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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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According to the 2000 Census, nearly 35 million
Americans, or approximately 12 percent of the popula-
tion, are over the age of 65.* A little over 8 million of
them (14.6 percent) reside in nonmetro areas. Between
1990 and 2000 the number of persons age 65 and over in
this nation grew by 18 percent, compared to a growth
rate of 13 percent for persons of all ages in the same
time period. As the media have often noted, one of the
most dramatic demographic shifts in the history of our
nation will occur over the next three decades, as the eld-
erly population is expected to more than double in size.
The Census Bureau projects that the population age 65
and older will number nearly 70 million by 2030 (Fig-
ure 1).1 This rapid increase is attributable primarily to
the aging of the baby boom generation. It is also a result
of a dramatic increase in life expectancies. At the turn of

the century life expectancy in this nation was only age
47. It currently stands at age 76, with an average of age
79 for women and age 72 for men. With continued ad-
vances in medical technologies and healthier lifestyles,
life expectancy is anticipated to increase to age 82 in the
coming decades.2

There are approximately 102 million occupied hous-
ing units in the United States. Of these, roughly 23 mil-
lion, or 22 percent of all homes, are located in non-
metropolitan areas. Nationwide over 21 million house-
holds are headed by a householder age 65 or older, and
5.8 million (27 percent) of all elderly households live
in nonmetropolitan areas. Nearly half (45 percent) of se-
nior-occupied housing units are located in suburbs. The
remaining 27 percent of elderly-occupied homes are in
central cities of metropolitan areas. Elderly households
are proportionally more prevalent in nonmetro areas,
where they make up 26 percent of all households, com-
pared to just 20 percent in metropolitan areas (Figure 2).

The State of Housing
Among Rural Seniors

* Population characteristics presented in this paragraph are from the 2000
Census of population, not the American Housing Survey, and represent
persons, not households.

General Population and Housing Characteristics

    About the Data

Much of the data for this report is derived from the American Housing Survey (AHS), a biennial random survey
conducted jointly by the U.S. Bureau of the Census and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD). Unless otherwise noted, all information presented in this report came from the 1999 American Housing
Survey.3

Throughout this report terms such as elderly, seniors, older persons, and elders are all used synonymously, and
generally refer to householders aged 65 and over. The householder is the first household member listed on the
AHS questionnaire who is an owner or renter of the housing units sampled and is 18 years old or older. The race,
age, and ethnicity of each household are assumed to be those of the householder. The housing characteristics of
elderly persons living in institutional group quarters such as nursing homes or noninstitutional group quarters like
congregate housing for the elderly are not included in the American Housing Survey. This report’s definition of
elderly is narrower than that used by most federal housing programs, which consider households as elderly
when the householder or spouse is age 62 or older. Thus sections of this report that highlight federal housing
programs generally include persons age 62 and older in their analyses.
Unless otherwise noted, the terms rural and nonmetro throughout this report refer to Census-defined
nonmetropolitan areas of the United States. Nonmetropolitan areas are those counties that lie outside of
metropolitan areas (MAs). MAs consist of counties with central cities of least 50,000 residents and surrounding
contiguous counties that are metropolitan in character, containing a total MA population of at least 100,000
(75,000 in New England). For more information about various definitions of rural, please consult Appendix A.
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Distribution and Location
of Rural Seniors

Proportionally there are more elderly persons in the
Midwest and Northeast than in other regions of the United
States (Figure 3). Fifteen percent or more of the popu-
lations in six states — Florida, Pennsylvania, West
Virginia, Iowa, North Dakota, and Rhode Island — are
age 65 or older. States in the Western United States have
the smallest proportion of rural seniors, containing less
than 13 percent of all nonmetro households headed by
seniors.

Tenure

An overwhelming majority of senior households
nationwide (80 percent) own their homes, compared to
the nationwide homeownership rate of 67 percent for
households of all ages. In nonmetro areas the home-
ownership rate among older households increases to 85
percent (Figure 4). The 81 percent homeownership rate
among elderly nonmetro minorities is slightly lower than
that of their white counterparts, yet still higher than that
of households the same age in metro areas.

