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BACKGROUND

 The increasing populat ion of  o lder Americans necessi tates an expansion 
in programs and services that are responsive to their  pr ior i t ies and needs. 1-3 
Given the chal lenges of  independent l iv ing for  those with subopt imal heal th 
and/or funct ioning, programs that faci l i tate aging in place represent an 
important component of  a responsive service system. 4  Such programs 
remain novel , 5 wi th much to be learned at  both the local  and nat ional  level—
including ident i f icat ion of  best  pract ices for  d i rect  service del ivery,  as wel l  as 
approaches that promote systemic solut ions and community-wide changes.  
Community Innovat ions for Aging in Place  (CIAIP) was funded from 2009 
to 2012 by the United States Administrat ion on Aging (AoA) in response to 
the need for systemic and integrated responses to shi f t ing demographics.  
Through CIAIP, demonstrat ion projects were funded in fourteen si tes around 
the country.   In addi t ion,  the Center for  Home Care Pol icy and Research 
(CHCPR) of  the Vis i t ing Nurse Service of  New York (VNSNY) was chosen as 
the Technical  Assistance Grantee (TAG), which included VNSNY staff  and 
consul tants,  to provide training and other supports focused around program 
design, program implementat ion,  communicat ion,  and evaluat ion (see Table 1 
for  l is t ing of  s i tes and TAG members).  

 This case study report  is  one in a ser ies of  s ix case studies developed 
by the TAG. The case studies descr ibe program models,  chal lenges, and 

lessons learned for 
organizat ions and funders 
seeking to develop aging 
in place programs, as wel l 
as others wi th interest  in 
the topic.  Data for  th is and 
other case studies was 
gathered pr imari ly through 
si te v is i ts and in-person 
interviews and discussions 
with program staff  and 
stakeholders. * Depending 
on the si te,  stakeholders 
included some combinat ion 
of  c l ients,  partners,  Advisory 

Board members,  and community members wi th interest  and expert ise in 
issues related to aging in place. Addi t ional  informat ion came from reviews 

At lanta Regional  Commission, At lanta,  GA
Boston Medical  Center,  Boston, MA
Cathol ic Char i t ies,  Kansas City,  MO
Cathol ic Char i t ies,  Stockton, CA
City of  Montpel ier,  VT
The Coordinat ing Center,  Mi l lersvi l le,  MD
Easter Seals New Hampshire,  Inc. ,  Manchester,  NH
Family Eldercare,  Aust in,  TX
Jewish Family Service of  New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM
L.A. Gay and Lesbian Center,  Los Angeles,  CA
Mt.  Sanford Tr ibal  Consort ium, Gakona, AK
Neighborhood Centers,  Inc.  Bel la i re,  TX
New York Ci ty Department for  the Aging, New York,  NY
Support ive Women’s Network,  Phi ladelphia,  PA
Center for  Home Care Pol icy & Research, VNSNY (TAG)

Table 1: CIAIP Grantees

* The data col lect ion was approved by the Inst i tut ional  Review Board of  The New York Academy of  Medicine, a member of  the VNSNY TAG.
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of program documents including project  proposals,  reports,  and outreach 
mater ia ls.  

 CIAIP grantees developed a range of  program models and speci f ic 
services.  For the purpose of  the case studies,  they could have been grouped 
and categor ized along a number of  d imensions. The framework we ut i l ized 
focused on a grantee’s overal l  approach and del ineated f ive overarching 
themes: 

1.  Broad based community development and planning
2. Service provis ion in set t ings where older people l ive and congregate
3. Bui ld ing br idges across program and organizat ional  “s i los”
4.  Mobi l iz ing human and social  capi ta l  through volunteer ing and 

advocacy
5. Reaching out to and engaging speci f ic  groups of  over looked or 

disenfranchised older adul ts
 
 Bui ld ing Li fe long Communit ies in South Cobb County ,  a project  of 
the Atlanta Regional  Commission (ARC) ,  Area Agency on Aging ,  is  an 
example of  the f i rst  approach. Bui ld ing Li fe long Communit ies in South 
Cobb County  p i loted i ts model wi th Lifelong Mableton ,  a project  focused on 
bui ld ing capaci ty—through planning, design, programming, and community 
engagement—to transform the bui l t  and social  environment of  Mableton, an 
At lanta suburb,  into a community that  is  “ l ivable” for  o lder adul ts and for 
indiv iduals of  a l l  ages.  

