
are expected to outnumber children under 18 for the first time in history.[ii]              

           

       

         

           

         

     

 

        
  

                
           

            
             
              

             
         

             
            

               
                
               

            

            

        

          

            

          

     

         
   

                 
            

             
              
              

              
         

              
             

                
                 

                

ISSUE BRIEF 
Intersection of and Opportunities for State Assistive 

Technology Programs and the Federal Older 
Americans Act 

In 2020, the reauthorization of the federal Older Americans Act included several 

important opportunities to enhance coordination between Aging Network 

stakeholders, services providers, and Assistive Technology Act programs. This policy 

brief aims to provide essential background about the Aging Network and identifying 

several specific policy opportunities to advance the collaboration and partnership 

between these two vital networks. 

The Older Americans Act--The Foundation and Future of Aging 
Services in America 

The Older Americans Act (OAA or the Act) was first signed into law in July of 1965—alongside 
the landmark health care programs, Medicare and Medicaid—as part of President Lyndon 
Johnson’s “Great Society” initiative to advance the goal of eliminating poverty and injustice 
among the country’s most vulnerable populations. As part of this initiative, the vision and 
mission and vision of the Older Americans Act—to provide a network of home and community-
based services options enabling older adults to age with dignity and independence in their 
homes and communities—has remained consistent for nearly six decades. 

The goals of the OAA are increasingly relevant as the country experiences an historic 
demographic shift. The population of older adults—both in the U.S. and globally—is growing 
faster than ever before. According to US Census Data, in 2018, 16 percent of—or 52 million— 
Americans were 65 or older. With an estimated 10,000 people turning 65 each day, by 2030, an 
estimated 73 million—or one in five Americans—will be 65 or older[i]; and by 2034, older adults 



         
              
               

              
              

          

          
             

             
               

             
   

         
  

                
           

            
               

               
     

           
            

             
             

             
              

        

           
          

       
             

             
            

              

  

          
               
                

               
               

           
 

           
              

              
                

              
    

          
   

                 
            

             
                

                
     

            
             

              
              

              
               

        

            
           

        
              

              
             

               

  

Among this rapidly growing—and diverse—demographic cohort, there is an overwhelming 
desire to be able to age in homes and communities rather than in institutional settings.[iii] 
Today, the vision and mission of the OAA is increasingly important not only because the country 
is in the midst of an unprecedented demographic shift, but also because OAA programs and 
services are reaching a variety of populations including caregivers, people under 60 who have a 
disability, veterans, and increasingly people living with dementia, and grandparents raising 
grandchildren.[iv] 

Unlike other federal programs supporting economically, medically, and socially vulnerable older 
adults, eligibility for OAA services and supports is not entirely income or age dependent. 
Therefore, the OAA is especially important to millions of older adults and caregivers whose 
incomes are not low enough to make them eligible for Medicaid assistance, but who do not 
have sufficient financial resources to fully pay for the in-home and community supports they 
need to remain independent. 

How the Older Americans Act Enables Community Living Through a 
Nationwide Aging Network 

The OAA was first signed into law more than 55 years ago, and since then Congress has 
updated and reauthorized it more than a dozen times—including the most recent 
reauthorization, the Supporting Older Americans Act of 2020 (P.L. 116-131), which was signed 
into law in March 2020. The initial passage of the OAA established the U.S. Administration on 
Aging (AoA), which still serves as the federal funding an oversight entity for the Act, and 
authorized 56 state-level aging departments. 

However, because of the unique local and community-based focus of OAA’s person-centered 
services, during the 1973 reauthorization, Congress established the vital local component of the 
Act—a nationwide network that today comprises 622 local Area Agencies on Aging (AAAs), more 
than 250 tribal aging programs and tens of thousands of service providers—founded on the 
principle of giving states and local entities the flexibility to determine, coordinate and deliver 
the supports and services that most effectively and efficiently serve the needs of older adults, 
people with disabilities, and caregivers in the community. 

AAAs, tribal aging programs, and their local service providers are the on-the-ground 
organizations charged with planning, coordinating, and delivering the in-home personal care, 
home-delivered and congregate meals, transportation, disease prevention/health promotion, 
legal services, elder abuse prevention and intervention, and other supports to more than eight 
million older Americans served by the Act each year. Additionally, the OAA funds vital 
assistance for millions of caregivers of older adults through the National Family Caregiver 
Support Program to help family members care for their frail, ill or disabled loved ones.[v] 
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Given federal, state, and local funding constraints, achieving the goals of the OAA for a 
growing and diverse population depends on recognizing and implementing successful 
formal and informal partnerships with other local and state-level services networks. 
Specifically, for the nearly 40 percent of older adults who are living with a disability[vi] 
and millions who depend on assistive technology to remain independent, expanding 
collaboration with Assistive Technology Act Programs funded under the Assistive 
Technology Act (AT Act) is an increasingly important priority for the Aging Network. 

