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Abstract

Neighborhood quality ratings among those 75+ years
old are compared with their 50-74 year old counterparts.
Using a sample of 400 from central New Jersey and a na-
tional sample of about 20,000, I find that the older elderly
have constructed elaborate mental models of their environ-
ment that incorporate feelings and emotions about their
home, ethnicity/race, religion, and the nation, as well as their
perceptions about their neighborhood. About 30-40% of re-
spondents have quite positive perceptions of their neighbor-
hoods along with similar perceptions of their other environ-
ments and their own lives. Ten to 15%, however, do not. Their
neighborhood quality ratings are fair or poor and many are
not happy with their home or spiritual environments. Assist-
ing this second group is a major challenge.

Keywords: neighborhood quality, older elderly, percep-
tions, environment 

Introduction

Changes in consumer awareness, improvements in diag-
nostic treatment, emergency medicine, nutrition, rehabilita-
tion services and educational outreach have contributed to a
demographic shift in the United States population. The 75+
year old population (hereafter called “older elderly”) is the
most rapidly increasing age group in the U.S. In 1990 it was
13.1 million, and it rose to 16.6 million by 2000. In those
years, the 75+ year old age group was 5.2% and 5.9%, re-
spectively, of the national population. It is estimated to com-
prise 8% of the national population by 2025 and almost 12%
by the year 2050, when it is expected to be about 50 million
(U.S. Department of Commerce 1995; U.S. Census Bureau
2008). In a seminal paper, Fries (1980) anticipated this
change, noting that U.S. residents would routinely live into
their 80s, and he expected they would be relatively healthy
until multiple body system failures ended life—in other
words, morbidity would be compressed. 

While attention is appropriately drawn to the implica-
tions of this demographic shift on social security, health care

and other services, this paper examines the satisfaction of the
older elderly with their neighborhoods and implications of
their perceptions. Based on a substantial existing literature,
the first major purpose of this paper is to assert that the older
elderly (75+ years old) should have a somewhat different
view of their neighborhoods than that of their younger (50-64
years old) counterparts. The second purpose is to pilot test
the assertion. The empirical test had two steps. The first was
to find the anticipated relationships between neighborhood
quality, neighborhood attributes, and respondent characteris-
tics, in which age is one of many predictors. Then the second
step required multiplying each neighborhood and respondent
attribute by specific age-group-categories to produce age-im-
pacted predictors of neighborhood quality.  If older age is as-
sociated with neighborhood quality, these interaction vari-
ables should be different for the oldest elderly than for the
younger population.  Operationally, the paper answered three
questions:

1.  What proportion of respondents 50+ years old rate
their neighborhood quality as excellent, good, fair,
and poor quality? This is referred to as the neighbor-
hood quality question.

2.  What neighborhood, other environmental, and demo-
graphic characteristics are associated with neighbor-
hood quality ratings of the respondents? This is la-
beled the standard neighborhood quality predictors
question.

3.  Do the older elderly compared to their younger coun-
terparts demonstrate different interactions with the
standard predictors of neighborhood quality? This is
the age-impacted question.

Before describing key elements of the literature, it is im-
portant that three caveats be presented. There are large liter-
atures about both neighborhood quality and the older elderly,
and many researchers have explored the link between them,
as well as with housing quality and personal health (see for
example, Iwarsson et al. 2007 and Pinquart and Burmedi
2003 for a summary). The contributions of this paper are
meant to be modest and exploratory, specifically to suggest
how perceptions of neighborhood and housing quality join
with what I call a broader spiritual or value environment, and
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using neighborhood quality as a focal point to show how per-
ceptions about these perceptions cluster in large segments of
the older elderly population. The second caveat is that all of
the data are respondent self-reports; I had no ability to verify
perceptions with census or other data as some studies in the
literature have. Third, the dependent variable in the analysis
is neighborhood quality because of the author’s prior research
and interests. Another analyst with less investment in under-
standing neighborhood quality could have used health, eco-
nomic, and housing status as the outcome measure. Arguably,
the outcome measure could have been a multivariate combi-
nation of all of these.

Prior Research and Expectations

In trying to understand the impact of being 75+ years old
on perception of neighborhood quality, I begin with the un-
derstanding that people create mental models (heuristics) to
cope with environmental stresses (Chaiken 1980; Eagly and
Chaiken 1993; Kahlor et al. 2003). These mental models are
shortcuts that integrate the sum of personal knowledge, emo-
tions, experiences and feelings.  When a message about a pro-
posed or actual event arrives (e.g., a neighbor’s home was
burglarized), it filters through these heuristics, enabling the
person to quickly respond and cope with a minimum of
stress.  With regard to neighborhood quality, statistical analy-
ses have shown relatively little correlation between age and
neighborhood quality rating. Any correlation that the author
has observed has been modest and lost in colinear relation-
ships with other influences described below. This inability to
understand the interactions of age and other influences (e.g.,
street noise-age; trust neighbors-age) on neighborhood qual-
ity prompted this research.

