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Background 
 
Geauga Community Impact (GCI) is a collaboration of community leaders from 

local businesses and government, faith groups, safety forces, health and social 

service organizations that have come together to plan the future of Geauga 

County’s health and human service needs.  The planning is guided by a 32-

member Steering Committee. 

 

The last assessment of the health and human service needs of Geauga County 

residents was completed in the mid 1990s.  At that time, United Way Services of 

Geauga County, working in association with the Family First Council and the 

Department on Aging, secured a grant from The Cleveland Foundation to 

complete that study. This result led to the issuance of Geauga: Today & 

Tomorrow, a report that contained forty different recommendations for action.  

Once the report was completed, the collaborative efforts ceased and each 

agency began to implement ways to address the needs of their respective 

populations. 

 

Geauga: Today & Tomorrow is out of date; hence, it is no longer useful in 

planning for current health and human service needs of county residents.  United 

Way’s strategic planning process led the board to approve a plan to conduct a 

new and more comprehensive study. While discussing the proposed project with 

several public agencies in the county, it became apparent that those 

organizations were preparing to conduct their own studies. It was quickly agreed 

that working together would be more efficient. The community would be spared 

multiple questionnaires and focus group sessions, the use of public and private 

monies and human resources would be maximized, and dollars and time in the 

project would be invested efficiently and effectively. 
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A nationally recognized model, COMPASS II, Guide to Community Building, has 

been utilized to lead GCI through this project. The COMPASS II model chosen to 

carry out this project has been used successfully by hundreds of organizations 

across the United States. Developed by United Way of America, it was chosen 

because of its emphasis on community building, its credibility, and its ease of 

use. The premise is that when very complex issues surface, it takes a community 

to determine and implement workable solutions.  The features of the process are: 

 

1. GCI is a collaborative effort.  Numerous groups from around the county 

joined together to make a lasting change to community conditions. 

2. Geauga County businesses, service providers, labor organizations and 

community associations were asked to complete Asset Surveys before 

the needs assessment began.  This helped to identify resources available 

in the community before the needs were identified.   

3. Additional community input was obtained through household and 

key informant surveys and focus group discussions.  GCI held a 

Citizen’s Convention on May 14, 2005 to gather input and opinions from 

county residents. The participants gathered to identify and prioritize 

needs and to take the first steps in creating a vision for health and human 

services in Geauga County.  The recommendations from the convention 

will form the foundation for a plan to determine long-term solutions to the 

needs identified as high priority. 

4. The collective approach to leverage and maximize resources will 

make the greatest impact.  Through collaborative efforts and the 

formation of public and private partnerships, GCI will efficiently and 

effectively address the needs of the county. 

5. Achievement of goals and outcomes for each initiative will be 

measured and the results will be reported to the community. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



 

 
GCI: Report to the Community     iii 

 

  

 

 

MCS Consulting Service (MCS), a private consulting firm, was contracted to 

provide research and to work in collaboration with GCI to develop GCI: Report to 

the Community.   

 

GCI has been partially funded through a grant received from the Lake-Geauga 

Fund of The Cleveland Foundation.  In addition to this funding, the following 

health and human service organizations have contributed financially to the 

project (hereafter referred to as the Partners): Geauga County Board of Mental 

Health and Recovery Services, Geauga County Department on Aging, Geauga 

County Job and Family Services, Geauga Family First Council, and United Way 

Services of Geauga County. 

 
Demographic Overview 
 
Geauga County is located in the northeastern region of Ohio.  The region 

includes seven other counties (Ashtabula, Cuyahoga, Lake, Lorain, Medina, 

Portage, and Summit). The region’s population grew between 1990 and 2000.  

However, estimates issued by the U.S. Census Bureau in April 2005 found that 

the region lost population between 2000 and 2004, primarily due to out-migration 

from Cuyahoga County. Geauga County itself has experienced consistent growth 

since 1810, when the first recorded population census was conducted. Its early 

population of 2,917 grew to 90,895 in the 2000 census. While the region was 

experiencing a decreasing population, Geauga County grew by 3,707 persons (4 

percent) between 2000 and 2004. This growth brought the county population to 

an estimated 94,602 persons, and it is expected to increase to 109,180 by 2030.  

Most of the county’s population growth was from in-migration, with the highest 

growth in Auburn Township, Troy Township, and the City of Chardon. 

 

There was little racial diversity in the county in 2000. One percent of the 

population was African American and less than 1 percent was people of other 
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racial backgrounds.  There were a few Hispanics and three percent of the 

county’s population was foreign born. 

 

Geauga County is widely known for its Amish population, estimated at about 8 

percent of the county.  The county’s Amish are part of the Geauga Settlement, 

which includes Amish families from Ashtabula, Portage, and Trumbull Counties.  

