Journal of Aging & Social Policy

ISSN: 0895-9420 (Print) 1545-0821 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wasp20

How strong is the Social Security safety net?
Using the Elder Index to assess gaps in economic
security
Jan E. Mutchler, Yang Li & Ping Xu
To cite this article: Jan E. Mutchler, Yang Li & Ping Xu (2019) How strong is the Social Security
safety net? Using the Elder Index to assess gaps in economic security, Journal of Aging & Social
Policy, 31:2, 123-137, DOI: 10.1080/08959420.2018.1465798
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/08959420.2018.1465798

Accepted author version posted online: 16
Apr 2018.
Published online: 22 May 2018.
Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 315

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 3 View citing articles

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=wasp20

JOURNAL OF AGING & SOCIAL POLICY
2019, VOL. 31, NO. 2, 123–137
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959420.2018.1465798

How strong is the Social Security safety net? Using the
Elder Index to assess gaps in economic security
Jan E. Mutchler, Yang Li, and Ping Xu
Department of Gerontology, Center for Social & Demographic Research on Aging, Gerontology
Institute, John W. McCormack Graduate School of Policy and Global Studies, University of
Massachusetts Boston, Boston, Massachusetts, USA
ABSTRACT
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Older Americans rely heavily on Social Security benefits (SSBs)
to support independent lifestyles, and many have few or no
additional sources of income. We establish the extent to which
SSBs adequately support economic security, benchmarked by
the Elder Economic Security Standard Index. We document
variability across U.S. counties in the adequacy levels of SSBs
among older adults. We find that the average SSBs fall short of
what is required for economic security in every county in the
United States, but the level of shortfall varies considerably by
location. Policy implications relating to strengthening Social
Security and other forms of retirement income are discussed.
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Introduction
Economic security is a highly valued goal for older adults, supporting their
efforts to stay in their homes, live independent lifestyles, and secure healthpromoting medical care. As Americans live longer, with many more years
spent in retirement, even those with a reasonably secure working life depend
heavily on the stability offered by Social Security and Medicare once they
retire, as these programs form the foundation of economic security for a
majority of older Americans (Altman & Kingson, 2015; Social Security
Administration, 2016). The rising number of retirees—numbers set to escalate further as the baby boomers continue their transition to full or partial
retirement—heighten the importance of understanding these issues.
The purpose of this paper is to describe the extent to which Social Security
benefits (SSBs) adequately support economic security among older adults in the
United States. More than 8 out of 10 adults aged 65 and older receive SSBs, and a
sizable share relies on them for nearly all of their income. Six out of ten
beneficiaries depend on SSBs for at least half of their income, with one-third
receiving at least 90% from this source (Veghte, Schreur, & Bradley, 2017).
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Understanding the extent to which SSBs promote economic security
requires selection of an adequate measure of how much income is necessary
to be economically secure. Although many definitions of economic security
may be found in the literature, for this paper economic security refers to the
ability of an individual or family to pay their basic bills without relying on
needs-based support programs and to remain independent by staying in their
own homes. When income falls short of necessary expenses, economic
insecurity occurs, requiring an increase in income, a reduction in expenses,
or both. For many older adults, the consequences of not having sufficient
income to cover expenses include falling into debt, being unable to keep up
with bills, and foregoing necessary medical care (Montgomerie, 2013;
Weaver, Rowland, Bellizzi, & Aziz, 2010).
In the United States, the most frequently chosen benchmark for defining
economic security and disadvantage has been the federal poverty level (FPL),
a measure released every year by the Department of Health and Human
Services. The poverty thresholds used today are based on the original version
of the federal poverty measure, developed by Mollie Orshansky of the Social
Security Administration in the 1960s, based on a multiplier of the cost of
food and updated annually using the Consumer Price Index (Fisher, 1992).
Costs of housing, health care, and other necessities—expenses impacting
older adults to an especially high degree—are not incorporated into the
calculation of the FPL. Although these and other shortcomings are well
documented (Citro & Michael, 1995; Ruggles, 1990), the federal poverty
rate remains the most common indicator of income inadequacy.
The Elder Economic Security StandardTM Index (Elder Index), was developed as a data-based benchmark against which economic security in later life
may be evaluated (Mutchler, Shih, Lyu, Bruce, & Gottlieb, 2015). The methodology used in creating the Elder Index is based on geographically specific
costs that older adult households routinely face, using an equivalent to the
“family budget” developed for families with children (see Johnson, Rogers, &