The $75,000 median value of the homes owned by
rural seniors is 25 percent less than the median value of
elderly-occupied units in metropolitan areas, but about
the same as that of all owner-occupied units in nonmetro
areas.*

*A recent analysis of the accuracy of owner-provided house values in the
AHS revealed that owner respondents overvalued their homes by an
average of 5.1 percent when compared to sales prices of similar houses.

A much smaller proportion of nonmetro senior house-
holds than metropolitan seniors rent their homes. To some
extent this is a matter of preference, but it is also a well-
established fact that rural elders have less access to rental
housing than do city or suburban residents. As people
age, many want and need apartment living.4  When hous-
ing adjustments are made in later life, many seniors
“move down” from ownership to rental housing units
with less space and lower costs.5 However, given the
shortage of rental homes in rural areas many rural se-
niors do not have the option to rent.

Older rural renters generally face more housing chal-
lenges and have greater housing needs than do rural
homeowners of the same age. This is particularly true
for those who have been renters much of their lives and
have not reaped the financial benefits homeownership
often brings. Among nonmetro renters age 65 and over,
31 percent have incomes below poverty level, s and pay
more than half their income for rent and utilities or live
in severely substandard housing, and they do not receive
federal, state, or local housing assistance.* While only
15 percent of rural elderly householders rent their homes,
they comprise a disproportionate 21 percent of worst case
households in nonmetro areas.

*Under HUD’s definition, worst case housing needs are calculated only
for renters. For more information on the definition of worst case
households, please consult Appendix A.
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FIGURE 1
Growth of U.S. Elderly Population

Source: Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports.
* Projection

FIGURE 2
Elderly Households

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.
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FIGURE 4
Tenure

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.
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Structure Type

Most seniors in the United States live in single-
family detached homes (Figure 5). Likewise, 80 percent
of rural elderly households live in single-family housing
units, and the vast majority of them own those units. Only
about 9 percent, less than half the national average among
senior households, live in structures with two or more
units. Eighty percent of these multifamily structures are
renter-occupied.

Mobile homes* are less prevalent among rural house-
holds over the age of 65 than among the nonmetro popu-

FIGURE 3
Elderly Population by County, 2000

Source: 2000 Census of Population and Housing, Summary File 1.

* The American Housing Survey (AHS) uses the term mobile home when
referring to a housing unit that was originally constructed to be towed
on its chassis. A mobile home may also have permanent rooms attached
to it or other structural modifications. The term does not include
prefabricated buildings, modular homes, travel campers, boats, or self-
propelled vehicles like motor homes. Some people use the terms trailer
or manufactured housing in the same sense as mobile homes. The U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the industry
that produces these homes prefer the term manufactured housing, which
refers specifically to units produced under HUD’s Manufactured
Housing Construction and Safety Standards. To remain consistent with
the primary data source, this study uses the term mobile home when
referring to this type of housing.

1.8 - 8.4
8.5 - 12.7
12.8 - 16.3
16.4 - 20.7
20.8 - 34.7

Source: 2000 Census of Population and Housing, Summary File 1.

Elderly Population 
by Percent
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FIGURE 5
Structure Type
Nonmetro Elderly-Occupied Units

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.

lation as a whole. This may be largely attributable to the
fact that mobile homes are a relatively recent housing
option that arose after many current seniors were in the
purchasing stage of their housing life cycle. Neverthe-
less, the proportion of nonmetro senior households re-
siding in mobile homes is double that of their metro coun-
terparts, and over half of all rural seniors in mobile homes
live in the South. Like elders who live in conventionally
constructed single-family units, most rural seniors own
their mobile homes and are highly satisfied with them.
Cost is probably the most import factor for choosing a
mobile home, as a majority of elderly mobile home resi-
dents have low incomes. However, other factors particu-
lar to mobile homes may also precipitate their use by
older rural residents. Many rural areas lack zoning regu-
lations, and mobile homes are relatively easy to move
and locate. For seniors, these factors may facilitate the
location of mobile homes near relatives who provide sup-
port and services.6

