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Update on the National Initiative 
 

This month WOW had the pleasure of presenting three workshops and a plenary at the 

annual joint conference of the American Society on Aging (ASA) and National Council on 

Aging (NCOA) convention in Las Vegas. Our panels included perspectives  from the following 

national and state allied organizations:  

 

 Susie Smith of the Insight Center for Community Economic Development  

 Kate White of  Elder Law of Michigan  

 Jim Collins of the SSI Coalition of New York 

 Jerry McIntyre of the National  Senior Citizen’s Law Center  

 Ellen Bruce of the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts-Boston  

 Mark Greenberg of the Center for American Progress 

 Howard Bedlin of the National Council on Aging 

 

In addition to introducing the concept of economic security and its uses for policy and 

program change to over 150 workshop and plenary attendees, WOW was pleased to hear Jim 

Firman, President of NCOA, make mention of the elder economic security efforts at WOW 

during the opening session where over 3,500 individuals were in attendance!  

 

An exciting development for women of all ages from the Obama Administration this month! 

WOW applauds President Obama's formation of a White House Council on Women and Girls. 

The Council is charged with promoting inter-agency collaboration and formulating federal 

policy to address issues of critical importance to women and girls. WOW looks forward to 

working with the Council to promote economic security for women across and between the 

generations. 

 

Finally, WOW attended the first public event held by the White House Task Force on Middle 

Class Working Families Task Force in late February. The town hall meeting focused 

exclusively on green jobs (see WOW factsheet). It is our understanding that these meetings 

will be held across the country on a monthly basis. The next meeting will focus on retirement 

security. You can learn more about the first Task Force event by reading WOW’s detailed 

analysis and you can see photos and read more about the day from the Obama 

Administration. 
 

WHAT and WHY it Matters 

WHAT is Social Security? 
 
Social Security provides the foundation of economic security for individuals and families 

nationwide. Its beneficiaries include retired workers, disabled persons and dependent 

http://www.insightcced.org/
http://elderlawofmi.org/
http://www.nsclc.org/
http://158.121.160.72/
http://www.americanprogress.org/
http://www.ncoa.org/
http://rs6.net/tn.jsp?et=1102500407649&e=001qDhe0xlOMuY2HCQDrqf7yuT7Qc_lFFPRMILmkPmG1IhiUtCFduF6E8M3QNLSk1s3rMOUP0CPfGVDWF_WjZaUP-8ARFPel0Ds43EWjmWwZLvsv0uN03X6nCM1tz3MW1PDbHUC_tr2R9BxBbaNXCCZDklqeYObKdfeyHzZQUpMSBUrCuWuMYE7ZwGf8lfdn3OX5Jrus8I5EIZTdPiMeYww4yQdMh6utmm2NUWVwNTesN8=
http://cts.vresp.com/c/?WiderOpportunitiesfo/85665ef959/52ebd8ba1a/ed40937820/WiderOpportunitiesfo/87d341c3ba/52ebd8ba1a/25221a6097
http://cts.vresp.com/c/?WiderOpportunitiesfo/85665ef959/52ebd8ba1a/9ec79444a5
http://cts.vresp.com/c/?WiderOpportunitiesfo/85665ef959/52ebd8ba1a/9ec79444a5
http://www.astrongmiddleclass.gov/
http://www.astrongmiddleclass.gov/
http://www.astrongmiddleclass.gov/
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survivors, including children and spouses, of deceased workers. Social Security, established 

in 1935, was created to address widespread poverty among aging and disabled populations 

as part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. 

 

Social Security is administered by the U.S. Social Security Administration (SSA) and funds are 

collected through payroll taxes. Benefits are distributed according to a progressive benefit 

formula that replaces a larger proportion of past earnings to those with lower incomes. This 

formula acknowledges that those with lower lifetime incomes will require greater wage 

replacement through Social Security than higher income individuals. 

 

WHY does it MATTER? 
 

