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FACTS, FIGURES ABOUT OLDER AMERICANS
America’s older population is as diverse as it is growing. Just how diverse is evident 

in these facts and figures, which were compiled by the American Association of Retired Persons.

DID YOU KNOW. . .

• Older Americans, those 65 years and 
older, numbered 28.5 million in 1985. 
They represented 12 percent of the 
U.S. population, about one in every 
eight Americans. The number of older 
Americans increased by 2.8 million or 
11 percent since 1980. That com­
pares with an increase of 4 percent for 
the under-65 population.

• The older population itself is getting 
older. In 1985, the 65-74 age group 
(17 million) was nearly eight times 
larger than in 1900. But the 75-84 
group (8.8 million) was 11 times larger 
and the 85 and over group (2.7 million) 
was 22 times larger.

• A child born in 1985 could expect to 
live 74.7 years, about 27 years longer 
than a child born in 1900. The major 
part of this increase occurred because 
of reduced death rates for children 
and young adults. Life expectancy at 
age 65 increased by only 2.4 years 
between 1900 and 1960, but has in­
creased by 2.5 years since 1960.

FUTURE GROWTH
• The older population is expected to 

continue to grow. This growth will slow 
somewhat during the 1990s because 
of the relatively small number of 
babies born during the Great Depres­
sion. But the pace will increase during 
2010 and 2030 when the baby boom 
generation reaches age 65.

• If current fertility and immigration 
levels remain stable, the only age 
groups to experience significant 
growth in the next century will be those 
past age 65.

MARITAL STATUS

• In 1985, older men were twice as likely 
to be married as older women (77 per­
cent of men and 40 percent of 
women).

• Half of all older women in 1985 were 
widows. There were over five times as 
many widows and widowers.

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS

• The majority (67 percent) of older non­
institutionalized persons lived in a 
family setting in 1985. Approximately

9 .1 million or 82 percent of older men, 
and 9 million or 57 percent of older 
women, lived in families. The propor­
tion living in a family setting decreased 
with age.

• About 14 percent (7 percent of men, 
18 percent of women) were not living 
with a spouse but were living with chil­
dren, siblings or other relatives. An 
additional 3 percent of men and 2 per­
cent of women, or 650,000 older per­
sons, lived with nonrelatives.

• While a small number (1.3 million) and 
percentage (5 percent) of the 65 and 
over population lived in institutions 
(primarily nursing homes) in 1980, the 
percentage increased dramatically 
with age, ranging from 2 percent for 
persons 65-74 years to 7 percent for 
persons 75-84 years and 23 percent 
for persons 85 and older.

GEOGRAPHIC 
DISTRIBUTION

• In 1985,49 percent of persons 65 and 
older lived in eight states. California, 
New York and Florida had over 2 mil­
lion each, and Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania and Texas each had 
over 1 million.

• In 11 states, the 65 and older popula­
tion increased by 17 percent or more 
between 1980 and 1985. Hawaii rank­
ed third among the 11 states. They 
were: Alaska (46 percent); Nevada 
(41 percent); Hawaii (30 percent); Ari­
zona (28 percent); New Mexico (20 
percent); South Carolina, Utah and 
Florida (19 percent each); Delaware 
(18 percent); and North Carolina and 
Washington (17 percent).

INCOME
• The median income for older persons in 

1985 was $10,900 for males-and 
$6,313 for females. These incomes 
were each over 4 percent higher than 
in 1984, but did not represent in­
creases in “real income" after adjust­
ing for the 3.6 percent inflation rate 
between 1984 and 1985.

• The major source of income for older 
families and individuals in 1984 was 
Social Security (35 percent); followed 
by asset income (26 percent); earn­
ings (23 percent); public and private 
pensions (14 percent); and “transfer”

payments such as Supplemental 
Security, unemployment and veter­
ans’ payments (2 percent).

• Older households were more likely 
than younger households to have one 
or more members covered by Medi­
caid in 1984 (13 percent versus 9 per­
cent), but less likely to have received 
food stamps (6 percent versus 9 per­
cent).

• The median net worth (assets minus 
liabilities) of older households 
($60,300), including those 75 years 
and older ($55,200), was well above 
the U.S. average ($32,700) in 1984. 
Net worth was below $5,000 for 16 
percent of older households but was 
above $250,000 for 7 percent.

HEALTHCARE

• In 1984, 32 percent of older persons 
assessed their health as fair or poor. 
That compares with 8 percent for per­
sons under 65. There was little dif­
ference between the sexes on this 
measure, but older Blacks were more 
likely to rate their health as fair or poor 
(50 percent) than were older Whites 
(31 percent).

