	Letter to the Editor
Published in the Denver Business Journal March 14, 2003

	
Changes Come Quickly in Assisted Living Centers 

	by Laura Landwirth 

In the last decade, more choices have appeared in the senior living market that meet the medical, housing, social and budget needs of the elderly and their families. Clearly, an innovative and influential movement in senior living has been assisted living. 

Only 10 years ago, assisted living residences were just getting off the ground. Today, more than 500 assisted living facilities-ranging from hotel-like to home-like-exist in Colorado, with more than 14,000 Coloradans now calling this option home. 

Shifting demographics have fueled this growth in assisted living, as Colorado's 65+ population grew 26% during the 1990s. Yet another large factor in the growth cycle of assisted living is the concept of choice. This is a consumer-driven model, with fewer regulatory restraints than other forms of senior housing, such as nursing homes. 

Typically, assisted living facilities are studio or one- or two-bedroom apartments with scaled down kitchens. Common areas for eating, socializing or recreation, protective oversight, and assistance with activities of daily living such as medication management, bathing and dressing, have drawn seniors to the assisted living. Monthly charges for residents can range from $2,000 up to as high as $4,500, depending on services desired.

Yet after such solid growth in the 1990s, assisted living-like just about every other industry in America-hit a bump over the last two years. Experts say this is not all bad, though, as demand is better matched with supply, fees have remained steady, and in fact, consumers have held a stronger hand in negotiating rates for their housing and care needs. 

I suggest this signals a new era for assisted living. Like all industries that take off quickly only to plateau, a new highly customer-centric phase is emerging. For seniors and their baby boomer adult children (who have never held back their demands), we're going to see futher niche offerings. 

For example, take dementia care. The Alzheimer's Association estimates 4 million Americans have this progressive disease, with many of these individuals being cared for by friends and families at home. Niche specialized care options offer dynamic programs in special settings for seniors with Alzheimer's Disease and are led by some of the best thinkers in the country on this matter.

This new era for assisted living communities will be exciting, but it will come with challenges too. Funding from Medicaid is woefully lacking for assisted living and the state budget crisis will only magnify the issue. Affordable assisted living centers for low-income seniors are beginning to appear, but at a rate much slower than market demand.

The best thing about assisted living is the variety of choices available for consumers; one of the biggest marketing challenges for assisted living is explaining the variety of choices for consumers. It's a catch-22, ensuring that seniors and their families understand which option makes sense for them. Resources have been developed recently and are available to consumers to help them understand fees, services, and policies (see www.alfa.org).

On the upside, one of the beauties of maturing is learning what works, what doesn't, and incorporating and sharing these practices across the spectrum. That's one of the pluses in health care. Caregivers are open to sharing knowledge and experience when they see what works, to the benefit of all.

Recently, Denver-based William Brummett Architects teamed with University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee researchers to examine some of the challenges and trends facing assisted living. Among many issues, the study found future residents in assisted living centers will be self-directed-mentally and financially. 

As a result, seniors will be demanding and competition to meet their needs will only increase. The study suggests centers will reflect a local flair, apartment sizes will expand, custom programs will be developed, and different levels of care will be seen. 

This study hints at our future in assisted living communities, which have become vibrant hubs to many of the Colorado communities in which they operate. Many willingly invite the public in for public performances, while others invite children and clubs to stop by to work on arts and crafts, share stories, or take in a resident art show. 

As most of you know, our state and country-despite what you see on TV-is graying. More than 35 million Americans were over 65 years old in 2000, with that number projected to double by 2030. That means operators of assisted living centers will have to evolve with this growing demand for seniors with varying social, housing and medical needs. 

Assisted living centers are bringing a brighter image to housing for the aging. These centers for seniors are evolving into places where choice, independence and dignity are valued, and in fact, shape the direction of the community itself. 

Laura Landwirth is executive director of the Colorado Association of Homes and Services for the Aging, a nonprofit organization established that advocates public policy initiatives that support individual rights, quality care, equitable access and reimbursement for seniors. 
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