For elders, Social Security provides a reliable source of income on a monthly basis. Though 

minimal, it keeps many elders out of poverty. It is estimated that without Social Security 

nearly half of elders would be impoverished according to the current federal poverty level.   

 

Although effective at keeping individuals out of poverty, Social Security alone is not enough 

to bring elders to economic security. The average payments for elder women in 2008 was 

just $11, 316 and for elder men, $14,987.  Although never intended to be the sole source of 

income in retirement, 3 in 10 older Americans rely on Social Security alone for more than 

90% of their income.  

 

Women and communities of color disproportionately rely on Social Security as a primary 

source of income. For instance, Social Security represents at least half of total income for 

almost 80% of African-Americans age 65 and older. For older widowed women it provides 

58% of income. The figure below shows that several racial and ethnic groups fall short of 

economic security, as measured by the Elder Index, on all fronts living on average Social 

Security payments.  

 

 
 

Strengthening Social Security is necessary to assure the benefit meets the needs of our 

country’s vulnerable populations. In the section to follow, WOW highlights two key policy 

http://www.wowonline.org/
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solutions designed to strengthen Social Security and help put economically vulnerable elders 

on the pathway to economic security.  

 
Data You Can Use 

 

According to national averages, the Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index (the Elder 

Index) demonstrates that Social Security income alone can provide anywhere from 40% to 

80% of one’s economic security, depending on one’s housing and health status. 

 

 
 

Even for elders with additional sources of income, including savings, individual retirement 
accounts and/or pensions, average median income can fall short of economic security in 
retirement, particularly among women.  

 
Source: Wider Opportunities for Women (March, 2009) “The Elder Index: A New Benchmark of Income Adequacy” 
Available at: http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/documents/NatlEESIFactSheet2008FINAL.pdf 
 

 

Policy Center 

 
Social Security provides all workers a foundation for economic security upon their inability 

to continue to work. The Elder Index demonstrates that Social Security income alone can 

provide anywhere from 40% to 80% of one’s economic security, depending on life 

circumstances. The current economic downturn shines a light on the need to strengthen this 

essential foundation when all other forms of income support in retirement are dissolving. 

Among declining home values, dwindling savings, vanishing 401(k) benefits and diminishing 

commitment on the part of employers to contribute to retirement plans, Social Security 

remains the one solid leg on the three-legged stool. 

 

Take Solvency Off the Table 

Unfortunately, so much of the current debate regarding Social Security only focuses on the 

important, but fixable, solvency issue. Over the past two decades Social Security has been 

collecting more money than it paid out and is scheduled to do so until 2026. At this time, 

without any change in our current policy, estimates suggest available funds will deplete by 

http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/eess.asp
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/documents/NatlEESIFactSheet2008FINAL.pdf
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2041.  As such, there is ample time and many simple, yet, highly feasible plans in circulation 

which would shore up the solvency issue. Robert Ball, formerly with the Social Security 

Administration, made three modest recommendations that would bring Social Security into 

long-term fiscal balance. These recommendations, recently updated by the National Academy 

of Social Insurance (NASI), apply now more than ever.  

 

WOW believes it is equally important to engage in a discussion regarding strengthening 

Social Security to more accurately reflect current workforce structures and caregiving 

responsibilities. WOW recommends at least two changes to current policy: 

 

Credit Caregiving 

Informal caregiving improves quality of life for children and frail elders and, often times, 

provides the basis for sustaining an individual’s health, well-being and economic security. In 

the case of elders, informal caregiving allows many to remain in their community, rather than 

institutions, and consequently saves state and federal Medicaid dollars. Unfortunately, 

providing care usually imposes opportunity costs on caregivers that weaken their own 

economic security in retirement. We recommend crediting caregiving years in one’s Social 

Security record. In January 2009, Representative Lowey (NY) reintroduced a bill which 

would do just that.  

