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A T A G L A N C E 

This EBRI Notes article reports on a study of how spending in older American households (ages 50 and above) varies 
across different census regions and divisions. The study shows large variations in household spending across the country, 
suggesting that both individual households and financial firms might benefit from using state- or region-specific spending 
benchmarks, in addition to national spending benchmarks. Key findings include: 

• There are significant differences in spending levels across different census regions, but the differences are much
larger among census divisions, which are smaller geographic units.

• Variation in total household spending:

o Among 65-to-74-year-olds living in different census regions, Northeastern households had the highest
median annual spending ($41,860), compared with the lowest by Southern households ($32,836).

o Among the different census divisions, New England households (CT, RI, MA, VT, NH, and ME) ages 65
to 74 spent the most (median annual spending of $46,019), while households in that age group in the
West South Central division (TX, OK, AR, and LA) spent the least ($28,540).

• Housing and housing-related spending:

o Since housing and housing-related expenses form a large part of total household expenses, geographic
differences in housing and housing-related expenses are consistent with total spending differences. For
example, New England households between ages 50 and 64 spent more than 2.5 times more ($30,240
annually) on housing and housing-related expenses than those in the southern states of TX, OK, AR,
and LA ($11,948).

• Variation in health care spending:

o Geographic differences in health care spending do not follow the pattern of total spending or housing-
related spending. For example, Midwestern states have much higher health care expenses than other
regions for those ages 75 and above and non-institutionalized. Among those ages 85 and above, the
median annual spending among Midwesterners was $3,480, which was 41.5 percent higher than the
median ($2,460) in the next-highest spending region (the West).

• National spending benchmarks:

o Average household spending declined with age. In 2015, average total annual spending for households
between ages 50 and 64 was $53,087, which declined to $34,982 for those ages 85 and above. Median
spending levels for the same age groups were $42,235 and $26,497, respectively.

o Housing and housing-related expenses remained the largest spending category for all age groups above
50, varying between 44 percent and 48 percent of total household spending for different age groups.
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Introduction 
Past research shows that household spending depends on various characteristics of the household, such as household 
size, household income, employment status, marital status, and health status (Butrica, Mermin and Johnson, 2009; 
Banerjee, 2012; 2014; Sekhampu and Niyimbanira, 2013). A less-explored characteristic is the geographic location of 
the household: Two retired households that are very similar in all observables except location might spend very 
different amounts because the costs of housing, medical care and other items vary widely across the country. This is 
directly relevant for many retirees, since advice or action that fails to take geographic location into account might 
miss the mark. National benchmarks are important and helpful, particularly in shaping national policies, but individual 
retirees might find regional or local benchmarks reflecting their personal situation (such as their state or region of 
residence) to be more useful.  

This article shows how overall household expenses, as well as home-related expenses and out-of-pocket medical 
expenses, vary across the different census regions and divisions for older households (ages 50 and above) in 2015. 
The results show considerable variation in household expenses across the country within the same age groups, and 
that the variations are larger across smaller geographic units (namely, census divisions as opposed to larger 
geographic units such as census regions). This indicates that individual state-level variations might be even larger, 
which suggests that future research using state-level data might be useful.  

Data 
This study is based on data collected in the 2015 round of the Consumption and Activities Mail Survey (CAMS). CAMS 
was initiated in 2001 and is a supplement to the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), the most comprehensive survey 
of older Americans in the country, sponsored by the National Institute on Aging (NIA) and the Social Security 
Administration (SSA), and administered by the Institute for Social Research (ISR) at the University of Michigan. Every 
two years, beginning in 1992, it surveys in detail a nationally representative sample of U.S. households with 
individuals over age 50 on topics such as health, assets, income, and labor-force status. The initial sample consisted 
of individuals born between 1931‒1941 and their spouses, regardless of their birth year. Younger cohorts have been 
added in following years.  

