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Big Sandy: The Context 
 

The Big Sandy Area Development District, 

BSADD, is located in the eastern most section of 

the state. The District includes the counties of 

Floyd, Johnson, Magoffin, Martin, and Pike. All five 

of its constituent counties lie within the Eastern 

Coalfield region of the state. Big Sandyôs economy 

has been dependent on coal, with much of the area 

thrust into poverty as coal prices fell. The dual 

themes of coal and poverty have been featured in 

many documentary films about the area including 

Country Boys, about two young men growing up in 

a poor, rural mountain town in Floyd County; and 

Sludge, a film chronicling the Martin County sludge 

spill and its environmental impact on the Tug Fork 

River. 

 

Opportunities for higher education in Big 

Sandy include Big Sandy Community and Technical 

College and Pikeville College, a private 4-year 

institution which also houses an osteopathic 

medical school, one of only three medical schools in 

the Commonwealth. Notable residents of Big Sandy 

include country music singers Loretta Lynn (born in 

Butcher Holler, Johnson County), Crystal Gayle 

(born in Paintsville, Johnson County), Dwight 

Yoakam (born in Pikeville, Pike County) and Patty 

Lovelace (born in Elkhorn City, Pike County). Local 

culture, art, music, and theatre are on display at 

both the Mountain Arts Center, home of the 

Kentucky Opry and the Jenny Wiley Theatre, both 

in Prestonsburg. Popular tourist attractions in Big 

Sandy include Jenny Wiley State Resort Park in 

Prestonsburg, and Salyersvilleôs Pioneer Village 

and Ramey Memorial Park. Heritage and local 

culture are celebrated at Magoffin Countyôs 

Founder's Day Festival, Pikevilleôs Hillbilly Days, 

Mouthcard Community Day, and The Kentucky 

State Apple Festival in Paintsville.   

 

The KERI Initiative 
  

The Kentucky Elder Readiness Initiative (KERI) was 

announced by Governor Ernie Fletcher on August 15, 2005. The 

goal of KERI is to foster statewide awareness, dialogue and insight 

into the challenges and opportunities provided by the aging of the 

ñBaby Boomò population (persons born between 1946 and 1964) 

and to stimulate local and statewide initiatives to appropriately 

address the pending changes that will result from this process.  

KERI is based on a positive philosophy of old age.  Elders are 

viewed not as dependent but as a resource.  Planning for our future 

involves all age groups and constituencies and the participation of 

elders in the process is essential.  KERI is also concerned with 

regional differences.  What is appropriate for Paducah may not 

apply to Louisville or reflect the needs and potential of Hazard or 

Somerset.  Finally, KERI is part of a process of continuous planning; 

it is not a report to be placed on a shelf but rather a statewide 

movement to prepare for a better future.  Participation of the media 

in this movement is vital.   

Initial KERI activities involved assembling background 

information on Baby Boomers and elders in Kentucky.  A series of 

fact sheets summarizing this information for each Area Agency on 

Aging (AAA) is available on our website: 

 (http://www.mc.uky.edu/gerontology/keri.htm).   

In the summer of 2006, two focus groups (one with 

community leaders and one with service providers) and a 

community forum were conducted in each of the 15 AAAs.  Findings 

from the focus groups were incorporated into a statistically 

representative statewide survey sent to 9,600 Kentucky households 

in the summer of 2007.  Preliminary descriptive findings from this 

survey for Big Sandy are presented in this report. These preliminary 

data are intended to provoke discussion and elicit feedback that can 

be incorporated into a final report which will include both additional 

comparative data and analysis and recommendations resulting from 

community forums and discussions.  

The KERI Survey  

Information provided in this report was derived from a 

statistically representative random sample of 640 households in the 

Big Sandy Area Development District conducted by the University of 

Kentucky Survey Research Center in June and July of 2007.  

Responses were received from 158 households representing a 

response rate of 24.7%.  Data are presented by age group and 

distinguish between persons born prior to 1946 (62 years of age and 

older) and Baby Boomers (persons born between 1946 and 1964). 

The Baby Boom cohort is further broken down into a 1
st
 Wave (born 

between1946-1955) and a 2
nd

 Wave (born between1956-1964). All 

quotations in the report are from Big Sandy residents.    

 

Jenny Wiley  
State Park, 
Prestonsburg, KY 

http://www.mc.uky.edu/gerontology/keri.htm
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Big Sandy Area Development DistrictðDemographics  

Comparison of profiles between the state and Big Sandy shows the impact of the Baby Boom generation (shaded in red) on 
both scales.  Big Sandy records a more pronounced Baby Bust following the Baby Boom  than does the state as a whole 
that is particularly apparent in the age group from 20-24 (persons born between 1976ð1980). Increased births representing 
an ñechoò Boom (the children of baby Boomers) are reflected in the number of residents in the 15-19 age groups.  

