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Our Social Security system has been and contin-
ues to be vitally important to the economic se-
curity of  millions of  workers and their families, 
with approximately 57 million Americans receiv-
LQJ�����ELOOLRQ�LQ�EHQHÀWV�LQ�-XO\������1 As seen 
LQ�)LJXUH����QHDUO\����SHUFHQW�RI �WKHVH�EHQHÀFLD-
ries are retired workers and their families. Social 
Security also provides essential life insurance 
and disability protection, with disabled workers 
and their families and the survivors of  deceased 
ZRUNHUV�PDNLQJ�XS�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ����SHUFHQW�RI �
EHQHÀFLDULHV��:RPHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ�FRQVWLWXWH�WKH�
PDMRULW\�����SHUFHQW��RI �EHQHÀFLDULHV�

Social Security goes to nearly 95 percent of  
Americans 65 and older and is the bedrock of  
retirement security for all Americans. Our Social 
Security system is also extremely reliable; since 
it was created, Social Security has never missed 
a payment. For low-income retirees, Social 
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Security is especially important. Social Security 
provides nearly two-thirds of  retired work-
HUV�ZLWK����SHUFHQW�RU�PRUH�RI �WKHLU�LQFRPH�� 
%HQHÀWV�OLIWHG�PRUH�WKDQ������PLOOLRQ�PHQ�DQG�
women of  retirement age above the poverty line 
LQ������� 

Social Security’s role in ensuring economic 
security has become even more important in the 
ODVW�IHZ�\HDUV��DV�PDQ\�$PHULFDQV�ÀQG�WKHP-
selves dealing with the aftereffects of  an eco-
nomic recession that devastated their retirement 
savings and the value of  their homes. Despite 
this turn of  events, some politicians continue 
to advance proposals that would reduce Social 
6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�DQG�ZHDNHQ�WKH�SURJUDP��HYHQ�
as so many families rely on it so heavily. One 
SURSRVDO�WKDW�KDV�JRWWHQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�DWWHQWLRQ�UH-
cently is adopting the Chained Consumer Price 
Index for All Urban Consumers, also known 

FIGURE 1: SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFICIARIES, DECEMBER 2012

Payment Status Men, Women, and Children

Disabled 
workers  

& families
19.2%

Retired 
workers  

& families
69.8%

Survivors 
of deceased 

workers
11.0%

Women
51%

Children
8%

Men
41%

Source: Social Security Administration. 2013. Beneficiary Data: Number of Social Security Beneficiaries at the End of 
December 2012. <http://www.ssa.gov/cgi-bin/currentpay.cgi>
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VHQLRUV�E\�����LQFUHDVLQJ�EHQHÀWV�DFURVV�
WKH�ERDUG��DQG����XVLQJ�D�SULFH�LQGH[�WKDW�
accounts for seniors’ typical purchases (the 
Consumer Price Index for the Elderly or 
CPI-E) for calculating annual cost-of-living 
adjustments. 

�  Provide the lowest-wage earners who have 
VLJQLÀFDQW�ZRUN�DQG�FDUHJLYLQJ�KLVWRU\�ZLWK�
D�JXDUDQWHHG�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�WKDW�LV�DW�
OHDVW�����SHUFHQW�RI �WKH�IHGHUDO�SRYHUW\�OLQH��

�  Ensure that married same-sex couples and 
domestic partners (who are committed to 
each other but do not live in states that al-
low same-sex marriage) are entitled to the 
VDPH�IDPLO\�EHQHÀWV�XQGHU�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�
as married heterosexual couples.

These critical improvements will help to 
ensure that all workers including women, those 
in same-sex couples, and low-wage earners will 
KDYH�PRUH�DGHTXDWH�EHQHÀWV�DQG�UHWLUHPHQW�
security as they age. 

Social Security is extremely popular among 
Americans, who overwhelmingly favor strength-
ening the program as opposed to cutting it. 
According to a recent survey, 84 percent of  
$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�WKH�FXUUHQW�EHQHÀW�OHYHOV�DUH�
QRW�VXIÀFLHQW�����SHUFHQW�WKLQN�ZH�VKRXOG�UDLVH�
EHQHÀWV�WR�SURYLGH�D�EHWWHU�UHWLUHPHQW�DQG����
percent agree that preserving Social Security is 
necessary even if  it means increasing taxes for 
all working Americans.4  

Over the past few years there have been 
several key reports and initiatives calling for the 
H[SDQVLRQ�RI �6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV��([DPSOHV�
include Plan for a New Future: The Impact of  Social 
Security Reform on People of  Color, a Report of  
the Commission to Modernize Social Security; 
Breaking the Social Security Glass Ceiling: A Proposal 
WR�0RGHUQL]H�:RPHQ·V�%HQHÀWV, by the National 
Committee to Preserve Social Security and 
Medicare Foundation, the National Organiza-
tion for Women Foundation and the Institute 

as the “chained CPI” to calculate annual cost 
of  living adjustments. The chained CPI would 
DPRXQW�WR�D�SDLQIXO�EHQHÀW�FXW�IRU�PLOOLRQV�RI �
seniors, and be particularly damaging for vulner-
able seniors who are most reliant on Social Secu-
rity. Instead of  advancing proposals to cut Social 
6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV��QRZ�LV�WKH�WLPH�WR�WDON�DERXW�
how we can expand�EHQHÀWV�DQG�PDNH�VXUH�WKDW�
Social Security works even better for everyone, 
DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�IRU�WKRVH�ZKR�QHHG�LW�WKH�PRVW��

6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�DUH�HVSHFLDOO\�LP-
portant to populations that experience greater 
economic insecurity as they age — particularly 
women, people of  color, and same-sex couples. 
These populations are often disadvantaged both 
as workers and consumers, which contributes to 
WKHLU�LQFUHDVHG�ÀQDQFLDO�YXOQHUDELOLW\�LQ�UHWLUH-
ment. Social Security, from the beginning, has 
included features that partially offset the effects 
of  workplace disadvantages. This legacy should 
be built upon by the enactment of  the modest 
changes proposed in this white paper.

7KLV�SDSHU�RXWOLQHV�WKH�IROORZLQJ�ÀYH�NH\�
policy changes that would help to build upon 
our Social Security system and help to make sure 
that it functions even better for women, same-
sex spouses, and low-income people: 

�� Ensure workers’ retirement security is not 
jeopardized when they must limit their time 
at their paid jobs or experience reduced 
earnings in order to care for loved ones by 
creating a caregiver credit for periods of  
time when a worker, while providing care, 
has no or low earnings. 

�� Provide the opportunity for vulnerable stu-
dents, whose deceased, disabled, or retired 
parents are no longer able to support them, 
to complete their education by restoring 
EHQHÀWV�WKURXJK�DJH����IRU�WKRVH�LQ�SRVW-
secondary education programs.

�� 0DNH�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�PRUH�DF-
FXUDWHO\�UHÁHFW�WKH�DFWXDO�FRVW�RI �OLYLQJ�IRU�
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for Women’s Policy Research; and the National 
Academy of  Social Insurance report, Strengthening 
Social Security for Vulnerable Groups.5  

Several of  the policy proposals we are recom-
mending to expand Social Security have already 
EHHQ�LQWURGXFHG�GXULQJ�WKH����th�DQG�WKH����th 
Congresses. They include caregiver credits, using 
the CPI-E to calculate cost of  living adjustments, 

DQ�DFURVV�WKH�ERDUG�LQFUHDVH�LQ�EHQHÀWV��SURYLGLQJ�
EHQHÀWV�WR�VDPH�VH[�FRXSOHV�DQG�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV�6 
DQG�HQKDQFLQJ�WKH�VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�7  The 
Older Women’s Economic Security Task Force 
and the Center for Community Change recom-
mend that policymakers adopt these reforms in 
WKH����th Congress. 

WOMEN AND SOCIAL SECURITY

$OWKRXJK�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�DUH�DQ�LPSRU-
tant source of  retirement income for all older 
Americans, they are particularly important to old-
er women for a number of  reasons. Women tend 
to have limited employment opportunities, lower 
wages, interrupted work histories, fewer sources 
of  retirement income, and longer life expec-
tancy, which result in their experiencing greater 
economic insecurity during retirement. Women’s 
participation in the labor force has grown sub-
VWDQWLDOO\�VLQFH�WKH�����V��\HW�PDQ\�ZRPHQ�VWLOO�
earn less and work less over the course of  their 
lives than men.8 As a result, many women receive 
ORZHU�ZDJH�UHODWHG�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�WKDQ�
PHQ��,Q�������WKH�DYHUDJH�DQQXDO�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�
income received by women 65 years and older 
ZDV����������FRPSDUHG�ZLWK���������IRU�PHQ�9

Women not only earn less and receive lower 
6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�WKDQ�PHQ��WKH\�DUH�OHVV�
OLNHO\�WR�UHFHLYH�EHQHÀWV�IURP�SHQVLRQV�DV�ZHOO��
due to the occupation or industries they’ve  
worked in, the number of  hours worked, the 
amount of  time spent out of  the workforce, and 
movement between jobs.�� Even when women do 
have pension income, the amount is smaller than 
men’s.11

The Importance of Social Security to  
Financially Vulnerable Populations

Women tend to outlive men, meaning they’re 
living longer on less. Women who reach age 65 
OLYH�DQ�DYHUDJH�RI �����\HDUV�ORQJHU�WKDQ�PHQ��� 
Women also have more chronic health problems 
than men, resulting in larger out-of-pocket health 
care costs and greater use of  long-term care.�� 
Long-term care in particular can be very expen-
sive for women, due to their longevity and the 
fact that such care is often not covered by Medi-
care and most other insurance programs.14 

Women’s economic security in later life is 
also affected by family structure and marriage/
divorce patterns. Differences between women 
and men in life expectancy – and the fact that 
women tend to marry older men – mean that 
more women than men will no longer be mar-
ried either by the time they reach retirement 
age or at some time during their retirement 
years. For the same reason women will have 
fewer options regarding remarriage than men. 
Marriage and divorce patterns are also chang-
ing – divorce rates have increased over the  
past few decades, and many adults are  
IRUJRLQJ�PDUULDJH�DOWRJHWKHU��,Q�������DSSUR[L-
PDWHO\����SHUFHQW�RI �PHQ�DJHG����DQG�ROGHU�
were unmarried (widowed, divorced, separated 
or never married), compared with nearly 57 
percent of  women in the same age group.15 
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OUR SOCIAL SECURITY SYSTEM: HOW DOES IT WORK? 

