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THE ILLINOIS ELDER ECONOMIC SECURITY INITIATIVE™ PROGRAM 
FACT SHEET FOR POLICYMAKERS  

The Illinois Elder Economic Security Initiative™ Program (the 

Initiative) offers concrete tools to shape public policies and 

programs to promote the economic well being of seniors. 

The Initiative uses the Elder Economic Security Standard™ 

Index (the Index) to expose the economic vulnerability of 

older adults. The Index will change the way we measure 

and address the economic needs of Illinois’ older adults. 

The Elder Economic Security Standard Index 

The Index measures the income that older people in Illinois 

need to maintain independence and meet daily expenses.  It 

varies based on household size, geographic area and life 

circumstances. The Index promotes an income measure that 

respects the autonomy and needs of older adults, rather 

than a measure of what we all struggle to avoid – abject 

poverty.  

The Illinois Initiative grew from a partnership between state 

and national organizations. The Gerontology Institute at the 

University of Massachusetts Boston and Wider Opportunities 

for Women (WOW) developed the Index. In Illinois, the 

Health and Medicine Policy Research Group, the Shawnee 

Alliance for Seniors and various other organizations 

collaborate on the Initiative. 

 

The Index Exposes the Economic  
Vulnerability of Older Adults in 

Illinois 
 

The Index includes food, housing, transportation, 

health care, miscellaneous expenses and, when 

appropriate, home and community based long-

term care services. The Index shows that many 

older people who worked their entire lives (who 

live on incomes comprised of retirement accounts, 

pensions and Social Security) are unable to achieve 

economic security.  The 1 in 5 Illinois seniors who 

rely solely on Social Security income must make 

sacrifices or go without basic goods and services.  

 
Source: Wider Opportunities for Women, Elders Living on the Edge: When 

Meeting Basic Needs Exceeds Available Income in Illinois (Washington, DC: 

Wider Opportunities for Women, 2008). 

IIlllliinnooiiss’’  SSeenniioorrss  AAggiinngg  iinnttoo  PPoovveerrttyy  
 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 9% of 
Illinois elders live below the Federal Poverty 
Level (FPL) for an individual ($10,400 per 
year) and one in five have incomes under 
150% of FPL or $15,600 per year.  
 
 
Social Security is the only source of income 
for 1 out of 5 retired Illinois seniors. Yet basic 
living costs for an elder in the state range 
from $16,465 and $24,139, while the 
average Social Security payment is $11,627 
for women and $15,288 for men.   
 
 
Poverty rates for older women are more 
than 50% higher than poverty rates for older 
men, 11% versus 7%. Women are at greatest 
risk, with widowed and non-married women 
accounting for 66% of all older households in 
Illinois who live in poverty.  
 



Policy Making and the Elder Economic Security Standard Index 
 

The Elder Economic Security Standard Index can serve a variety of purposes for Illinois’ policymakers seeking to 
promote the economic well-being of elders statewide, including the following: 
 
The Index can serve as a benchmarking tool for program and policy evaluation.  

The Index can be used to show how well various income support programs help elders achieve income adequacy.  For 

example, according to the Index, without housing assistance, renters across a spectrum of incomes fall well below 

economic security; but with geography-based housing assistance and all other supports for which they are eligible, 

nearly all low-income renters can achieve 84% of economic security. The Index not only illustrates the importance of 

housing, but also the importance of geographically-based measures of well-being as well as local determinations of 

need and eligibility.  

The Index offers a guide for budget appropriations and other planning processes. 
 

Many states, including Illinois, are concerned about an economic downturn, which could lead to cuts in funding for vital 

services and programs for elders. The Index provides a framework from which policymakers can make sound and 

informed decisions concerning the allocation of limited resources. The findings of the Index illustrate which policy and 

programs most significantly improve the economic security of older adults in Illinois. The availability of geographically-

based data on the true costs of aging in place can help state policymakers appropriate funds in the most effective and 

equitable manner, so as to help ensure economic security for Illinois’ seniors and their families. 

 
The Index can be used to guide income and asset 
levels for public assistance.  
 

Almost all current programs and policies focused on 

providing low-income assistance are guided by the 

Federal Poverty Level (FPL). The FPL is a four decades old, 

one-size-fits-all measure based solely on the cost of the 

basic food budget needed to meet minimum nutritional 

requirements. As a result, the FPL vastly underestimates 

actual income necessary for even a bare-bones existence. 

In contrast, the more accurate Index is calibrated to 

household size, geographic area, and life circumstances. 

The FPL offers policymakers an outdated measure of 

income inadequacy, whereas the Elder Economic Security 

Standard Index provides an accurate measure that more 

accurately reflects the standard of living that older 

people in Illinois need to live with decency. 
 

Expertise for Change 
 
The Illinois Elder Economic Security Initiative is powered 

by an evolving coalition of policy makers, advocates, 

researchers, direct service providers and public agencies, 

older people, non-profits, and philanthropists. The 

statewide advisory board guides the overall direction of 

the initiative and identifies policy priorities.  

SSUUPPPPOORRTTEERRSS  
 
To find out more or to endorse the Illinois Index, contact 

Martha Holstein at mholstein360@yahoo.com or (312) 372 -

4292 . 

o AAA-Lincolnland 
o AARP 
o Access Living 
o Age Options 
o Anna Rappaport Consulting 
o East Central Illinois Area Agency on Aging 
o Family Service-Senior Resource Center 

(Champaign, IL) 
o Fay Lomax Coom, Director, Institute for Policy 

Research, Northwestern University 
o Health and Disability Advocates 
o Heartland Alliance for Human Needs & 

Human Rights 
o HomeCare Physicians 
o Housing Action Illinois 
o Illinois Adult Day Service Association 
o Illinois Hospice and Palliative Care 

Organization 
o National Center on Poverty Law 
o Shawnee Alliance for Seniors 
o Western Illinois Area Agency on Aging 

mailto:mholstein360@yahoo.com