 

The Social Security Caregiver Credit Act of 2009 would amend Title II (Old Age, Survivors and 

Disability Insurance) of the Social Security Act with respect to determining entitlement to 

and the amount of any monthly benefit. The legislation would implement a formula for 

crediting caregiving hours in the form of wages on the Social Security record during each 

month that the individual was engaged for at least 80 hours in providing care to a dependent 

relative without monetary compensation for up to five years of such service.  

 

http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/ProgData/tableForm.html  

 

Increase the Special Minimum Benefit 

Under Social Security there is a benefit floor for all workers. The floor is called the “special 

minimum benefit.” The special minimum benefit is available to individuals with long periods 

of relatively low earnings. To qualify for such benefits, an individual must have at least 11 

years of coverage. Tables showing the range of special minimum primary insurance amounts 

and corresponding maximum family benefit amounts are available from the Social Security 

Administration. According to a recent NASI report, the maximum value of the special 

minimum benefit brings beneficiaries to about 86% of the poverty level (Olsen and 

Hoffmeyer 2002). 

 

The intent of the special minimum benefit was to provide a minimum level of income security 

in old age. The reality is that the current special minimum benefit is woefully inadequate 

when compared to what we know it takes to make ends meet in retirement according to the 

Elder Index. The Elder Index should be used to help design a real minimum benefit under 

Social Security which would provide a level of economic security as opposed to insecurity.  

 

A more accurate floor or special minimum benefit is particularly important for older women 

because 1) women still disproportionately occupy the lowest wage occupations, many of 

which are minimum wage jobs, and 2) due to cycling in and out of the workforce to care for 

children, elderly parents and spouses, many women don’t see their wages increasing at the 

rates men do when steadily pursuing their career paths. As a result, women are more likely 

than men to draw upon the special minimum benefit when they are no longer able to work.  

 
Source: NASI Report on Strengthening Social Security for Vulnerable Groups; Strengthening Social Security for the Long Run 

http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/ssb/v68n3/v68n3p67.html
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/ssb/v68n3/v68n3p67.html
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/ssb/v68n3/v68n3p67.html
http://www.nasi.org/usr_doc/Bob_Ball_Social_Security_Plan.pdf
http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=h111-769
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/ProgData/tableForm.html
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/COLA/yoc.html
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/ProgData/tableForm.html
http://www.nasi.org/publications2763/publications_show.htm?doc_id=805663&name=Disability
http://www.nasi.org/publications2763/publications_show.htm?doc_id=850412
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by Robert Ball and updated by NASI in January 2009; and The Social Security Caregiver Credit Act of 2009. 

 

State Spotlight 

Congratulations to Connecticut and California! 
 

Congratulations to our state partner, the Connecticut Permanent Commission on the Status of 

Women (PCSW), on a successful launch of the Elder Economic Security Initiative earlier this 

month!  The launch took place at a series of three events, including legislative and 

stakeholder briefings in the state capital of Hartford and a community and media briefing in 

Norwalk at the Marvin, an intergenerational housing center for low-income elders.  To view 

more photos and find out more click HERE. 

 

 
Teresa Younger, Executive Director CT PCSW, Norwalk Mayor Richard Moccia,  

and Mary Windt, Executive Director, The Marvin 

 

 
In late February, the Insight Center for Community Economic Development and the UCLA 

Center for Health Policy Research released the very first state demographic analysis using 

the Elder Index before a hearing of the California Assembly Human Services Committee!  

Insight also introduced proposed legislation, the Elder Economic Dignity Act of 2009, which 

aims to incorporate the Elder Index into ongoing policy and program evaluation statewide. A 

complementary resolution to the bill calls on the U.S. Congress to re-visit how the federal 

poverty level is measured. To find out more click HERE. 
 

Questions from the Field and Answers 

Q:  How can the Elder Economic Security Initiative and the Elder Index be used by 

community service providers to help seniors who are struggling and may be having an 

especially hard time given today’s economic downturn? 

 

A: The tools provided by the Elder Economic Security Initiative, namely the Elder Index and 

the framework of economic security, can be used by community service providers to help 

make the case for bolstering or sustaining a variety of human service programs.  

