
 

 

MAKING ENDS MEET:  
ELDER ECONOMIC SECURITY 

A Quick Reference Guide On:  
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

 
Monthly Tools and Information  

From the Elder Economic Security Initiative™  Program (the Initiative) 

May 2008 Volume 20 
 

 
In this Issue 
 
Update on the 
National Initiative 
 
WHAT and WHY it 
Matters:  
On SSI 
 
DATA You Can Use: 
On SSI 
 
Policy Center:  
On SSI 
 
State Spotlight 
 
Questions from the 
Field and Answers  
 
Upcoming Events 
 
Resources  
and Tools:  
On SSI 
 
Skill Development: 
Being Strategic 
About Persuasion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Update on the National Initiative 
 

The exciting work of the Elder Economic Security Initiate continues. In late April, with 

the assistance of our national public relations firm, WOW held a national audio news 

conference call with media from across the country. The event was moderated by 

Ramsey Alwin, Director of the Initiative, with issue area experts Joan Kuriansky, WOW 

Executive Director, Jim Firman, CEO and President of the National Council on Aging and 

Shirley Wilcher, WOW Board member, Executive Director of the American Association 

for Affirmative Action and former Deputy Assistant Secretary for the Office of Federal 

Contract Compliance at the U.S. Department of Labor.  Journalists participating in the 

call included staff from the AARP Magazine, Wall Street Journal, Prime Time Focus 

(radio show of the AARP), the Fifty Plus Advocate, the Black Commentator, and A 

Touch of Grey (radio show).  
 

As a result of the release, The Black Commentator featured Shirley Wilcher as a guest 

commentator on women, race and economic security.  In addition, WOW staff 

completed interviews with the AARP Magazine (the most widely distributed magazine 

in the world) and the Wall Street Journal’s ENCORE staff. We will be sure to email 

articles when they come out! 
 

WOW recently completed a rigorous review of highly competitive applications for new 

state lead organizations. After much deliberation, we are pleased to announce the 

expansion of the Elder Economic Security Initiative™ Program to the following new 

states: Michigan, New Jersey, Connecticut and Minnesota. This marks WOW’s official 

partnership with Elder Law of Michigan, New Jersey Foundation on Aging, 

Permanent Commission on the Status of Women in Connecticut, and the 

Minnesota Women’s Consortium. We look forward to working with our new 

partners to promote program and policy change to ensure the economic security of 

elders!  
 

WHAT and WHY it Matters 

WHAT is Supplemental Security Income (SSI)? 
 

SSI is a Federal program administered by the Social Security Administration (SSA) that 

provides monthly benefits to individuals, couples or children who are blind, disabled 

or age 65 or older. Many recipients of SSI are also eligible for Social Security benefits. 

Unlike Social Security, however, eligibility for SSI is not determined by a person’s 

previous work experience. In most states, those who receive SSI are also eligible for 

Medicaid and Food Stamps. 

http://www.wowonline.org/pdf/EESI_WomenRaceandEconomicSecurity_BlackCommentator.com.pdf
http://www.wowonline.org/pdf/EESI_WomenRaceandEconomicSecurity_BlackCommentator.com.pdf
http://www.wowonline.org/pdf/EESI_WomenRaceandEconomicSecurity_BlackCommentator.com.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Check out the 

website!  
Visit: 

www.wowonline.org 
 

To be eligible for SSI: 
 
 Applicants must be blind, disabled (defined for adults as the inability to do 

substantial gainful activity), or age 65+; 
 

 Resources, including bank accounts, cash, stocks, bonds, retirement accounts, 
life insurance policies and non-home property  redeemable for cash, must total 
no more than $2,000 for an individual and $3,000 for a couple. 
 

 Applicants must have limited income. In 2008, to be eligible for SSI, monthly 
unearned income cannot exceed $870.33 for an individual or $1,160.83 for a 
couple. That noted, not all income is counted when determining SSI eligibility. 
For example, the following are exempt: 

 The first $20 a month of most income received. This is also called the 
general income exclusion; 

 The first $65 a month earned from working; 
 Half the amount of earned income remaining after exclusions; 
 Food Stamps and housing assistance; 
 Shelter from private nonprofit organizations; and 
 Most home energy assistance. 