COMMUNITY CONTEXT AND OLDER ADULTS

 The community context ,  including both the socioeconomic and bui l t 
environment,  is  increasingly recognized as an important predictor of  heal th for 
indiv iduals and populat ions. 6 Community context  is  part icular ly relevant wi th in 
the f ie ld of  aging, as older adul ts of ten have dist inct  and pronounced needs 
related to a number of  environmental  factors,  including housing, accessibi l i ty, 
and social  interact ion.  With terminology such as “age fr iendly,”  “e lder 
f r iendly,”  and “ l i fe long,”  there are a number of  approaches to community 
t ransformat ion that pr ior i t ize the interests and needs of  o lder populat ions.  
These approaches, which are advocated and faci l i tated by the Centers for 
Disease Control  and Prevent ion (CDC), 7 the Environmental  Protect ion Agency 
(EPA), 8 the World Heal th Organizat ion (WHO),9 AARP Internat ional , 10 and 
others,  general ly include signi f icant at tent ion to:  Basic needs ( food, housing, 
safety) ;  mobi l i ty  and accessibi l i ty  ( t ransportat ion,  walkabi l i ty  and proximity 
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to needed services);  and opportuni t ies for  community engagement,  social 
connect iv i ty,  and physical  act iv i ty. 

 Older,  low densi ty suburban communit ies,  bui l t  for  young fami l ies, 
are unl ikely to have suff ic ient  “age-fr iendly”  at t r ibutes.  Such communit ies 
general ly separate s ingle fami ly homes from mult i - fami ly homes and from 
commercial  and civ ic structures.   The assumption is that  automobi les are the 
preferred method of  t ransportat ion 11—rather than walking or publ ic t ransi t .  
Older adul ts may become isolated in such communit ies,  part icular ly i f  they 
are far  f rom fami l iar  neighbors and unable to dr ive.  Redesigning suburban 
communit ies so they are appropr iate for  an older populat ion may require 
mult isectoral  effor ts,  which are s igni f icant ly more transformat ive in nature 
than those required in urban environments.  For example: 

•  Ci t ies may need to make publ ic t ransportat ion more accessible 
by offer ing reduced fares and “kneel ing buses.”  Suburbs require 
substant ia l  changes to the t ransportat ion infrastructure,  including 
addi t ional  opt ions for non-dr ivers that  faci l i tate mobi l i ty  for  o lder 
residents. 

•  Ci t ies might need to repair  s idewalks and lengthen the “Walk” t ime 
on traff ic  l ights to become accessible to older residents.  However, 
suburbs may need to bui ld s idewalks and instal l  t raff ic  l ights (and 
walk s igns).  

•  Ci t ies might provide training and technical  assistance to commercial 
establ ishments so they are more sensi t ive to the needs of  o lder 
customers.   However,  suburbs have the more daunt ing task of 
developing commercial  establ ishments so that older adul ts can more 
easi ly access needed goods and services.

 As descr ibed below, Lifelong Mableton  has taken on the substant ia l 
chal lenge of  t ransforming a suburban community so i t  bet ter  meets the needs 
of  i ts  o lder (and i ts younger)  populat ion.  The progress and accompl ishments 
of  th is in i t iat ive provide valuable lessons for others focused on the creat ion of 
l i fe long communit ies and environments. 

