanish 

 Sign-in sheet for meetings 

 Feedback cards in English and in Spanish 

 PSA/Media Advisory templates 

 Lists of local contacts for Centers for Independent Living and Aging and 

Disability Resource Centers  

Public meetings were held at the end of 2014 and the attendance rate was very 

positive, according to the public transportation coordinators. Kari Banta, TxDOT 5310 

Program Manager, points out that the impact of this policy change is positive. Originally, 

transit providers generally chose to sustain the existing service because the resources to 

survey their riders to see what could be done to improve the routes were very limited. 

Consequently, riders would not be able to understand that their inputs mater. The new 

requirement forces the public transportation coordinators in each of the districts to take on 

the responsibility of planning and running the public involvement meetings. By holding 

the meetings, everyone got a chance to hear about the needs of the community. Ms. Banta 

specifically noted that one transit provider personally expressed to her that it was a good 
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experience to see his riders talk about their problems and concerns (Personal 

communication, April, 2015). 

Helping Seniors Expand Their Transport Options: Example of Jewish Family & 

Children’s Services, Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Jewish Family & Children’s Services of Minneapolis (JFCS) is an agency that 

provides various services to seniors and families. Several internal consensuses were formed 

within the organization. They recognized that there is an urgent need for them to learn more 

about the transportation options available to seniors in the community. They also see 

themselves as the organization that should help seniors survive the difficult transition of 

not driving anymore. Partnered with NCST, JFCS conducted a demonstration project in 

2009 that aimed to understand senior transport options and their needs. 

JFCS is one of the stake holders in the Community Transportation Committee, 

along with other members such as area transportation providers, the city manager, Park 

Nicollet Health Care system, the Parks & Recreation and Community Education 

Departments, and the senior program. Together, they call for access to transportation 

options for seniors, help them identify their needs and assess their driving capabilities.  

To realize those objectives, JFCS used several tools to reach out to the seniors and 

the communities they live in. For example, a refrigerator magnet that listed contact 

information for the area transportation provider was distributed. Also, the same list and 

articles were printed in publications like the agency’s newsletter. In addition, JFCS gave 

out transport options materials at events attended by the local faith community, 

transportation providers and funders.  
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Furthermore, two programs were established to better assist seniors to understand 

their needs and challenges when using different transport options.  Mobility Counseling 

has been adopted by JFCS as a basic annual assessment procedure provided to existing 

clients. Recommendations for safe driving and alternative options are discussed during the 

counseling. Printed materials were also given out during the counseling. Another program 

is a family consultation. In this program, conversations about the readiness to give up 

driving are facilitated by JFCS’s staff.  

To sustainably provide information to seniors, JFCS made Mobility Counseling 

their standard client assessment. JFCS hopes that by introducing driving alternatives long 

before a senior is forced by circumstances to give up the keys, seniors can feel more 

encouraged to use transportation alternatives.  

4.1.2 AENEAS Training Workshop in Salzburg, Austria 

Attaining Energy Efficient Mobility in an Ageing Society (AENEAS) is a program 

managed by Intelligent Energy Europe (IEE). In this program, five workshops were held 

with the following themes: “Understanding mobility of older people”, “Walking and traffic 

safety”, “Multimodal mobility marketing in an aging society”, “Cycling and health” and 

“Older passengers: It’s all about communication. How to address them? How to keep 

them?” The Salzburg workshop was the last workshop in a series of five. It aimed to help 

the participants understand the specific requirements for communication with senior transit 

users, learn from experiences in AENEAS cities, and develop implementation 

recommendations of successful programs from Salzburg.  
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Communication Approaches Suggested in the Workshop 

First, seniors prefer to have personal communication rather than receiving 

anonymous or indirect information. Thus, bringing personal contact is very crucial when 

applying marketing and communication strategies to seniors. Peer-to-peer communication 

is proven to be very effective though it is time consuming. Also, because not many seniors 

are familiar with digital devices, telephone communication and personal letters are more 

appreciated among this target group than e-mails, internet and flyers. In addition, the 

workshop discussed how finding out which social groups the senior belong to can be 

helpful. The AENEAS partners have positive experiences when cooperating with 

community centers, senior leisure clubs, sports clubs and senior homes to prepare and 

organize communication actions. By joining these organizations’ events, it provides the 

opportunity for one to establish relationships among the target group. 

From the AENEAS cities’ experiences, in general, senior participants feel safer and 

are able to follow the program when they interact with a small group. However, personal 

contact can also be established by being present with an information stand at larger public 

events. For example, having an information counter at the market places can establish 

personal contact. 

Secondly, when talking to seniors, their impaired hearing and cognitive abilities 

need to be taken into account. Based on the experiences of trainings for senior passengers 

and drivers in the city of Salzburg, the following recommendations for talking with seniors 

emerge: 
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 Bridge of Eye Contact: Eye contact helps seniors to understand the speech 

easier. If one could not clearly hear what the other said at the moment, one can 

use eye contact to catch some ideas and express his or her confusion.  

 Articulation & volume: The person who is responsible for communicating with 

seniors shall use slow and clear pronunciation, because that would help seniors 

to identify what was heard. Also, sufficient volume is necessary but one needs 

to avoid being too loud or even yelling. Other tools, such as using easy language, 

avoiding technical terminology and English terms and repeating the sentence 

when needed, can all help seniors understand more of what was said. 

 Interference noise: To seniors, background noises can greatly interfere their 

hearing and understanding. In the situation where these outside influences 

cannot be avoided, using eye contact, good articulation and sufficient volume 

will help. 

 Give time for questions: When communicating to seniors, it is important to 

pause and let them ask questions. Not only can this help them digest the 

information they just heard, but also help them feel encouraged to share their 

opinions. 

Thirdly, written information, such as brochures or timetables on a bus stop, is 

important to help seniors remember and to increase understanding. However, seniors’ low 

vision and other reduced cognitive abilities can be an obvious challenge for them while 

reading the written information. To maximize the effectiveness of the written information, 

there are several approaches suggested during the workshop. For example, small fonts are 
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forbidden. Visual abilities decline as one get older. Small fonts are hard to read for seniors. 

Thus, the font size used for the text message on the printed materials should be bigger than 

12 points.  

In addition, using visual components to help senior readers relate themselves to the 

situation shown is a very powerful communication strategy. It is highly recommended to 

put pictures of seniors on the materials. Senior readers can then identify him or herself with 

the shown persons on the materials. An interesting discovery provided by city of Salzburg 

is that people tend to feel more attracted by pictures that show people who are 

approximately 10 years younger. So if the main target group‘s age is around 70, using 

pictures of people at age 60 would be recommended. In addition, distinguishing your 

printed product from the rest can help seniors be attracted to the printed information and to 

reduce the likelihood that the material is thrown away. The advantage of providing printed 

materials is that you can reach many people and even the inactive group.  There are 

several principle in designing the materials that one should follow. One is to send printed 

materials from a trustful sender that seniors are familiar with, like the mayor, a university 

or transit authority; creating high quality materials received in a folder instead of a brochure; 

giving out chances to win something through reading the information on the material. 

Although the principles mentioned above will benefit different age groups, it is more 

effective when using on printed materials for seniors. 

Another point worth mentioning is that seniors can be very emotional when reading 

the written information. In light of this there are suggestions to consider when creating the 

written information.  For example, one should keep in mind not to overemphasize the fact 
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that seniors are old people in the texts written, because this usually makes them feel 

discouraged (Fiedler, 2011). The information and pictures on the printed materials are 

enough to show that the product is directed at a target group of seniors. Also, showing 

one’s respect to the senior population when creating the written information can help 

seniors feel more open to the information they received as well. Seniors have a life-long 

experience and they hardly accept that they are treated like children who have to learn the 

basics of road safety. Thus, instead of treating seniors like persons needing help, it is 

encouraged to let them feel that they are a group of people that deserve special attention. 