7�À�iÀÃ�>Ài�}i�iÀ>��Þ�i��}�L�i�v�À�-�V�>��-iVÕÀ�ÌÞ�Li�iwÌÃ�Ü�i��Ì�iÞ��>Ûi�Ü�À�i`�Õ�`iÀ�
V�ÛiÀi`�i�«��Þ�i�Ì�>�`�i>À�i`�{ä�µÕ>ÀÌiÀÃ��v�V�ÛiÀ>}i���Ü�>�Ã��V>��i`�VÀi`�ÌÃ®°�-�V�>��
-iVÕÀ�ÌÞ�«À�Û�`iÃ����Ì��Þ�Li�iwÌÃ�Ì��µÕ>��wi`�ÀiÌ�Ài`�>�`�`�Ã>L�i`�Ü�À�iÀÃ]�Ì�i�À�µÕ>��wi`�
v>���Þ��i�LiÀÃ]�>�`�µÕ>��wi`�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�ÀÃ��v�`iVi>Ãi`�Ü�À�iÀÃ°�7�À�iÀÃ�i>À��i��}�L���ÌÞ�v�À�
-�V�>��-iVÕÀ�ÌÞ�Li�iwÌÃ�LÞ�V��ÌÀ�LÕÌ��}�Ì��Ì�i�ÃÞÃÌi��Ì�À�Õ}���>�`>Ì�ÀÞ�V��ÌÀ�LÕÌ���Ã����
Ü>}iÃ�>�`�Ã>�>ÀÞ���V��i�Ì�>Ì�>Ài��>ÌV�i`�LÞ�i�«��ÞiÀÃ�>Ì�>��iµÕ>��À>Ìi°�/�iÃi�V��ÌÀ�LÕÌ���Ã�
>Ài����Ü��LÞ�Ì�i�>VÀ��Þ��º��
Ƃ]»�v�À�Ì�i�>ÕÌ��À�â��}��i}�Ã�>Ì���]�Ì�i��i`iÀ>����ÃÕÀ>�Vi�

��ÌÀ�LÕÌ���Ã�ƂVÌÆ�Ì�i�VÕÀÀi�Ì���
Ƃ�À>Ìi��Ã�È°Ó�«iÀVi�Ì�i>V��v�À�i�«��ÞiÀÃ�>�`�i�«��ÞiiÃ]�v�À�
-�V�>��-iVÕÀ�ÌÞ½Ã���`�>}i]�ÃÕÀÛ�Û�ÀÃ]�>�`�`�Ã>L���ÌÞ���ÃÕÀ>�Vi�«À�ÌiVÌ���°�/�i�Ãi�v�i�«��Þi`�«>Þ�
Ì�i�V��L��i`�Ü�À�iÀ�>�`�i�«��ÞiÀ���
Ƃ�À>Ìi°����Óä£Î]�Ì�i�i>À���}Ã����Ü��V��«>ÞÀ����Ì>ÝiÃ�>Ài�
«>�`�>Ài�����Ìi`�Ì��f££Î]Çää°�>À���}Ã�>L�Ûi�Ì�>Ì�>��Õ�Ì�>Ài���Ì�ÃÕL�iVÌ�Ì����
Ƃ°

RETIREMENT BENEFITS
,iÌ�Àii�Ü�À�iÀ�Li�iwÌÃ�>Ài�V>�VÕ�>Ìi`�L>Ãi`����Ì�i�Îx���}�iÃÌ�Þi>ÀÃ��v�Ì>Ý>L�i�i>À���}Ã°�
/�i�Li�iwÌ�v�À�Õ�>�Ài«�>ViÃ�>���}�iÀ�«iÀVi�Ì>}i��v�i>À���}Ã��v���Ü�i>À�iÀÃ�Ì�>���v���}��
i>À�iÀÃ°���À�>��>ÛiÀ>}i�Ü�À�iÀ]���i�i>À���}�>L�ÕÌ�f{ä]äää�>�Þi>À]�Li�iwÌÃ�Ài«�>Vi�>L�ÕÌ�{ä�
«iÀVi�Ì��v�i>À���}Ã°�7�i��Ü�À�iÀÃ�V��ÌÀ�LÕÌi�Ì��-�V�>��-iVÕÀ�ÌÞ]�Ì�iÞ�i>À��ºVÀi`�ÌÃ»�Ì�Ü>À`�
-�V�>��-iVÕÀ�ÌÞ�Li�iwÌÃ°�"�i�VÀi`�Ì��Ã�i>À�i`�v�À�>�Ã«iV�wV�>��Õ�Ì��v�>��Õ>��Ü>}iÃ°�7�À�iÀÃ�
V>��i>À��Õ«�Ì��>��>Ý��Õ���v�v�ÕÀ�VÀi`�ÌÃ�«iÀ�Þi>À°����Óä£Î]�Ì�i�Û>�Õi��v�i>À���}Ã�ÀiµÕ�Ài`�Ì��
i>À����i�VÀi`�Ì��Ã�f£]£Èä]��À�f{]È{ä�«iÀ�Þi>À�>Ì�v�ÕÀ�VÀi`�ÌÃ°�/��Ã�>��Õ�Ì�V�>�}iÃ�Þi>À�Þ�Ü�Ì��
>ÛiÀ>}i�Ü>}i�V�>�}iÃ�Ì�À�Õ}��ÕÌ�Ì�i�iV����Þ°
� 6JG�PQTOCN�QT�HWNN�TGVKTGOGPV�CIG�
VJG�CIG�YJGP�HWNN�DGPGƂVU�CTG�CXCKNCDNG��KU�KP�
VJG�RTQEGUU�QH�KPETGCUKPI�KP�UVCIGU�HTQO����VQ����HQT�YQTMGTU�DQTP�KP������QT�NCVGT��6JG�HWNN�
TGVKTGOGPV�CIG�KU����HQT�VJQUG�DQTP�DGVYGGP������CPF�������CPF����HQT�VJQUG�DQTP�KP������QT�
NCVGT��6JG�GCTNKGUV�CIG�QH�GNKIKDKNKV[�HQT�TGVKTGG�YQTMGT�DGPGƂVU�TGOCKPU�����DGPGƂVU�CTG�TGFWEGF�KH�
VCMGP�DGHQTG�VJG�PQTOCN�TGVKTGOGPV�CIG��+H�VCMGP�CV�CIG�����DGPGƂVU�YKNN�ITCFWCNN[�FGETGCUG�HTQO�
VJG�EWTTGPV�NGXGN�QH����RGTEGPV�VQ����RGTEGPV�QH�HWNN�DGPGƂVU�CU�VJG�JKIJGT�PQTOCN�TGVKTGOGPV�CIG�
KU�HWNN[�KORNGOGPVGF�KP�������#�&GNC[GF�4GVKTGOGPV�%TGFKV�KU�CFFGF�VQ�DGPGƂVU�HQT�GXGT[�OQPVJ�
DGPGƂVU�CTG�FGNC[GF��WR�VJTQWIJ�CIG�����KH�TGVKTGOGPV�KU�RQUVRQPGF�DG[QPF�VJG�PQTOCN�CIG��VJG�
ETGFKV�KPETGCUGU�YQTMGT�DGPGƂVU���RGTEGPV�RGT�[GCT�QH�FGNC[�
� 5QEKCN�5GEWTKV[�CNUQ�RTQXKFGU�DGPGƂVU�VQ�EGTVCKP�HCOKN[�OGODGTU�QH�YQTMGTU�YJQ�CTG�
GNKIKDNG�HQT�TGVKTGOGPV��FKUCDKNKV[��QT�UWTXKXQT�DGPGƂVU��KPENWFKPI�URQWUGU�CPF�OKPQT�EJKNFTGP�
� /CTTKGF�RGTUQPU�
CPF�GNKIKDNG�FKXQTEGF�URQWUGU��TGEGKXG�VJG�NCTIGT�QH�VJGKT�QYP�TGVKTGF�
YQTMGT�DGPGƂV�QT����RGTEGPV�QH�VJGKT�
HQTOGT��URQWUGoU�TGVKTGF�YQTMGT�DGPGƂV�
KPFKXKFWCNU�
GNKIKDNG�HQT�DQVJ�VJGKT�QYP�YQTMGT�DGPGƂV�CPF�DGPGƂVU�VJTQWIJ�C�URQWUG�CTG�MPQYP�CU�pFWCNN[�
GPVKVNGFq���+P�GKVJGT�ECUG�VJG�DGPGƂV�KU�TGFWEGF�KH�VCMGP�DGVYGGP�CIG����CPF�PQTOCN�TGVKTGOGPV�
CIG��6Q�DG�GNKIKDNG�HQT�VJGUG�DGPGƂVU�C�FKXQTEGF�RGTUQP�OWUV�JCXG�DGGP�OCTTKGF�VQ�C�EQXGTGF�
YQTMGT�HQT�CV�NGCUV�VGP�EQPUGEWVKXG�[GCTU�CPF�DG�EWTTGPVN[�PQV�OCTTKGF�
� /CTTKGF�
QT�GNKIKDNG�FKXQTEGF��RGQRNG�YJQ�YCKV�WPVKN�PQTOCN�TGVKTGOGPV�CIG�OC[�EJQQUG�
VQ�CEEGRV�URQWUCN�DGPGƂVU�CV�VJCV�VKOG�CPF�FGNC[�TGEGKXKPI�VJGKT�QYP�YQTMGT�DGPGƂVU�WPVKN�CIG�
����KP�QTFGT�VQ�VCMG�HWNN�CFXCPVCIG�QH�&GNC[GF�4GVKTGOGPV�%TGFKVU�VQ�VJGKT�QYP�YQTMGT�DGPGƂV�
� 9KFQY
GT�U�
CPF�GNKIKDNG�FKXQTEGF�URQWUGU��CTG�GPVKVNGF�VQ�C�UWTXKXQT�DGPGƂV�GSWCN�VQ�
VJG�FGEGCUGF�
GZ�URQWUGoU�TGVKTGF�YQTMGT�DGPGƂV�
KH�KV�KU�NCTIGT�VJCP�VJGKT�QYP�TGVKTGF�YQTMGT�
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DGPGƂV���6JG�OKPKOWO�CIG�HQT�YKFQY
GT�U�HQT�TGEGKXKPI�VJG�UWTXKXQT�DGPGƂV�KU�����DWV�VJG�
DGPGƂV�KU�TGFWEGF�KH�VCMGP�DGHQTG�VJG�PQTOCN�CIG��9KFQY
GT��CPF�UWTXKXKPI�FKXQTEGF�URQWUG�
DGPGƂVU�TGOCKP�RC[CDNG�KH�TGOCTTKCIG�QEEWTU�CHVGT�CIG����
���KH�FKUCDNGF���6JG�URQWUCN�CPF�
UWTXKXQT�DGPGƂVU�CTG�OQTG�IGPGTQWU�VQ�EQWRNGU�YKVJ�WPGSWCN�GCTPKPIU�VJCP�VQ�VJQUG�YKVJ�VQVCN�
GCTPKPIU�VJCV�YGTG�OQTG�GSWCNN[�FKUVTKDWVGF�DGVYGGP�VJG�OGODGTU�QH�VJG�EQWRNG��#�NKHGNQPI�
HWNN�VKOG�JQOGOCMGT�TGEGKXGU�C�URQWUCN�DGPGƂV�CPF�UWTXKXQT�DGPGƂV�DCUGF�QP�VJG�URQWUGoU�
GCTPKPIU��CNVJQWIJ�U�JG�RCKF�PQ�EQPVTKDWVKQPU�VQ�TGEGKXG�VJGUG�DGPGƂVU��
+V�UJQWNF�DG�PQVGF��
VJQWIJ��VJCV�U�JG�YKNN�PQV�DG�RTQVGEVGF�CICKPUV�FKUCDKNKV[�UKPEG�U�JG�JCU�PQV�EQPVTKDWVGF���#�
URQWUG�YKVJ�NQY�NKHGVKOG�GCTPKPIU�OC[�ƂPF�VJCV�URQWUCN�DGPGƂVU�CTG�NCTIGT�VJCP�JGT�QT�JKU�
QYP�YQTMGT�DGPGƂV��KP�YJKEJ�ECUG�VJG�URQWUCN�DGPGƂV�YKNN�RGTVCKP��DWV�VJG�EQPVTKDWVKQPU�RCKF�
YJKNG�YQTMKPI�FQ�PQV�KPETGCUG�QPGoU�DGPGƂV�QXGT�VJG�JQOGOCMGToU�DGPGƂV�CV�CNN�
VJQWIJ�VJG[�
FQ�RTQXKFG�FKUCDKNKV[�KPUWTCPEG�RTQVGEVKQP���1P�DGKPI�YKFQYGF��UWTXKXKPI�URQWUGU�TGEGKXG�VJG�
JKIJGT�QH�VJG�EQWRNGoU�VYQ�DGPGƂVU��6JG�UWTXKXKPI�URQWUG�KP�CP�GSWCN�GCTPGT�EQWRNG�YKNN�UKORN[�
TGVCKP�JKU�QT�JGT�QYP�DGPGƂV��CPF�VJG�FGEGCUGF�URQWUGoU�DGPGƂV�YKNN�FKUCRRGCT��6JG�UWTXKXKPI�
URQWUG�KP�C�JQOGOCMGT�UKPING�GCTPGT�EQWRNG�MGGRU�VYQ�VJKTFU�QH�VJG�EQWRNGoU�EQODKPGF�
DGPGƂVU�
GSWCN�VQ�����RGTEGPV�QH�YJCV�VJG�TGVKTGF�YQTMGT�TGEGKXGF��EQORCTGF�YKVJ�VJG�����
RGTEGPV�VJG�EQWRNG�YCU�TGEGKXKPI�VQIGVJGT���

