
 

 

 

New York Elders Living on the Edge 
Findings of the New York Elder Economic Security Initiative 

 

 
New York 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 New York’s 
culture and economy are vast. Yet, rising financial challenges threaten the economic security of older 
New Yorkers with modest incomes and limited assets.  
 
Economic insecurity limits the ability of New York elders to participate in the cultural, social and 
political affairs of their communities. These realities compelled New York StateWide Senior Action 
Council, Inc. (StateWide) to launch the New York Elder Economic Security Initiative™ (Initiative) in 
partnership with Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW), a national advocacy organization based in 
Washington D.C. New York is the tenth 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 meet his or her basic needs – without 
public or private assistance – based on an elder’s housing and health statuses. The table below outlines 
the annual Elder Index for seniors in good health living in regions across New York State.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
The Elder Index captures the cost of basic needs, including housing, food, transportation, health care 
and other essential needs, such as toiletries and clothing. The Elder Index presents a graphic picture of 
what New York’s older adults face in retirement, as shown in the Albany County example on the next 
page. 

 

 

The Elder Index Exposes the Economic Vulnerability of New York State’s Older Adults 
 



 

 

 

 
 

Economic vulnerability increases with age and is much more common among women and communities 
of color. The figures below show differences in retirement income by gender. The average Social 
Security benefit for a single older woman in New York is $13,494 per year; for men, average Social 
Security income totals $17,220 annually. Social Security is the sole source of income for 25% of New 
York’s elders.  
 

 
Source: Wider Opportunities for Women (2010) Elders Living on the Edge: When Basic Needs Exceed Income in New York (Release Date: April 2010) 

 

New York’s older adults cannot meet their basic living expenses if they live at the federal poverty level, 
amounting to $10,830 for a single elder in 2009. Further, average Social Security payments do not 
meet average Elder Index expenses for single women in any of the state’s counties, whether the elder 
is a renter or a homeowner.  

 



 

 

 

 
Source: Wider Opportunities for Women (2010) Elders Living on the Edge: When Basic Needs Exceed Income in New York (Release Date: April 2010) 

 
Average Social Security payments meet Elder Index expenses only 
for single male homeowners, in good health without mortgages in 
the least expensive counties. Many of those who live on New York 
retirees’ median incomes also live below the Elder Index. This 
demonstrates that even those with retirement incomes that 
include personal retirement accounts, savings and pensions may 
fall short of economic security.  
 

These problems are most severe for single elder women. The 
Elder Index can be a useful tool for local and state policy making, 
as well as education and outreach on financial planning and 
public assistance programs. 
 

Housing and Medical Costs have the Greatest Impact  
 

 Housing costs (mortgage or rent, taxes, utilities and insurance) put a heavy burden on elder 
households, representing over 50% of total expenses for a typical renter in New York and 56% of 
total income for renters in New York’s high cost counties. 
 

 Older adults in New York who are in good health face combined health care costs (insurance 
premiums plus co-pays, deductibles, fees, and other out-of-pocket expenses) of $226-$401 per 
month to have protection against high medical and prescription drug costs. 
 

 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 increases living costs by $7,608. Requiring a medium level of care 
adds $20,176 and needing a high level of care adds $39,108 - $42,384. 

 
In 2009, a single women’s 
average Social Security 
benefit fell short of the Elder 
Index for renters by nearly 
$7,000 in North and Western 
New York and over $11,000 
in New York City. 

 



 

 

Bridging Gaps: A Snapshot of Public Support Programs 

 
Public supports can play a major role in helping elders reach or maintain economic security, 
particularly for those most in need. The chart below maps the value of multiple federal and state 
benefits, including: income, SSI/SSP, food, prescription (Rx), medical, energy and housing supports. 
Income, housing and medical assistance are the public supports most effective in filling the gap 
between elder incomes and the cost of living.  
 

 
 
Housing assistance is critical to helping elders close the income gap. The New York State Department 
of Housing and Community Renewal oversees county-level administered public housing, but 
administers only approximately 38,500 Housing Choice Vouchers in a state where there are over 3 
million rental units. As a result, eligible low-income elders are often unable to access New York’s most 
important program for boosting elder economic security.  
 
The members of New York StateWide Senior Action Council recognize that the State faces an 
unprecedented fiscal future and are deeply concerned about the impact the economic turmoil will 
have on New York State’s vulnerable senior citizens who live on a fixed income. Further, older New 
Yorkers are increasingly likely to fall towards the bottom of the income spectrum. Older New Yorkers 
need access to the continuum of programs that can help persons when their incomes fall short of the 
basic costs of living within their communities. 
 
 

For more information on the New York Elder Economic Security Initiative: visit www.wowonline.org or www.nysenior.org 

 

http://www.wowonline.org/
http://www.nysenior.org/