• Most older persons have at least one 
chronic condition and many have mul­
tiple condtions. "The most frequently 
occurring conditions for the elderly in 
1984 were:
or Arthritis ........................ ... 53%
®r Hypertension ..................... 42%
or Cataracts............................ 23%
or Orthopedic impairments ... 19% 
or Sinusitis.............................. 14%
or Visual impairments ........... 14%
or Hardening of the arteries .. 12%
or Cerebrovascular disease .. 10%
< «r Diabetes .......................... 10%

• Hospital expenses were projected to 
account for the largest share (45 per­
cent) of health expenditures for older 
persons in 1984, followed by physi­
cians and nursing home care (21 per­
cent each).

• Benefits from government programs, 
including Medicare ($59 billion), Medi­
caid ($15 billion) and others ($7 bil­
lion), were projected to cover about 
two-thirds of health expenditures of 
older persons in 1984. That compares 
to only 31 percent for persons under 
65.



‘SENIOR CITIZENS BEWARE’

CONGRESS INVESTIGATES 
MAIL CAMPAIGNS

The House Select Committee on Ag­
ing recenty held a hearing on direct mail 
solicitations to the elderly. Many Mem­
bers of Congress, including Con­
gresswoman Patricia Saiki, are con­
cerned that as mail targeted to older 
Americans increases, the potential for 
creating unwarranted fear and concern 
among senior citizens is also going up.

Saiki is a member of the Committee.
The hearing examined direct mail 

practices and reviewed appropriate 
federal and state regulations. The Com­
mittee questioned witnesses in four key 
areas:

• Mail which misleads older Amer­
icans by suggesting that they must 
contribute money to the soliciting or­
ganization in order to receive Social 
Security or Medicare benefits.

• Mail which comes in “look alike” 
envelopes, leading the elderly to be- 
live the mailing has been sent by an 
official government agency.

• Mailings that request payment of a 
fee in exchange for information which 
is already available from government 
agencies free of charge.

• Mail which misrepresents informa­
tion about the need for health in­
surance to supplement Medicare 
benefits in order to sell insurance of 
insignificant value to senior citizens.

This is some of the testimony that Con­
gresswoman Saiki and other members 
of the Select Committee on Aging re­
ceived on the subject of mail campaigns 
targeted toward older Americans.

“When seniors respond, their names 
and addresses were sold to insurance 
agents for $5 to $15 per name. Instead 
of receiving printed information from an 
objective source, seniors who re­
sponded were visited by agents, many 
of whom used fear, deception, and high 
pressure tactics to sell one or more 
’medigap’ policies.”
Carl K. Oshiro
Director of Special Projects 
Consumers Union

“The problem in this area is how to 
separate the selfish and self-seeking 
from the legitimate, but struggling new 
or unpopular organization that must 
spend a great deal of money to build a 
donor base to the point where it yields 
substantial returns at relatively little cost. 
It’s a matter that must concern all of us 
who care about citizen action and in­
volvement in public affairs and social 
causes. ”
Polly H. Agee
Vice President and Managing Director 
Craver, Mathews, Smith & Co.
(A direct mail firm)

“These (direct mail) appeals are dis­
turbing because available information 
suggests that little of the money contrib­
uted to these organizations is used for 
the stated purpose of lobbying to 
represent the interests of Social Security 
beneficiaries. Records of the most 
prominent of these fundraising organi­
zations showed that over 80 percent of 
the many millions of dollars that organi­
zations had received in contributions 
was used for additional fundraising 
campaigns. ”

The Hon. Dorcas R. Hardy 
Commissioner of Social Security

“A currently popular way of increas­
ing the attention paid to advertising mail 
is to design the envelope so as to 
resemble official government corres­
pondence. Many recipients — particu­
larly elderly Americans — assume the 
mailings are official and are therefore 
prone to respond as requested. Often 
these envelopes contain solicitations for 
various causes or services which many 
elderly do not understand and their con­
tribution often goes more to the organi­
zation’s overhead cost than to the ul­
timate need the organization purports to 
serve. ”
Jack K. Swagerty
Assistant Chief Postal Inspector 
Criminal Investigations

SAIKI APPOINTED TO
HUMAN SERVICES SUBCOMMITTEE

Congresswoman Patricia Saiki, 
already a member of the Select Com­
mittee on Aging, has been appointed to 
the Committee’s Subcommittee on Hu­
man Services.

