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AGING WELL 
Exploring grassroots models of senior social living 



Home Care Not Enough 

Longevity 

Desire to Age in Place 

Long-Term Care Too Much  

Health Risks of Social Isolation 

Context 





Developed by Dr. Eric von Hippel at MIT in 1986 to describe an approach to 

innovation that seeks out design concepts developed on the margins by 

consumers themselves. 

The Lead User Approach 

von Hippel, E. (1986). Lead users: a source of novel product concepts. 
Management science, 32(7), 791-805. 

• Users whose present needs will become general in a marketplace in the future.  

• Encountering problems for which there are no existing solutions 

• Will personally benefit from innovations  

 

Lead User criteria:  



As ‘Patient-Centered Care' becomes the dominant framework for 

thinking about delivery of care, new methods of patient 

engagement are coming to the forefront. 

The Lead User Approach 

& Health Care 

Patients become creators - Experts of their own experience - Makers of solutions 



Key 

Questions 

1. What might we learn about ‘aging in place’ from lead user developed models of seniors’ 

supportive living?  

2. In what ways do these grassroots models address the issue of senior social isolation? 
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Stay in existing home; Traditional governance; Government Supported 

Ownership model; Shared decision making; High cost 

Rent based; Pooled resources; Affordable 

Stay in existing home; Volunteer-run; Donations and Grants 
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Characteristics of Grassroots Models 



.  Model 1: Homesharing 

WHIM 



    

“I been on my own a long time 

and it's not easy. It's hard. You 

feel lonely. And you have to really 

work at being busy; taking on 

things and being involved. You 

have to be a little more self-

disciplined when you're alone. 

And here life just happens.” 

 

 – Katherine Lowery, 64 



• Housemates can provide 

support between home care 

or informal care visits 

 

• Help with groceries, 

cooking, driving, lawn care, 

pet care, emotional support 

 

• Alleviates loneliness 

KEY INGREDIENT:  

Continuous Community Care 
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Model 2: Seniors Cohousing 

Harbourside Cohousing 



 

Building Harbourside provides 

needed meaning & purpose 

 
 
 

Creates Social Bonds 

 
 

 

Increases chances for  

informal care 

KEY INGREDIENT:  

Health Through Participation 



“We spend so much time 

planning financially for our lives… 

and we don't plan our social 

portfolio at all.   

 

I have connection with people 

and I'm creating meaning every 

day in lots of different ways. And I 

don't think we can always say 

that as we get older.” 

 
- Maragret Critchlow, Founder 
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“Over the years I’ve watched a lot 

of people go along thinking that 

tomorrow will be much like today. 

And then something catastrophic 

happens and the world turns 

upside down, and they didn't 

have any plan b… most people 

don't have a plan b.” 

 

 – Dr. Ellen Anderson, Founding Member 



Model 3: NORC-SSP 

Co-op  

Village  

NORC 



    

“We all had the same issues with 

elderly people. Most of it was floods, 

but we had hoarders too. And we 

had people not taking their drugs or 

walking around in their bathrobes in 

the lobby. So we knew we had 

issues, and we figured we have to 

address this - and the answer was 

not to take people and get them out, 

but to help them at home.”  
 

– Don West,  

Former Steward Park Board President 



• Seniors have continuum of 

needs that can shift back and 

forth, in a rapid or slow fashion 

 

• If organization is too rigid in what 

they do, cannot meet their needs  

 

• Needs to be customizable at 

local level  

KEY INGREDIENT:  

Fluidity / Flexibility 



Model 3: NORC-SSP 

Oasis 



Oasis Kingston: Key Elements 
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Oasis Kingston: Social Isolation 

How often do you feel 
isolated from others?  
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• Ensuring the seniors have 

agency and choice over the 

decisions that affect their lives is 

essential. 

 

• Provides a sense of meaning 

and purpose that is often taken 

away from older adults.  

 

• Safeguards against 

programming that is unsuitable 

and undesirable. 

KEY INGREDIENT:  

Participatory Decision Making 



Model 4: Virtual Villages 

Verde 

Valley 

Caregivers 



‘ 

  

 

• Seniors Volunteers: pay-it-forward 

system makes use of untapped 

capacity of retirees 

 

• ‘Whatever it takes model’  

Connect with local agencies to 

provide services if out of scope for 

volunteers 

KEY INGREDIENT:  

Leverage Existing Community 

Resources 



    

"We had a fellow who went to the 

hospital…and his mobility challenges had 

gotten much worse during the week that he 

was in the hospital. He came home and he 

couldn't transfer out of his wheelchair 

anymore, and there was no wheelchair ramp. 

