
MEASURING  

ECONOMIC 

SECURITY 
IN THE  

UNITED STATES 



AGENDA 

 Introduction and Welcome 

 Review of Measures 

 The ‘How-To’ of the Database 

 Uses 

 Questions 

 



BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY TABLES 

 Developed by WOW and the Center for Social 

Development at Washington University in St. 

Louis. 

 Conservative definition of basic economic 

security 

 Measure of lifelong economic security 
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BEST FEATURES 

 Expenses + savings 

 City, county, statewide and national numbers   

 420 different family types 

 Security incomes with and without employment-

based benefits 

 Health care 

 Retirement savings 

 Emergency savings (unemployment insurance) 
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BEST FEATURES 

 The BEST provides income targets that define 

economic security incomes and help define good 

jobs.  

 

 The BEST provides unique targets for savings 

which insulate families from poverty and 

contribute to long-term security.  
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COMPONENTS OF THE BEST INDEX 

 

  



THE ELDER INDEX 

The Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index 

(Elder Index) methodology was developed by the 

Gerontology Institute at UMass Boston, in 

partnership with Wider Opportunities for Women. 

 

 

 



THE CONCEPT 

 The Elder Index measures the income required 

for seniors to meet basic needs without public, 

private or informal assistance 

 

 Measurement is based on existing, credible 

expense data from publicly available sources 

 



THE GOALS 

 To measure in a consistent way the income 
needed for seniors to achieve economic 
security  

 

 To reflect cost of living for seniors who are 
aging independently in the community 

 

 To facilitate comparisons across localities and 
states 

 



CALCULATIONS BY KEY SEGMENTS 

The Elder Index focuses on limited but  

targeted segmentation: 

 

 Singles v couples 

 Owners v renters 

 Three level of health (Poor; Good; Excellent) 
  

 



COMPONENTS OF THE ELDER INDEX 

Housing 

Food 

Transportation 

Health Care 

Miscellaneous 

Total = expenses  

 

  



EXPLORING THE DATABASE 



EXPLORING THE DATABASE 



BEST INDEX 



LOG IN AND REGISTRATION 

LOG IN 

REGISTER 



BEST INDEX BY STATE, COUNTY OR CITY 



BEST INDEX BY STATE, COUNTY OR CITY 



BEST INDEX BY STATE, COUNTY OR CITY 



COMPARING YOUR BUDGET 



COMPARE BEST TABLES ACROSS AREAS 



COMPARE BEST TABLES ACROSS AREAS 



COMPARE BEST TABLES ACROSS AREAS 



COMPARE BEST TABLES ACROSS FAMILY TYPES 



COMPARE BEST TABLES ACROSS FAMILY TYPES 



COMPARE BEST TABLES ACROSS FAMILY TYPES 



ELDER INDEX 



ELDER INDEX 



ELDER INDEX 



COMPARE ELDER INDEXES 



COMPARE ELDER INDEXES 



COMPARE ELDER INDEXES 



FORGING POLICY AND PROGRAM CHANGE 

 Capacity Building 

 Direct Service 

 Policy 

 Outreach 

 Advocacy 

 Research 



ENHANCING AGING SERVICES 
Denise Grossman, Jefferson County Elderly Benefit Specialist 
 

“About 23% of my clients live below the federal poverty 

level. It takes patience and creativity to look at the 

remaining 77% of my caseload and strategize with 

them about making their budget stretch to cover the 

basic essentials. It may mean advising someone to sell 

his or her home of 45 years in order to move into a 

subsidized apartment.”   
 

 

 

“The Elder Index gives us something tangible to explain to our  

clients. It helps us illustrate to the client that it’s not their fault.”  

 



EVALUATING SERVICES AND CLOSING THE GAP 

Paul Downey, Senior Community Centers of San Diego 
 

The older San Diego residents served by Senior Community Centers do not 

earn enough to meet their basic needs. With housing and food assistance, 

however, their situation improves dramatically.  

 

 
Example of Program Impact 

2008 Annual Elder Index for San Diego, CA  $22,822 

Potiker Family Senior Residence average rent = $500 a month  -$6,000 

Older Americans Act meals (2x/day)  -$1,700 

Elder’s expenses after assistance  $15,000 

Total Annual Benefit for Elder  $7,700 

34% of elder’s basic costs are covered 



BEST IN ACTION 

 Career Counseling 

Mississippi 

 Case Management 

Washington, DC 

 Innovations in the Workforce 

 Seattle-King County 

 Defending Critical Programs 

 

 



 

Economic Security Database 

www.basiceconomicsecurity.org 

 

WOW Website for more info and How-To Guide 

http://www.wowonline.org/basiceconomicsecurity.asp 

 

 



QUESTIONS OR COMMENTS 

 

 

Matt Unrath 

National Program Director 

munrath@wowonline.org 

 

202.464.1596 

mailto:munrath@wowonline.org