“I’m delighted with the appointment. It 
will allow me to better monitor legislation 
that affects older Americans. This is a 
matter of high priority for me,” Saiki said.

The Human Services Subcommittee’s 
key areas of concern are social and hu­
man service programs for the elderly. 
These come under the Older Americans 
Act (see story on Page 2) and the Social 
Services Block Grant.

In welcoming Saiki, the ranking mem­
bers of the subcommittee, Congressman 
Thomas Downey and Congresswoman 
Olympia Snowe, said there were major 
issues to be considered.

“Our task has been to maintain and 
secure the continued availability of pro­
grams for the elderly and that will assist 
them in preserving self-sufficiency and 
avoid premature institutionalization,” 
they said.

The subcommittee will consider the 
following issues during the 100th Con­
gress:

• Reauthorization of the Older Amer- - 
icans Act.

• Monitoring key health programs, es­
pecially Diagnostic Related Groups 
(DRGs).

• Advancing long-term care policy with 
special emphasis on community­
based-care.

• Legislation to lower the cost to elderly 
consumers of prescription drugs.

• Continuing research on family 
caregiving, Alzheimer’s Disease and 
related disorders, and osteoporosis.



SOCIAL SECURITY UPDATE 
SOLUTIONS TO NOTCH 
PROBLEM’ CONSIDERED

Congress is considering several 
pieces of legislation to deal with the So­
cial Security “notch problem.”

The “notch problem" affects Social 
Security benefits that are paid to persons 
born between 1917 and 1921. In 1977, 
Congress passed legislation to change 
the benefit structure for Social Security 
recipients.

The change was made because the 
Social Security trust fund was being 
drained at an alarming rate. Without re­
ductions in benefits, the system would 
have gone bankrupt.

Rather than make an immediate 
change, the Congress phased-in a new 
benefits formula. Social Security recip­
ients born between 1917 and 1921 fall 
under the phase-in period.

For example, those persons born be­
tween 1917 and 1921 receive fewer

benefits than someone born before 
1917. Conversely, a person born after 
1921 receives less benefits than does a 
“notch baby."

The discrepancy has been a matter of 
great concern to older Americans born 
during the notch period. They believe 
they are being unfairly penalized.

The legislative solutions range from a 
restructuring of the benefits formula to 
calling for a joint Social Security 
Administration-Department of Health 
and Human Services study to create a 
notch problem plan.

TRUST FUNDS NOW STRONG, HEALTHY
Social Security’s old-age and disability 

insurance system nearly went bankrupt 
five years ago. But today, the situation is 
dramatically different.

Thanks to a financial rescue bill 
passed by the Congress in 1983, the 
old-age and disability trust funds are now 
at record highs. That is the good news 
from Robert J. Myers, the former Social 
Security chief actuary.

In an interview with the Washington 
Post, Myers said:

“At the end of January 1987, the (com­
bined trust fund) balance reached $49.9 
billion, the largest amount in history.” 
Myers said the previous high was $48.6 
billion, reached in May 1975.

The Social Security Administration 
has reported to Congress that the com­
bined balance is expected to reach $247 
billion by 1991.

The immediate-term future looks 
good. The baby boom generation has

entered its working years. This huge 
group will contribute billions into the trust 
funds until the baby boomers begin to 
enter their retirement years.

In fact, by 2032, the combined balance 
of the trust funds is expected to hit 
$12.5 trillion.

However, that figure will drop as the 
baby boomers begin to collect their So­
cial Security benefits in increasing num­
bers.

OLDER AMERICANS ACT 
IN 100TH CONGRESS

Congress this year must reauthorize the 
Older Americans Act, a program designed 
to meet the social services needs of senior 
citizens. Without Congressional action this 
year, funding for this important program will 
expire.

The Older Americans Act’s benefits are 
targeted toward low-income and minority 
members. The two largest programs within 
the Act are Title III and Title V.

Seventy percent of the funds provided 
under the Older Americans Act goes to Title 
III programs; 27 percent of the funding is 
allocated to Title V services.

The House Select Committee on Aging, 
of which Congresswoman Patricia Saiki is 
a member, has held hearings on the Older 
Americans Act.

Title III provides nutrition services, such 
as home-delivered meals, senior citizen ac­
tivities, adult day care, prevention of elder

abuse, pre-retirement counseling and 
health education.

Title V allocates funds to subsidize part­
time community service jobs for un­
employed low-income persons 55 years 
and older. About 61,000 people are em­
ployed through this program, according to 
the Select Committee on Aging.

The Older Americans Act has consider­
able support in the Congress and 
reauthorization is expected.