Tan, 2001). By comparing older adults’ incomes to values of the Elder Index,
one may illustrate the level of economic insecurity experienced by older
adults, including those who are not considered “poor” by federal guidelines.
For example, while the poverty rate for older singles living alone was 19% in
2016, another 34% had incomes above the FPL but below the Elder Index
threshold, placing them at risk of being unable to cover necessary living
expenses (Mutchler, Li, & Xu, 2016).
In this paper, we illustrate that although the average SSB is higher than the
FPL, it falls short of what is needed for an older adult to be economically
secure. Based on a comparison between average SSBs for retired workers and
the Elder Index, both of which vary considerably across U.S. counties, we
find that Social Security brings older adults much closer to economic security
in some localities than in others. Based on these findings, we discuss
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implications for policy efforts directed toward strengthening elder economic
security in the United States.
Literature review
Social Security, established in the early 1930s, is a federal program providing
social welfare and insurance in the form of monthly benefits designed to
replace, in part, the loss of income due to retirement, disability, or death
(Martin & Weaver, 2005). Lower fertility rates and higher life expectancy, as
well as the program’s wage-indexed formula of benefits, have raised fears of
insolvency in some quarters (Nuschler, 2017), while others argue that with
proper management, the trust fund will help support beneficiaries for generations to come (Altman & Kingson, 2015). SSBs are indexed with the Consumer
Price Index with the intent of protecting against loss in purchasing power, and
cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs) have averaged just more than 2% annually
since 1997 (SSA, 2017). Yet many argue that COLAs have not reflected
spending requirements of the older population, most notably on medical
care and housing (Burdick & Fisher, 2007). For example, relative to the general
population, older adults are more likely to use prescription medications with
faster price increases over time (Berndt, Cockburn, Cocks, & Epstein, 1998). In
addition, as the majority of older adults own homes without rental or mortgage payments, their out-of-pocket housing costs—including property taxes
and insurance payments—are more volatile to property values relative to the
general population (Burdick & Fisher, 2007).
Despite these debates, Social Security is without question a critically
important source of income for most older adults in the United States.
More than 80% of adults aged 65 and older receive Social Security income
and one-third of beneficiaries rely on it for at least 90% of their total income
(SSA, 2016). A key feature of the Social Security program is the progressive
benefit formula, which replaces a higher proportion of low-income workers’
pre-retirement income than that of higher-income workers (Altman &
Kingson, 2015; Clingman, Burkhalter, & Chaplain, 2017; Coile, 2015). For
this reason, low to moderate earners depend especially heavily on Social
Security as an essential source of income in retirement (Poterba, 2014).
Yet, an SSB alone is not meant to be sufficient to support an independent
lifestyle and is intended to be supplemented with additional income sources
(Ghilarducci, 2008; Martin & Weaver, 2005). Many older Americans have
access to a private pension earned through employment that is received in
addition to SSBs (SSA, 2016). However, private pension income contributes
to older adults’ retirement income on an uneven basis, with those at the
higher end of the income distribution benefitting substantially more than
those at the lower end (Poterba, 2014). As well, traditional defined-benefit
pensions are becoming increasingly less common (Ghilarducci, 2008;
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Munnell & Chen, 2017). Currently, fewer than half of workers participate in
a retirement plan and most of those who do are enrolled in a definedcontribution plan rather than a more stable defined-benefit plan. Even
among workers aged 50 to 59, only 54% participate in any type of retirement
plan. Trends away from defined-benefit pensions in particular place special
importance on the stability offered by SSBs, with some analysts predicting
that a growing share of retirees will rely exclusively on SSBs (Munnell &
Chen, 2017).
Partially in response to a growing imbalance between cost of living and
income in retirement, increasing shares of older adults are working for pay,
either continuing in their career jobs or returning to work after retirement
(Beehr & Bennett, 2015). In 2016, 26% of adults aged 65 to 74 and 8% of
those aged 75 or older worked for pay (calculated by the authors using the
2016 Current Population Survey), and the labor participation rates of older
adults rose substantially in recent years, with a 39% increase for men aged 65
and 106% increase for women aged 65 between 1985 and 2009 (Quinn,
2010). Yet supplementing retirement income with work income is not an
option for many older adults, including those who are not able to work due
to disability, health conditions, or caregiving responsibilities (Jacobs, Van
Houtven, Laporte, & Coyte, 2017; Munnell, Sanzenbacher, & Rutledge, 2015),
and continuing to work may be especially challenging for those who could
most benefit from the added income, that is, lower–socioeconomic status
individuals (Sanzenbacher & Sass, 2017).