Starting with neighborhood quality in the U.S., the liter-
ature paints a direct path to detrimental neighborhood char-
acteristics (Cozens and Plimmer 2000; Clay and Hollister
1983; Greenberg 1999; Ross and Mirowsky 1999).  Approxi-
mately 85% of U.S. residents rate their neighborhoods as
“excellent” or “good” quality. Those who classify their own
neighborhoods as excellent quality typically do not identify a
single neighborhood characteristic that distresses them. A
“good” quality rating may be associated with a single or two
concerns, but nothing that really severely distresses the re-
spondent and causes them to want to leave.

The remaining 15% rate their neighborhoods as “fair” or
“poor” quality; 3% as “poor” quality, and 12% as “fair” qual-
ity. Crime and blight are the major drivers for these 15%
(Kelling and Coles 1996; Ross and Mirowsky 1999). Resi-
dents worry about petty burglary, violent attacks, and com-
monly about drug-related crime. Many of these residents do
not trust their neighbors, the police or elected officials to pro-

tect them, and they do not trust their local shop owners; they
bar their windows and erect other anti-intruder barriers.

Blight, the second major driver of neighborhood quality
ratings, includes deteriorated buildings, graffiti, trash in the
street, crumbling infrastructure, and in industrial neighbor-
hoods includes odors, distressing sounds, visible plumes of
pollution, and truck traffic (Greenberg and Schneider 1996;
Kraut 1999; Spelman 1993). Crime and blight overwhelm
any positive influences of parks, good schools, and adequate
services, if these are present. Some poor quality neighbor-
hoods have more than a dozen physical characteristics that
distress residents sufficiently that they want to leave.

Neighborhood conditions as predictors of neighborhood
quality are confounded by other factors.  One is home quali-
ty; an excellent home is likely to be associated with an ex-
cellent neighborhood quality rating (Greenberg and Crossney
2007).  Socioeconomic status, gender and race/ethnicity have
been associated with neighborhood quality ratings. Affluent
white males tend to rate their neighborhood quality higher
than others perhaps because they have had more choices than
their counterparts about where to live and they may have
more control of local conditions. Women are more likely to
rate the same neighborhood as lower quality than men. This
has been explained by the fact that women spend more time
in their neighborhood than do men, and they have a greater
feeling of vulnerability and greater concern with family
(Koshela and Pain 2000). In essence, the previous four para-
graphs are a reiteration of the standard model of predicting
neighborhood quality.

Understanding the neighborhood quality ratings of 75+
year old residents compared to somewhat younger people (50
to 74 years olds) begins with the assumption that physical
and cognitive capacities vary within each age group, as well
as between them. Some fully or partly retired and healthy
older elderly often are fully engaged in their neighborhoods.
They should be expected to visit their neighbors, join clubs
and other groups that take them into the streets and neigh-
borhood. Some monitor neighborhood change, positive or
negative, and become involved in policy actions. Not surpris-
ingly, the literature shows that these elderly are healthier than
their counterparts (Balfour and Kaplan 2002).

Yet the assumption here is that many older elderly com-
pared to their younger counterparts are less physically active
and some become cognitively impaired. Those with limita-
tions, I expect, have different perceptions of their neighbor-
hoods.  Activity pattern studies show that the elderly spend
more of their time in their homes than their younger counter-
parts (Iwarsson et al. 2007). This implies that the residence
should become a more prominent environment for the older
elderly than for the younger resident, who spends more time
outdoors and working outside the home.  If seriously im-
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paired, the older elderly may be less able than their younger
counterparts to be outdoors and to hear, smell and see the
neighborhood change.  Another possibility that would differ-
entiate some of the older elderly from younger respondents is
that the older elderly have become desensitized to their
neighborhoods because of their long residence and their lack
of financial resources to relocate. Burkhauser et al. (1995)
observed that older homeowners were three times less likely
to move from a distressed neighborhood than their younger
counterparts, and they may of necessity become desensitized
to distressing conditions.  Cognitive deficits can compound
physical and financial ones. Cognition is the capacity to re-
member, focus on, and process information, and to make as-
sessments and decisions. It declines in the elderly and people
rely more on affect, which is immediate reaction to an expe-
rience, such as fear, that typically occur before cognition
(Carstensen and Hartel 2006; Charles et al. 2003; Damasio
1994; Finucane et al. 2005; Gray 2004).

Along with the influences of changes in physical capac-
ity and cognition, older elderly are more likely than their
younger counterparts to encounter life-threatening challenges
that demand their full attention. New neighborhood condi-
tions may be ignored or not considered in detail, unless they
cannot be ignored because they are personally threatening.  In
short, relying more on affect, beliefs and less on physical and
cognitive capacity helps those with physical and cognitive
limits, as well as those distracted by life-threatening chal-
lenges, cope with negative or positive neighborhood-related
stress (Gray 2004; Finucane et al. 2005; Goel and Dolan
2003; Slovic et al. 2005; Loewenstein and Lerner 2003). 

The literature also shows that neighborhood quality rat-
ings are influenced by other factors. One is residence quality;
an excellent home can buffer a lesser quality neighborhood
and visa versa (Greenberg and Crossney 2007).  Educational
achievement, income, race/ethnicity, and gender have been
associated with neighborhood quality rating. The college-ed-
ucated, wealthy, white, and male tend to rate their neighbor-
hood quality as higher than their counterparts. The first three
demographic characteristics are influenced by the reality that
educated and affluent whites can choose to reside in high-
quality neighborhoods. Women tend to rate the same neigh-
borhoods as lower quality than men. This has been explained
by women’s sense of vulnerability, concern with children and
typically more time spent in their neighborhood (Koshela and
Pain 2000).