4.1.3 Success Factors and Lessons Learned from AENEAS Cities 

In the workshop, five cities, which are Donostia-San Sebastián, Kraków, Munich, 

Odense and Salzburg were mentioned as the cities that have successfully developed 

strategies in the planning and implementation process. These five cities will be discussed 

in terms of which communication strategies they applied to involve seniors in the design, 

the planning and the implementation phases.  

Public Transport Assistants and Information Brochure, City of Kraków, Poland 

The first project, Public Transport Assistants, is an innovative project in Kraków. 

The city started informing the public about the new transit project in various local media, 

including a one-hour live radio program. The assistants are young people who are trained 

to communicate with older people and assist them in their use of transit. They wear red 

jackets and a large ID card at the front, making them easily recognizable.   



 
 

30 

From this project, the city of Kraków learned that it is better to host the event at the 

same location. However, if changing location is inevitable, early notice will need to be sent 

out to ensure that potential participants can plan the logistics to participate.  

A second example project of Krakow is the information brochure.7 It was well 

designed, with big fonts, nice colors and pictures. To get the public’s attention, the 

brochure starts with an introduction written by the Mayor of Krakow. From their evaluation, 

the city learned that it would be better to start with practical information, which is useful 

for the senior travelers, rather than starting with the descriptions of general policy.  

Figure 1: A Public Transport Assistant in Kraków Offers Help to Passengers at A 
Public Transport Stop (Harry Schiffer, n.d., p.2) 

                                                      
7 Salzburg AG, ZGB. (2007.) Krakowski Transport Bez Tajemnic-Broszura Informacyjna dla 
Seniorow. Retried from http://www.aeneas-project.eu/docs/KrakowBrochure.pdf 
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Figure 2: Information Brochure of Karkow Project (Joanna Jewstrat and Bartosz 
Szczepinski, 2007, p.10) 

The Sustainable Mobility Guide for Seniors, City of Munich, Germany  

The mission of the Mobility Management Division of the City of Munich is to 

convince more people in Munich to use sustainable modes of transport instead of cars. A 

guidebook was sent to a selected group of 10,000 people from 60 to 75 years old. The 40-

page guidebook contains a comprehensive overview of the sustainable mobility options in 

the city of Munich, as well as discussion on smarter use of the private car. The sustainable 

mobility options introduced include public transportation, walking, cycling and car sharing. 

For each of the mobility options, useful information such as ticketing, training courses, 

information services, contact numbers and web links, is provided to seniors. In addition, 

by attaching a reply card with three questions on sustainable mobility, the seniors were 



 
 

32 

able to obtain one of 50 free week-long public transport tickets. The answers to the 

questions could be found by reading the guidebook. The reply card also provided the 

possibility to express interest in one of the presented training courses. Furthermore, readers 

could order further free information materials, including maps and information about 

special tickets. In this case, the seniors received a personal telephone call to provide more 

detailed information and register for the course. More than 20 percent of the addressed 

households responded and expressed interest in further information by sending back the 

reply cards.
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4.2 SENIOR ENGAGEMENT IN MOBILITY TOOLKIT 

From the case study above, it is apparent that the cases share some common 

strategies for reaching out to seniors. With different purposes of the programs, the cases 

also generate their own unique strategies to carry out their projects. This section aims to 

collect the knowledge and lessons learned from the previous projects to generate a 

comprehensive “Senior Engagement in Mobility Toolkit” for organizations who want to 

take the initiative to engage seniors in their communities regarding mobility issues. 

In the NCTS’s Best Practices, all the cases have a clear internal consensus that 

emerged from their research and funding sources. Thus, for an organization who wants to 

involve seniors in expanding their transport options, the first step is to conduct an 

organization assessment. After reaching a clear goal and objective, the next step will be 

finding strategies to reach out to seniors and getting them involved. To consolidate the 

effectiveness of the toolkit, this toolkit discussed two additional topics regarding the event 

design and written communication to seniors.  



 
 

34 

Figure 3: Overview of the Toolkit  
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4.2.1 Section One: Organization Assessment 

An organization assessment including the following topics should be conducted to 

ensure a sustainable senior engagement project can be carried out. 

Tools: 

Reach internal consensus 

Members of all departments of the organization/agency who initiate the agenda for 

improving senior mobility need to identify the problems together and reach consensus. 

Once the goals and objectives are identified, all the members shall know about the current 

transportation options available in the community. Then, the organization/agency shall 

identify the position of the organization in the whole process. Furthermore, the director 

should be convinced that the budget for senior mobility is needed. 

Research existing needs 

Special attention should be paid to the existing needs of the senior clients. It would 

be beneficial to the project to learn from other projects, use consulting and the experiences 

that are already there in order to uncover existing needs. Accordingly, all the staff should 

have access to the research and resources the organization collected, to ensure everyone is 

on the same page.  

Initiate meetings that involve different stakeholders  

The importance of reaching out to other organizations or groups who might benefit 

the project is often addressed in the case study. Having a list of local contacts can contribute 
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to the cooperation among multiple organizations. In addition to the horizontal outreach, it 

is also beneficial if an organization can build a direct relationship with the governmental 

agencies or government-funded organizations who are considered the decision-makers for 

senior mobility issues. For example, share the materials used for reaching out to seniors or 

holding a workshop for those stakeholders. Most efficient is to invite as many key 

stakeholders into a meeting as possible to let them work together and have a discussion 

about how to solve the problem. 

4.2.2 Section Two: Tools for Communication with Seniors on Mobility 

Tools: 

Cooperate with multiple organizations for target group outreach 

Individuals do not like to be addressed as belonging to a group of seniors. However, 

when addressing them individually or in smaller groups within the context of an existing 

club or association, their specific circumstances can be taken into account. Local partners 

can seek cooperation with organizations such as community centers, senior leisure clubs, 

sports clubs and senior homes to prepare and organize communication actions. Joint 

organization of events with these clubs provides this possibility. Small group, personal 

contact can also be established by being present with an information stand at larger public 

events such as marketplaces or fairs that are frequently used by the target group.  

Furthermore, presentations can be held in senior centers, meal sites, elder housing locations, 
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public libraries, medical/wellness centers, churches and other locations where older adults 

congregate.  

Decide on the location to advertise the event or seek interaction with seniors 

Places that seniors often gather include community centers, senior leisure clubs, 

sports clubs, community centers, senior homes, Centers of Independent Living, the Aging 

and Disability Resource Centers and Libraries.  

Create personal and direct contact 

Direct contact is more welcomed by seniors. Robotic voices on an answering 

machine should always be avoided. Telephone communication and personal letters are 

more appreciated among this target groups than e-mails, internet and leaflets. Because 

seniors might have reduced hearing and cognitive abilities, here are the recommendations 

for direct contact or talking with seniors: 

 Bridge of eye contact: something not heard or poorly heard can be 

supplemented with the eyes, by mimicking, lip reading and gestures 

 Clear articulation and enough volume 

 Avoid interference noise 

 Give time for questions 

 Talk in the language that participants feel most comfortable with 
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Outreach to non-active people  

In some cases they discovered that many of the existing approaches had problems 

finding a wide range of participants. Either you find people that are already active or you 

attract a group that only attends because “something is happening” and might not really be 

interested in the theme. In this case, a direct marketing method is recommended. Other 

media mentioned as means to reach the “non-active” older people include: 

 Small local newspapers that are really read by older people 

 Local radio and television 

 Bus drivers as an important source of information about the needs of seniors 

Find the right topic to start with 

Safety is the main issue that seniors care about. They have specific fears, especially 

the fear of falling and car accidents. Despite the fact that seniors are not a homogenous 

target group when it comes to their travel abilities, it is clear that seniors over 80 years of 

age have a high probability of having some problems getting around their neighborhood. 

The first step is to understand the limitations of travel for seniors. Then an organization 

can develop the motivation for them to be engaged in senior mobility issues. The example 

topics can be:  

 Do you know that the travel mode you chose can make a huge impact on your 

safety? 

 Do you feel safe by taking buses? 
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 Are you familiar with different transport options that are designed specifically 

for seniors? 

