
 
 

  

                           

 

 

 

Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index  

Frequently Asked Questions  
 

Q1: What is the Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index (the Elder Index)?  

A: The Elder Economic Security Standard Index is a new tool that quantifies the actual costs of basic expenses for 

older adults. The Elder Index is a one of a kind, geographically-based measure of income adequacy. It is calibrated 

to reflect the needs of specific living situations, including varying housing and health statuses. The Elder Index was 

developed by Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW) and the Gerontology Institute at the University of 

Massachusetts Boston (GI-UMASS). It serves as the cornerstone for a broader coalition, advocacy, education and 

outreach project, the Elder Economic Security Initiative™ program. 
 

Q2: What does the Elder Index measure?  

A: The Elder Index measures how much income a senior requires to adequately meet his or her basic needs — 

without public or private assistance. The Elder Index essentially quantifies basic living expenses for elders 65 years 

and older living in their communities, not institutions. 
 

The Elder Index provides a realistic, geographically-based operating budget for seniors residing in their homes. As 

such, the Elder Index does not account for catastrophic costs, such as home repairs or medical events. The Elder 

Index measures the income needed for an elder or elder couple to make basic ends meet from month to month.   

Q3: How was the Elder Index developed? 

A: The Elder Index was developed by WOW and GI-UMASS in collaboration with the National Advisory Board of the 

Elder Economic Security Initiative. The National Advisory Board is comprised of state and national organizations, 

consisting of aging advocates, economists, demographers, service providers and membership organizations. In 

addition, the methodology was peer-reviewed by various academics and economists from the Health Policy 

Institute of Georgetown University, the Urban Institute and the UCLA Center for Health Policy. 
 

Q4: What are the conceptual principles behind the methodology of the Elder Index? 

A:  First and foremost, the Elder Index focuses on economic security. Economic security implies that seniors can 

meet their basic needs without income-eligible public supports, such as Food Stamps, Medicaid, subsidized housing 

or property tax help.  
 

Second, the Elder Index recognizes that geographic variability in cost of living is important in defining security. 
 

Third, the Elder Index recognizes that costs differ based on an individual’s particular housing and health status. As 

such, the following “tracks” are reflected in the Elder Index:  
 

 Singles versus couples 

 Homeowners with a mortgage, homeowners without a mortgage versus renters 

 Three levels of health: poor/fair, good, excellent 

 Add-on measure of varying levels of home and community-based long term care 

 



Source: Wider Opportunities for Women. The WOW-GI National Elder Economic Security Standard: A 

Methodology to Determine Economic Security for Elders. 2006. 

Elders’ living costs in each of the cost components are added to determine household budgets for each of the 

respective “tracks” of elder households. This gives a measure of the Elder Index, the after-tax income required to 

cover elders’ living expenses based on where they live and the characteristics of their household. 
 

Q5: What are the methodological principles behind the methodology of the Elder Index? 

A: The Elder Index uses widely accepted cost data from federal and state sources, such as U.S. Census, U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, U.S. Food and Drug Administration, Consumer Price Index and the 

Medical Expenditure Panel Survey. These data sources are comparable across localities as well as readily 

accessible and publicly available.  For components where existing public data sources are not currently 

available, such as long-term care costs, we use a consistent methodology to derive comparable measures. 
 

Q6: What are the assumptions behind the methodology of the Elder Index? 

A: Several core assumptions form the basis for the Elder Index, including the following: 

 The Elder Index assumes community living: The Elder Index measures basic living expenses for seniors in 

the community (not in institutions, such as skilled nursing facilities or assisted living facilities).   

 The Elder Index assumes residential independence: The Elder Index measures costs for elder households to 

live independently (vs. living in intergenerational households).  

 The Elder Index assumes age 65 and older: The Elder Index is designed to measure living expenses for elders 

(age 65+). 

 The Elder Index assumes Medicare coverage: Medicare is included in the Elder Index because elders qualify 

for and receive it based on age, not income eligibility, making it nearly a universal program. 