Social security and economic insecurity

The Social Security program was established in considerable measure to
forestall high levels of poverty in later life, such as those experienced during
the Great Depression. Indeed, poverty among elders declined precipitously
following the passage of the Social Security Act, from as much as 40% in the
late 1950s to about 9% in 2016 (Marchand & Smeeding, 2016). A precise
assessment of elder poverty is not available before 1965, when poverty guidelines were first developed (Fisher, 1992), but since that time, the FPL has
been the most commonly used indicator by which hardship has been evaluated for elders as well as for other age groups. Critiques of the FPL in recent
decades provided the impetus for the development of a Supplemental Poverty
Measure (SPM), which takes into consideration some of the limitations of the
FPL (Fox, 2017), and the SPM offers a higher estimate of poverty in later life:
14.5% as compared to 9.3% using the FPL. Although the SPM provides a
more nuanced view of economic well-being than the FPL, both measures
offer very low thresholds and focus on hardship, deprivation, and inadequacy
rather than evaluating economic security.
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To the extent that older adults may continue to rely largely or exclusively
on SSBs as a source of income, evaluating the extent to which Social Security
helps older adults reach economic security is informative for policy makers
and the general public. In focusing largely on FPL-based thresholds of
economic security, past literature has focused attention on Social Security’s
role in extreme deprivation, rather than its role in supporting an economically secure lifestyle. In this paper we use an alternative threshold by which
late-life economic security may be evaluated, the Elder Index. The Elder
Index is based on the geographically specific costs routinely encountered
by older adults and establishes the income required for older individuals or
couples to cover their necessary expenses and stay in their homes. Using the
Elder Index, we both measure the importance of SSBs to older adults and
identify the gap between SSBs and self-sufficiency that remains to be filled
through other income sources.
Data description
The Elder Index is a geographically specific measure of the basic cost of living
for older adults in every county of the United States, based on the market
cost of housing, food, transportation, health care, and other necessities
(Mutchler et al., 2015). To illustrate the adequacy of SSBs for supporting
independent living, we compare SSBs to values of the Elder Index. Because
both the Elder Index and the average SSB vary across localities, we calculate
the ratio of the county-specific average SSB for a retired worker to the Elder
Index for the same county. We refer to these calculations as elder economic
security ratios (EESRs) and they reflect the share of necessary expenses in a
county that is covered by the average SSB.
Average SSBs are calculated by the authors by dividing the total dollar
amount of retired worker benefits paid out in a county by the number of
retired worker beneficiaries in that same location. Original data were
obtained from the Social Security Administration (OASDI, 2014) and inflated
to 2016 dollars using the 2016 COLA (0.3%; there was no COLA in 2015, see
SSA, 2017). Although data to calculate the county-level median value of SSBs
are not available, the distribution of SSBs is considerably less skewed than the
distribution of many other income sources, and we conclude that use of the
county-level mean SSB does not substantially distort our conclusions. For
example, at the national level, the median SSB for recipients aged 65 or older
is just 1% greater than the mean SSB for the same recipients (calculated by
the authors using the 2016 American Community Survey). Although data are
not available to draw this same comparison at the level of the county, we
conclude that using the county-level mean SSB does not substantially distort
our calculations relative to what we would find if we were able to retrieve the
median SSB.

