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Our community focused on our future




Winter Forum on Aging:  Discovering our Potential
Highlights of Conversations






February 26, 2007
On February 26th, 2007, SCOPE and Sarasota:  A Community for All Generations hosted the inaugural Winter Forum on Aging:  Discovering our Potential.  Internationally-known expert on aging and retirement, Gene Cohen, MD., Ph.D., discussed a wide range of groundbreaking new research on aging, creativity, learning and quality of life during retirement.  Following Dr. Cohen, a local panel of experts discussed the direction that Sarasota County should move to make the most of the quality of life for our current older residents as well as to prepare for the unprecedented demographic shift as the Baby Boomers begin to turn 60.  The afternoon concluded with audience-based roundtable conversations on the possibilities for Sarasota County.  Many thanks go to the Pickard Circle of Light Fund of the Community Foundation of Sarasota County for sponsorship and Comcast, the United Way of Sarasota County and BettySays.com for their contributions.
Dr. Cohen highlighted the idea of Sarasota being a community for all generations, and encouraged those listening to actively try to connect with younger people.  The benefits are mutual, he said.  “The “now” generation learning from experience, and the older group realizing their potential as an alive and important part of the Sarasota community.” 
Other key points from Dr. Cohen’s remarks:

· The prevailing view of later life is a badly outmoded one---a view which defines “successful aging” as the effective management of decay and decline.  There are new discoveries in neuroscience which show that that the aging brain is more flexible and adaptable than previously thought.  

· New research is aimed at thinking beyond the problems of aging and looking toward its potential.  The panel discussion affirmed that seniors are a very talented group of people who are an under-recognized national resource.  
· Interviews of people well into traditional “retirement age” reveal that people do great things in their 60’s and 70’s not in spite of their age, but because of it---that they have more experience, confidence and “joie de vivre” as they age and overcome life’s difficulties. 

Roundtable Conversations Summary
After hearing from the experts, the audience was guided through a series of questions to explore their connection to the issues.  Conversations focused on the following questions:

· Reflecting on what you heard today, what did you connect to?
· Beyond what you heard today, what could we create in Sarasota County?
· How can you contribute your skills, talents, and wisdom to make these possibilities a reality?
The audience members were asked to write their responses down and discuss their thoughts with others at their table.   The following are actual responses from the audience.  Special thanks to volunteer Stig Peterson for his help with transcription and organization.
Reflecting on what you heard today, what did you connect to?

Creativity

I connected to the statement that "mental stimulation" is still possible, no matter what age we are. I like the idea of incorporating art and creativity into our lives to stimulate brain activity. I also loved the person who talked about collaborating with young people in our schools and the older population.
The value of continuing to put yourself into an environment of learning and creativity as well as the value of ongoing engagement with the community and others.  In other words, the need to push yourself in both intellect and creativity as well as social growth to create a positive effect on aging.

The idea of creativity and use of both sides of the brain to alleviate some of the challenges people face as they age. I also am interested in how our community can draw on the talents of all generations, tapping into creative energy to solve problems
The need to keep the brain active, no age is too old to be creative, creativity causes brain cells to connect.
The importance of keeping our minds active as we age and that this is built into our brains and the research.
Sarasota has the potential to be an epicenter of creative aging.
A Center

We have a natural environment and demography to develop a nationally recognized Center of Creative Aging in Sarasota County. We have human resources and will need the monetary resources to make it happen. SCOPE is the perfect "Neutral Convener" to bring together the appropriate partners and guide this development.  We can do it!
Need to create Center for Creative Aging. Let more people know how important creativity is in aging. Have plenty of opportunities for creativity. Have scholarship for people who can't pay for sessions like this.
Perceptions of Aging

Just because you stopped working at your primary career, you are not finished with accomplishing meaningful things in life. Forget how old you are.
The common notion that we are in the process of creating our lives and we have an improved mental process over our previous selves.
Changing the perception of aging as a negative (old cranky, sick, disabled) to a positive view on aging that focuses on possibilities (free, curious, able).  Planning for aging must start with a shift in perception of aging in our young people.
Things happen because of aging, not in spite of it.
Aging stereotypes need to be dispelled - you can be more productive/creative as you age. The  Baby Boom Generation has the greatest reason to dispel aging myths. They (we) need to start now!
Public Awareness
The need for developing relationships between Sarasota organizations to educate the general public as to the need to get involved socially and politically in order to raise the level of living during retirement.
That Sarasota County is the creative hub for visionary aging services. I was inspired by the size of the audience - evidence of our community’s hunger for alternatives.
Establishing an infrastructure within the community for connecting with people in meaningful social engagement
More intergenerational connections need to be encouraged for benefit of both young and old.
Beyond what you heard today, what could we create in Sarasota County?

