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Persona

PATRICIA

68 years old
Works at local library branch
Retired office manager

Patricia is a single, 68-year-old Latina woman living on the west side of Indianapolis. The
majority of her income comes from Social Security benefits, which she supplements with
part-time work as a checkout assistant at a neighborhood library—a job she found after
retiring from her position as the office manager at her church two years ago. Her total
annual income is $31,000. Her rent is $800 a month for the apartment that she moved into
after her husband of 40 years died several years ago—which means that housing costs
consume about 31 percent of her income (or slightly more than the recommended limit of
30 percent). Patricia has about $75,000 in retirement savings, and her car is 10-years old.
The car is paid off, but increasingly frequent and unpredictable repair costs are a financial
burden and a significant source of stress. Selling it, however, would mean relying on public
transit, rides from friends, and walking.
In addition to housing, transportation, and food, Patricia’s major expenses include utilities,
clothing, and household upkeep. She also believes in tithing (i.e., giving a percentage of
her income) to her church. She is in relatively good health and receives Medicare benefits,
but she covers some of the cost of the prescription drug she takes for high blood pressure.
Although Patricia’s income is more than $4,000 above the ALICE “survival budget” of
$26,700—i.e., the estimated income needed to meet basic needs for a person in her
demographic group—she struggles to make ends meet and feels the pinch especially

Personas are sketches of fictional people that represent real challenges and circumstances highlighted in this report.
They are a useful way to imagine how these statistics impact the lives of individuals and families.
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during the holiday season. She likes to splurge on gifts for her children and grandchildren at
Christmas. But two new tires for her car depleted all the money she had budgeted for gifts
last year, which forced her to reduce her spending and dip into savings. Given her relatively
low retirement nest egg—and the fact that she usually has little to no money left over to
add to it—she worries about how she will make ends meet if her car repair, healthcare, and
other costs increase. An added worry is that her current spending levels depend on her
part-time job as a library assistant. If and when she can no longer earn that supplemental
income, it will likely mean significant lifestyle adjustments—giving up her car, most likely, as
well as finding lower-cost housing.
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FINANCIAL STABILITY
Financial stability is crucial for older adults to maintain a decent quality
of life, age in place, and access critical resources. Whether or not
an older adult is financially stable is influenced by life experiences
and other characteristics. This section of the report assesses financial
stability, including poverty levels, household income, basic living
expenses, and the financial experiences of older adults in Central
Indiana.
•

All three older adult age groups experienced significant increases in
income between 2015 and 2020.

•

Overall, one in 12 older adults experiences poverty, with poverty
rates similar between older adults in Central Indiana and Indiana as a
whole.

•

Black and Latinx older adults are more likely to experience poverty
than White older adults, and older women are more likely to
experience poverty than older men.

•

Nearly one fifth of adults of traditional retirement age continue to
work outside the home.

•

Healthcare and housing are the costliest expenses for older adults in
Central Indiana.

•

Over two in five older adults reported recently experiencing at least
some difficulty affording daily expenses or finding affordable health
insurance.

•

In general, Central Indiana is similar to Indiana as a whole in
many measures of financial stability, but there are some notable
differences, such as a greater percent of older adults in Central
Indiana paying over 30% of their income on housing costs.

•

Among older adults (age 55+) in Central Indiana, as age increases,
income generally decreases.
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Income typically decreases as
households age.

Income has increased across all older adult age
groups in Central Indiana since 2015

Median household income for each age group
(Central Indiana)
$72,100

Age 55-64

$51,300

Age 65-84

$35,800

Age 85+

Source: PUMS, ACS 2011-2015 and
2016-2020 five-year estimates
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Are increase in income keeping up with inflation?
The latest income data we have is from surveys taken between
2016 and 2020, well before inflation reached high levels. We will
have to wait until the end of 2023 to see this data about 2022.