&GRGPFGPV�EJKNFTGP�CNUQ�TGEGKXG�HCOKN[�DGPGƂVU�YJGP�C�RCTGPV�QT�NGICN�IWCTFKCP�TGVKTGU�

DISABILITY BENEFITS
5QEKCN�5GEWTKV[�RC[U�FKUCDKNKV[�DGPGƂVU�VQ�RGQRNG�YJQ�ECPPQV�YQTM�DGECWUG�VJG[�JCXG�C�OGFK-
ECN�EQPFKVKQP�VJCV�KU�GZRGEVGF�VQ�NCUV�CV�NGCUV�QPG�[GCT�QT�TGUWNV�KP�FGCVJ��$GPGƂVU�DCUGF�QP�
EQXGTGF�GCTPKPIU�CTG�CXCKNCDNG�HQT�SWCNKƂGF�FKUCDNGF�YQTMGTU�DGNQY�PQTOCN�TGVKTGOGPV�CIG��

6Q�SWCNKH[�VQ�TGEGKXG�FKUCDKNKV[�DGPGƂVU��CP�KPFKXKFWCN�JCU�VQ�OGGV�C�UVTKEV�FGƂPKVKQP�QH�FKU-
CDKNKV[��CU�FGƂPGF�D[�UVCVWVG�CPF�FGVGTOKPGF�D[�VJG�5QEKCN�5GEWTKV[�#FOKPKUVTCVKQP��CPF�OWUV�
JCXG�YQTMGF�NQPI�GPQWIJ�s�CPF�TGEGPVN[�GPQWIJ�s�KP�LQDU�EQXGTGF�D[�5QEKCN�5GEWTKV[��6JG�
PWODGT�QH�YQTM�ETGFKVU�PGGFGF�VQ�SWCNKH[�HQT�FKUCDKNKV[�DGPGƂVU�FGRGPFU�QP�VJG�CIG�CV�YJKEJ�
C�YQTMGT�DGEQOGU�FKUCDNGF��)GPGTCNN[��C�YQTMGT�PGGFU����ETGFKVU�����QH�YJKEJ�YGTG�GCTPGF�KP�
VJG�NCUV����[GCTU�GPFKPI�YKVJ�VJG�[GCT�VJG�YQTMGT�DGECOG�FKUCDNGF��*QYGXGT��[QWPIGT�YQTMGTU�
OC[�SWCNKH[�YKVJ�HGYGT�ETGFKVU��(QT�GZCORNG��YQTMGTU�YJQ�DGEQOG�FKUCDNGF�CV�CIG����OC[�
SWCNKH[�KH�VJG[�JCXG�GCTPGF����ETGFKVU��YKVJ�CV�NGCUV����QH�VJGO�GCTPGF�KP�VJG����[GCTU�KOOGFK-
CVGN[�DGHQTG�DGEQOKPI�FKUCDNGF�

�%GTVCKP�HCOKN[�OGODGTU�OC[�SWCNKH[�VQ�TGEGKXG�DGPGƂVU�DCUGF�QP�VJG�FKUCDNGF�YQTMGToU�
TGEQTF��5RQWUGU�OC[�SWCNKH[�KH�VJG[�CTG����QT�QNFGT�QT�KH�VJG[�CTG�ECTKPI�HQT�C�EJKNF�QH�VJG�
YQTMGToU�VJCV�KU�WPFGT�VJG�CIG�QH����QT�FKUCDNGF��5Q�OC[�WPOCTTKGF�EJKNFTGP�WPFGT�VJG�CIG�QH�
���
QT����KH�UVKNN�KP�JKIJ�UEJQQN���#P�WPOCTTKGF�EJKNF�QXGT�VJG�CIG�QH�����YJQ�JCU�C�FKUCDKNKV[�VJCV�
UVCTVGF�DGHQTG�CIG�����OC[�DG�GNKIKDNG�VQ�TGEGKXG�DGPGƂVU�QP�C�RCTGPVoU�GCTPKPIU�TGEQTF�

'CEJ�HCOKN[�OGODGT�OC[�DG�GNKIKDNG�HQT�C�OQPVJN[�DGPGƂV�QH�WR�VQ����RGTEGPV�QH�C�
YQTMGToU�FKUCDKNKV[�TCVG��6JGTG�KU�C�NKOKV��JQYGXGT��VQ�VJG�COQWPV�VJCV�ECP�DG�RCKF�VQ�HCOKNKGU��+P�
IGPGTCN��VJG�VQVCN�COQWPV�C�YQTMGT�CPF�JGT�QT�JKU�HCOKN[�OGODGTU�ECP�TGEGKXG�KU�CDQWV�����VQ�
����RGTEGPV�QH�VJG�YQTMGToU�FKUCDKNKV[�DGPGƂVU�

+H�FKUCDKNKV[�EQPVKPWGU��TGVKTGF�YQTMGT�DGPGƂVU�DGIKP�CV�VJG�PQTOCN�CIG�YKVJQWV�CEVWCTKCN�
TGFWEVKQP�HQT�GCTN[�TGVKTGOGPV�

#NN�DGPGƂVU�CTG�KPETGCUGF�CPPWCNN[�DCUGF�QP�EJCPIGU�KP�VJG�%QPUWOGT�2TKEG�+PFGZ�
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HLWKHU�WR�LQFUHDVH�WKHLU�RZQ�ZRUNHU�EHQHÀWV�RU�
as their only means of  accessing Social Security 
EHQHÀWV�

PEOPLE OF COLOR AND SOCIAL  
SECURITY

People of  color are more likely than whites to 
experience economic insecurity during retire-
ment for a variety of  reasons. Differences in 
educational attainment, employment discrimina-
tion and job segregation, poverty, morbidity, and 
mortality affect earnings and future retirement 
income, and have led to differences in use of  
6RFLDO�6HFXULW\��6XUYLYRU�DQG�GLVDELOLW\�EHQHÀWV�
PDNH�XS�QHDUO\�KDOI �RI �WKH�EHQHÀWV�UHFHLYHG�E\�
people of  color, while constituting a little more 
WKDQ�D�TXDUWHU�RI �EHQHÀWV�IRU�ZKLWHV�18

Differences in employment patterns result 
in lower lifetime earnings and/or Social Secu-
ULW\�EHQHÀWV�IRU�PDQ\�UHWLUHG�SHRSOH�RI �FRORU�

At older ages the gender difference in marital 
status is even more marked. In the 75-to-84 
DJH�UDQJH�������SHUFHQW�RI �PHQ�DUH�XQPDUULHG�
FRPSDUHG�ZLWK������SHUFHQW�RI �ZRPHQ��$W�DJH�
���DQG�ROGHU��WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�LV�HYHQ�ODUJHU��������
percent of  men are unmarried compared with 
�����SHUFHQW�IRU�ZRPHQ�16

Women living alone, not surprisingly, have 
less income than married couples and their 
incomes are often not adequate to meet their 
needs. Thus, older single women experience 
more poverty than older married couples. 
Women who did not marry or whose marriages 
were short-lived due to divorce also lack ac-
FHVV�WR�VSRXVDO�EHQHÀWV��ZKLFK�IRU�WKH�W\SL-
cal married woman today are larger than her 
RZQ�ZRUNHU�EHQHÀWV�17�)LJXUH���DERYH�VKRZV�
changes in the ways women access Social Secu-
ULW\�EHQHÀWV�DFURVV�WKH�SDVW����\HDUV��$OWKRXJK�
women have increased their access to Social 
Security through their own work records, the 
PDMRULW\�����SHUFHQW��VWLOO�XVH�VSRXVDO�EHQHÀWV�

FIGURE 2: WOMEN'S ENTITLEMENT STATUS, 1960-2012
        (ALL WOMEN AGED 62 AND OLDER)

Source: Social Security Administration. 2013. Annual Statistical Supplement. Table 5.A14
Note: “Dually entitled” refers to women who are entitled to receive both worker benefits based on their own record and 
benefits based on their spouse’s record.
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as well. Women of  color are more likely to 
have worked in low-wage and part-time posi-
tions, making them more vulnerable to poverty 
and more reliant on Social Security because 
they have fewer other sources of  retirement 
income.19 African American, Latino, and Native 
American men experience higher rates of  unem-
ployment and lower wages than white and Asian 
men.�� Latinos, who make up a large percentage 
of  agricultural and household workers, are often 
disadvantaged by decisions that their employers 
make, such as inconsistent wage reporting, mis-
classifying employees as independent contrac-
tors, underpaying wages and/or paying wages in 
cash and not reporting them, all of  which lead 
to the underpayment of  Social Security contri-
butions and a reduced lifetime earnings record.�� 

$V�VHHQ�LQ�)LJXUH����UDFLDO�GLVSDULWLHV�LQ�
the amount of  income received from earnings, 
pensions, and assets are substantial, with Blacks 

and Hispanics receiving less than whites from 
every source. These disparities leave seniors of  
color more reliant on Social Security than white 
seniors (Figure 4).

Women of  color are greatly affected by 
changes in marriage and divorce patterns that 
impact their economic security in retirement. 
Among women age 55 and older, African Amer-
ican women are the least likely to have ever been 
married.�� When they do marry, women of  color 
tend to marry men of  color, who often have 
lower earnings than whites.�� Married African 
American women are also more likely to have 
worked throughout their married years than 
white women. White and African American 
women have similar divorce rates, though the 
latter are much less likely to remarry and are 
more likely to experience widowhood.�� While 
$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�ZRPHQ��DQG�FKLOGUHQ��EHQHÀW�
IURP�GLVDELOLW\�DQG�VXUYLYRU�EHQHÀWV�HDUQHG�E\�

FIGURE 3: SOURCES OF INCOME UPON RETIREMENT BY RACE,  
ETHNICITY, AND GENDER, 2011

Source: Fischer, Jocelyn and Jeff Hayes. 2013. “The Importance of Social Security In the Incomes of Older Americans.” 
Washington, DC: Institute for Women’s Policy Research.
Note: These data are for Social Security Beneficiairies aged 65 and older.
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their husbands (and parents), African Ameri-
can women are less well served by some of  the 
family provisions of  Social Security because of  
their high rate of  singleness and more equal 
earnings among couples. 

LGBT AND SOCIAL SECURITY
,Q�������DFFRUGLQJ�WR�1DWLRQDO�*D\�DQG�/HVELDQ�
7DVN�)RUFH�SURMHFWLRQV�����PLOOLRQ�$PHULFDQV�
will be over the age of  65, including between 
����DQG�����PLOOLRQ�/*%7�LQGLYLGXDOV��� At the 
same time, more states are recognizing same-
sex marriages. With the addition of  Maine, 
0DU\ODQG��DQG�:DVKLQJWRQ�LQ�1RYHPEHU������
and Rhode Island, Delaware, and Minnesota 
LQ�0D\����������SHUFHQW�RI �$PHULFDQV�OLYH�LQ�
states (including the District of  Columbia) that 
recognize same-sex marriage.��  With the recent 
Supreme Court decision holding that California 

Proposition 8 is unconstitutional, this share rises 
WR����SHUFHQW��� if  states that provide similar 
levels of  protection for domestic partnerships 
as for opposite sex marriage are counted, four 
in ten Americans (41 percent) live in a state 
recognizing the mutual responsibilities for care 
and support of  families headed by same-sex 
and opposite-sex couples.�� Our Social Security 
system should be expanded to insure all families 
in the event of  the death, injury, or retirement 
of  working spouses.