128

J. E. MUTCHLER ET AL.

The Elder Index measures the cost for an older single person or couple to
remain independent without financial support from need-based programs. It
measures basic living expenses for older adults who live in one- or twoperson elder households; although some older adults live with their adult
children, grandchildren, or others, our focus is on those who live in these, the
most typical arrangements. (Data from the American Community Survey
suggest that 28% of individuals aged 65 and older live alone, and 40% live
with one other older adult in a two-person household. Further, 96% of older
adults in two-person elder households are couples who are married or
cohabiting.) The Elder Index measures living expenses for adults aged 65
and older because this is the age at which Medicare eligibility begins; also,
most Social Security beneficiaries begin drawing benefits by age 65 (SSA,
2016).
The Elder Index is calculated based on local costs of basic expenses,
including shelter, medical care, food, transportation, and limited miscellaneous expenditures for clothing and household necessities. The embedded
expenses reflect average market costs and do not take into account any
needs-based subsidies. The Elder Index is tabulated separately for older
adults living alone and in two-person households, based on housing tenure
(owner with no mortgage, renter, owner with a mortgage) and on health
status (excellent, good, poor). This approach yields a total of 18 scenarios for
which the Elder Index is calculated in each county or county equivalent
(N = 3143); population-weighted average values of the Elder Index are
generated for each state and for the United States as a whole. The data
sources and methodology used to calculate the Elder Index are described in
detail in Mutchler et al. (2016).

Results
The 2016 Elder Index national averages—that is, the population-weighted
averages of the county-level Elder Index values—are shown in Table 1 and
range from $20,064 for an older adult in good health, living alone in an
owned home with no mortgage to $41,484 for an older couple in good
health, living independently in an owned home with a mortgage. Costs are
higher for couples than for singles, although economies of scale are
evident in most expense categories. For both singles and couples, costs
are highest for owners with a mortgage and lowest for owners without a
mortgage. Housing is the largest cost component for singles; however, for
couples who own a home without a mortgage, health care costs more than
housing. Although not shown here, total costs are higher for older adults
in poor health and somewhat lower for older adults in excellent health
(see Mutchler et al., 2016).
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Table 1. The Elder Economic Security Standard Index for the United States, 2016.
Living alone
Monthly
expenses
Housing
Food
Transportation
Health care
(good health)
Miscellaneous
Total monthly
expenses
Total annual
expenses

Two-person household

Owner without
mortgage
$516
$256
$231
$390

Renter
$791
$256
$231
$390

Owner with
mortgage
$1,425
$256
$231
$390

Owner without
mortgage
$516
$470
$357
$780

Renter
$791
$470
$357
$780

Owner with
mortgage
$1,425
$470
$357
$780

$279
$1,672

$279
$1,947

$279
$2,581

$425
$2,548

$425
$2,823

$425
$3,457

$20,064

$23,364

$30,972

$30,576

$33,876

$41,484

Source: Mutchler et al. (2016).

Elder Index values vary considerably across the United States (see
Figure 1). Values of the Elder Index, assuming an older adult in good health
living alone in a rented apartment, range from $18,000 to $33,000, highlighting the substantial range in cost of basic expenses across different
locations. For this illustration, we present the Elder Index value for single
renters because in nearly all counties the Elder Index for a renter falls
between the values for owners without a mortgage (lower) and owners with
a mortgage (higher), and among older adults who live alone, more than onethird are renters. In our calculations, we also assume that an older adult is in
good health, as opposed to poor or excellent health. Recent data suggest that