This farm-based, religious group primarily resides in the rural townships in 

eastern Geauga County.  For the most part, the Amish have their own self-help 

approaches to providing social services and education.  For example, the Amish 

have their own health insurance plans and they also operate their own schools 

that go through 8th grade.  Their strong work ethic and “take care of our own” 

mentality seems to permeate and uplift the culture of the entire county. 

 

Today, Geauga County is a young county, with 84 percent of its population under 

60 years of age.  However, the largest increases in the past decade were in the 

75+ cohort (the “old old”), and this segment of the population is expected to 

continue to grow as the baby boomers begin to turn 60 in 2010. 

 

Foundations of Community 
 

Creating and sustaining a sense of 

community across a widespread 

county can be a great challenge.  

People tend to have a stronger 

connection with the municipal 

jurisdiction in which they reside, or 

with the school district where their 

children attend school than they do 

with the county.  Much of a sense of community is perceptual.  When asked 

about their image of Geauga County, focus group participants responded: a 

community that is generous, that helps its own, a community where people are 

 

“ The successful communities of the 2000s 
will be those that find ways in which 
business, government and non profit 

groups work together with citizens to help 
a community reach its collective goals and 

meet its common challenges.”   
 

(Gates, Christopher T., The Community 
Visioning& Strategic Planning Handbook. 

National Civic League Press. 2000.) 
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connected, a community that is known for its lack of crime, and a community 

connected to nature.  It appears that a sense of community is alive in Geauga 

County.  Survey respondents strongly believe that county residents help each 

other out, trust each other, and gather formally and informally in the community 

nearest their home.  On the topic of leadership, there is a strong perception that 

the county’s leaders address issues, respect each other, and share common 

goals.  

 
How are people involved in the Geauga County community?  Survey responses 

are mixed regarding the opportunity to affect how things happen in the county.  

Slightly less than half feel that they have some opportunity to influence what 

happens, while more than half feel they have little or no opportunity.  In the area 

of voting, one of the most basic forms of influence, ninety-one percent reported 

that they vote in most elections; however, the actual numbers from the Ohio 

Secretary of State’s Office show that the actual percentage is about 60 percent.  

Geauga County’s rate, however, is higher than the state average and that of its 

neighboring counties.   

 

Regarding racial and ethnic diversity in the county, the survey findings are also 

mixed. While close to two-thirds of adult residents of the county perceive that the 

county promotes positive relations and participation in the political process 

across diverse groups, one-fourth of them strongly or somewhat disagree with 

that statement.  Less than half of adults in the county perceive that residents 

interact with people different from themselves, and a small but significant 15 

percent perceive racial or ethnic discrimination to be a serious issue in the 

county. Three percent report discrimination of some form in their household.  

Thirty-nine percent of business survey respondents report that they are leading 

or participating in fostering racial harmony; however, the same percentage of 

respondents report that they do not consider it appropriate to be involved in this 

activity.   
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In reality, there is a low percentage of minorities in the county, approximately 

2 percent.  With the exception of the concentration of African Americans in 

Chagrin Falls Park in Bainbridge Township, most of the minorities reside 

throughout the townships and villages of the county.  In the focus group with 

residents of Chagrin Falls Park, some clear perceptions of separateness from the 

rest of the county were expressed.  For example, “Geauga County is a wealthy 

community, but not for us,” and “It has the ability to get things done, but not for 

us.”  

 

While respondents to the business survey strongly reported that they lead or 

participate in promoting volunteerism, the household survey indicated that the 

majority of the county’s adult residents do not volunteer.  Of those who do 

volunteer, most are involved with children/youth activities or with a religious 

group.   

 

How do residents and key informants feel about the amenities and services that 

contribute to community life in Geauga County?  Slightly less than half of adult 

residents consider the lack of cultural events, shortage of recreational facilities, 

and a limited public transportation system to be serious issues in the county and 

in their households. Participants across all five focus groups also strongly voiced 

concern about the limits of the public transportation system. “There is a lack of 

public transportation. Improvement is needed.”  Another participant spelled out 

the dilemma with public transportation. “Transportation is an issue that’s a 

burning issue in the county. And they’re as diametrically opposed as on anything 

else.  There are those who believe the county should be in a transportation 

division and a whole lot bigger than we are right now. And we have a whole lot of 

cottage industry in our end of the county that does taxi work. I mean we call them 

Amish Taxis and that’s what they are. We—that is our agency—insures 250 to 

300 of those. I’m sure [the bank] makes a loan a day to somebody buying a 21-

passenger van who is hauling Amish for a living. That’s a retirement income that  
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many of our people who work in factories look forward to. …. So I think there 

needs to be some coordination if we’re going to talk about transportation. .... 

Again, it may be someone who doesn’t know it exists, doesn’t know it’s there and 

doesn’t know how to access it. Maybe we need to work on how this all gets 

advertised. …. I’m not one that believes the county needs to get more heavily 

involved in transportation. Especially when I look at RTA and I look at every 

transit authority I can look at, and they don’t make money.” Other focus group 

participants discussed the cost of public transit, the difficulty getting around the 

county, and how the need to schedule trips a week in advance affects the ability 

to make short-notice medical appointments. 