Every year following the main HRS survey, the CAMS questionnaire is sent to a subset of randomly selected 
households from the HRS participants to collect spending information on 36 categories to arrive at a measure of total 
household spending. In couple households, the questionnaire is sent randomly to one of the two spouses. Since 2001, 
CAMS has been conducted every two years, with 2015 being the latest round of available data. This EBRI study relies 
only on the unrestricted HRS files, which use only the census region and census division location information. The 
restricted HRS files have more granular information on the geographic location of the household. Finally, because HRS 
data are collected in even-numbered years and CAMS data in odd-numbered years, the geographic information used 
in this EBRI study is based on the 2014 HRS data, while the spending numbers are based on the 2015 CAMS data. 
This means that this study may misclassify households that have moved between the 2014 HRS and 2015 CAMS 
surveys. 
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Nationwide Spending Averages   
Figure 1 shows the mean (average), median (midpoint), and percentage of total household expenses spent on 
different categories for non-institutionalized households with at least one member older than age 50. This aggregates 
the 36 categories of spending reported in the data into just seven categories: housing and housing-related expenses; 
food (excluding eating out); health care; transportation; clothing; entertainment; and other expenses. The details of 
these categories are shown in the box below. 

 

Some immediate patterns emerge from Figure 1. First, on average, household spending declines with age. Average 
total annual expenses for households were $53,087 between ages 50 and 64 and $34,982 for those ages 85 and 
above. Median spending levels for the same age groups were $42,235 and $26,497, respectively. 

Second, as found in previous studies (Banerjee, 2012; Butrica, Goldwyn, and Johnson, 2005; Butrica and Mermin, 
2006), housing and housing-related expenses were the largest spending category for every age group. The 
percentage of total expenditures for home-related items was very close for every age group, varying roughly between 
44 percent and 48 percent of total household expenses. It should be noted that the absolute dollar amounts spent on 
these items go down with age, but since overall spending also declines with age, the share of housing and housing-
related expenses in total household expenses remain relatively stable. 

Third, Figure 1 shows that the percentage of total expenditures spent on health expenses increases steadily with age. 
More specifically, households with at least one member between ages 50 and 64 spent on average 8.3 percent of 
their total budget on health items, while households with at least one member age 85 or over spent on average 
nearly 13 percent of their budget on health items, and this excluded any household with institutionalized members.  

Figure 1 also shows a small drop in average annual dollar amounts spent on health care as people age: from $4,405 
for 50‒64 year olds, to $4,181 for those 85 and above. But in evaluating this relationship, it’s important to note that 
these household expenses are unadjusted for the size of the household; because singles comprise a much higher 
percentage of households in the oldest age group than couple households, this may explain the declining dollar 
averages with increasing age. Also, the proportion of people who remained generally healthy throughout retirement is 
likely to be higher among the non-institutionalized 85-plus-year-olds than the non-institutionalized younger age 
groups.  

Ages Ages Ages Ages

50‒64 65‒74 75‒84 85+

Expense Mean Median
% of Total 
Expenses Mean Median

% of Total 
Expenses Mean Median

% of Total 
Expenses Mean Median

% of Total 
Expenses

Home $24,613 $18,600 46.5% $20,809 $15,079 45.7% $17,271 $11,560 43.8% $17,177 $10,995 48.4%
Food 5,554 4,800 12.6 4,689 3,640 12.3 4,257 3,380 13.1 3,651 2,600 13.5
Health 4,405 2,440 8.3 4,303 2,776 9.7 4,096 2,840 11.2 4,181 2,680 12.9
Transport 7,154 5,580 14.2 5,163 3,948 12.3 4,040 2,940 11.4 3,182 1,431 7.2
Clothing 1,903 1,000 3.6 1,325 800 3.2 1,234 700 3.6 1,007 540 3.4
Entertainment 6,027 3,300 10 5,832 3,040 10.7 4,218 1,912 9.2 2,232 720 6
Other 3,430 900 4.8 3,512 1,000 6 3,823 1,290 7.8 3,552 850 8.7
Total 
Spending $53,087 $42,235 $45,633 $37,134 $38,940 $29,196 $34,982 $26,497 
Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Consumption and Activities Mail Survey (CAMS), 2015.

 Mean Percentage Share of Each Category in Total Household Spending, by Age Group

Figure 1
Mean and Median Household Spending in 2015, in Each Category, and
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“Expenditures” Defined 

• Home-related expenses include mortgages, property taxes, homeowner’s or renter’s insurance, rent, 
utilities, home repairs, home furnishings, housecleaning supplies, housekeeping and laundry services, 
gardening and yard supplies, and gardening and yard services. 

• Food expenses include food and drink, including alcoholic beverages that are bought in grocery and other 
stores. Dining out is not included. 

