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Tracking Our Successes and Strategies 

Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW) is a national organization that has been helping women and 

families achieve economic independence and equality of opportunity since 1964. WOW’s National Elder 

Economic Security Initiative offers a concrete framework and tools, including the Elder Economic Security 

Standard™ Index (Elder Index), to shape public policies and programs to promote the economic security of 

elders at the national, state and community levels.  

Building a National Campaign 

With support from the Retirement Research 

Foundation, WOW initially partnered with five states, 

California, Illinois, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and 

Wisconsin, to launch the national Initiative and has now 

expanded to seven more states - Minnesota, 

Connecticut, New Jersey, Michigan, New Mexico, New 

York and West Virginia. With the support of The 

Atlantic Philanthropies, WOW will expand the Initiative 

to a total of 20 states and, in partnership with the 

Gerontology Institute at the University of 

Massachusetts Boston, produce a national database 

with Elder Index data for all 50 states and the District of 

Columbia.  The information below illustrates the ways 

in which the framework of economic security and the 

Elder Index are being used throughout the country. 
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WHAT IS THE ELDER ECONOMIC SECURITY INITIATIVEϰ? 

The Elder Economic Security Initiative is a multi -year effort combining coalition building, research, advocacy 

and outreach at the national, state and community levels to promote the economic well-being of elders and 

their families.   

 

Capacity Building and Grantmaking 

 

The framework of economic security and the Elder Economic Security Standard Index are emerging as 

innovative tools for strengthening the capacity of multiple organizations involved with the Elder 

Economic Security Initiative, including its state partners, coalition members and funders. The Initiative’s 

strategies for and successes in capacity building and grantmaking are outlined below. 
 

 $4.8 million has been raised thus far to carry out the Initiative from 2005 through 2012. 

 More than 400 organizations and individuals are active members of statewide Initiative 

coalitions  

Highlights: Capacity Building Applications  

 

 

 California: Citing the Elder Index to revise the grantmaking strategy for the California Community 
Foundation’s human development program area, to illustrate evidence of the challenges facing the 
aging community in Los Angeles  

 

 California: Informing the United Way of the Bay Area’s ongoing strategic planning and grantmaking 
 

 California: Completed a demographic analysis to count elders living below the California Elder Index 
in partnership with WOW and the UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 

 

 California: Selected as fellow of the Women’s Policy Institute of the Women’s Foundation of 
California to develop and advocate for state legislation on the Elder Economic Security Initiative  

 

 Massachusetts: Named 2008 Advocate of the Year by the Massachusetts Councils on Aging (MCOA) 
for launching the Initiative and the Elder Index 

 

 Massachusetts: Completed comprehensive analysis of how common income supports help elders 
close the gap between poverty and economic security, as measured by the Elder Index, in 
partnership with the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts Boston 

 

 Minnesota: Created working relationship with the Minnesota Department of Human Services to use 
video-conferencing technology to broadcast the Initiative’s stakeholder meetings statewide to over 
18 sites and 350 individuals, including the U.S. Administration on Aging’s Chicago regional office  

 

 Pennsylvania: Informing the strategic planning and resource delivery, namely encouraging 
community-based providers to cite findings in grant applications, activities of the Philadelphia 
Corporation on Aging (PCA), the largest area agency on aging in the country 

 

 Pennsylvania: Cited in the first installment of a ten year strategic plan prepared  by the state 
Housing Advisory Committee, Pennsylvania Office of Long Term Living and the Pennsylvania Housing 
Finance Agency to integrate affordable housing and long-term care supports across the states 
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Developed by the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts Boston and WOW, the Elder 

Index is a new geographically-based measure of income adequacy for elders that incorporates essential 

costs, including housing, health care, transportation and long term care.  

To find out more contact Stacy Sanders, Field Manager, at ssanders@wowonline.org or (202) 464-1596 

 

Program and Direct Service 

 
The Initiative offers a framework and tools to assist direct service providers in enhancing the economic 

well-being of their clients. Institutionalizing the concepts and resources behind the Initiative into direct 

service programming, including financial planning curriculums, care management assessments and 

planning, serves to sustain and broaden the Initiative’s reach and focus. The Initiative’s strategies and 

successes in program and direct service are outlined below. 