Figure 1. United States Elder Index values by county, 2016 (single renters in good health).
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78% of adults aged 65 or older rate their health as “good” (National Center
for Health Statistics, 2016). The highest-cost counties are clustered in the
Northeast, in coastal areas, and in California, Alaska, and Hawaii. The lowest-cost counties are clustered in the interior United States and are especially
prevalent in the Midwest. Although not shown here, the general geographic
pattern of high- and low-cost areas for couples is similar to that observed for
older adults living alone. The Elder Index is maintained in partnership with
the National Council on Aging (2017).
Geographic variability in cost of living, as described by the Elder Index, is
shaped largely by the cost of housing and health care. As shown in Figure 2,
housing represents 41% of the total Elder Index budget for a single renter in
good health, based on the U.S. annual average. For the same category of
elders (single renters in good health), housing counts for as little as 26% of
estimated necessary expenses (in selected Kentucky counties) but as much as
59% of estimated expenses in San Francisco County, in California. The next
most sizable expense in the U.S. average shown in Figure 2 is health care,
which accounts for 20% of the Elder Index budget. In some counties, health
care accounts for a considerably lower share of the total budget, such as
Miami-Dade County (Florida), where it represents 9%, but in some counties
it accounts for a very large share, such as Union County (Illinois), where it
represents 30% of an elder renter’s total budget. The geographic variation in
cost of housing, utilities, and health care drive most of the variability in
values of the Elder Index depicted in Figure 1.
The average benefit received through Social Security also varies considerably throughout the United States. Using data from the Social Security

Miscellaneous,
14%

Housing, 41%
Health care,
20%

Transportation,
12%
Food, 13%

Figure 2. Cost components of the 2016 U.S. average Elder Economic Security Standard Index
(single renter in good health). Source: Mutchler et al. (2016)
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Administration (described above), we estimate that the average SSB for a
retired worker ranges across counties from less than $10,000 to nearly
$20,000 annually. Summarized by state, the average SSB for a retired worker
is as high as $17,908 in New Jersey but as low as $14,257 in South Dakota.
To illustrate the extent to which the average county-level SSB helps an older
adult reach economic security, we generate the ratio within each county of the
SSB to the Elder Index. A ratio of 80% means that 80% of routine, necessary
expenses are covered by the average SSB, leaving 20% to be covered through
other means and sources of income, if covered at all. Calculated based on
national averages, the EESR is 72%, indicating that 72% of the national average
cost of living for an older single renter is covered by the average SSB.
When calculated across counties, we find that in every county in the
United States, the average SSB falls short of what older adults need to get
by. However, SSBs bring older adults far closer to economic security in
some counties than in others. Four illustrative counties are included in
Table 2. In San Francisco County, within which the City of San Francisco is
located, the estimated cost of living is $32,568 for an older renter in good
health living alone. However, the estimated SSB for a retired worker is
$15,369, so only 47% of the cost of living is covered by Social Security with
the remaining half of necessary expenses left uncovered or to be covered
through other income sources. Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania, has a
similar average SSB ($15,358), but the Elder Index is considerably lower
than in San Francisco County, so 60% of necessary expenses are covered by
the average SSB. The EESR is also 60% in Fairfax County, Virginia, where
living expenses are higher than in Philadelphia County, but the average SSB
is also higher. And among the counties shown in Table 2, the highest share
of expenses covered by the average SSB is in St. Louis County, Missouri, a
county of more than 1 million residents bordering the City of St. Louis,
which is an independent city. In St. Louis County, the average SSB is about
the same as in Fairfax County, but the Elder Index is considerably lower. As
a result, 85% of necessary expenses in St. Louis County, Missouri, are
covered by the average SSB, with a smaller gap left uncovered or to be
covered through other income sources or strategies.
Table 2. Calculation of the elder economic security ratio for selected counties.

San Francisco, CA
Philadephia, PA
Fairfax, VA
St. Louis, MO
a

Average Social Security benefit
for a retired workera

Elder Index for a single renter
in good healthb

Elder economic
security ratio

(1)
$15,369
$15,358
$17,713
$17,691

(2)
$32,568
$25,584
$29,460
$20,784

(1)/(2)
47%
60%
60%
85%

Source: https://www.ncoa.org/economic-security/money-management/elder-index/.
Source: Calculated by the authors using OASDI (2014).

b
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Figure 3. Percentage of Elder Index covered by average Social Security benefit in 2016 by
county.

