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Welcome to an Age-Friendly  
Greater Pittsburgh.
With support of Allegheny County Executive Rich 
Fitzgerald, Pittsburgh Mayor Bill Peduto, and 
the Hillman Family Foundation, Southwestern 
Pennsylvania Partnership for Aging (SWPPA) is proud 
to launch the Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh initiative. 
On September 23, 2015, Allegheny County and the City 
of Pittsburgh jointly enrolled in the AARP Network 
of Age-Friendly Communities, an affiliate of the 
World Health Organization’s Age-Friendly Cities and 
Communities Program. 

The World Health Organization’s effort was launched 
in 2006 to help cities worldwide prepare for rapid 
population aging and a trend in urbanization. In doing 
so, we joined more than 60 communities in the United 
States and more than 200 communities in 32 other 
countries around the world who are focused on helping 
people age with dignity and comfort. The timing for 
our involvement is critical. In 2013, Allegheny County residents aged 60+ 
represented 23% of the population, a figure 3% higher than just three years 
earlier, according to the US Census Bureau.

This report highlights the outcomes from Aging Your Way, one of the first 
of many strategic initiatives spearheaded as part of Age-Friendly Greater 
Pittsburgh. These collaborative community workshops were intended 
to give Pittsburgh residents a voice in the direction of our age-friendly 
initiatives, and to provide pathways to engagement and contribution while 
strengthening community connections.
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Age-Friendly Communities
As the region’s population ages and people stay healthy and active longer, 
our community must adapt. Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh (AFGP) was 
created to serve as the backbone for the planning, implementation, and 
evaluation of work phases outlined by the World Health Organization 
(WHO) in their guide for Global Age-Friendly Cities.1 

Through the support of the Hillman Family Foundations, these efforts 
are coordinated with a collaborative team led by SWPPA, AARP, Lively 
Pittsburgh and other leading organizations in the region, including 
Presbyterian SeniorCare, CLASS, UPMC Health Plan, Eastern Area 
Adult Services, and United Way of Southwestern Pennsylvania. Our 
strategic process highlights the collaborative spirit of the AFGP approach, 
which invites community leaders and residents of all ages to co-design the 
plan for becoming an Age-Friendly city through three initiatives:

• Quarterly Champions Meetings. 180 community leaders and older 
adult residents explored strengths, challenges, and opportunities for 
Greater Pittsburgh around the eight domains of livability.

• Domain Specific Work Groups. 108 participants developed specific 
goals through breakout work groups led by domain experts.

• Aging Your Way Workshops. 90 resident participants considered the 
future of aging, created actionable projects, and worked to make them 
happen through interactive workshops.

In addition, 500 area residents completed the AARP Community Survey, 
providing deep insight into their experiences, and the strengths and 
weaknesses of our region across a number of established indicators.

Providing structure to AFGP activities are the eight broad domains of 
livability—as articulated by WHO—that help to influence the health 
and quality of life for older adults living around the world. Together, our 
supportive actions in these domains will prepare us for a future in which 
residents of every age can live safely, with purpose and dignity.

1 www.who.int/ageing/projects/age_friendly_cities_network/en
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Eight Domains of Livability
The World Health Organization has investigated the characteristics of 
age-friendly communities through eight major topic areas, which have 
become known as the eight “domains of livability.” These domains serve 
as a framework by which stakeholders can investigate the multifaceted 
attributes of an urban community that impact its age-friendliness. The 
eight domains of livability are:

1. Outdoor Spaces and Buildings: accessibility to and availability of safe 
recreational facilities.

2. Transportation: safe and affordable models of private and public 
transportation.

3. Housing: wide range of housing options for older residents, aging  
in place and other home modification programs.

4. Social Participation: access to leisure and cultural activities and 
opportunities for older residents to participate in social and civic 
engagement with their peers and younger people.

5. Respect and Inclusion: programs to support and promote ethnic and 
cultural diversity, along with programs to encourage multi-generational 
interaction and dialogue.

6. Civic Participation and Employment: promotion of paid work and 
volunteer activities for older residents and opportunities to engage in 
formulation of policies relevant to their lives.