THE SETTING

 Mableton is an ethnical ly diverse, relat ively low-income suburban 
community of  approximately 30,000 people in southern Cobb County, 
Georgia.  Approximately 20% of Mableton’s populat ion are older adul ts,  wi th 
s igni f icant ly higher percentages (up to 60%) in certain census tracts. 12  The 



4 5

community is twelve mi les f rom downtown At lanta and offers a number of 
services and amenit ies wi th in a f ive mi le c i rcumference. These include an 
arts center and amphitheater,  a park in the outer core,  a walk ing/bik ing 
t ra i l ,  a community center and a mult ipurpose senior center for  act ive adul ts, 
a hospi ta l ,  and a number of  c iv ic and business establ ishments.   However, 
populat ion densi ty in Mableton is relat ively low, which l imi ts the l ikel ihood of 
s igni f icant expansions in commercial  development.
  
 Ref lect ing the era i t  was developed, the layout of  Mableton, wi thout 
a town center,  assumes that residents can and do dr ive rather than walk.  
Close to hal f  the housing stock is at  least  30 years old, 13 as most waves of 
development in the At lanta region passed the community by.   Housing values 
have dropped signi f icant ly,  making i t  d i ff icul t  for  o lder homeowners to sel l 
their  property 14 in order to downsize.  In addi t ion,  Mableton is unincorporated, 
meaning that i t  lacks an off ic ia l  c i ty structure and local  e lected off ic ia ls to 
coordinate programs and services,  and to advocate for  Mableton’s interests. 
As explained by one resident:

There is no Mableton mayor or c i ty counci l  or  anything… 
I ’ve looked at  how some areas get so much money to do 
stuff  and other areas don’ t  get  anything.  I  real ized i t  had 
to do with how act ive the mayor was in pushing what he 
wanted for his area. Because there is no one here—it ’s one 
of  the reasons [Mableton] has been neglected.

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

Overview

 L i fe long Mableton is  a pi lot  of  Bui ld ing Li fe long Communit ies in South 
Cobb County ,  a project  focused on bui ld ing capaci ty—through planning, 
design, programming and community involvement—to transform Mableton 
into a community that  is  “ l ivable” for  o lder adul ts and indiv iduals of  a l l  ages.  
Led by the At lanta Regional  Commission’s Area Agency on Aging, Lifelong 
Mableton  bui lds f rom ARC’s part ic ipat ion in the Robert  Wood Johnson 
Foundat ion (RWJF) Community Partnerships for  Older Adul ts  program, which 
provided ARC with t ime to develop the groundwork f rom which an appropr iate 
f ramework could be developed. Lifelong Mableton  a lso bui lds f rom a nine day 
design charret te 12,  funded by government,  foundat ion,  and pr ivate sources, 
involv ing 1,500 part ic ipants,  including developers,  state and county off ic ia ls, 
community members,  and local  and nat ional  experts f rom mult ip le f ie lds—
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al l  focused on the var ious aspects of  p lanning (e.g.  housing, publ ic heal th, 
t ransportat ion,  economic development)  for  l i fe long communit ies in the At lanta 
region. Final ly,  Lifelong Mableton  benef i ts f rom i ts base at  ARC, which: 1) 
l inks i t  to resources and informat ion at  the state and nat ional  level  that  a 
smal ler,  more local  organizat ion would be unl ikely to have easy access to, 
and 2) encourages a mult isector and f lexible approach responsive to the 
real i t ies of  economic and social  condi t ions.

 Lifelong Mableton  includes a diverse set of  programs and act iv i t ies 
that  incorporate changes to the bui l t  environment,  community engagement, 
and incubat ion of  heal th promot ing services and act iv i t ies,  so as to create 
a community ref lect ive of  the needs and preferences of  a l l  residents.   
Staffed by urban planners,  who work in col laborat ion wi th service providers, 
the in i t iat ive takes a systems approach to aging in place. I t  is  or iented 
toward three general  L i fe long Community goals:  1)  promote housing and 
transportat ion opt ions,  2) encourage heal thy l i festy les,  and 3) expand access 
to services. 12  I t  is  a lso or iented toward Mableton-speci f ic  goals,  which 
were developed by local  c i t izens and elected off ic ia ls who part ic ipated in a 
number of  community planning processes, including the Livable Communit ies 
In i t iat ive,  the South Cobb Implementat ion Plan, the Recreate Mableton 
Charret te process, and the Mableton Arts study.  The speci f ic  L i fe long 
Mableton goals are to:

1.  Transform Mableton into a heal thy,  at t ract ive community,  offer ing 
the services residents want and need as they age, as wel l  as a 
community design that addresses the physical  needs of  o lder 
adul ts. 