Find the ideal person to talk to seniors 

From the case study it suggests that being an ideal person to talk to seniors is not 

only about age and gender, but probably more about having the right attitude. An ideal 

person needs to show respect, have empathy and patience, and have been trained to 

communicate with seniors. It can be the person whose job it is to serve seniors and who 

understands the difficulties that a senior might face when getting older. It can also be a 

senior who has a heart for helping other seniors.  

Hold participatory events for seniors 

Practical experience and research proves that most seniors like attending events if 

the events can meet some minimum requirements. When organizing an event for seniors, 

there needs to be tailored entertainment and variety in the program. Other elements include 

a welcoming atmosphere with sufficient, dedicated staff and decoration referencing the 

past.  To ensure that seniors with hearing deficiency can hear clearly, background music is 

not recommended. The recommended location for holding an event for seniors will be the 

place they normally gather. If not, one should make sure that there is an accessible entrance 

and restroom. 
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Use writing information creatively to impress seniors 

Written information shown is important to help seniors remember, especially if it 

comes from a trustworthy person or organization. Also, keeping printed information handy 

can also help seniors save time struggling to find the resources that they need.  However, 

whether the written information is printed or not, the seniors’ capability in reading the 

written materials must be taken into account. 

Accordingly, it is important to make an organization’s products look consistent so 

that seniors can feel familiar with and feel attached to the organization. Thus, having 

templates for all the products delivered to seniors can be very helpful when reaching out to 

them. The following materials are recommended to be created based on an organization’s 

shared templates: 

 Customizable promotional flyer 

 Sign-in sheet for meetings 

 List of talking points for public outreach. 

 Set of PowerPoint slides with accompanying presentation notes with basic facts 

on the program and its history in the local neighborhood. 

 Lists of local contacts  

 Feedback cards 

(Details related to “Hold participatory events for seniors” and “Use writing information 

creatively to impress seniors” are further discussed in 4.2.3 Section Three: Tools for Event 

Design and 4.2.4 Section Four: Tools for Preparing Materials for Written Communication.) 
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4.2.3 Section Three: Tools for Event Design 

In this section, various kinds of participatory events were listed to exemplify the 

feasible events that were held for the issue of senior transport options. These events are the 

examples derived from the case study. It is categorized based on the message they want to 

convey to seniors and the event they held to achieve their goals. One could find out which 

events might be suitable for its clients based on the message one wants to convey to seniors. 
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Table 1: Example of Events for Delivering Different Messages  

Message to seniors: Raise the public awareness for senior pedestrians through safety 

education program 

Example event (case name) Event description 

Pedestrian safety Information for 

seniors (Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros) 

Educate seniors and general public about 

pedestrian safety by making public 

announcements in both English and Spanish 

on Television program 

Pedestrian safety workshops for 

seniors  

(Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros) 

Encourage discussion about certain topics, 

such as common dangers, making safe 

choices, and identifying and reporting 

problems in their local community 

Community policy outreach  

(Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros) 

Train seniors and community members to 

reach out to local decision-makers to raise 

awareness about pedestrian dangers and 

needed solutions 

Train-the-Trainer workshops  

(Safe Steps-Pasos Seguros) 

Educate peer trainers to offer workshop 

sessions in their own communities 

Message to seniors: Local transportation providers should provide services that meet 

the expectation of the needs of seniors 

Example event (case name) Event description 
Public meetings  

(Information campaign for senior 

mobility) 

Open up a place for fostering communication 

between local transit providers, their clients, 

and other stakeholders and gather inputs of the 

accessibility of the existing services 
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 Table 1 (continued):         Example of Events for Delivering Different Messages  

Message to seniors: Organizations who serve seniors would like to understand 

seniors’ transport options and their needs 

Example event (case name) Event description 
Outreach to local decision-makers to 

raise awareness about pedestrian 

dangers and solution needed. 

( Helping seniors expand their 

transport options: Example of Jewish 

Family & Children’s Services) 

Ensure community leaders have the 

information they need to help move the senior 

mobility agenda forward. 

 

Message to seniors: Seniors can get help to improve access to transportation options 

Example event (case name) Event description 

Mobility Counseling ( Helping 

seniors expand their transport options: 

Example of Jewish Family & 

Children’s Services) 

Give recommendations to seniors regards safe 

driving and alternative transport options. 

Giving out printed materials during the 

counseling 

Family consultation ( Helping seniors 

expand their transport options: 

Example of Jewish Family & 

Children’s Services) 

Facilitate a conversation with family members 

alone or with the older adult and concerned 

family about readiness to give up driving. 

Message to seniors: Introducing the new transit project to seniors 

Example event (case name) Event description 
Public Transport assistants (Public 

Transport Assistants and Information 

Brochure, City of Kraków, Poland) 

Provide on-site and direct assistance to seniors 

who want to learn more about the new 

transport option. 
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4.2.4 Section Four: Tools for Preparing Materials for Written Communication 

From the case study, it is suggested that written communication can help maximize 

the involvement of senior participations. Although written communication is considered as 

indirect communication, broader groups of seniors can be reached this way. In this section, 

the researcher listed the tools used for written communication that were discussed in the 

case study and categorized them based on the different goals that one wants to achieve 

through the use of written communication.  
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Table 2: Tools for Written Communication 

Purpose: Make the contexts of the materials fit the local Demographic trends 

Tool used Key features 
Translate everything into the language 
that participants are most familiar with

Make differences in gender and include 
specific age  

Address gender and age difference in 
the survey 

Create age segmentations for seniors above 
60 years old 

 Provide feedback cards at the end of 
the survey 

Data acquired from participants can be more 
accurate and helpful when later doing the data 
analysis 

Purpose: Help seniors feel more related to the issues 
Tool used Key features 
Make full use of visually appealing 
components 

Let the reader identify him-/herself with the 
people shown on the materials 

Distinguish your product from the rest A trustful and/or popular sender, a high-class 
product, the possibility to win something  or 
creative printed products 

Purpose: Help seniors feel comfortable and be open-minded 

Tool used Key features 
Pay attention to the tone and voice of 
the message conveyed 

Express the issue to seniors with respect 
rather than empathy and to empower them 
rather than educate them. 

Purpose: Help seniors to memorize the information easily 

Tool used Key features 
Strictly avoid using small fonts  Larger than 12 size font 

Purpose: Encourage seniors to give input to the topics and get involved 

Tool used Key features 
Provide feedback cards at the end of 
the survey 

Emphasize the importance of their input and 
what would be don after the feedback is 
received.  
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Chapter 5: Implementation of the Toolkit 

5.1 JUSTIFICATION FOR CHOOSING CHINATOWN NEIGHBORHOOD AS THE STUDY SITE 

To seek implementation of the toolkit in Houston communities, the researcher 

sought partnerships among community centers.  Among several neighborhoods that have 

high senior populations and high percentage of zero-car households, the Chinese 

Community Center (CCC) was selected with the area it serves, the general Chinatown 

Neighborhood, as the study site. 

5.1.1 Partnership 

Based on the case study and the generated toolkit, an organization should have the 

determination and budget to advocate senior engagement in senior mobility.  It is also 

suggested that the best way to reach out to active seniors is to find the place they normally 

gather and how they socialize with others. Considering these suggestions, the researcher 

sought the CCC, located in the heart of Southwest Houston as a potential partner to study 

the possibility of implementing the toolkit.  

The neighborhood has diverse ethnicities and a high immigrant population. The 

CCC strives to meet the evolving needs of the community through culturally competent 

and affordable social service programs, administrative support, and multi-purpose facilities 

for local service organizations and community members.  The senior program was 

established after identifying that there is a huge senior immigrant population around the 

area that needs help in adapting to American society. Their mission is to “Empower seniors 
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through access to employment, recreation, social services, and health care.” The Senior and 

Social Services department holds the following programs, giving a place for seniors to 

gather on a regular basis: 

 National Asian Pacific Center on Aging (NAPCA) Senior Community Service 

Employment Program (SCSEP) 

 The Adult Day Program (ADP)  

 Senior Companionship - Wan Yuan Program 

 Caregiver Services, Alzheimer Support Groups, Powerful Tools for Caregivers 

 SNAP (Food Stamp) Application Assistance 

 Harris County Hospital (HCHD) Gold Card Application Assistance 

In the implementation project, the researcher was responsible for applying the 

toolkit. The researcher was given a position as an intern, who can propose his or her own 

research topic to seek the Center’s sponsorship in terms of finding a contact person, holding 

events and finding potential participants. While the researcher acted on behalf of herself in 

doing this project, the project was also under the guidance of the director of the Senior and 

Social Services Department to ensure that the project met the needs of seniors.  

