
 

 

 

 
 

Michigan Elders Living on the Edge 
Findings of the Michigan Elder Economic Security Initiative 

 

 
Michigan is home to a diverse community of older adults. Elders with a wide variety of backgrounds, 
experiences and income levels live, work, and volunteer in the state. Their contributions to Michigan’s 
culture and economy are vast. Rising financial challenges threaten the economic security of Michigan 
elders with modest incomes and limited assets.  
 

It is critical to acknowledge that today’s elders are pressured by volatile housing, health care, fuel and 
utility expenses while the value of their assets and incomes are eroded by weaknesses in the economy. 
These realities compelled Elder Law of Michigan, Inc. (Elder Law) to create the Elder Economic 
Security Initiative™ (Initiative) in partnership with Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW), a national 
advocacy organization based in Washington D.C., for Michigan.  Michigan is the ninth state to officially 
launch the Initiative. 
 

The guiding tool of the Initiative, the Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index (Elder Index) measures 
how much income is needed for an older adult to adequately meet their basic needs – without public 
or private assistance – based on an elder’s location and housing and health status. Table 1 illustrates 
the average Elder Index costs across the state of Michigan. 

 
The Elder Index Exposes the Economic Vulnerability of Michigan’s Older Adults. 
The Elder Index provides a startling picture of what Michigan’s older adults face in retirement. 
Declining pension benefits and health care coverage are quickly and dramatically changing the financial 
landscape for retirees.  Economic vulnerability increases with age and is much more common among 
women and communities of color. Figure 2 shows differences in retirement income among single 
elders by gender.   
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Why Social Security is not enough. The average Social Security benefit for a single older woman in 
Michigan is $12,073 per year; for men, average Social Security income totals $15,121 annually. Though 
never intended to be the sole source of retirement income, over 25% of Michigan’s elders live on Social 
Security alone. However, average Social Security payments do not meet statewide average Elder Index 
expenses for single women in any of the state’s counties, whether the elder is a renter or a 
homeowner. 

As shown in Figure 2, many of those who live on Michigan 
retirees’ median incomes also live below statewide (and 
county) Elder Indexes. This demonstrates that even those with 
retirement incomes that include personal retirement accounts, 
savings and pensions may fall short of economic security. This 
problem is most severe for single elder women. Personal 
savings and retirement funds can quickly be expended over a 
long life. 
 

Opportunities for personal and public planning and community 
economic development guided by accurate and relevant 
information are critical to assuring economic security for 
current and future generations of Michigan elders. The Elder 
Index can be a useful tool for local and state policy making, as 
well as education and outreach on financial planning and 
available income support programs.  

 
Housing and Medical Costs have the Greatest Impact on Elder Economic Security.  
Michigan older adults cannot meet their basic living expenses, whether they live at the federal poverty 
level, amounting to $10,400 for a single elder in 2008, or the average Social Security benefit. This is 
true of elders statewide, whether they rent or own a home.  

 
 
In 2008, single women’s 
median annual income in 
retirement fell short of 
the Elder Index for 
renters by approximately 
$6,000 in more expensive 
counties. 
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 Housing costs (mortgage or rent, taxes, utilities and insurance) put a heavy burden on elder 
households, representing up to 45% of total Elder Index expenses in Michigan’s high cost counties. 
 

 Older adults in Michigan who are in good health face combined health care costs (insurance 
premiums plus co-pays, deductibles, fees, and other out-of-pocket expenses) of $242–$342 per 
month to have protection against high medical and prescription drug costs. 

 

 Elders often face a rise in health care expenses when their health declines. While adding 
supplemental health and prescription drug coverage to Medicare provides protection against 
unanticipated health care expenses, average out-of-pocket expenses rise by $1,300 a year for an 
individual in fair to poor health. 

 

 The need for home and community-based long-term care can more than double, or in some cases 
triple, an elder’s expenses, significantly increasing the income needed to meet basic needs. Adding 
a low level of care for one person adds $7,100 per year to living costs. Requiring a medium level of 
care adds $19,000, and needing a high level of care adds $34,900–$43,600. 

 

Bridging Gaps: A Snapshot of Public Support Programs 
Public supports can play a major role in helping elders reach or maintain economic security. Figure 3 
illustrates that income (SSI), housing and medical assistance are the public supports most effective in 
filling the gap between elder incomes and the cost of living.  
 

 
 

The Michigan State Housing Development Authority administers approximately 24,000 housing 
vouchers (in addition to overseeing county-level administration of public housing properties). Public 
housing and housing vouchers must be allocated among approximately 215,000 elder renters and as 
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many as 1.3 million non-elder adults living in rental housing. As a result, eligible low-income elders are 
often unable to access Michigan’s greatest potential contribution to economic security. 
 

It is rare for elders to access all of the supports for which they are eligible. This is particularly true for: 
those who “slip between the cracks” (those unaware of available help or swayed by misinformation); 
those to whom supports become unavailable due to budget cuts or a lack of administrative staff; and 
those who are simply ineligible for help due to modest assets or excess income.  
 

Principles and Recommendations 
Adults age 65 and older are vital to Michigan’s communities. The following principles and policy 
recommendations are designed to promote economic security and preserve the dignity of Michigan’s 
aging community. 
 

Principles to Ensure Economic Security for Elders and their Families 
Policies and programs should: 

 Promote economic security across the generations 

 Be data-driven and evidence-based 

 Target economically vulnerable populations 

 Address basic needs at the community and local levels 

 Acknowledge elders as assets and valuable members of the community 

 Build on earlier policy recommendations and work groups 
 

Recommendations 
 

 Ensure that opportunities for personal 
and public planning and community 
economic development are guided by 
accurate and relevant information. 
 

 Maximize federal funding. Leverage and 
draw down all federal programs and 
resources available to older citizens of 
Michigan. 
 

 Empower elders across the income 
spectrum to contribute and participate 
in the state’s economy. 
 

 Advocate for increases in affordable and 
accessible housing.  

 Create mechanisms to allow older 
adults, if they choose to do so, options 
to remain in the workforce after age 65. 
Encourage employers to provide flexible 
schedules and benefits for employees of 
all ages. 
 

 Secure and protect existing assets for 
retirement and long-term care. 
 

 Empower and support families and 
communities to provide informal 
uncompensated long-term care 
services.

 

For more information on the Michigan Elder Economic Security Initiative, visit 
http://www.elderlawofmi.org or contact Kate White at kwhite@elderlawofmi.org. 

 
 
 
Sources:  Gerontology Institute and Wider Opportunities for Women, The Elder Economic Security Initiative™ Program: The Elder Economic Security  
Standard Index for Michigan (Washington, DC: Wider Opportunities for Women, 2009); Wider Opportunities for Women, Elders Living on the Edge: When  
Basic Needs Exceed Income in Michigan (Washington, DC: Wider Opportunities for Women, 2009) 
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