 

Benchmarks 
 
For the majority of its residents, Geauga County is a community that is a highly 

desirable place to live.  Even its snow belt location has been described as “an 

asset, not a place for the weak of heart” and a place “that seems to have a 

positive effect on health.”  There is little crime, and compared to the 8-county 

Northeast Ohio region, Geauga County is notable on the following indicators: 

 
Education 
� � Higher school attendance rates (2002-

2004) 
� � Larger percentage of students 

passing the 9th grade proficiency test 
(1999-2001) 

� � Higher high school graduation rates 
(2001-2004) 

� � Among the highest percent of persons 
with a bachelor’s degree or higher 
(2000) 

� � Lower percent of persons 65+ without 
a high school diploma (2000) 

� � Higher percent of persons 65+ with 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees  
(2000) 

 
Income & Employment (2000) 
� � Highly educated workforce, primarily 

white collar 
� � Highest median household income 
� � Highest per capita income 

� � Lower rate of poverty 
� � Lower rate of poverty for persons 65+ 
� � Smaller percent of women in the labor 

force who have children under six 
years 

� � Lower percent of families with children 
below poverty 

� � Larger percent of older persons in the 
labor force 

� � Lower percent of persons 65+ with 
incomes below 200 percent of poverty 

� � Typically lower unemployment rates 
 
Maternal and Child Health (1996-2001) 
� � Highest fertility rate 
� � Lower percent of mothers smoking 

during pregnancy (1999- 2001) 
� � Lower percent of low birth weight or 

premature babies 
� � Lower rate of infant deaths (1997; 

1999-2001)
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Disabilities (2000) 
� � Lower percent of persons age 5+ with 

disabilities 
� � Lower percent of children ages 5-15 

with one or more disabilities 
� � Lower rate of persons with disabilities 

among persons 65+ 
� � Higher percent of employment among 

those with disabilities 
� � Lower rate of persons with disabilities, 

living in poverty 
� � Lower rate of persons 65+ with 

disabilities, living in poverty 
� � Lower percent of older persons with 

disabilities below poverty  
Disease and Death (1997; 1999-2000) 
� � Lower rate of premature mortality. 
� � Higher life expectancy at age 65 
� � Lower death rates from heart disease 

and cancer for all ages 
� � Lower death rate from accidents 
� � Lower suicide rate among persons 15 

years and older and among persons 
60 years and older 

� � Lower rate of sexually transmitted 
diseases 

� � Lower prevalence of HIV/AIDS 
 
Health Insurance 
� � Lower percent of uninsured adults and 

children (but higher than Lake County) 
(1998) 

� � Lower percent of low income persons 
eligible for Medicaid (compared to 
Lake and Ashtabula Counties) (SFY 
2002)Housing (2000) 

� � Lower percent of people living in a 
different house in the past 5 years 

� � Higher percent of in-movers 

� � Larger percent of owner-occupied 
households of five or more persons 

� � Highest residential assessed valuation 
per housing unit 

 
Seniors (2000) 
� � Lower percent of persons 65+ who 

live alone (compared to Ohio) 
 
Children and Families (2000) 
� � Higher percent of children under 18 

years 
� � Lower percent of children in 

permanent custody of county (1/1/04) 
� � Lower rate of teen births (1996-2000) 
� � Higher percent of married people 
� � Smaller percent of divorced and 

separated families 
� � Lower percent of persons who never 

married 
� � Fewer families with children below 

poverty 
� � Larger average number of children 

per family 
� � Lower rate of births to unmarried 

women 
� � Higher percent of persons 55+ who 

are married 
� � Lower number and percent of 

grandparents raising grandchildren 
� � Smaller percent of women in the labor 

force who had children under six 
years old 

� � Fewer children and adults treated for 
serious emotional disturbance/illness 
(compared to Lake & Ashtabula 
Counties) (2001-2003) 

 

 

When compared to the region, there are also some challenges that Geauga 

County has to address as described in the following indicators.   

 

Income & Employment (2000) 
� � Fewer retail jobs 
� � Lower total amount of sales from retail 
 

Maternal and Child Health Care 
� � Higher percent of mothers with 

inadequate prenatal care (2002) 
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Disease and Death (1997-1999-2001) 
� � Higher death rates from strokes and 

chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
for all ages 

� � Higher death rate from accidents 
among persons 60+ years 

� � Higher suicide rate among persons 
15-24 years Higher rates of 
brain/other central nervous system 

and testes cancer than state (1996-
2000) 

 
Housing (2000) 
� � Least affordable housing 
 
Senior Residents (2000) 
� � Second highest percent of linguis-

tically isolated older adults 
 

The Invisible Population 
 
Geauga County is perceived to be an affluent bedroom community.  For the 

majority of residents, incomes are above regional averages and life in the county 

offers many amenities.  County officials and residents can take pride that 

Geauga County compares positively to other counties in the Northeast Ohio 

region on multiple variables of distress.  However, it must be noted that many 

county residents live with marginal incomes; that decreases in poverty over the 

past decade have been minimal; and that any negative changes in the economy 

could easily cause more people to slip into poverty. Sixteen percent of the 

county’s population (14,547 persons) have incomes below 200 percent of 

poverty: $34,058 for a family of four in 1999, and $37,620 in 2003.  Almost one-

third of these (4,096) have incomes below the poverty threshold $18,810 in 2003.   