Social Security reform for same-sex couples 
becomes all the more necessary when taking 
into account that, due to past discrimination in 
the workplace, LGBT individuals have a much 
higher risk of  poverty than heterosexual peo-
ple.�� Typically earning lower lifetime incomes, 
PRUH�WKDQ����SHUFHQW�RI �/*%7�KRXVHKROGV�DOVR�
report raising children,�� suggesting that LGBT 
households incur living costs similar to those 

FIGURE 4: RELIANCE ON SOCIAL SECURITY FOR 80% OR 100%  
        OF INCOME, 2011

Source: Fischer, Jocelyn and Jeff Hayes. 2013. “The Importance of Social Security In the Incomes of Older Americans.” 
Washington, DC: Institute for Women’s Policy Research.
Note: These data are for Social Security beneficiaries aged 65 and older.

��
��

�
	�

�
�

��
���

��
��

���

����

����

����

����

����

����

����

���� ����� ���� ����� ���� �����

�	
��� ������ �
����
��



  9CENTER FOR COMMUNITY CHANGE & OLDER WOMEN'S ECONOMIC SECURITY TASK FORCE

of  heterosexual households. LGBT women are 
just as likely as heterosexual women to care for 
children,�� indicating that expanding coverage of  
Social Security survivor, spousal, and death ben-
HÀWV�WR�/*%7�IDPLOLHV�ZRXOG�JUHDWO\�DLG�WKHP��

,Q�-XQH�������WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�6XSUHPH�
Court held that section three of  the Defense 
of  Marriage Act is unconstitutional. As a result, 
same-sex spouses who live in a state that legally 
recognizes their marriage are eligible for Social 
6HFXULW\�VXUYLYRU�DQG�VSRXVDO�EHQHÀWV�ZKHQ�
their spouse has earned disability and survivor 
insurance protection. Children of  same-sex 
FRXSOHV�DUH�QRZ�DOVR�HOLJLEOH�IRU�EHQHÀWV�IURP�

their parent’s same-sex partner in states where 
their parents’ marriage is recognized. While 
this is an enormous gain for same-sex couples 
in states where their marriages are recognized, 
same-sex couples who do not live in a state 
that recognizes same-sex marriage may still be 
LQHOLJLEOH�IRU�WKHVH�EHQHÀWV��7KLV�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�
prevents the spouses and domestic partners of  
LGBT individuals who have worked and paid 
into the Social Security system during the course 
RI �WKHLU�OLIHWLPHV�IURP�UHFHLYLQJ�EHQHÀWV�IRU�
which heterosexual spouses of  workers would 
qualify.

ADD A CAREGIVER CREDIT

Caregiving is a fundamental part of  family life 
and a vital service to young children, millions 
of  ill and disabled individuals, and a growing 
number of  elderly Americans. For the estimated 
65.7 million unpaid caregivers for the disabled 
and elderly, who spend an average of  4.6 years 
out of  the labor market during their peak work-
ing years, providing caregiving services often 
SURGXFHV�VLJQLÀFDQW�HFRQRPLF�VWUHVV��� The 
ORQJ�WHUP�QHJDWLYH�ÀQDQFLDO�LPSDFW�RI �WKDW�ORVW�
WLPH�LV�HVSHFLDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�IRU�ORZ�LQFRPH�
families and for women, who often take on the 
caregiving role. Most caregivers (61 percent) 
provide their services in addition to working in 
paid wage or salary jobs.

With caregiving consuming an average of  
���KRXUV�SHU�ZHHN��PDQ\�IDPLOLHV�PXVW�GHFLGH�
how best to balance paid employment and care-
giving responsibilities. This is particularly true 
for low-income families, who often cannot af-
ford the costs of  childcare or professional long-

term care options such as in-home attendants 
or nursing homes.�� In addition to the economic 
costs, balancing full-time work and part-time 
caregiving comes at a health cost: one study 
IRXQG�WKDW�RI �FDUHJLYHUV�ZLWK�OHVV�WKDQ���������
LQ�KRXVHKROG�LQFRPH�����SHUFHQW�UHSRUW�IDLU�RU�
SRRU�KHDOWK�DV�FRPSDUHG�ZLWK���SHUFHQW�RI �FDUH-
JLYHUV�ZLWK�LQFRPHV�RI ����������RU�PRUH���

Women in particular are negatively affected 
by the economic costs of  caregiving. Women 
make up the majority (about 66 percent) of  the 
people who provide unpaid caregiver services, 
and thus have fewer years on average than men 
in the paid workforce. Combined with the chal-
lenge of  persistently lower wages due to sex 
discrimination, this large block of  lost income-
HDUQLQJ�WLPH�PHDQV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�ORZHU�OLIHWLPH�
earnings and savings overall.�� When not taking 
time out of  the workforce, female caregivers are 
more likely than males to use alternative work 
DUUDQJHPHQWV�VXFK�DV�WDNLQJ�PRUH�ÁH[LEOH�RU�
part-time jobs, which often entail losing job-
UHODWHG�EHQHÀWV�DV�ZHOO�DV�HDUQLQJV�

Proposed Improvements to Our Social Security System



10     EXPANDING SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS FOR FINANCIALLY VULNERABLE POPULATIONS 

The formula used to calculate Social Security 
EHQHÀWV��EDVHG�RQ�WKH����KLJKHVW�HDUQLQJ�\HDUV��
means that workers who take time out of  the 
workforce or reduce their paid work hours to 
provide care for someone receive fewer Social 
6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�XSRQ�UHWLUHPHQW��,I �WKH�ZRUNHU�
KDV�IHZHU�WKDQ����\HDUV�RI �HDUQLQJV��\HDUV�RI �
]HUR�HDUQLQJV�DUH�LQFOXGHG�DPRQJ�WKH����DYHU-
aged years, which brings down the lifetime aver-
DJH��LQ�WXUQ�ORZHULQJ�WKH�EHQHÀW�DPRXQW�WKDW�ZLOO�
be paid to the worker. Women, who are more 
RIWHQ�FDUHJLYHUV��DYHUDJH�RQO\����\HDUV�LQ�WKH�
ZRUNIRUFH�FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�PHQ��ZKR�DYHUDJH�����
DQG�WKHLU�EHQHÀWV�UHÁHFW�WKLV�GLIIHUHQFH�DV�ZHOO�

as their generally lower earnings each year they 
ZRUN��,Q�������WKH�DYHUDJH�DQQXDO�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�
income received by women 65 years and older 
ZDV����������FRPSDUHG�ZLWK���������IRU�PHQ��� 

As the country’s elderly population contin-
ues to grow and professional care costs continue 
to rise, the need for informal caregiving will 
LQWHQVLI\��&XUUHQWO\�����SHUFHQW�RI �WKH�$PHUL-
can population is 65 or older and that share is 
H[SHFWHG�WR�JURZ�WR����SHUFHQW��RU����PLOOLRQ�
SHRSOH��E\�WKH�\HDU�������$GGLWLRQDOO\��DV�OLIH�
expectancy grows, the number of  people age 85 
or older is expected to more than triple from 5.7 
PLOOLRQ�WR����PLOOLRQ�E\�WKH�\HDU�������� 

Sara Moore
Sara will be 80 years old next year. She lives in Chicago, Illinois. Sara worked 
her whole life, starting out as a waitress in her teens in her hometown of 
Petersburg, Illinois. She then went on to work in administration for the Illinois 
Humane Society and Onward House for about ten years. After that she worked 
at a company that made jukeboxes for three years and then a law firm for 
about ten years, and later worked as a Certified Nursing Assistant. Over the 
course of her lifetime, Sara took time out of the paid workforce twice to care 
for family members. The first time was to stay home with her two children when 
they were infants. Later on, after her father had several strokes, she became his primary caretaker and ended 
up taking 10 years out of the paid workforce to care for him. While Sara was taking care of her father in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, they lived on just $300 a month – her father’s Social Security check. 
 After her father passed away in 1987, Sara became a paid caregiver with a homecare agency that worked 
with AIDS patients. She went on to get a certificate as a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA). This work was very 
rewarding, very challenging, and very low-paid. She worked for several years taking care of AIDS patients, until 
the end of her career when she got cancer and could no longer work. 
 Despite spending over thirty years in the paid workforce, and being the primary unpaid caregiver for her 
ailing father and her children, Sara now receives a Social Security benefit that is just $953 dollars a month, or 
a meager $11,436 a year, leaving her Social Security benefits below the poverty line for 2013 ($11,490 for a 
single individual). Sara was married for seven years, and therefore does not receive a spousal benefit. It is very 
hard for Sara to make it on her Social Security benefits, her main source of income. Without support from her 
two children and food from the Lakeview Pantry and Catholic Charities, she does not know how she would 
make it through. As is, she can rarely buy fresh vegetables and fresh fruit, which she loves; and she never buys 
steak or candy bars, which she cannot afford. 
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6RFLDO�6HFXULW\·V�IDPLO\�EHQHÀWV�²�WKRVH�
provided to spouses and qualifying children of  
retired, disabled, and deceased workers – have 
EHFRPH�PRUH�DYDLODEOH�VLQFH�ÀUVW�LQWURGXFHG�LQ�
������HVSHFLDOO\�E\�WKH�DGGLWLRQ�RI �EHQHÀWV�IRU�
the spouses of  disabled workers and for former-
ly married spouses. Social Security, unlike public 
pension systems in other OECD countries, 
however, does not provide credits for caregiv-
ers. Thus, in the United States, unpaid caregivers 
are compensated in retirement only if  they were 
PDUULHG�DW�OHDVW����\HDUV�RU�DUH�ZLGRZHG�RU�FXU-
rently married, which leads to some caregivers 
UHFHLYLQJ�UHODWLYHO\�JHQHURXV�EHQHÀWV�ZKLOH�RWK-
ers receive no compensation for their caregiving 
labor. �� 

Discrepancies in poverty rates between men 
and women and between married and unmar-
ried individuals, along with changes in marriage/
divorce rates and family structure, highlight 
the need for caregiver credits to help close the 
gap in poverty rates and modernize the system. 

Indeed, in many countries that provide credits 
for caregiving, the primary goal is to improve 
EHQHÀW�DGHTXDF\�IRU�ZRPHQ�DQG�WKHUHE\�UHGXFH�
their poverty rate.��

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�LQFUHDVLQJ�EHQHÀWV�IRU�
women (or men) who provide caregiving to 
children, the disabled, or the elderly outside 
marriage, caregiving credits can help equal-earn-
ing spouses (who also receive little by way of  
6RFLDO�6HFXULW\·V�VSRXVDO�EHQHÀWV��UHFHLYH�KLJKHU�
EHQHÀWV�EHFDXVH�RI �WLPH�VSHQW�JLYLQJ�FDUH��6XFK�
help would be available to members of  gay and 
lesbian couples as well, whether their relation-
ship is legally recognized or not.

Researchers at the Institute for Women’s 
Policy Research have noted a wide variety of  
objectives among countries’ caregiver credit 
programs, including prevention and alleviation 
of  poverty, raising women’s employment levels, 
encouraging higher birth rates, and improving 
gender equality, all of  which would affect how a 
caregiver credit its designed.�� 

FIGURE 5: POVERTY FOR WOMEN AND MEN AGED 65  
        AND OLDER BY MARITAL STATUS

Source: IWPR analysis of 2012 Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 
Note: Married includes married, spouses absent.
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Regardless of  how a caregiving credit 
is designed and implemented, however, it is 
imperative that our society recognizes the value 
RI �WKHVH�VHUYLFHV�DQG�WKH�GLIÀFXOW�WUDGH�RIIV�
they present, especially for women and for 

low-income families. Adding a caregiver credit 
assigns an economic value to the essential care-
giving services provided by individuals to their 
children, spouses, parents, grandparents, and/
or other family members, while mitigating the 

FIGURE 6:  ILLUSTRATION OF CREDIT AMOUNTS IN RELATION  
TO EARNINGS AND PROPOSED NEW CAREGIVING 

                  CREDITS FOR SOCIAL SECURITY

Source: Hartmann, Heidi and Jeff Hayes. “What a Caregiving Credit Could Look Like.” Institute for Women’s Policy 
Research.