 

 The Elder Index assumes elders do not work:  The Elder Index focuses on costs for retired elders, who no 

longer face costs of working, such as payroll taxes and commuting to work. 
 

Q7: What are the cost components of the Elder Index? 

A:  Housing, food, health care, transportation, miscellaneous and home and community-based long term care. 
 

 Housing — includes housing 

(rent or mortgage payment, if 

any), and related costs (heat, 

utilities, insurance, and 

property taxes) for elder 

renters and elder owners; 
 

 Food — costs of food prepared 

at home. 

 

 Health Care — premiums for 

Medicare Parts B, C (Medicare 

Advantage Plan), and D 

(Prescription Drug Plan), and 

out-of-pocket costs (including 

co-pays and deductibles). 

 Transportation — costs for private auto ownership and use, and public transportation (where available), 

cost data from IRS mileage reimbursement studies and AAA, elder auto usage patterns from latest available 

National Household Transportation Survey. 

 
The Elder Economic Security Standard Index, US Average, 2006                                                                             

Monthly Expenses for Selected Household Types 

  Elder Person Elder Couple 

Monthly Expenses/   
Monthly and Yearly Totals 

Owner 
w/o 

Mortgage 

Fair 
Market   

Rent 1BR 

Owner 
w/o 

Mortgage 

Fair 
Market  

Rent 1BR 

Housing  $        349   $        655   $        349   $        655  

Food   $        206   $        206   $        378   $        378  

Transportation (Private Auto)  $        276   $        276   $        337   $        337  

Health Care  $        220   $        220   $        440   $        440  

Miscellaneous @ 20%  $        210   $        271   $        301   $        362  

Elder Index Per Month  $     1,261   $     1,628   $     1,805   $     2,172  

Elder Index Per Year  $    15,134   $    19,541   $    21,658   $    26,064  



 
 

  

 

 Miscellaneous — all other goods, such as clothing, paper goods, cleaning products, personal and household 

needs, etc. and any other costs not captured elsewhere.   
 

 Home and Community-Based Long Term Care – an add-on component that captures varying levels of home 

and community-based long term care, including personal care, homemaker, care management and adult 

day services. 
 

The Elder Index offers a no-frills, bare-bones budget.  Items like eating out, cable television, renting a movie or 

buying gifts for family members are not reflected in the Elder Index.  

Q8: What are the goals of the Elder Index? 

A: The goals of the Elder Index are twofold:first, to accurately measure cost-of-living for older adults in today’s 

economy aging in their own homes and, second, to accurately measure local and county-level experiences in a form 

that allows for comparisons across localities.  
 

Q9: Where is the Elder Index available? 

A: Elder Indexes are tabulated by WOW and GI-UMASS on behalf of state partners in the Elder Economic Security 

Initiative. Over the next four years, WOW will release a total of 20 Elder Indexes in collaboration with its state 

partners. As of August 2009, the Elder Index is available in the five pilot states of the project: Massachusetts, 

California, Pennsylvania, Illinois and Wisconsin. Elder Indexes for New Jersey, Connecticut, Michigan and 

Minnesota are currently being completed. To access the county-by-county data of the Elder Indexes, visit: 

http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/ (click on the state of interest) 
 

Q10: How is the Elder Index being used? 

A: Different groups use the Elder Index in different ways.   

 Service providers can use the Elder Index in care management, to accurately evaluate client needs and to 

seek additional funding to increase capacity. 

 Advocates can more effectively make the case for policy change by using the Elder Index to communicate 

with decision-makers.  

 Policymakers can use the Elder Index to evaluate policy decisions, improving the efficiency of existing 

services by measuring which programs and policies are most effective in helping elders reach economic 

security and directing limited funds to the appropriate programs.  
 

Equipped with reliable data on the income needed to make ends meet in retirement, individuals of any age can 

make informed decisions about when and where they retire and how much income they will need. 
 

Q11: How is the Elder Index different from the Federal Poverty Level (FPL)?  