Perhaps the most novel suggestion made here is that the
older elderly disproportionately incorporate a spiritual envi-
ronment—how they feel about their religious and ethnic/
racial backgrounds, national and local identity, and family—
into their perception of factors that influence their neighbor-
hood perceptions, that is, disproportionately they add a third

environmental dimension (the first two are neighborhood
conditions and home quality) into their neighborhood quality
heuristic. 

Overall, I expected the mental models of younger re-
spondents (50 to 64 years old) to focus on distressing neigh-
borhood attributes.  The older elderly (75+ years old) would
use many more non-neighborhood elements in their heuristic
that would allow them to respond to their neighborhood. 

Data and Methods

No survey data that fit the precise needs of this analysis
were available. Hence, two were used that had many of the
essential indicators.

Mercer County Survey 
Part of the empirical test was based on data collected via

a telephone survey conducted under the auspices of the Cen-
ter for Survey Research at the Edward J. Bloustein School of
Planning and Public Policy at Rutgers University. The data
were collected in April 2007. The author requested only the
data for those 50 years of age or older, which numbered 433
valid responses.  The choice of >50 year old residents was
made because I wanted to focus on the older elderly, and lim-
iting the age range to those 50+ years limits the range of age
effects that had to be modeled. 

Households were contacted through random digit dialing
(RDD), which gives every working residential telephone
number in the region an equal probability of being selected
for an interview.  The random digit aspect of the sample
avoids “listing” bias by ensuring that contacting efforts to
both listed and unlisted numbers (including not-yet-listed).
The design of the sample ensures this representation by ran-
dom generation of the last two digits of telephone numbers
selected on the basis of their area code, and telephone ex-
change. Two limitations of RDD are that it does not reach
those without phones (or who use answering machines and
other devices to screen callers), nor does it reach people with
only cell phones.  This can reduce the sample of poor and
younger people.

The survey was conducted in and around Mercer Coun-
ty, New Jersey.  In New Jersey, this area is part of the so-
called New Jersey “wealth belt” that includes six central New
Jersey counties (Hughes et al. 2000).  While the area as a
whole is affluent, portions of it, notably Trenton, a city of
84,000, has many of the poverty-related problems of larger
cities. More important from the perspective of this paper, it is
a region that is relatively similar to the nation with regard to
the proportion of the older elderly population. According to
the American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau
2006a), the proportion of the population 75+ years old is
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5.8% compared to about 5.6% in the U.S. Coupled with the
relative affluence of the area, results should make the find-
ings from this study of interest to officials from jurisdictions
across the U.S. who are facing the relative and absolute
growth of the relatively affluent older elderly.

The survey was designed to gauge civic engagement. Al-
though the questionnaire contained over 100 questions, the
author’s use of the survey was limited to 26 questions. One
question was how the respondents rated their neighborhood
as a place to live.  The choices were “excellent,” “good,”
“fair,” and “poor” quality.  The remaining 25 questions are
the predictors described earlier. One set of nine survey ques-
tions asked about neighborhood-related factors that should be
strongly associated with perceptions of neighborhood quali-
ty.  These include the respondent’s trust of people in the
neighborhood, people who work in stores where they shop,
the police in their local community, and people who hold of-
fice in their local government.  Next, respondents were asked
how much impact they thought they could have in making
their community a better place to live.  Related questions
asked if they were involved in a neighborhood association
(block association, homeowners association, tenants associa-
tion, crime watch group), and if they had a friend who was a
community leader.  The survey asked how often a respondent
had visited their neighbors during the last year, and if they
expected to be a victim of crime during the next 12 months.

Seven survey questions asked about issues not directly
related to neighborhood quality, but also assumed to be relat-
ed for reasons described above. These include the importance
of ethnic/racial background, religion, being an American, and
place of residence to the respondent’s sense of who he/she is.
Three questions asked if the respondent had been involved
with a club or organization for senior citizens; a hobby, in-
vestment or garden club; or a self-help group for people with
disabilities, illnesses, addictions or other family problems.
The last set of nine questions asked about personal character-
istics. These included respondent age, sex, race/ethnicity, ed-
ucational achievement, income, home ownership, and their
assessment of their personal health, life satisfaction, and sat-
isfaction with their present financial circumstances.

American Housing Survey (AHS)
The Mercer county data provided a good set of people-

oriented and activity-oriented questions. The AHS provided
neighborhood physical attribute data, which was collected by
the U.S. government as part of the American Housing Survey
in 2005 and published in 2006 (U.S. Census Bureau 2006b).
Users can access the raw data from this national survey via
the web. The author obtained only the data for those 50 years
of age or older, which numbered 20,528.