 

In an affluent community like Geauga County, residents with limited financial, 

social, psychological, or health resources can become a hidden, forgotten, 

invisible population because they represent small numbers.  These are the low-

income residents, the homeless, children and youth in custody of the county, 

educationally challenged students, uninsured and under-insured persons/ 

families, and persons with health problems. This issue of invisibility is illustrated 

by the comment of a focus group participant who perceived that “the lack of 

homelessness in Geauga County is a strength.”  In reality, recent research has 

shown that currently there are at least 39 individuals or families who are  
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homeless in Geauga County.  Residents may not think a problem exists; yet it 

does.  Some of these are identified in the following1: 

 

Low Income Residents (2000) 
� � Close to 5 percent (4,096) of county 

residents were below poverty. 
� � Close to one out of four (14,547) 

county residents were near poverty; 
i.e., between 100 and 200 percent of 
poverty. 

� � Four percent (533) of the county’s 
families with children were below 
poverty; slightly more than 200 of 
those families were headed by 
females. 

� � In the past five years, beginning in 
2000, an average of 3 to 5 percent of 
county residents were unemployed.  

� � Twenty-eight percent (1,037) of renter 
households in the county had a cost 
burden of 30 percent or more of 
household income for housing. 

� � Individuals or families needing 
subsidized Section 8 or public housing 
encounter closed waiting lists. 

 
Homeless 
� � In February 2004, approximately 39 

individuals and/or families in the 
county were homeless, defined as 
those who are living with friends or 
family members in order to remain in 
their community. Ten more were at 
risk of homelessness. 

 
Children, Youth and Educationally 
Challenged Students 
� � Thirty-eight children were in the 

county’s custody; 53 percent of them 
were in permanent custody (1/1/04), 
which means that the county has legal 
responsibility for the child’s well-being. 

� � Varying by school and year, between 
3 and 8 percent of students in the 
county’s public schools did not attend 
school regularly. (2000-2001 and 
following) 

� � Eighteen percent of students in the 
county’s public schools did not pass 
the 9th grade proficiency test in 2001.  

� � Varying by school district, between 1 
and 9 percent of 12th grade students 
in the county’s public schools did not 
graduate in the past four academic 
years (beginning in 2000-2001). There 
was an average of 12 births annually 
to females, ages 15 to 17 years. 
(1996-2001) 

� � An average of 5.8 suicides per year 
occurred among the 15-24 year age 
cohort. (1997-2001) 

� � Average treatment rate for children 
under 18 years for serious emotional 
disturbance was 7 per 1000. (2001-
2003) 

� � Substantial percentage of students in 
county schools, grades 7 through 12, 
reported that they smoked cigarettes 
or drank alcohol.  

 
Uninsured/Medicaid Insured Persons 
� � In 1998, an estimated 5,300 adult 

residents, ages 18 to 64 years, were 
uninsured. In addition, there were 
1,574 uninsured children under age 
18 years. 

� � Four thousand five hundred forty-six 
(4,546) low income persons were 
eligible for Medicaid in fiscal year 
2000 (Approximately 2,500 actually 
enroll.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________________ 
1 Note: Race was not included because of the small number of minorities in the county, 
which results in exaggerated percentages. 
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Females (1996-2001) 
� � An average of 8 percent of pregnant 

mothers in the county smoked. 
� � Fourteen percent of pregnant mothers 

did not have adequate prenatal care. 
(2002) 

� � An average of 6 percent of all infants 
born were low birth weight, and 10 
percent were premature. 

� � The average death rate for women 
60+ has been increasing. 

� � There was a slight increase in the 
death rate from heart disease among 
women 60+. (1997-2001) 

� � Death from cancer, stroke, and 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
was increasing among females. 
(1997-2001) 

 
Males (1996-2001) 
� � There is a higher suicide rate among 

males 60+. 
 
Persons with Disabilities (2000) 
� � Fourteen percent of persons 5 years 

and older had one or more disabilities. 
� � Four percent of children, ages 5-15 

years, had one or more disabilities. 
� � Thirty-eight percent (4,959) of persons 

with disabilities, ages 16 to 64, were 
unemployed. 

� � Six percent of persons with disabilities 
lived below poverty. 