A: The Elder Index is based on all the costs individuals face on a daily basis, such as housing, food, health care, and 

transportation expenses. In contrast, The Federal Poverty Level (FPL) is an outdated measure which fails to take 

into account any costs other than basic food. The Elder Index shows that many older adults struggle to make ends 

meet, even though they are not considered “poor,” because they live above the Federal Poverty Level (in 2008, 

$10,400 for a single elder).  
 

Q12: How does the Elder Index incorporate public benefits and income support programs? 

A: The Elder Index is meant to be a measure of economic security without incorporating common public benefits 

or income support programs, such as Food Stamps, the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), 

housing vouchers, Medicare Savings Plans (MSPs) and the Low-Income Subsidy (LIS) of Medicare Part D 

(prescription assistance).  
 

http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/


Nevertheless, one of the Elder Index’s important applications involves benchmarking the extent to which these 

federal programs and other state-specific income supports help seniors achieve economic security. WOW created 

the Elder Economic Security Simulator™ (the “Simulator”) in order to carry out this work.  The Simulator is an 

electronic tool that models income scenarios for an elder living in a particular county. Common income support 

programs are layered into a matrix that shows how well those programs, independently and in combination, help a 

senior living on a fixed income move towards income adequacy, as calculated by the Elder Index. Policy briefs that 

outline these findings are released with the Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index reports in each of WOW’s 

partner states. To view the policy briefs completed to date, visit: http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/. 
 

Q13: How many elders fall below the Elder Index?  

A:  Elder Indexes released thus far show that the average Social Security payment does not provide a senior with 

enough income to achieve economic security, as measured by the Elder Index. Therefore, seniors living on Social 

Security alone are not able to make ends meet. Nationwide three out of ten seniors rely on Social Security to 

provide more than 90% of their income, with variation state to state. The next phase of research using the Elder 

Index will analyze the number of older Americans whose incomes are below income adequacy, as calculated by the 

Elder Index. Data will be categorized by race, ethnicity, gender and geographic region. 
 

Q14: How are costs considered for populations, such as grandparents raising grandchildren or those age 

60+ receiving services from aging providers, to whom the Elder Index does not directly apply? 

A: The Elder Index provides an accurate core or starting point of the real costs facing elders in our communities. In 

that case, tabulation creates multiple opportunities for additional research, such as the tabulation of additional cost 

components applicable to other groups or demographic analyses of the number of elders living above and below 

the Elder Index. WOW’s state partners with Elder Indexes already released are currently exploring these 

possibilities in partnership with research entities in their states. 

Q15: How often is the Elder Index updated? 

A: WOW works with its state partners to assure the Elder Index is appropriately updated, so that it reflects the 

most recent data available on the costs incurred by seniors in their own communities. Inflation from the Consumer 

Price Index (CPI) can be applied to show cost differences from year-to-year. WOW and its state partners are 

working to secure funding in order to assure that the state Elder Indexes are fully updated in a timely manner. 
 

Q16: Who is Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW)?  

A: Wider Opportunities for Women is a national nonprofit organization that works to help women and their 

families achieve economic independence and equal access to opportunities. WOW created the Family Economic 

Self-Sufficiency (FESS) initiative that is currently utilized in 35 states to determine income adequacy for low-

income families. WOW has extended its expertise gained through FESS to create the Elder Economic Security 

Initiative. For more information, visit: www.wowonline.org. 
 

Q17: Who is the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts Boston? 
A: The Gerontology Institute, John W. McCormack Graduate School of Policy Studies, University of Massachusetts 

Boston addresses social and economic issues associated with population aging. The Institute conducts applied 

research, analyzes policy issues, and engages in public education. It also encourages the participation of older 

people in aging services and policy development. For more information, visit: http://www.geront.umb.edu/ 
 

Q18: How do I get more information about the Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index?  

A: Contact Ramsey Alwin, Director of the National Economic Security Programs,  at ralwin@wowonline.org or 202-

464-1596 x 108 

http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/eesi/
http://www.wowonline.org/
http://www.geront.umb.edu/
mailto:ralwin@wowonline.org