5.1.2 Opportunity Presented by Houston’s New Bus Network  

Houston’s New Bus Network is going to be launched on August 16, 2015. 

According to the Public Affairs Representative of Houston Metro, Ms. Harriet Ramona 

Crayton, this new network was carried out based on a System Reimagining project, which 

the Metro has been conducting since 2013. There were several reasons for this big move. 
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One of the reasons is that the communities had asked for improvements to the local bus 

system. The communities wanted a simpler, more frequent, 7-days a week service 

connecting more people to more places with faster trips. To meet the need of the 

communities, community engagement became one of the key components for this project.  

Many participatory events were held, including four stakeholder task force workshops, 

numerous board and subcommittee briefings, a public survey input with over 2,000 

responses, rider outreach, community center meetings and elected official briefings. It is 

worth noting that CCC is listed as one of the stakeholders in the first stakeholder meeting.8 

Thus, while the Metro is trying to promote the New Bus Network, it is also a good time to 

advocate the importance of senior engagement and to encourage seniors who are served by 

the Chinese Community to be involved in the New Bus Network launch. 

5.2 ON-SITE TOOLKIT IMPLEMENTATION PROJECT 

The on-site toolkit implementation project aimed to understand the effectiveness 

and logistics of applying the “Senior Engagement in Mobility Toolkit” at a community 

level. The implementation project was categorized into two parts. Following the guidance 

of the toolkit, the researcher first conducted a community assessment. Then, the researcher 

applied the tools collected in the toolkit into the second part: the outreach approaches 

implementation.  

                                                      
8 Houston Metro. (n.d). Stakeholder Task Force Meeting Agendas and Presentation Documents. 
Retrieved from http://transitsystemreimagining.com/web/stakeholder-task-force/ 
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5.2.1 Section One: Organization Assessment  

The following assessment was done through interviewing the Senior and Social 

Services Director, Ms. Kelley Lou, about the center’s opinions and experience of seniors’ 

participation in mobility issues and what role they see themselves playing in empowering 

seniors. Interview questions were formed following the guidance given in the toolkit. 

Table 3: Interview Questions for Organization Assessments 

Reach internal consensuses 
- Does the center see mobility as a huge problem for your clients?  

- Are your team members familiar with the transportation options available to your 

clients?  

- What role do you see your team playing in empowering seniors in their mobility 

issues? 

- Does your team have any funding sources dedicated to improving your clients’ 

mobility? 

Research the topic 

- Has the center done any research, study or survey to figure out the transportation 

needs of the seniors? 

- Does your team have any lessons learned from any previous event? 

- What obstacles prevent the center to better improve senior mobility issues? 

Initiate meetings that involve different stakeholders 

- Does the Senior and Social Services Department have any local contacts who are 

also facing a similar problem for their clients? 

- Have the senior and social department tried to build a closer relationship with the 

governmental officials or transportation agencies, who are considered as decision 

makers in public transportation or pedestrian design projects? 



 
 

50 

Reach Internal Consensuses 

From the interview, Ms. Lou indicates that the center might need to achieve a more 

determinate internal consensus about how to improve their senior clients’ mobility 

(Personal communication, May, 2015). While transportation has been recognized as a 

serious issue for their senior clients, no budget is dedicated to any specific and long-term 

projects focused on senior mobility. Thus, the staff members are unable to invest their time 

and energy to understand the situation their senior clients are facing regarding their travel 

options.  

According to Ms. Lou, lacking transport options results in missing opportunities to 

have access to various social services that the center provides to their senior clients 

(Personal communication, May, 2015). Without a car, seniors’ options are very limited. 

Most of them walk or take public transit. However, the bus system seldom takes them 

directly to the places they need to go. For example, after getting off at the closest bus stop, 

the seniors need to walk an additional 20 minutes to get to our center. Not many seniors 

can survive a 20-minute walk. If they cannot get to a certain location to receive the services 

provided by the government or other social organization, their lives are can be difficult. 

Also, from center’s perspective, it is a pity that the resources available cannot get to those 

who really need it. 

The team’s knowledge of public transit or transport options is limited, because 

Senior and Social Services Department does not have a program or team specifically 

focused on senior mobility. However, mobility-related assistance is available through the 

CCC on a case-by-case basis.  Under these circumstances, the center sees themselves as a 
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linkage between transportation agencies and our clients. They consider their role as 

mediator in between the transit providers and our senior clients. For example, many of our 

senior clients don’t understand English or have very limited communication skill. With the 

center’s assistance, transit providers can reach out to them without being discouraged by 

language barriers (Personal communication, May, 2015). Also, being recognized as one 

the most important representatives for the seniors who live around the Chinatown area, the 

center has practical experience holding participatory events for seniors. Furthermore, the 

reputation of the CCC has earned it some contacts throughout the area, including 

government-wide and nonprofit-wide contacts. For example, according to the document 

published by the Metro, the CCC has been invited as one of the stakeholders in their 

stakeholder Task Force Meeting9.  

With limited funding, the center occasionally holds transportation workshops with 

the Metro and helps spread the word about the senior bus fare program or other service 

changes. In terms of the budget, it has been a debate of whether the center should contribute 

funding to send out a community center van to pick up their senior clients and bring them 

to the center. Unfortunately, according to Ms. Lou, there is no further update on that so far. 

(Personal communication, May, 2015) 

In summary, having no funding sources to support the improvement of senior 

mobility might be the obstacle that prevents the CCC from reaching internal consensus on 

                                                      
9 Houston Metro. (n.d). Stakeholder Task Force Meeting Agendas and Presentation Documents. 
Retrieved from http://transitsystemreimagining.com/web/stakeholder-task-force/ 
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how to better serve their senior clients in transportation-related issues and empowering 

seniors to strive for their transportation needs.  

Research the Topic 

Based on the information provided by Ms. Lou, the center has conducted a similar 

survey with Metro to ask for their input in terms of pedestrian safety and their 

transportation needs. A lot of requests have been received that specifically ask for 

pedestrian connectivity around the CCC and also a new bus stop that is closer to the center. 

However, it was just a one-time event and the representative from Metro did not take any 

further action to those requests. One lesson learned from previous events held by the center 

is that to do the research first and be well prepared for what might be their concerns. The 

senior clients expected the center or the Metro to solve their problem directly. If their 

questions could not be answered, they would feel upset. Thus, it’s important that one is 

prepared. When seniors ask for other advices or alternatives, one will be able to give them 

some useful information. (Lou, personal communication, May, 2015). 

However, the shortage in funding and human resources are still the main reasons 

that the center could not invest more in the research related to seniors’ transport options. 

The center has been debating how to utilize the resources they already have to help them, 

maybe in different ways. “No doubt that transportation is definitely one of the top issues 

we want to explore more,” said Ms. Lou (Lou, personal communication, May, 2015). 
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Initiate Meetings that Involve Different Stakeholders  

It is clear that a cross sectional stakeholder meeting could greatly contribute to the 

cooperation among different organizations. However, the center does not see itself as an 

initiator for this kind of meeting. Also, no city-wide meeting has been held to seek 

expansions for senior’s transport options currently. According to Ms. Lou, the relationship 

built between the center and the Metro did not sustain after the one-time event. She feels 

that Metro was overwhelmed by the center’s requests. However, the center has been 

keeping in touch with several senior housing complexes near the Chinese Community 

Center for a long time. The communication with the apartment managers has been very 

effective. For example, some senior apartments started providing vans to take their 

residents to the center. It has been a great help for the center’s senior clients (Lou, Personal 

communication, May, 2015).
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5.2.2 Section Two: Communication with Seniors on Mobility 

 While CCC only occasionally provides services, consultation and events for the 

topic of senior transport options, when the opportunity comes, using the toolkit can help 

the center engage their seniors on the services they provide with limited funding and time. 