2.  Ident i fy barr iers that  l imi t  the abi l i ty  of  indiv iduals to age in place. 
3.  Help implement in i t iat ives that wi l l  lead to Mableton’s 

t ransformat ion. 
4.  Ensure that Li fe long Mableton serves al l  community residents, 

including starter fami l ies,  empty nesters,  and everyone in 
between.

 Lifelong Mableton  has received signi f icant media at tent ion,  such as 
inclusion in Coming of  Age in America ,  a for thcoming PBS documentary 
(supported by the John D. and Cather ine T. MacArthur Foundat ion and 
the Al f red P. Sloan Foundat ion) and art ic les in the AARP Bul let in (Towns 
and Cit ies Prepare for  Aging Populat ions:  Older Americans want to Age in 
Place ,  March 14, 2011),  the At lanta Business Chronic le (Bui ld ing Better 
Communit ies ,  November 4,  2010),  and a number of  other local  publ icat ions.  
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Lifelong Mableton  received the EPA’s Bui ld ing Healthy Communit ies for  Act ive 
Aging 2011 Commitment Award  for  combining smart  growth pr inciples wi th the 
concepts of  act ive aging. In 2012, the Georgia Planning Associat ion awarded 
Lifelong Mableton  an Outstanding Ini t iat ive for  a Large Community  award for 
i ts diverse accompl ishments,  including the form-based code, new elementary 
school ,  and community garden.

 As a pi lot ,  Lifelong Mableton  is  expected to provide lessons for 
repl icat ion in other communit ies.  In fact ,  the At lanta Regional  Commission 
has been repl icat ing Lifelong Mableton  act iv i t ies in mult ip le At lanta area 
communit ies.  To date,  L i fe long Community resolut ions have been passed 
in four count ies,  community assessments have been conducted in eight 
count ies,  four jur isdict ions have adopted zoning changes, and 18 community 
gardens and 34 farmers markets have been establ ished.

Community Engagement

 One of  Lifelong Mableton ’s  greatest  accompl ishments is i ts 
col laborat ive approach, which involves working with community members 
and organizat ional  partners to ident i fy pr ior i t ies and act iv i t ies,  advocate for 
their  development,  and jo int ly implement them, ei ther on a pi lot  or  permanent 
basis.  At  i ts start ,  Lifelong Mableton  faced chal lenges to community buy- in, 
due to the focus on older adul ts.   As explained by one Mableton resident and 
key stakeholder: 

The real  estate col lapse hadn’ t  happened yet,  and we were 
st i l l  seeing a good strong inf lux of  young fami l ies.  And, al l 
I  could th ink was, “Oh no, here we are.  We’re going to be 
labeled the best place to be old in the metro area.”  I  get  i t . 
I  get ,  ‘What ’s good for older adul ts is good for everybody.” 
I  am an older adul t .  I ’m not opposed to older adul ts.  But 
my community has been asleep for th i r ty years,  and we’re 
f inal ly awake. And by and large, the fo lks that  th ink the big 
thoughts in my community are not my age. They’re the k ids.  
I  don’ t  want to do anything to discourage young fami l ies 
f rom moving here.

 Because of  these fears,  Lifelong Mableton ’s  at tent ion to residents of 
a l l  ages was essent ia l .  The resident quoted above explained her eventual 
acceptance of  the project : 
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[A Li fe long Mableton staff  person] came and didn’ t  seem 
to th ink that  the only people she could ta lk to were old 
people—and didn’ t  seem to th ink that  the only people that 
mattered were old people.  

