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

Wisconsin 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 Wisconsin’s
culture and economy are vast. Rising financial challenges, however, threaten the economic security of
elders with modest incomes and limited assets.

It is critical to acknowledge that elders living on fixed incomes are pressured to meet the cost of housing,
health care, transportation and other basic needs. These realities compelled Wisconsin Women’s
Network to launch the Elder Economic Security Initiative™ (Initiative) in partnership with Wider
Opportunities for Women (WOW), a national advocacy organization based in Washington, D.C.

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 his or her basic needs — without
public or private assistance — based on an elder’s location and housing and health statuses. Table 1
illustrates the average Elder Index costs across the state of Wisconsin.

Figure 1: Wisconsin Statewide Elder Economic Security Standard Index, 2009
Elder Person Elder Couple
wner Renter, Ownerw/ | Owner Renter, Ownerw/
Monthly Expenses w/o one Mortgage | w/o one Mortgage
Mortgage | bedroom Mortgage | bedroom
Housing 5478 $569 $1,125 $478 $569 $1,125
Food $235 $235 $235 $432 $432 $432
Transportation 5143 S143 $143 $229 $229 $229
Health Care (Good Health) $405 $405 $405 $803 S809 $809
Miscellaneous $252 $252 $252 $390 $390 $390
Total Monthly (Elderindex) | $1,153 $1,604 $2,160 $2,338 $2,429 $2,985
Expenses
Total Annual (Elderindex) $18,154 | 519,242 $25,915 528,057 $29,145 $35,817
Expenses

Source: Gerontology Institute and Wider Opportunities for Women, The Elder Economic Security Initiative: The Elder
Economic Security Standard Index for Wisconsin (Washington, DC: Wider Opportunities for Women, 2008);
Values updated using the Consumer Price Index.



Wisconsin Elders: Aging into Poverty

The Elder Index provides a stark picture of what Wisconsin’s older adults face in retirement. Economic
vulnerability increases with age and is much more common among women and communities of color.
The average Social Security benefit for a single older woman in Wisconsin is $12,840 per year; for men,
average Social Security income is $17,228 annually. Social Security is the sole source of income for one-
in-five Wisconsin elders, the majority of whom are women. However, average Social Security payments
do not meet statewide average Elder Index expenses for single men or women in any of the state’s
counties, whether the elder is a renter or a homeowner.
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Many of those who live on Wisconsin 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.

Accurate and relevant information are critical to

In 2009, single women’s average ensuring economic security for current and future
Social Security payment fell short of generations of Wisconsin elders. The Elder Index can be
the Elder Index for renters by a useful tool for local and state policymaking, as well as
approximately $6,400. education and outreach on financial planning and
available income support programs.

The Wisconsin Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index is endorsed by:

AARP Wisconsin, AgeAdvantAge, Alzheimer’s Association, Black Women 50+ Health & Lifestyles Magazine, Care Wisconsin, Citizen Action of
Wisconsin, Coalition of Wisconsin Aging Groups, Community Health Partnership, Dane County Area Agency on Aging, Disability Rights Wisconsin,
Milwaukee County Department on Aging, National Association of Social Workers - Wisconsin Chapter, Older Women’s League — Milwaukee,
SAGE/Milwaukee, University of Wisconsin School of Nursing, Wisconsin Alliance for Retired Americans, Wisconsin Association of Aging Unit
Directors, Wisconsin Association of Area Agencies on Aging, Wisconsin Association of Benefit Specialists, Wisconsin Board on Aging and Long Term
Care, Wisconsin Council on Children and Families, Wisconsin Council of Churches, Wisconsin Personal Services Association, Wisconsin Retired
Educators Association, YWCA — Madison




Housing and Medical Costs have the Greatest Impact on Elder Economic Security

Wisconsin older adults cannot meet their basic living expenses whether they live at the federal poverty
level, $10,830 for a single elder in 2009, or the average Social Security benefit. Not only do average Social
Security payments to both men and women fall short of economic security as defined by the Elder Index,
regardless of housing status, they leave many of the approximately one-out-of-five Wisconsin elders who
rely entirely on Social Security short of qualifying for public assistance.

e Housing costs (mortgage or rent, taxes, utilities and insurance) put a heavy burden on elder
households. Those 18% of Wisconsin elders with a mortgage will pay almost three times more for
housing than elders who have paid off their mortgages. Additionally, renters may spend up to 43% of
their income on housing in more expensive counties.

e Older adults in Wisconsin who are in good health face combined health care costs (insurance
premiums plus co-pays, deductibles, fees, and other out-of-pocket expenses). On average, a single
Wisconsin elder in good health will pay $405 per month for protection against high medical and
prescription drug costs.

e 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 in Wisconsin adds $7,225 per year to living costs. Requiring a medium
level of care adds $18,887, and needing a high level of care adds $33,579 - $41,932.

Bridging Gaps:
A Snapshot of Public Support Programs
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Policy Recommendations
Adults age 65 and older are vital to Wisconsin’s communities. The following policy recommendations are
designed to promote economic security and preserve the dignity of Wisconsin’s aging community.

Increase support for programs that reduce elders’ housing costs. Without affordable housing,
attaining economic security is nearly impossible for the majority of older low-income Wisconsin renters
and homeowners.

e Explore critical housing support options. Some possibilities include: weatherization assistance,
housing trust funds, affordable housing development, homeowner tax exemptions, subsidized
housing for Medicaid waiver recipients, and state-funded housing vouchers.

e Increase the Homestead Tax Credit Benefit. This program provides an annual cash benefit to low
and modest-income homeowners and renters to help them meet the rising cost of property tax
bills and rental payments. Both the maximum of property tax that can be claimed and the
maximum amount of the Homestead Tax Credit must be increased to provide more assistance.

Assist with rising health care costs by expanding eligibility for health care benefit programs.
Seniors often find their Social Security income provides too little money for economic security, but too
much money to meet various income eligibility guidelines for programs offering health care coverage.

e Raise the Medicaid “medically needy” income limit to equal the combined federal and state
SSI payment standard. Increase annually by the federal SSI cost-of-living adjustment so that the
medical expense “spend-down” is not as difficult to meet.

e Increase the income limit for the Medicare Savings Programs. Raising the income limit will
make more low-income elders eligible for this program, which pays Medicare cost- sharing
obligations. Wisconsin should follow the lead of other states, make full use of federal funds,
and set the income limits of the Medicare Savings Programs at 150%-185% of the federal
poverty level.

e Remove asset limits. Elders are often excluded by asset limits, which are set as low as $2,000.
This discourages retirement saving and prevents all but the destitute from participating.
Further, asset tests create administrative burdens for those determining eligibility. By removing
asset limits, more elders could participate in health care assistance programs.

For more information on the Wisconsin Elder Economic Security Initiative:
Visit http://www.wiwomensnetwork.org, e-mail wiwomen@execpc.com or call (608) 255-9809.
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