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Seventy years ago, President Roosevelt called on Congress to enact legislation to provide assistance for the unemployed, the elderly, impoverished children and the disabled. Today, nine out of ten people over age 65 receive Social Security benefits. Fully 60% of Social Security beneficiaries are women and two-thirds of elderly women depend on Social Security to avoid living in poverty. Nearly one-third of recipients are disabled workers, families of retired or disabled workers and survivors of deceased workers. 


President Bush is proposing an overhaul of the Social Security program to change the way benefits are calculated and paid out, including having workers invest part of their contributions in private accounts. But these proposals could severely undermine the Social Security safety net and are particularly harmful to women and minorities. As baby boomers near retirement, Social Security - the foundation for most seniors’ retirement - must be strengthened, not whittled away. Urge Members of Congress to oppose privatization of Social Security. 


Women rely on Social Security more than men do. Reducing the guaranteed benefits will force more elderly women into poverty. Women would be disproportionately harmed by private savings accounts because they historically earn less than men, are less likely to have the resources to save for retirement, spend less time in the workforce due to care giving responsibilities and, on average, live longer than men. 


The National Partnership is opposed to any proposal that would cut Social Security's guaranteed benefits. We are working to ensure that the interests of women and families are front and center in this debate.  

1. Social Security, Old Age and Poverty

Women are nearly 60 percent of all Social Security beneficiaries 65 and older, including retirees, the disabled, and the survivors of deceased workers. Women are 72 percent of beneficiaries over 85.

Social Security provides 90% or more of the total income for:

· 44% of non married women 65 and older;

· 66% of non married Hispanic women 65 and older;

· 74% of non married African American women 65 and older; and

· 35% of all non married men 65% and older.

For many elderly women, Social Security is ALL they have.

Non married (widowed, divorced, or never married) women are the most reliant on Social Security. About one in three non married women aged 65 and older have no other source of income. As women age, Social Security plays an even more important role.

Social Security keeps women and men out of poverty.

For more than 25 years, Social Security has been the main source of income for older Americans. In 2002, two-thirds of beneficiaries drew more than half of their total income from Social Security – and about half of those people relied on the program almost exclusively.

Social Security lifted nearly 7 million older women and 4.7 million older men out of poverty in 2000.

Today, about 20% of nonmarried women 65 and older and 5% of married elderly women live below the poverty line.

Over half of all women age 65 and older and more than two-thirds of nonmarried elderly women would live below the poverty line without Social Security.

Without Social Security 40% of elderly men would live below the poverty line∗.

2. Reasons social security privatisation particularly harms women

Social Security was established nearly 70 years ago to provide a critical safety net to protect our most vulnerable citizens. Now, citing a fictitious “crisis,” President Bush wants to overhaul Social Security and change the way benefits are calculated and distributed, including having workers invest part of their contributions into private accounts. These proposals will severely undermine the Social Security safety net and disproportionately harm women and minorities. Social Security – the guaranteed foundation for most seniors’ retirement – must be strengthened, not whittled away. Shortcomings in the retirement system already cause substantial harm to women.

Women are disadvantaged by the fact that they:

· Earn less than men.

· Are concentrated in the low-wage work force.

· Have shorter work histories due to caregiving responsibilities.

· Are less likely to work in jobs that offer pension plans.

· Are less likely to have the resources needed to save for retirement or invest in defined contribution plans (such as 401Ks).

· Are likely to live longer.

· Are more likely to deplete their resources caring for a spouse.

· Are more likely than men to live in poverty and rely solely on Social Security in old age. In fact, motherhood is the single biggest risk factor for poverty in old age in the United States.

Undermining a critical safety net:

The Social Security reform plan that President Bush is promoting would exacerbate those problems by diverting one-third of a worker’s Social Security contributions to private accounts. The result would be lower guaranteed benefits for ALL future retirees, regardless of whether they open individual private accounts. Lower benefits would cause great harm to women, who are much more likely than men to depend on Social Security’s guaranteed benefits to avoid poverty.

Women rely on Social Security more than men. Reducing guaranteed benefits will force more older women into poverty.

· Women are 60 percent of Social Security beneficiaries.

· Women are less likely than men to have private pension plans that can supplement Social Security when they retire. Only 38 percent of women have private pension plans compared with 57 percent of men.

· Women who do have pension plans typically have smaller pension plans than men because they earn less per hour, may work part-time, and/or spend more time out of the work force due to caregiving responsibilities.

· Over half of all women 65 and older would be poor without Social Security.

· Two-thirds of widowed, divorced and unmarried senior women depend on Social Security to avoid poverty.

· Social Security is the only source of income for one of every four unmarried senior women over 75 years of age.

· Women live longer than men and private accounts do not provide a life-long guaranteed benefit.

· Women, on average, outlive men by four years. In fact, women make up nearly 75 percent of beneficiaries over 85 years old. Personal funds are riskier and more likely to be depleted before death for women than men, leaving women at risk when their need for security is greatest.

· Women have less money to save in private accounts than men.

· Women historically earn far less than men – about 76 cents for every dollar earned by a man – so they will have less money to invest in a private account and therefore fewer benefits to rely on when they retire.