� � Mentally retarded and disabled 
persons needed more housing with 
supportive service staff. 

� � Persons with mental health disabilities 
need affordable, independent housing 
and emergency shelters with 
supportive services. 

� � There were approximately 500 
persons categorized as 
developmentally disabled.  Of these, 
approximately 200 were adults and 
300 were children.  Approximately 25 
percent of these were also mentally ill. 

 
 
 

Senior Residents (2000) 
� � Twenty-two percent (2,359) of 

persons 65 years and older lived 
alone. 

� � Five percent of persons 65+ had 
incomes below poverty, and this 
percent increases with age; 6 percent 
of persons 75+ were living below 
poverty. 

� � Eighteen and one-half percent of 
persons 65 years and older had 
incomes near poverty; i.e., between 
100 and 200 percent of poverty. 

� � Less than 1 percent of persons 45 
years and older were raising 
grandchildren. Approximately one-
third of them were 65 years and older. 

� � More than half of persons 65 years 
and older had one or more disabilities. 

� � Seven percent of persons 65 years 
and older were enrolled in Medicaid in 
fiscal year 2001.  Enrollment 
increases with age, with 4 percent of 
enrollees being between 65 and 84 
years, and 24 percent 85+ years. 

� � Heart disease was the leading cause 
of death for persons 60+. This was 
followed by cancer and then strokes. 
(1997-2001) 

� � There was an increasing rate of death 
from accidents and strokes among the 
60+ population. (1997-2001) 

� � Housing was unaffordable for many 
residents 65 years and older. (2000) 

 
Person with Health Problems 
� � Heart disease was the leading cause 

of death in the country, followed by 
cancer. (1997-2001) 

� � There were approximately 27.5 per 
1,000 persons with HIV/AIDS in 
Geauga County. 

� � Approximately 380 persons who were 
receiving publicly funded services had 
a severe, persistent mental illness. 
This was less than 1 percent of the 
county’s population, but did not 
include persons receiving from private 
services. (FY 2004) 

 

What does the research tell us about the basic care, educational, economic, 

housing, and health needs of the residents of Geauga County?   
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Basic Needs of the County’s Residents 
 
The proportion of the population that has difficulty meeting their basic needs is 

one indicator of the level of need in a community.  For persons in need, Geauga 

County’s safety net system of social service providers is perceived to be strong, 

personal and highly responsive. As one of the participants in the Job and Family 

Services focus group stated, “If you make a phone call to the United Way 

because you need help with an electric bill, they’re not just going to tell you, 

‘Well, maybe Human Services is going to help you, or maybe we can find a 

church to sponsor you.’  They will take your name and information and they will 

network. And they will have people call you back. It helps with a person who’s 

kind of shy—afraid to seek out the help.”  

 

Affordability of housing, child care, and mental health services were perceived by 

survey respondents to be serious issues in the county.  At the same time, basic 

needs like food, clothing and shoes, recreation and entertainment did not register 

as serious issues.  Overwhelmingly across several groups of survey respondents 

and focus group participants, affording prescription drugs, health insurance, and 

medical care were perceived to be major issues in the county and in households.  

 

Regarding the affordability of child care, the Geauga County Department of Job 

and Family Services administers a voucher program for persons under 150 

percent of poverty.  At one time, eligibility was up to 185 percent of poverty, 

which included more of the working poor.  The decrease in eligibility and public 

funding for child care has had a negative impact on those who cannot afford the 

full cost.   

 

Regarding the availability of child care, supply and demand data suggests that 

there is adequate child care for all ages countywide, based on the number of 

vacancies.  However, when examining the data more specifically, it was found 

that several communities in the county have no licensed, certified, or registered  
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child care providers.  There are also insufficient numbers of regulated or certified 

family child care providers across the county, and in many communities there are 

insufficient numbers of licensed spaces available for infants and toddlers.  Some 

of this may be offset by the fact that many families in the county use nannies or 

out-of-county child care services near their employment. Nannies and out-of-

county child care are not included in the supply and demand data. 

 

Education 
 
Education is perceived as one of Geauga County’s “shining stars.” Focus group 

participants across all groups indicated that education is a strong asset in the 

county.  A participant in the focus group of Chagrin Falls Park residents said, 

“Our kids are not a number. You can call there anytime and tell them who you 

are—they know your child. The school does know your children by name and not 

necessarily as a number.”  A participant in the business focus group stated, “The 

one thing that came to mind as a strength—and I don’t know if it’s necessarily 

related to business—but I’ve been impressed with the educational systems in the 

county and how quickly and swiftly they addressed growth. I drive by Kenston 

every day and I see their new high school going up; and West Geauga, I used to 

drive by and watch that whole thing going up. Newbury Township was in 

academic warning and they were able to recover in, I think, 2 years, which is 

really impressive. So that’s important, and you could probably make a correlation 

to business.”   

