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Update on the National Initiative 
 

Greetings! We are pleased to share that efforts are underway for our national media 
launch of the Elder Economic Security Initiative (the Initiative). With the assistance of 
our communications firm, Make Waves Not Noise, WOW will hold a national audio 
news conference on Tuesday, April 29th. Speakers will include: Joan Kuriansky, WOW 
Executive Director; Jim Firman, CEO and President of the National Council on Aging; 
and Shirley Wilcher, Attorney Advisor, Equal Employment Opportunity Commission & 
former Deputy Assistant Secretary of the U.S. Department of Labor. We are already 
pitching the story to over 250 media outlets!  With May being Older American’s month, 
we have a compelling story for journalist to cover. We’ll keep you updated! 
 

WOW continues to spread the word on economic security for elders at national and 
regional conferences. This past month, we drew over 300 people to our plenary and 
three workshops at the annual ASA-NCOA conference.  In addition, Joan Kuriansky 
presented on the state of lifelong economic security for women and families at the 
recent Economic Justice Summit convened by NOW Foundation, Institute for Women's 
Policy Research and the National Council of Negro Women. Per usual, during the 
various workshops we were pleased to hear from stakeholders out in the field on ways 
the information could be made more useful to them and new areas of policy to pursue. 
 

WOW received very competitive applications for new state lead partners. We were 
pleased to receive extremely thorough and thoughtful applications. It is clear that there 
is a lot of energy, enthusiasm, and commitment out there to take this work to the 
states! Needless to say, we are rigorously reviewing applications. Currently, we are in 
final deliberations and look forward to announcing the next cycle of state partners 
later this month! Stay tuned! 
 

Finally, if you haven’t already, we encourage you to visit our new blog: http://wow-
eesi.blogspot.com/. Weekly posts on the economic security of elders are intended to 
provoke thought and discussion. We are already up over 340 unique visitors! 
 

WHAT and WHY it Matters:  Food Stamps 

WHAT are FOOD STAMPS? 
 

Food Stamps provide electronic benefits, to be used like cash and distributed via debit 
cards, to low-income individuals and families to purchase food items at their local 
grocery stores.  The program is managed at the federal level by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) through its Food and Nutrition Service. State agencies oversee the 
program at the state and local levels and are responsible for fielding applications, 
determining eligibility and allotment and administering the benefit to recipients. 
 

 

http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Check out the 

website!  
Visit: 

www.wowonline.org 
 

The Food Stamps program is a means-tested program; as such, eligibility is determined 
by the following household asset and income requirements:  
 

 A household must have no more than $2,000 in countable assets or $3,000 for 
families in which one person is 60 years or older or disabled. Certain items, 
such as a home and vehicle, are not included as assets; 
 

 Gross monthly income must be 130 percent or less of the federal poverty level. 
After which, net monthly income is calculated by subtracting child care, earned 
income and other approved deductions. Net monthly income must be 100 
percent or less of Federal poverty guidelines. Elders and disabled persons are 
only subject to the net monthly income test. 

 
Source: USDA Food and Nutrition Service 
 

WHY does it MATTER? 
 

For an elder in good health, the median annual social security payment totals 
$11,900, with considerable variation by gender and race. As such, an elder’s 
Social Security income in and of itself often disqualifies him or her from 
receiving food stamp benefits.   
 
Given that most retired elders are not able to deduct the most common 
expenses, including earned income and child care, those that do qualify 
typically receive the minimum allotment, totaling a mere $10 per month. 
This $10 minimum monthly benefit has not changed since 1977. If indexed 
for inflation, according to the Food Research and Action Center (FRAC), the 
minimum benefit would now be close to $35.   
 
In addition, the rapidly rising cost of groceries is severely squeezing the 
budgets of low-income households. Even for families and elders receiving 
food stamps and/or other nutrition assistance, prices are increasing faster 
than benefits, sending numerous households to emergency food sources such 
as food banks, pantries and other community service programs to try and 
cover the difference. 
 

Data You Can Use: Food Stamps 
 

 Food insecurity is much more common among low-income seniors — those 
with incomes below 130 percent of the poverty line (i.e., those eligible for food 
stamps).  Some 17.6 percent of low-income seniors living with others are 
food insecure, as are more than 12 percent of low-income seniors who 
live alone. 
 

 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the cost of food at home rose 5.1 
percent between February 2007 and February 2008, and double-digit 
increases on many staple items generated consumer concern. During the same 
time period, bread prices rose by 12 percent, rice and pasta by 13 
percent, cheese by 15 percent, milk by 17 percent, and eggs by 25 percent.   
 

 A recent study commissioned by the USDA compares the Food Stamp Program 
with eight other public assistance programs across four measures of program 
effectiveness – administrative costs, error payments, program access, and 
benefit targeting.  Results show that the Food Stamps program is more 
successful than any other program in limiting overpayments.  