7. Communication and Information: promotion of and access to the use 
of technology to keep older residents connected to their community 
and friends and family, both near and far.

8. Community Support and Health Services: access to home care 
services, clinics, and programs to promote wellness and active aging.
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Aging Your Way Workshops
From the beginning, the Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh team placed an 
importance on engaging and empowering older adults to be the creators 
of their own destiny. Research performed by Carnegie Mellon University 
for Lively Pittsburgh underscored this point. Older adults do not wish to 
be viewed merely as recipients of programs, but seek to make meaningful 
contributions to society. While too many people talk about what someone 
else is not doing for them, Aging Your Way focuses on helping people see 
how they can make an immediate impact on their own community.

The Aging Your Way Greater Pittsburgh program was designed and 
implemented by Lively Pittsburgh in partnership with the Southwestern 
Pennsylvania Partnership for Aging, with the support of Dezudio, a 
research and design studio located in Pittsburgh. The highly interactive 
workshops built upon an initiative started by Senior Services of King 
County in Seattle. Their leadership team generously shared planning 
documents and provided technical support as we adapted the program for 
Allegheny County in Pittsburgh. Senior Services developed the initiative 
as a way to “provide opportunities for (people) to actively participate in 
creating a community addressing their unique needs as they move into 
their elder years.” Aging Your Way also addressed a perceived disconnect 
between current services to seniors and the more progressive needs and 
interests of the coming generation of Boomers.

From a practical standpoint, Aging Your Way integrated well with the 
Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh strategy. By taking a resident-centered 
approach we were able to learn directly what needs and interests exist. 
The capacity to support the initiative grew by aligning resident strengths 
alongside professionals, and providing pathways to meaningful contribution 
while strengthening community connections. 
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Workshop Format
Each Aging Your Way gathering is a five-hour workshop challenging 
participants to: 

• envision communities that would help support them as they age,

• brainstorm concrete projects that they would like to do to make that 
happen, and

• form action teams to begin work on those projects and move the 
community towards its vision.

Lively Pittsburgh integrated a research team into the design for the workshops 
to generate data on the needs and interests of attendees. In addition, a creative 
interpretation was generated by Attack Theater at each workshop to capture 
the emerging themes and facilitate action from participants.

Locations

Seven Aging Your Way Workshops were held in urban and suburban settings 
to capture the demographic and socioeconomic diversity of Pittsburgh. The 
themes that emerged as major considerations from each conversation are 
shown in italics in the listing at right.

Urban

East Liberty, Repair the World 
September 26, 2015 
Intergenerational Engagement, 
Safety/Mobility

Northside, Carnegie Library  
of Pittsburgh (Woods Run) 
April 23, 2016 
Employment, Exercise

South Side, Carnegie Library  
of Pittsburgh (South Side) 
June 25, 2016 
Housing, Social Participation

Suburban

Penn Hills, Penn Hills Garden 
Center 
November 21, 2015  
Neighborhood Connections, Travel

Shaler, Shaler North Hills 
Community Library 
January 30, 2016  
Social Interaction, Technology

Imperial, Lifespan 
September 2, 2016 
Transportation, Accessibility

Professional

PA Retired Teachers Association 
Intergenerational Engagement

AYW Workshop

AYW Summit
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Introduction
Following the Aging Your Way workshops, the research team examined 
the transcripts, project ideas, and other outputs from the seven workshops. 
The themes that surfaced aligned nicely to existing research that has been 
published by the World Health Organization. The findings are presented 
here according to the Eight Domains of Livability, but are particular to 
feedback received by residents of the Pittsburgh area.

