
 

Minnesota’s Aging Population 
INTRODUCTION & CONTEXT 
Minnesota’s population will change significantly over the next 30 years. Projections show that by 2035 more Minnesotans will be older than 65 than 
under the age of 18.1 Older adults will demand access to services and leisure activities that they rely on and enjoy. Providing accessible and 
affordable ways for seniors to get around is a vital part of ensuring a path to independent, fulfilling lives. This paper explores how Minnesota’s 
seniors (defined for the purposes of this paper as age 65 and older) travel, and how transportation services and infrastructure can best serve them.2 

Defining the Issue 

It is important to plan for transportation in ways that allow seniors to travel independently. The ability to get around on one’s own is a key part of 
sustaining happiness for older adults. Seniors who have a hard time getting around are less likely to go to community events, visit friends or family, 
shop, or go to appointments without some kind of help.  

There are two key issues that affect seniors’ mobility: access and affordability. Providing a variety of transportation options for seniors helps to 
reduce the potential negative effects caused by these issues while improving social and physical well-being. These options will be even more 
important in the future, as falling birth rates mean that future seniors will have fewer family members who might be able to help them get around.3 
Many times, these gaps are filled by alternative ride services provided by local governments or non-profits.  

Affordability can be an issue for seniors and for transportation providers. Often, transit services are offered at a subsidized rate to ensure that seniors 
are able to use them. Depending on outside funding sources, this can place a strain on providers.4 Financial troubles could result in service cuts, 
fare increases, or limits on who can use transportation services. Senior incomes are generally fixed, making predictable transportation costs very 
important, especially for those who are transit dependent. 

Safety can be a concern for senior travelers in different ways than it is for younger or middle-aged adults. Seniors are physically more vulnerable and 
slower to heal than their younger counterparts. Safety concerns might relate to a variety of issues, including worries about uneven and icy sidewalks, 
fear of driving at night, and anxiety when using transit service for the first time.  

The percentage of crashes that involve seniors has increased since 2008 (from 12.2 percent to 14 percent) as more of Minnesota’s population is 
over the age of 65. Despite this increase, national statistics suggest that the crash rate for seniors is decreasing as a result of better overall health, 
assistive technologies, safer roads, and more driving experience.5 Connections between modes can be difficult due to poor signage or infrastructure. 

Current and Future Characteristics of Minnesota’s Senior Population 

CURRENT POPULATION DATA 

Minnesota is home to many people over the age of 65. In 2014, 13.6 percent of Minnesotans were over 65 compared to 13.7 percent of the United 
States’ population as a whole.6 In Minnesota, women are a bigger part of the group (55.8 percent) than men (44.2 percent). This is almost exactly 
the same as the gender split for people over the age of 65 nationwide.7 The data displayed in Figure 1 shows that women tend to live longer than 
men. 

1 Minnesota Demographer’s Office Projections 
2 Seniors in the context of this document refer to individuals that are 65 years of age or older. 
3 Morken & Warner, 2012 
4 Greater Minnesota Transit Investment Plan, 2012 
5 MN Department of Public Safety Crash Facts, 2014 
6 American Community Survey, 2014 
7 Ibid. 
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http://mn.gov/admin/demography/data-by-topic/population-data/our-projections/
http://s3.amazonaws.com/mildredwarner.org/attachments/000/000/196/original/de6841e2187c889cdf4a15a7b45512f4
http://www.dot.state.mn.us/govrel/reports/2013/transitreport.pdf
https://dps.mn.gov/divisions/ots/reports-statistics/Documents/2014-crash-facts.pdf
http://factfinder.census.gov/bkmk/table/1.0/en/ACS/14_5YR/S0101/0400000US27


 
Figure 1: Population of Minnesotans 55 years of age and older, 2011 8 

 

POPULATION PROJECTIONS 

Population projections for the state are available on a year-by-year basis for up to 50 years into the future. By the year 2020 the total population of 
seniors in Minnesota is likely to be just under 1 million.9 The number of seniors will continue to grow beyond the year 2020. In 2035 there are 
projected to be more than 1.2 million seniors in Minnesota.10 Seniors will also make up a larger share of the state’s total population. Figure 2 shows 
how the percentages of Minnesotans over 65 and over 75 are projected to change in addition to the total number of people in each category between 
2011 and 2065. Figures 3 and 4 show predicted changes in the senior population by county between 2015 and 2035. 

Figure 2: Minnesota’s Population Over the ages of 65 and 75 11 

 

8 Minnesota State Demographer Population Data from 2011 
9 Minnesota State Demographer Population Projections 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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http://mn.gov/admin/demography/data-by-topic/population-data/our-estimates/
http://mn.gov/admin/demography/data-by-topic/population-data/our-projections/


 
Figure 3: Percentage of County Population over 65 in 2015 

 

Figure 4: Percentage of County Population over 65 in 2035 

 

No matter what year the senior population in the state peaks, there will be more seniors in Minnesota each year into the future than there are today. 
Starting to plan for larger senior populations today will result in a better transportation system for all Minnesotans in the future. Seniors will continue 
to live throughout the state in urban, suburban, and rural settings; making makes a variety of transportation options necessary.  