 
Big Sandy: The Population 
 
According to the 2000 U.S. Census, the Big Sandy Area Development District was home to 26,265 persons 60 and older 
representing 16.4% of the population.  It is anticipated that this population will increase to 45,431 persons 60 and older by 
2030 representing 29.9% of the population, a 73.0% increase from 2000.  A significant proportion of this increase can be 
attributed to the aging of the Baby Boom generation which in 2000 comprised 49,504 residents between the ages of 35 and 
54 and represented 30.8% of the Big Sandy population. 

  

ñThe assisted 

living complex in 

our town is full. 

The nursing 

homes usually 

have a waiting 

list éWe need 

to act soon to 

prepare for the 

Baby Boomer 

generation of 

aging. There 

wonôt be enough 

resources 

available if we 

do not. ò  
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Big Sandy Area Development DistrictðSurvey Findings  

Awareness 
A major insight from the focus groups was a 

lack of awareness of issues related to the aging of the 
Baby Boom generation.  Many participants had never 
thought about the issue and a number of Baby 
Boomers admitted to being in a ñstate of denial.ò  The 
Big Sandy survey findings present a different picture.  
When asked how often they thought about what the 
effects of the aging of Baby Boomers might be, 
approaching two-thirds of Baby Boomers (60.5%) 
admitted to thinking about this issue ñoftenò or in the 
next most frequent category.  Fewer older adults 
(42.3%) admitted to thinking about this issue ñoftenò or 
in the next most frequent category. 

Only three respondents (2.1%) considered 
that aging of the Baby Boomers would have no effect 
on their community. Instead, 70.1% of the Baby 
Boomers and 56.2% of older adults considered that 
the aging of the Baby Boomers would have a 
significant or major impact.  Interestingly more than 
one quarter of Baby Boomers and (27.3%) and 42.2% 
of older adults considered that the aging of the Baby 
Boomers would have very little impact on their 
community.  

While the data suggest growing awareness of 
what has been described as a pending ñdemographic 
tsunami,ò 84.0% of the Baby Boomers and 62.3% of 
the surveyed older adults either ñsomewhatò or 
ñstronglyò disagree with the statement that their 
community is ñactively preparing for retirement and 
aging of the Baby Boomers.ò Only six respondents, 
4.4% of those responding, ñstrongly agreedò with this 
statement. The implication is that residents of Big 
Sandy would support additional initiatives aimed at 
addressing the problems and opportunities presented 
by the aging of the Baby Boomer generation.    

Big Sandy respondents consider that aging of 
the Baby Boom population will have a negative 
influence on housing, tax revenues, funding for 
services and caregiving for elders. 

 In contrast, Big Sandy respondents consider 
that aging of the Baby Boomer generation will have a 
positive influence on employment, transportation, 
environmental design, health care delivery and aging 
services.  

 

Retirement 
The majority of older adults (58.7%) and almost half of the 

Baby Boomers (47.4%) responding to the survey in the Big Sandy 
Area Development District consider ñretirement is a well-deserved 
reward for years of hard work.ò Many respondents (19.0% of older 
adults and 23.7% of Baby Boomers) ñé donôt want to ever 
completely retire.ò  A significant group of respondents (20.6% of 
older adults and 17.1% of Baby Boomers consider that retirement 
is ñsomething you are forced to do.ò Only five respondents (3.6%) 
ñénever think about retirement.ò  

Reflecting on their potential use of services in retirement, 
two-thirds of older adults (65.6%) and approaching two-thirds of 
Baby Boomers (61.0%) consider themselves to be ñsomewhat 
familiarò with elder services in their community.  More than a third 
of Baby Boomers (35.1%) and 23.4% of older adults admit that they 
consider themselves to be ñnot at all familiarò with services for 
elders (persons over 60).   
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Finances 
Most Big Sandy respondents (84.0% of Baby Boomers and 80.7% of older adults) either ñsomewhatò or ñstronglyò 

agree with the statement that they ñworry/worried about being prepared for retirement.ò The data on projected sources of 
income indicate some justification for such fears.  

One third of the Baby Boomers surveyed (32.9%) and slightly more than one-third of older adults (36.0%) consider 
money provided by an employer like a pension or retirement account (ñnot one you paid intoò) will be a major source of 
income in their retirement but, significantly, 47.9% of Baby Boomers and 38.0% of older adults consider that this will not be 
ña source of retirement income.ò        

Baby Boomers are more likely than older adults to consider that money placed into a retirement plan at work, such 
as a 401K plan will be a major source of income in their retirement plan (2

nd
 Wave Baby Boomersð27.8%, 1

st
 Wave Baby 

Boomersð21.6%, and older adultsð13.3%). Well over half of those responding (52.1% of Baby Boomers and 53.3% of 
older adults) do not view such funds as a source of retirement income.   

ñOther personal savings not in a work related retirement plan (e.g. IRA, savings account)ò are anticipated to be a 
major source of income in retirement by about one-quarter of older adults (24.5%) but only 8.7% of Baby Boomers. The 
majority of Baby Boomers (52.2%) do not consider that personal savings will be a source of income in their retirement.  This 
contrasts with 38.8% of older adults who hold this view.    