It is also believed that the toolkit can benefit other social services that the Senior and Social 

Services department currently provides to their clients. In this implementation project, an 

issue would be identified based on the discussion with the Senior and Social Services 

Department. Then, the approaches selected from the toolkit would be used to communicate 

the topic with the seniors. In this section, the researcher applied every tool listed in the 

toolkit and designed the process by discussing with the Director of the Senior and Social 

Services Department. The sequence of using these tools emerged when discussing with the 

director.   

Figure 4: Process and Tools for Communication with Seniors on Their Transport 
Options 

Process 

Tool 
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Tools for the Process of Identifying the Issues: 

Find the right topic to start with 

In order to see if it would be feasible or not to implement the toolkit on the issues 

of senior transport options, the upcoming New Bus Network launch was selected as the 

topic that the center wanted to communicate with their senior clients. Many of the seniors 

take bus to the CCC, and understanding the New Bus Network would help them better take 

advantage of this transport option. The topic could be brought up to seniors through the 

following questions: 

 Do you know that the bus system is going to change this August?  

 Do you take the bus? 

 Where did you hear about the service change? Was that advertisement helpful? 

Cooperate with multiple organizations for target group outreach 

The main project partner is the CCC.  The center holds various activities and social 

services program for seniors. It also provides an employment opportunity for seniors. 

Based on the conversation with the front desk of the CCC, more than 30 seniors over 55 

years old come to the center daily, with a high peak around 100 seniors in a day. Most of 

them found themselves belonging to the CCC’s big family. Through the center, other 

organizations like senior affordable housing and Senior Community Service Employment 

Program also became potential partners for this implementation project.  
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Tools for the Process of Designing Approaches to Engage Seniors: 

Hold participatory events for seniors 

From the case study, it is known that seniors enjoy events. After discussing with 

the coordinator of Senior and Social Service Department, Ms. Lou also suggested that 

holding events to meet seniors in person would be the best way to communicate with them. 

Most of the time, the center has positive experiences with a participatory event (personal 

communication, June, 2015). Thus, Ms. Lou and the researcher reached to an agreement 

that several events could be held for this implementation project. 

Create personal and direct contact  

Direct contact was used during this project. Also, translators or a person who speaks 

the same language as a senior’s native language was provided when reaching out to seniors. 

As a facilitator for the events, the researcher made sure that there was eye-contact and 

enough voice volume. In groups bigger than 15, a microphone was used to ensure the 

seniors could hear well. Also, the facilitator always gave enough time for questions. All 

communication was conveyed in the language that seniors felt most comfortable with.  

Decide on the location to advertise the event or seek interaction with seniors 

The main location used for advertising the events or to seek interactions with 

seniors was the CCC. The reason is that the center is the place where various social 

programs and senior programs are held. Although there is no close bus stop near the center, 

seniors would still come pretty often. Another location selected to hold the event is one of 
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the affordable senior housing properties called Penelope 54, which has a close relationship 

with the CCC on improving the quality of life for its Chinese residents. Penelope 54 is 

located in the southern part of the Chinatown neighborhood. 75 percent of its residents are 

Asians who go to the CCC frequently and are clients of the Senior and Social Services 

Department.  

Use writing information creatively to impress seniors 

 CCC has been using writing information to help seniors memorize the topics and 

issues discussed. For the implementation project, writing information would be created by 

following the suggestions from the case study to meet seniors’ needs and seek a more 

effective use of these products. 

(Details related to “Hold participatory events for seniors” and “Use writing information 

creatively to impress seniors” are further discussed in 5.2.3 Section Three: Event Design 

and 5.2.4 Section Four: Preparing Materials for Written Communication.) 

Tools for the Process of Outreaching to Seniors: 

Find the ideal person to talk to seniors 

The people who were involved in this project and talking to the participants were 

the staff members or center’s volunteers who have already built deep relationships with the 

seniors and understand what would be the best way to communicate with them.  
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Develop template for organization’s outreach events 

Templates were used in all the PowerPoint slides and surveys to convey a cohesive 

message.  

Outreach to non-active seniors 

The purpose of this project was to find out if the toolkit would help to improve the 

senior participation in transportation related issues, not really focusing on engaging them 

in any particular transportation topic. To avoid confusion, the researcher applied this tool 

by reaching out to the senior housing apartment manager to understand their residents’ 

travel patterns and asking the manger to help spread the word of the upcoming event.
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5.2.3 Section Three: Event Design  

The message of this implementation project to seniors is that their involvement in 

the transportation projects can help them expand their transport options. Three types of 

events that categorized under the stream of dialogue10 were planned to engage seniors in 

the topic of the New Bus Network. The stream of dialogue aims to foster a social learning 

process and allows non-bias and conversation and personal sharing to emerge during the 

process (Wilson, 2014). Dialogue approaches welcome emotional response and 

appreciation, it then transforms the social learning process into a place where people can 

communication about the importance of senior participation in transportation project. 

To ensure that seniors’ voices would be heard and also confirm with them about 

what they need in terms of taking public transit, the first type was a focus group. Smaller 

events that engaged no more than 5 seniors each time were planned. After gathering 

feedbacks from the focus groups, the researcher hoped to refine the toolkit and reach out 

to seniors directly by holding an on-site event for seniors who lived in the affordable senior 

housing. In the second event, the goal is to empower Chinese seniors to let them know that 

their voices are valuable and they should step up for what they need.  The event follows 

the format of transformational conversation. Under this format, the researcher hopes to 

introduce the forming process of the New Bus Network and introduce the cultural 

differences in American and Asian transportation planning projects. For example, the 

                                                      
10 Wilson, P. A. (2004). Deep Democracy: The Inner Practice of Civic Engagement. A Newsletter 
of the Shambhala Institute, Issue No. 2, February 2004. Retrieved from http://ncdd.org/rc/wp-
content/uploads/2010/08/Wilson-Deep_Democracy.pdf 
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Houston’s New Bus Network put significant efforts in community engagement while this 

is not the case in China. The third event was a large group meeting right after the CCC’s 

monthly training session for the participants of the Senior Community Service 

Employment Program. The format of this event was like an info session with a focus of 

introducing the realm of public participation in transportation planning. The reason to hold 

this event was to reach out to a more diverse groups of seniors, with ethnicities of Asian, 

Caucasian and African American, and see how effective the tools might be for engaging a 

diverse group of seniors. 
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Table 4: Event Types 

Events name 
(location) 

Event description 
Expected 
attendance 

Focus groups 

(CCC) 

- Informing about the New Bus Network and 

having dialogues about what mobility means to 

them. 

Smaller group 

with no more 

than five 

participants 

Transformational 

conversation 

(Penelope 54 

Senior housing 

apartment) 

- Introducing the forming of New Bus Network 

- Consult them about what kind of setting and 

format of a similar participatory event would be 

feasible for them to come. 

- Explain some simple ways to be involved in the 

issues related to the Bus system and encourage 

them to be an observer for helping Metro to 

improve their services 

- Identify their wiliness of being involved in the 

issue of New Bus Network or any transportation 

participatory events 

20 

Info session 

(CCC) 

- Introducing the forming of New Bus Network 

- Explain some simple ways to be involved in the 

issues related to the Bus system and encourage 

them to be an observer for helping Metro to 

improve their services 

- Identify their wiliness of being involved in the 

issue of New Bus Network or any transportation 

participatory events thorough the exit survey 

30 
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Overview of the Event 

First event: Focus groups at Chinese Community Center 

There are 5 focus groups and 8 participants in total, with 3 individual interviews 

and two group discussions. The participants were seniors over 55 years old and who 

normally go to community centers. They were randomly selected by the Senior and Social 

Service staff. The dialogue was facilitated by the researcher.  

