
Chapter 2 – Knowing Your Community
As mentioned in Chapter 1, older adults constitute a diverse and changing popula-
tion that is growing nationally and in Missouri. Planning new services for this audi-
ence can be a challenging task. Gaining an understanding of the senior population
within your community is an important first step for successful planning.

Demographics provide librarians with a means of analyzing population trends to help
them make strategic planning decisions to serve new and growing populations.
Demographic information includes data about population trends, migration pat-
terns, income, race and ethnicity, poverty, education, and a variety of other areas. 

In addition to serving as a tool to assist the library in planning, conducting a senior
community demographic assessment will provide the foundation for building a
strong case for developing new services and resources targeting this population. As
mentioned earlier, providing library services to the diverse population of Missouri
seniors, ages 60 to 100+ is no small challenge. The library board, library staff, gov-
ernment officials, and the general public need justification for reaching out and
developing a service plan for this growing, underserved population. 

Census statistics provide data about a community’s makeup. Equally important, how-
ever, is anecdotal evidence regarding the older adults in the community. Where cur-
rent census information is not available, directors and staffs of agencies serving sen-
iors can provide relevant information and insight into the state of the community
regarding older adults and their needs. Tapping these agencies for anecdotal demo-
graphic information can be the initial interaction that results in further networking
and partnerships to enhance services to seniors. 

Demographic Sketch of Missouri
The population of the State of Missouri is growing and projections indicate this trend
will continue. Modest growth in the 1980s (from 4.9 million in 1980 to 5.1 million in
1990) was followed by more vigorous growth in the 1990s (from 5.1 million in 1990
to nearly 5.6 million in 2000). Projections indicate that the state’s population will
reach 5.8 million by the year 2010, and top 6 million by the year 2020.

Population shifts in the 1990s were marked by net in-migration higher than at any
time during the 20th century, and by continued expansion into suburban areas and
the Ozarks. Suburban St. Charles County gained more people (70,976) between 1990
and 2000 than any other Missouri county. Christian County in the Ozarks grew by the
highest percentage rate (66%) between 1990 and 2000. 

Looking just at the senior population of the state, the age 60+ population grew from
944,620 in 1990 to 983,704 people in 2000, a 4.1 percent increase. However, what is
more revealing and provides insight into the upcoming growth in the senior popula-
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tion, is a comparison of the growth within two age categories during the 1990s: peo-
ple age 45-59 compared to those age 60-74. 

During the 1990s, there was 35.8 percent growth in the number of people in Missouri
age 45-59 (an increase from 751,773 in 1990 to 1,021,535 in 2000). Compare that fig-
ure to the 2.4 percent decrease in the number of people in Missouri age 60-74 ( a
decrease from 623,031 in 1990 to 621,551 in 2000). The story behind the numbers is
“get ready.” The oldest of the post-World War II baby boomers moved into their fifties
during the 1990s, and will move into their sixties during the first decade of the 21st
century. 

This means significant growth in the number of senior citizens in our state and across
the country. In addition to the increase in numbers, the percentage of the state’s pop-
ulation who fall in the age range of senior residents will also increase. Approximately
18 percent of the Missouri population was age 60+ in 1990, almost exactly the same
percentage as in the year 2000. But by 2010, the age 60+ population is expected to
equal 20 percent of the Missouri population. The predicted increase continues to 24
percent by 2020 and 26 percent by the year 2025.

In the year 2000:
• 17.6 percent of Missouri’s population was age 60 or older.

• Nearly one-fourth of Missouri households included at least one individual age
65 or older.

• 10 percent of Missouri households were people age 65 or older who lived alone.

• Out of the total number of people age 65 and older in Missouri, 41 percent were
male and 59 percent were female.

• Median age in Missouri was 36.1, slightly higher than the national median age
of 35.3.

• Nearly one-third (29.9 percent) of Missouri’s population resided within the
state’s two largest counties, St. Louis County and Jackson County.