 

Education is an issue in Geauga County where perception and objective reality 

meet and clearly present a consistent picture.  The facts about the seven public 

school districts in the county support the perceptions.  Over the past several 

years, the county school districts as a whole had the highest attendance and 

graduation rates, as well as the largest percentage of students passing the 9th 

grade proficiency test in the Northeast Ohio region.  Based on the focus group  
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findings, residents of Geauga County are aware of and proud of the school 

districts’ accomplishments; some have moved to the county because of the 

schools. 

 

Even in the superior Geauga County school systems, there is the invisible 

population. One out of ten students are economically disadvantaged. The good 

news is that there is some economic integration in the county’s relatively affluent 

school districts.  The challenge is that the districts are not always prepared to 

deal with the special issues of students whose financial resources are not as 

great as the majority.  One mother in a focus group stated it this way:  “It cost me 

$100 for school supplies for 2 children. $60 per child for school fees …. teachers 

demand that they have things typed out on the computer, double spaced and all 

that .... I don’t have a computer. And the kids get penalized because you can’t do 

it.  They’ll get a lower grade for having something handwritten.”    

 

The issue is not only about sensitivity to the special needs of low-income 

students.  It is also about knowing how to reach a student whose life experience 

may be different than that of the faculty and the majority of other students in the 

school.  While the data indicates that economically disadvantaged students have 

high attendance and graduation rates, it also suggests that a large percentage of 

low-income students have under-performed on the reading and math proficiency 

tests. 

 

Students with disabilities are another group that is part of the invisible population. 

Ten percent of the students in Geauga County’s public schools have disabilities 

and they have substantially lower performance rates for reading and math, 

substantially lower graduation rates (in 3 districts), but generally have higher or 

similar attendance rates when compared to all students.   

 

Racial and ethnic minority students are another group that is part of the invisible 

population of Geauga County.  In addition to the African Americans, who 
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comprise slightly less than 2 percent of the total student body, there are Asian 

and Hispanic students. Being a racial or ethnic minority in and of itself is not 

problematic.  However, the issue of racial insensitivity in the Geauga County 

schools was raised by participants in the focus group from Chagrin Falls Park, a 

primarily African American community in Bainbridge. 

 

School financing is an issue that came up in several focus groups.  The heart of 

the matter is the over-reliance on the residential property tax to support schools.  

This is especially an issue in communities that have little industry. A participant 

from the focus group of business leaders said, “…the poorer school districts in 

Geauga County are heading for major trouble with school financing. …. within the 

county it’s very diverse—the richer school districts and the poorer ones. The 

poorer ones are having a lot of trouble passing levies or bond issues and are 

really getting further and further behind some of the more affluent districts.”   

Another participant from the same focus group said, “…there’s going to come a 

time when you can’t tax the homeowners enough. You’ve got to have some 

businesses and some industry to kick in and also be able to raise taxes that 

way.”  

 

Housing 
 
In addition to strong schools, housing attracts people to a given community.  

Geauga County, a once rural county, has undergone tremendous growth and 

development over the past two decades.  It has attracted newcomers from 

outside the county, thus increasing its population.  For the most part, the in-

movers are attracted to the higher-priced housing that comes with communities 

zoned for lots of three to five acres.  The result is a county with significant 

increases in new housing units. There are few vacancies in both owner- and 

renter-occupied housing, which signals a strong housing market.  Depending on 

one’s housing preferences, the trade-off for this growth and development is an  
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increase in density from 68 housing units per square mile a decade ago to 80 

in 2000. 

 

The county has five primary issues related to housing: 1) the lack of affordable 

owner-occupied housing options; 2) the lack of affordable renter-occupied 

housing; 3) the need for market rate and affordable housing options for the 

elderly and persons with disabilities; 4) the need for housing with supportive 

services for those with developmental and mental health disabilities; and 5) the 

county’s over-reliance on the property tax placed on housing. A participant in the 

senior focus group expressed the urgency of the issue; “We have the middle part 

of the income earners; we have the real young; but the young just getting started 

can’t afford to live in Geauga County. …. Do you think that just out of college 

they can afford a lot in Bainbridge, or in Chesterland, or in Russell, and even 

nowin Middlefield? Even where we don’t have any zoning, it’s getting too 

expensive. So when you start making money and have a good high-paying job, 

then you can afford that. Then when you get to be a senior citizen and you’re 

retired and some of us have our income cut back, we can’t afford to live here 

anymore. So it’s those “in-between” people. Some of us that have been here a 

long time look at it and think, “Gee, do I have to move out of the county so I can 

afford to live?” 

 

Employment and Economy 
 
Geauga County has the attributes of an economically healthy labor force and 

community.  Over the past decade the civilian workforce grew; it is highly 

educated and it is primarily a white-collar workforce. The county’s rate of 

participation in the workforce has been stable over the decade with more than 

two-thirds of residents 16 years and older either working or actively seeking 

work. Both the county’s median household income and its per capita income are 

the highest of all counties in the region. Participants in the business focus group  
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generally agreed that the county has a stable workforce and strongly agreed that 

one of its competitive advantages is the strong work ethic of county residents.   