Event Focus groups at Chinese Community Center 

Date June 8 – June 11, 2015 

Goal 
Understand the transportation need of the seniors and use their responses 

to refine the surveys that later will be used for the other two events. 

Objectives 

- Clearly informing the senior participants about the launch of New 

Bus Network  

- Having a dialogue about what mobility means to them. 

- Discuss their experience of participating in a transportation related 

event. 

Dialogue 

topics  

- Where did you come from? What’s the main travel mode you used to 

take in your home city? Do you like the way you get around the city? 

- Please list three places you visit most frequently. How do you 

normally get there? 

- What transportation improvement projects do you expect to happen 

in your neighborhood? Have you ever participated in any 

transportation events?  

Table 5: Overview of the First Event 
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Second event: Transformational conversation at Penelope 54 senior affordable housing  

Penelope is a senior housing complex located in the southern part of the Chinatown 

neighborhood. The CCC has a good partnership with the apartment managers to improve 

the quality of life of the residents.  The senior apartment provides a community van that 

takes their residents to the CCC every Friday. The event focused on the public engagement 

process of the New Bus Network project and how residents can be involved in bus-related 

issues.  

Event Transformational Conversation at Penelope 54 senior affordable housing 

Date June 12, 2015 

Goal 
Examine whether the communication approaches selected from the 
toolkit are effective or not and how the tools can be customized for 
seniors served by CCC 

Objectives 

- Understand their transport options and weekly travel patterns 

- Understand their difficulties of participating in transportation-related 

events 

- Understand their need in terms of coming to a participatory event  

- Understand their preferences of participating in transportation related 

events 

- Understand their willingness to participate in transportation related 

events 

Dialogue 

topics 
(See Appendix A, B) 

Table 6: Overview of the Second Event  
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Third event: Info session follow the Senior Community Service Employment Program  

The Senior Community Service Employment Program (SCSEP) is a U.S. 

Department of Labor-funded employment and training program for workers age 55 and 

older. NAPCA SCSEP concentrates on serving limited- and non-English speaking Asian 

and Pacific Islander seniors. It was expected that many seniors would gather after the 

training. Also, unlike the seniors who live in the affordable senior housing apartment, the 

seniors who came to this training have jobs and need transportation to work.  Thus, it was 

a good opportunity to see how employed seniors think about transportation and how they 

prefer to be engaged in senior mobility issues. 

Event 
Info session following the Senior Community Service Employment 

Program  

Date June 19, 2015 

Goal 

Examine whether the communication approaches selected from the 

toolkit is effective or not and how the tools can be customized for 

employed seniors. 

Objectives 

- Understand their travel mode 

- Understand their need in terms of coming to a participatory event  

- Understand their willingness of participating in transportation related 

events 

Dialogue 

topics 

(See Appendix C, D, E) 

Table 7: Overview of the Third Event. 
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5.2.4 Section Four: Preparing Materials for Written Communication 

There were three written products created for this project, which included a flyer, 

surveys and PowerPoint slides in different languages. These products were created based 

on the tools collected in the Preparing Materials for Written Communication 

Recommendations section. 
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Table 8: Written Materials Used 

Product Event used Usage 

Flyer  

(See Appendix F) 

- Transformational 

Conversation at the 

Penelope senior 

affordable housing  

 

- Put up in the Penelope 

affordable senior 

apartment complex to 

promote the event 

PowerPoint slides 

 

- Transformational 

Conversation at the 

Penelope senior 

affordable housing  

- Info session followed 

by the Senior 

Community Service 

Employment Program  

- Show the agenda and post 

main point on the slides. 

Survey  

(See Appendix A, B) 

- Transformational 

Conversation at the 

Penelope senior 

affordable housing  

- Written materials to serve 

as a guidance for large 

group discussion  

- Collect participants’ 

inputs and feedbacks 

Exit survey  

(See Appendix C, D, 

E) 

- Info session followed 

by the Senior 

Community Service 

Employment Program   

- Collect participants’ 

inputs and feedbacks 
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Translate everything into the language that the participants most familiar with 

Most of the senior clients of CCCs are Asian. In addition to the English version, all 

the materials are translated into Mandarin (See Appendix B, D). For the last event, because 

it was noticed that some of the participants are Vietnamese, a translator was invited and 

surveys in Vietnamese (See Appendix E) were also prepared.  

Distinguish your product from the rest  

With a logo of the CCC shown on the written materials, participants could easily 

identify that the CCC is the host or co-host of the events. With the intention to attract senior 

residents to come, the flyers distributed in the senior housing specifically mentioned that 

refreshments would be provided. This was a tip given by the apartment manager. 

Make full use of visually appealing components 

The visually appealing components were specifically used in the design of the 

flyers and the PowerPoint slides. A new bus route map around the neighborhood was put 

on the flyer with the location of the Penelope 54 marked as a red star. In the PowerPoint, 

pictures of public engagement during the bus system reimagine project were shown. 

Strictly avoid using small fonts  

All the texts used were at least 12 point in size. In addition, the main topics and key 

points were shown in bigger text font or highlighted.  
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Pay attention to the tone and voice of the message conveyed 

The voice of the message delivered through the written document was not intended 

to educate the seniors but to invite them to educate the government and the CCC how to 

do better. For example, in the presentation, one slide pointed out “Why do I need to 

participate in the public event for senior mobility?” Through the reasons followed, we 

hoped to encourage them to speak up for themselves and other seniors: 

 To help yourself get the updated news from the Metro and travel more 

conveniently 

 To let your voice be heard by transportation agencies and Metro 

 To become one of the participants for upcoming community engagement 

events and help improve senior mobility of future immigrants like you were 

Address gender and age difference in the survey 

At the beginning of each survey, the participants were asked to provide their age 

and gender. The age segments are 55 to 60, 61 to 65, 66 to 70, 71 to 75, 76 to 80 and above 

80 years old. 

Provide feedback cards at the end of the survey 

In the second and third events, a feedback section was shown at the end of the 

survey to allow additional comments and feedback.
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5.3 PROJECT ANALYSIS  

5.3.1 Step by Step Examination 

Organization Assessment 

From the implementation project, it is clear that Organization Assessment is a 

necessary step for establishing a sustainable senior engagement program in senior mobility. 

Once seniors are determined to participate and speak up for themselves, they have high 

expectations for the events they attend and the organizations that hold the events. If seniors 

are discouraged by the fact that the organizations cannot support them or help them deliver 

what they want to say to the decision makers, it is very likely that they will lose hope in 

public engagement. If so, later, it would be very difficult for any organization to bring those 

seniors back.  Research and funding were among the most important tasks according to the 

community assessment recommendations that need to be done in order for an organization 

to be ready to advocate senior’s engagement in senior mobility issues. 

Events Observation and Lessons learned 

All the events were facilitated by the researcher with the assistance of staff 

members and volunteers from CCC.  For the two information sessions, the researcher was 

also the speaker. 

Focus groups  

This was the first event of the project. With fairly few participants in each focus 

group, the event setting was more flexible and relaxed. The participants sat face-to-face or 
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formed a circle during the conversations. At first, the facilitator tried to follow the event 

agenda, but it seemed too formal and hard to let them feel comfortable. Thus, the facilitator 

made the event more like chatting, asking questions from the standpoint of a friend who 

also came from their home country. With this direct contact, senior participants tended to 

be more open to share. 

The participants in the focus groups were from China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, 

where they used public transit as their main travel modes before coming to the U.S. Most 

of them enjoyed traveling by public transit and missed that kind of travel modes here in the 

U.S. Four of the senior participants did not drive at all. There were different reasons 

preventing them from driving. The main reason was the language barrier. Because of that 

barrier, it was difficult and dangerous for them to navigate around the city.  However, for 

some of the senior participants who came to the U.S. long enough ago to speak fluent 

English and who were still very capable of driving, they were used to driving around in the 

U.S. and felt confident about their ability to keep driving for many years. When introducing 

the idea of senior engagement in mobility issues, they all showed great interest, but they 

were not very convinced that participation can make any difference. However, after 

notifying them of the design process of the New Bus Network and the conversation the 

facilitator had with the Metro Staff, they felt more comfortable and were eager to share to 

the researcher what changes they want to see happen around the CCC neighborhood. They 

even reached a consensus that a bus stop closer to the CCC is definitely what the Metro 

needs to do now because hundreds of people from different age groups come to the CCC 
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daily. At the end, they were highly interested in future participatory events related to senior 

mobility. 