The chart on the next page shows how the state’s population over 55 is distributed by
county and age group.
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Demographic Factors
A number of demographic factors may affect library decisions regarding new or
extended services for seniors. Consider the following factors when assessing your
community. 

• Gender: A key part of understanding the senior population is knowing that as
age increases the number of women compared to the number of men also goes
up. As illustrated in the chart below, projections for the year 2005 show that 60
percent of the age 75-84 population in Missouri will be female in the year 2005.
A more marked increase in the female proportion is true for the oldest segment
of the senior population. Projections indicate 72 percent of the state population
age 85+ will be female in the year 2005. 

2005 2005 2005 2005
Projections Projections Projections Projections
Age 55-64 Age 65-74 Age 75-84 Age 85+

Female 313,394 214,603 169,375 81,666

Male 292,299 183,613 111,527 31,335

Total 605,693 398,216 280,902 113,001 

• Housing: The Department of Health and Senior Services (DHSS) provides some
indication of the capacity of residential care facilities in Missouri counties. This
information is updated quarterly. Statistics provided through the Department of
Health and Senior Services’s Certificate of Need program show the average
occupancy of residential care facility beds by county. The information can be
obtained at the DHSS website: www.health.state.mo.us/CON/Statistics.html.
Additional information, including listings of facilities by county are available
through the department. Contact Joyce Butler at (573) 526-8591 (phone) or
(573) 526-8602 (fax). The listings available through DHSS are good sources of
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information for potential outreach sites and partnerships. In addition, the gov-
ernment has released 2000 census information regarding householders age 65
years and older living alone. On average, approximately 4% of Missouri house-
holders are age 65 and live alone. 

• Ethnicity: Based on 1990 census figure projections, elderly populations will con-
tinue to grow substantially among all race groups. The black elderly population
will grow faster (63 percent) than the population as a whole (42 percent), espe-
cially in urban areas. From 1995 to 2025, the number of Hispanics 60 and over
is expected to grow by almost 300 percent. In addition to census data, the staff
from the regional Area Agency on Aging (AAA) and members of the faith com-
munity can provide valuable information about the aging minority and immi-
grant populations. Providing services and programs for new immigrants who
speak little or no English can present a special challenge for libraries. Finding
ways to communicate the concept of a free, public library and break language
barriers (library forms in languages other than English, recruiting local resi-
dents who speak the languages of new immigrants, being aware of cultural dif-
ferences, linking into groups such as REFORMA, etc.) are important keys to
serving this population successfully. Reaching out to aging minority and immi-
grant populations provides an opportunity for librarians to develop relation-
ships with the formal and informal leaders of these communities. Leaders of
these groups can help librarians determine the best ways to reach out to the tar-
get population, many of whom may be non-library users, and instruct librarians
about the culture’s values, attitudes and beliefs.

• Employment: Current employment statistics broken down by age from the 2000
census were not available at the time this publication was written. However,
some anecdotal evidence regarding older adult employment may be gleaned
from local agencies. Green Thumb is a national organization that partners with
local businesses and industries to provide training opportunities, and potential-
ly employment, for older adults pursuing new careers. Taken in consideration
with information from the regional Area Agency on Aging, information provid-
ed by the local Green Thumb will give some indication regarding employment
patterns among older adults in the community. Keep in mind that with the ages
of the older adult population ranging from 60 to 100+, many individuals will still
be actively employed, either full- or part-time. The library can cooperate with
Green Thumb, as a partner in providing training and employment, as a source
for reaching new audiences, and as a resource for training materials. Large
industries within the library service area which employ a number of older adults
are also potential library partners. The St. Louis Public Library regularly sched-
ules presentations at companies conducting pre-retirement seminars for their
retiring employees. The library has a captive audience to which it can promote
services and lifelong learning opportunities in which retirees can participate.