 

Geauga County’s industrial base is changing from agriculture and manufacturing 

to a service industry base. During the last decade, the percentage of persons 

employed in agriculture has been cut in half2.  Manufacturing, the second largest 

employment sector in the county, also decreased, but not as much as agriculture.  

The largest net increase was in the service industry.  At the same time, business 

focus group participants expressed a feeling of optimism that there is potential in 

the county for industrial job growth and plant expansions due to strategic 

location, low labor costs, a strong local work ethic, and available sites. 

 

Based on responses from two focus group participants, there are indications that 

while there are no problems hiring entry-level individuals who reside in the 

county, employers often have to go outside the county to find more skilled 

personnel.  There was a debate among business focus group participants about 

whether there is an issue with racial and gender diversity in the workforce. It was 

clear that meeting racial, and sometimes gender, quotas is a challenge for 

businesses that have government contracts.  Typically, businesses must look 

outside the county to meet racial diversity goals. 

 

While the county’s unemployment rate is lower than that of other counties in the 

region and the state, it has been inching up in the last four years, from an 

average of 3.0 percent in 2000 to 4.6 percent in 2004.  A comment from a focus 

group participant indicates that, “Employment is an issue. People are losing long-

time jobs and can’t find replacement jobs. Those with lower incomes have trouble 

affording to live here. Jobs are spread out and it’s hard for people to get to them. 

Entry-level jobs are outside the county and residents have to move.” 

                                                
2  One of the members of the GCI Steering Committee indicated that a new report found 
that agricultural employment is on the rise. The authors of GCI: Report to the Community 
have not had the opportunity to review this study. 
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Health 
 
The findings on health in Geauga County are somewhat mixed.  On some 

indicators, residents of the county are far healthier that their counterparts in 

neighboring counties.  On other indicators, county residents fall short. The entire 

region under-performs the state in prevention. 

 

Slightly over half of the household survey respondents reported that they are 

satisfied with their ability to access the health care system. Focus group 

participants consider the health facilities in the county to be one of its assets.  

Affordability of health care, prescription drugs, and heath insurance, however, 

are overwhelmingly perceived to be major issues for county residents. This is 

exacerbated for the 5,307 adults and 1,574 children who, because they are 

uninsured, are among the invisible population. 

 

At the same time that affordability of heath care is an issue in the county, not all 

who were eligible for government-subsidized Medicaid health care were receiving 

it.  In state fiscal year 2002, five percent (4,546) of the county’s population was 

eligible for Medicaid, which covers health care for low-income persons and long 

term care for persons with disabilities and seniors.  According to Geauga Job and 

Family Services only about half of those eligible were actually receiving 

Medicaid, another part of the county’s invisible population. This difference 

between eligibility and actual counts might be partially explained by the Amish 

who may be financially eligible, but typically do not solely rely on government 

programs.    

 

There is a strong perception that mental and behavioral health issues are serious 

issues in the county—anxiety, stress and depression, alcohol/drug abuse for both 

adults and teens, and children and youth with emotional and behavioral issues. 

Nationally, it is estimated that 12 to 15 percent of Americans have mental health 

problems. It is difficult to fully identify the number of those with mental health or 
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substance abuse problems. Research has shown that in 2003, adults in the 

Northeast Ohio region felt sad or depressed an average of 3.9 days in the past 

30 days. It has also shown that alcohol is the first drug of choice by residents of 

the county, followed by marijuana and hashish. The number of persons in 

Geauga County who had a severe, persistent mental illness (SMPI) and who 

were receiving publicly funded services was estimated at 380, slightly less than 

½ percent of the county’s population. Other than this, there was little data 

available to demonstrate the prevalence of various mental health conditions in 

Geauga County.  The closest relevant data was service counts.  In the words of 

one focus group participant, “Because of the stigma that goes with admitting that 

there is a problem with substance abuse and mental illness, the attitude is ‘we 

don’t have problems’ with substance abuse, mental disease .… A lot goes on in 

private that we don’t see until later. It is difficult for people without insurance or 

jobs to get the help they need.” 

 

Between 2001 and 2003, the average treatment rate for children under age 18 

with serious emotional disturbances (SED) was 7 per 1,000 and for adults with 

serious mental illness, 5 per 1,000.  These rates were lower than in Lake and 

Ashtabula Counties and to the state.  

 

Youth are receiving inpatient substance abuse services through several out-of-

county agencies, demonstrating a lack of in-county services for both children and 

adults needing intensive treatment and detoxification services.  Placement in 

outside home community services results in fewer links to after care and 

additional supplemental supports, such as Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meetings, 

that may help stabilize their recovery. 