Earnings Value of Caregiving Credited Total Amount Credited  
(Earnings + Caregiving Value)

$0 $21,000 $21,000

$5,000 $18,273 $23,273

$10,000 $15,545 $25,545

$21,000 $9,545 $30,545

$35,000 $1,909 $36,909

$38,500 $0 $38,500

TABLE 1: DOLLAR AMOUNTS FOR A PROPOSED NEW 
      CAREGIVING CREDIT FOR SOCIAL SECURITY
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long-term disadvantages that an individual ac-
crues because she or he reduces paid work time 
in order to provide care.

What could a caregiving credit look like? It 
could provide an earnings credit for every year 
with a child under 6 (available to both parents 
and/or non-married partners or single par-
ents who live with the child), a disabled family 
member, or a senior in need of  care, in which 
a caregiver earns less than a set maximum (for 
H[DPSOH�����������ZKLFK�LV�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�WKH�
DYHUDJH�ZRUNHU·V�HDUQLQJV�LQ��������$�FDUHJLYLQJ�
credit could reward work effort so that earners 
have somewhat more money on their records 
than non-earners. In the example shown here, 
the size of  the credit phases out from a maxi-
PXP�RI ����������D�YDOXH�HTXDO�WR�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�
KDOI �RI �DYHUDJH�HDUQLQJV��DW����HDUQLQJV�WR����RI �
FUHGLW�DW���������LQ�HDUQLQJV��VR�WKDW�UHFLSLHQWV�
ZRXOG�UHFHLYH�DQ�HDUQLQJV�FUHGLW�RI ���������SHU�
year if  they earned nothing through paid work.

This proposed caregiving credit provides 
WKH�PRVW�EHQHÀWV�WR�ORZHU�HDUQHUV�DQG�WKRVH�
who do not work at all while caregiving, but 
also rewards those who combine earning and 
caregiving. Credits such as these, when added 
to the regular earnings of  workers, will serve 
WR�LQFUHDVH�WKH�UHWLUHPHQW�EHQHÀWV�IURP�6RFLDO�
Security of  those who have had to reduce their 
earnings because of  providing caregiving. 

Proposal: Ensure workers’ retirement security is not 
jeopardized when they have to care for loved ones by cre-
ating a caregiver credit in Social Security for periods of  
time when a worker had no or reduced earnings because 
of  caregiving responsibilities.

RESTORE STUDENT BENEFITS

Higher education increases workers’ opportunity 
to achieve economic security and social mobil-
ity, and is a critical step along the path toward 

achieving the American Dream. Education pro-
duces a skilled, productive workforce and an en-
gaged, participatory democracy. Unfortunately, 
postsecondary educational attainment remains 
a faraway dream for many young, low- and 
middle-income Americans, who face the reality 
of  falling household incomes, rising tuition bills, 
and the prospect of  daunting student debt.

:LWK�SULYDWH�DQG�IHGHUDO�ÀQDQFLDO�VWXGHQW�DLG�
falling in comparison to rising tuition, a fam-
ily’s income is often the primary determinant of  
whether or not a student will be able to go on to 
postsecondary education. For students with a par-
ent or primary provider who is retired, disabled, 
RU�GHFHDVHG��WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�EDUULHUV�WR�SRVWVHFRQG-
ary education are even greater. Our Social Secu-
rity system steps in when a parent dies, becomes 
disabled, or grows old and retires from work. It is 
WKH�VHQVLEOH�FDQGLGDWH�IRU�GLVWULEXWLQJ�EHQHÀWV�WR�
such young people, and did so until 1981, when 
WKH�VWXGHQW�EHQHÀWV�ZHUH�WHUPLQDWHG��DIWHU�PRUH�
than 15 years of  providing effective support to 
low-income youth and youth of  color.

In the wake of  the Great Recession, 
postsecondary educational attainment is more 
important than ever. Those with a high school 
diploma or less make up a disproportionate per-
centage of  the unemployed population.41 Many 
of  the jobs available that do not require postsec-
ondary education do not pay a living wage, even 
with a full-time schedule. The “college wage 
premium”– or the earnings gap between those 
who have a college degree and those who have 
only a high school degree – is far higher today 
WKDQ�LW�ZDV�ZKHQ�VWXGHQWV�EHQHÀWV�ZHUH�WHUPL-
nated in 1981, and it continues to grow. Be-
WZHHQ������DQG�������WKH�HDUQLQJV�JDS�EHWZHHQ�
male college graduates and male high school 
JUDGXDWHV�LQFUHDVHG�IURP����WR����SHUFHQW��
IRU�ZRPHQ��WKH�JDS�LQFUHDVHG�IURP����WR����
percent.���,Q�������LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�KHOG�DW�OHDVW�
a bachelor’s degree had median weekly earnings 
RI ���������ZKLOH�WKRVH�ZKR�KDG�JUDGXDWHG�IURP�
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high school but had not gone to college had 
PHGLDQ�ZHHNO\�HDUQLQJV�RI �������D�GLIIHUHQFH�RI �
49 percent.��

The value of  a college degree has nearly 
GRXEOHG�VLQFH�������LQ�WHUPV�RI �IXWXUH�HDUQLQJV��
but the number of  students from low-income 
families graduating from college is not keeping 
pace. The percentage of  low-income college 
VWXGHQWV�JUDGXDWLQJ�E\�DJH����JUHZ�E\�RQO\�����
SHUFHQWDJH�SRLQWV�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������IURP�
����SHUFHQW�WR�����SHUFHQW��$PRQJ�VWXGHQWV�
from families in the highest income quartile, the 
JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWH�VXUJHG�E\������SHUFHQWDJH�SRLQWV��
GRXEOLQJ�IURP������SHUFHQW�WR������SHUFHQW�44  

There is also a clear gap in educational at-
tainment by race and socioeconomic status. In 
������DPRQJ�$PHULFDQV�DJHG����WR�����MXVW����
percent of  African-Americans and 15 percent 
of  Hispanics had a bachelor’s degree or higher, 

FRPSDUHG�WR����SHUFHQW�RI �ZKLWHV�45 These at-
tainment gaps mean that thousands of  bright 
students are being left behind, negatively affect-
ing not only their families and futures but also 
the potential competiveness of  the U.S. work-
force overall.

6RXUFHV�RI �ÀQDQFLDO�DLG�IRU�ORZ�LQFRPH�
students are dwindling, particularly at public 
XQLYHUVLWLHV��$IWHU�DGMXVWLQJ�IRU�LQÁDWLRQ��D�\HDU·V�
tuition, room and board in public four-year 
institutions has more than doubled since 1979, 
UHDFKLQJ�DERXW���������LQ������46 The aver-
DJH�3HOO�*UDQW�WRGD\�ZLOO�RQO\�FRYHU�����RI �
the average cost of  room, board and tuition at 
SULYDWH�IRXU�\HDU�LQVWLWXWLRQV��DQG�����RI �WKHVH�
costs at public four-year institutions. Thirty 
years ago, the average Pell Grant would have 
FRYHUHG�����DQG�����RI �WKHVH�FRVWV��UHVSHF-
tively .47�7KH�RWKHU�SULPDU\�VRXUFHV�RI �ÀQDQFLDO�

CharlCie JoneS
Charlcie was born and raised in Nashville, Tennessee. She lived with her 
mother, Theodora Etter, who had a passion for cooking and spent her career 
as a chef. In 2008, when Charlcie was only 14 years old, her mother tragically 
passed away from breast cancer. Charlcie went to live with her father. She 
received Survivor Benefits of $1,310 per month, which helped her father to 
care for her through her high school years. Since her father was a low-wage 
worker, these benefits were essential for taking care of Charlcie and making 
sure her needs were met.
 Charlcie was a solid high school student. In her senior year, she applied and was accepted to the University of 
Tennessee in Knoxville, where she planned to major in pre-law. Unfortunately, when Charlcie graduated from high 
school in 2012, her Survivor Benefits ended. Although Charlcie was paying in-state tuition, had financial aid, and 
received some scholarships, it was not enough to cover all of the costs associated with college (the University of 
Tennessee estimates that the total cost of attendance per year for an in-state student is over $25,000). 
 Charlcie was determined to go to college, and she attended for one year, but was unable to afford 
to continue. She is back at home this semester working for a security company on the night shift. She is 
determined to save enough money to return to school next semester. If Charlcie’s survivor benefits had 
continued while she attended college, she would still be enrolled in the University of Tennessee today, 
pursuing the education needed for her chosen career. 
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aid are scholarships coming directly from the 
educational institution. These have not kept up 
with college costs either, and have shifted away 
from a need-based approach towards a “merit”-
based approach that favors students from more 
DIÁXHQW�EDFNJURXQGV��$V�D�UHVXOW��IURP������WR�
�����WRWDO�ÀQDQFLDO�DLG�WR�VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�IDPLO\�
LQFRPHV�EHORZ���������JUHZ�RQO\����SHUFHQW��
while total aid to students with family incomes 
RYHU����������LQFUHDVHG�����SHUFHQW�48

Because a college degree has become a de 
facto necessity to enter or remain in the ranks of  
the middle class, student loans have become a 
fact of  life for students looking to make up the 
difference between dwindling aid and skyrocket-
LQJ�WXLWLRQV��%HWZHHQ������DQG�������WRWDO�VWX-
dent debt nearly tripled.49 The average amount 
RI �VWXGHQW�ORDQ�GHEW�IRU�WKH�&ODVV�RI ������ZDV�
���������7KLV�UHSUHVHQWV�D�VXEVWDQWLDO�GUDJ�RQ�

new graduates before they have even earned 
WKHLU�ÀUVW�SD\FKHFN�DIWHU�JUDGXDWLRQ���

,Q�WKH�SDVW��VRPH�RI �WKHVH�ÀQDQFLDO�DQG�DF-
FHVVLELOLW\�LVVXHV�ZHUH�HDVHG�E\�VWXGHQW�EHQHÀWV�
from our Social Security system. Children whose 
parents retired, died, or were disabled could 
UHFHLYH�EHQHÀWV�XQWLO�WKH�DJH�RI �����SURYLGLQJ�
WKHP�ZLWK�ÀQDQFLDO�DVVLVWDQFH�LI �WKH\�FKRVH�WR�
pursue higher or vocational education. In the 
SHDN�\HDU�RI �������QHDUO\���������VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�
UHFHLYLQJ�WKHVH�EHQHÀWV��ZKLFK�ZHQW�SULPDULO\�WR�
children of  parents with blue-collar jobs, African 
Americans, and students with lower incomes.51 
The 1976 Social Security Administration (SSA) 
VXUYH\�RI �WKH�SURJUDP�IRXQG�WKDW����SHUFHQW�RI �
the students enrolled in college and 54 percent of  
those in community college or vocational schools 
reported that they could not afford to stay in 
VFKRRO�ZLWKRXW�WKHLU�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV��

FIGURE 7:  MAXIMUM AND AVERAGE PELL GRANT AND AVERAGE  
COST OF TUITION, ROOM, AND BOARD AT FOUR-YEAR  
PRIVATE AND PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS, 1979 AND 2009  
(CONSTANT 2009 DOLLARS)

Source: Hertel-Fernandez, A. 2010. “A New Deal for Young Adults: Social Security Benefits for Post-Secondary School 
Students.” Washington, DC: National Academy of Social Insurance.
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Unfortunately, postsecondary student ben-
HÀWV�ZHUH�SKDVHG�RXW�LQ������XQGHU�3UHVLGHQW�
Reagan as part of  the Budget Reconciliation 
Act, due to concerns about administrative errors 
DQG�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�VROYHQF\�RI �RXU�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�
system.   

