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Today’s older Americans have
witnessed change and growth un-
paralleled in our nation’s history.
Many endured the economic dis-
tress of the Great Depression and
then served their nation through the
hardships of a world at war. Much
of the explosive post-war economic
growth is directly attributable to
today’s seniors’ hard work, ingenu-
ity, and perseverance. Now we live
in a society with comforts and tech-
nologies unimaginable at the time
of their births. Life expectancies
have increased dramatically from
those in the early Twentieth Cen-
tury, and older Americans are a
much more active and less isolated
segment of our society than they
were just a few decades ago.

Housing Conditions of Rural Seniors

As the media have often noted, one of the most dra-
matic demographic shifts in the history of our nation will
occur over the next three decades, as the elderly popula-
tion is expected to more than double in size.

Of the approximately 102 million occupied housing
units in the United States, roughly 23 million, or 22 per-
cent of all homes, are located in nonmetropolitan areas.
Nationwide over 21 million households are headed by a
householder age 65 or older, and 5.8 million, or 27 per-
cent, of them are in nonmetropolitan areas. Elderly house-
holds are 26 percent of all nonmetro households, com-
pared to just 20 percent in metropolitan areas.

An overwhelming majority of nonmetro senior house-
holds (85 percent) own their homes, compared to the
nationwide homeownership rate of 67 percent for house-
holds of all ages. Whether seniors own or rent their home
is a significant factor affecting their housing and eco-
nomic well being. Elderly rural renters generally face
more challenges and greater needs associated with their
housing than elderly rural homeowners. Thirty-one per-
cent of nonmetro renters age 65 and over have incomes
below the poverty level, compared to 18 percent of their
owner counterparts.

Consistent with all households in the United States,
most seniors (80 percent) live in single-family detached
homes (not including mobile/manufactured homes). At
approximately 10 percent, the mobile home occupancy
rate among rural seniors is lower than that among
nonmetro households of all ages. Nonmetro seniors are

Executive Summary

One aspect of our culture that has not changed with
the beginning of a new century is the value of an afford-
able and safe place to call home. Housing provides shel-
ter and often economic security, but many seniors’ homes
have even greater value. They contain reminders of life
experiences, where they married, raised children, and
now play with grandchildren. Furthermore, for many
elderly Americans, home serves as a catalyst for an ac-
tive and healthy lifestyle. This Rural Housing Issues re-
port looks at the condition of rural seniors’ housing in
the United States, and investigates issues specifically
impacting the provision of decent housing for older per-
sons in rural areas.
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Although housing costs are lower in nonmetro areas
than in cities, many senior households, and in particular
renters, find it difficult to meet those costs. Among the
5.8 million elderly nonmetro households, approximately
1.4 million, or 25 percent, pay more than 30 percent of
their monthly income for their housing and are therefore
considered cost-burdened. Affordability problems are
worst for rural elderly renters, who are cost-burdened
more than twice as often as their owner counterparts.

For the most part, nonmetro seniors live in good qual-
ity housing as more than 9 out of 10 households experi-
ence no moderate or severe physical inadequacies. How-
ever, rural elders’ housing stock is much older than that
of the nation as a whole and, among all elderly house-
holds, those in nonmetropolitan areas have the highest
housing deficiency rates. Approximately 426,000, or 8
percent of nonmetro elderly households, have housing
quality problems. Yet many seniors do not have the physi-
cal or financial resources to improve their housing con-
ditions.

twice as likely to reside in mobile homes as their metro
counterparts, however, and half of all rural seniors liv-
ing in mobile homes are located in the South. The pro-
portion of rural seniors living in mobile homes is likely
to increase in the coming decades, as householders age
45 to 64 currently occupy nearly one-third of all rural
mobile homes.

Older households in rural areas tend to be smaller than
others because they are often without children at this
stage of their lives, and they are also more likely to live
alone. Overall, 77 percent of elderly householders who
live alone are women. They are much more likely to live
in poverty and experience housing cost burdens than their
married or single male counterparts.

Elderly households in nonmetro areas tend to be less
racially diverse than is the population of United States
as a whole. Nine out of ten rural elderly households are
white and not of Hispanic origin. However, minorities
in rural areas are among the poorest and worst housed
groups in the entire nation and these problems are even
more profound among older minorities in rural areas.
While just 9 percent of all elderly households in nonmetro
areas are headed by minorities, they account for 18 per-
cent of all rural elderly households in poverty. Further-
more, nonwhite rural elderly households are four times
more likely than whites to experience either moderately
or severely inadequate housing conditions.

In recent years significant gains have been made in
reducing poverty among older Americans, but economic
hardships are still shockingly persistent among certain
subsections of the elderly population: women, minori-
ties, and those living in rural areas. Approximately 2.5
million households, or 42 percent of nonmetro senior
households, have very low incomes (at or below 50 per-
cent of their area median incomes). About 22 percent of
nonmetro elderly households have incomes below the
poverty level. Poverty rates among minority seniors in
rural areas are even greater with 33 percent of African-
American households, 28 percent of Native American
households, and 27 percent of Hispanic households liv-
ing in poverty.
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Elderly Housing Issues and Trends
in Rural America

In general, rural seniors are very satisfied with their
housing. Over 80 percent of them, more than any other
age group, express high housing satisfaction. Neverthe-
less, as people grow older their housing needs change.

Contrary to the stereotype of the frail elderly person,
most older people are healthy and active, or do not need
assistance in regard to the activities of daily living. How-
ever, 1.4 million, or 24 percent, of rural elderly house-
holds report having one or more physical limitations. Ap-
proximately 583,000 of these rural elderly households
are in need of housing modifications to accommodate
their physical limitations.

While most seniors wish to remain in their homes for
as long as possible and want services in their communi-
ties rather than in group settings such as nursing homes,
unique challenges often complicate the provision of ad-
equate and affordable housing for older persons in rural
America. Sparsely settled rural areas often suffer from
little or nonexistent public transportation and limited so-
cial service infrastructure. Thus a housing gap has been
left unfilled in many rural communities where rural el-
ders all too often must choose between living in a dete-
riorating and substandard home or moving to a nursing
home.

Among the more recent developments in housing for
seniors is the increase in the number of assisted living
units that offer varying degrees of care in a living set-
ting. While assisted living is one of the fastest growing
types of senior housing in the United States, the costs
tend to be considerable, making this housing option pro-
hibitive for many low-income seniors.

Reverse mortgages are another housing option for se-
niors. Although it is still extremely difficult to measure
the reverse mortgage market, it is estimated that this loan
product is currently underutilized. Many seniors, par-
ticularly those with low incomes, do not want to borrow
against their homes because these are the only assets they
can pass on to their children.

Typically, seniors are a very stable group and do not
frequently move; however, certain identifiable migration
trends among older persons have significant impacts on
rural areas. Migration of seniors into rural areas seems
to be more prevalent in the West and particularly in high
amenity areas like the western slope of the Rocky Moun-
tains in Colorado and Utah. More commonly, however,
rural seniors are likely to live in areas that have experi-
enced an outmigration of young adults seeking employ-
ment. Often this type of migration reduces the level of
support networks — both formal and informal — for
rural seniors.

A number of federal programs address the housing
needs of low-income elderly persons. These programs
are primarily administered by the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the Rural
Housing Service (RHS) of the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture (USDA). Approximately 393,000, or 6 percent,
of nonmetro households age 62 and over receive some
type of government housing assistance. HUD’s Section
202 program and several RHS programs have seen steep
budget cuts, which have drastically reduced their effec-
tiveness in serving the much needed affordable rental
housing market for rural seniors in recent years.
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