Spatial variability in the extent to which the living costs summarized by
the Elder Index are covered by the average SSB is mapped in Figure 3. In
some areas, the discrepancy between the average SSB and the cost of economic security is fairly small and may be bridged with a few hours of paid
work weekly, a small pension, or a modest housing or health care subsidy:
For example, in St. Louis County, Missouri, the gap is just more than $3,000
annually. In other counties the shortfall is substantial and would require far
more extensive remedies, including perhaps moving to a more affordable
county or state: For example, in San Francisco County the gap between the
Elder Index and the average SSB is more than $17,000. Again, the spatial
pattern shown in Figure 3 is the result not just of variability in SSB levels or
just of the cost of living—but rather, the balance between the two. The ratios
impart novel information about the extent to which Social Security, the
income resource most commonly held by older Americans, brings older
adults closer to economic security in some communities than in others.

Discussion
Most older Americans receive SSBs, and many have few additional income sources.
Yet SSBs alone are not sufficient to allow older adults to achieve economic security,
to cover necessary expenses and stay in their homes. The gap between the cost of
living and the average SSB—illustrated in this paper—poses a challenge for older
adults attempting to remain independent, including especially the sizable share of
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older adults who rely largely or exclusively on SSBs for their income. The magnitude of this gap varies considerably across geographic localities, suggesting that
Social Security plays a considerably larger role in contributing to a secure retirement in some communities than in others.
Yet, as the foundation of most older adults’ retirement resources, the
importance of SSBs cannot be overstated (Altman & Kingson, 2015). Most
Americans recognize this: A survey of Americans aged 21 and older found
that a large majority value Social Security, most Americans think that SSBs
are too low, and most agree that as a nation, we should consider raising
future benefits as a means of providing a more secure retirement (Walker,
Reno, & Bethell, 2014). Protecting Social Security as a core entitlement is an
essential step, and adequately communicating the value of SSBs to older
adults and their families is a necessary component of that effort. Proposals
targeting the most vulnerable beneficiaries, such as implementing a minimum benefit that would be large enough to bring eligible individuals up to
the FPL (Herd, Favreault, Harrington Meyer, & Smeeding, 2017), should be
further developed and evaluated. Although any strategy benchmarked by the
FPL will fall short of bringing most elders to self-sufficiency, as illustrated in
this paper, assessing the potential benefits of these and other minimum
benefit proposals with reference to the Elder Index would be informative.
Given the sizable gap between the average SSB and the cost of living, policies
that expand access to economic resources beyond Social Security—including
pensions and paid work—must also be strengthened for economic security to
be more widely achieved. Findings presented in this paper illustrate that to
bridge the gap between SSBs and cost of living, an older adult wishing to live
independently virtually anywhere in the United States requires additional
sources of income. Although Social Security was designed to be supplemented
by private pensions and savings, the availability of pensions is on the decline.
Many employers do not offer a private pension of any type to their workers
and, increasingly, the responsibility for managing retirement savings through a
defined-contribution plan, an IRA, or other mechanism falls to the individual.
Promoting strategies that have been shown to increase worker participation,
such as enrolling employees automatically, rather than requiring them to opt
in, will contribute to economic security among tomorrow’s elders (Munnell &
Chen, 2017). Proposals to create new mechanisms for retirement savings could
also be developed and evaluated, such as the Guaranteed Retirement Account
described by Ghilarducci (2008). Providing workers with the information and
skills they need to plan more successfully for retirement (Van Rooij, Lusardi, &
Alessie, 2012) may also support economic security in later life. Continuing to
work—thereby generating added income and potentially deferring drawdown
of retirement resources—can also be beneficial. Although continuing to work
beyond “typical” retirement age is not feasible for everyone, expanding
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opportunities and reducing disincentives to doing so will strengthen late-life
economic security for those older adults who are capable of working longer.
Because economic security implies a balance between resources and
expenses, the policy implications of the findings presented in this paper extend
not only to strengthening Social Security and other late-life income sources but
also to helping older adults manage their expenses. Programs that promote
affordability of core expenses—such as tax credits for homeowners—are
