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The Silver Key Coalition Tess Canja Innovation Award is to recognize social service agencies 

that have implemented innovative approaches to increase their efficiency in providing  

essential in-home services for older Michiganians, helping Michigan become a No-Wait State.   

The service providers featured in this publication have done outstanding work to ensure that 

public funds used to support senior services have the largest possible impact. 
 

This award was named in honor of Tess Canja, who has been a life-long advocate for older 

adults. The top four award winners were selected by AARP statewide volunteers based on the 

creativity, cost effectiveness, replicability, quantified positive impact, and the exceptional  

stewardship of public dollars demonstrated by their innovative approach to service delivery.  

The top four winners received cash prizes from Blue Cross Blue Shield Michigan.  

The Silver Key Coalition is a group 

of organizations committed  

making Michigan a no-wait-state 

for senior in-home services.  For 

more information about the  

Coalition, visit: 

www.silverkeycoalition.com 

——About the Coalition——  

——About the Award——  
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Mecosta County Commission on Aging 

Meals on Wheels of Mecosta County entered into a partnership with the national Meals on 

Wheels America (MOWA) organization, enabling them to improve their programming and  

diversify their funding.   The demand for the meals on 

wheels program in Mecosta County has increased by 25% 

in the last two years; the partnership with MOWA has 

expanded their available funding opportunities, enabling 

the Mecosta County Commission to raise $157,900 to 

support the home delivered meal program, nearly  

doubling the $187,000 they received in state and federal 

grants last year.  

 
Alpena Senior Center 

The Alpena Senior Center developed a functional measure tool (FMT) which allows the organization to  

prioritize those waiting for services more efficiently.  The FMT calculates a senior’s ability to perform  

activities of daily living (ADLs) and prioritizes each ADL.  The FMT tracks a client’s regression or progression 

which in turn helps determine the need for more or less help.   Taking the guesswork out of prioritizing a 

client’s need for in-home daily living makes assigning the right services much more efficient. 

 
Alzheimer’s Association 

In 2014, the Aging and Adult Services Agency (AASA) funded the Michigan Dementia Care and Support  

Program (MDCSP), a project planned and implemented by the Alzheimer’s Association Greater Michigan 

and Great Lakes Chapters.  Within two years, the chapters provided over 542 meaningful contacts in effort 

to make independent living more feasible for the individuals with Alzheimer’s disease or related dementias 

(ADRD) and their caregivers.  

 

On average, the probability of persons with dementia being placed in nursing homes among 

MDCSP participants was 15%. In comparison, the national average for placement is 24.5%. MDCSP is  

changing the odds and allowing families to remain safely and independently together for longer periods 

of time.  On average, caregivers spent a total of 7.5 months enrolled in the program, costing an average of 

$2,978.  For every case of long-term placement averted in MDCSP, there would be a cost savings of $59,227 

per year.  The MDCSP saved the state $533,047 over the course of a program year with a return on  

investment of 155%. 
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Area Agency on Aging 1-B 

A successful technology to help older adults live independently and prevent premature and/or prolonged 

hospitalization is a Personal Emergency Response System (PERS) Device.  The AAA 1-B arranged a  

discounted monthly PERS unit rate of $15 with two southeast Michigan personal emergency response  

providers, Critical Signal Technologies and Guardian Medical Monitoring.  The AAA 1-B utilized long term 

care service funds to offer the PERS service for older adults while on waiting lists for  In-Home Services, 

Care Management, or MI Choice services for a one-year period at no cost. In 2009 this innovation enabled 

83 individuals to access PERS. After completing their year of PERS service, 60% of participants chose to pay  

privately for this service at the discounted rate, extending the benefit of this program.  Following the study 

period, 13 of the 83 participants (15%) asked to be removed from the wait list.  If this trend continues for 

the 184 participants currently receiving PERS, this could lead to a cost savings of over $70,000 this year 

(assuming these individuals would have received AASA services at AAA 1-B’s average cost of $2,550 each). 

 

Bridging Communities, Inc. 

Due to limited funding capacity to provide small home repairs, Bridging Communities, Inc. (BCI) assisted in 

establishing the Unity in the Community TimeBank.  The TimeBank is a skills and service exchange program 

that allows each person to donate time in helping others and in exchange receive the services needed for 

themselves from other members of the TimeBank.  The TimeBank has grown to be the largest in Michigan.  

In 2015, 1,155 members exchanged 6,966 hours of service, resulting in $98,865.76 of savings to BCI, based 

on Michigan’s volunteer hour rate.  This partnership has enabled BCI to significantly increase the number of 

completed small home repairs for seniors such as: porch repair, curtain and blind installation, lawn service, 

snow removal, installation of safety rails, and air conditioner installation and removal.  Because of this  

partnership, BCI completed 26 additional home repairs for seniors in southwest Detroit.  