 
 Col laborators,  in fact ,  represent diverse sectors and include 
organizat ions (and indiv iduals)  wi thout a part icular interest  in older adul ts.  
These include:

•  Mableton Improvement Coal i t ion,  a local  c i t izens group
• Cobb & Douglas Publ ic Heal th,  the local  publ ic heal th departments
• Cobb County Department of  Transportat ion
• Cobb County Parks & Recreat ion
• Cobb County Board of  Commissioners
• Cobb Publ ic Schools
• South Cobb Redevelopment Author i ty
•  AARP
•  Cobb Fai th Partnership
• Wel lstar Heal th Systems, the local  hospi ta l  system 
• Duany Plater-Zyberk & Co.,  an urban design and planning f i rm
• South Cobb Business Associat ion
• Safe Routes to School
•  Mableton Community Day Coal i t ion
• Emory Universi ty ’s Fuqua Center for  Late-Li fe Depression

 By design—and with thoughts to sustainabi l i ty—ongoing oversight 
and management of  Lifelong Mableton  act iv i t ies are the responsibi l i ty  of  
col laborators that  have a base in the community and human and/or f inancial 
resources that can be dedicated to the act iv i ty long term. Col laborators 
thus play s igni f icant roles in Lifelong Mableton  act iv i t ies.  However,  of  equal 
importance, is the part ic ipat ion of  Lifelong Mableton  staff  in the act iv i t ies of 
col laborat ing organizat ions,  and the opportuni ty for  expanded disseminat ion 
of  l i fe long pr inciples that  such part ic ipat ion provides. In addi t ion,  by 
support ing the work of  col laborators,  those organizat ions—most notably 
Cobb & Douglas Publ ic Heal th,  which was awarded a CDC Community 
Transformat ion Grant (CTG)—have become potent ia l  funding sources to 
sustain program act iv i t ies.  

 As noted above, col laborators understood and accepted the content ion 
that “what ’s good for older adul ts is good for everyone,”  but  they also noted 
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over lapping interests in part icular act iv i t ies (e.g.  the community gardens) or 
in general  a ims ( the economic revi ta l izat ion of  Mableton).  They appreciated 
the strength of  the Lifelong Mableton  in i t iat ive and the capabi l i ty  and 
di l igence of  i ts  staff  wi th respect to ident i fy ing new resources, jumpstart ing 
act iv i t ies,  and making important l inkages. Col laborators commented on 
new and valuable connect ions made through the in i t iat ive (e.g.  Mableton 
Improvement Coal i t ion connect ing to the publ ic heal th department)  that  never 
would have existed otherwise.  

Program Components and Activit ies

 Al though an exhaust ive l is t ing of  program components and the act iv i t ies 
that  comprise them is beyond the scope of  th is report ,  the most substant ia l 
and sustained effor ts are descr ibed below.  I t  should be noted that staff 
made mult ip le effor ts to el ic i t  resident input to ident i fy and design these 
act iv i t ies,  including a week- long planning session, focused on re-envis ioning 
downtown Mableton; a PhotoVoice project  to document and assess walkabi l i ty, 
as wel l  as factors that  impede i t ;  an onl ine community assessment survey; 
and a phone survey of  fa i th-based services for  o lder adul ts.   Community 
assessments are,  in fact ,  considered a key part  of  program act iv i t ies.

Form Based Code

 L ikely the most s igni f icant accompl ishment of  Lifelong Mableton  is  the 
development and passage of  a Form Based Code by the Cobb County Board 
of  Commissioners.  Code development was an inclusive process that included 
a week- long planning session with community members,  county off ic ia ls,  ARC 
staff ,  and other stakeholders.  The Form Based Code wi l l  faci l i tate the creat ion 
of  a pedestr ian-fr iendly town center that  connects the l ibrary,  post  off ice and 
arts center and creates a publ ic town square that should at t ract  new business 
and wi l l  shi f t  zoning ordinances to al low for:  1)  a mixture of  s ingle and mult i -
fami ly housing, so that older adul ts might downsize wi thout leaving their 
neighborhoods and increase populat ion densi ty so as to at t ract  commercial 
establ ishments;  and 2) mixed commercial  and resident ia l  use to promote 
walkabi l i ty  for  a l l  ages. 
 