As of January 2008, the maximum dollar amount one can receive in Federal SSI cash 

benefits on a monthly basis is $637 for individuals and $956 for couples. Once an 

individual is enrolled, countable income is subtracted from the maximum payment 

amount to determine the actual benefit. This leaves many seniors receiving just 

$341.20 a month, the average SSI monthly federal benefit in March 2008 for those 65 

and older, according to the SSA Office of Policy Management. In addition to the federal 

benefit, some states provide supplemental monthly benefits of varying amounts to 

those on SSI. In March, the average state SSI supplement for individual 65 and older 

was just $172.20 per month. 

Sources: SSA Understanding SSI;  SSA Monthly Statistical Snapshot, March 2008;, AARP What You Should Know 
 

WHY does it MATTER? 
 

SSI is an important source of income for those most in need. Elders are one of the 

primary groups eligible for the benefit, and it is particularly vital for those who lack 

access to Social Security income for a variety of reasons, such as limited workforce 

experience due to caregiving, disability or health concerns. That said, the current 

benefit level is extremely low, offering far below what is necessary for most seniors to 

achieve income adequacy as measured by the Elder Economic Security Standard™ 

Index (the Index) in the states with data currently available.  

 

For advocates working on behalf of low-income elders and families, the availability 

and/or annual adjustment of a state supplement (SSP) to SSI is a pressing policy 

concern. For instance, in California, the Elder Economic Security Initiative is working to 

lift a seven year freeze on the Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA) for the state’s SSP. 

Similarly, the Wisconsin SSP was allowed to erode over the last 20 years. Today, no SSP 

is available to new recipients. The Wisconsin Elder Economic Security Initiative plans 

to make this one of its top policy priorities. WOW anticipates that the Index will 

provide a new tool for states working to re-establish or create a reasonable SSP for 

elders and other individuals in need. 

http://www.wowonline.org/
http://www.ssa.gov/ssi/text-understanding-ssi.htm
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/quickfacts/stat_snapshot/
http://www.aarp.org/money/social_security/ssi.html.html
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Join the 

dialogue!  
Visit: 
http://wow-
eesi.blogspot.com/ 
 

Data You Can Use 
 

 In March 2008, 4.8 million people in the U.S. received SSI benefits and 2.6 

million people received both Social Security and SSI benefits. Of those receiving 

both, nearly 1.1 million were age 65 or older.   
 

 At the end of 1975, older women accounted for 40 percent (1.7 million) of all 

SSI recipients, but the proportion declined over the years to 23 percent (1.5 

million) in 1996. During the same period, the SSI caseload more than doubled. 
 
Sources: SSA Monthly Statistical Snapshot, March 2008 and Social Security Bulletin 60(4)  
 

Policy Center 

 
Social Security has significantly reduced poverty among the elderly since its inception. 

Yet the workforce experiences of some individuals place them at risk of being poor 

when they grow old, even after receiving Social Security. Women, particularly women 

of color, are among those greatest at risk. Improvements to Social Security could 

further reduce poverty among elderly women, but Social Security alone cannot 

compensate for the labor-market factors that result in lower retirement income for 

women. In addition to improvements in Social Security, changes also are needed in the 

SSI program. Certain changes in SSI could improve the income of older individuals with 

very low incomes without affecting the long-term financial outlook of Social Security, 

since SSI is financed with funds from the non-Social Security budget. The three 

program changes found below would make a considerable difference in the lives of 

many low-income seniors. 

 

1) Adjust the General Income Exclusion: The $20 general income exclusion was 

established when the original SSI law was enacted in the early 1970s. Raising 

the general income exclusion would reduce the amount of Social Security 

income counted in determining SSI eligibility and benefits. As a result, SSI 

benefits for poor Social Security beneficiaries would rise. If the general income 

exclusion were adjusted to account for inflation since its launch, the updated 

amount would be over $80.  