 

On the physical health indicators, Geauga County is superior when compared to 

other counties in the region and often to state averages.  However, there are 

challenges. Heart disease and cancer are the two leading causes of death in the 
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county.  When compared to the region, the county has higher rates of brain/other 

central nervous system and testes cancer, and higher rates of deaths from 

strokes, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease for all ages, accidents among the 

60+, and the highest rate of suicides among persons 15-24. Also, diabetes is a 

chronic illness that is increasing and research has demonstrated that there is a 

significant link to cardiovascular disease.  The majority of people with diabetes 

are overweight. The county’s percent of women with inadequate prenatal care 

was higher than the state average. 

 

With respect to predictors of more serious health issues, the region (excluding 

Cuyahoga County) falls short in comparison to Ohio. The region has a higher 

percentage of persons with asthma, high blood pressure, obesity and high 

cholesterol than Ohio. The rate for diabetes is similar to the state. 

 

The Northeast Ohio region, excluding Cuyahoga County, has not done too well in 

the areas of prevention.  The region was found to under-perform the State of 

Ohio in residents getting regular physical activity, consuming the recommended 

levels of fruits and vegetables, and females engaging in responsible sex. In 

addition, the numbers of persons who smoke and who are obese are larger than 

state averages.  The region is also below the state’s average rate of persons 

obtaining cancer-related diagnostic tests at the recommended ages and 

frequencies—mammograms, sigmoidoscopies, prostate specific antigen tests, 

and blood stool tests. Trends for Geauga County may be the same or different 

than the northeast region. 

 

In conclusion, Geauga County is a very healthy county in many respects, but 

steps could be taken to ensure that all citizens have the same opportunities for 

health treatment.  Promoting health through preventative measures is an area 

that can always use greater attention. 
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Special Population Groups 
 
Geauga County is a community of stable families. When comparing the county to 

the region, it has the largest percent of children per family, the lowest rate of 

births to unmarried persons, and fewer families below poverty.  Although the 

number is increasing, the county also has the lowest percent of 

divorced/separated persons, as well as the lowest percent of grandparents 

raising grandchildren.  The county’s stable family structure is further 

demonstrated by the fact that there are few children in custody of Geauga Job 

and Family Services, few children with serious emotional disturbances, and a 

very low rate of teen births.  

 

Academically, socially and emotionally, youth in the county are functioning well. 

At the same time, there are indications that there are issues to be addressed. 

More than 40 percent of household survey respondents believe that teenage 

alcohol and substance abuse are major issues in the county and about one-third 

of them also believe that emotional and behavioral problems among adolescents 

are serious issues.  A recent survey of Geauga County found that as many as 57 

percent of 12th graders had smoked within 30 days prior to the survey, and 73 

percent had drunk alcohol in the previous six months.   

 

Today, Geauga County is a young county with 84 percent of the population under 

the age of 60. However, all indications are that Geauga County will be aging as 

the baby boomers come of age. The majority of the county’s older adults are 

doing well, especially socially and economically.  The additional life expectancy 

for males age 65 is 17.8 years, and for females even more.  This is greater than 

the region’s life expectancy.  As with the total population of the county, heart 

disease and cancer are the leading causes of death among persons 60 years 

and older, followed by strokes.  However, the county’s rate of death from these 

causes for this age group is lower than the region’s.   
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The report card on seniors’ well being is not a perfect one.  While the death rate 

from strokes and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease is decreasing among the 

60+ age cohort for males, it is increasing for females, and the rates are higher 

than the region’s.  Accidental deaths are increasing for both men and women 

with the rate higher than the region’s. Income typically decreases and poverty 

increases as persons age.  For Geauga County’s seniors, this pattern holds true.   

As persons age, they can also become more socially isolated.  In 2000, 2,359 

persons 65 years and older lived alone in Geauga County and the county also 

had the second highest percent of linguistically isolated older adults in the region.    

 
Major Issues 
 
When asked to state what they felt were the major issues in Geauga County, 

survey respondents identified the following top seven issues:  affording health 

insurance; affording prescription drugs; shortage of affordable housing for 

families; unemployment; affording medical care; shortage of recreational 

facilities; and water or air pollution. 3 

 
Conclusion 
 
In summary, Geauga County is one of the best places to live in northeast Ohio.  

It has many educational, economic, health, and residential strengths making it a 

highly desirable place to live and raise a child.  However, there still is an invisible 

population of persons in the county with multi-dimensional, complex needs that 

range from limited economics to physical and mental health issues. The 

willingness of the community to come together and address the needs of the 

invisible population is the true test of community.  “If communities are to 

effectively address local problems, all sectors of the community need to be 

involved, to work together in concert towards common ends”. (Gates, Christopher T., 

The Community Visioning and Strategic Planning Handbook. National Civic League Press. 2000.) 

                                                
3 Source: GCI Household Survey and Key Informant Survey 
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