Highlights: Direct Service Applications  

 
 California: Using the Elder Index as a tool for assessing the “economic vulnerability” of clients 

receiving services through the Area Agency on Aging Linkages care management program 
  

 Illinois: Incorporating the Elder Index and the concepts of the broader Initiative into policy course 

curriculum for graduate social work students at the University of Chicago School of Social Service 

Administration 
 

 Massachusetts: Partnering with Action for Boston Community Development, Inc. (ABCD) to educate 

service providers on economic security and common risk factors for housing foreclosure 
 

 Pennsylvania: Using the Elder Index to update the eligibility requirements for elder programs of the 

United Way of the Greater Lehigh Valley, including physical health and fitness, home health support 

services and strategic partnerships, such as Benefits Check-Up and home modifications 
 

 Wisconsin: Partnering with WOW and the Women’s Institute for a Secure Retirement (WISER) to 

conduct regional financial planning seminars and trainings for women of all ages that incorporate 

the Elder Index findings 

Policy Development and Evaluation 

 
Advancing policy planning, development and evaluation to promote the economic security of elders and 
their families is a central goal of the Elder Economic Security Initiative. Despite having only officially 
launched Initiatives in seven states, the Initiative is already leading and supporting policy change at the 
national, state and community levels. The Initiative’s strategies and successes in policy development and 
evaluation are outlined below. 
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Highlights: Policy Advancements  

 
 National: Advised Congressional staff and secured language on promoting older adults’ participation 

in job training programs that lead to self-sufficiency in the Older Americans Health Care and 

Training Act introduced by U.S. Senator Herb Kohl 

 

 National: Assured the 2009 Modern Poverty Measure Act acknowledges “dependent care” 

expenses, including both elder care and child care, in its proposed revision of the federal poverty 

level  

 

 California: Using the Elder Index and the framework of economic security as a platform for the 

introduction of state legislation, the AB 324 Elder Economic Dignity Act of 2009, requiring the: 

- California Department on Aging (CDA) to annually update the Elder Index 

- CDA and Area Agencies on Aging to incorporate the Elder Index in strategic planning efforts 

- Use of the Elder Index as a tool for assessing the “economic vulnerability” of clients receiving 

services through Area Agency on Aging Linkages care management programs 
 

 California: Passing AJ6 Resolution to the Elder Economic Dignity Act of 2009, which calls upon the 

U.S. Congress to re-visit how the federal poverty level is calculated and encourages use of the Elder 

Index as the framework for reform 
 

 Connecticut: Advocated for legislation to increase energy assistance dollars to elders and families in 

anticipation of rising energy costs for the Winter of 2008-2009 
 

 Connecticut: Assisted with the passage of legislation to better align the state’s pharmaceutical 

assistance program, ConnPACE, with the federal Medicare Savings Program to expand cost savings 

to enrollees and maximize federal dollars for the state 
 

 Connecticut: Aligned policy agendas on economic security across state agencies, including the 

Permanent Commission on the Status of Women, the Commission on Aging and the Connecticut 

Elder Action Network 
 

 Massachusetts: Raised the asset limit for Medicaid home and community-based services from 

$2,000 to $10,000 through the use of the concepts and tools provided by the Massachusetts 

Initiative and Elder Index (to date, the implementation of this change is on hold due to budget 

restraints, but it remains a commitment of the legislature) 
 

 Massachusetts: Used concepts and tools to educate and advocate for a paradigm shift within the 

Elder Affairs Office, which resulted in: 

o Secretary of Elder Affairs redefined “most vulnerable” as those falling below 300% of the 

federal poverty level; and  

o Protected the Prescription Advantage program funding and income eligibility during 

emergency budget cuts  
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 New Jersey: Established joint-policy agenda and collaboration among anti-poverty, women’s and 

aging advocates and organizations through development of the Elder Index and the accompanying 

policy brief 
 

 Wisconsin: Used the Elder Index to inform county-level budget negotiations. Following a 

presentation on the Elder Index, a Washburn County board member made a motion to transfer 

$250,000 in funding for a power line project to the county’s elderly energy assistance program.  
 

