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EXPANDING SOCIAL SECURITY:   

Adequate Benefits for the Lowest-Income Earners 

Social Security provides vital income assistance for 1 in 5 Americans, with 36 million seniors receiving benefits as of 

April 2012. It keeps an estimated 13 million seniors out of poverty. (Source: CBPP) However, despite meaningful 

contributions to the system during their working lives, many seniors still receive very modest benefits. With rising 

health care and housing costs, retirees who were lifetime low-wage earners find it increasingly difficult to make ends 

meet especially because they do not have other sources of income such as pension funds or savings.  

Senior Poverty—Key Facts  

 Current benefits are very modest: For example, someone who spent 40 years working full-time at the minimum 

wage who retired at 62 would receive a Social Security benefit equal to only 83% of the poverty level, or $9,039 

per year). (Source: ARA 2011) 

 Low-income seniors rely on Social Security: Most beneficiaries (65%) age 65 and older rely on Social Security for 

more than half of their family income, and 36% rely on it for 90 percent or more of their family income. (Source: SSA) 

 Health care is a massive burden for low-income older Americans : A 2009 study documented that seniors with 

income below the federal poverty line spent more than two-thirds of their income on health care services. (Source: 

The Urban Institute 2009) 

 Seniors of color have less: Social Security keeps fewer older Blacks, Latinos, and Asians out of poverty than older 

Whites. 19.3 percent of Black seniors, 19 percent of Latino seniors, and 12.3 percent of Asian American seniors 

live in poverty, compared to 7.4 percent of White seniors as of 2010. Poverty rates for older women are higher 

than those for men in all racial and ethnic groups. (Source: AARP 2009) 

 

Raising the Special Minimum Benefit—An Effective Response to Senior Poverty 

 

 

 

Reward a life of hard-work: Workers with a full career at low pay should 

not have to face poverty or worse when they retire. Raising the Social 

Security Special Minimum Benefit to 125 percent of the federal poverty 

line recognizes that most workers retire at around age 62 rather than 

the current full benefit age of 66. This early retirement is often due to 

poor health and hardship caused by long-careers in physically-

demanding occupations such as construction or manufacturing. 

Provide a livable benefit: The improved minimum would increase 

benefits for the lifetime low-wage workers. A low earner (average annual 

wages of $19,345) would receive an annual benefit of $13,963—a 31 

percent increase over current benefit levels. These increases would 

provide particularly vital support to elderly groups who experience 

disproportionately higher rates of poverty, such as women, people of 

 color, and LGBT-identified individuals. (Source: Social Security Administration 2012).  
 

For more information, please contact Steve Savner, Policy Director at the Center for Community Change (ssavner@communitychange.org) 

The Special Minimum Benefit should be raised to guarantee a benefit of at least 125% of federal poverty level 

for individuals at full-benefit age (currently 66) who have worked long careers at low pay. This would directly help 

millions of low-income older Americans make ends meet. 

Source: CBPP 2011 