The survey contained hundreds of questions. The au-

thor’s use of the survey was limited to 27 questions. One
question was how the respondents rated their neighborhood
as a place to live.  The choices were from 1(worst neighbor-
hood) to 10 (best neighborhood). The remaining 26 questions
are the predictors described earlier. One set were the outdoor
physical characteristics that have been the strongest neigh-
borhood quality predictors. These include street noise or traf-
fic, crime and barred windows, odors, abandoned or vandal-
ized housing, trash and junk in the streets, and a catch-all
“other neighborhood problems.” Also, one question asked
how the current neighborhood compares to the prior one,
which is germane to those who have moved.  Other questions
asked about issues not directly related to the set of distress-
ing neighborhood quality characteristics, but which could be
predictors, especially for the older elderly. These included the
quality of the respondent’s home, a comparison of the quali-
ty of the current and prior home, whether the respondent was
an owner or not, the presence of public transportation, shop-
ping, recreational, commercial establishments, and the quali-
ty of police in schools in the area.  The last set of questions
asked about personal characteristics. These included respon-
dent age, sex, race/ethnicity, educational achievement, in-
come, and marital status.

Statistical Methods
In order to answer the research questions, the author

used simple descriptive statistics, discriminant analysis and
ordinal regression as described below.  The discriminant
analysis results are emphasized because they are somewhat
richer with regard to outcome measures than the ordinal re-
gression results. The author recognizes that both the discrim-
inant-based results and regression-based ones are challenging
to interpret because there are so many interaction terms.
Hence, I tried to present the results in more detail in the text
than I normally would. Specifically, discriminant analysis
produces “functions” that describe the relationship between a
categorical dependent variable (three categories of neighbor-
hood quality) and a set of predictors.  The discriminant analy-
sis produces two discriminant functions (the number of cate-
gories minus one in the dependent variable).  The strength of
the results is assessed by examining the correlation between
each function and the dependent variable (canonical correla-
tion).  It is also assessed by noting the proportion of cases ac-
curately predicted. With a three category dependent variable,
by chance, one third of the cases will be accurately predict-
ed. Also, sometimes the average values by group by variable
can be quite informative, consequently, these are presented.
Correlations of r>0.2 between a function and an original vari-
able are shown in the tables in order to emphasize the more
important predictors.
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Results

Sample Characteristics: Mercer County and AHS Data  
Compared to the U.S. population, the demographic char-

acteristics of the respondents who are 50+ years old in the
Mercer County sample are more affluent (household income
about 25% higher), more formally educated (56% of the sam-
ple population 50 and older graduated college, which is about
double the national rate), and much more densely populated
(2400 per square mile).  Yet, 19% (84 of 433) of responses
were from Trenton, a relatively poor city, so the sample is not
entirely affluent. The U.S. proportion from the AHS is virtu-
ally identical to national estimates for 2005 for age, ethnici-
ty/race, gender, and income.

Question 1: Neighborhood Quality: Mercer County and
AHS Data

Table 1 summarizes the neighborhood quality. At the na-
tional level, the AHS 1-10 scale is clearly skewed toward
higher quality ratings, as expected. The modal responses for
the three U.S. populations are 8, 10 and 10 (where 10 is the
best neighborhood), among the entire population, the popula-
tion 50 years and older, and the older elderly population, re-
spectively.  Because of the skewed variable, an obvious im-
plication is that it is inappropriate to use a linear regression
model to analyze the relationship between neighborhood
quality and predictors. Several versions of ordinal regression
and discriminant analysis were tried with 6, 4, and 3 group-
ings of the original 10 categories. The six and four category
groupings did not produce results that are marginally more

interesting than the simpler trichotomous grouping of fair/
poor (1-6), good (7-9), and excellent (10).

With regard to the Mercer county data, 44% rated their
neighborhood as excellent quality, 43% rated it as good qual-
ity, 11% rated their neighborhood fair, and only 2% rated
their neighborhood as poor quality. Because there were so
few poor quality ratings, the author combined the fair and
poor quality ratings into a fair/poor quality group (Table 1).
Like the AHS national data, Table 1 shows that the 75+ year
old group had relatively few fair/poor quality ratings and
many more good or excellent quality ratings. 

Question 2: Standard Neighborhood Quality Predictors
Mercer County Data 

Before summarizing the first set of results of the answers
to question two in two tables, the author briefly reviews pre-
liminary analyses.  Each of the four groups of predictors
(neighborhood, home and spiritual environment, and demo-
graphic) were tested separately.  Then a stepwise analysis
was calculated, which emphasizes most important predictors.
To conserve space, the two stepwise models are presented
rather than all 16 results. The discriminant analysis and ordi-
nal regression methods produced similar results. The author
presents the discriminant analysis results, because as noted
earlier, the results are somewhat richer with regard to a vari-
ety of outcome measures. 

