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SUMMARY: More than three-quarters

of a million (772,000) older Californians are
among the “hidden poor” — older adults with
incomes above the federal poverty line (FPL)
but below a minimally decent standard of living
as determined by the Elder Economic Security
Standard™ Index (Elder Index) in 2011. This
policy brief uses the most recent Elder Index
calculations to document the wide discrepancy
that exists between the FPL and the Elder
Index. This study finds that the FPL significantly
underestimates the number of economically
insecure older adults who are unable to make

ends meet. Yet, because many public assistance
programs are aligned with the FPL, potentially
hundreds of thousands of economically insecure
older Californians are denied aid. The highest
rates of the hidden poor among older adults are
found among renters, Latinos, women, those
who are raising grandchildren, and people in
the oldest age groups. Raising the income and
asset eligibility requirement thresholds for social
support programs such as Supplemental Security
Income (SSI), housing, health care, and food
assistance would help California’s older hidden
poor make ends meet.

conomic security requires that older

adults have sufficient income to pay
for basic housing, food, transportation, health
care, and other necessary expenses. The Elder
Index is an evidence-based approach that
identifies the actual costs of those basic needs
at the county level for renters, homeowners
with a mortgage, and homeowners without a
mortgage.' Using data from the 2009-2011
American Community Survey” and the 2011
Elder Index, this policy brief documents the
large differences between the number of older
Californians with incomes below the federal
poverty level (FPL) and those with incomes
below the Elder Index. First, differences
between the numbers below the FPL and the
Elder Index by household composition are
examined, followed by differences by housing
types, race and ethnicity, gender, and age. This
study includes policy recommendations that, if

implemented, would decrease the gap between
income and need for hundreds of thousands of
older Californians today and in the future.

The Hidden Poor Among Older Californians

The hidden poor are defined as those who
have incomes above 100 percent of the
Federal Poverty Level (FPL), but not enough
income to make ends meet as calculated by
the Elder Index. In California, 30.9 percent of
all single elder heads of household (393,000)
and 20.7 percent of all older couple heads of
household (379,000) are among the hidden
poor (Exhibit 1). Of these, only 18.9 percent
of single and 5.6 percent of older couple
household heads (240,000 and 102,000,
respectively) have incomes below the FPL.
This means that fewer than half of elder-
headed households that have insufficient
incomes are officially identified as poor.
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Elder Index
provides a more
accurate picture
of the number of
older adults who
have insufficient
1mcome to cover
basic living
expenses.

The Elderly in California

Of the 4 million older adults age 65

and over in California in 2011, one out
of three (38.4 percent) was part of an
older couple living alone, one out of four
(27 percent) was a single elder living
alone, one out of twenty (5.5 percent)
was part of an older couple housing
adult children, one out of thirty (3.6
percent) was a single elder housing adult
children, and less than 1 percent were
grandparents raising grandchildren
without the parents present. These family

Because they often have too much income to
qualify for public assistance but not enough
income to meet their basic needs, the hidden
poor are a particularly vulnerable population.
Many public assistance programs use the

FPL to determine whether or not a person is
eligible to receive assistance for basic needs,
such as health care and housing. Other
programs, such as income supports like SSI
that do not explicitly use the FPL, use the
measure as a benchmark in policy discussions
about eligibility levels. However, for many
older adults in high-cost states like California,
the FPL is an insufficient measure of need and,
on average, does not cover even half of the
older adult’s basic living expenses.”

The FPL and the Elder Index differ in two
important areas. First, the FPL is one uniform
amount across the United States and does not
account for the higher costs of housing and
other expenses in California. The Elder Index,
in contrast, is calculated at the county level.
Second, the FPL was designed in the 1960s and
was based on the consumption patterns and
standard of living among young families in the
1950s, and it has been updated to account only
for inflation, not for the increased standard of
living. The Elder Index is based on the current
basic living expenses actually faced by older
adults.’ The geographical variation and actual
costs of basic expenses captured in the Elder
Index provide a more accurate picture of the
number of older adults who have insufficient
income to cover basic living expenses, and who

types account for about three-quarters
of all families that include older adults
in the state. Even though grandparents
raising grandchildren make up a small
proportion of older adults in California,
the disproportionately high rates of
economic insecurity among this group
warrant attention, as both the older
adults and the children are impacted by
the negative effects of having basic needs
unmet.’

must therefore struggle to live their golden
years independently and with dignity.