 

2) Raise the Asset Limit: The asset limits for SSI have eroded since the program's 

inception because they have not kept pace with inflation. An adjustment could 

be made in one of two ways. The resource limit could be increased by a flat 

amount, as was done in the past. Or, the asset limit could be increased each 

year based on the change in the consumer price index (CPI). This would be 

consistent with the treatment of SSI benefits, which are updated using the CPI.  

 

3) Exclude Defined Contribution Plans from Asset Test: Forcing low-income 

workers and retirees to deplete their long-term savings before they can draw 

upon means-tested benefits runs counter to efforts to encourage workers to 

save for retirement. Federal policy should encourage workers to build 

retirement savings. It should encourage low-income retirees to withdraw funds 

from their retirement accounts gradually over their remaining years (rather 

than in a lump sum) so that sufficient funds remain to avert severe poverty 

when they become very old. 

http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/quickfacts/stat_snapshot/
http://www.socialsecurity.gov/policy/docs/ssb/v60n4/v60n4p39.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Got feedback?  
Help WOW enhance 
your resources! 
Email: 
ssanders@wowonline.org  

 
 

 

State Spotlight 

Congratulations Pennsylvania! 
 

WOW is delighted to announce the release of the Pennsylvania Elder Economic 

Security Initiative. On May 5, PathWaysPA, in partnership with WOW, the Center for 

Advocacy for the Rights and Interests of the Elderly (CARIE), the United Way of 

Southeastern Pennsylvania and other organizations throughout the state, hosted a 

press conference in the state capitol rotunda followed by a briefing of stakeholders at 

the state Department on Aging.  State Senator Jane Orie opened the press event and 

was followed by representatives from WOW and the United Way of Pennsylvania.  

 

The briefing brought together state administrators, advocates and aging service 

providers. The audience engaged in a thoughtful discussion on how the Elder Economic 

Security Standard Index (the Index) will be used moving forward, including energizing 

current advocacy platforms, such as encouraging Senate action on the Family Caregiver 

Support Act and incorporating the Index into statewide strategic planning efforts at 

both the Department on Aging and local Area Agencies on Aging. 
 

Many thanks to all who helped organize a successful launch event in Pennsylvania! 

 
Questions from the Field and Answers 

Q: How does the Elder Economic Security Standard Index account for the rising costs 
of goods, such as bread, milk and eggs, given the current economic downturn? 
 

A: The state-specific Indexes are tabulated down to the county level using a variety of 

credible national and state data sets, such as those from the U.S. Census Bureau, the 

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, the Council for Community and Economic Research formerly known as 

ACCRA and the U.S. Department of Health and the U.S Department of Transportation. 

The most recent data available is used to tabulate the Index. Following the release of 

the state-specific Index, an important next step involves annually updating the data to 

reflect changing costs. In the years to come, these updates will be regularly 

incorporated. 
 

Q: What are some of the policy priorities the Elder Economic Security Initiative 
working on at the national level? 
 

A: The National Elder Economic Security™ Initiative is working on a wide range of 

policy issues, including: social long-term care insurance, income supports, health care, 

affordable rent and homeownership policies, flexible work opportunities for older 

workers and retirement credits for family caregivers. Recently, WOW was asked to 

comment on a Senate bill to improve the employability of older workers.  WOW offered 

language on how to further strengthen the bill by incorporating the concept of 

economic security and the use of a geographically-based measure of income adequacy 

to ensure that older workers have access to jobs that adequately provide for their 

needs. 

 
 
 

mailto:ssanders@wowonline.org
http://www.pathwayspa.org/
http://www.carie.org/
http://www.carie.org/
http://www.uwsepa.org/
http://www.uwsepa.org/
http://www.uwsepa.org/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The EESI Team! 
 

Ramsey Alwin 
Director 
ralwin@wowonline.org 

 

Shawn McMahon 
Research Associate 
smcmahon@wowonline.org 

 
Stacy Sanders 
Field Organizer 
ssanders@wowonline.org 

 
Lykisha Beasley  
Project Assistant 
lbeasley@wowonline.org 
 

 

Upcoming Events 

EESI is Heating Up for Summer! 
 