 Wisconsin: In Price County, county board members approved a $100 annual increase to elders 

eligible for the county’s energy assistance program 
 

Statements of support and/or endorsements secured from: 
 

 Massachusetts: Michael Festa, Secretary of Elder Affairs 

 California: Antonio Villaraigosa, Mayor of Los Angeles 

 Minnesota: Minnesota Representative Paul Thissen (DFL-63A) 

 Pennsylvania: Nora Dowd Eisenhower, Secretary of the Pennsylvania Department on Aging 

 Wisconsin: Barbara Lawton, Lieutenant Governor of Wisconsin 

 Wisconsin: Senator Herb Kohl, Chair of the U.S. Senate Special Aging Committee 

 Wisconsin: State Representative Townsend (R) and Wisconsin Senator Jon Erpenbach (D) 

Outreach and Awareness Raising 

 
Through outreach and awareness raising, the Elder Economic Security Initiative seeks to educate and 

empower diverse stakeholders, including policy makers, advocates, services providers, seniors, family 

caregivers, employers, the media, philanthropists and others, to promote elder economic security 

through program and policy planning, development and evaluation.  

 

Calling attention to the economic vulnerability of today’s and tomorrow’s older Americans is critical to 

assuring economic well-being across generations. Many of the successes already shared are a direct 

result of the Initiative’s ongoing outreach efforts nationally and across the states. The Initiative’s 

strategies and successes in outreach and awareness raising are outlined below. 
 

 Secured just over 100 national, statewide and regional media hits in television, radio, online and 

print forums 

 Conducted just over 240 presentations to elder service providers and advocates in 2008 

 Sponsored 25 public forums on the Initiative’s framework and tools in 2008  
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Presenting the Elder Index at state and regional venues, including but not limited to: 

 Area Agencies on Aging  and other community-based service and advocacy organizations 

 County board meetings 

 Anti-poverty taskforce meetings 

 Senior centers and fairs 

 United Way affiliates 

 Community Action Association affiliates 

 State and local universities and colleges 

 Aging, anti-poverty, women’s and other conferences 

Highlights: Media Hits 

 
 National: (November/December 2008) "When Your Parents' Money is Your Problem" in AARP 

Magazine 

 National: (June 2008) “A Call to Baby Boomers: We Must Not Be Retiring About Our Debt to Society” 

in Chicago Tribune 

 California: (February 2008) “Cost Of Living Increase Having Impact On San Diego Seniors” on 

Channel 10 News Report 

 California: (February 2009) “State's Older Adults Feeling the Squeeze” in San Francisco Chronicle 

 Connecticut: (March 2009) “Study Sheds Light on Elderly 'Gap'” in The Hour Publishing Co. 

 Illinois: (June 2008) “Elderly on Fixed Incomes Stretching Dollars” in Daily Chronicle 

 Massachusetts: (April 2007) Editorial: “Living the Not-So-Golden Years” in Boston Globe 

 Massachusetts: (December 2006) “Senior Paychecks Are Not Enough” in Patriot Ledger 

 Michigan: (February 2009) Kate White/ELM Op-ed: “Recession Poses Particular Crisis for Mich. 

Elders” Lansing State Journal 

 Minnesota: (February 2009) “How People Over 65 Make Ends Meet” on Minnesota Public Radio 

(MPR) Midday 

 Minnesota: (February 2009) Rep. Thissen Op-ed: “Greatest Generation Now State's Most 

Vulnerable” Bemidji Pioneer 

 Pennsylvania: (May 2008): “Some Older Pennsylvanians Don't Have Enough for Retirement” on 

WPSU Public News Room 

 Wisconsin: (July 2008) “Report: Many Elders Can't Cover Basic Needs” in Wisconsin State Journal 

 Wisconsin: (July 2008) “Elderly Hit Hard by Expenses” in Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel 
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Highlights: Outreach Campaigns  

 Massachusetts: Raising elders awareness as to the availability of income support programs and 

working to systematically chip away at stigma and other barriers to enrollment through messaging 

campaign: “It’s Not Your Fault” 

 Michigan: Partnering with MI AARP to increase awareness of Benefits Quick Link tool and the 

availability of income support programs through multi-pronged messaging campaign: “It’s Not Your 

Fault” and “You Are Not Alone”  

Ongoing Advocacy 

 
In addition to outreach and awareness raising, ongoing advocacy is critical to promoting policy and 
program change to promote the economic security of elders and their families. Through advocacy 
efforts, WOW and its state partners seek to use the framework of economic security and the Elder Index 
for their own purposes, as well as promote its use by allied organizations and diverse stakeholders, 
including policy makers, service providers, advocates and others with a vested interest in assuring the 
economic security across the generations. The Initiative’s strategies and successes in ongoing advocacy 
are outlined below. 
 

