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ELDER POPULATION BEHAVIORAL HEALTH

 

 

 

Introduction: 

Although often seen as a summer playground for the rich, famous and not-so-famous, Martha’s Vineyard is also a year-round rural community characterized by high rates of unemployment, substance abuse, depression, and stress. It also has one of the highest percentages of elderly residents in the state of Massachusetts (16.6%). An array of services have been developed over the years to address problems for individuals and families -- from children through middle age; however, the elderly population has remained unexamined and to a large extent untreated.  While there is a lively system of physical fitness and social networking, the darker challenges of growing older have been pushed aside.  With the advent of the “baby boomer” population hitting the age of sixty-five (at the national rate of 10,000 per day for the next nineteen years according to the Hartford Foundation!), island agencies have begun to focus more sharply on the elderly, and to try to identify what services are most needed.
This has lead to efforts of coordination between agencies and collaboration across a broad array of stakeholders to begin to address the complex medical and behavioral health needs of the aging on this rural island. 

We believe that the proposed Rural Scholar project will benefit the UMass Schools of Medicine and Nursing as well.  The national critical shortage of physicians and nurses conversant with the needs of the aging population has been well documented by the Institute of Medicine’s Retooling for an Aging America; Building the Health Care Workforce. The shortages are already acute in rural America, and will become far more so over the next twenty years.  We hope that exposure to the medical and behavioral health problems of the elderly on Martha’s Vineyard might encourage some of the students to develop more interest and competencies in geriatrics – or at least in the geriatric aspects of family and internal medicine. Given the demographics, this population is sure to be a major part of any practice in the coming decades.

The proposed Rural Scholars program will respond to priorities established by the Mental Health and Addiction Services Committee of the Dukes County Health Council.  The members of this group (Attachment A) will mentor and oversee the Scholars; assist in scheduling interviews with program managers; meet with the Scholars daily to review progress and answer questions raised by data collection, interviews and program research; and provide feedback to initial recommendations.  In addition to the Committee members, we are fortunate to have both a Board-certified geriatrician (Ellen McMahon M.D.) on island, and expect another physician certified in Family Medicine and Geriatrics arriving to practice at the MV Hospital on April 1st. (Prit Gill M.D.). The Hospital has committed that Dr. Gill will be working with the Committee and the Rural Scholars to assure the success of this project. It is possible that Dr. McMahon may also meet with them as well.

 

The proposal has two parts:

 

I.   Projected Needs Assessment, Based on Census and National Incidence Data

Proposed Action:  Rural Scholars will research national statistical data on the incidence of mental illness, substance abuse, Alzheimer’s and other dementias in the over-55 age group, and then apply that data to the island population, using the 2010 census information by town and county-wide. They will then compare the new projections to the baseline data collected in 2003 in the Report on Island Health published by the Foundation on Island Health in 2006, and review other available data such as ER data on primary diagnoses, and the DUI statistics for residents over 55 (a joint program of MVCS and the court probation department.) 

They will also interview a range of community informants to identify perceived gaps in services for this population, and – using their research on best practices (see below) develop recommendations for future island actions.

 
Desired Outcome:  The results should constitute an approximate needs assessment for island elders concerning the incidence of behavioral health problems such as, drug, alcohol and prescriptions abuse, depression and dementias, particularly Alzheimers.  This will provide a basis for Committee members and other island organizations to design and provide improved health care, disease prevention and health promotion programs.

 

 

II.  Program Evaluation and Best Practices Research  

Proposed Actions:  

a.  Program Evaluation:  Rural Scholars will evaluate the program and process of the Community Outreach, Referral and Evaluation (CORE) project of the Local Councils on Aging, and the services provided on their behalf by Martha’s Vineyard Community Services. The CORE program began in January 2011 under a grant from the Community Health Initiative of the MV Hospital and the Mass. Department of Public Health.  A community coalition of Council on Aging directors and their outreach workers, MVCS clinicians with elder services experience, and Elder Housing, Hospice and nursing services came together to establish a process for identification and referral of appropriate elders to the program.  Elders are identified by the Councils on Aging and in consultation with the Mental Health Center, referrals are made for services that can occur in home, at the Council on Aging or other appropriate sites.  Those receiving services can have counseling, substance abuse treatment, case management, and support groups, depending on needs identified during the assessment process. The process is reviewed on a regular basis for modifications and to assure that we are addressing the needs identified using evidence based practice.  The project is also exploring ways to include members of the Wampanoag Tribe in these services.

The Rural Scholars will:



•   assess CORE’s use of screening tools to identify substance abuse, depression, Alzheimers and other dementias,  and other 
related problems;


•  review (redacted) client data and compare with national trends of incidence and 


prevalence;


•  meet with members of the non-therapeutic, psycho-social support group being 


conducted at Island Elderly Housing and evaluate client satisfaction; 


•  assess the program’s success in communicating with and collaborating with 


primary care physicians as they attempt to develop a continuum of care.


•  assess satisfaction of LCOAs and MVCS staff with the working relationships in 

the CORE program. 

b.  Research on Best Practices: Rural Scholars will conduct a Literature Search to identify Evidence-Based, Best Practices models for wrap-around elder services that address behavioral health challenges – including services to address the targeted problems and population.  

 

Desired Outcomes:  We hope the Scholars will critique the new model for working with the elderly population, and for building effective collaboration between primary care physicians, behavioral health providers, and social service organizations.  

Conclusion:  In addition to the program outcome components identified above, we hope the major contribution of the Rural Scholars will be to tie all these pieces together and make Recommendations for filling in the missing pieces of a comprehensive program of elder services on Martha’s Vineyard.
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