Currently, children of  a working parent 
who has died, been disabled, or retired are eligi-
EOH�WR�UHFHLYH�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�XQWLO�WKHLU�
18th birthday (or 19th if  still in high school). 
7KH�DYHUDJH�PRQWKO\�EHQHÀW�IRU�D����\HDU�ROG�
EHQHÀFLDU\�LQ������ZDV������IRU�FKLOGUHQ�RI �
GHFHDVHG�SDUHQWV�������IRU�FKLOGUHQ�RI �GLVDEOHG�
parents, and $665 for children of  retired work-
ers.�� In recognition of  the vital importance and 
ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI �D�FROOHJH�GHJUHH��WKHVH�EHQHÀWV�
VKRXOG�EH�H[WHQGHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DJH�RI ����WR�D�
student in postsecondary education. Although 
WKH�RULJLQDO�SURJUDP�SURYLGHG�EHQHÀWV�WKURXJK�
WKH�DJH�RI �����WKH�DYHUDJH�DJH�RI �VWXGHQWV�
FRPSOHWLQJ�WKHLU�EDFKHORU·V�WRGD\�LV�����VR�LW�LV�
DSSURSULDWH�WR�H[WHQG�WKH�DJH��$JH����LV�DOVR�
the cutoff  for most other federal educational 
aid programs. 

7KH�VWXGHQW�EHQHÀWV�SURJUDP�ZDV�DQ�HI-
fective and valuable support for college-aged 
students whose families were in challenging 
circumstances. The two principal reasons cited 
LQ������IRU�WKH�EHQHÀW�HOLPLQDWLRQ�³�DGPLQLV-
trative challenge and a Social Security shortfall 
— are much less relevant today.

,Q�WKH�SDVW��WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�RI �YHULI\LQJ�VWXGHQW�
HQUROOPHQW�DQG�HOLJLELOLW\�IRU�WKH�EHQHÀW�RIWHQ�
caused overpayment errors. Today, vast improve-
PHQWV�LQ�HOHFWURQLF�VWXGHQW�YHULÀFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�
tools like the Free Application for Federal Stu-
dent Aid (FAFSA) — which is required for nearly 
all schools — effectively address such concerns.

7KH�FRVW�RI �UHLQVWDWLQJ�VWXGHQW�EHQHÀWV�
would be minimal relative to the economic and 
VRFLDO�YDOXH�RI �WKH�EHQHÀWV��$OWKRXJK�ZH�GR�QRW�
have a revised cost estimate for providing student 
EHQHÀWV�IRU�VWXGHQWV�WKURXJK�DJH�����WKH�6RFLDO�

Security Administration (SSA) estimated that if  
EHQHÀWV�ZHUH�UHLQVWDWHG�IRU�VWXGHQWV�WKURXJK�DJH�
����LW�ZRXOG�FRVW�DERXW������SHUFHQW�RI �WD[DEOH�
payroll over the 75-year actuarial horizon.�� 

Given the positive impact of  student 
EHQHÀWV��WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI �REWDLQLQJ�D�FROOHJH�
degree in today’s labor market, the increasing 
cost of  higher education, and the decreased 
availability of  student aid, it is imperative that 
vulnerable students have access to any and all 
UHVRXUFHV��LQFOXGLQJ�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV��
that can facilitate their access to higher educa-
tion.

Proposal: ([WHQG�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�FKLOGUHQ·V�EHQHÀWV�WR�
vulnerable students whose parents have died,  become 
disabled or retired in order to enable them to complete 
WKHLU�HGXFDWLRQ�E\�UHVWRULQJ�EHQHÀWV�WKURXJK�DJH����IRU�
those participating in postsecondary education.

ENSURE BENEFITS ACCURATELY RE!
FLECT THE TRUE COST OF LIVING FOR 
SENIORS BY INCREASING BENEFITS 
ACROSS THE BOARD AND MAKING 
SURE THE ANNUAL COST OF LIVING 
ADJUSTMENT IS BASED ON SENIOR 
SPENDING PATTERNS

6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�LV�WKH�EHGURFN�RI �ÀQDQFLDO�
security for millions of  Americans; without it, 
nearly half  of  all seniors would be poor.54 Half  
of  American workers have no retirement plan 
through their employers and, among those with 
����N��GHÀQHG�FRQWULEXWLRQ�SHQVLRQ�SODQV��WKH�
median balance of  these accounts is less than 
��������55 As stock market losses and stagnat-
ing wages have made it harder and harder for 
workers to save for retirement, Social Security 
has become increasingly important for millions 
of  Americans. Yet for many, Social Security 
EHQHÀWV�IDOO�VKRUW�RI �ZKDW�LV�QHHGHG�WR�PDNH�
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ends meet. This problem will only worsen as the 
YDOXH�RI �6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�VORZO\�GLPLQ-
ishes, as the result of  already enacted cuts to 
Social Security; the replacement rate for lifetime 
HDUQLQJV�LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�GURS�WR����SHUFHQW�RI �
median household income for those retiring in 
WKH�PLG�����V��D�VWHHS�GHFOLQH�IURP����SHUFHQW�
of  median household income for those retiring 
LQ�WKH�PLG�����V�56�%\�������WKH�LQFRPH�UHSODFH-
PHQW�UDWH�ZLOO�IDOO�WR����SHUFHQW�RI �SUHYLRXV�
income, due in part to a legislated increase to 67 
\HDUV�IRU�IXOO�EHQHÀWV�57  

(QVXULQJ�WKDW�EHQHÀWV�DUH�DGHTXDWH�DQG�
their value does not erode over time is particu-
larly important for low-income seniors, who 
often do not have other sources of  retirement 
income and are extremely vulnerable to ending 
up in poverty in their old age. 

In response to increasing reliance on 
6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�LQ�WKH�ZDNH�RI �JURZ-
ing retirement insecurity, and the slow erosion 
RI �WKH�YDOXH�RI �FXUUHQW�EHQHÀWV��LW�LV�WLPH�WR�����
LQFUHDVH�EHQHÀWV�DFURVV�WKH�ERDUG�DQG����XVH�D�
more accurate measure to determine the annual 
FRVW�RI �OLYLQJ�EHQHÀW�LQFUHDVH��PRYLQJ�IRUZDUG��

INCREASE BENEFITS ACROSS THE BOARD 
An immediate across-the-board increase would 
KHOS�EULQJ�EHQHÀWV�XS�WR�GDWH��SDUWLFXODUO\�IRU�
lifetime low-wage earners, women, and other 
YXOQHUDEOH�JURXSV��%DVHG�RQ�0D\������DYHUDJH�
EHQHÀWV��D���SHUFHQW�LQFUHDVH�ZRXOG�EULQJ�DQQXDO�
SD\PHQWV�XS�IURP���������WR����������,Q�RWKHU�
ZRUGV��WKH�DYHUDJH�EHQHÀFLDU\�ZRXOG�UHFHLYH�DQ�
additional $55 per month.58 If  a $55-per-month 
EHQHÀW�ZHUH�SDLG�DV�D�OXPS�VXP�WR�HYHU\RQH��
WKLV�DGMXVWPHQW�ZRXOG�UDLVH�EHQHÀWV�SURSRU-
tionally more for those at the low end of  the 
income distribution than it would for those at 
the high end of  the income distribution. This 
FKDQJH�ZRXOG�FRVW�DERXW������SHUFHQW�RI �WD[DEOH�
payroll over 75 years.59

MAKE SURE BENEFITS KEEP PACE WITH THE  
RISING COST OF LIVING 
,Q�RUGHU�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\·V�EHQHÀWV�
GR�QRW�HURGH�RYHU�WLPH��DV�EHQHÀFLDULHV�DJH�DQG�
spend savings, the annual cost of  living adjust-
ment (COLA) must use a consumer price index 
WKDW�DFFXUDWHO\�UHÁHFWV�WKH�VSHQGLQJ�SDWWHUQV�RI �
ROGHU�$PHULFDQV��7KH�FXUUHQW�PHDVXUH�RI �LQÁD-

rita loberger
Rita is 72 years old and lives in Tigard, Oregon. She has three children. When 
they were were young, she took time out of the paid work force to take 
care of them. When they were grown up, she went to work at Pinnacle Risk 
Management Services for 10 years. Rita originally started working in the filing 
department, but injured herself moving large tax file storage boxes. After her 
injury, she transferred to the data entry department. Her husband Frank also 
worked at Pinnacle and was planning on retiring at age 65; but due to illness, he 
had to stop working at age 62. When they both retired, Rita’s monthly check was $588 and Frank’s was $1,239. 
Starting in May of 2013, Frank’s health began to significantly deteriorate. He passed away in July of 2013. 
 Now Rita is receiving a benefit of $1,589, on which she lives. Although she has a small 401(k) which helps 
her with expenses, Rita is hardly making ends meet. She lives in a manufactured home park community; and 
while she owns her home, she has to pay $700 per month in rent for the lot it sits on.



18     EXPANDING SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS FOR FINANCIALLY VULNERABLE POPULATIONS 

tion that is used to determine the annual COLA, 
the CPI-W, is not based on seniors’ unique 
spending patterns, which differ from those of  
other households. One key difference in senior 
spending patterns is that seniors have higher 
spending on health care, and health care costs 
have risen faster than prices for other goods and 
services for more than three decades. For ex-
ample, monthly premiums for Medicare Part B 
KDYH�PRUH�WKDQ�GRXEOHG�VLQFH�������LQFUHDVLQJ�
IURP��������WR���������LQ�������6RFLDO�6HFXULW\·V�
annual COLA has not kept pace. The Medicare 
trustees estimate the average premiums from 
Medicare Part B and Part D will be equivalent 
WR�����RI �WKH�DYHUDJH�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀW�
LQ�������DQG�LV�HVWLPDWHG�WR�LQFUHDVH�WR�����LQ�
�������

In recognition of  the unique needs of  
seniors, Congress directed the Bureau of  Labor 
6WDWLVWLFV�WR�GHYHORS�DQ�LQGH[�WKDW�UHÁHFWV�WKH�
unique spending patterns of  seniors. In re-
sponse, the BLS created a new, “experimental” 
CPI in 1987 that places more weight on health 
FDUH�FRVWV�DQG�PRUH�FORVHO\�UHÁHFWV�WKH�VSHQGLQJ�
of  people with disabilities. This index – known 
as the CPI-E – is gaining more and more atten-
tion as the burden of  medical costs increasingly 
weighs on the pocketbooks of  seniors.

$�&2/$�WKDW�EHWWHU�UHÁHFWV�WKH�WUXH�FRVW�
of  health care for seniors is particularly im-
SRUWDQW�WR�ORZ�LQFRPH�EHQHÀFLDULHV��5HVHDUFK�
VKRZV�WKDW�SRRUHU�EHQHÀFLDULHV�KDYH�KLJKHU�
out-of-pocket health care costs relative to their 
incomes, often due to the physical demands of  
low-wage work and poor environmental condi-
tions — a trend that will continue to worsen as 
medical costs rise.61  6HQLRUV�LQ�WKH�ERWWRP�ÀIWK�
of  the income distribution currently spend a 
PHGLDQ�RI ����SHUFHQW�RI �WKHLU�LQFRPH�RQ�KHDOWK�
FDUH��2YHU�WKH�QH[W����\HDUV��WKDW�LQFRPH�VKDUH�
ZLOO�ULVH�WR����SHUFHQW��+LJK�KHDOWK�FDUH�FRVWV�
KDYH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�LPSDFW�RQ�JURXSV�RI �ROGHU�
Americans who have higher poverty rates on 

average, such as women, African Americans, and 
Latinas/Latinos.���$FFRUGLQJ�WR�D������$$53�
UHSRUW��ROGHU�ZRPHQ�VSHQW�EHWZHHQ����DQG����
percent of  their annual income on healthcare, 
ZKHUHDV�PHQ�VSHQW�RQ�DYHUDJH�EHWZHHQ����DQG�
���SHUFHQW��� 

The SSA estimates that the CPI-E will rise 
DERXW�����SHUFHQWDJH�SRLQWV�SHU�\HDU�IDVWHU�WKDQ�
the CPI-W, the current price index. This would 
\LHOG�D�PRQWKO\�EHQHÀW�WKDW�LV�DERXW����KLJKHU�
E\�WKH�WLPH�D�UHWLUHH�UHDFKHV�DJH�����,I �WKH�&3,�
(�VZLWFK�ZHUH�LPSOHPHQWHG�WRGD\��D����\HDU�ROG�
retiree who is in the “low lifetime earner” cat-
HJRU\��DYHUDJH�DQQXDO�ZDJHV�RI ����������ZRXOG�
VHH�D�QRPLQDO�LQFUHDVH�LQ�PRQWKO\�EHQHÀWV�
RI �DERXW�����XQGHU�WKH�&3,�(�FRVW�RI�OLYLQJ�
calculation,64 which could cover a full week of  
groceries each and every month.65  (Because it 
is a more accurate measure of  costs, the CPI-
E would provide no increase in real terms, of  
course.)