· There is a 12-year difference in the median number of employment years between men (44 years) and women (32 years) because women often take time away from the workforce or reduce their hours due to their role as caregivers. Privatization will limit the amount of money they can invest in a private account and lead to fewer benefits when they retire.

· Social Security’s progressive benefits protect part-time and/or low-wage workers, many of whom are women.

· As many as 14 million- 30% of all beneficiaries - receive some benefit based on their spouse’s work record and almost all are women.

· Social Security is much more than retirement. Social Security replaces lost income for workers and their spouses and children when a worker becomes disabled, dies, or retires.

· Only half of Social Security’s benefits go to retired workers; Social Security provides a lifeline for many families after the untimely death or disability of a parent or spouse.

· Social Security provides the equivalent of a $400,000 life insurance policy and a $350,000 disability insurance policy for young working parents with two children under the age of 18.

· Children depend on Social Security for economic stability: about 5.4 million children under age 18 receive Social Security benefits.

· While only 12 percent of the U.S. population, African Americans make up almost 18 percent of those receiving Social Security disability benefits and 22 percent of children receiving Social Security survivor benefits.

3. Privatizing Social Security Would Harm African American Women

Privatizing Social Security would result in lower guaranteed benefits for ALL future retirees, but would disproportionately harm African American women and their families. African American women are particularly vulnerable because gender and racial discrimination continue to pose serious barriers to employment, promotion, and higher earnings.

Women in general are already disadvantaged because they often earn less than men, have shorter work histories due to care giving responsibilities, are less likely to have pensions, and often live longer than men. African American women and their families have even more to lose. To improve the lives of African American women and their families, we must strengthen Social Security, not whittle it away.

African American women disproportionately rely on Social Security in old age.

· Over 60 percent of African American women, and half of all women, age 65 and older would live below the poverty line without Social Security.

· Social Security provides 90 percent or more of the total income for 74 percent of non married (widowed, divorced, and never married women) African American women age 65 and older – compared to 44 percent of all non married women age 65 and older.

African American women have less money to save in private accounts.

· On average, African American women have lower lifetime earnings (earning 63 cents for every dollar earned by a white man) and have less money to invest in private accounts. Social Security’s progressive benefit formula helps alleviate the financial impact of lower lifetime earnings.

· African American women comprise a large segment of the part-time and/or low wage workforce - jobs that do not offer retirement benefits or pension plans. 

Social Security’s family benefits are particularly important to African Americans.

· At age 65, the life expectancy difference between African American men and white men is less than two years. However, African American men have a higher mortality rate at earlier ages; therefore their families is proportionately benefit from Social Security survivor benefits.

· Social Security is particularly important to African American children, who are almost four times more likely to be lifted out of poverty by Social Security than are white children.

· While African Americans are only 12 percent of the U.S. population, they disproportionately rely on Social Security’s family benefits:

· African American parents represent almost 17 percent of those receiving widowed mothers’ and fathers’ benefits.

· African American children disproportionately depend on Social Security’s family insurance. They comprise 20 percent of all retired worker child beneficiaries, 23 percent of all child survivor beneficiaries, and 21 percent of all disabled worker child beneficiaries.

4. Mothers and social security reform

Motherhood is the single greatest risk factor for poverty in old age. Social Security provides mothers and their families with an essential safety net. There are more than 82.5 million mothers in the United States. Many of these women will rely disproportionately on Social Security in retirement. Also, mothers and children rely heavily on Social Security in the event of the untimely disability or death of their husband/father, and Social Security protects families if a working mother dies or becomes disabled.

Mothers often have lower lifetime earnings and many depend on Social Security.

· Women work on average 29 years, 6 years less than the 35 year employment history used in the Social Security benefit calculation. These 6 “zero years” reduce a woman’s retirement benefit.

· The median number of years in the workforce is 12 years less for women than for men.

· Women earn 73% of what men earn, on average.

· Many moms earn even less because they work part-time or spend time out of the paid work force.

· Of the mothers in the work force, over 40% work part time and they are paid about 40% less per hour than a full-time worker for the same work.

Mothers and children rely on Social Security benefits.

· More than five million children under age 18 receive income from Social Security as the dependents of disabled or deceased workers.

· About 750,000 adults who have been severely disabled since childhood receive benefits based on a parent’s work record.

· The benefits provided by Social Security to a young family are equivalent to a life insurance policy of $400,000 or a disability insurance policy of $350,000.

Privatization and the Motherhood Penalty:
· Under privatization plans, how much a worker can set aside for a private account in the earliest years of his or her employment is critical to the size of the account when that worker reaches retirement age.

· Many women in their 20s, 30s, and 40s are raising children, and sometimes take time out of the workforce, work part-time, or choose jobs that pay less but offer more flexibility.

· Because gains in a private account are compounded, a mother’s reduced earnings in the earliest years of her work life severely limits the size her private retirement account.

· Even if a mother makes a higher income in later years, the lack of contributions to a personal account early in her career will translate into smaller balances in retirement than those of a lower paid worker who is making continuous contributions from an early age.

· Privatization is likely to result in cuts in guaranteed benefits for all Social Security recipients, including retirees, survivors and those whose spouse or parent has become disabled. These beneficiaries will see their benefits drastically reduced, just when they need them the most.