Rural senior households are more likely than younger
rural households to live in mobile homes that were built
before the implementation of the 1976 Manufactured
Housing Construction and Safety Standards, often called
the HUD Code. Some evidence suggests that these older
mobile homes are at greater risk for health, safety, and
housing quality problems than units built under the re-
quirements of the HUD Code.7

The proportion of rural seniors living in mobile homes
is likely to increase in the coming decades, as house-
holds age 45 to 64 currently occupy nearly one-third of
all mobile homes in rural areas.

Household Characteristics

Older households in rural areas tend to be smaller than
others, as they are often without children, and they are
also more likely to consist of one person living alone
than are middle-aged households. Rural elderly house-
holds are also more likely to be headed by a woman than
are nonmetro households in general. This can be ex-
plained by the simple fact that women live longer than
men. Only one in ten elder female-headed households is
a married couple, while over 78 percent are widows.
Overall 44 percent of rural elderly households consist of
a person living alone and over three-quarters of them
are women (Figure 6). Single female-headed households
age 65 and over are much more likely to live in poverty
and to experience housing cost burdens than their mar-
ried or single male counterparts. Because of advances in
medical technologies, however, it is projected that the
gender gap among rural seniors will decrease in the com-
ing decades.8

Many rural elders are living longer; on average seniors
can expect to live 17 years after they turn 65.9 Today’s
seniors do not comprise one uniform segment of our
society. They are a growing and diverse population with
varying interests, abilities, and needs (Figure 7). The
“young elderly,” those age 65 to 74, tend to be more
active and mobile, have higher incomes, be homeowners,
and live in better quality housing than rural households
age 75 and older.

Single Unit, 
Detached 79%

One Unit, 
Attached 2%

Mobile 
Home 10%

Multifamily
Structure 9%

Female 77%

Male 23%

FIGURE 6
Householders Who Live Alone
Nonmetro Elderly Householders by Sex

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.
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FIGURE 8
Race and Ethnicity

Nonmetro Elderly Householders

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.

FIGURE 7
Elderly Nonmetro Housing Characteristics

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.

In contrast, the “oldest old,” those age 85 and older,
have much different housing and service needs. Of
nonmetro householders age 85 or older, 73 percent live
alone, over one-quarter have below poverty level in-
comes, and 11 percent live in inadequate housing. Fur-
thermore, the “oldest old” age category is one of the fast-
est growing age segments in society. Today persons age
85 and over make up approximately 11 percent of the
elderly population. It is projected that by 2050 they will
comprise 23 percent of those over the age of 65.10

Elderly households in nonmetro areas tend to be less
racially diverse than the population of the United States
as a whole;* more than nine out of ten are white and not
of Hispanic origin (Figure 8). African Americans are the
largest minority group among the rural elderly at 6 per-
cent. Most nonmetro African Americans over the age of
65 live in the South. Less than 2 percent of rural seniors
are Hispanic,** and Asians and Native Americans make
up less than 1 percent of nonmetro elderly households.

Minorities in rural areas are among the poorest and
worst housed groups in the entire nation and these prob-
lems are even more profound among older minorities in
rural areas. While minorities comprise just 9 percent of

all senior households in nonmetro
areas, they account for 18 percent
of those in poverty. Furthermore,
rural minorities experience inad-
equate housing conditions at four
times the rate of their white coun-
terparts.

Income and Poverty

Adequate income is crucial for
seniors to acquire and maintain ap-
propriate housing. Incomes for older
households in nonmetro areas have
historically been lower than those
for the rest of the country. The me-
dian income among elderly non-
metro households is $16,800, 44
percent less than the median income
of $30,000 for all nonmetro house-

holds.* Approximately 3.6 million (62 percent) nonmetro
elderly households have incomes at or below 80 percent
of their area median income and are therefore consid-

Live Alone

In Substandard
Housing

In Poverty

Renters

Total Households 

Age of Householder

          65 to 74                75 to 84               85 +

0                  20                 40                 60                 80                100
Percent

By Age Level

* Race and ethnicity of households reflect the race and ethnicity of the
householder. The householder is the first household member listed on
the AHS questionnaire who is an owner or renter of the sample unit
and is age 18 years or older.