Table 2 summarizes the results of the standard predictive
model for the Mercer County data. The strongest predictor,
indicated by the highest variable correlation with Function 1,
was trust people in my neighborhood.  The correlation with

Greenberg

Table 1. Neighborhood Quality Ratings: 50+ Year Old Population of the United States 

Rating United United States, United States, Mercer Mercer
States, all 50+ years old, 75+, 2005, % County, County,

respondents, 2005, % 2007, % States, 75+,
2005, % 2007, % 

1 0.7 0.6 0.4

2 0.6 0.4 0.3

3 1.1 0.7 0.3

4 1.6 1.1 0.9

5 6.2 5.1 4.3

6 5.7 4.4 3.9

Fair/Poor 15.9 12.3 10.1 12.7 2.7

7 13.6 10.9 7.8

8 27.1 26.3 24.2

9 16.6 17.4 16.2

Good 57.3 54.6 48.2 43.0 50.7

10 or Excellent 26.6 33.0 41.7 44.3 46.7

Total 99.8 99.9 100.0 100.0 100.1
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function one was r=0.624. Seventy-seven percent of respon-
dents who rated their neighborhood as excellent quality trust-
ed people in their neighborhood a lot. This compared with
51% of those who rated their neighborhood as good, and only
22% of those who rated their neighborhood as fair/poor qual-
ity. By far, this is the strongest indicator. 

Function 1 also highlights other major differences be-
tween those who rated their neighborhood quality as excel-
lent versus fair/poor.  Those who rated their neighborhood
quality as excellent were satisfied with their personal finan-
cial circumstances, and they were disproportionately Cau-
casian, homeowners, and college-educated. They also felt
that they could have a major impact on their neighborhood,
and they trusted local government officials and people who
work in the stores where they shop. In contrast, their coun-
terparts who rated their neighborhood quality as fair/poor
were less likely to trust their neighbors, store employees, and
government officials; and they were more likely to be non-
white, not college graduates and less likely to be homeown-
ers. The first discriminant function captures the essence of
why some people rate their neighborhood as excellent quali-
ty and others rate their neighborhood as poor quality.

The second discriminant function is more difficult to in-
terpret.  In essence, it seeks to discriminate between a good
neighborhood quality and both excellent and fair/poor quali-
ty. The strongest part of the function focused on differences
between excellent and good quality ratings with regard to
perception of their ability to have an impact on the commu-
nity and trust of local office holders. Function 2, however, is
not particularly useful. This is also underscored by the fact
that function1 had a canonical correlation of r=0.545 with the
dependent variable compared to only r=0.256 for function 2.
This model accurately predicted 64% of the responses into
the neighborhood quality group they selected.

A final and important point is that age had one of the
lowest correlations with the dependent variables (r=0.113). In
other words, as expected, age was a statistical afterthought. 

AHS Data 
Table 3 summarizes the results of the standard predictive

model for national AHS data. The strongest predictor is,
noted by the highest variable correlation with Function 1, was
housing quality with a correlation with function 1 of r=0.872.
The average housing quality score of those who rated their
neighborhood quality as excellent was 9.6 (10 is the maxi-
mum) compared to 6.8 among those who rated their neigh-
borhood quality as fair/poor. Function 1 also shows interest-
ing correlations, although they are much weaker with age
(r=0.295) and widowed (r=.200). Age, in other words, is
linked to housing quality, but the relationship is not very clear
in this model.

The second function is about distressing neighborhood
attributes. It distinguishes between those who rated their
neighborhoods as excellent and those who rated them as
fair/poor. Those who rated their neighborhood as lower qual-
ity observed trash and junk in their streets (r=0.509), aban-
doned and vandalized buildings (r=0.499), heard bothersome
street noises (r=0.379), and encountered bad smells
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Table 2. Discriminant Analysis of Neighborhood Quality and
Standard Correlates: Mercer County, Central New Jersey
(E=excellent, G=good, F/P=fair or poor)

Explanatory Variable Mean Function 1 Function 2
values correlations correlations
by group

Trust people a lot in my E .77 .624
neighborhood (1=yes, 0=no) G .51

F/P .22

Satisfied with present financial E 1.6 -.420
situation (1=very satisfied, G 1.8
2=somewhat, 3=not at all) F/P 2.1

Respondent was Caucasian E .88 .419 .332
(1=yes, 0=no) G .80

F/P .52

Own place where living E .91 .399 .270
(1=yes, 0=no) G .84

F/P .60

Graduated college E .66 .371 .228
(1=yes, 0=no) G .57

F/P .28

Can have impact on making E .47 .344 -.548
community a better place to G .23
live (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .22

Trust people a lot who hold E .16 .262 -.408
office in local community G .05
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P .04

Racial/ethnic background is E .38 -.621
very important to your sense G .31
of who you are (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .60

Religion is very important E .46 -.344
to your sense of who you are G .49
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P .66 

Respondent belongs to a support E .17 -.257
group or self-help program for G .18
people with specific health F/P .33
problems (1=yes, 0=no)

Has friend who is a community E .55 -.202
leader (1=yes, 0=no) G .43

F/P .46

Trust people a lot who work in E .55 .245
stores where respondent shops G .43
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P .46

Place of residence is very E .52 .301
important to your sense of who G .47
you are (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .52
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(r=0.254). They also judged police protection to be unsatis-
factory (r=-0.392), observed barred windows (r=.224), ob-
served other bothersome conditions (r=.344), and felt that
their public elementary school was so bad that they wanted to
leave (r=0.245). Finally, disproportionately they are not
homeowners (r=-0.279). The two functions accurately classi-
fied 66% of the cases. 

