
SOCIAL SECURITY IS ONE OF THE MOST POPULAR f ederal gov-
ernment  programs. In t he 1996 president ial elect ion, vot ers
list ed Social Securit y and Medicare second only t o t he economy
and jobs as t he most  import ant  issue in deciding t heir vot e.

Policy expert s, nat ional polit icians, and opinion leaders have
writ t en and spoken ext ensively about  t he problems facing t he

Social Securit y t rust  fund and on t heir views of  it s
prospect s f or t he f ut ure. Ordinary American

cit izens have not  been so voluble. We have
been probing t heir views t hrough an analysis

of  11 nat ional surveys conduct ed during
1997–98, including t wo of our own.

What  we’ve found is a nat ion t ied up in
knot s. Amer icans know t hat  Soc ial
Securit y f aces serious financial dif f icul-
t ies. But  most  also know t hat  t hey are
not  sav ing—and  canno t  sav e—ade-
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quat ely  f or t heir own
ret irement . Their fears
could lead t o a paralysis
o n  So c ia l  Sec ur i t y
ref orm. 

A mer icans A re  Re la t ive ly
Well Inf orme d
Americans t end not  t o be well
informed about  how t heir gov-
ernment  and polit ical syst em
operat e. But  when it  comes t o
Social Securit y , t hey have a
pret t y fair idea of  how t hings
work. Eight  in t en Americans
know t hat  Social Securit y is a
federal, rat her t han st at e or pri-
vat e, program. Almost  seven in
t en recognize t hat  it  is a pay-as-
you-go program—t hat  is, t hat
pay ro ll t axes co llect ed f rom
workers t oday pay benef it s for
cur rent  ret irees rat her  t han
going int o an account  t o pay
t heir own benef it s when t hey
ret ire.

Most  also know t he basics of
w ho  can  r ec eiv e  b enef i t s.
Ninet y-six percent  know t hat
workers who have paid int o t he
program are eligible. Eight y-nine
percent  know t hat  spouses of
such  w o r k er s  ar e e l ig ib le.
Sevent y  percent  know t hat
workers who have not  paid int o
t he program are not  eligible.

Ninet y- t hree percent  know
t hat  people who ret ire on Social
Sec u r i t y  r ec eiv e d i f f e r e nt
mont hly payment s, and 79 per-
cent  know t hat  a person can
work while receiving benef it s,
but  t hat  t here is a limit  on how
much he or she can earn.

Fo r t y -n ine  pe r cen t  o f
Americans know t he money in
t he Social Securit y t rust  fund is
invest ed in U.S. government
Treasury bonds. But  21 percent
t hink it  is kept  by t he govern-
ment  as cash in t he bank, 13
percent  t hink it  is invest ed in pri-
vat e company st ocks, and 17

percent  said t hey did not  know.
More t han t wo-t hirds know t hat
if  no act ion is t aken, t he t rust
f und will go bankrupt . One in
four expect s ( incorrect ly)  t he
bankrupt cy wit hin 1 0  y ears.
Nearly half  realize t hat  it  is more
dist ant . In general, t he public
sees t he problem as one for t he
long-t erm fut ure, not  one t hat
Congress must  act  on immedi-
at ely because it  is a crisis t oday.

The public has a fair sense of
what  is causing Social Securit y’s
f inancial problems. Six in t en
at t ribut e t hem t o more people
going on Social Securit y and t o
hav ing f ewer workers t o pay
Social Securit y payroll t axes. But
t wo-t hirds  at t ribut e t he prob-
lems t o t he diversion of  t rust
fund money t o programs ot her
t han Social Securit y.
Pr o b l e m s  a n d  Pr o p o se d

Tab le 1 . A M ERI CA NS’  VI EWS ON I NDI VI DUA L A ND GOVERN-

M ENT  I NVEST M ENT  OF SOCI A L SECURI T Y FUNDS

P e r c e n t  w h o

f a v o r

e a c h  p r o p o s a l

Indi v i dual  Inv es t ment

Let  w or ker s shi f t  some Soc i al  Secur i t y  t ax

pay ment s i nt o per sonal  r et i r ement  account s  t hat  t hey

w oul d i nv es t  on t hei r  ow n. 8 0

Let  w or ker s dec i de how  some of  t hei r  ow n Soc i al

Secur i t y  cont r i but i ons  ar e i nv es t ed. 7 1

Let  w or ker s hav e i ndi v i dual  account s and make t hei r

ow n i nv es t ment s  w i t h a por t i on of  t hei r  Soc i al  Secur i t y

t ax  pay ment s . 6 4

Let  w or ker s i nv es t  a por t i on of  t hei r  Soci al  Secur i t y

t ax es  i n i nv es t ment s  l i ke t he s t ock  m ar ket ,  get t i ng mor e

money  i f  i nv es t ment s  do w el l ,  l ess  i f  t hey  do poor l y .