 

 

http://www.wowonline.org/
http://www.wowonline.org/pdf/NationalEESIfactsheet_single.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/cpi.nr0.htm
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Publications/CCR39/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Join the 

dialogue!  
Visit: 
http://wow-
eesi.blogspot.com/ 
 

Sources: Nord, M, Andrews, M., and S. Carlson. (2007) Household Food Security in the United States, 2006, Food 
Assistance and Nutrition Research Report No. 49 (Washington DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic 
Research Service); U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (2008): 
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/cpi.nr0.htm; Isaacs, Julia. (2008) The Cost of Benefit Delivery in the Food 
Stamp Program: Lessons From a Cross-Program Analysis (Washington DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Economic Research Service) 
 

Policy Center: Food Stamps 

What’s happening with funding? 
 

Federal funding for food and nutrition assistance programs this year and next remains 
in a state of flux, as Congress attempts to address potential program shortfalls due to 
caseload increases and rampant food price inflation. Actions currently pending in the 
Congress include a fiscal year 2008 supplemental appropriation to shore up program 
funding, completion of a fiscal year 2009 budget resolution to set spending parameters 
for next year, and a second economic stimulus package to jump-start an economy that 
appears headed for recession.   
 

The “Economic Stimulus II” package that is currently under consideration may include 
a temporary increase in the Food Stamp allotments and additional money for The 
Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), along with an extension of 
unemployment benefits and additional funding for home energy assistance.  
 

What’s happening with reauthorization? 
 

As Congress’ self-imposed April 18 deadline rapidly approaches, Congressional leaders 
are voicing their commitment to resolve the issues regarding the bill that contains 
Food Stamps – the Farm Bill. Congress remains at a stalemate on the bill. To the dismay 
of many, the ultimate outcome may be another short-term extension of current law, 
expiration of current programs and a reversion to permanent laws that are decades 
old, or the fashioning of legislation to implement new agriculture and food policies.  
 

According to Senate Agriculture Committee Chair Tom Harkin (D-IA), “Two big 
obstacles remain to finishing the Farm Bill:  1) detailing the source of the $10 billion in 
added Farm Bill funding that was set several weeks ago; and 2) resolving a very sharp 
disagreement between the Senate and the House on whether to include a tax package 
of several billion dollars as an attachment to the Farm Bill.”   
 

Meanwhile, interests both inside and outside of the Congress are getting impatient.  
Representative Jim McGovern (D-MA), an outspoken supporter of anti-hunger 
programs, including Food Stamps, urged speedy resolution of the Farm Bill to help low-
income Americans in need: "Families going to food banks aren't enthusiastic about 
their struggles.  People applying for food stamps aren't enthusiastic about the tough 
choices they're forced to make because their food stamp benefit isn't keeping up with 
the price of milk.  Seniors aren't enthusiastic about having to take their medicines 
on an empty stomach."  
 

On April 9th, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi appointed 49 members of the House, 
including 32 Democrats and 17 Republicans, as Farm Bill conferees.  The appointees 
were drawn from the Agriculture Committee and 11 other committees with 
jurisdiction beyond the Agriculture Committee.  Many advocates hope the conference 
will yield a successful reauthorization soon. Advocates for seniors are especially 
interested in seeing this bill enacted because it includes language which would exempt 
retirement savings as assets and raise the minimum allotment.   
 

 
 

http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://wow-eesi.blogspot.com/
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/cpi.nr0.htm


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Got feedback?  
Help WOW enhance 
your resources! 
Email: 
ssanders@wowonline.org  

 
 

State Spotlight 

Getting Started in Wisconsin! 
 

WOW is thrilled to see the Elder Economic Security Initiative take off in Wisconsin! On 
March 26, the Wisconsin Women’s Network convened its first meeting of statewide 
stakeholders. Nearly 50 participants attended from a variety of agencies and 
professions representing the interests of elders, caregivers and low-income families. 
 

The meeting included presentations by staff from WOW and the Gerontology Institute 
at the University of Massachusetts-Boston to introduce the Elder Economic Security 
Initiative and the Elder Economic Security Standard Index. Afterwards, the Wisconsin 
participants engaged in a fruitful discussion on the potential uses of the Index in 
Wisconsin and on what policy recommendations to consider as the Initiative moves 
forward. In the weeks that follow, a series of work groups will meet via conference call 
to plan next steps in Wisconsin. 
 

Many thanks to all who helped organize a successful first meeting in Wisconsin! 

 
Questions from the Field and Answers 

Q: Has the data from the Elder Economic Security Initiative Program ever been applied 
in a manner that you did not anticipate, such as for advocacy purposes that the 
Initiative does not support? 
 

A: When releasing policy action research, any group or organization always runs the 
risk of seeing the information used in ways it did not intend. Data can equally serve to 
help one’s case or harm one’s case. This question speaks to the importance of how the 
dialogue concerning economic security is framed. The more success the Elder 
Economic Security Initiative and its many partners and supporters are in shaping the 
messages that coincide with releasing the data, both nationally and in the states, the 
more likely it serves the Initiative’s broader goals of promoting the economic well-
being of elders and their families and assuring that seniors are able to age in place with 
dignity. 
 

Q: Does the Elder Economic Security Standard Index speak to the issues facing the 
growing number of grandparents raising grandchildren? 
 