**Hispanic is an ethnic origin, not a race. Most Hispanics report
themselves as white, but Hispanics may be of any race.

White 91%

        Asian 0.1%
        Native American 0.7%
       Hispanic 2%

      African-American 6%

*Caution should be exercised when referring to income and poverty data
in this report. Poverty data in the AHS are not an official count of
households in poverty; rather, they are intended to show housing
characteristics of low-income households. The Census Bureau notes
that, historically, the AHS underreports income and overreports poverty
when compared to the Current Population Survey. For additional
information on area median income (AMI) calculations please consult
Appendix A.
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ered low-income (Figure 9). Of these low-income house-
holds 1.3 million have incomes between 31 percent and
50 percent of the median. Another 1.1 million, or 15
percent, of nonmetro elderly households have incomes
at or below 30 percent of the area median and are there-
fore considered extremely low-income.

The income sources of the rural elderly are not as di-
verse as those of younger households. Almost all (95 per-
cent) of elderly nonmetro households report having in-
come from Social Security or pension payments. A little
over one-quarter of rural elderly households have em-
ployment income, but only 12 percent rely on wages for
a majority of their household income. Another 12 per-
cent — double the metro proportion — of rural senior
households report farm or business income. Only 4 per-
cent of nonmetro households report receiving some
type of public welfare assistance and approximately
6 percent use food stamps. Nearly half of rural house-
holds age 65 or older receive income from interest or
savings. While approximately 50 percent of nonmetro
seniors have savings, only 40 percent report having sav-
ings of $25,000 or more, and the proportion of house-
holds with savings is much lower among minorities
and renters.

Great strides have been made over just a few decades
in reducing the number of elderly persons in poverty
(Figure 10). In 1970, 37 percent of nonmetro seniors lived
below the poverty level. By 1999, that figure had dropped
to approximately 12.5 percent.* 11

FIGURE 9
Income as a Percentage of the Area Median
Nonmetro Elderly Householders

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.

Very Low Income,
31% to 50%

Extremely 
Low Income, 
Below 30%
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Upper Income,
120% or more

Moderate Income,
81% to 120%

FIGURE 10
Poverty by Age and Residence

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Poverty in the United States 1975, 1981, 1991,1999.
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* The longitudinal poverty statistics from 1970 to 1999 derive from the
U.S. Census Current Population Reports, not the American Housing
Survey, and represent persons in poverty, not households.
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Overall, 22 percent of nonmetro elderly households
have incomes below the poverty level compared to 13
percent of all households. Poverty rates among minority
seniors in rural areas are even greater with 33 percent of
African-American, 28 percent of Native American, and
27 percent of Hispanic households living in poverty.

Education is considered one of the most significant
factors impacting poverty rates among seniors. Elderly
persons with lower educational levels experience higher
rates of poverty. A recent Census Bureau study* found
that elderly households headed by people with four or
more years of college had an average monthly income
of $1,173, as opposed to $661 for elderly households
whose heads had a high school education, and just $472
for those with less than a high school education.12 Eld-
erly nonmetro householders are less likely to have higher
educations; 41 percent do not have even a high school
diploma. Consequently, rural seniors are more likely to
have experienced more marginal employment than their
metro counterparts.13

Several studies indicate that elderly persons in rural
areas spend more years in poverty and have a signifi-
cantly higher likelihood than urban people of slipping
into poverty as they age. The propensity to become poor
after the age of 64 is greatly enhanced by the transition
out of the labor force, as well as by a major life disrup-
tion such as serious illness or becoming widowed, espe-
cially for rural women. This enhanced vulnerability to
poverty among rural elders is rooted in lifelong employ-
ment disadvantages associated with rural economies
where wages are lower than in urban areas.14

Housing Costs

The cost of living in nonmetro areas tends to be lower
than in metro locales and housing costs are generally
not an exception.15 The $250 median monthly cost of
housing for nonmetro senior households is significantly
lower than the $463 median monthly housing cost for
nonmetro households of all ages. Most rural elderly
homeowners (85 percent) own their homes outright and
do       not have a mortgage, compared to 55 percent of
all homeowners in nonmetro areas. Rural elderly home-
owners with one or more mortgages have a median
monthly mortgage payment of $405.