6 0

Let  peopl e i nv es t  some of  t hei r  Soc i al  Secur i t y  t ax  pay -

ment s

i n s t ock  mar ket ,  w i t h benefi t s  hi gher  or  l ow er  t han

ex pec t ed dependi ng on st ock  mar ket ’ s  per f or mance. 4 8

Gov er nment  Inv es t ment

Inv est  some Soc i al  Secur i t y  r ev enues  i n s t ock  mar ket  

i nst ead of  put t i ng t hem al l  i n gov er nment  bonds . 5 0

Hav e gov er nment  i nv es t  i n pr i v at e s t ock  mar ket  a



Solut ions
Despit e knowing t he f inancial
d i f f ic u l t ies f aced  by  So c ial
Securit y, most  Americans are
unwilling t o raise t axes or reduce
benef it s. The only except ion is in
t he case of  benef it s for higher-
income Americans.

Only about  four in t en favor
increasing Social Securit y payroll
t axes or  eliminat ing t he current
Social Securit y payroll t ax cut -
of f , which exempt s income over
$ 68 ,40 0  a year. One in f our
favors increasing t axes on Social
Securit y benef it s. Only one in
f ive favors reducing benef it s t o
ret irees.

Americans generally oppose
raising t he Social Securit y ret ire-
ment  age even if  t he change is
phased in over t ime: only one in
t hree suppor t s t h is opt ion.
Fewer t han four in t en favor
increasing t he ret irement  age t o
67 earlier t han planned.

Support  for changing Social
Securit y cost -of - living adjust -
ment s is variable, depending on
how t he change is present ed.
Slight ly more t han half  favor giv-

ing smaller yearly increases t o
ret irees when t he cost  of  living
goes up; but  only one in t hree
f avors lim it ing  cost -o f - l iv ing
increases in Social Securit y bene-
f it s.

Many Americans are willing t o
consider af f luence t est ing, but
t he def init ion o f  “ af f luence”
af f ect s t he level of  support .
Two-t hirds favor reducing bene-
f it s for upper-income people if
no income level is specif ied. But
support  drops t o 50  percent  if
t he incom e is  spe c if ied  as
$ 4 0 ,0 0 0  a y ear  o r  m o r e .
Similarly, only f our in t en favor
raising t he t axes t hat  higher-
income ret irees pay on t heir
Social Secur it y  benef it s, but
t wo-t hirds favor t axing benef it s
f or t hose earning $ 75 ,00 0  a
year and up.

Social Insurance
A m er icans are  d iv ided over
w het her  t hey  w an t  So c ial
Securit y in t he fut ure t o act  prin-
cipally as a social insurance pro-
gram t o ensure t hat  elderly peo-
ple have a minimum income dur-

ing ret irement  (51  percent )  or
as a program in which people
receive money based on how
much t hey pay int o t he program
(42 percent ) . The younger and
older generat ions dif fer subst an-
t ially  in t heir view. A pluralit y
(48 percent )  of  adult s under age
3 5  want  t he program t o be
based principally on what  people
pay int o it , compared wit h only
32 percent  of  t hose 65 or over.

Privat iz at ion
A mer icans ar e beginning  t o
st ake out  t heir posit ions on t he
issue of  privat izat ion and alt er-
nat ive invest ment  st rat egies for
Social Securit y, but  t hey are not
yet  complet ely  commit t ed t o
t heir current  views. 

Most  Americans do not  want
Social Securit y t o be complet ely
redesigned. But  t hey do favor
som e pr ivat e invest m ent  o f
Social Securit y funds, so long as
it  is done by individuals rat her
t han by t he government  (t able
1) .