• Health expenses include out-of-pocket (uninsured) health insurance costs, including Medicare supplemental 
insurance; out-of-pocket costs on prescription and nonprescription drugs; out-of-pocket cost of hospital care, 
doctor services, lab tests, eye, dental, and nursing home care; and out-of-pocket costs for medical supplies. 

• Transportation expenses include car payments (principal and interest), vehicle insurance, vehicle 
maintenance, and gas. 

• Clothing expenses include clothing and apparel (including jewelry) and also personal-care products and 
services. 

• Entertainment expenses include trips and vacations, tickets to movies, sporting, or performing-arts 
events; hobbies and leisure equipment (photography, reading, camping, etc.); dining out in restaurants, 
cafes, and diners; and takeout food. 

• Other expenses include contributions to religious, educational, charitable, or political organizations, and 
cash and gifts to family and friends outside the household (including alimony and child-support payments). 

 

Fourth, the two components of household expenditures that decline as a percentage of total spending as people age 
are transportation expenses and entertainment expenses. Transportation expenses constituted 14.2 percent of total 
expenses for households with at least one member between ages 50 and 64, and only 7.2 percent for those ages 85 
and above. This is not surprising, since daily transportation needs (such as commuting to work) decrease after 
retirement and with increasing age and declining health. Entertainment expenses fall, after a small increase among 
65-74 year olds, as declining health tends to reduce such expenses.  

Finally, food and clothing expenses (as a share of total expenditure) remain more or less flat across the different age 
groups.  

Variation in Household Spending Across Different Census Regions 
The next three figures show the medians for total household expenses, home and home related expenses, and 
health care expenses for different age groups across different census regions. The list of different states 
included in different census regions and census divisions is provided below. 

Total Expenses Across Different Census Regions 
Figure 2 shows the variation in total household expenses across different census regions. For most age groups, 
people in the West have the highest expenses, followed closely by the Northeast and the Midwest. Midwesterners 
spend less before retirement, but post-retirement (after age 65) their spending tracks closely with those in the 
Northeast. Among retirees, Southerners have the lowest expenses. For the youngest age group, those between 50 
and 64 (mostly pre-retirees), the West has the highest annual median spending at $45,358—15 percent higher than 
the Midwest region, which has the lowest spending level at $39,414. The national median annual spending for this 
age group is $42,235. 

For the 65‒74 age group (largely early retirees), households in the Northeast region have the highest and households 
in the South have the lowest median spending amounts: $41,860 and $32,836, respectively, with the former being 
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27.5 percent higher than the latter. The national median annual expenses for this age group is $37,134. The median 
spending amounts for the 75‒84 age group in the West and South regions are $32,340 and $26,831, which are 
respectively the highest and lowest amounts. The national median for this age group is at $29,196.  

For the oldest age group, those ages 85 and above, the mean spending amounts are again highest in the West 
($29,346) and lowest in the South ($21,050); the median annual spending for the West is nearly 40 percent higher 
than the median level for the South.  

 
 

Housing and housing-related Expenses Across Different Census Regions 
Figure 3 shows how housing and housing-related expenses differ across different census regions for different 
age groups. Pre-retirement (ages 50‒64) housing and housing-related expenses are highest in the West, but 
post-retirement (after age 65), the differences between West, Northeast, and Midwest are small. The South 
has the lowest home expenses for retirees.  

Among those between ages 50 and 64, Western households had the highest median annual housing and 
housing-related expenses at $22,680, compared with the lowest of $15,900 spent by Midwesterners. But for 
the next age group, 65 to 74, Midwesterners spent the most on home and related items. Their median 
spending on these items was $16,464, followed closely by those in the West ($15,521) and Northeast 
($15,393). For the next two age groups as well, the difference in housing and housing-related spending 
remained small between these three regions.  

For all the age groups above 65, the South has the lowest housing and housing-related expenses—significantly 
smaller, in some cases. For example, among those 85 and above, the median annual spending on these items 
among Southerners was $8,450. Households in the West, which had the next-lowest median spending at 
$12,138, spent nearly 44 percent more than those in the South.  
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Health Expenses Across Different Census Regions 
Figure 4 shows the variation in health care expenses for the older, non-institutionalized population across different 
census regions. In particular, it shows that, in the Midwest region, health care spending is much higher than spending 
in other regions for the two oldest age groups. For the youngest age group (50 to 64), median health expenses are 
highest in the West ($2,900). Among the newly retired (ages 65 to 74), Northeastern households spent the most on 
health care, with median annual spending at $3,408. 