Staff from the regional AAA and senior centers can provide additional information
about other demographic factors which may impact library planning, such as educa-
tional attainment, income, disabilities and mobility, and grandparents raising grand-
children. Other community agencies, including the faith community, literacy agen-
cies, colleges and universities, extension offices, and county health departments can
provide relevant information. In addition, libraries cooperating with these agencies
can expand their resources, reach new audiences, and meet many needs in the sen-
ior community they would otherwise be unable to meet as individual entities.

Demographics as Library Planning Tools
Collecting demographic and anecdotal information is only an initial step in the plan-
ning process. Yet it is an important step that provides a basis for planning. In chapter
3, we will look at using surveys and focus groups to gather information for formulat-
ing action plans. Knowing the demographic makeup of the community plays a role
in conducting successful surveys and focus groups. Demographics tell librarians who
they need to target. Surveys and focus groups provide insight into the information
needs of the target population.

Looking at census and other information helps librarians gain a better understanding
of who and where the seniors in the community are. With this understanding, it is much
easier to build an effective argument to convince stakeholders of the need to build and
improve services to the senior population. Additionally, careful scrutiny of the demo-
graphic makeup of the senior population can help librarians identify the agencies that
are serving seniors in the community. Partnering and cooperating with these agencies
is crucial to successfully planning and implementing new services for the senior con-
sumers. Lastly, the demographic information collected will provide a foundation for
future planning activities, especially when conducting surveys or focus groups. 

Resources

American Association of Retired Persons. “A Profile of Older Americans 2000.” AARP
Research Center. [Online]. Available: http://research.aarp.org/general/profile_2000.
html.

This report provides a “concise, compact, and comprehensive collection of facts
and figures about the 34.5 million people in the U.S. who are age 65 and older.
Topics include health, life expectancy, marital status, living arrangements, geo-
graphic distribution, racial/ethnic composition, economic status, employment,
education.” Compiled annually. 

Crispell, Diane. The Insider’s Guide to Demographic Know-How. Ithaca, NY: American
Demographic Press, 1990. 
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Federal Interagency Forum on Aging Related Statistics. “Older Americans 2000: Key
Indicators of Well-Being.” Federal Interagency Forum on Aging Related Statistics.
[Online]. Available: http://www.agingstats.gov/chartbook2000/.

This report, released in August 2000, covers 31 key indicators selected by the
Forum to portray aspects of the lives of older Americans and their families. The
report is divided into five subject areas: population, economics, health status,
health risks and behaviors, and health care.

Jacobson, Trudi E. and Helene C. Williams. Teaching the New Library to Today’s Users:
Reaching International, Minority, Senior Citizens, Gay/Lesbian, First Generation
College, At-Risk, Graduate and Returning Students, and Distance Learners. New York:
Neal-Schuman, 2000.

Keller, Shelly G. Harmony in Diversity: Recommendations for Effective Library Service to Asia
Language Speakers. Sacramento, CA: California State Library, 1998.

Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. “Plan On Aging: Demographics
of Missouri’s Elderly.” Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. [Online.].
Available: http://www.dss.state.mo.us/da/plan/demog.htm.

This chart provides a good overview of Missouri senior demographics by Area
Agency on Aging region. The chart is part of the plan developed by the
Department of Health and Senior Services to address the needs for elderly
home and community-based services. The entire text of the plan can be found
at http://www.dss.state.mo.us/da/plan/toc.htm.

Missouri State Census Data Center. http://mcdc.missouri.edu

This site provides access to Census 2000 and other census information in a vari-
ety of formats. Web tools, electronic mapping, Missouri population projections,
and a variety of other demographic information are all available on the MCDC
website.

U.S. Census Bureau. http://www.census.gov.

Data here covers every aspect of human life. Results from every census form are
recorded here. Also included are professional discussions of how and why some
of the data can be used. 

U.S. Department of Commerce. Bureau of Economic Analysis. http://www.bea.doc.
gov/.

The Bureau of Economic Analysis offers a detailed county-specific accounting of
residents’ income, including source of income, by year. 