 Big Sandy residents continue to place strong reliance on the Social Security system. Two-thirds of the older adults 
(66.7%) and well over half of the Baby Boomers responding to the survey (58.7%) consider that Social Security is, or will be, 
a major source of their retirement income. More than one-quarter of the remainder of each group (26.7% of older adults and 
25.3% of Baby Boomers) anticipate that Social Security will be a minor source of their retirement income.  

Continuing heavy expectations of the Social Security system for retirement income contrast with much of the 
remainder of the state where anticipations of the Social Security system appear to be declining with increased reliance on 
other sources. In this context, limited expectations of income from alternative sources in the Big Sandy area is cause for 
concern.    
 
Employment 
 

Few of the current older adults who responded to the 
survey currently work either full or part time (17.8%) but a large 
majority (81.7%) plan to do so during their retirement.  In contrast, 
less than half of the Baby Boomers (48.6%) plan to work during 
retirement.   

Of those who plan to work during retirement, 50.0% of 
older adults and 54.3% of the Baby Boomers who responded 
indicated that the major reason for this decision will be to earn 
ñmoney to make ends meet.ò  Almost three-quarters of older 
adults (72.8%) and 41.2% of Baby Boomers who plan to work 
during retirement cited ñwant to keep workingò as a major reason. 
Finally, the need ñto keep health insurance or other benefitsò was 
reported as a major reason for working post retirement by 45.5% 
of older adults and 50.0% of Baby Boomers.   

 
ñMany of the Baby Boomers live for the day. They spend, they max out all their credit cards, they 

have all their toyséMany of them think that in 20 years they are going to beé[They may say] I need to 

think about retirement and the 20 years end up passing.ò 

Transportation 
 

Almost two-thirds of older adults (65.6%) and 
43.3% of Baby Boomers in Big Sandy consider that 
their community does not have public transportation. At 
the same time, 55.7% of older adults and 55.6% of 
Baby Boomers anticipate that their public transportation 
needs will increase as they age.  Providing and paying 
for such transportation, especially in Big Sandyôs most 
isolated rural areas, in the context of rising 
transportation costs is already a significant challenge. 
Meeting this challenge is likely to become even more 
difficult in the future.  

 
 

Big Sandy Area Development DistrictðSurvey Findings  
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Housing 
 

Big Sandy respondents expect to remain in their 
present residence as they age. When asked where they see 
themselves living at age 75, 87.0% of Baby Boomers and 
83.3% of current older adults expect to be living in their 
personal residence. When asked the same question, but for 
when they are 90 years of age, a little over one-third of both 
groups (36.0% of Baby Boomers and 36.2% of current older 
adults) expect to still be living in a personal residence.   

Living in a relativeôs residence has historically been 
considered an option for elders as they become increasingly 
frail, but Big Sandy residents support current literature 
suggesting that this is considered a last resort by both elders 
and their families.  No Baby Boomers and only four older 
adults (7.4%) in the sample see themselves as living with a 
relative at 75, although when they are 90+ this percentage 
rises to 17.3% for Baby Boomers and 8.5% for older adults.   

A surprisingly large percentage of the respondents 
see themselves as residing in a nursing home when they are 
90+.  Approaching one-third (30.7%) of Baby Boomers and 
23.4% of current older adults see themselves as living in this 
setting.  If this turns out to be the case we can expect 
significantly increased demand for such facilities. 

Recent decades have seen the emergence of 
assisted living options as a supportive residential option for 
elders.  This preference is apparent in the Big Sandy area 
although to a lesser extent than in other parts of Kentucky 
with 8.0% of Baby Boomers and 12.8% of older adults 
anticipating residence in this setting when they are 90+..  

ñMove towards getting more assisted living facilities.  I 

donôt want my kids to take care of me.ò 

Health and Safety 
 
Overwhelmingly, Big Sandy respondents feel safe in 

their communities.  Older adults either ñalways feel safeò 
(36.0%) or ñusually feel safeò (59.1%) in their communities.  
Baby Boomers universally agreed; 43.6% ñalways feel safeò 
and 55.1% ñusually feel safe.ò  This high level of perceived 
safety is reassuring.   

A major concern identified in the focus groups was 
the degree to which the physical environment is accessible 
to both current older adults and Baby Boomers.  Only 37.9% 
of older adults consider the physical environment (sidewalks, 
steps, or lighting) in their neighborhood to be either 
ñsomewhatò or ñfully accessible.ò  A higher percentage of 
Baby Boomers (49.4%) hold this opinion.  In contrast, it is 
important to acknowledge that 29.3% of older adults and 
21.9% of Baby Boomers consider their physical environment 
to be ñvery inaccessible.ò   

This difference likely reflects major local variations in 
the quality of the micro physical environment.  It suggests a 
need for identification and focused attention on the quality of 
specific local and micro-environments.   
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