Poverty in Central Indiana older
adults is similar to that in Indiana,
and has changed little since 2015—
largely within margin of error.
Changes in poverty rate from 2015-2020

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME AND
POVERTY
Household income includes sources such as wages
from employment, retirement income, Social Security
income Supplemental Security Income, and other public
assistance payments.1 2 Among older adults in Central
Indiana, median household income varies by age group
– as age increases, income generally decreases. In 2020,
the median household income of younger-old adults was
$72,100.3 Upon approximate retirement age, that income
declines to $51,300 for the middle-old. A further decrease
occurs when the older adult population reaches age 85
and older, when median household income declines to
$35,800.4 5
Overall, between 2015 and 2020, the median household
income of older adults (55+) in Central Indiana increased,
from about $47,000 to $57,000. All three age groups
experienced significant gains in median household income
between 2015 and 2020. However, not all populations
were equally impacted by these gains. For example,
while White older adult households achieved significant
increases in median income from 2015-2020, the income
gains experienced in Black and Latinx households were not
statistically significant. Thus, while Black and Latinx older
adults had greater median incomes in 2020, it is difficult to
discern how real the actual increases in income were.
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Poverty and financial insecurity are a challenge for older
adults on a fixed income. According to the U.S. Census
official poverty measure, Central Indiana has lower poverty
among older adults than both Indiana and the nation.
However, the official poverty measure underestimates
poverty among older adults. Additionally, it does not
consider public assistance programs that are not accessible
to all Americans, e.g., younger-old adults have fewer
resources available to them until they are eligible for
benefits like Medicare and in most cases, social security.6
The supplemental poverty measure has been consistently
higher than the official poverty measure for older adults
(age 65 and older) across the U.S. Until 2020, there was
almost a four point gap between the supplemental and
official poverty measures. In 2020 and 2021, that difference
shrank to less than one percentage point, due in part to
federally-enacted pandemic relief policies.
Specifically, nationwide, the supplemental poverty rate
fell significantly for all ages in 2020. Households were
supported by cash assistance during the pandemic, and
this reduced poverty levels. In 2021, the expanded Child
Tax Credit in the American Recovery Plan Act reduced
child poverty by about half. Working age adults also
benefitted from the Child Tax Credit payments. The
poverty rate among older adults rose, however, as their
pandemic benefits expired. Still, poverty levels were lower
for older adults in 2021 compared to pre-pandemic levels.
Focus groups of older adults reported experiencing
poverty throughout their lives and continuing to lack
financial stability, despite years of employment.7
Key informant service providers discussed difficulty and
low success rates employing those who continue to
experience poverty.8 This suggests that if poverty rates
are high among younger-old adults while many are still
employed, they may not be able to improve their incomes
when or if they retire.

Supplemental Poverty in older
adults is greater than the official
poverty measure.
Older adults (65+) in poverty within the U.S.

Nationally, supplementary poverty
rates increased among people age
65+ between 2020 and 2021.
Supplementary Poverty Measure, in percent,
within the U.S.

In Central Indiana, according to the official poverty
measure, gender disparities also exist among older adults
experiencing poverty. Older women (55+) experienced
higher poverty rates than older men in 2020, at 8.8%
versus 7.4%, respectively. This disparity exists throughout
Indiana as well, where the poverty rate is 9.4% for older
women and 7.4% for older men.
There also are stark racial disproportionalities among older
adults experiencing poverty. According to the official
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Poverty rate is 12% higher among
the Black older adult population in
Central Indiana, and 11% higher than
the Black older adult population in
Indiana.
Poverty rate for individuals age 55 or older by
race, 2020

poverty measure, between 2016 and 2020, the poverty
rate among all older adults (55+) in Central Indiana was
8.2%. However, Black older adults (18.3%) and Latinx older
adults (14.3%) experienced significantly greater poverty
rates than White older adults (6.4%). These trends were
persistent across all of Indiana as well, with Hispanic older
adults experiencing a greater estimated poverty rate in
Central Indiana than Indiana, but within margin of error of
the estimation. Additionally, Black and Latinx older adults
are more likely to be housing-cost burdened than White
older adults, although the gap is much narrower between
Latinx and White older adults, within margin of error.
These trends also hold true throughout Indiana as a whole.
Households are housing-cost burdened when they spend
more than 30% of their income on housing-related costs.9
For more on housing and housing costs, please see the
Housing section of this report.
To learn more about some of the factors that influence
higher poverty rates among Black older adults, please read
“Highlighting Equity” below.
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HIGHLIGHTING EQUITY

DISPARITIES IN INCOMES AND WEALTH
ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS
Black workers are paid less than their White counterparts
The 2021 American Community Survey (one-year average) found that Black workers
in Indiana earned 69 cents for every dollar earned by White workers in the state.10
Additionally, a national sample of 1.8 million employees between 2017 and 2019 found
that Black workers continue to have lower earnings than White workers even when
possessing the same level of education and experience.11 Because of this disparity
in pay and discretionary income, it is difficult for Black adults to save and accumulate
wealth over their lifetimes.12