In addition to giving us the opportunity to learn about the experience 
and concerns of older residents in the greater Pittsburgh area, participants 
in these workshops were encouraged to consider specific projects and 
initiatives that built upon their interests and would make a difference 
in the age-friendliness of their neighborhood. Over the course of Aging 
Your Way workshops, 39 resident-led projects were identified that any 
individual in any community can implement to improve their quality of 
life. The following section of this report provides examples and details of 
a select number of these projects. Please note that introductions to the 
Eight Domains of Livability in this section of this report are adapted from 
information presented by the World Health Organization (WHO) in their 
2007 report, Global Age-Friendly Cities: A Guide.
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1. Outdoor Spaces and Buildings
The outside environment and public buildings have a major impact on the 
mobility, independence, and quality of life of older people, and affect their 
ability to “age in place” successfully. WHO research identified a broad 
range of characteristics of the urban landscape and built environment that 
contribute to age-friendliness. 

Themes from global research include the importance 
of a pleasant and clean environment, green spaces, 
having somewhere to rest, age-friendly pavements, safe 
pedestrian crossings, accessibility, a secure environment, 
walkways and cycle paths, age-friendly buildings, adequate 
public toilets, and accommodations for older customers 
in retail and service environments.

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• Personal safety becomes more and more of a 
concern with aging.

• Access to food plays a big role in staying healthy. 
Participants know that if they eat right they will 
feel right, but access to fresh food can become 
challenging for older people.

• Staying physically active is important, and easier 
to do when it’s supported with outdoor spaces and 
access to recreational facilities.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include pathVu 
Community Walkability, and The Crossings: East Liberty.

“Getting outdoors, 
walkability, and 
communities where 
people can safely 
mingle in streets is 
important.”

“We need more 
architecture firms 
and developers that 
want to do work on 
accessible housing.”

 – South Side

 – South Side
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2. Transportation
Transportation, including accessible and affordable public transport,  
is a key factor influencing active aging, and relates to many other domains 
of livability. In particular, being able to move about the city very directly 
impacts social and civic participation, as well as access to community and 
health services.

Themes from global research related to transportation 
include its availability and affordability, reliability and 
frequency, and access to specific travel destinations. 
Other topics include specialized services for older people, 
access to taxis and community transport services, age-
friendly vehicles, priority seating, safety and comfort. 

Ease of transportation can also be affected by courtesy 
toward older passengers on public transport from both 
passengers and drivers—and even courtesy to older 
drivers from fellow motorists on the roadways. The older 
population also expressed more general concerns like 
driving conditions, parking, transit information, and  
the accessibility of transport stops and stations.

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• Limited alternatives to driving exist for those without access  
to driving (either by self or others).

• Special challenges to mobility are presented by Pittsburgh weather, 
terrain, and the lack of easy access to suburbs.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include Campaign to 
Make Public Transit More Friendly and Fun, Water Transport, Transport 
Plus, and Get Around.

“It’s important for 
people to get around 
even if they can’t 
drive.” 

“If I can’t drive 
anymore, what 
do I do?”  – Imperial

 – East Liberty
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3. Housing
Housing is essential to safety and well-being, with considerations 
that include housing structure, design, location, and choice. 
Appropriate housing is linked to access to community and social 
services, and substantially influences the independence and quality  
of life of older people.

Themes from global research include the importance 
of a range of affordable housing options with access 
to essential services, such as maintenance. Housing 
structures should be designed accessibly, with the 
ability to make necessary modifications for individuals 
over time to support aging in place. The living 
environments should be comfortable, safe places 
that facilitate continued integration of older people 
into the community.

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• “Right-size” housing is desired, and there’s no perfect living 
situation for older adults in the area today. Pittsburgh residents  
are primarily seeking affordability, appropriate size, and access  
to activities and the city.

• Universal housing and accessibility becomes a greater concern  
as health changes with aging.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include Universal 
Co-housing and Affordable Senior Living.

“We can’t seem to find 
the ideal place to live 
as we age.”

“Not just housing, but 
affordable housing.”

 – South Side

 – Imperial
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“I’m just trying to stay 
physically active and 
that’s hard to do with 
the weather here in 
Pittsburgh.”

“I want to share my 
personal gifts with 
others.”

“Most important thing 
is to get out of the 
house every day.”

