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Key Takeaways

v’ Lower-income households with adults 50-plus devote a disproportionate share of overall spending
to basic needs; housing, food, and transportation dominate spending.

v' Although spending patterns look similar across low-income households regardless of age, those
with adults 50-plus spend higher shares on health care.

v’ The average amount spent on necessities—particularly food and housing—has grown over time.

v" A growing share of income goes to necessities, with average spending exceeding income.

For households with low incomes—most of which
include older adults—affording necessities such
as housing and food has become increasingly
difficult. Between 2020 and 2026, for example,
average rents rose by 35 percent and average
monthly grocery prices rose 33 percent.! As
costs rise, many households are forced to
make difficult tradeoffs between paying for
food, utility bills, and other necessities such as
medications?’—potentially putting their health
and well-being at risk.

Nearly two-thirds of low-income households
include at least one adult age 50 or older.® These
households typically have little room to save

for retirement or plan for emergencies. Many
low-income households with older adults rely
on fixed incomes, making it difficult to absorb
rising costs.

AARP and Mathematica reviewed data from
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Consumer
Expenditure Survey to understand spending
trends among low-income households with
older adults.* This analysis focuses primarily
on households with at least one adult age 50 or
older and defines low income as annual income
below 200 percent of the federal poverty level
($42,280 for a two-person household in most

states in 2026).° The analysis also includes some
comparisons to other groups, including younger
households and households at other income
levels.

This analysis examines various dimensions of
financial strain: spending allocation, average
spending growth, spending as a share of
income, expenses versus income, and rural/
urban spending differences. It also incorporates
quotes from survey participants to bring
personal perspective to the data.® The findings
point to the importance of federal programs
that make up our nation’s social safety net,
some of which have undergone recent policy
changes.

“We are living paycheck to
paycheck, and sometimes not
even that, and we do not have
extra money to set aside for
emergencies.”

—Low-income older respondent in AARP January
2026 Financial Security Trends Survey
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Findings: Rising spending and financial strain

The following findings examine several related
indicators to capture the financial strain

that necessities place on low-income older
households.

Spending allocation: Most spending goes toward
necessities

Low-income 50-plus households report that

70 percent of their spending went to three basic
necessities in 2022-2023": housing (36.2 percent),
food (mostly groceries, 19.6 percent),® and
transportation (15.1 percent; figure 1). The
remainder went to health care (mostly health
insurance) and other goods and services.®

These households devote a larger share of
their spending to basic needs relative to higher-
income households—especially for housing and
food. About 56 percent of spending went to
housing and food among low-income 50-plus
households, compared to 46 percent among
50-plus households overall.

FIGURE 1

There was a notable difference in health

care spending between low-income 50-plus
households compared to similar households
without an older adult. Although spending
patterns were otherwise similar in 2022-2023,
households with adults 50-plus devoted

12.0 percent of total expenditures to health
care, compared with 3.4 percent among
households without an older adult. This
difference likely reflects the fact that health care
needs and costs tend to increase with age.!

“The price of just regular basic food
and hygiene products are increasing
every day, but our paychecks are
not.”

—Low-income older respondent in AARP
January 2026 Financial Security Trends Survey

Lower-Income Households Spend Higher Shares on Basic Needs

Expenditure Shares for Households with Adults Ages 50-Plus in 2022-2023,
by Category and Income Level (%)
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Source: Mathematica analysis of Consumer Expenditure Survey data, 2022-2023

Note: FPL = Federal Poverty Level. The “all incomes” group includes people with incomes that exceed 400% of the FPL.
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Spending growth: Spending on housing and food
has increased substantially

Low-income 50-plus households spend more
on basic needs than they did about two
decades prior, particularly for housing and
food (figure 2)." Even after adjusting for general
inflation, average annual spending on food
rose by 27 percent ($5,579 to $7,099, a $1,520
increase) between 2004-2005 and 2022-2023,
and housing spending increased by 15 percent
(from $11,422 to $13,089, a $1,667 increase).?
Average spending on health care also rose by
17 percent, though the dollar increase was less
(from $3,716 to $4,349, a $633 increase).

FIGURE 2

Spending as a share of income: With expenses
outpacing income, a growing share of income
goes to necessities

Expenses are rising faster than income for
low-income 50-plus households. In nominal
terms, average posttax income among these
households rose modestly from 2014-2015" to
2022-2023, from about $18,600 to $21,300 (a
$2,700 gain. Average Social Security benefits
for retired workers (all incomes) increased
from about $1,300 in January 2015 to $1,800 in
January 2023 (a $500 increase).* Meanwhile,
average annual expenses rose much more
sharply—from about $27,600 in 2014-2015 to
$36,100 (an $8,500 increase) in 2022-2023.

Spending on Basic Needs Has Grown—Especially for Housing and Food

Average Inflation-Adjusted Annual Expenses Among Low-Income
50-Plus Households by Category, 2004-2005 vs. 2022-2023*

,": $13,089
$11,422

—#—Housing

—&—Food (overall)

—0—Other Goods
+27% —A $7,099 and Services
$5,674. Ty .
. _ 0 $5,884 Transportation
$5,579-—— 35:444 P
$4,884 $4,349 Health Care
$3,716
2004-2005 2022-2023

*2004-2005 data adjusted for inflation to 2023 prices.