Proposal:�,QFUHDVH�EHQHÀWV�XQLIRUPO\�E\���SHUFHQW�RI �
average payment and calculate annual cost of  living 
DGMXVWPHQWV�XVLQJ�WKH�&3,�(�VR�WKDW�EHQHÀWV�PRUH�DF-
FXUDWHO\�UHÁHFW�WKH�DFWXDO�FRVW�RI �OLYLQJ�IRU�VHQLRUV� 

INCREASE THE SPECIAL MINIMUM 
BENEFIT

6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�DUH�WLHG�WR�D�ZRUNHU·V�
earnings over the course of  their working 
lives, and as a result persistent low wages lead 
WR�ORZHU�EHQHÀWV�LQ�UHWLUHPHQW��:RUNHUV�LQ�
low-wage jobs also often experience unem-
ployment, take time out of  the workforce, or 
reduce their hours to provide care for a child 
or family member, and thus face further reduc-
WLRQV�LQ�EHQHÀWV�XSRQ�UHWLUHPHQW��7KRXJK�6RFLDO�
6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�UHSODFH�D�KLJKHU�SHUFHQWDJH�
of  the earnings of  low lifetime earners, current 
EHQHÀWV�DORQH�DUH�QRW�HQRXJK�WR�DVVXUH�WKDW�DOO�
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recipients remain above the poverty line. For 
example, an individual who worked steadily at 
WKH�IHGHUDO�PLQLPXP�ZDJH�DQG�UHWLUHV�DW�DJH����
ZRXOG�UHFHLYH�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�DW�DERXW�
three-quarters of  the poverty rate.66

0DQ\�VHQLRUV�ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�SRYHUW\�LQ�
retirement because they were in or near pov-
erty throughout their working lives, and are less 
likely to have private pensions or savings, so they 
are more reliant on Social Security. As Figure 8 
shows, African Americans, Latinos, and Asian 
Americans experience senior poverty at over 
twice the rate that whites do. They are more likely 
WR�GHSHQG�RQ�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�IRU��������SHUFHQW�
of  their family income (see Figure 4).67 Women 
face higher poverty rates than men across all 
racial groups (see Figure 5).68 People of  color 
are also much more likely to have chronic health 
problems and disabilities, which means even 
greater medical cost pressures.69 

,Q�������D�´VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀWµ�SURYL-
sion was added to our Social Security system to 
LPSURYH�EHQHÀW�DGHTXDF\�IRU�ORQJ�WHUP�ORZ�
ZDJH�ZRUNHUV��DQG�LW�WRRN�HIIHFW�LQ�������7KH�
VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�LV�EDVHG�RQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�
IRUPXOD�IRU�FDOFXODWLQJ�EHQHÀWV�WKDQ�WKH�UHJXODU�
Primary Insurance Amount (PIA) formula, and 
LW�UHTXLUHV�D�PLQLPXP�RI ����\HDUV�ZLWK�HDUQLQJV�
in Social Security covered employment above 
a certain threshold in order for a worker to be 
eligible. If  a worker has earnings in a particular 
year that fall below the threshold for a “year of  
coverage” the worker cannot earn credit for that 
\HDU��,Q�������WKH�WKUHVKROG�IRU�D�\HDU�RI �FRYHU-
DJH�ZDV����������� 

Workers receive the special minimum 
EHQHÀW�RQO\�LI �WKH�EHQHÀWV�DUH�KLJKHU�XQGHU�WKH�
VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�IRUPXOD�WKDQ�XQGHU�
the regular PIA formula. Because the value 
of  the regular PIA formula (which is indexed 

hattie wilkinS
Hattie is 63 years old. She lives in Youngstown, Ohio, where she was born and 
raised. She worked for 35 years at Brentwood Originals, a pillow factory in 
Youngstown, as a machine operator. When she started at Brentwood in 1973, 
Hattie made $1.75 per hour; and after 35 years she was making $11 dollars 
per hour. Hattie received health insurance through her job and had savings, 
which have been exhausted since she stopped working a few years ago at 
the factory. After she left the factory, she struggled to find work, and started 
collecting Social Security at age 62.
 Since Hattie has no savings, she is entirely reliant on Social Security, but her benefit is below the poverty 
line at $876 dollars per month. Hattie also receives food stamps and visits food pantries so that she can get 
vegetables, since her food stamps are insufficient to cover her food budget. Every month is a struggle for 
Hattie. She needs to juggle her bills so she can afford to put gas in her car. She occasionally makes pastries 
and pies to sell at the farmers’ market for extra money. Despite having worked hard her whole life, Hattie faces 
a very insecure retirement, and is now starting to study social work so she can help people and continue to 
work and earn an income.  Hattie is also actively organizing in her community to protect Social Security and to 
strengthen it.
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to wages) has gone up faster than the special 
PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�IRUPXOD��ZKLFK�LV�LQGH[HG�WR�
LQÁDWLRQ���IHZHU�DQG�IHZHU�UHWLUHHV�UHFHLYH�WKH�
VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�������
DERXW���������ZRUNHUV�UHFHLYHG�WKH�VSHFLDO�
PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW��ZKLOH�LQ������WKH�QXPEHU�
RI �SHRSOH�UHFHLYLQJ�WKH�EHQHÀW�KDG�IDOOHQ�WR�D�
PHDJHU��������71��7KH�VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�
is now on the verge of  disappearing entirely. 
In addition to reaching too few retirees, the 
VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�GRHV�QRW�NHHS�EHQHÀ-
FLDULHV�RXW�RI �SRYHUW\��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�������WKH�
PD[LPXP�VSHFLDO�PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�IRU�D�UHWLUHH�
ZLWK����\HDUV�RI �FRYHUHG�HDUQLQJV�ZDV�����������
DQQXDOO\��ORZHU�WKDQ�WKH�RIÀFLDO�SRYHUW\�OLQH�

Workers with a full career at low pay, includ-
ing caregiving years, should not have to face 
poverty or worse when they retire. The special 
PLQLPXP�EHQHÀW�VKRXOG�EH�XSGDWHG�VR�WKDW�LW�
GRHV�QRW�GLVDSSHDU�DQG�LW�SURYLGHV�EHQHÀWV�WKDW�

are robust enough to lift long term low wage 
earners out of  poverty in retirement. 

We recommend that the special minimum 
EHQHÀW�EH�XSGDWHG�VR�WKDW�LW�SURYLGHV�EHQHÀWV�DW�
IXOO�UHWLUHPHQW�DJH�WKDW�DUH�DW�OHDVW�����SHUFHQW�
of  the poverty line for those with thirty years 
of  paid work including caregiving. In addition, 
the threshold for establishing a year of  cover-
age should be lowered so that more low-wage 
workers can be covered. These increases would 
provide vital support to elders who experience 
disproportionately higher rates of  poverty, such 
as single women and people of  color.

Proposal: Provide the lowest wage earners who have 
VLJQLÀFDQW�ZRUN�KLVWRU\�ZLWK�D�JXDUDQWHHG�PLQLPXP�
EHQHÀW�WKDW�LV�DW�OHDVW�����SHUFHQW�RI �WKH�IHGHUDO�SRYHUW\�
line, while allowing for up to ten family caregiving years 
RI �FUHGLW�WRZDUG�WKH�FRPSXWDWLRQ�RI �WKH�EHQHÀW�

FIGURE 8:  AVERAGE POVERTY RATES FOR SENIORS BY RACE/ETHNICITY, 
2011

Source: Department of Health and Human Services, Administration on Aging. 2012. A Profile of Older Americans: 2012
Note: These data are for those aged 65 and older.
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PROVIDE EQUAL ACCESS FOR LGBT 
FAMILIES

Social Security should be expanded to ensure 
WKDW�DOO�IDPLOLHV�UHFHLYH�IDPLO\�EHQHÀWV�LQ�WKH�
event of  the death, injury, or retirement of  a 
worker. While many LGBT families will now be 
eligible for Social Security spousal and fam-
LO\�EHQHÀWV��WKHUH�DUH�VWLOO�PDQ\�ZKR�ZLOO�QRW�
qualify because they do not live in a state that 
recognizes same-sex marriages. Since eligibility 
IRU�VSRXVDO�RU�IDPLO\�EHQHÀWV�LV�FXUUHQWO\�GH-
termined by the laws of  the state in which they 
reside, same-sex couples who are legally mar-
ULHG�LQ�RQH�VWDWH�EHFRPH�LQHOLJLEOH�IRU�EHQHÀWV�
if  they move to a state that does not recognize 
their marriage. Not all federal agencies use the 
state of  residence to determine eligibility. For 
example, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) 

will consider individuals to be married if  the 
marriage was valid in the state where it was en-
tered into, even if  the couple moves to a state 
that does not recognize the validity of  their 
marriage. Determining eligibility for same-sex 
spouses should be modeled after the IRS eligi-
bility process to ensure that all LGBT couples 
who are legally married will be able to rely on 
the economic support from Social Security no 
matter where they live.

$GGLWLRQDOO\��VSRXVDO�DQG�IDPLO\�EHQHÀWV�
should be extended to include all same-sex 
domestic partnerships. While Social Security 
ODZ�GRHV�DOORZ�HOLJLELOLW\�IRU�VSRXVDO�EHQHÀWV�IRU�
those who live in a state whose laws state you 
can inherit personal property without a will (as 
would a “wife” or “husband”), all same-sex do-
mestic partnerships should be viewed the same 
as marriage for the purpose of  determining 

Maureen henneSSey
Maureen Hennessey and Mary Beth McIntyre met and fell in love in 1984. 
They committed to each other and spent the next 29 years raising three 
children, Maureen working as a teacher and Mary Beth as an entrepreneur, 
and contributing to their Philadelphia community. 
 In 2009, Mary Beth was diagnosed with terminal cancer. Maureen left 
her job to care for Mary Beth full-time. As Mary Beth and Maureen tried 
to treasure their last months together, they also worried about Maureen’s 
financial health after Mary Beth was gone. 
 Because their marriage is not recognized in Pennsylvania, Maureen must pay a 15 percent inheritance tax 
on half of their shared property, including their home. And unless their marriage is recognized in Pennsylvania 
before Maureen turns 65, Maureen will not be eligible to receive Mary Beth's Social Security benefits. 
Pennsylvania's refusal to recognize her marriage to Mary Beth does more than cause Maureen economic 
hardship. In her time of grief, she is denied the comfort and dignity of being acknowledged as Mary Beth's 
widow. 
 Mary Beth died in May 2013, and Maureen’s economic situation is still in limbo.1

 
1ACLU. “Whitewood v. Corbett: Plaintiff Profiles.” <https://www.aclu.org/lgbt-rights/whitewood-v-corbett-plaintiff-profiles#hurdle>
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HOLJLELOLW\�IRU�IDPLO\�DQG�VSRXVDO�EHQHÀWV��)XU-
thermore, same-sex couples who would enter 
into marriages or domestic partnerships if  they 
lived in states that recognize the arrangements 
should be considered married for purposes of  
Social Security.

Proposal:  Include same-sex domestic partnerships as 
equal to marriages for states that recognize domestic 
partnerships, but not same sex marriage, and adopt the 
“place of  marriage” standard for determining eligibility 
so that all couples who have been legally married are eli-
JLEOH�IRU�EHQHÀWV�QR�PDWWHU�ZKDW�VWDWH�WKH\�OLYH�LQ��&RP-
mitted same-sex couples who have no access to marriage 
or domestic partnerships should be imputed as married.