 The Form Based Code took many years and signi f icant resources to 
develop and faced chal lenges from within and outside Mableton.  Some 
Mableton residents feared increased populat ion densi ty and a negat ive 
impact on the schools (which in turn have a s igni f icant impact on real  estate 
values).  The fact  that  the schools were relat ively weak served to defuse this 
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argument,  as i t  was considered possible that  new development might at t ract 
fami l ies wi th resources to strengthen local  educat ion.  In addi t ion,  the focus 
on older adul ts was understood to be a net gain,  as older adul ts br ing in 
tax dol lars wi thout adding to school  d istr ict  responsibi l i t ies.  Residents were 
part icular ly interested in increased commercial  opt ions and came to real ize 
that  new businesses would be unl ikely to come to Mableton without increased 
populat ion densi ty.  This informat ion served to al leviate the concerns of 
Mableton residents,  who came to support  the proposed changes. Outsiders, 
in contrast ,  feared that the changes would set  a precedent that  could impact 
on the zoning regulat ions in their  towns. These concerns were addressed with 
regulat ions speci f ical ly not ing that the changes are not to be considered as a 
precedent in other parts of  Cobb County and that other towns would have to 
go through a s imi lar  p lanning process pr ior  to developing simi lar  p lans.

 Implementat ion of  many parts of  the Mableton Plan requires investment 
on the part  of  pr ivate developers,  which is unl ikely in the current economic 
c l imate.   In contrast ,  changes to roadways, s idewalks,  and walking paths, 
which were ident i f ied through the charret te process and championed by 
Lifelong Mableton  and i ts partners,  are included in the l is t  of  expendi tures 
covered under a four-year Special  Local  Opt ion Sales Tax (SPLOST) for  Cobb 
County, 15 which was approved in March 2011.  

Farmers’ Market

 The Farmer ’s Market,  located in the parking lot  of  Mableton’s art  center 
and amphitheater,  is  open 19 weeks per year on Thursday mornings.  The 
weekday morning t ime frame was selected to be most appeal ing to the older 
adul ts who were the target populat ion for  the market.   In addi t ion to being a 
source of  f resh produce, the market has served as a central  gather ing place 
and a popular act iv i ty for  residents of  the community,  thus providing a much 
needed opportuni ty for  social  engagement,  as wel l  as good nutr i t ion.  The 
market is a pr ime example of  Lifelong Mableton ’s  col laborat ive approach, 
and demonstrates i ts abi l i ty  to partner wi th organizat ions having a range of 
interests:

• AARP, one market partner, has provided shutt le transportat ion to 
older adults from senior housing to the market and has subsidized 
carpools by providing gas cards for drivers. AARP provides individuals 
that part icipate in these programs $5.00 in coupons for market 
purchases. AARP has also provided SNAP (Supplemental Nutr i t ion 
Assistance Program) enrol lment opportunit ies weekly at the market.
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•  Local  medical  providers,  such as Wel lStar Heal th Systems and 
Emory-Advent ist  Hospi ta l ,  are at  the market on a regular basis to 
provide blood pressure,  cholesterol ,  and other screenings, as wel l 
as preventat ive heal th educat ion.

•  Cobb & Douglas Publ ic Heal th was able to access funds from the 
State of  Georgia for  tables,  chairs,  tents,  s ignage, and advert is ing 
for  the market.   Interns f rom Cobb & Douglas Publ ic Heal th 
developed and staffed a Chi ldren’s Corner at  the market wi th 
di fferent act iv i t ies each week and a Market Informat ion Booth.  As 
one staff  member said:

I t  was nutr i t ion educat ion through fun act iv i t ies.  [The 
chi ldren] made smoothies and planted their  own vegetable 
seeds in l i t t le pots.  And colored [pictures of ]  vegetables 
and placed them on charts and talked about how they were 
good for you. So, the parents could br ing their  chi ldren and 
shop whi le [publ ic heal th]  interns were working with the 
k ids.

 Evaluat ion f indings suggest that  the Farmers Market mot ivates shoppers 
to come out who would otherwise remain at  home (65% of at tendees surveyed 
in year 2) and that once out,  they would do addi t ional  shopping elsewhere 
(45% of at tendees surveyed).