So what we did was call Habitat for 

Humanity, and they came out the next day 

and built a wheelchair ramp for him. So its 

making the connection with all the other 

community resources that are available out 

there.”  
 

– Kent Ellsworth, Executive Director 



Key Ingredients  
&  
Design Principles 
 

What these user-innovators see as key 

ingredients to aging in place and 

reducing senior social isolation. align 

directly with the needs of seniors who 

are attempting to forge new ways of 

living in the community.   

DESIGN PRINCPLE: Guideline to help in the 

future design of supportive living services 

Key Ingredient 

1. 
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1. 
Fluidity / Flexibility 

2. 

Grassroots models have flexible mandates 

that allow them to adjust the type and 

intensity of support offerings according to 

local conditions. 

 

Be flexible; allow for the maximum amount of local 

customization. 

Participatory by Design 

Doing things, together, creates meaning 

and mattering & promotes healthy aging 

in community.  

 

This includes active choice and 

participatory decision-making.  

Create opportunities for seniors to design, 

build and run their own communities.  



Leverage Existing Resources 
4. 

Density = economies of scale for bulk 

purchasing and efficiency in service delivery 
 

 

Housing Stock = not paying for new 

infrastructure 
 

 

Community agencies = increased services 
 

 

Retired Seniors = neighbour volunteer 

Focus on building a ‘coalition of the willing’ with 

local stakeholders who share similar goals. 

Decentralized Networks of Care 

3. 

Models emphasize a decentralized 

approach to ‘caring' and disperses it 

amongst the community, thereby 

strengthening its bonds.  

 

This provides a larger safety net as 

there are more eyes and ears open 

for changes in status.  

Create the mechanisms that allow neighbours 

to look out for one another. 
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System Navigation 

5. 

Many seniors are unaware of what 

services are available to them. 

 

 Facilitating access through reliable 

communication channels can help 

seniors live independently.  

Act as a connection point that increases access 

to services and information.  

Focus on Relationships 
6. 

Building strong relationships, over time, 

increases chances that seniors are more 

likely to reach out before a crisis hits. 

 

Not just about “services offered’, but about 

depth of relationship. 

 

Ensure seniors know they have somewhere to go, 

and someone to reach out to. 
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Casual Spaces for Interaction 

7. 

Incorporating casual spaces for social 

interaction helps with community 

building and trust. 
 

In cases where there are embedded 

providers, they are ‘a part of’ the 

community, instead of separate.  

Create spaces for casual social interaction and 

encourage residents to take ownership over the 

use of space. 

Intellectual Stimulation 
8. 

Staying mentally engaged was seen as a 

way to stay vibrant and was closely linked 

to preventing the kind of decline that leads 

to institutionalization.  

Promote self-initiated lifelong learning programs 

and encourage seniors to share their wisdom and 

experience.  



The need to reimage the cultural narratives about what it means to grow old was 

significant. Not just on a societal level, but on a personal one as well.  

 

The stories we tell ourselves about being frail or ‘not as sharp as I used to be’ are 

contrasted here against a backdrop of the new longevity, and the ability and desire to 

continue to contribute meaningfully in our communities. 

Redefining  

Old Age 



“In the 1960’s we revolutionized what it 

meant to be young, and now we want to 

revolutionize what it means to grow old. It 

wasn’t just sex, drugs and rock and roll – it 

was the feminist movement, it was civil 

rights. We did it once, we can do it again.”  

- Andrew Moore, Founding Member of Harbourside Cohousing 



Storytelling & 

Creative Knowledge Translation 

www.seniorsocialliving.com 



Additional Resources 
• AFC Ontario Website – For how-to summaries, additional resources and 

information on past and future webinar opportunities 

• www.agefriendlyontario.ca 

• www.collectivitesamiesdesainesontario.ca 

 

• Provincial AFC distribution list 

• http://bit.ly/1N7v8rw 

 

http://www.agefriendlyontario.ca/
http://www.collectivitesamiesdesainesontario.ca/
http://bit.ly/1N7v8rw


Join us on June 28 

Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities: The OASIS Model 

 

Registration Link: 

https://cc.callinfo.com/r/14uicue31awfo&eom 

https://cc.callinfo.com/r/14uicue31awfo&eom
https://cc.callinfo.com/r/14uicue31awfo&eom
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