But what stands out in health expenses is how large these expenses are for those ages 75 and above in the Midwest 
compared to the rest of the country. Among those between the ages of 75 and 84, the median health care expense in 
the Midwest was $3,630 followed by $2,700 in the West—34 percent higher. Among the oldest age group (85 and 
above), the median health care spending among Midwesterners was $3,480, again followed by $2,460 in the West—
41.5 percent higher. Among those 85 and above, households in the South had the lowest median health care 
spending at $1,965. This shows that Midwesterners older than 85 spent on average 77 percent more on health and 
health-related items than Southerners.     

Why might Midwestern households have higher average health care spending than the other regions? Possible 
reasons might include that Midwestern households use more health care, or the cost of health care is higher in the 
Midwest than elsewhere, or it is a combination of both.  

  



ebri.org Notes  •  February 21, 2017  •  Vol. 38, No. 2 7 

 

 

Variation in Household Spending Across Different Census Divisions 
Next, this study examines variations in total, home, and health care spending across different census divisions, which 
are smaller geographical units than census regions (each census region is divided into two or three census divisions, 
as shown in the table on pg. 10). 

Total Expenses Across Different Census Divisions 
Figure 5 shows the average total annual household spending across different census divisions for different age 
groups. For the 50‒64 age group (mostly pre-retirees), households in CT, RI, MA, NH, ME, and VT (New England) 
have the highest median household spending at $50,088 and those in TX, OK, AR, and LA (West South Central 
division) have the lowest median spending at $32,509. The national median for this age group as shown in Figure 1 is 
$42,235, so there is a lot of variation around the national average across the country.  

For the next age group, those ages 65‒74 (newly retired), similar differences exist. Again, New England households in 
this age group have the highest median spending at $46,019 while those in TX, OK, AR, and LA (West South Central) 
spend the least at $28,540. This provides a general idea about how the spending needs of retirees might be different, 
based on where they live. 

Housing and housing-related Expenses Across Different Census Divisions 
Figure 6 shows the variation in housing and housing-related spending across the different census divisions among 
different age groups. Not surprisingly, as the focus turns to smaller geographic units, the variation increases. For the 
50‒64 age group, the highest median housing and housing-related expense of $30,240 was reported for CT, RI, MA, 
NH, ME, and VT (New England), while the states of TX, OK, AR, and LA (West South Central division) had the lowest 
median housing and housing-related expense at $11,948. This means New England households between ages 50 and 
65 spent almost 2.5 times more than those in TX, OK, AR, and LA. The national median for home expenses for this 
age group was $18,600.  
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For those older than 85, households in OH, MI, IL, IN, and WI (East North Central) had the highest median home 
expenses at $16,120, while those in KY, TN, MS, and AL (East South Central)  reported the lowest median home 
expense at $8,031. As noted above, Figure 6 demonstrates that housing expenses differ significantly between 
different geographic locations.  

Health Expenses Across Different Census Divisions 
Finally, Figure 7 shows the variation in health care expenses for the non-institutionalized population across the 
different census divisions for different age groups. Like total expenses and housing and housing-related expenses, 
where there were some clear geographic patterns of high- and low-spending areas (such as high expenses for New 
England and Pacific West states and low expenses for some Southern states), the highs and lows of health care 
expenses are also concentrated across a few states.  

For example, New England (CT, RI, MA, VT, NH, and ME) has the highest median health care spending for the two 
younger age groups. And East North Central (OH, MI, IN, IL, and WI) states have the highest median health care 
spending among the two oldest groups. The other Midwestern states MN, IA, MO, KA, NE, SD, and ND (West North 
Central) also have high health care expenses for the two oldest groups. In comparison, again some of the southern 
states have the lowest health care expenses. For example, those ages 85 or above and living in KY, TN, MS, and AL 
had a median annual health care expense of only $920. In comparison, households in the same age group living in 
OH, MI, IN, IL, and WI had a median health care expense of $3,480—nearly four times of those living in KY, TN, MS, 
and AL.  