June 2008: Illinois Statewide Release Event 
 

 Our Illinois partner, the Health and Medicine Policy Research Group, will 
launch the Illinois Elder Economic Security Standard Index at a press 
conference in Chicago featuring U.S. Representative Jan Schakowsky, Anna 
Rappaport and other stakeholders. More details to come…  

 
July 2008: Wisconsin Statewide Release Event 
 
 Our Wisconsin partner, the Wisconsin Women’s Network, will release the 

Wisconsin Elder Economic Security Standard Index at a series of events in 
Madison, Milwaukee and Green Bay. More details to come…  

 

Resources and Tools 

 
Answers to common questions from the Social Security Administration (SSA):  
 

 SSI: Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Information from AARP: 
 

 What You Should Know about SSI 
 
Information for non-citizens from SSA: 
 

 SSI for Non-Citizens  
 
 

Skill Development:  Being Strategic About Persuasion 
 

     

  ñThe first resistance to social change is to say it's not necessary.ò– Gloria Steinem 

 
According to R. Hoefer, “In persuasion, one part gets all of what it wants, and the other 
side, by agreeing to a new position, also gets what it wants.” As such, the act of 
persuasion is a fundamental to any advocacy effort – whether it involves a strategic 
organizing effort among stakeholders or a conversation between peers.  
 

FOUR VARIABLES of PERSUASION 
 

1. Context: The context concerns how the issue you’re advocating for is framed 
or viewed. How you frame the message will largely determine how persuasive 
you are able to be.   
 

Common frames to promote an issue include: 

- It will help people 

- The benefits outweigh the costs 

- It will save lives 

- It is deserved 

 

 

mailto:ralwin@wowonline.org
mailto:smcmahon@wowonline.org
mailto:ssanders@wowonline.org
mailto:lbeasley@wowonline.org
http://www.hmprg.org/sch-index.html
http://www.wiwomensnetwork.org/
http://ssa-custhelp.ssa.gov/cgi-bin/ssa.cfg/php/enduser/std_alp.php?p_cv=1.48
http://www.aarp.org/money/social_security/ssi.html.html
http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/11051.html


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wider Opportunities for 
Women 
1001 Connecticut Ave, 
NW, Suite 930 
Washington, DC  20036 
 
Phone: 
(202) 464-1596 
 
Fax: 
(202) 464-1660 
 
E-mail: 
ralwin@wowonline.org 

 

Common frames to argue against issue include: 

- It isn’t fair 

- It won’t work 

- It can be done in other ways 

- It costs too much 

- It will hurt people 
 

2. Message: The message includes the information that is meant to be 
persuasive. Both nonverbal and verbal signals impact how effective your 
message is. Three important aspects of messaging include:  

 

(1) Intent: if the target audience anticipates that you intend to persuade, then 

you automatically encourage defensiveness and pushback; 

(2) Organization: a message that emphasizes key points and is logically 

consistent is far more persuasive than one that does not; and  

(3) Solution-focused: it is not enough to say that something important needs 

to be done for reasons x, y and z. You must also lead your audience towards a 

solution. 
 

3. Sender: The sender (YOU) are an additional variable of persuasion. In sum, R. 

Hoefer concludes, “To be persuasive, you must be believable.” To be believable, 

you must establish yourself as an expert, gain the trust of your audience and be 

likable. Over time and through consistent interaction with your audience, you 

can achieve all of these. 

 
4. Audience: The audience is the variable over which you have the least control, 

however, you can anticipate how your audience might respond and, thus, tailor 

your message appropriately. Knowing your audiences’ core values and thought 

processes can help you develop the context and message behind your 

persuasive strategy.   
 
Source: Taken directly and adapted from Hoefer, R. (2006).  Advocacy Practice for Social Justice (Chicago, IL: Lyceum 
Books, Inc.): pgs. 97-115. 

 
Understanding the variables of persuasion can help you be more effective in your work 

to change the public dialogue on elder poverty from one of income inadequacy to one 

of economic security! 

 
At WOW, we are thoughtful about our work to advocate -and persuade- on behalf of low 

income seniors and families. WOW appreciates your insight on how to do so most 
effectively and we encourage our state partners and our community coalition members to 

continue to be strategic about being persuasive! 
 

 

mailto:ralwin@wowonline.org