Summarizing, the two standard predictor analyses repli-
cated what was anticipated from the literature, that is, those
who rate their neighborhoods as poor or fair quality find nu-
merous distressing physical and human characteristics in the
neighborhoods. They do not like what they see and they do
not trust those in the neighborhood, nor do many believe that
they can affect what goes on in their neighborhoods. Not sur-
prisingly, often they assess their economic status as not satis-
factory, they do not rate their homes high quality, they have
relatively low socioeconomic status, and many are not White.

Question 3: Age-impacted Results
Mercer County

By building interaction between age and the other 24
predictors, we can observe the impact of age (50-64 vs. 75+)
on the other predictors (Table 4).  The results demonstrate an
interesting impact of age on the other predictors. Function 1,
in essence, replicates function 1 of the first Mercer discrimi-
nant analysis, but identifies some relationships not identified
by the first discriminant function. It identifies younger re-
spondents (50-64) who rated their neighborhood quality as
excellent, who trust their neighbors, who do not think they
are likely to be a victim of crime, feel that they can impact
their community, and yet are not involved with a block or
other neighborhood association. They tend to be college edu-
cated, judge their health to be excellent, and are satisfied with
their economic circumstances. Their counterparts who rated
their neighborhoods as fair/poor do not trust their neighbors,
do not think that they can have much of an impact on their
neighborhood, think that they will be a victim of crime, are
involved with a neighborhood/block association, are not sat-
isfied with their economic situation, their self health assess-
ments were disproportionately fair or poor, and they are not
college educated.  Older respondents who rated their neigh-
borhoods excellent are nearly all retired and were dispropor-
tionately college-educated. Their definition of an excellent
neighborhood includes being involved with a neighbor-
hood/block association, knowing a neighborhood leader, feel-
ing that they can impact their neighborhood, belonging to a
senior citizen organization, and visiting their neighbors.
Their counterparts who rated their neighborhood as fair/poor
tend to be disconnected from their neighbors and neighbor-
hoods. In short, function 1 captures age-stratified interactions
of neighborhood quality. Eight of the key indicators were for
the younger population and six for the older group.

While function 2 is less powerful statistically, it is more
interesting because it responds more directly to the ideas de-
veloped earlier in the paper. Fourteen indicators had correla-
tions of >.200 with the function. Notably 10 were with the
75+ year old age group. The discrimination is primarily be-
tween those who rated their neighborhoods as good versus
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Table 3. Discriminant Analysis of Neighborhood Quality and
Standard Correlates: United States, 2005  
(E=excellent, G=good, F/P=fair or poor)  

Explanatory Variable Mean Function 1 Function 2
values correlations correlations
by group

Housing unit rating E 9.6 .872
(1-10, where 10 is best) G 8.3

F/P 6.8

Respondent age, 50+ years E 66.9 .295
(1=yes, 0=no) G 64.1

F/P 64.4

Respondent widowed E 0.24 .200
(1=yes, 0=no) G 0.18

F/P 0.18

Trash/junk in streets/properties E 0.02 .509
within 1/2 mile (1=yes, 0=no) G 0.06

F/P 0.21

Crime exists in neighborhood E 0.05 .500
(1=yes, 0=no) G 0.12

F/P 0.34

Abandoned/vandalized buildings E 0.02 .499
within 1/2 block  (1=yes, 0=no) G 0.03

F/P 0.12

Satisfactory police protection E 0.95 -.392
in neighborhood (1=yes, 0=no) G 0.94

F/P 0.82

Bothersome street noise E 0.16 .379
in neighborhood (1=yes, 0=no) G 0.25

F/P 0.48

Bothersome characteristics E 0.05 .344
(bad public services, people, G 0.13
or properties) (1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.30

Home owner (1=yes, 0=no) E 0.82 -.279
G 0.82
F/P 0.72

Neighborhood has bad smells E 0.02 .254
(1=yes, 0=no) G 0.04

F/P 0.11

Public elementary is so bad E 0.001 .245
respondent wants to leave G 0.001
neighborhood  (1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.010

Home with barred windows E 0.03 .224
within 1/2 block  (1=yes, 0=no) G 0.06

F/P 0.14
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fair/poor. The older elderly members of the good neighbor-
hood quality group tend to be Caucasian, are satisfied with
their financial circumstances, their self health evaluation is
likely to be good, and they have a relatively high level of sat-
isfaction with life. They own their homes and do not think
that they will be robbed.

What stands out in this second function, however, is that
their religious and ethnic/racial backgrounds, their sense of
being American, and their home are all important to their self
identity. Among those 75+ years old and rated their neigh-
borhood quality as good, 58%, 71%, 66%, and 95% indicat-
ed that ethnic/racial background, their home, religion, and
being an American were very important to their identity, re-
spectively. In the older elderly group, these are slightly high-
er proportions than among either those who rated the neigh-
borhood quality as excellent or fair/poor, and notably higher
among the 50-64 year old age group.  This is fascinating be-
cause it is not what had been anticipated. The assumption was
that these spiritual environmental indicators, if associated at
all with neighborhood quality, would be stronger in self-de-
fined “excellent” neighborhoods.
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Table 4. Age-Interacted Discriminant Analysis of Neighborhood
Quality and Correlates: Central New Jersey
(E=excellent, G=good, F/P=fair or poor)

Explanatory Variable Mean Function 1 Function 2
values correlations correlations
by group