Minnesota’s senior population today is predominantly white, though that will change in the years to come. Figure 5 shows a population pyramid that 
compares the population of white Minnesotans to Minnesotans of Color. As the state’s population becomes more diverse, more variety in 
transportation options and services will be needed to meet a variety of needs and preferences.  

As Minnesota’s seniors age they become more likely to be affected by disabilities. As of 2014, 32 percent of Minnesotans 65 and older and 45 
percent of Minnesotans who are 75 and older self-identify as having a disability.12 Seniors living with disabilities likely require additional assistance to 
meet their transportation needs. Minnesota’s recently accepted Olmstead Plan sets requirements for the state in terms of implementing 
improvements to accessible pedestrian infrastructure, expanded transit coverage and the number of passenger trips, and improved on-time 
performance for transit systems, with the goal of allowing individuals with disabilities to be fully integrated into society.13 

  

12 American Community Survey, 2014 
13 Minnesota’s Olmstead Plan, 2015 
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http://factfinder.census.gov/bkmk/table/1.0/en/ACS/14_5YR/B18101/0400000US27
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/idcplg?IdcService=GET_FILE&RevisionSelectionMethod=LatestReleased&Rendition=Primary&allowInterrupt=1&noSaveAs=1&dDocName=dhs16_196300


 
Figure 5: Minnesota’s population divided by age and race, 201414 

 

Framing the Conversation around Senior Mobility 

An understanding of how seniors travel is important in determining how MnDOT’s statewide plans can best serve the state’s older population. 
Fortunately, much research has been done to better understand seniors’ travel preferences. A number of interviews were also conducted to collect 
additional information on the transportation issues that seniors are most interested in. 

Seniors generally express a desire to remain independent for as long as possible.15 This preference has varying impacts on transportation planning 
based on where a person lives. Depending on the context of a senior’s residence independence can be achieved through a variety of options like 
transit, walking, bicycling, and even taxi services, in addition to driving. 

Many seniors in Minnesota call rural and suburban areas home. The Transform 2010 Baby Boomer Survey found that 52 percent of baby boomers 
(born between 1946 and 1964) live in Greater Minnesota, while 39 percent live in suburban areas around the Twin Cities.16 It is likely that the senior 
population in Greater Minnesota will continue to grow into the future, as 31 percent of suburban boomers who are thinking about moving within the 
next ten years would move to smaller communities.17 

There are often fewer alternatives to driving in rural and suburban areas, meaning that the ability to drive is critical for mobility and independence. 
Rural seniors face a variety of unique transportation challenges. Transit in rural Minnesota is often an option but is limited in availability and scale.18 
Across nearly all modes, rural seniors have access to fewer options. Table 1 shows the services available depending on where seniors live on a 
national scale. 

14 Data from Minnesota Compass, US Census Population Projections 
15 Interview with Mark Skeie, Chair, Vital Aging Network 
16 2010 Minnesota Baby Boomer Study: Findings for Urban, Suburban, and Rural Boomers 
17 Ibid. 
18 Interivew with Jacqueline Peichel, Minnesota Department of Human Services 
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http://www.mncompass.org/demographics/age%231-5415-d
http://www.vital-aging-network.org/
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/aging/documents/pub/dhs16_170501.pdf
http://www.minnesotatzd.org/whatistzd/mntzd/partners/mmap/


 
Table 1: Transportation Services Availability in Communities throughout the United States 19 

Geography 
Public 
Transit 

Paratransit for 
older adults 

Transportation 
to and from 
health care 

Mobility 
Management 

Older driver 
safety 

training 

Door-to-door, 
door-through-

door, and/or dial-
a-ride for older 

adults 

Road design 
and/or signage 
that meet the 
needs of older 

adults 

Sidewalk 
system linking 
residences and 

services 

Metro Core 74.4% 73.9% 90.0% 41.1% 46.7% 69.4% 47.2% 61.7% 

Suburban 48.2% 55.9% 77.0% 22.3% 33.3% 57.4% 45.6% 63.3% 

Rural 33.1% 42.6% 81.4% 14.9% 25.8% 45.2% 32.7% 49.4% 

TRAVEL CHARACTERISTICS OF MINNESOTA SENIORS 

Seniors take the second fewest trips per day out of the home by age group, averaging 3.2 trips per day.20 On average, senior men take more trips 
and travel greater distances than senior women. Men travel 30.5 miles on average per day, compared to 19.3 miles for women. Both of these values 
have fallen in comparison to statistics reported in 2001.21 It is unclear whether this trend will continue, though surveys suggest that seniors would like 
to take more trips. A 2009 survey found that those seniors who did not take a trip out of the home during the past week would like to get out more 
often.22 In light of this, further attention should be paid to trends in the number and distance of trips as Minnesota’s senior population grows. Despite 
taking more and longer trips, men and women spend nearly the same amount of time in vehicles. Women spend just over 50 minutes per day 
traveling on average, while men spend just under 60 minutes per day.23  