 

City of Farmington Hills Nutrition Program 

The Farmington Hills Nutrition Program’s outstanding innovation is their partnership with the 

Farmington Public Schools Special Education Program.  Special Education students, under the 

supervision of school staff, are taught hands-on jobs skills while 

packing breakfasts and cold lunches for the Home Delivered Meals 

program.  The student volunteer hours are equivalent to a 30 hour 

per week part- time employee with a wage of over $9,000 per 

year.  The partnership has saved service dollars and created well 

trained workers that are able to graduate high school and join 

the work force. Two  

students have been hired to work as Kitchen Assistants after  

participating in the program. 
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Critical Signals Technology 

Critical Signal Technologies (CST) is a Michigan-based Health Services Company offering innovative,  

cost-effective patient monitoring options.  CST’s products and services are all intended to reduce  

unnecessary hospital admissions and help people overcome the challenges that can come from  

disabilities, chronic health conditions, or social isolation.  Traditionally, these services would be known as 

Personal Emergency Response. At the start of 2013, CST launched Home Care Connect (HCC), a  

transitional care and readmission management program.  Since launching, HCC has delivered services to 

28,491 patients, 5,315 of whom live in Michigan.  CST and its partners tracked data from January 1, 2013 

through July 31, 2016.  During this time CST helped prevent 4,758 hospital readmissions. One hospital 

saved $6,700,000 in three years by implementing CST’s program, and a health system saved $1,400,000 in 

one year from the program.  CST generated a 20% reduction in readmissions for high risk patient  

populations at one health system, and a 9% readmission reduction for a Visiting Nurse Association (VNA) 

agency.  In addition, CST saved patients an estimated $21,292,050. 

 

Midland Council on Aging 

The Midland County Council on Aging volunteer handyman program provides minor home 

maintenance and repairs that help seniors to remain safely in their home by improving  

accessibility and mitigating fall risk hazards.  In fiscal year 2015, volunteers logged 487 hours of 

work; if the Midland County Council on Aging would have paid privately for this work, the cost 

is estimated to have totaled $12,175.  The value of donated equipment, such as smoke detec-

tors, is estimated at $1,500. Though these savings are significant, the most important savings, 

both financially and through enhanced feelings of self-worth, come from falls prevented, nursing 

home placements avoided, and quality of life enhanced.  By supporting these home and  

community-based efforts, older 

adults are able to remain  

independent and safely living in 

their own homes.  

  

Oakland Livingston Human Services Agency 

The Oakland Livingston Human Services Agency (OLHSA) has implemented several system and process  

improvements that resulted in cost savings, greater efficiency, and enhanced customer service for clients 

receiving snow removal and lawn mowing.  OLHSA transitioned from the exclusive use of on-call  

employees to sub-contractors to deliver chore services and minor home repairs, while also engaging more 

volunteer groups in the community to perform service projects. These innovations enabled OLHSA to  

increase the number of clients served from 595 to 793 between 2014 and 2016.  OLHSA also incorpo-

rated technology into their systems and procedures.  Client files were converted from paper to electronic  

format, applications and surveys for participants are available online, and a new database system called 

FACSPro was implemented to eliminate double data entry.  These innovations reduced the total number 

of man hours needed to administer the chore program from 130 man hours a week to 74 hours a 

week.   
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Older Persons Commission 

For over 38 years the Older Persons Commission (OPC) has provided home delivered meals to seniors in  

northeast Oakland County. The OPC has developed a network of volunteers and community  

partnerships that have helped to reduce program costs, enabling the program to operate without a 

waiting list.  Volunteers help to prepare and deliver hot nutritious noon time meals, logging over 14,000 

hours towards the Meals on Wheels program in 2015, which is equivalent to $119,000 at minimum 

wage, or $329,840 using the estimated value of volunteer time of $23.56 per hour. Partnerships with The 

Home Bakery, Hollywood Market and Panera Bread provide sweets and bagels.  The Girl Scouts and 

Crittenton Medical Hospital donate holiday baskets and gifts.  American House Stone, American House 

Elmwood and Sanctuary at Bellbrook coordinate holiday meals.  A long time partnership with Faithworks 

provides minor home repairs.  Local businesses, PAR Pharmaceutical, The Village Green and Attorney  

Dana Wilson sponsored the yearly 5K Run Walk for Meals. The Rochester Hills Fire Department and  

Comfort Keepers Home Care Agency offered a fall prevention program for clients.  This extensive network 

of community partners has enabled OPC to enhance the program for older adults who receive meals while 

reducing costs. 

 

Otsego County Commission on Aging 

The Otsego County Commission on Aging (OCCOA) increased efficiency in their In-Home Services program 

by converting key assessment forms into an electronic format.  OCCOA uses seven forms to assess and  

reassess each In-Home services client.  Previously, these forms had been completed on paper by hand and 

stored in filing cabinets, which was time consuming and resulted in duplication of work.  By changing the 

forms to an electronic version that can be completed on a laptop and stored on the agency’s server,  

OCCOA reduced the amount staff time and physical space required to maintain critical records.   The  

OCCOA estimated that this innovation lowered the work involved with assessments and reassessments 

by 40%, enabling the department to increase the number of service providers from 10 to 16 while  

maintaining existing staffing levels, enabling OCCOA to better meet the needs of the seniors they serve.  

 

Senior Nutrition Services of Region IV/ Meals on Wheels of SW Michigan 

Meals on Wheels of Southwest Michigan developed a partnership with Chemical Bank and the 

Feeding America West Michigan Food Bank to provide emergency shelf stable meals for over 

250 homebound seniors.  Through this partnership, the 

cost of the shelf stable meals fell to $3.37 per meal, 

34% less than a purchased shelf stable meal.  Over a 

three year period this partnership has resulted in a 

50% increase in the number of emergency meals  

provided at a savings of more than $3,600.  This 

enabled the meals on wheels program to provide 686 

meals to 3 additional seniors for a year and helped to 

avoid a wait list despite stagnant funding. 
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