 

Community providers can reference the data and information in funding proposals. For 

instance, the data behind the Elder Index can be used to show what elder’s real expenses are. 

This information can be used to make the case for funding programs that help close the 

income gap, such as home delivered and congregate meal program or homemaker and chore 

services that help elders remain in their homes and communities. In addition, the 

information can be used to fund programs that help elders with the expenses that go over 

and above their basic needs, such as home repair and upkeep.  

 

http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=h111-769
http://www.cga.ct.gov/PCSW/
http://www.cga.ct.gov/PCSW/
http://www.cga.ct.gov/PCSW/
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/state-resources/connecticut.asp
http://www.insightcced.org/
http://www.healthpolicy.ucla.edu/
http://www.healthpolicy.ucla.edu/
http://www.healthpolicy.ucla.edu/
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/state-resources/california.asp


 

Furthermore, the information can be used benchmark a program’s or service’s progress with 

respect to help an elder move towards economic security. For example, the provider of a 

meal program could quantify the benefit a senior receives by participating in the program on 

a monthly or annual basis. By measuring this against what it costs for an elder to prepare 

food at home, through use of the monthly and annual data made available by the Elder Index, 

a provider could then calculate the financial impact the program served in assisting 

individual elders in meeting their monthly expenses. 

 

Upcoming Events 

 
May 5-8, 2009: New Jersey Statewide Release Event 
 

 Our New Jersey partner, the New Jersey Foundation for Aging, will officially launch 

the New Jersey Elder Economic Security Initiative at a series of events across the 

state.  -ÏÒÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅȣ  

 
Resources and Tools 
 

An overview on Social Security from the National Academy for Social Insurance (NASI): 

 

 Social Security: An Essential Asset and Insurance Protection for All 

 

Proposed strategies to strengthen Social Security for vulnerable populations from NASI: 

 

  Strengthening Social Security for Vulnerable Populations 

 

Calculate your Social Security benefits and examine what will influence your payments over 

the long term by visiting the Social Security Administration (SSA) website: 

 

 Retirement Estimator 

 Factors that may Affect your Retirement Benefits 

 

Skill Development: Appreciate Your Donors! 
 

“We are so often caught up in our destination that we forget to appreciate the journey, especially 
the goodness of the people we meet on the way. Appreciation is a wonderful feeling, don't 
overlook it.”  
                                                                                                                                                   – Anonymous 

 

Top Five Ways to Appreciate Your Donors Now 

1. Show them what their gift enabled you to accomplish. Give specific examples of the 

number of people it allowed you to reach, serve, educate, and inspire. Give them at 

least one story about one of these beneficiaries.  

 

2. Thank them promptly after receiving their gifts. Make your thank you personal—a 

note, a phone call, if appropriate, a letter or hand-delivered gift from one of the 

participants in your programs. Something that lets each donor know you appreciate 

his or her unique gift.  

 

http://www.njfoundationforaging.org/
http://www.nasi.org/
http://www.nasi.org/usr_doc/An_Essential_Asset_and_Insurance_Protection_for_All.pdf
http://www.nasi.org/usr_doc/Strengthening_Social_Security_for_Vulnerable_Groups.pdf
http://www.ssa.gov/
http://www.socialsecurity.gov/estimator/
http://www.ssa.gov/retire2/qualify.htm


3. Invite them to mission-related events (as distinct from traditional fundraising 

"entertainment" events). Ideally invite them to an event or meeting related to their 

particular area of interest in your program, like a stakeholder briefing or consumer 

outreach event. 

 

4. Ask for their advice and listen to it like you are trying to see how you could follow 

through on what they are suggesting. Don't be defensive or default to "it's not my job 

to make something that big happen around here."  

 

5. Find at least two opportunities each year to communicate personally with each 

donor. For your higher-level donors, these should be face-to-face meetings or 

personal telephone calls. Resist the temptation to do all the talking; ask lots of 

questions, and listen to what they need and want.  

 

  

 


