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By capturing the actual costs associated 
with meeting basic needs, a new tool 
can measure the economic security of 
grandparents raising grandchildren.

In 2011, 7 million U.S. grandparent heads of households had a 
grandchild living with them. Approximately 3 million had prima-
ry responsibility for meeting their grandchildren’s basic needs. In 
New England alone, 237,000 grandparents had grandchildren liv-
ing with them, and 77,000 were the primary caregivers.1

But grandparents over 65 often face financial challenges support-
ing an additional dependent on a retirement income without financial 
help from the child’s parents. Financial hardships can have an impact 
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on the emotional, mental, and physical well-being of both grandpar-
ent and grandchildren.2 Nationally, more than one in four grandpar-
ent caregivers lives in overcrowded conditions, more than one in six 
pays over half their income in rent, and 60 percent who qualify for 
rent subsidies do not receive any.3 As for the grandchildren, although 
48 percent of those living with grandparents experience some food 
insecurity, only about 43 percent receive food stamps.4

Measuring Economic Security
The Federal Poverty Guidelines (Federal Poverty Levels, FPL) are 
the official measure of the minimum income needed to meet the ba-
sic needs of individuals and families. The amounts are often used to 
set eligibility and benefits for public programs. But numerous stud-
ies have documented that the FPL is an outdated and inaccurate re-
flection of the actual incomes families need. It is also a poor metric 
to identify the economic needs of custodial grandparents.5

The Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) was developed to 
address FPL shortcomings, but being based on individuals' current 
spending, it doesn’t necessarily measure actual need.6 It includes 
people who spend only $100 on food per month, but that amount 
may represent food insecurity. A better way to measure economic se-
curity is to capture the actual costs associated with basic needs, such 
as shelter, food, health care, and transportation.

Enter the Elder Economic Security Standard Index, an evi-
dence-based measure of economic security that reflects the current 
actual cost of basic needs at the county level for retired adults age 65 
and over who receive no public assistance. The index was developed 
by Wider Opportunities for Women and the University of Massa-
chusetts, Boston, Gerontology Institute to address the failings of the 
FPL for older adults. The UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 
and the Insight Center for Community Economic Development 
adapted the index and calculated it for California. As of September 
2011, California law requires Area Agencies on Aging to use the in-
dex for program and planning purposes.7

The California Elder Index starts with housing costs for three 
different housing types in each county: renters, homeowners with a 
mortgage, and homeowners without one. To each of those, the in-
dex adds a county-adjusted cost of food from the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s low-cost diet, health-care costs from local insurance 
data and national out-of-pocket cost data, car transportation costs, 
and an additional percentage of total costs for miscellaneous ex-
penses. Driving the high cost of living for older adults are housing 
and health care.8

The California Elder Index for Grandparents builds on the 
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basic living expenses of older singles and couples 
to include additional expenses for grandchildren: 
housing, food, transportation, school supplies, 
clothing, and personal care.9 The estimates are 
conservative and based on two assumptions: that 
child care is not needed if grandparents are re-
tired and that their grandchildren’s health insur-
ance is covered through no-cost Medicaid. The 
calculations reveal that the average California 
grandparent who rents and is the primary care-
giver of a grandchild needs twice the FPL to 
maintain a basic standard of living. Even older 
adults who own their own home with a paid-off 
mortgage—and who incur no additional hous-
ing costs for the grandchild—face expenses over 
1.5 times the FPL. (See “Income Needed to 
Raise Grandchildren.)

If we use 200 percent FPL as an approxi-
mate measure of basic economic security for this 
group, about 43 percent of older grandparents re-
sponsible for grandchildren in California do not 
have enough income to make ends meet. Twenty-
nine percent are among the hidden poor—people 
whose incomes are above the FPL but not enough 
to meet basic living expenses. Such individuals, 
often overlooked in policy, are found dispropor-
tionally among racial and ethnic minorities. (See 
“The Hidden Poor.”)

Addressing the Financial Gap
Access to stable and sufficient financial resources 
can help grandparents provide a basic living for 
themselves and their grandchildren. The Elder In-
dex’s more accurate reflection of the cost of living 
can help policymakers better target this popula-
tion’s basic needs.

Some minor children are placed with 
grandparents through the foster care system. At a 
national level, in order to receive federal foster care 
aid, a grandchild must meet narrow and complex 
eligibility rules, and an increasing number don’t 
qualify.10 In California, not all grandparents are 
eligible for state foster care benefits or the Kinship 
Guardianship Assistance Payment Program (Kin-
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Gap).11 Providing financial assistance to grandparents costs less than 
placing the children in foster care, which can cost up to $9,419 
per month per child in group-home settings.12 Policies that support 
grandparent-headed households could include extending foster-
care benefits and Kin-Gap or other state-related support to all low-
income grandparents and updating the federal eligibility rules for 
federal foster-care funding.13

Another concern is housing. When grandchildren are placed 
with grandparents, there is often little forewarning. Grandparents 
in senior housing where minors are not allowed risk eviction, but it’s 
hard for multigenerational families to find affordable housing quick-
ly. To reduce housing difficulties, policymakers also could prioritize 
giving housing subsidies to low-income grandparent caregivers.

Meanwhile, eligibility for food stamps (Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program, or SNAP) is not, unlike Medicaid, based 
solely on the grandchild’s income, and grandparents receiving Sup-
plemental Security Income are not eligible either.14 Furthermore, 
SNAP eligibility is set at or below 100 percent FPL and excludes 
the hidden poor. Increasing SNAP income eligibility to be consis-
tent with the Elder Index and extending eligibility to children being 
raised by low-income grandparents would help with basic needs.

The Elder Index for Grandparents accurately measures eco-
nomic security and the income grandparents need to meet unex-
pected basic-living expenses. Grandchildren and the grandparents 
who take on the responsibility of raising them deserve the help.
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