Source: Mathematica analysis of Consumer Expenditure Survey data.

Note: Low-income refers to below 200 percent of the Federal Poverty Level.
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With expenses outpacing income, households  These findings align with previous research

are devoting a larger share of their income showing that low-income households often go
to basic needs than they did in 2014-2015 “into the red.”¢

(figure 3), especially for housing and food. This

reflects both rising costs and slow-growing Rural/urban differences: Urban households
incomes, and it underscores a growing spend more on housing, and rural households
affordability problem. spend more on transportation and health care

National trends can mask important differences
in spending between rural and urban
households. Housing and food accounted for
Spending outpaced income for low-income the largest shares of spending in both rural
50-plus households. On average, these
households report about $36,000 in annual
expenditures but only $21,000 in posttax
income. Part of this gap could be due to some

Expenses versus income: Overall expenses exceed
income

“Everything is more expensive

households underreporting their income than it was a year ago. And prices
find the Consumer Expendlt_ure Survey’s keep rising on everything. Makes it
incomplete capture of certain benefits and .

resources.® However, the gap is large enough harder to catch up on bills and have
to suggest some are drawing from savings, money for groceries,”

borrowing, or relying on help from friends, - low feme ol rap e e AR

famiIY3 and Co_mmunity resources. chers may January 2026 Financial Security Trends Survey
be falling behind on bills and accruing debt.

FIGURE 3
A Growing Share of Income Goes Toward Necessities

Percentage Point Change in Share of Post-Tax Income Spent by
Low-income 50-Plus Households by Category, 2014-2015 to 2022-2023

Housing

Food
Transportation
Health Care

Other Goods and Services

Source: Mathematica analysis of Consumer Expenditure Survey (CE) data, 2014-2015 and 2022-2023.

Note: Shows change in share of post-tax income (excluding the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) spent on each
category between years. Not adjusted for inflation.
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and urban areas in 2022-2023 for low-income
50-plus households (figure 4).” However,

urban households devoted a larger share of
spending to housing (7.8 percentage points
more), and rural households devoted more

to transportation and health care (3.9 and

3.7 percentage points more, respectively).’®
Spending on food and other goods and services
was similar across the two groups. These
findings align with other research that shows
urban households tend to be burdened more by
housing costs than rural households are," and
rural households spend more on transportation
due to reasons like longer distances traveled.?®

Implications: Importance of the social safety
net amid growing financial strain

Rising costs and affordability pressures
underscore the importance of federal
social safety net programs for low-income

FIGURE 4

households. Examples include Medicaid for
health and long-term care, the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) for food
support, Supplemental Security Income for
financial support, the Low Income Home
Energy Assistance Program for help with
heating and cooling costs, housing assistance
programs, and others.

Recent changes to programs such as Medicaid
and SNAP-as well as other low-income
programs—have tightened eligibility and
increased administrative requirements.?' Other
recent proposals, such as a proposed rule that
would extend work requirements to rental
assistance programs, could further affect
access to low-income supports.? These changes
coincide with a period in which the cost of
basic necessities has increased, placing greater
financial demands on many households.
Changes to federal program eligibility and
funding may also have implications for state

Urban Households Spend More on Housing, and Rural Households Spend More on Health Care and Transportation

Expenditure Shares for Low-Income Households with Adults 50-Plus,
by Category and Metropolitan Status, 2022-2023
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Source: Mathematica analysis of Consumer Expenditure Survey data, 2022-23.
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and local budgets, as well as for geographic
variation in the availability of resources and Acknowledgments

services.?
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and independence.
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Appendix: Spending Categories and Definitions

Spending Category Types of Goods and Services

Food at Home

Housing

Domestic Services

Health

Transportation

Other

Food includes both “food at home” and “food away from home.” Food at home includes
nonalcoholic beverages purchased at grocery, convenience, or specialty stores and food
and beverages purchased and prepared by the household during out-of-town trips. Food
away from home includes food or board at school; catered affairs; food and nonalcoholic
beverages at restaurants, cafes, and fast-food places on trips; dining out at restaurants,
cafeterias, and drive-ins (excluding alcoholic beverages); school meals for preschool and
school-age children; and meals received as pay.

Mortgage interest, property taxes, rent, other lodging expenses, maintenance, repairs,

and insurance; utilities such as natural gas, electricity, fuel oil, telephone services, and
water; textiles, furniture, and flooring; appliances (major, small, and miscellaneous); other
household expenses and miscellaneous equipment

Babysitting and child care, adult and older adult care, housekeeping, gardening and lawn
care, pest control

Health insurance (including Medicare and other health insurance premiums), medical
services, prescription drugs, medical supplies

New or used cars, trucks, or other vehicles; gas or motor oil; vehicle finance charges,
maintenance and repairs, insurance, and rentals; public transportation

Apparel and apparel services (clothing for men, women, and children; footwear; services
such as dry cleaning and laundering); fees and admissions; televisions, radios, and sound
equipment; pets, toys, and playground equipment; other entertainment; personal care;
reading; education; tobacco and smoking supplies; cash contributions; alcohol; personal
insurance; miscellaneous goods and services
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