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MEDIA ADVISORY/DECEMBER 13, 2006

new report reveals that High Costs of Living Threaten Elders in Massachusetts 

PRESS CONFERENCE on 12/13 TO provide these details and introduce the

MA ELDER ECONOMIC SECURITY INITIATIVE 
WORCESTER, MA (December 13, 2006)  – A new effort to address the needs of elders struggling to make end meet was launched today – The Massachusetts Elder Economic Security Initiative (MA Elder Initiative).  The launch of the Initiative included the release of a definitive report on the state of elders here in the Baystate.  The report shows that an elder living alone in Massachusetts needs between $14,700 and $28,100 annually to cover basic living costs depending on housing, health and geography.  The report released today, The Massachusetts Elder Economic Security Standard (Elder Standard), demonstrates that the average annual Social Security payment ($12,024 in 2006) is less than half of what some elders in the state need to cover their basic expenses. For three out of ten retired elders, Social Security is their only form of income.

The Massachusetts Elder Economic Security Standard presented today at a news conference at the Worcester Senior Center was prepared for the Massachusetts Association of Older Americans (MAOA) and developed by Wider Opportunities for Women and the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts Boston.  MAOA is guiding the MA Elder Initiative and implementation of the Elder Standard in Massachusetts.  Laura Henze Russell of the Gerontology Institute explained, “The report details how much it costs elders to meet basic needs – without public or private support – in every county in Massachusetts.  It also provides a framework to help guide public, private, and elders’ decisions that will shape the health and well being of today’s elders, and impact the aging boomers and families who care for them.”

The report finds that elder couples in Massachusetts also face challenges; it costs between $21,400 and $39,100 to meet basic household expenses. The average Social Security payment for a retired couple in 2006 is $19,776, half of what is required in some areas. Social Security is the only source of income for one out of nine retired couples.

According to the findings in the Elder Standard:

1. Single elders and elderly couples who live in Massachusetts cannot make ends meet at the poverty level or at the average Social Security payment without subsidies for housing and health care.

2. Massachusetts’ high housing costs put a heavy burden on elder households, from 33-to-52 percent of total expenses.

3. Health care costs are the second largest expense for Massachusetts’ elders, who need to purchase full supplemental health and prescription drug coverage to Medicare. 

4. Some elders who are currently making ends meet face uncertainty if their life circumstances change, such as losing a spouse or a change in their health.

5. The need for long-term care can more than double an elder’s expenses, significantly increasing the income needed to meet basic needs.

“Our goal with this Standard is to have it serve as a catalyst for adjusting and creating programs and policies that will help  elders  in Massachusetts live safely, with adequate food, health care and housing,” stated Ann L. Hartstein, Executive Director of the Massachusetts Association of Older Americans.  “When elders have to decide between paying rent, buying food or paying for medicine, something must be done. Sound policy and strong programs must be developed here in Massachusetts to insure elders can live in the Commonwealth safely.   The Elder Standard gives us the framework to begin.”

The MA Elder Initiative is a part of a national campaign led by Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW).  The MA Elder Standard is the first to be released as a part of the national Initiative.  “Since 1996, Wider Opportunities for Women has been working with states across the country to use the Elder Standard’s predecessor, The Family Self-Sufficiency Standard, to design sound public policy, to develop strong programs, to counsel low-income families about education and training options, and to provide realistic information about whether residents are truly able to make ends meet,” said Ramsey Alwin, Director of the Elder Economic Security Initiative at Wider Opportunities for Women. “The launch of the Elder Economic Security campaign and the release of new information about what it takes elders to age in place in Massachusetts are crucial first steps to expanding sound public policy to improve the lives of all elders wishing to age in place with dignity.” 

The Elder Economic Standard Initiative builds on the work of the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts Boston to develop and pilot a new measure of economic security for Boston’s elders funded by The Boston Foundation and for Massachusetts supported by the Retirement Research Foundation and The Boston Foundation.
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