Younger: trust  people in my E .71 .356
neighborhood (1=yes, 0=no) G .49
F/P .22

Younger: not satisfied with E 1.6 -.376
present financial situation G 1.8
(1=very satisfied, F/P 2.2
3=not at all satisfied)

Older: not satisfied with E 1.5 .413
present financial situation G 1.9
(1=very satisfied, F/P 2.0
3=not at all satisfied)

Younger: involved with E .16 -.345
neighborhood, block G .31
association (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .39

Older: involved with E .40 .307 -.283
neighborhood, block G .08
association (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .00

Older: know neighborhood E .60 .300
leader (1=yes, 0=no) G .26

F/P .00

Younger: self health evaluation E 2.1 -.226
(1=excellent, 2=very good, G 2.3
3=good, 4=fair, 5=poor) F/P 2.8

Older: self health evaluation E 2.7 .317
(1=excellent, 2=very good, G 3.0
3=good, 4=fair, 5=poor) F/P 4.0

Older: can have impact on E .37 .222
making community a better G .18
place to live (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .50

Younger: can have impact on  E .46 .237 -.276
making community a better G .24
place to live (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .20

Younger: think they will be E .15 -.210
robbed (1=yes, 0=no) G .22

F/P .28

Older: think they will be E .09 -.217
robbed (1=yes, 0=no) G .26

F/P .50

Older: college educated E .57 .207
(1=yes, 0=no) G .18

F/P .50

Younger: college educated E .73 .230 .360
(1=yes, 0=no) G .67

F/P .29

Older visited neighbors at E .57 .203
least 5 times last 12 months G .42
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P .00

Older: belongs to club for E .54 .200
senior citizens (1=yes, 0=no) G .40

F/P .00

Younger: racial/ethnic background E .30 -.281 -.451
important to your sense of who G .27
you are (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .58

Younger: religious background E .43 -.265
important to your sense of who G .38
you are (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .49

Older: religious background E .63 .254
important to your sense of who G .66
you are (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .50

Older: racial/ethnic background E .54 .219
important to your sense of who G .58
you are (1=yes, 0=no) F/P .50

Older: being American important E .86 .291
to your sense of who you are G .95
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P .50

Older: evaluation of life E 8.4 .246
satisfaction  G 8.1
(1= extremely dissatisfied, F/P 6.5
10=extremely satisfied)

Older: own place where living E .91 .232
(1=yes, 0=no) G .74

F/P .50

Older: respondent is Caucasian E .91 .230
(1=yes, 0=no) G .82

F/P .50

Older: residence is important to E .68 .212
view of self (1=yes, 0=no) G .71

F/P .50
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This age-impacted model accurately classified 60% of
the cases, slightly less than the non-age impacted one. With
regard to providing insights about the role of age, it is much
more revealing.

AHS
The age-impacted AHS results (Table 5) show a striking

split by age between the two functions. All seven of the indi-
cators in function 1 are the younger age group, and all are
outdoor neighborhood characteristics: crime, trash/junk,
abandoned/vandalized buildings, street noises, smells, bad
schools and other bad characteristics. The average values un-
derscore the differences between the excellent and fair/poor
responses. The proportions of respondents in the lowest qual-
ity grouping are 3 to 12 times the proportion in the excellent
quality ones. For example, 39% of those in the 50-64 year old
age group who rated their neighborhood as fair/poor were

distressed by crime compared to 5% of those who assessed
their neighborhood as excellent.

Function 2 includes seven correlations that involve the
older elderly, and none of these are physical neighborhood
stressors, such as odors, noise, and the others described
above. They are housing quality, satisfactory police protec-
tion, better housing and better neighborhood for them, and
the availability of community recreation facilities. None of
the outdoor neighborhood quality indicators that were so
prominent among younger respondents were even significant
enough to be in the stepwise results. These respondents were
more likely to be widowed and less likely to be homeowners
than their counterparts. Overall, the AHS data discriminant
analysis shows how much more important non-outdoor phys-
ical characteristics are to the older elderly.  This discriminant
analysis accurately classified 59% of the respondents in the
neighborhood quality that they had selected.
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Table 5. Age-Interacted Discriminant Analysis of Neighborhood
Quality and Correlates: United States, 2005
(E=excellent, G=good, F/P=fair or poor)

Explanatory Variable Mean Function 1 Function 2
values correlations correlations
by group

Young: Crime exists in E 0.05 .468
neighborhood G 0.13
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.39

Young: Trash/junk in streets/ E 0.02 .438
properties within 1/2 mile G 0.06
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.24

Young: Abandoned/vandalized E 0.02 .433
buildings within 1/2 block G 0.03
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.13

Young: Bothersome street E 0.15 .387
noise in neighborhood G 0.24
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.52

Young: Bothersome E 0.06 .314
characteristics (bad public G 0.14
services, people, or properties) F/P 0.34
(1=yes, 0=no)

Young: Neighborhood E 0.03 .245
has bad smells G 0.05
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.13

Young: Public elementary is E 0.002 .222
so bad respondent wants to G 0.001
leave neighborhood  F/P 0.02
(1=yes, 0=no)