Housing costs beyond rent or mortgage payments
often present a greater challenge to senior households
than to younger people. While many seniors own their
homes and have assets, they often do not have steady
employment income and in many cases rely on fixed
incomes. Property taxes are an ever-present cost for the
many elders who own their homes. The median amount
of property taxes paid annually by nonmetro seniors is
$550. However, these rates vary significantly by state
and even by local jurisdiction. One significant tool that
lessens the impact of property taxes is a form of local
tax relief commonly referred to as a homestead exemp-
tion. In many states homestead exemptions are targeted
towards elderly households. Among senior nonmetro
homeowners, approximately 14 percent receive some
type of property tax rebate. Nationwide, 26 states have
some type of property tax relief specified for certain eld-
erly populations and 19 states have some type of home-
stead exemption for all homeowners (Figure 11).16

Utilities are another significant housing cost for
seniors. On average, rural seniors pay $112 per month
for combined utilities. These rates vary by region and
tend to be highest in the Northeast. Low-income elderly

*Income and education statistics derive from Census Bureau tabulations
from a Census report, not the AHS.
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households are extremely susceptible to energy price
hikes and fluctuations. Nearly 14,000 elderly nonmetro
households report being cold in winter for more than
24 hours because they cannot afford to pay their heat-
ing bills.

Despite the fact that housing costs are lower in non-
metro areas than in cities, many senior households,
particularly renters, find it difficult to meet their hous-
ing costs. Among the 5.8 million elderly nonmetro house-
holds, approximately 1.4 million (25 percent) pay more
than 30 percent of their monthly income for housing costs
and are therefore considered cost-burdened. Almost 50
percent of these cost-burdened rural seniors pay more
than half of their incomes toward their housing costs.

Most cost-burdened households have low incomes,
and a disproportionate number are renters (Figure 12).
In fact, the cost burden rate among nonmetro renters is
more than twice that of their owner counterparts with

FIGURE 11
Homestead Exemptions by State

FIGURE 12
Cost-Burdened Households
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FIGURE 13
Substandard Housing

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.

renters making up 43 percent of nonmetro cost-burdened
households while they comprise just 15 percent of all
elderly nonmetro households. The cost burden rates are
even higher among nonmetro elderly African-American
renters (67 percent) and rural elderly women who live
alone (48 percent).

Housing Quality

For the most part, nonmetro seniors live in good qual-
ity housing; more than nine out of ten experience no
moderate or severe physical inadequacies. However,
rural elders’ housing stock is much older than that of the
nation as a whole. Nearly half (46 percent) of rural eld-
erly households, compared to just over one-third of
nonmetro households under the age of 65, live in homes
that are more than 40 years old. This older housing stock
is more likely to need repairs that many seniors do not
have the physical or financial resources to address.

Substandard housing is a persistent problem for many
nonmetropolitan seniors. Among all elderly households,
those in nonmetropolitan areas have the highest hous-
ing deficiency rates (Figure 13). Approximately 426,000
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nonmetro elders have moderate or severe physical prob-
lems with plumbing, heating, electrical systems, upkeep,
hallways, and/or kitchens (Figure 14). Both homeowners
and renters experience these problems, but elderly

FIGURE 14
Housing Quality

Selected Housing Quality Characteristics for Age 65 and Over

Source: HAC Tabulations of the 1999 American Housing Survey.
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nonmetro renters consistently live in the poorest quality
housing.17 Regionally, housing deficiencies among
nonmetro seniors are particularly high in the South.


