
 

              
 

  

FFOORR  AADDVVOOCCAATTEESS::  The National Elder 
Economic Security Initiative™   
 

The national Elder Economic Security Initiative at Wider Opportunities 
for Women (WOW) offers concrete tools to shape public policies and 
programs to promote the economic well being of older adults. The 
Initiative combines coalition building, research, education, and advocacy 
at the community, state, and national levels.  
 

Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index 
 

Underpinning the Initiative is the Elder Economic Security Standard™ 
Index (Elder Index) developed by the Gerontology Institute at the 
University of Massachusetts Boston and WOW. The Elder Index 
measures the income that older adults require to maintain their 
independence and meet their daily expenses, including affordable and 
appropriate housing and health care. It is calibrated to household size, 
geographic area, and life circumstances. The Elder Index promotes a 
measure of income that respects the autonomy goals of older adults, 
rather than a measure of what we all struggle to avoid ɀ abject poverty.  
The Elder Index will change the way we measure and address the 
economic needs of elders nationwide. 
 
 

 
The Elder Index Exposes Economic Vulnerability of Elders Nationwide 
 
The Elder Index includes food, housing, transportation, 
health care, other expenses such as cleaning products 
and toiletries and, when appropriate, home and 
community based long-term care services. With one in 
three elders relying on Social Security for more than 90 
percent of their income, many seniors are forced to 
make sacrifices or go without basic goods and services 
such as prescription drugs, heating oil, or food. When in 
good health, ÁÎ ÅÌÄÅÒȭÓ housing costs exceed all other 
costs including health care. According to the Elder 
Index, the average Social Security payment provides an 
elder homeowner with only 81 percent of the income 
required to achieve economic security. If the elder is 
required to rent, the average Social Security income 
will only provide 63 percent of the income required 
for economic security. In sum, even many seniors who 
have worked their entire lives are often unable to 
achieve economic security in today’s struggling 
economy.  
 

AA  NNaatt iioonn  AAggiinngg  iinnttoo  PPoovveerrttyy  
 

In 2007, according to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, 37.3 million Americans were 
living in poverty ς ten percent of those 
aged 65 or older live in poverty, 
measured at $10,830 per year. 
 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics 2008 
annual estimates suggest that the costs 
of goods and services are rapidly 
outpacing inflation adjustments for 
policies and programs: 
 

- 5.5% increase for home energy 
- 5.7% increase for food  
- 34% increase for gasoline 
 

In 2009, seniors received a 5.8% 
percent increase in Social Security 
benefits. 
 
 

 
 
 

Sources: The 2007 US DHHS Poverty Guidelines. http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/07poverty.shtml. 

Social Security Administration. Annual Statistical Supplement to the Social Security Bulletin, 

2006. June 2007. http://www.socialsecurity.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/supplement/. 

http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/07poverty.shtml
http://www.socialsecurity.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/supplement/


Advocacy and the Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index 
 

The Elder Economic Security Standard Index can serve a variety of purposes for national and state advocates and 
decision makers seeking to promote the economic well-being of elders and their families: 
 

The Elder Index illustrates what advocates and service providers already know to be true. 
 

The Elder Index quantifies what those in the direct service and advocacy fields know anecdotally - that seniors in the 
community need more help than current policies and programs provide. The Elder Index can be used to illustrate the 
need for increased overall funding for vital programs and close analysis of the current income and asset eligibility 
guidelines.  It can also help assess the benefit levels of multiple income support programs and other vital services, 
including state home and community-based long term care programs. The Elder Index provides advocates, and 
thereby decision makers, with strong evidence of the gap between what older adults have, what they need, and 
where public policy falls short. 
 

The Elder Index offers additional support to advocacy efforts already underway. 
 

Ultimately, the Elder Index provides an additional tool to support advocates currently working to address issues that 
impact economic security for elders and low-income families, including housing, nutrition, transportation, work and pay 
equity and health and long term care. The Elder Index can be utilized to address a variety of issues vital to ensuring 
economic security for elders and clearly demonstrates the true costs needed to make ends meet for multiple 
audiences, including policy makers and the public at 
large. 
 
 

The Elder Index can be used to raise awareness 
of and encourage enrollment in income support 
programs.  
 

The Elder Index can be used to show elders, caregivers, 
baby boomers and others how well various income 
support programs help elders achieve income adequacy.  
It can be used as a tool to systematically chip away at the 
stigma associated with enrolling in various income 
support programs, such as Food Stamps, Low Income 
Home Energy Assistance (LIHEAP), the Low Income 
Subsidy (LIS) of Medicare Part D, Medicare Savings, and 
other programs that can help seniors achieve income 
adequacy. The Elder Index can help service providers 
show clients how difficult it is to make ends meet in 
today’s economy and empower elders to actively seek 
support and assistance. 
 

Expertise for Change 
 

The national Elder Economic Security Initiative is powered 
by a broad-based coalition of national, state and regional 
policy makers, advocates, researchers, direct service 
providers and public agencies, seniors, non-profits, 
philanthropists, and senior membership organizations. 
The National Advisory Board guides the overall direction 
of the Initiative and identifies policy prioritiesɂbased on 
the Elder Economic Security Standard Index dataɂto help 
ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÅÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÉÎÃÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÃÏÓÔ ÏÆ 
living. 
 
Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW) leads two national networks promoting economic security within the United States: the Family Economic Self-Sufficiency 

Project (FESS) focusing on the needs of low-income working families and the Elder Economic Security Initiative™, addressing what income seniors require to age in 
place with dignity. WOW works in 35 states, the District of Columbia, and at the federal level to promote programs and policies that accurately measure the 

income and assistance needs of families and elders nationwide. For more information, please visit www.wowonline.org. 

NNAATTIIOONNAALL  AADDVVIISSOORRYY  BBOOAARRDD  

  
AARP 

ACCRA-the Council for Community and Economic  

   Research  

Georgetown University Health Policy Institute 

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ tƻƭƛŎȅ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

National Academy of Social Insurance  

National Association of State Units on Aging  

National Committee to Preserve Social Security and  

   Medicare 

National Council of La Raza  

National Council on the Aging 

Pension Rights Center 

The National Caucus and Center on Black Aged, Inc. 

Urban Institute ς Income Benefit and Policy Center 

Women's Institute for a Secure Retirement (WISER) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.wowonline.org/