4. Social Participation
Social participation and social support are strongly connected to good 
health and well-being throughout life. Participating in leisure, social, 
cultural, and spiritual activities in the community—and ideally with 
family—allows older people to continue to exercise their competence, 
to enjoy respect and esteem, and to maintain supportive and caring 
relationships. Older people consulted by WHO indicate that the capacity  
to participate in social life depends not only on activities being offered,  
but also on having adequate access to transportation and facilities, and  
on access to information about activities.

In most cities, older people report that they are active 
in their communities, but feel there could be greater 
possibilities for participation. They suggest having more 
and varied activities closer to where they live, and seek 
activities that foster integration within the community 
and with other age groups and cultures. Having 
appropriate support in place to increase access to existing 
opportunities for social participation is as important as 
increasing the number and variety of activities in which 
older community members can be involved.

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• Food provides opportunity for connection and 
community.

• New friends are still welcome even as we age.

• “Coffee shop culture,” or being engaged with 
a community that provides companionship and 
conversation, is desired.

• Staying active and engaged is the secret to aging gracefully.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include Robotic Assisted 
Intergenerational Art/Music Workshop, Travel Club, and Music 
Awareness and Appreciation.

 – East Liberty

 – Imperial

 – East Liberty
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5. Respect and Inclusion
Older people report experiencing conflicting types of behavior and 
attitudes directed towards them. On the one hand, many feel they are 
respected, recognized, and included, while on the other, they experience 
lack of consideration in the community, in services, and in their families. 
This contradiction can be explained by a changing society and behavioral 
norms, lack of contact between generations, and 
widespread ignorance about aging and older people. 
Factors such as culture, gender, health status, and 
economic status play a large role in the degree of respect 
and social inclusion experienced by older people.

Of particular interest to older people are inclusion in 
activities that bring generations together, and those  
that provide education as well as the opportunity to  
share expertise. Older people want to see positive 
depictions of aging populations in the media, and  
want to feel included in community decision-making  
and be recognized for their contributions.

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• Family and traditions are important. There is a 
desire to uphold and pass along traditions as well 
as family and community values.

• Cross-generational interactions (referred to as “symbiosis”) are 
meaningful to all involved. 

• Mentorship fulfills the desire of aging populations to pass on skills, 
knowledge, and expertise.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include Ethnic Pot Luck 
Dinner, Ruff Writers, Intergenerational Cooking, Connecting the Ages, 
and the Memoir Writing Project.

“Family culture seems 
to be going away. I’d 
like to find a way to 
change that.”  

“There’s not a 
guidebook to tell  
you what to do when 
your purpose (family, 
work, etc.) is done.”

 – North Hills

 – Imperial
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6. Civic Participation and Employment
Older people do not stop contributing to their communities upon 
retirement. Many continue to provide unpaid and voluntary work for  
their families and communities. In some areas, economic circumstances 
force older people to take paid work long after retirement age. An age-
friendly community provides options for older people to continue to 
contribute to their communities, through paid employment or voluntary 
work if they so choose. 

Older people would like to have more opportunities for 
employment, and would like to see current employment 
and volunteer opportunities better tailored to their needs 
and interests. Furthermore, older individuals are seeking 
training or re-training, support for older entrepreneurs, 
and opportunities for self-employment. When it is 
appropriate, they want to be fairly paid for their work 
and feel respected and valued for their contributions.

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• Staying in the workforce on one’s own terms 
provides fulfillment This allows older individuals 
to contribute their professional skills and meets 
their need to earn a living

• Volunteer work provides another way to continue 
to participate and provides enjoyment. Volunteers  
reap the benefit themselves and are able to give back.

• Continued learning offers opportunities for meaningful engagement 
and enrichment. Our brains don’t just shut down as we age.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include Make it Work!, 
Outdoor Volunteering, Elevated Community Garden, and Senior Center 
Network and Outreach.

“Finding supplemental 
income is so important.”
 

“It would be great to 
connect elders in our 
community to people 
who would benefit 
from their knowledge 
and experience.”

 –  Northside

 – East Liberty
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7. Communication and Information
Staying connected with events and people and getting timely, practical 
information to manage life and meet personal needs is vital for active  
aging. Fear of missing information and of being left out of the mainstream 
is a widespread concern. Rapidly evolving information and communication 
technologies are both welcomed as useful tools and criticized as instruments 
of social exclusion. Regardless of the variety of communication choices and  
the volume of information available, the central concern expressed in the  
WHO focus groups was that relevant information should be readily accessible 
to older people with varying capacities and resources.

