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Background & Overview: The ability to remain engaged in meaningful activities and age in
place is influenced by more than disease, injury, and medical care. Function, participation, and
well-being are shaped by the environments in which older adults live and the resources available
to them as their needs change over time. As populations age and increasing numbers of older
adults wish to remain in their homes and communities, there is a growing need to understand the
factors that promote successful aging in place and reduce disability.

My research program examines how environmental and care contexts shape function,
participation, and aging in place among older adults across the continuum of need—from
relatively healthy older adults, healthy older adults at risk for future functional decline, older
adults who need assistance or compensatory strategies, to older adults receiving long-term home-
and community-based supports. Through community-engaged and translational research, I seek
to identify modifiable factors that can be leveraged to support participation in daily activities,
health, and well-being in later life.

Research Line 1: Environmental Determinants of Function, Participation, and
Aging in Place

The first line of research focuses on understanding how physical, social, and community
environments influence older adults' ability to remain active and engaged in their
everyday lives. This work is grounded in occupational therapy’s longstanding recognition
that participation emerges through interactions between individuals and their
environments.

Much of this research focuses on relatively healthy, community-dwelling older adults and
seeks to identify early indicators of risk and resilience before significant disability
develops. By examining how environmental factors interact with functional capacity, this
work aims to inform prevention efforts that promote participation and support aging in
place.

Current areas of investigation include:
e Home and neighborhood environmental influences on participation
e Person-environment fit and aging in place
e Life-space mobility and community engagement
e Home modifications and environmental adaptation
e Functional capacity and environmental interactions

e Environmental contributors to health disparities in aging



The long-term goal of this research line is to identify environmental factors that can be
modified to prevent or delay functional decline, promote participation, and support
successful aging in place.

Research Line 2: Care Systems, Direct Care Workers, and Community-Based
Supports

The second line of research examines how care systems and community-based supports
help older adults maintain function, safety, and participation while living at home.
Emphasis is placed on understanding the contributions of personal care aides and other
direct care workers who provide most of the hands-on assistance to many older adults
aging in place.

Although these workers are central to supporting daily life in the community, their
contributions remain poorly understood and often underrecognized. This line of research
seeks to understand better how direct care workers support older adults and how care
systems can be strengthened to promote health, function, and participation.

Current areas of investigation include:
e Personal care aides’ roles in relation to medical and rehabilitation professionals’
roles
e Communication and care coordination across home-based care teams
e Environmental adaptation and risk reduction in the home
e Physical activity promotion
e Workforce and policy issues affecting aging services

The long-term goal of this research line is to generate evidence that strengthens
community-based care systems and supports the workforce that enables older adults with
functional limitations to remain safely and meaningfully engaged in everyday life.

Although these research lines focus on different aspects of aging in place, they share a common
objective: understanding the contextual factors that shape older adults' functioning and
participation in the community.

Together, these complementary lines of research aim to build knowledge that informs
occupational therapy practice, community-based services, environmental interventions, and
policy initiatives that support aging in place across the continuum of aging.

Methodological Approaches: My research utilizes a range of complementary methodologies,
including:

e (Qualitative research

e Mixed methods research



Community-engaged research

Longitudinal observational studies

Survey research

Environmental assessment

Secondary data analysis

Knowledge translation and implementation approaches

Opportunities for Student Involvement: Students in the Community, Aging, and Function
(CAF) Lab have opportunities to participate in:

Qualitative interviewing and analysis

Home and environmental assessments

Occupational performance and physical performance assessments
Survey and observational studies

Literature reviews and evidence synthesis

Participant recruitment

Conference presentations

Manuscript development and community dissemination activities

Students interested in aging, occupational therapy, community participation, environmental

adaptation, health services, or long-term care are encouraged to become involved in ongoing

research activities.