Social Security is current-funded. Any excess of  
LQFRPH�RYHU�EHQHÀWV�SDLG�LV�KHOG�LQ�WUXVW�DQG�
invested in interest-bearing obligations of  the 
United States. Social Security has three sources 
RI �LQFRPH��,W�LV�SULPDULO\�ÀQDQFHG�WKURXJK�
dedicated mandatory contributions on wages. 
(PSOR\HUV�DQG�HPSOR\HHV�HDFK�SD\�����SHUFHQW�
of  wages up to a maximum earnings level of  
����������LQ��������ZKLOH�WKH�VHOI�HPSOR\HG�SD\�
�����SHUFHQW��$�VHFRQG�VRXUFH�RI �LQFRPH�LV�
interest generated on its accumulated surplus, 
ZKLFK�FXUUHQWO\�HTXDOV�DERXW������WULOOLRQ�GRO-
lars. The third source is revenue generated from 
VXEMHFWLQJ�EHQHÀWV�WR�WKH�IHGHUDO�LQFRPH�WD[�DQG�
dedicating that revenue to Social Security. Every 
year, Social Security’s Board of  Trustees reports 
to Congress the program’s projected spending 
and revenues for the subsequent 75 years. Using 
a moderate rate of  future economic growth as 
well as dozens of  other economic and demo-
graphic assumptions, the system’s Trustees have 
SURMHFWHG�WKDW�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�FDQ�SD\�DOO�EHQHÀWV�
LQ�IXOO�DQG�RQ�WLPH�WKURXJK�������$IWHU�������
LQFRPH�LV�SURMHFWHG�WR�EH�VXIÀFLHQW�WR�SD\�DERXW�
WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�RI �VFKHGXOHG�EHQHÀWV�WKURXJK�
������WKH�HQG�RI �WKH����\HDU�SHULRG��DQG�EH-
yond. In order to pay for the improvements sug-
gested in this report and eliminate the projected 
long-term solvency shortfall, the Older Women’s 

Economic Security Task Force and the Center 
for Community Change propose policies to en-
sure a full employment economy and “scrapping 
the cap” so that everyone pays the same tax rate 
for Social Security.

MAKE SURE EVERYONE PAYS A FAIR 
SHARE OF SOCIAL SECURITY CONTRI!
BUTIONS
Right now, there is a cap on the amount of  
wages that are subject to Social Security contri-
butions; this should be changed so that all wages 
are subject to Social Security contributions. In 
������RQO\�HDUQLQJV�XS�WR����������DUH�VXEMHFWHG�
to Social Security contributions and counted 
WRZDUG�ZRUNHUV·�IXWXUH�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV��
The cap is indexed to keep pace with growth in 
the average earnings of  workers. Prior to index-
ing the maximum, Congress stated the explicit 
JRDO�RI �FRYHULQJ����SHUFHQW�RI �WKH�DJJUHJDWH�
wages of  all workers under the maximum. Cur-
rently, however, the cap covers approximately 
���SHUFHQW�RI �DJJUHJDWH�HDUQLQJV��GXH�WR�PRUH�
rapid growth in the earnings of  those at the top 
of  the economic ladder in recent decades.�� 

Eliminating the cap and applying Social 
Security contributions to all earnings would help 
SD\�IRU�DQ�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �EHQHÀWV�DQG�VXEVWDQ-

Paying for Improvements, Helping to Solve Solvency Issues
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tially eliminate Social Security’s projected long-
term solvency shortfall. Options for eliminating 
the cap include the following: 1) eliminate the 
cap and do not count additional earnings toward 
EHQHÀWV�����HOLPLQDWH�WKH�FDS�DQG�FRXQW�DOO�HDUQ-
LQJV�WRZDUG�EHQHÀWV�����HOLPLQDWH�WKH�FDS�DQG�
FRXQW�DOO�HDUQLQJV�WRZDUG�EHQHÀWV�ZLWK�D�PRUH�
progressive formula. 

Eliminating the cap and not counting ad-
GLWLRQDO�HDUQLQJV�WRZDUG�EHQHÀWV�ZRXOG�SD\�
IRU�WKH�SURSRVHG�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �EHQHÀWV�DQG�
VLJQLÀFDQWO\�UHGXFH�WKH����\HDU�VKRUWIDOO��:LWK�
this change, workers who earn more than the 
current tax cap would pay more in taxes, while 
WKHLU�PD[LPXP�EHQHÀW�ZRXOG�EH�QR�KLJKHU�WKDQ�
under current law.

Eliminating the cap and counting earnings 
WRZDUG�EHQHÀWV�ZRXOG�SD\�IRU�WKH�SURSRVHG�
H[SDQVLRQ�RI �EHQHÀWV�DQG�UHGXFH�WKH����\HDU�
shortfall by a little less than half. High earners 
and their employers would pay considerably 
more, but these top earners would also receive 
PRUH�LQ�EHQHÀWV��

Eliminating the cap and counting earn-
LQJV�WRZDUG�EHQHÀWV�ZLWK�D�PRUH�SURJUHVVLYH�
formula would pay for the proposed expansion 
RI �EHQHÀWV�DQG�UHGXFH�WKH����\HDU�VKRUWIDOO�E\�
more than half. This option would avoid paying 
YHU\�KLJK�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�WR�KLJK�HDUQHUV�
while retaining the traditional link between earn-
LQJV�DQG�EHQHÀWV���

We recommend the third option, eliminat-
ing the cap and counting all earnings toward 
EHQHÀWV�ZLWK�D�PRUH�SURJUHVVLYH�IRUPXOD��DV�DQ�
DGGLWLRQDO�ZD\�WR�SD\�IRU�WKH�EHQHÀW�H[SDQVLRQV�
proposed in this paper and contribute to solving 
the long-term funding gap. Different proposals 
phase in the increase in the earnings in different 
ways.74

An additional way to ensure that all work-
ers pay contributions on all their earnings is 
to make sure that health savings accounts and 
other vehicles that allow workers to use pre-

income taxed earnings are assessed for Social 
Security contributions.

ACHIEVE FULL EMPLOYMENT AND 
BROADLY SHARED PROSPERITY

The Great Recession resulted in a dramatic rise 
in unemployment, from which the United States 
has yet to fully recover. One way to help pay 
for improvements and close the Social Secu-
ULW\�ORQJ�UDQJH�ÀQDQFLQJ�VKRUWIDOO�LV�WR�SXUVXH�
IXOO�HPSOR\PHQW�ÀVFDO�DQG�PRQHWDU\�SROLFLHV�
and a pro-worker agenda, including raising the 
minimum wage and strengthening collective bar-
gaining rights. Such policies would have multiple 
positive effects on Social Security’s long-term 
ÀQDQFHV��UDLVLQJ�UHDO�ZDJHV��UHGXFLQJ�WKH�VKDUH�
of  earnings above the cap, and lowering the 
EHQHÀFLDU\�WR�ZRUNHU�UDWLR��DPRQJ�RWKHUV�

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH������6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�
trustees’ report, productivity growth has aver-
DJHG������SHUFHQW�SHU�\HDU�LQ�WKH�ODVW�FRPSOHWH�
EXVLQHVV�F\FOH�����������������SHUFHQW�LQ�WKH�
SUHYLRXV�F\FOH��������������DQG������SHUFHQW�LQ�
all cycles since 1966. The trustees report also 
provides a “low-cost” alternative scenario for 
their 75-year projection, which is intended to be 
optimistic but plausible, estimating that wage 
JURZWK�RI ������SHUFHQW�UDWKHU�WKDQ������SHU-
FHQW�ZRXOG�UHGXFH�WKH�SURMHFWHG�VKRUWIDOO�E\����
percent. Successful and much needed efforts to 
lower unemployment, raise wages, and connect 
wage growth more closely to past and future 
growth in productivity would have a substantial 
EHQHÀFLDO�HIIHFW�RQ�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�ÀQDQFLQJ�

ENACT COMPREHENSIVE  
IMMIGRATION REFORM
Comprehensive immigration reform will 
strengthen Social Security and extend the sol-
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vency of  the program while guaranteeing that 
millions of  currently undocumented workers 
ZRXOG�JDLQ�DFFHVV�WR�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�
and the added economic security this would 
entail. There are currently 11 million undocu-
mented workers in the United States. They make 
substantial contributions to our Social Security 
system through payroll taxes, yet they and their 
FKLOGUHQ�DUH�LQHOLJLEOH�WR�UHFHLYH�EHQHÀWV�75

Comprehensive immigration reform would 
lead to higher wages for workers who are cur-
rently undocumented, which would increase 
overall Social Security contributions. Addition-
ally, immigrants are disproportionately young, 
and would provide favorable demographics to a 
Social Security System that increasingly supports 
an aging population; 59 percent of  immigrants 
DUH�EHWZHHQ����DQG����\HDUV�ROG�76 Increasing 
the share of  younger workers would strengthen 
Social Security.

ADDITIONAL REVENUE SOURCES

As needed, in combination with full employ-
ment strategies and lifting the cap, there are a 
number of  other revenue sources that might 
be pursued to enhance Social Security to make 
it fully solvent over the next 75 years and to 

SD\�IRU�WKH�EHQHÀW�LPSURYHPHQWV�ZH�GHVFULEH�
above.

These measures might include:

Ì�Applying the current Social Security con-
tribution rate to unearned income such as 
capital gains and dividends;

Ì�Expanding the federal estate tax and dedi-
cating a portion to be contributed to the 
Social Security Trust Fund;

Ì�Increasing the current Social Security 
contribution rate by a modest amount to be 
phased in over an extended period of  time;

Ì�(QDFWLQJ�D�ÀQDQFLDO�VSHFXODWLRQV�WD[��ZLWK�
proceeds dedicated to Social Security;

Ì�Enacting a new marginal income tax rate for 
adjusted gross income in excess of  $1 mil-
lion and dedicating the proceeds to Social 
Security.

Social Security is a bedrock program that 
SURYLGHV�ÀQDQFLDO�VHFXULW\�WR�$PHULFDQ�ZRUNHUV�
and their families. We cannot afford not to in-
vest adequate revenue to preserve and improve 
it so that it can continue to meet our needs 
WKURXJKRXW�WKH���st century and beyond. 
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'HVSLWH�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQW�VRFLDO��SROLWLFDO��DQG�
economic changes that have expanded oppor-
tunities for women and people of  color, these 
populations still remain disproportionately 
ÀQDQFLDOO\�YXOQHUDEOH��SDUWLFXODUO\�GXULQJ�WKHLU�
retirement years. Women, on average, make less 
and work fewer hours than men. They often 
face limited employment opportunities and ex-
perience interrupted work histories. They have 
fewer sources of  retirement income, and longer 
life expectancy, all of  which results in women 
experiencing greater economic insecurity during 
retirement.

3HRSOH�RI �FRORU�DUH�DOVR�ÀQDQFLDOO\�YXOQHU-
able during retirement due to a number of  
factors, including differences in educational 
attainment, employment discrimination and job 
segregation, morbidity, and mortality, which af-
fect lifetime earnings, future retirement income, 
DQG�VXUYLYRU�EHQHÀWV�

Many same-sex couples will continue to be 
GHQLHG�WKH�IDPLO\�EHQHÀWV�WKDW�DUH�DYDLODEOH�IURP�
Social Security to married heterosexual couples, 

further increasing the economic disadvantages 
already experienced by same-sex couples.

Furthermore, the risk of  inadequate retire-
ment income has increased for all Americans, 
making Social Security an even larger portion of  
future retirement income. Because many Ameri-
FDQV�ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�DIWHUHI-
fects of  an economic recession that devastated 
their retirement savings and the value of  their 
homes, the changes proposed above, includ-
LQJ�DQ�DFURVV�WKH�ERDUG�EHQHÀW�LQFUHDVH��FDQ�
contribute to improving the adequacy of  retire-
ment income for all who receive Social Security 
EHQHÀWV�

Our Social Security system is a critical 
piece of  the retirement puzzle, and is essential 
to women, people of  color, and low-income 
individuals. The improvements proposed in this 
report will help ensure that our Social Security 
system remains the foundation upon which 
economic security is built for all Americans and 
will make it even stronger for those who most 
depend on it. 

Conclusion
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