Community Garden

 A one acre intergenerat ional  community garden including the AARP 
“Plant a Row for the Hungry” (descr ibed below) was f i rst  p lanted in the fa l l 
of  2010. The garden has a mix of  exper ienced (80%) and f i rst  t ime (20%) 
gardeners,  wi th approximately 30% being older adul ts.  Lifelong Mableton 
staff  ident i f ied the property (“a weedy looking f ie ld ” )  for  the garden and a 
funder (Kaiser Permanente) to cover start-up expenses. By the end of  the f i rst 
t radi t ional  growing season, 28 out of  30 garden plots were occupied. Dur ing 
the second season, al l  p lots were leased, and a wai t ing l is t  was created.  The 
“Plant a Row for the Hungry” program expanded their  p lot  s igni f icant ly.

•  AARP’s Plant a Row for the Hungry is a 1,200 square foot plot 
wi th in the garden where volunteers grow food –including eggplant, 
tomatoes, peppers,  okra (“ l ike you wouldn’ t  bel ieve ” )  and other 
vegetables and del iver the produce to the local  food bank. Over 
480 pounds of  produce were donated dur ing the f i rst  year,  and 
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near ly 1,500 pounds of  produce wi l l  be donated in year two.  AARP 
has also purchased storage uni ts for  tools,  and benches so that 
gardeners have a place to s i t  and gather before and af ter  their  work 
in the garden.  They host celebrat ions at  the garden each year, 
which serve to increase interest  in the garden and in other AARP 
act iv i t ies. 

•  The Mableton Improvement Coal i t ion (MIC) has accepted 
administrat ive responsibi l i ty  for  the garden.  Al l  gardeners 
automat ical ly become members of  MIC, thereby expanding MIC’s 
outreach and inf luence.

Safe Routes to Schools (SRTS)

 Lifelong Mableton  partnered with the We Can! in Cobb ,  an evidence-
based program administered by Cobb & Douglas Publ ic Heal th,  to plan and 
access funding for the development of  a safe route to the Floyd Middle 
School ,  which is located on a f ive lane thoroughfare,  across the street f rom a 
McDonald’s restaurant.  The McDonald’s is a s igni f icant at t ract ion for  middle 
school  students.  Outcomes to date include moving the school  entrance so 
i t  is  not  on the main road and gett ing a t raff ic  l ight  in f ront  of  the school ,  so 
chi ldren can cross safely.  Addi t ional ly,  Mableton Elementary has started an 
SRTS program and is explor ing the idea of  a Grandparents Club that would, 
among other th ings, provide adul t  chaperones to chi ldren who walk to school .

Mableton Mental Health Collaborative

 The goal  of  the Mableton Mental  Heal th Col laborat ive is to improve the 
support  and resources avai lable to older adul ts wi th mental  heal th issues, so 
they can age in place.  The Col laborat ive provides a forum to discuss needs 
and resources relevant to th is populat ion,  increase awareness regarding 
mental  heal th issues, and faci l i tate expansion and improvement in care for 
o lder adul ts l iv ing wi th mental  i l lness.   Col laborat ive accompl ishments to date 
include: Depression screening at  community events;  mental  heal th f i rst  a id 
t ra in ings for providers,  fami ly caregivers,  and fai th leaders;  updated mental 
heal th informat ion wi th in exist ing resource guides; and convening local 
organizat ions,  agencies,  and businesses to share informat ion,  resources, and 
contacts.
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CHALLENGES

 Although Lifelong Mableton  has had a number of  successes, chal lenges 
remain,  as would be expected for a project  of  th is scale.  Three of  the most 
s igni f icant are descr ibed below:

1.  The housing cr is is and economic downturn have impacted on the 
t imetable for  implementat ion of  port ions of  the Mableton plan.  
Funds are not current ly avai lable for  the new development necessary 
for  creat ion of  a mixed use town center.   This is a disappointment, 
as considerable effor ts and funds were devoted to the development 
of  the Form Based code and plans for community redesign. However, 
the form-based code wi l l  be in place when the market recovers and 
should,  at  that  t ime, faci l i tate development consistent wi th Li fe long 
Community pr incipals.