Social Security benefit amounts are lower for Black Americans due to lower lifetime
earnings
Because Social Security benefits are based on income, and Black workers earn less than
their White counterparts, Black older adults tend to receive less income through Social
Security when they reach retirement age.13 Social Security is the only source of income
for roughly one third of American Black older adults, compared to 18% of White older
adults.14

COMMUNITY FACTORS: BLACK ADULTS ARE LESS LIKELY TO OWN THEIR
HOMES
In the United States, homeownership is an important avenue for building wealth.15
However, in response to the Federal Home Loan Bank Board in the 1930s, mortgage
lenders and banks started to deny access to credit to purchase a house in majorityBlack and low-income immigrant neighborhoods, as these areas were deemed to
be “Hazardous“ for investment processes.16 As a result of these practices and other
financial inequalities, Black adults are 40% less likely to own their own homes, and thus
have less equity and wealth to pass on to their heirs.17 In 2019, the median net worth
of a U.S. White family with a head of household 55 and older was $315,000, nearly six
times greater than that of the median Black family in the same age group ($53,800).18￼

POLICY FACTORS: FEDERAL POLICIES LIMITED BLACK WORKERS’
OPPORTUNITIES
The National Labor Relations Act of 1935 allowed the federal government to endorse
union groups that excluded Black workers from membership. This policy affected the
ability of Black workers to obtain blue-collar jobs, further exacerbating the income and
wealth gap.19
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INCOME SOURCES

One fifth of workers are older
adults.
2012

Employed
older adults

(Share of older
adults)

153,826 (19.4%)
2018

EMPLOYMENT
Employment opportunities are crucial to the financial
stability of many older adults—19% of adults in Central
Indiana participate in the labor force beyond the traditional
retirement age of 65.20 Adults age 55 and older make up
21.6% of the total workforce in the area, an increase of 2.2
percentage points since 2012.21

194,605 (21.6%) Although Marion County has the largest number of
Source: Origin Destination Employment Statistics,
U.S. Census

The percentage of the population
in Central Indiana receiving social
security benefits is similar to
Indiana as a whole, with some subtle
differences in several age groups
Percent of the population receiving
supplemental security Income (SSI) as a % of
the age group population

working older adults in Central Indiana (95,000), it has
the lowest proportion of its older adult population in
its own work force (21%). Conversely, Shelby County is
home to the fewest working adults (5,600), but at 25%,
has the greatest proportion of older adults in the working
population.
While some older adults continue to work after retirement
because they need the income, according to focus group
participants, some continue to work because they enjoy
their jobs or do not know what they would do after
retirement. Others maintain employment because of the
benefits, including health insurance coverage. Private
health insurance enables access to health care providers
who do not accept Medicare.
At nearly three-quarters, Marion County has the greatest
proportion of older adults who work in the same county
where they live, while less than one quarter of older adults
who live in Morgan County also work there.22

SOCIAL SECURITY AND SUPPLEMENTAL
SECURITY INCOME
Many older adults of retirement age depend on social
security benefits to survive when they are no longer
working or are earning limited amounts. In 2020, 52% of
older adults in Central Indiana received social security
benefits, four percentage points fewer than the state.23
Among the younger-old in Central Indiana, 15% are
receiving social security benefits; this number increases to
86% for the middle-old, and 92% for the oldest-old.
Adults age 65 and older or have a disability and especially
limited incomes may be eligible to receive an additional
federal benefit – Supplemental Security Income (SSI) cash
benefits to assist them with affording their basic needs.24
Like the state of Indiana, in 2020, 3.8% of older adults
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in Central Indiana received SSI benefits, in comparison
to 4.1% statewide.25 The proportion of younger-old who
receive SSI (4.3%) in Central Indiana is slightly higher
than the middle-old and the oldest-old (3.3% and 3.2%,
respectively). Once older adults begin receiving social
security benefits, a portion of the value of these benefits
are subtracted from the standard monthly SSI payment of
$841 per individual and $1,261 per couple in 2022, which
has the effect of eliminating the SSI benefits for some
retirement-age adults.26

ALICE survival budgets range from $2,000 to $3,800 per month for
older adult households.
ALICE Survival Budget for Older Adult Households
County

One adult 65+

Two adults 65+

Boone

$2,311

$3,530

Hamilton

$2,526

$3,814

Hancock

$2,185

$3,363

Hendricks

$2,374

$3,589

Johnson

$2,202

$3,369

Marion

$2,224

$3,463

Morgan

$2,113

$3,282

Shelby

$2,074

$3,234

Indiana

$2,002

$3,122

What is ALICE?
The United for ALICE project produces countylevel estimates of households that are AssetLimited, Income-Constrained, and Employed,
known as ALICE households. ALICE households
have incomes that are higher than the federal
poverty level, but too low to afford more than
the most basic needs.