Leadership

More than bricks and mortar, we need people who are willing and interested who will form a "core" of experts. These folks could act as catalysts in other organizations by 1) example, 2) appearing to speak 3) leading organizations from collaboration -> cooperation to a coalition who can get the work done. 
A coordinating agency/organization to drive this machine and to maintain momentum. (or is that SCOPE?). Maybe we're talking about a staffed committee to coordinate and disseminate info on work of the agencies already involved.
A Center

Centers for "well aging" which are health focused. We could go into 55+ communities and set up wellness programs that can be continued in the respective communities with volunteer direction/oversight. Improved training for physicians on "care of the older adult". With our population it is unbelievable that we do not have geriatricians or better trained doctors on geriatric medicine.
A small business incubator for older entrepreneurs
I would like to develop Larry Polivka's idea of a center for creativity - developed at USF with their students and the Academy for Life Long Learning, a department of USF-Sarasota-Manatee
A senior "placement" facility to actively recruit seniors for specific volunteer needs. This would be a focused activity that would orient and train seniors to develop specific skill sets to be assets for specifics community needs. Perhaps someone (an accomplished senior) would mentor the new senior recruit
Programs

A web-based older mentoring program, well-marketed to promote youth involvement, such that youth are motivated to ask questions of older adults and perhaps receive personal guidance on issues.
Churches organized to create overall program that's implemented in each church, with information in public places such as grocery stores and hair salons..
Do financial education and liberation programs and training targeted to seniors so they are not paralyzed by the death or illness of a spouse. Our community should offer trusted resources to go to for help with these situations at no cost.
Informational talks on law, medicine, literature, travel, and wellness at convenient locations throughout County during periods of a month or six weeks. Maybe a brown bag of this?  This type of session could be held in condo social rooms, churches, schools, restaurants or people’s home. Limit to 15-20. 
Legacy Society series on "Creative Age(s)".
Counseling programs for adult children who are caring for aging parents - practical solutions, emotional issues
Develop community outreach/education/activities programs at a place where people gather like theatres, malls, grocery stores, schools
Alternative Housing Options

Housing communities that would house intergenerational families. They could live in segregate houses, or homes, but have access to and interact with older adults. I believe each generation would benefit.
I'd like to see intergenerational housing. We have senior housing and family housing. We need a mixture of the two. If young mothers were living in buildings where there were also older people, the older people could help with baby sitting while the young mother could help with shopping, etc. Bottom-line: all generations would begin to respect each other.
Transportation

Utilize the school buses to return to the neighborhoods they picked the students up from to transport people to shopping centers, theatres or doctors’ appointments. It could reduce the need for parking spots in town. 
How can you contribute your skills, talents, and wisdom to make these possibilities a reality?

Continue to participate
As an artist, art teacher and Sarasota's only registered Art Therapist working with the "encore" population, I would love to partner/team up with a group or organization in offering creative problem solving, life enhancement and continued creative and personal development. 
I am going to share this info with: 

· my sorority Alumnae Club

· my church - Unity of Sarasota 

· my college sorority - reunion in Apr.  
· my National Sorority - as a project for our Alumnae and possibly to build intergenerational projects and mentoring in creative endeavors 
My resources skills: financial advisor, facilitation, speaker, trainer on conference calls.
Find ways for my current volunteer involvement to incorporate new programs
In my position as a parish nurse I bring information to our community. Providing more programs, open communication to what's happening in the community is a goal.
As a retired educator I think I could be instrumental in establishing "mini-programs" that would put secondary education students in touch with the elderly, setting up a “win – win” situation.
I am pursing community partnerships at work to provide additional and improved older adult services. I am also working, through my professional associates to address library responses to aging population. 
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