necessary to promote economic security. Because housing and medical
expenses constitute the largest share of necessary expenses confronted by
older adults, as illustrated by the Elder Index, programs addressing those
costs will have the biggest impact on economic security. For elders with
relatively low SSBs, those with few or no other income sources, and/or those
living in high-cost localities, needs-based programs that support affordable
housing, food assistance, and fuel assistance or other supports that help older
adults pay for necessary expenses can be beneficial.
A final recommendation stemming from this analysis is to reframe the
conceptualization of economic security. If we are to strengthen elder economic security, we must first change the way we conceptualize it and how we
measure it. Conventional assessments of economic security based on the FPL
underestimate the economic disadvantage experienced by older adults. By
gauging what it takes to remain independent, the Elder Index provides an
alternative approach to assessing economic security and evaluating the adequacy of Social Security. As illustrated in this paper, the average SSB falls well
short of the cost of living independently, highlighting both the need to
protect the Social Security program as the foundation of economic security
and the importance of strengthening other sources of income in later life,
including pensions and paid work. Given the geographic variability in both
cost of living and average SSBs, the average SSB goes much further toward
economic security in some localities than in others, suggesting that the scope
of strategies required to fill the gap between cost of living and SSBs may also
vary across localities.
Limitations
The focus of this paper is on older adults who live alone or with one other
older adult. Although this focus takes into consideration the nearly 7 out of
10 older adults who live alone or as an older couple, it does not take into
account the economies of scale and pooling of resources that may benefit
those who live in larger households. We illustrate geographic variability in
economic insecurity by measuring the extent to which the average SSB covers
necessary expenses in counties throughout the United States. This approach
does not provide a comprehensive understanding of economic insecurity,
because many older adults have income sources beyond Social Security, such
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as wages or private pension income. However, our approach highlights the
gap between SSBs and the cost of living independently, providing insight to
current discussions about the adequacy of the SSB structure and policy and
practice solutions to economic insecurity in later life.
Conclusions
Older Americans rely heavily on SSBs to support independent lifestyles, with
as many as one-third of beneficiaries receiving at least 90% of their income
from Social Security. Recognizing the significance of the heavy reliance on
Social Security in supporting economic security has been hindered by an
overreliance on the FPL as a means of measuring hardship, an indicator that
has not kept pace with older adults’ necessary living expenses and that fails to
capture important geographic differences in cost of living. As described in
this paper, the Elder Index offers a geographically specific measure of how
much it takes older adults to get by, calculated based on the actual costs faced
by older adults aging in place. Results suggest that SSBs are insufficient to
support independent living virtually everywhere in the United States but that
SSBs cover considerably more of the necessary expenses faced by older adults
in some locations than in others. The amount of additional income beyond
Social Security needed to age in place safely and securely varies considerably
as a result.
Shifting the policy and practice conversation away from destitution and
toward economic security is an important step toward improvement in this
arena. By our estimates, as many as one-third of older adults living alone are
not considered “poor” (because they have incomes greater than the FPL) but
do not have incomes sufficient to support economic security. Included in this
group is a majority of older adults who rely exclusively or largely on Social
Security. Beyond this important step, devising programs that help ensure that
older adults will have sources of income beyond Social Security, including
opportunities to generate work income, is required.
Geographic discrepancies in cost of living, and in the sufficiency of
Social Security in covering those costs, result from a confluence of factors
across the demographic, social, and economic domains. In our future
work, we seek to identify the factors shaping these discrepancies as a
means of shedding light on the roles played by place-based characteristics,
including population dynamics, job market features, and health care and
insurance practices. Through this work, we hope to further inform policies
aimed at strengthening economic security among older adults. As beneficiaries are expected to supplement their SSBs with additional sources of
income, future study will also incorporate income sources beyond SSBs in
order to more comprehensively examine the gaps between all income and
the Elder Index.
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