Source: United for ALICE 2020

The percent of older adults living below the ALICE threshold in Central Indiana is four
times higher than the poverty rate.
Percent of older adults with incomes below the the ALICE threshold and the poverty threshold
Counties

Central
Indiana

Boone

Hamilton

Hancock

Hendricks Johnson

Marion

Morgan

Shelby

ALICE Rate

37%

36%

34%

36%

33%

36%

39%

32%

38%

Poverty Rate

9%

4%

6%

6%

5%

7%

11%

7%

9%

Source: United for ALICE 2020
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In Central Indiana, a greater
proportion of older adults pay
more than 30% of their income on
housing costs compared to the rest
of Indiana.
The oldest old (85+) are most likely
to be paying more than 30% of
their income towards housing.
Percent of total households spending more
than 30% of income on housing costs, by age
group

NAVIGATING POVERTY AND FINANCIAL
INSTABILITY
Insufficient income or poverty are not the only concerns
facing older adults in Central Indiana; managing that
income considering household and other important
expenses is also a consideration. The United for ALICE
project produces county-level estimates of households that
are Asset-Limited, Income-Constrained, and Employed,
known as ALICE households. ALICE households have
incomes that are higher than the federal poverty level,
but too low to afford more than the most basic needs.
In Central Indiana, there are an estimated 13,000 adults
(9%) age 65 and older who experience poverty, and more
than 55,000 (37%) whose incomes fall below the ALICE
threshold.27
The “survival” or most basic budget of an older adult
ALICE household depends on whether it is a household
consisting of an older adult living alone, or two older
adults (both without children). In both cases, the budget
is based upon county-specific expenses for housing,
food, transportation, health care, technology, taxes and
miscellaneous items. In Central Indiana, Hamilton County
has the highest ALICE monthly survival budget for older
adults, at $2,526 for single-adult and $3,814 for two-adult
households. Meanwhile, Shelby County has the lowest
ALICE survival budget for older adults, at $2,074 and
$3,234. These budgets are both higher than the Indiana
budget, which is $2,002 for a single older adult, and
$3,122 for two older adults. Every Central Indiana county
has a higher monthly ALICE survival budget than the state
of Indiana overall.
The largest expenses for older adult households are
housing and health care. Monthly ALICE housing costs are
greatest in Hamilton County at $881 and $1,024 for oneand two-adult households, respectively, while they are the
lowest in Shelby County, at $599 and $696. Monthly health
care costs are greatest in Marion County, at $528 and
$1,055 for one- and two-adult households, respectively,
while they are lowest in Johnson County, at $459 and
$917. More detail on county-specific expenses may be
found in the data appendix, located here.
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IMPACT OF HOUSING COSTS ON
FINANCIAL STABILITY
Because of a relatively high cost proportional to the typical
household budget, housing and related costs can place
a great deal of financial stress on older adult households.
When 30% or more of its income is spent on housing
costs, a household is considered housing-cost burdened.
When 50% or more of its income is spent on housing
costs, a household is considered severely housing-cost
burdened.28 In 2020, 23% of the younger-old were housing
cost-burdened, as were 29% of the middle-old and 34%
of the oldest-old.29 For older adults overall, this represents
a modest decline since 2014, dropping from 29% to 27%
in Central Indiana. Eleven percent of the younger-old
were severely housing-cost burdened, as were 12% of
the middle-old and 34% of the oldest-old. The overall
proportion of older adult households who are severely
housing-cost burdened changed little from 2015 to 2020.
For more on housing costs and challenges affecting older
adults, please refer to the Housing section of this report.

Four out of ten older adults (aged
60+) in Central Indiana report some
sort of difficulty with meeting daily
financial needs.
Percent of older adults who report they
have at least a minor problem having enough
money to meet daily expenses.