In 2011, the single nationwide FPL for an older
adult living alone was $10,890. However, the
average cost of basic living expenses as measured
by the Elder Index was $23,364 for single
older renters in California.® Many single elders
with incomes above the FPL but below the
Elder Index do not qualify for assistance. For
example, recipients of food assistance (SNAP,
called CalFresh in California) cannot have net
incomes above the FPL, and the maximum
income for Medicare Part D prescription
assistance is 150 percent of the FPL.”

Grandparents Raising Grandchildren
Most Likely to Be Among Hidden Poor

Households with grandparents raising
grandchildren alone had the highest rates

of economic insecurity among the family
types we examined, but fewer than half are
considered poor according to the FPL. Among
households in which single older adults

are the primary caregivers of their minor
grandchildren, 35.3 percent of families had
incomes below the FPL, but 72.8 percent

had incomes below the Elder Index. This
leaves 37.5 percent of these families among
the hidden poor (Exhibit 1). Similarly, the
incomes of older couples supporting minor
grandchildren were below the FPL in 15.9
percent of families, while 26.7 percent of
families had incomes above the FPL but below
the Elder Index.




UCLA CENTER FOR HEALTH POLICY RESEARCH 3

Household Composition of Older Heads of Household/Spouse (Age 65 and over) with Exhibit 1
Incomes Below the Elder Index, California 2011, Percent Under FPL and Percent Above
FPL but Below Elder Index (Population in Thousands)
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80% 7 M Below 100% FrL M Hidden Poor (Above FPL & Below Elder Index)
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* “Supporting Grandchildren” refers to households with only Source: American Community Survey, 2009-2011
minor grandchildren and no other adults in the household.
“Housing Adult Children” refers to households with only adult
children and no minor children.
Housing adult children is another economic the total rate of economic insecurity was lower O[dgr dﬂ’ﬂ[ s
challenge.® Single elders housing adult for older single adults with a mortgage (49.7 -
. . . . . raising
children had the second-highest rate of being percent), the FPL identified only 9.4 percent as .
among the hidden poor (35.7 percent), almost poor, leaving 40.3 percent as hidden poor. g Vdﬂdfbl [d?”@?’l
four times higher than the rate among those ' are among Ibe
with incomes below the FPL alone. The Latinos, Women, and the Oldest most ’I/Z[[?’l@?”&lb[@
hidden poor rate among older couples who Seniors Have the Highest Rates of ’
housed adult children was more than six Being Among Hidden Poor
times higher than the rate among those with Race and Ethnicity
incomes below the FPL only (Exhibit 1). Single elders of color who are heads of

. . households had higher rates of economic
Renting Older Couples and Single Elder . . . .
H tha M b Hiah insecurity compared to single white elders.
omeowners with a Vortgage Have Hig Single Latino heads of household had the

Rates of Being Among Hidden Poor highest rate of economic insecurity’ (69.0

Housing is one of the biggest costs for older percent), and among all groups of elders of
adults. Renters among both single elder color, the total rate of economic insecurity for
and older couple heads of household had single-headed households was over 60 percent
the highest rates of economic insecurity (Exhibit 3). In every group except Asian
(69.6 percent and 60.6 percent, respectively) single-headed households, the proportion of
(Exhibit 2). However, the FPL identified elders in the gap between the FPL and the
less than one-quarter of older couple renter Elder Index was larger than the proportion
households (15.6 percent of 60.6 percent), below the FPL.1° While non-Latino white

leaving 45.0 percent as hidden poor. While older couple households had the lowest total
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Exhibit 2

Housing Type of Older Heads of Household/Spouse (Age 65 and over) with Incomes
Below the Elder Index, California 2011, Percent Under FPL and Percent Above FPL but

Across the state,
40-50 percent of
single elder heads
of household had
incomes below the
Elder Index.

Below Elder Index (Population in Thousands)
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Renter Homeowner Homeowner
(457) w/ Mortgage w/o Mortgage
(304) (511)

[ | Hidden Poor (Above FPL & Below Elder Index)

22.0%
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(260) w/ Mortgage w/o Mortgage
(738) (832)

Single Elder — Head of Household*

#”Head of household” includes all older adults who are living
alone, raising minor grandchildren, or housing adult children as
head of family.

rate of economic insecurity (20.1 percent),
the FPL missed most of them, since it only
identified 3.8 percent as officially poor.