Themes from global research include a desire for access 
to firsthand oral communication, and that printed 
information be legible and written plainly. In the case 
of automated communication and equipment, systems 
need to be easy to use and formatted for older users. 
Widespread availability and access to the internet and 
public computers is desired, as well as training and 
support when necessary.

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• Face-to-face interactions and newspapers 
are a primary source of communication and 
information exchange for aging populations.

• Worry about staying connected increases as 
individuals age.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include Connect Your 
Block (neighborhood awareness map), Information Dissemination, and 
Intergenerational Techno Teach-In Info Wisdom Exchange.

“There’s always 
something more 
to learn.”

“I know that technology 
for communication 
is important, but I’m 
uncertain about its 
future.”

 – East Liberty

 – Northside
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8. Community Support and  
Health Services
Health and support services are vital to maintaining independence and 
well-being in the community. Many of the concerns raised by older 
people, caregivers, and service providers deal with the availability of 
sufficient high quality, appropriate, and accessible care. Considering the 
needs of older individuals in emergency planning is important, as is the 
encouragement and support of volunteers to assist older people in a wide 
range of health and community settings.

In Pittsburgh, there was a focus on the importance of 
aging-related health programs and services, as well as a 
general recognition of the imprortance of sustained mental, 
physical, and emotional health within aging populations. 
Staying mentally, emotionally, and physically young is a key 
motivation for older Pittsburgh residents. 

Themes from the Pittsburgh region:

• Remaining independent and not feeling like a 
burden to others is important for older people.

• Motivation to feel younger comes from the desire 
to actively engage with and be able to support family 
members.

• Putting others first remains a priority. Many individuals continue 
to care for elderly parents, others in the same age group, and kids as 
they age.

• Caring for oneself is important in aging. Being healthy has a big 
impact on quality of life, and its importance becomes more and 
more recognizable as one ages.

Project ideas that emerged from the workshops include Produce 
and Prevention, Community Health Angel, The Health Initiative,  
and Pet Therapy Service, Wellness in the Park, Out and About, and 
Namaste N’at.

“I want to maintain my 
independence, and not 
become a burden on 
anyone, particularly 
my kids.” 

“Nutrition is so 
important as you 
get older.”

 – North Hills

 – Imperial
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Introduction
Aging Your Way workshops are a way to bring people together to create a 
vision for their community that will support them as they age, brainstorm 
concrete projects that will help get us there, and begin taking steps to make 
that vision a reality.

Turning ideas into impact takes an action-oriented mindset. Since the 
workshops, participants have been joined by their peers to activate projects 
and create a new, age-friendly vision for our community. These selected 
initiatives are the beginnings of a grass-roots movement which was born 
through the planning activities of Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh. 

Most Aging Your Way projects cross multiple World Health Organization 
Domains of Livability. With the growth of the Age-Friendly Greater 
Pittsburgh movement, it is anticipated that projects will continue to evolve, 
new projects of varying scale and scope will emerge, and their individual 
and collective impact will be evaluated over time.
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Make It Work
Make it Work identified the challenge of employment for older adults. 
Many older or retired people want to work, but often find that the 
traditional job search structure doesn’t meet their needs. Some need  
to work for financial reasons, others just to participate as active wage-
earners in the community. But most find it difficult to navigate the  
current employment scene.

The project works to find ways to circumvent and/or revamp the traditional 
“resume-cover letter-interview” sequence in order to provide older workers 
with fresh opportunities, a level playing field with other workers, and a 
chance to display to prospective employers their talents, experience, and 
true worth.
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East Liberty Walkability Study
The Aging Your Way workshop in the rapidly changing Pittsburgh 
neighborhood of East Liberty surfaced a need for awareness on street safety. 
The walkability project involved one hour strolls to capture safety concerns 
and needed improvements using a smart phone app developed by pathVu in 
partnership with Lively Pittsburgh. pathVu is a Pittsburgh-based company 
committed to improving walkability along sidewalks. They use a mix of 
engineering-grade hardware and innovative crowdsourcing tools with a 
goal of producing a worldwide sidewalk network to ultimately improve 
happiness, health and safety of every community.