Lessons learned is described as below: 

 One can gain credibility at an event by contacting key stakeholders who are 

considered decision-makers prior to holding the event.  The outreach specialist 

can also seek decision makers’ inputs and opinions about what information they 

might be interested in and what kind of assistance they can provide to the event. 

 It would be wise to print out pictures or key questions related to the topics as 

flyers or posters and hold it when introducing the contexts of this event to the 

participants in the focus groups. Since PowerPoints might not be necessary for 

this kind of small group meetings, using flyers, posters or props can help them 

focus and understand what the facilitator is saying. 

 Differentiate the driving and non-driving participants by giving them different 

versions of the surveys. This can further help the researcher understand the 

perception of the seniors who drive.  

Transformational conversation at Penelope 54 senior affordable housing  

The event was held in the afternoon, right after the apartment’s van returned with 

seniors back from the community center. To help us ensure that there would be seniors 

coming to the event, the apartment manager also announced that they were going to 

introduce their new staff to the community at the beginning of the session. Because of her 

kind arrangement, when the scheduled time came, the number of seniors who showed up 
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was more than we expected. With this large group, all the participants were asked to put 

on a name tag with the names they preferred to be called during the event so that the staff 

could better assist seniors and answer their questions during the session. The researcher 

started the event by asking participants if they knew about the New Bus system. As soon 

as they heard of the topic we were going to talk about, they became very curious and eager 

to know more. Many participants were writing notes during the presentation. When the 

researcher was showing them the bus route map before and after the service change, a lot 

of questions were raised among the participants.   

With a good interaction to set the tone of the event, when it came to group 

discussion time for filling out the survey, they felt very proud to write down their opinions 

and they also wrote very carefully. The survey designed for this event was two pages long. 

To keep them focused, the facilitator tried to maintain a loud voice and repeat the questions 

again and again, making sure no one was left behind in the discussion. If anyone raised 

their hand, a volunteer would help the person individually. After doing the group discussion, 

the participants were very interested in coming to a similar event in the future. A gentlemen 

was saying to his friend “next time if there is similar event, let’s go together.” In general, 

most of the participants were very glad to see people outside the community, and 

appreciated that the team spoke the same language with them.  

Lessons learned is described as below: 

 Having enough trained staff or facilitators at a meeting will greatly help the 

event become successful. Seniors tend to ask different kinds of questions that 

need special attention. With the trained staff who know the importance of being 
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flexible and having compassion for seniors, seniors who need special attention 

can be taken care of better.  

 Printed material should be provided to the participants, even though the 

contents of the presentation seems pretty easy to understand. 

 Refreshments are always welcomed. Seniors live a repetitive life and they 

expect something different to happen.  According to Cynthia, the manager of 

Penelope 54, every time the apartment held events with refreshments provided, 

the attendance was much higher. Also, seniors especially like to eat sweet and 

soft snacks. 

Info session following the Senior Community Service Employment Program 

The center occasionally hosts trainings for the seniors who participate in the Senior 

Community Service Employment Program. The researcher was a volunteer for the training 

on a Friday afternoon. After the training, there was a time specifically planned for the 

researcher to present the New Bus Network and how it was designed. Most of the seniors 

stayed for the info session, with about 60 seniors in total. Because the program was open 

to different ethnicities, the presentations and exit surveys were given in three different 

languages: English, Mandarin and Vietnamese.  

Like the previous events, when the researcher brought up the topic of the bus 

service change and how it would affect their travel routes to the CCC, most of them showed 

great interest. However, because this group was bigger and there were translations for three 

languages at a time, some seniors got bored during the presentation. Also, the setting of the 
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room was like a classroom rather than a place open to discussion. These non-interactive 

situations might have contributed to participants’ unwillingness to engage in future 

participatory events related to mobility, as expressed in the surveys (most of the 

participants gave 3 points out of 5). One interesting result from the survey was that Asian 

participants expressed higher interests of engaging in participatory events related to senior 

mobility, with the average 3.7 out of 5 points; while the average of White participants was 

2.5 out of 5 points (With 1 = not interested at all, 5 = extremely interested). This result 

suggests that different groups of people might have different needs and travel patterns that 

affected the choices of their travel modes. It is also possibly indicates that dividing them 

into language groups and presenting to them in their language might have been more 

engaging for them. 

Lessons learned is described as below: 

 If possible, prepare additional information for seniors even though it is not 

completely related to the topics. 

 Seniors can find it difficult to focus on a long survey. A short survey might 

encourage seniors’ willingness to fill the survey out. However, the researcher 

might also need to compromise with the information that he or she planned to 

get. 

 Be sensitive about the cultural differences among the senior participants. For 

example, knowing the ethnicities of the participants and the number of 

attendants of each ethnicity can help one better arrange the event and decide on 

what kind of materials that one needs to prepare. 
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 Try to communicate with the event host about the room setting at the event 

preparation stage to achieve the optimal event atmosphere. 

5.3.2 Tools Evaluation 

All the tools listed in the toolkit were applied in this implementation project. 

However, depending on the topics and the group type, not all the tools weighed the same 

in terms of how effectively they improved communication with seniors. The tools are listed 

by categorizing them into the most important ones and conditional ones. 

Most Important Tools: 

Create personal and direct contact 

Direct contact is the key to find the participants who are willing to share their 

opinions. For example, the focus groups and the senior apartment outreach event were 

based on the direct contact that the Chinese Community Center arranged. By talking to 

seniors face-to-face in their native languages, they trusted the researcher and were very 

open during the conversation. Language barriers were also the main concern for them in 

all three events. Many participants expressed how much they appreciated the researcher’s 

ability to speak Mandarin.  

Cooperate with multiple organizations for target group outreach  

For senior outreach, finding appropriate organizations to partner with can ease the 

pain of endless researching and massive planning time. It can also help an outreach 

specialist to find the active seniors. The resources that a local organization can provide is 
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normally beyond one’s imagination. The key to a good cooperating experience is to clearly 

introduce the goal of the project and how the partnership can be developed.  

Deciding on the location to advertise the event or seek interaction with seniors 

Community centers like the CCC are popular visiting places for seniors. The CCC 

provides several senior services and benefit programs for them. This kind of place normally 

has the capacity or rooms to accommodate different group sizes as well. A location like 

this can be very helpful for holding an event for seniors. 

Hold participatory events for seniors 

Seniors like events. They like to talk to people who understand their culture and 

care for them. Unlike other age groups who avoid participating in public events because 

they are busy, seniors have plenty of time. Therefore, if an event can be planned 

appropriately to meet seniors’ needs, they tend to show great interest in participating. 

Conditional Tools: 

Outreach to non-active people 

Whether this tool should be used might depend on the characteristic of the local 

senior community, project timeframe and how much resources one can get for the event he 

or she is holding.  

Find the right topic to start with 

If direct contacts have been established between the senior participants and the 

outreach specialist, seniors would normally show up and disregard what topic the event is 
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going to cover. Also, while safety might be a common concern for seniors, it really depends 

on each one’s health situation. Thus, the topics can be designed with more flexibility.  

Develop a template for organization’s outreach events 

Having templates for different materials can save time and clear the confusion that 

the participants might have for a new event. But investing time and energy on templates 

would only be beneficial if the senior engagement program is sustained, not simply an 

occasional one.  