Gender and Age

Single female heads of household age 65 and
over had higher rates of economic insecurity
than similar single male heads of household
(52.4 percent vs. 43.8 percent, respectively).
The proportion of hidden poor as identified by
the Elder Index was higher than the proportion
of poor identified by the FPL for both females
and males, but was highest among single
females (data not shown). For instance, one
in five (20.2 percent) older single females had
an income below the FPL, and one in three
(32.2 percent) had an income above the FPL
but below the Elder Index. Among older
single males, the rates were 15.9 percent and
27.9 percent, respectively.

Economic insecurity overall and the percent
who are among the hidden poor both rise
modestly with age (data not shown). Among

Older Couple — Head of Household*

Source: American Community Survey, 2009-2011

households headed by single elders, the
proportion below the Elder Index was 48.2
percent for those ages 65-74, and 51.1 percent
for those 75 years old and over. Among
households headed by older couples, the
rates were 23.9 percent and 30.1 percent,
respectively. Households headed by older
couples age 75 and over were four times
more likely to be among the hidden poor
(24.1 percent) than to be among the poor as
identified by the FPL (6 percent). To see all
demographic data by county, please go to
hitp://healthpolicy. ucla.edul hiddenpoor201 1.

All Counties in California Home to Hidden
Poor Among Older Adults

In all California counties, 40-50 percent of single
elder heads of household and 20-30 percent of
older couple heads of household had incomes
below the Elder Index. The counties with

the highest proportion (40 percent or more)

of hidden poor among households headed by
single elders are all rural: Nevada/Plumas/Sierra,
Colusa/Glenn/Tehama/Trinity, and Mendocino/
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Race and Ethnicity of Older Heads of Household/Spouse (Age 65 and over) with Incomes Exhibit 3
Below the Elder Index, California 2011, Percent Below FPL and Percent Above FPL but
Below Elder Index (Population in Thousands)
80% — .
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Single Elder — Head of Household* Older Couple — Head of Household*

*“Head of household” includes all older adults who are living alone, Source: American Community Survey, 2009-2011

raising minor grandchildren, or housing adult children as head

of family. African-American, Asian, and White are all non-Latino.
Lake. Among couple-headed households, Income: Increase and Protect Income Increased ca .S'b

Imperial is the only county with over 40 percent
hidden poor. Imperial also leads the state in

both single- and couple-headed households

in total economic insecurity (77 percent and
55.3 percent, respectively) (Exhibit 4).

A complete list of all counties can be found

at hetp://healthpolicy.ucla.edul hiddenpoor2011.

Policy Implications and Recommendations

Policymakers and program and services planners
can use the Elder Index to identify the hidden
poor among older adults and to shape innovative
policies and programs to reduce the gap
between income and need among the hidden
poor. State policymakers have reported a
preference for data that are geographically and
economically relevant to California, and they
took steps to ensure that better economic
security measures are being used by passing
the Elder Economic Planning Act (AB 138) in
2011.'""2 Offsetting the costs of basic living
expenses will reduce the number of hidden poor
among older adults, now and in the future."”

Supports for Low-Income Elders

Increased cash flow is the most flexible resource
for helping older adults meet their basic needs.
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and state
supplementation (SSP) provide monthly cash
payments for those in need. In 2011, the
combined federal and state benefit rate was
$830 a month for individuals and $1,407 a
month for couples."* However, the amount for
individuals was only 92 percent of the FPL, and
both of these amounts cover less than half of
the Elder Index. Improving SSI payments can
be accomplished through several approaches:

e Increase the maximum SSI/SSP grant from
$889 for individuals (which remains at 91
percent of the 2015 FPL and 46 percent of
the 2011 Elder Index ) to at least $1,099
per month, as proposed in the 2015 CA
Assembly Bill No. 474."

e Restore the Cost-of-Living Adjustments

(COLA) for the state supplement, which
were suspended in 2007-08 (e.g., AB 474).