 Completed nearly 140 meetings with or presentations to local, state and federal policy makers  

 Gave testimony an estimated 15 times before federal and state legislative members or groups 

Highlights: Outreach Campaigns  

 
 Massachusetts:  Serving as a representative for elders on a statewide committee working to assure 

equitable access to the Low Income Home Energy Assistance (LIHEAP) program for low-income 
families and individuals 
 

 Massachusetts:  Serving as a representative on the legislature’s Massachusetts Long Term Care 
Financing Committee 

 

 Massachusetts: Securing a letter of support from the Secretary of Elder Affairs for use of the Elder 

Index in Area Agency on Aging strategic planning efforts 
 

 Massachusetts:  Informing the annual policy priorities and aging agendas of regional health care and 

housing advocates as well as the Jewish Community Relations Council and the Greater Boston 

Interfaith Organization. In particular, the Jewish Community Relations Council is making “elder 

economic security” a priority for their policy work based on the Initiative and the Elder Index 

findings. 
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 California: Securing a letter of support from the Mayor of Los Angeles for use of the Elder Index in 

local policy and program planning 
 

 California: Using the Elder Index to illustrate why legislators need to lift the state’s freeze on Cost of 

Living Adjustments (COLA) for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
 

 California:  Informing the annual legislative priorities of the California Alliance for Retirement 

Americans (CARA). CARA is working to make the Elder Index its eligibility standard for all income 

support programs for seniors as well as the basis for program and policy assessment and evaluation 
 

 Illinois: Following up on a request from an Illinois Representative to explore legislative possibilities 

based on the Elder Economic Security Initiative and the Elder Index 
 

 Illinois: Informing the annual policy recommendations of the Older American Services Act 

Committee, particularly concerning income eligibility for the state’s home and community-based 

long term care program 
 

 Pennsylvania: Advancing advocacy efforts already underway to secure additional funding for the 

state’s Family Caregiver Support Program and the community-based long-term care Options 

program 
 

 Wisconsin: Working alongside allied organizations, including Disability Rights Wisconsin, WI AARP 

and others, to support the development of SeniorCare Plus. Senior Care Plus would allow elders to 

choose between the popular Senior Care prescription drug program or expanded Medicare Savings 

Programs, and would help expand access and create greater cost-savings for enrollees 

Research and Publications 

 

Involving the research community to build upon the findings of the Elder Index is a core component of 
the Initiative. At the national and state level, academics are involved in promoting use of the Elder Index 
and citing its findings in their work. The Initiative’s strategies and successes in research and publications 
are outlined below. 
 

On aspect of building the Initiative’s research capacity involves forming strategic partnerships. The Elder 
Index was developed by WOW and the Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts-Boston, 
a premier academic center devoted to social and economic research in aging and aging policy. 
 In subsequent years it may be housed at local universities and colleges to promote ongoing research 
and use of the tool, such as:  
 

 California: UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 

 Michigan: University of Michigan, Institute for Social Research 
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Highlights: Additional Research and Citations  

 

 National: (December 2007) Center for Retirement Research, “How Many Struggle to Get by in 

Retirement?”  By: Barbara A. Butrica, Dan Murphy, and Sheila R. Zedlewski  
 

 National: (November 2007) Economic Policy Institute, “Building on Social Security’s Success” By: 

Virginia P. Reno 
 

 National: (May 2007) National Academy of Social Insurance “Social Security and Retirement Income 

Adequacy” By: Virginia P. Reno and Joni Lavery 
 

 National: (Spring 2009) Generations (Journal of the American Society on Aging), “Economic Well-

Being and Security of Older Americans: State Approaches and Innovations” By: Phoebe Liebig and 

Caroline Cicero  
 

 California: (February 2009) UCLA Center for Health Policy Research and the Insight Center for 

Community Economic Development, “Half A Million Older Californians Living Alone Unable to Make 

Ends Meet”  
 

 Massachusetts: (forthcoming) Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts-Boston and 

the Massachusetts Association of Older Americans, Inc. “Lifelines for Elders Living on the Edge: How 

Elder Support Programs Compare to Living Costs according to the Elder Economic Security 

Standard™ Index for Massachusetts” 

 

Looking Ahead and Moving Forward 

The Initiative is growing! Over the next three years, WOW will bring the project to scale by building 

capacity in a total of 20 states. WOW’s state partners are steadily building coalitions and engaging in 

statewide outreach. 

Become an advocate for economic security. 