Old: Housing unit rating E 9.8 .401
(1-10, where 10 is best) G 8.7

F/P 6.2

Young: Satisfactory police E 0.95 -.375
protection in neighborhood G 0.93
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.80

Young: Home owner  E 0.84 -.337
(1=yes, 0=no) G 0.81

F/P 0.67

Young: Housing unit is E 0.013 -.326
worse than prior one G 0.022
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.055

Young: Neighborhood is E 0.002 -.314
worse than prior neighborhood G 0.010
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.059

Young: Neighborhood E 0.427 -.312
transit satisfactory G 0.538
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.643

Old: Satisfactory police E 0.96 .305
protection in neighborhood G 0.95
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.88

Old: Housing unit is E 0.006 .296
worse than prior one G 0.013
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.018

Old: Neighborhood is E 0.003 .294
worse than prior G 0.006
neighborhood (1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.016

Old: widowed E 0.53 .222
(1=yes, 0=no) G 0.47

F/P 0.50

Old: community recreational E 0.40 .218
facilities available G 0.39
(1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.30

Old: homeowner E 0.80 .204
(1=yes, 0=no) G 0.76

F/P 0.74

Young: central city resident E 0.19 -.202
of a metropolitan statistical G 0.28
area (1=yes, 0=no) F/P 0.39
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Discussion

Before summarizing the results and discussing their im-
plications, I reiterate several of the key limitations of this re-
search. First, as a practical matter it was difficult to find a
data set that had the breadth of questions needed to test the
ideas about the older elderly and neighborhood quality. Mul-
tiple questions were needed for indicators of blight, crime
and other safety issues, for trust of neighbors and store own-
ers, as well as for the components of the spiritual environ-
ment, and other potential influences. Second, one survey in a
relatively affluent area and a national survey are satisfactory
for testing an idea, but it would be inappropriate to overstate
the implications of the results, rather it is more appropriate to
emphasize the implications for research.

Despite these limitations, the findings are consistent
with the theory that older elderly do build complex integrat-
ed mental models that join the outdoor environment, the
home environment, and the spiritual environment. Two clus-
ters of mental images were observed. One is composed of the
30-40% of the older elderly who rate their neighborhood
quality as excellent. Nearly all of them also rated their homes
as excellent and were homeowners. Over half considered
their religion, ethnicity/race and being an American impor-
tant. In the neighborhoods, many are involved with neighbor-
hood organizations, think they can have a positive impact on
their neighborhoods, frequently visit their neighbors, and be-
long to clubs for senior citizens. These primarily Caucasian
respondents, more than half of whom are college graduates,
are not troubled by physical conditions in the neighborhood,
and they trust their neighbors and local shop employees, and
a plurality say they know a neighborhood leader. Typically,
they self-rated their health as between very good and good,
their financial situation as between very satisfied and satis-
fied, and their overall quality of life assessment averaged 8.4
(10 point scale, where 10 is highest).  Overall, this large pro-
portion of older elderly have a generally positive perception
of neighborhood quality, supported by positive mental im-
ages of home, ethnicity/race, religion, of being an American
and other environmental elements, and they appear to be
comfortable in these different environments. The author spec-
ulates that perhaps these respondents who like their non-
neighborhood environments use these feelings to buttress
their feelings about their neighborhoods. The reverse proba-
bly occurs as well, that is, good neighborhoods buttressed
their feelings about other environments.

In strong contrast to this large group, about 10-15% of
respondents are much less satisfied with neighborhood, hous-
ing or spiritual environments. They are distressed by many
outdoor neighborhood characteristics associated with crime
and blight. It is telling that none of these respondents report-

ed visiting neighbors at least five times during the last 12
months. In contrast to their more satisfied counterparts who
reported an average health assessment of 2.7 (2=very good
and 3=good) these respondents typically rated their health as
4 (fair). Their average quality of life assessment was 6.5 com-
pared to 8.4 for those who rated their neighborhood quality as
excellent.

While the two sample data sets did not probe depression,
it probably is not a large leap of faith to assume that many of
these respondents are those captured by epidemiologists,
gerontologists, psychologists, social workers and others who
have indicated that a distressed neighborhood can exacerbate
clinical depression for someone with an already negative
mental model of their personal environment, people who feel
trapped with relatively little assistance available (Balfour and
Kaplan 2002: Burkhauser et al. 1995;  Diez Roux 2001;
Galea et al. 2005; Kubzansky et al. 2005; Ross 2000; Shaw
2005; White 2001). The challenge of assisting a population of
this magnitude is daunting for city officials, not for profits,
relatives, friends and neighbors.

A large literature already exists about the older elderly.
With perhaps the exception of statistically tying together the
neighborhood, home and spiritual environments, the major
contribution of this paper has been to paint a rather stark por-
trait of these two remarkably different older elderly groups.
This research adds in a small way to a large and growing lit-
erature on the older elderly. It shows that survey questions
from diverse sources can be useful for building an under-
standing of the complex environments of the older elderly. I
feel confident that progress in both theory and measurement
will be rapid and that we will learn more about the older el-
derly, many living in nursing-home and assisted-living facil-
ities, or with their children, and I hope especially about those
living alone in difficult conditions and those who are hard to
reach. 

Endnote
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