2.  Transportat ion has been ident i f ied as a very s igni f icant problem 
in Mableton, because i t  is  a community ( l ike most of  the At lanta 
metropol i tan area) bui l t  on the assumption that residents have and 
use an automobi le.   However,  many people out l ive their  dr iv ing 
abi l i t ies by many years.   Publ ic t ransportat ion in Mableton is 
l imi ted and faces addi t ional  cuts in future years.  Lifelong Mableton 
has—and cont inues to explore—opt ions to address th is issue, 
but progress has been slow and partners have been unwi l l ing to 
implement al ternat ive t ransportat ion opt ions. 

3.  Careful  p lanning, including ceding responsibi l i ty  for  certain program 
act iv i t ies (e.g.  the community garden) to other organizat ions,  means 
that much of  the work of  L i fe long Mableton  wi l l  cont inue even af ter 
the CIAIP grant ends. However,  g iven the delays in implementat ion 
due to the economy and other factors,  there is a cont inuing need for 
dedicated staff  wi th expert ise in community development,  community 
organiz ing, and urban planning. Maintaining staff  wi th these ski l ls 
would l ikely require a cont inuat ion of  outs ide funding.

SUMMARY AND LESSONS LEARNED

 Lifelong Mableton  is  a remarkable effor t  that  has brought together 
mult ip le organizat ions wi th diverse interests to design, plan, and implement 
programs and act iv i t ies,  wi th the end goal  of  s igni f icant t ransformat ion of  the 
bui l t  and social  environment of  Mableton into a community that  is  “ l ivable” 
for  o lder adul ts and indiv iduals of  a l l  ages. Given i ts scope, i t  is  a project 
that  requires s igni f icant t ime and funding, as wel l  as a strong inst i tut ional 
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base. A project  such as th is also requires wel l -qual i f ied and dedicated staff 
wi th expert ise in a broad range of  topics,  including community organiz ing 
and assessment,  urban planning, and older adul t  needs and services.  
Organizat ions that seek to implement s imi lar  projects should understand that 
they must make a long term commitment and a s igni f icant investment of  staff 
and resources. Other important lessons include:

•  Given that relat ively few organizat ions wi th in a given community 
focus on aging and those that do are more l ikely to take a service 
del ivery than community development approach, appropr iate 
messaging and inclusiveness is important,  so that  common ground 
might be ident i f ied wi th organizat ions and indiv iduals concerned with 
other populat ions and other issues.

•  Community t ransformat ion requires changes in pol icy and pract ice 
by governmental ,  non-prof i t ,  and commercial  establ ishments.   Broad 
based support ,  advocacy and educat ion are necessary to convince 
stakeholders that  recommended changes are appropr iate and 
consistent wi th the interests of  residents,  part icular ly i f  regulat ions 
and/or f inancing are involved.  Consequent ly,  a larger and more 
diverse group of  col laborators is necessary,  as compared to other 
types of  projects.

•  Environmental  and pol icy changes are s low and may be impacted 
by condi t ions (such as the economy) outside the control  of  program 
staff .   To ensure ongoing posi t ive outcomes, and to sustain buy- in, 
i t  is  benef ic ia l  to have a mix of  act iv i t ies,  including some that are 
“ear ly-wins,”  and help the community to v isual ize and comprehend 
the Li fe long Community plan. 12

•  Environmental  change is mult i faceted and involves a number of 
d iscrete act iv i t ies.   In order to sustain the act iv i t ies,  i t  is  cr i t ical  to 
eventual ly t ransfer control  f rom planners to organizat ions wi th the 
resources (and the mission) necessary for  ongoing implementat ion 
and monitor ing.

 In conclusion, Lifelong Mableton  offers an impressive model for 
community t ransformat ion that may serve as an example for  other 
communit ies that  require s igni f icant structural  t ransformat ions. Al though 
the volume of  work,  resources and the ski l l  required should not be 
underest imated, the potent ia l  for  widespread posi t ive change should serve as 
inspirat ion.
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