Leveraging Federal Support to Enhance State and Local Partnerships 
Between the Aging Network and State Assistive Technology Programs 

In the effort to respond and adapt to the changing needs of the growing population of 
older Americans, caregivers, and to further equity and inclusion for people with 
disabilities within OAA programs, during the 2019 and 2020 process to reauthorize the 
Older Americans Act, federal lawmakers considered, and ultimately included policy 
changes to promote collaboration between Assistive Technology Act Programs and the 
Aging Network. These changes were a result of months of negotiation and compromise 
among local, state, and national stakeholders and policymakers, and reflect important 
progress in advancing collaboration within vital services networks. Furthermore, the 
2020 reauthorization was achieved with unanimous bipartisan, bicameral support 
among lawmakers in the House and Senate, and expeditiously signed into law by the 
President, which indicates broad-based, enthusiastic endorsement of the slate of policy 
changes included in the Act. 

Overall, the Supporting Older Americans Act of 2020 (P.L. 116-131) reauthorized the 
OAA for five years through fiscal year 2024 and increased authorized funding levels by 
seven percent for FY 2020 and six percent in each subsequent fiscal year through FY 
2024—totaling a 35 percent increase over five years. While this funding increase will not 
counteract many years of stagnant or declining funding for these programs coupled 
with increasing costs and a growing population, it is an important nod by federal policy 
makers to the importance of OAA programs. 

As enacted into law, the Act also includes several sections that incent collaboration 
between AT Act Programs and local aging programs. Specifically, these changes include 
a provision (Sec. 104) that modernizes OAA to ensure programs authorized under OAA 
consider and coordinate with Assistive Technology Act programs. Under these 
changes, when developing local service plans, Area Agencies on Aging should, “to the 
extent feasible, coordinate with the State agency to disseminate information 
about the State assistive technology entity and access to assistive technology 
options for serving older individuals”. 
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Each federally designated Area Agency on Aging is responsible for regularly engaging in 
a public planning process for service delivery within a geographic area—known as a 
planning and service area (PSA), which can be a city, county or larger, multi-county, 
regional district. This change within the federal statute guiding AAA planning activities 
provides an inherent opportunity for AAAs and Assistive Technology Act programs to 
collaborate around meeting the AT needs of older adults and people with disabilities 
within the services purview of the local AAA. 

Additionally, as reauthorized, the OAA, includes facilitating access to Assistive 
Technology within Title IV of the Act. Title IV of the OAA authorizes the AOA Assistant 
Secretary to fund demonstration grant programs within the network, and language 
included in the 2020 reauthorization updates and modernizes language to ensure that 
demonstration projects authorized in Sec. 411(a)(10) that promote development, 
implementation, and assessment of technology-based service models and best 
practices, including the use of Assistive Technology and other technologies, are 
consistent with section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (29 U.S.C. 794d). 

Specifically, activities authorized under this section are focused on using technology to 
remotely connect family and professional caregivers to frail older adults living in home 
and community-based settings or in rural areas. Given the proliferation of remote 
service delivery during and in the wake of the national coronavirus health crisis, the 
updates included in this section provide an important opportunity for AT Act programs 
to work with Aging Network providers to ensure that technology driven service delivery 
adheres to Section 508 standards. Other provisions within the Act ensure that 
definitions of and references to AT Act programs and the authorizing statutes are 
accurate and updated. 

Building on the Foundation Established Within the 2020 OAA 
Reauthorization 

As federal and local leaders move forward to implement the myriad policy changes and 
modernizations included in the 2020 OAA reauthorization, both Assistive Technology Act 
programs and providers and local Area Agencies Aging have an opportunity to revisit and 
revamp collaborative efforts. Enacting federal policy into law is simply the first step toward 
operational improvements in collaboration. An important first step is establishing the 
expectation that these important networks should work together in states and communities 
across the country, but successful partnerships are incumbent upon state and local 
stakeholders engaging with each other. 
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Resources including the recently published Assistive Technology Toolkit (https:// 
at3center.net/publications/), which provides Aging and Disability Networks a range 
of tools to improve awareness about AT and resources to connect individuals with AT 
device and service resources, and the national Eldercare Locator (https:// 
eldercare.acl.gov/Public/Index.aspx), which is a national resource administered by 
AoA to connect older adults and caregivers to their local AAAs and aging services, 
are also important and valuable starting points to advance future collaboration 
between these vital networks. 

[i] https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2019/12/by-2030-all-baby-boomers-will-be-age-65 
or-older.html 
[ii][1]https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2018/03/graying-america.html 
[iii] https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/liv-com/2018/ 
home community-preferences-survey.doi.10.26419-2Fres.00231.001.pdf 
[iv] https://www.n4a.org//Files/AAA-Survey-Report-2020%20Update-508.pdf 
[v] https://www.n4a.org//Files/AAA-Survey-Report-2020%20Update-508.pdf 
[vi] https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/67/wr/mm6732a3.htm?s_cid=mm6732a3_w 
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