[flow is the most
[lexible vesource
[or helping older
adults meet their
basic need.
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Exhibit 4 Counties with Highest Percentage of Hidden Poor Among Older Head of Household/
Spouse (Age 65 and over), California 2011

Single Elder — Head of Household*

Rank
Alpine, Amador, Calaveras, Inyo,
Mariposa, Mono, Tuolumne 9

Colusa, Glenn, Tehama, Trinity 2
Del Norte, Lassen, Modoc, Siskiyou 6
El Dorado 5

Humboldt 20

Imperial 17

Kings 10

Madera 19

Mendocino, Lake 3

Merced 11

Napa 16

Nevada, Plumas, Sierra 1
Placer 18

Riverside 15

San Bernardino 14

San Luis Obispo 8

Santa Barbara 13

Shasta 4

Sonoma 12

Tulare 7

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Older Couple — Heads of Household*
Rank

Butte 16
Colusa, Glenn, Tehama, Trinity 7

Del Norte, Lassen, Modoc, Siskiyou 4
Humboldt 2

Imperial 1

Kings 3

LA.City 9

L.A. County (excluding L.A. City) 14
Madera 19

Mendocino, Lake 5

Merced 10

San Benito 8
San Bernardino 20
San Francisco 6
San Joaquin 18
San Luis Obispo 15
Santa Cruz 13
Shasta 12

Tulare 11

Yolo 17

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

. % Poor (Below 100% FPL and Below Elder Index)**

[ | % Hidden Poor (Above 100% FPL and Below Elder Index)**

* “Head of Household” includes all older adults who are living alone, raising minor grandchildren, or
housing adult children as head of family.

#% Estimates for “% Poor” are unstable (<500) for older couple heads of household in Del Norte/Lassen/
Modoc/Siskiyou, Humboldt, Kings, Mendocino/Lake, San Benito, Santa Cruz, Shasta, and Yolo.

Source: American Community Survey, 2009-2011
A complete list of all counties can be found at hep://healthpolicy.ucla.edn/hiddenpoor2011 .
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e Increase income disregards and asset limits
along with other provisions such as those
proposed in federal legislation — Supplemental
Security Income Restoration Act.'

¢ Allow older adults in low-income households
to maintain the same level of SSI benefits
when they are housing adult children.?

Housing: Improve Access to Affordable Housing
Housing is one of the greatest expenses for
many older adults, and the largest proportion
of hidden poor are found among those who
rent. Policies to assist that group include:

¢ Raise income eligibility limits for housing
assistance.'’

e Increase the stock of affordable housing by
allocating some of the former redevelopment
funds for affordable housing construction.

e Establish housing trusts in local
jurisdictions to support new construction
funded by hotel taxes or taxes on the sale of
expensive homes (as has been proposed in
San Francisco).?

Health Care: Enhance Health Care Coverage
Medi-Cal, California’s Medicaid program, helps
cover health care expenses for elders with very
low incomes (less than 100 percent of the FPL).
Elders with slightly higher incomes may be
eligible but are required to pay a “share of costs”
that often exceeds state average premium,
deductible, and out-of-pocket costs.'® To help
older adults with their Medicare premiums,
copayments, and prescriptions, policymakers
could raise the income eligibility level to 200
percent of the FPL, which would be more
consistent with income needs as identified by
the Elder Index."’

Food: Expand Food Benefits

Older adults who receive SSI in California
are not currently eligible for food assistance
through the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP), because the

$10 average cash value of food assistance was
added to the California SSI benefit when it was
created in 1974 (called “cash-out”). However,
the amount of that food supplement has not
increased since then, even though the cost of
food has increased by 403 percent. For older
adults who do not receive SSI, net monthly
income must not exceed 100 percent of the

FPL for SNAP eligibility, and assets cannot
exceed $3,000. To ensure that older adults
—and, in some cases, minor grandchildren—
receive proper nutrition, policymakers could:

e Update cash-out value to reflect the current
value of SNAP benefits for SSI recipients.

e Increase the income eligibility level to 200
percent of the FPL for non-SSI recipients.

e Increase asset limits to be consistent with
Medi-Cal expansion."’

e For grandparents raising grandchildren,
allow individual benefits for children
by excluding grandparents’ income for
eligibility purposes.’

In addition to helping today’s older Californians
achieve income security, preventing elder
economic insecurity among future generations
requires additional proactive policies such as
assuring a living wage, helping low-income
families obtain pensions, and creating
progressive social services that will eliminate
the cliff effect and ensure that many families
can reach economic self-sufficiency."”

Methodology

Data are from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2009-2011
American Community Survey (ACS). The three-year
file was used in order to have a large enough sample
size for stable county-level estimates. All economic
data were updated to 2011 values. The 2011 Elder
Index was used because it provided the most recent
data available to us at the time of analysis. The
Elder Index for each household composition in

each county was calculated using actual cost data

for single elders and older couples, grandparents
raising grandchildren, and older adults housing
adult children.?® The total income in the ACS of a
family with a single elder or older couple head of
household was compared to the Elder Index amounts
to determine economic insecurity.
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