A: At this time, the Index does not reflect the economic situation of grandparents 
raising grandchildren. Nevertheless, the available data can still be used to speak to the 
challenges facing low-income elders raising children. The Index measures costs for a 
single elder or a couple to be self-sufficient and advocates can use this data to illustrate 
what an elder needs for his or her own well-being notwithstanding the significant 
additional costs, such as those for food, education, and healthcare, that accompany 
raising a child.  
 

In addition, the Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Standard is available as a tool to 
speak to the living costs of by families with children. Over the long term, achieving 
WOW’s intergenerational vision will involve updating our tools of income adequacy to 
reflect a greater variety of family compositions and economic circumstances. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

mailto:ssanders@wowonline.org
http://www.wiwomensnetwork.org/
http://www.wowonline.org/ourprograms/fess/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Upcoming Events 

EESI is What’s Happening this Spring! 
 

April 29, 2008: WOW National Release Event 
 

 With the help of our national public relations firm, Make Waves Not Noise, 
WOW will hold its national release event via teleconference. The event will 
feature leading experts in the field of aging and retirement security.  More 
details to come…  

 

 
May 6, 2008: Pennsylvania Statewide Release Event 
 

 Our Pennsylvania partner, PathWaysPA, will release the Pennsylvania Elder 
Economic Security Standard Index at a press conference and briefing in 
Harrisburg, PA at the state capitol. The event will feature presentations by 
policymakers, advocates, service providers and elders from across the state.  
More details to come…  

 

Resources and Tools:  On Food Stamps  

Outreach tools and an innovative program for educating seniors and encouraging 
enrollment in the food stamps program:  
 

 “Free Food for Seniors” Fact Sheet  
Source: Orange County Office on Aging 
 

 “Every Day, Seniors JUST LIKE YOU Get Food Stamps”  
 

 MiCAFE: Michigan’s Coordinated Access to Food for the Elderly 
 

A report on seniors’ views of the food stamp program, barriers to enrolling eligible 
elders and tips for increasing participation: 
 

 Seniors’ Views of the Food Stamps Program and Ways to Improve 
Participation-Focus Group Findings in Washington State: Final Report 

 

A brief on how the food stamp program can be improved:  
 

 “Strengthening the Food Stamp Program to Serve Low-Income Seniors” 
 

The most recent national data on food stamp participation:  
 

 January 2008: 27,689,880 enrolled, but 1 in 3 eligible is still missing… 
 

Commentary from President of the Food Research and Action Center (FRAC): 
 

 What the Food Stamp Program can Teach Us About Fighting Poverty 
 

Skill Development:  Thoughts on Leadership 
 

How important it is for us to recognize and celebrate our heroes and she-roes! – Maya Angelou 
 

Are great leaders born or made? And, what really makes a leader great? According to 
David Goleman, the answer is they’re made and what makes them great is emotional 
intelligence. Through concentrated effort and a commitment to personal development, 
Goleman argues that any professional has the capacity to further enhance his or her 
emotional intelligence and become a strong leader.  
 

http://makewavesnotnoise.com/about/overview
http://www.pathwayspa.org/
http://www.officeonaging.ocgov.com/PDFs/FreeFood.pdf
http://otda.state.ny.us/main/publications/4716.pdf
http://www.micafeonline.org/
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Publications/EFAN02012/
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Publications/EFAN02012/
http://www.cbpp.org/3-5-08fa.htm
http://www.frac.org/html/news/fsp/2008.01_FSP.htm
http://www.spotlightonpoverty.org/news.aspx?id=801b809e-84a6-415f-9b41-42065d63c945
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Based on a wide scale survey of leadership competency models from a range of 
national and global companies, Goleman concludes that the combination of self-
awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills, the core components of 
what he defines as emotional intelligence, are the key determinants of leadership 
capacity.  Goleman captures these characteristics in the following chart: 
 

Characteristic Definition Hallmarks 

Self-awareness 

Recognizing and 
understanding your moods 
and emotions as well as their 
effect on others 

 

 Self-confidence 
 

 Realistic self-
assessment 

 

Self-regulation 
Being able to redirect 
negative impulses and think 
before acting 

 

 Comfort with 
ambiguity 

 

 Openness to change 
 

Motivation 
Having a passion for your 
work that transcends the 
desire for money or power 

 

 Desire to achieve 
 

 OPTIMISM 
 

Empathy 

 
Understanding the emotions 
of others and responding to 
others’ emotions in a 
sensitive manner 

 

 Expertise in building 
and retaining talent 
 

 Cross-cultural 
sensitivity 

 

Social Skills 

Building relationships and 
social networks and finding 
common ground with people 
from diverse backgrounds 

 

 Effectiveness in 
leading change 
 

 Expertise in building 
and leading teams 

 
Chart adapted from Goleman, p. 12 
Source: Goleman, D. (1998) “What Makes a Leader?” Harvard Business Review November-December: 93-102 

 
Participating in the Elder Economic Security Initiative presents opportunities for both 
personal and organizational leadership development—for WOW, our state partners, and 
our community coalition members.  At WOW, we are delighted to both support and learn 
from you as we move forward in leading the effort to ensure economic security for elders 
and their families. 

 

mailto:ralwin@wowonline.org