The East Liberty Walkability project helped citizens, employees of local 
businesses, and community based organizations hunt for unsafe street 
hazards in their community. The data is collected through the pathVu 
platform and can be now used to increase awareness for potential walkability  
advocacy efforts. Due to the success of this pilot and alignment with 
initiatives such as Open Streets, we have been contacted by three additional 
neighborhoods to perform walkability projects.
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The Crossings
The Crossings is a creative demonstration project designed to raise awareness 
about street safety and mobility for all ages and abilities, originally conceived 
by Anne Basting and the Islands of Milwaukee. Following an informational 
and exploratory workshop led by the Portland-based Sojourn Theatre, the 
project team identified East Liberty as the location for the first Pittsburgh 
performance of The Crossings. The diverse planning team included local 
citizens and representatives from pathVu, Allegheny County, United Way, 
and Lively Pittsburgh. An artistic director choreographed movement which 
expressed the project goal of celebrating the evolving mosaic of the East 
Liberty community while bringing attention to a dangerous intersection. 
The Pittsburgh Playful Collaborative designed creative signage and t-shirts 
were printed to increase the visibility of the project message.

Through street theatre performance, The Crossings illustrates the hazards 
of urban street intersections. During the day of the performance, energy 
and passion was displayed in a most positive way. Community members of 
all ages, races, and abilities joined in, clapped along, and expressed their 
gratitude for our efforts. With media coverage from the Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette and 90.5 WESA, the participants danced to James Brown, held signs, 
wheeled, and walked their way across a hazardous intersection during the 
busiest part of the day. Based upon this initial success, The Crossing project is 
planning on moving to other Pittsburgh neighborhoods and is in discussions 
with two additional organizations on planning upcoming performances.
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Universal Co-Op Housing
Universal Co-op Housing is a project to develop housing for people of 
all ages and abilities within City limits. Aging Your Way participants, 
reported that housing for seniors and people with disabilities are too far 
from City attractions. They desire and deserve to be part of an energized, 
intergenerational city. Being included in the opportunities that Pittsburgh 
has to offer is important for people who face challenges in everyday life.

The project is in the early stages of development and led by an experienced 
disability advocate and citizen, who has lived in accessible housing for 
people with disabilities for the majority of his life. Initially the organizers 
are working to bring awareness to the problem which will help to gain 
momentum and move onto the next steps involved in the project, such as 
identifying architects, contractors, and project funders who are operating in 
the Pittsburgh region. A variety of potential locations will be determined as 
we consider safety, convenience, and activity that our participants require.
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Conclusion
As we continue our efforts in the broader initiative of creating an  
Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh, we must prioritize and take pride  
in empowering the constituents of our local aging population to be an 
active force in designing and creating the future that serves them best.

The Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh team has identified the following 
goals in the next phase of Aging Your Way.

1. Identify more project ideas and detailed plans for implementation.

2. Create a toolkit to help individuals execute their own projects.

3. Create resources for others to host Aging Your Way community project 
development workshops.

4. Develop and implement a strategy to increase awareness of outcomes  
to inform and further engage the community.

Aging Your Way was the first of many initiatives designed to engage, 
empower, and mobilize these groups. Moving forward, we plan to anchor 
this work in more neighborhoods via partnerships further outlined in 
the forthcoming Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh Plan. What we learned 
through the Aging Your Way workshops will continue to shape and inform 
the path forward, and outcomes from resulting projects have already had 
an impact in bringing residents together to create a more livable and 
supportive community.



Thank You
On behalf of the Age-Friendly Greater Pittsburgh team, we’d like to 
express our sincere appreciation to the citizens, local officials, community 
development professionals, and contributing partners who made Aging 
Your Way a success.



Visit swppa.org/agefriendly to learn more  
or find ways to get involved!
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