Only one-t hird of  Americans
want  t o see t he president  and
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Tab le  2 . GENERA T I ONA L DI FFERENCES ON SOCI A L SECURI T Y REFORM

(Per cent )

R e s p o n d e n t ' s  v i e w  o n  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y A g e  o f  r e s p o n d e n t

A l l 1 8 –3 4 3 5 –4 9 5 0 –6 4 6 5 +

Soc i al  Secur i t y  i s  i n c r i s i s . 3 1 3 0 3 9 3 1 1 6

Soc i al  Secur i t y  i s  not  f ai r  t o peopl e y our  age. 4 0 5 2 4 5 2 7 1 5

A l l 1 8 –3 4 3 5 –5 4 5 5 –6 4 6 5 +

Gov er nment  shoul d compl et el y  r edes i gn Soci al  Secur i t y . 3 1 3 7 3 7 1 6 1 4

Peopl e shoul d hav e i ndi v i dual  account s  and make t hei r  ow n 

i nv es t ment s w i t h a por t i on of  t hei r  Soc i al  Secur i t y  pay ment s. 6 4 6 9 7 1 6 3

4 0
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Congress complet ely redesign Social Securit y. A
pluralit y (44 percent )  want s t o make changes but
preserve t he program basically as it  is, while
anot her 22 percent  want  t o leave t he program
alone.

Consist ent  wit h t heir belief  t hat  money in t he
t rust  fund is not  being invest ed wisely, many peo-
ple are willing t o consider privat izat ion or alt erna-
t ive invest ment  st rat eg ies f or  some Soc ial
Securit y funds. Depending on how t he quest ion is
worded, bet ween 64 percent  and 80 percent  of
Americans favor allowing individu-
als t o invest  part  of  t heir Social
Securit y t ax payment s. In one
survey, however, more t han
half  of  t hose wit h opinions
o n al lo w ing  ind iv id ual
investment  said t hey could
easily change t heir minds.

On t he specif ic issue of
invest ing Social Securit y
funds in t he st ock market ,
public opinion is f luid and
st rongly  af fect ed by how
t he process is described. In
t hree recent  surveys, support
ranged from a low of  48  percent
t o a high of  60  percent .

If  some Social Securit y t ax funds are invest ed in
t he st ock market , 80 percent  of  t he public would
prefer for individuals t o invest  part  of  t heir own
port ion, and only 14 percent  would prefer for t he
government  t o make t he decisions.

In f ive of  six surveys only about  one in t hree
Americans favors having t he government  invest
Social Securit y revenues in t he st ock market . But
even on t he issue of  government  invest ment ,
where t he public’s views seem so clear, one survey
found more t han half  of  t hose wit h opinions on t he
issue saying t hat  t hey could easily change t heir
mind.

Surveys so far have not  invest igat ed why t he
public does not  want  t he government  t o make t he
invest ment s. Perhaps people fear t hat  t he govern-
ment  would not  invest  t he money wisely in t he
market place. Or t hey may not  wish t o give t he
government  t oo much power over t he privat e
economy.

Signif icant  disparit ies in how people of  dif ferent
generat ions view Social Securit y may af fect  t he
debat e over privat izat ion ( t able 2) . Younger adult s
are far more likely t han older Americans t o believe
t hat  t he program is in crisis, see t he system as
unfair, believe t hat  t he program should be com-
plet ely redesigned, and favor privat e invest ment

of  a port ion of  Social Securit y funds.
Seniors, for whom t he stock market  crash of  t he

1930s is a vivid memory, are much more leery
t han ot her Americans of  invest ing Social Securit y
funds. Far fewer seniors t han younger adult s favor
people having individual account s and making t heir
own invest ment s wit h a port ion of  t heir Social
Securit y payment s. Similarly, seniors show far less
support  t han younger adult s f or government
investment  of  Social Securit y funds in t he privat e
st ock market .

S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  a n d
A m e r i c a n s ’  A t t i t u d e s

about  Ret irement
The public’s reluct ance t o
t ake  ac t io n  on  So c ial
Securit y  is due t o more
t han one cause, but  clearly
a major reason is t hat  t hey
are as concerned about
not  being  ab le t o  save
enough for t heir own ret ire-

ment  as t hey are about  t he
long- t erm f ut ure o f  Social

Securit y. Seven out  of  t en work-
ing adult s report  t hat  t hey are wor-

ried about  not  having enough privat e
savings for t heir own ret irement . Average cit izens
are in a quandary, t rapped bet ween t heir fear t hat
t here will not  be enough funds lef t  in t he Social
Securit y syst em and t heir concern about  not  hav-
ing enough money in t heir own privat e savings
when t hey st op working.