  



Figure 6
Median Home Expenditures,

by Census Division
(2015)

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50 ‐64 $30,240 
65 ‐74 19,507 
75 ‐84 14,380 
85+ 12,977 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $16,400 
65‐74 13,440 
75‐84 12,298 
85+ 12,220 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $20,914 
65‐74 16,980 
75‐84 11,160 
85+ 9,577 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $20,780 
65‐74 13,400 
75‐84 10,829 
85+ 8,031             

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50 ‐64 $11,948 
65 ‐74 11,742 
75 ‐84 9,369 
85+ 8,200 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $18,535 
65‐74 13,340 
75‐84 12,970 
85+ 11,540 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $25,040 
65‐74 18,300 
75‐84 11,800 
85+ 13,795 

Age Group
Median 
Expenses

50 ‐64 $16,748 
65 ‐74 15,079 
75 ‐84 12,031 
85+ 16,120 

Age Group
Median 
Expenses

50 ‐64 $14,380 
65‐74 16,844 
75‐84 10,810 
85+ 9,697 

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Consumption and Activities Mail Survey (CAMS), 2015, and 
the Health and Retirement Study, 2014.

Division 9

Division 8

Division 4

Division 7

Division 3 Division 1

Division 2

Division 5

Division 6

Figure 7
Median Health Expenditures,

by Census Division
(Non-Institutionalized, 2015)

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $3,150 
65‐74 5,928 
75‐84 2,820 
85+ 2,400 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $1,856 
65‐74 1,940 
75‐84 2,400 
85+ 2,342 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $2,900 
65‐74 3,000 
75‐84 2,340 
85+ 1,965 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $1,860 
65‐74 2,840 
75‐84 2,682 
85+ 920 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $2,300 
65‐74 1,780 
75‐84 2,600 
85+ 2,415 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $3,000 
65‐74 2,700 
75‐84 3,052 
85+ 2,420 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $2,420 
65‐74 2,360 
75‐84 2,700 
85+ 2,460 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $2,700 
65‐74 3,000 
75‐84 3,790 
85+ 3,480 

Age 
Group

Median 
Expenses

50‐64 $2,424 
65‐74 3,340 
75‐84 3,561 
85+ 3,169 

Source: Employee Benefit Research Institute estimates from Consumption and Activities Mail Survey (CAMS), 2015, and the 
Health and Retirement Study, 2014.

Division 9

Division 8

Division 7

Division 3Division 4 Division 1

Division 2

Division 5

Division
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Conclusion 
Household expenses can vary a lot for older Americans. Part of it is definitely driven by variation in spending habits, 
income, wealth, etc. But the geographic location of a household can also have a significant effect on its spending, 
through variation in housing expenses, taxes, and general cost of living. This study shows how the spending of older 
households (50 and above) vary across different census regions and census divisions. Using data from the 
Consumption and Activities Mail Survey (CAMS), together with the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), this study 
estimates the national averages for different spending categories and total expenses across different age groups. 
Then it shows how total expenses, housing and housing-related expenses and health care expenses vary across 
different census regions and census divisions.  

The results show that large differences in spending levels exist especially when the smaller geographic units of census 
divisions are considered. This indicates that individual state-level variations might be even larger, which suggests that 
future research using state-level data might be useful.  

 

U.S. Census Geographic Regions and Divisions 
Northeast  Midwest 

New England 
(Division 1) 

Middle Atlantic 
(Division 2) 

East North Central  
(Division 3) 

West North Central 
(Division 4) 

Connecticut 
Maine 
Massachusetts 
New Hampshire 
Rhode Island 
Vermont 

New Jersey 
New York 
Pennsylvania 

Indiana 
Illinois 
Michigan 
Ohio 
Wisconsin 

Iowa 
Kansas 
Minnesota 
Missouri 
Nebraska 
North Dakota 
South Dakota 

South 

 

West 
 

South Atlantic  
(Division 5) 

East South 
Central  

(Division 6) 

West South 
Central  

(Division 7) 

 
Mountain 

(Division 8) 

 
Pacific  

(Division 9) 

Delaware 
District of  Columbia 
Florida 
Georgia 
Maryland 
North Carolina 
South Carolina 
Virginia 

   West Virginia 

Alabama 
Kentucky 
Mississippi 
Tennessee 

Arkansas 
Louisiana  
Oklahoma 
Texas 

Arizona 
Colorado 
Idaho 
New Mexico  
Montana 
Nevada 
Utah 
Wyoming 

Alaska 
California 
Hawaii 
Oregon 
Washington 
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