Other Tools that Can Be Added Into the Toolkit (Based on the Lessons Learned) 

 Consult key stakeholders about the event objectives  

 Use printed materials or props to strengthen one’s presentation 

 Differentiate driving and non-driving participants when reaching out to them 

 Establish a list of trained staff and volunteers to better ask them for prompt 

assistance if needed 

 Identify a list of  printed materials that needed to be prepared, and decide on 

which one will be distributed to the participants  

 Consider providing light refreshments after the event 

 Do additional research about other related senior programs available to the 

participants 

 Be sensitive to culture and age differences when designing an event 

 Discuss the setting of the room with the host to optimize the effectiveness or 

participatory activities 
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 Carefully plan the length of the survey 

 Use translators in a more creative way to help participants understand  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This report aims to present the importance of engaging seniors in mobility issues 

and to develop a practical toolkit that can be used in outreach to seniors. In the literature 

review, America’s trend of becoming an aging society is clearly revealed. From the 

practical projects presented in the case study, it is found that senior engagement is not as 

difficult as people often think. The tools are universal and exchangeable based on one’s 

expectation for the program he or she designed. By sharing tools and approaches of holding 

a senior engagement event or designing a senior engagement program among different 

organizations or countries, one who seeks senior engagement just needs to follow the 

guidance of the precedents and slightly modify the tools and approaches used. With the 

discoveries of how flexible a toolkit can be used, the researcher synthesized the projects 

presented in the case study and has developed a toolkit.  

The “Senior Engagement in Mobility Toolkit” includes four sections, which are: 

Section 1: Organization assessment 

Section 2: Tools for communication with seniors on mobility 

Section 3: Event design 

Section 4: Tools for preparing materials for written communication  

The implementation project done with the Chinese Community Center exemplifies 

how the toolkit can be applied to a local community in Houston, which is one of the top 

three cities identified as having poor public transit access to seniors. In fact, the narratives 

that the senior participants shared in this project did express poor satisfaction with the 
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transport options available to them. From the three participatory events held, senior 

participants showed strong interests in letting their voice be heard. A great desire of being 

involved in transportation improvement projects has been perceived by the researcher. The 

implementation project turned out to be successful in several ways:  There was a high level 

of attendance by seniors at all three events; the interactive activities planned were 

successfully executed; most of the surveys were filled out correctly and in detail; and the 

overall interest of participating in a similar event in the future was high.  

However, when it comes to how well the toolkit contributed to the success of the 

event, it is important to note that despite the tools included, other strategies adopted 

promptly by the researcher, staff and volunteers during the events might have played an 

important role. For example, the event at the Penelope 54 would not have been so 

successful without the help of the manager of the apartment complex, Ms. Bedwell. In the 

pre-event meeting that happened a week before the transformation conversation, the 

researcher went to visit the apartment complex and ask for suggestions about how to better 

attract seniors to come out and attend the event. Ms. Bedwell especially suggested that 

providing snacks and refreshments would be a good idea and more importantly, it is better 

to note that on the flyer we posted. Ms. Bedwell also announced to the residents that she 

would introduce a new apartment staff right before the transformational conversation event. 

Because of her help, the attendance was very high. Another point that contributed to the 

success of the event was the location the researcher worked before and after the event. 

Despite working on this implementation project, the researcher worked as a volunteer in 

the Senior and Social Service Department, helping eligible senior candidates apply for food 
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stamps and gold cards. The center also provided a room for the researcher to work on the 

implementation projects during the weekdays. Therefore, the researcher was able to have 

direct contact with seniors, promoting the event before the date came, and follow up with 

the seniors with additional questions after the events.  

Based on the personal experience mentioned above, the researcher wants to 

specifically examine the cooperative relationship with the Chinese Community Center and 

how the agency influenced the action research. Several pre-meetings between the 

researcher and Ms. Lou helped the researcher to understand the situation that senior 

Chinese immigrants or new residents are facing and their struggle in terms of getting access 

to social services. For example, by volunteering in the center, the researcher realized that 

language barriers might be the most serious problems that prevents seniors to expand their 

transport options. With difficulties of communicating in English, they often have a hard 

time reading the time tables and transferring to another bus line. I also learned from Ms. 

Lou that translating all the materials is very important.  

The Chinese community’s resources to seniors also played an important role in the 

event design, especially for the second and third events. The contact person of Penelope 54 

senior housing was provided by Ms. Lou because they have been cooperating together for 

the benefits of the senior residents who live in the Penelope 54. Their good relationship 

resulted in the idea of holding an on-site event for the seniors who live there. Also, since 

Ms. Lou is responsible for the Senior Community Service Employment Program, she 

thought that the topic of the New Bus Network would be useful information for the senior 

participants and thus, gave the researcher an opportunity to do an info session after the 
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program. For the translation needs, despite that the researcher is proficient in translation 

between Mandarin and English, the center also provided the translation into Vietnamese, 

which greatly saved the researcher’s time and made the project accessible to diverse groups.  

Through the experience of applying the toolkit to the Chinese Community Center, 

the researcher discovered some characteristics of an organization that would make it a 

better candidate to apply the toolkit. Since the toolkit focuses more on outreach and 

communication with seniors to discuss their transport options, this focus then requires an 

organization that wishes to apply the toolkit into their project or program to have some 

prerequisites. These prerequisites will help ensure that the communication can sustain and 

the social learning of involving seniors in expanding their transport options can be fostered. 

An organization that has the following prerequisites are considered a suitable 

candidate to use the toolkit: 

1) The organization has the experience and knowledge on how to carry out a 

participatory event 

2) The organization has to use the toolkit for delivering topics related to transport 

options to seniors 

3) The organization has to have sufficient resources that it can invest into the 

toolkit implementation 

4) The organization has an action plan to utilize the collected data after holding a 

participatory event 

Like other participatory planning events, even though an event itself may be 

considered successful by the participants and the event coordinator, this does not guarantee 
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that the communication with seniors was successful as well. Among these prerequisites, 

the Chinese Community Center is lacking an action plan. This is because it was a one-time 

project initiated by the researcher and CCC has no long-term budget that it can dedicate 

into the expanding of senior transport options. This might result in seniors not being 

exposed to the information of public meetings held by the Metro regularly. Also, senior’s 

willingness of giving feedback to the transportation agency would vanish gradually. Thus, 

a careful planning for the phases before and after the participatory event would promise a 

more influential outcome of the event.  

The initial intention of this research was to find participatory approaches that can 

engage seniors in designing sustainable transport options. However, from conducting this 

project, the researcher also found some surprising discoveries. Having been visiting 

Houston once a month during the past two years and having discussions with friends who 

lives in Houston, it is the researcher’s preconceived notions that Houston’s bus system is 

very unreliable and inconvenient. However, after having numerous conversations with 

seniors, the researcher was very surprised about how satisfied and grateful the senior bus 

riders feel about this public transport option. It seems like the seniors’ desire to travel 

around independently makes them become easily adaptable to the transport options 

available to them. The researcher was also surprised about how observant seniors were 

when asking their inputs in improving their transport options. These discoveries have 

inspired the researcher to keep using participatory approaches in expanding seniors’ 

transport options in the future.  
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In conclusion, this report responds to the urgent need for senior participation in 

expanding seniors’ transport options; at the same time, it offers a toolkit for senior outreach 

and participation to organizations that seek to support Aging in Place by empowering 

seniors. The narrative acquired during the implementation project also indicates an 

optimistic outcome regarding the toolkit implementation. These results suggest that a 

careful and intentional use of participatory approaches can contribute to the success of 

using senior engagement in expanding their transport options. The researcher also suggests 

that the advantage of promoting senior participation shall not be underestimated. By 

empowering the seniors in expanding their travel options, the burden of taking care of the 

seniors can be lessened and a senior-friendly travel environment would benefit people of 

all ages as well. 

 

 

 



 
 

85 

Appendix A: Survey for the Transformational Conversation 
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Appendix A (continued): Survey for the Transformational Conversation 
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Appendix B: Survey for the Transformational Conversation in 
Mandarin 
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Appendix B (continued): Survey for the Transformational Conversation 
in Mandarin 
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Appendix C: Exit Survey for the Info Session 
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Appendix D: Exit Survey for the Info Session in Mandarin 
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Appendix E: Exit Survey for the Info Session in Vietnamese 
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Appendix F: Flyer 
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