Most  working Americans know t hey cannot
expect  t o live comfort ably in ret irement  on Social
Securit y benef it s alone. While seven in t en believe
t hat  an average ret ired person needs a yearly
income of  at  least  $20 ,000  t o live comfort ably,
nearly nine in t en know t hat  t he average annual
benef it  now paid t o a ret ired worker by Social
Securit y is less t han t hat . For someone t o live
comfort ably in ret irement , Social Securit y must  be
supplemented by privat e savings, especially if  t he
Social Securit y benef it  is reduced.

People are painf ully aware of  t he gap between
what  t hey are now saving privat ely and what  t hey
need t o ret ire comfort ably. Working adult s report
t hat  t hey are saving half  what  t hey t hink is neces-
sary. In fact , six in t en report  t hat  t hey saved less
t han $3,000 for t heir ret irement  during t he past
year. More t han half  of  working adult s say t hey are
eit her not  saving for ret irement  at  all (31 percent )
or are saving inadequat ely (26  percent ) . St rikingly,
t he f igure is almost  ident ical f or t hose aged
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50–64, who are closest  t o ret irement .
As t o privat e pensions, which most  working

adult s ant icipat e as being a larger source of  ret ire-
ment  income t han Social Securit y, 45  percent
report  t hat  t hey do not  part icipate in an individual
or employer-provided privat e pension or 401(k)
plan. Once again, t hose near ret irement  are no
bet t er of f : 44 percent  of  adult s aged 50–64  are
not  enrolled in such plans.

Poorer Americans are among t he most  vulnera-
ble. Nearly nine in t en of  t hose earning under
$20,000 a year are eit her not  saving for ret ire-
ment  at  all ( 61 percent )  or are saving inadequate-
ly (25 percent ) . Two out  of  t hree of  t hose who
have yet  t o begin saving for ret irement  explain
t hat  t hey do not  have anyt hing ext ra t o save for
t he future, and only one in f ive adult s earning
under $20,000 is part icipat ing in a 401(k)  or pr i-
vat e pension program.

Taken t oget her, t hese surveys port ray a nat ion
in a st at e of  denial. Americans recognize bot h
t hat  Social Securit y faces serious f inancial dif f icul-
t ies and t hat  t hey are not  saving enough person-
ally  for ret irement . But  t hey are unwilling t o face
up t o eit her issue. “ Maybe next  year”  is t he view
expressed quit e w idely  in op in ion surveys.
Surprisingly, even t he age group closest  t o ret ire-
ment  t akes t he same view ■

POL L S USED
Th e  p o l l s  c i t ed  i nc l u d e  t h e
Tim e / CNN/ Yanke lov ich Par t ners po l l o f
January  8 , 1 9 9 7 ; t he Pr incet on  Survey
Rese ar c h  A sso c ia t es / New sd ay p o l l  o f
January 9 , 1 997 ;t he NBC News/ Wall St reet
Journal poll of  January 1 5 , 199 7; t he Los
Angeles Times poll of  February 5 , 1997 ; t he
Washingt on Post / Henry J. Kaiser Family
Foundat ion/ Harvard Universit y poll of  March
13 , 1 997 ; t he Gallup/ CNN/ USA Today poll of
June 26 , 19 97 ; t he Associat ed Press/ ICR
p o l l  o f  Mar c h  2 7 ,  1 9 9 8 ;   t h e
Time/ CNN/ Yankelovich Part ners poll of  April
8, 1 998 ; t he NBC News/ Wall St reet  Journal
po l l  o f  A p r i l  1 8 ,  1 9 9 8 ;  t he  A m er ican
Viewpoint  Bat t leground 199 8 poll of  April
2 2 ,  1 9 9 8 ;  an d  t he  Har v ar d
Universit y / Chi lt on po ll of  May 6 , 1 9 9 8 .
Result s f o r  al l  t he po l ls c i t ed  m ay  be
obt ained f rom t he Roper Cent er for Public