NEEDS FACED BY OLDER ADULTS
In Central Indiana, over two in five (41%) of respondents to
the Community Assessment Survey for Older Adults age
60 and older (CASOA) reported that finding affordable
health insurance was at least a minor problem for them
over the past year, an improvement of nine percentage
points since 2017.30, 31 Older adults participating in focus
groups across the Central Indiana region also voiced
concern about their ability to afford healthcare. To qualify
for Medicare, an individual must be 65 years old, unless
they are a dialysis patient or have a qualifying disability.32
The younger-old may try to access Medicaid but may
not qualify based on income. Adults from this age group
express frustration that qualification for Medicaid is based
on gross income rather than net income, resulting in
disqualification for some patients who would otherwise
qualify.33
Though all older adults who participated in focus groups
alluded to finances, those with lower incomes most
consistently identified healthcare coverage as an issue.
In addition to healthcare, specific financial management
concerns involved balancing expenses such as housing,
transportation, and food. Some older adults, particularly
those with lower incomes, rely on monthly trips to nearby
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food pantries to bridge the gap between their monthly
incomes and expenses. Most housing and transportation
expenses are due to the cost of maintenance beyond
monthly payments. These trends were especially true
for older adults living in lower-income neighborhoods in
Indianapolis. Survey data of Central Indiana adults age 60
and older reveals that more than two-fifths (42%) report
that having enough money to meet daily expenses was
at least a minor problem during the previous year, up
6% from 2017, with similar difficulties noted statewide.34,
35
For further discussion of housing, transportation, and
food issues for older adults in Central Indiana, see those
respective sections of this report.

INFLATION AND FIXED INCOMES
Key informants identified that changes in Medicaid and
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) policies have increased
the financial instability for older adults relying heavily
on fixed income and government assistance programs.
When inflation is high, increases in payments tend to lag
slightly behind inflation. According to the Social Security
Administration, SSI monthly payments of $794 increased
by 1.3% from 2020 to 2021, which is consistent with
the December 2019 to 2020 inflation rate of 1.4%.36, 37
However, in 2022, SSI monthly payments to an eligible
individual increased to $841, an increase of 5.9% from
2021, while the rate of inflation in 2021 was 7.0%. The SSI
monthly payments will increase by 8.7% in 2023, although
inflation is currently at 8.2% and still rising in 2022.38

EMPLOYMENT
Access to technology is often crucial in today’s job market
as technology may be required to secure a job, perform
job responsibilities, or both. For older adults, particularly
those under the age of 85 who have yet to retire or are reentering the workforce after retirement, gaps in technology
skills create a substantial barrier to finding employment,
especially for those who previously worked blue-collar
jobs. One key informant service provider described the
sense of fear that overcomes many older adults when
confronted with technology, and their resistance to
learning computer skills. This provider estimated that
90% of the program’s primarily working-class participants
possess few to no computer skills. They may also lack
the skills necessary to perform well in jobs. This creates
a situation in which older adults increasingly struggle
to access employment opportunities which assist with
2.14

Income support 2-1-1 calls in Central Indiana from adults age 60 and over were most often
related to Food Stamps/SNAP Applications in 2021
Top income support needs from older adults’ calls to Indiana 211 in 2021

Source: Indiana 211

affording basic needs. A survey of Central Indiana adults
age 60 and older revealed that in 2021, 35% had at least
some difficulty finding work while retired, an increase of
5% from 2017.39, 40

2-1-1 CALLS FOR ASSISTANCE
2-1-1 is a helpline service providing information and
referral to health, human, and social service organizations.
In 2019 within Central Indiana, there were 1,097 calls to
2-1-1 from adults age 55 and over for the top ten ranked
needs of income support.41 In 2021, for adults age 60 and
over within Central Indiana, this number of calls decreased
to 948 for the same ten income support related needs.
Three of the most frequently requested types of assistance
in 2021 were those that specifically target the needs of
older adults—Medicaid Applications, Social Security
Disability Insurance, and Medicare. These requests for
senior services represented a relatively small percentage
of calls though. In contrast, over half of all requests from
older adults were for assistance with application for the
Federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP), indicating that food insecurity is of great concern
to older adults experiencing financial instability.
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Download the data used in this chapter.
Download spreadsheets containing our source data
by clicking here or scanning the QR code below.
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