Additionally, senior leisure travel has increased during the last decade. The average number of leisure trips per senior grew from 6.3 to 10.2 trips 
from 2001 to 2009.24 The average distance per leisure trip has declined by 40 percent since 2001 and has accompanied a shift towards the 
automobile from other modes like air or train travel for senior leisure trips in the United States.25 

At present, the mode of choice for seniors in Minnesota and the United States is the automobile. In 2009, seniors between 65 and 84 took roughly 90 
percent of their trips by car, most often as the driver.26 Seniors in the United States who are over 85 also rely heavily on the automobile. Eighty 
percent of their trips are taken by car and they drive on roughly half of those trips.27 These statistics show a need to continue planning in ways that 
will make car travel safe for people of all ages. The vast majority of seniors in Minnesota still carry valid driver’s licenses. As of 2013, 707,000 
seniors had driver’s licenses, including 83,000 seniors over 85 (approximately 70% of Minnesotans over 85).28 These senior drivers make up a 
sizable percentage of the state’s driving public today, a percentage that is certain to rise as the Baby Boomers continue to age. As of 2013, 17.3 
percent of Minnesota’s drivers were 65 years of age or older.29  

As seniors age, their driving patterns begin to shift. Overall rates of driving among seniors begin to drop off after the age of 75.30 Self-regulation is an 
important factor in seniors deciding how much and when they drive. Many drivers begin to start regulating their own driving habits because of 
perceived safety risks to themselves or others.31 Self-regulation can include choosing to drive on side streets, avoiding rush-hour, and driving only 

19 Morken & Warner, 2012, based on data for the United States as a whole. 
20 National Household Travel Survey, 2011. Those under the age of 16 make the fewest trips per day. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Lynott & Figueiredo, 2011 
23 Ibid. 
24 McGuckin & Lynott, 2012 
25 Ibid 
26 Rosenbloom, 2009 
27 Ibid. 
28 Mobility for Minnesota’s Aging Population, 2013 
29 Ibid. 
30 Transportation for America, 2011 
31 Thompson, 2008 

5 
 

                                                      

http://s3.amazonaws.com/mildredwarner.org/attachments/000/000/196/original/de6841e2187c889cdf4a15a7b45512f4
http://nhts.ornl.gov/2009/pub/stt.pdf
http://assets.aarp.org/rgcenter/ppi/liv-com/fs218-transportation.pdf
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/liv_com/2012/leisure-travel-of-50-plus-AARP-ppi-liv-com.pdf
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/learn/transportation/meeting-transportation-needs-in-an-aging-friendly-community-aarp.pdf
http://www.minnesotatzd.org/whatistzd/mntzd/partners/mmap/documents/handout.pdf
http://t4america.org/docs/SeniorsMobilityCrisis.pdf


 
during daylight. As a result, it is important to think about how other modes can serve older adults, and how those modes connect seniors to their 
destinations. 

Despite relying heavily on the automobile, the total number of private vehicle trips among seniors has actually declined on the whole over the last 
decade. During this time, public transportation use has increased by 40 percent, from 1.5 percent to over 2 percent.32 Taxi services offer another 
option for seniors who would prefer not to drive, though availability might be limited to larger towns and cities. Taxis also cost more than transit 
service, unless rides are subsidized through some sort of assistance.33 The higher cost of taxi service, whether real or perceived, often causes 
seniors to look elsewhere for assistance if they are unable to drive. 

Walking remains the second mode of choice among seniors, with 8.8 percent of total trips taken by foot.34 There are a number of challenges that 
make walking difficult for older adults. In colder climates, falls due to icy sidewalks present a hazard to seniors who choose to walk. This is 
concerning, as falls are one of the greatest health risks to seniors.35 Incomplete sidewalk networks present challenges as well.36 In addition, many 
small communities in Greater Minnesota have seen businesses and services move out of town in the last decade, making them more difficult to 
access on foot.37 Even with these challenges, seniors do seem to enjoy walking and will use it as a transportation mode if it is safe and accessible.38 

32 Lynott & Figueiredo, 2011 
33 National Center on Senior Transportation, 2011 
34 Lynott & Figueiredo, 2011 
35 Interview with Mark Skeie, Chair, Vital Aging Network 
36 Rosenbloom, 2009 
37 Interview with Diane Raff, Executive Director, Living At Home Network 
38 Ibid. 
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http://assets.aarp.org/rgcenter/ppi/liv-com/fs218-transportation.pdf
http://www.seniortransportation.net/Portals/0/Cache/Pages/Resources/NCST_TaxisforSeniorTransportation.pdf
http://assets.aarp.org/rgcenter/ppi/liv-com/fs218-transportation.pdf
http://www.vital-aging-network.org/
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/learn/transportation/meeting-transportation-needs-in-an-aging-friendly-community-aarp.pdf
http://lahnetwork.org/
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