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* We revi ewed hundreds of public opinion survey itenms on
Social Security and found that conmon assunptions about the
public's thinking toward Social Security are often based on
hal f-truths or sinply wong.

* The public's know edge about Social Security is inconplete
and in some cases inaccurate, but the public is far nore
knowl edgeabl e t han conmonly assuned. Where the public is
wong, its views often reflect inaccurate information from
policy makers or journalists.

* Know edge is not evenly distributed in America but is
concentrated anong those who are the nost successful -- the
af fl uent and better educat ed.

* Third MIlenniums startling report that found nore
confidence in the existence of UFGCs than Social Security's
future is fabricated and tells us nothing new about public

opi nion. Americans have had | ow confidence in Social Security
since the 1970s because of the disproportionate nmedia coverage
of the programis immnent crisis and the public's distrust of
governnent in general. The Third MIIlenniumreport
illustrates a persistent pattern of m srepresentation of
public opinion by journalists and political activists.

* The public's low | evel of confidence in Social Security
does not appear to be weakening program s support, which
remai ns high and little changed. Anericans support Socia
Security not because it satisfies a sinple calculation of its
"noney's worth" but because it provides an insurance agai nst
the risk of lowincone in retirenent and a protection from
bearing the burden of financially drained parents.

* Bal anced survey itens reveal |arge opposition to
privatization proposals and m xed reactions to sone of the
incremental solutions to the programis long termfinancia
shortfall.

* The future course of public opinion will continue to be



i nfluenced by Americans' |ow regard for governnment and the

i nformation conveyed by journalists and policy nakers.
Politicians will fight to win over public opinion by |aunching
conpeting canpai gns to enphasi ze the nost favorabl e conponents
of their favorite proposals. Journalists nust be vigilant to
provi de the argunents of each side and to conmuni cate an
accurate picture of public opinion itself -- a job that they
had faltered on during recent policy debates on entitlenents.
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Pol i cy makers, pundits, and news audi ences are bonbarded every
day with new polls on public opinion and by journalists' reports on
the state of Anericans' thinking. Elites sift their way through
this onslaught by relying on a few guidelines to sinplify their
t ask.

Political observers depend on four assunptions to make sense
of public thinking on Social Security. The first is that the
public really does not know nmuch, if anything, about Socia
Security; the clear inplication is that the public's preferences
shoul d be followed as a practical political matter but should be
di scounted as an influence on policy discussions.

No single poll on entitlenent has gotten nore eye-opening
attention than Third MIlenniums UFO poll of eighteen to thirty-
four year olds in Septenber 1994. Journalists (and policy nakers)
followed Third MIlennium s | ead and pitched the poll as suggesting
t hat young Americans considered UFGCs nore likely than the prospect
of collecting Social Security.?!

Third MIlenniums UFO poll and its wi despread use by
journalists and policy nakers illustrates the second assunption
that elites have adopted: Americans' confidence in the future of
Social Security is dramatically changing, escaping like air froma
punctured hot balloon. The lurking conclusion is that support for
Social Security will decline dramatically. Public support, it is
intoned, will nelt down now that confidence has coll apsed.

The third assunption of political observers is that Anmericans

are now turning toward radi cal change that would privatize Socia



Security as the best hope for restoring its future. Anne Wllette,
for exanple, opened her October 1, 1996 story for USAToday by

heral ding a poll that purported to denonstrate that al nost 60% of
Americans "want to invest some of their Social Security taxes

t hensel ves -- even though they m ght end up with | ess noney at
retirement.” Anmericans, particularly younger workers, are watching
out for their interests and demanding their "noney's worth."

The final assunption is that there is substantial conflict
bet ween the generations over Social Security. Staving off the
col | apse of Social Security is being held up by the self-serving
opposition of seniors who are disregarding the interests of younger
Americans. In a Novenber 1994 broadcast, ABC s Jim Angle flagged
younger Anericans' "deep doubts about generational fairness."

We eval uated these common assunptions about public opinion by
revi ew ng hundreds of survey items that span the period fromthe
1970s to the fall 1997. W were especially interested in survey
guestions that were worded in an identical or simlar manner over a
| ong period of time. A major problemw th studying public opinion
surveys is that poll results are extrenely sensitive to the wording
of questions; survey responses nay -- to sone degree -- sinply be
an artifact of how poll questions are phrased. Examining simlarly
wor ded questions allows us to identify genuine patterns and trends
in public opinion

The evidence on public opinion, we will argue, is at odds with
i nportant aspects of the conventional presunptions regarding

Anmeri cans' thinking about Social Security. The public is, in fact,



better infornmed about Social Security than comonly presuned.
Areas where the public is wong often represent plausible
concl usi ons based on the information available to it. The public
may sinply be echoing the choices it is presented. Although |arge
proportions of citizens understand Social Security's operations,
this know edge is generally unequally distributed anong the nore
af fl uent and educat ed.

In addition, Third MIlenniums notorious UFO report is both
fabricated and tells us nothing new about public opinion --

Ameri cans have had | ow confidence in Social Security since the
1970s. The kicker is that even with the | ow confidence, the
public's support has remained virtually unchanged -- a flatliner,
according to available trend data. The third assunption that
Amer i cans wel conme the opportunity to restructure Social Security to
i ncl ude individual investnments in equities simlarly |acks a clear
grounding in the avail abl e evidence. Responses to bal anced survey
guestions show no support for individualized privatization.

Pol i ticians who enphasize this kind of structural reform place

t hensel ves in the vul nerabl e position of pressing the reforns on a
public that is conparatively well infornmed and opposed to

i ndi vidual i zed privatization.

The fourth assunption of intergenerational warfare is
overstated. Although seniors are nore sensitive to threats to
Soci al Security, younger Anericans are consistently just as
supportive (if not nore so) of the overall program Forgotten in

the rush to condemn seniors as "greedy geezers" are the differences



that divide the elderly. Opinion surveys suggest that education,
econom ¢ circunstances, and other factors both divide seniors and
draw t hem toget her with other segnents of the popul ation including
younger cohorts. A broad cross-section of Americans support Socia
Security not because it satisfies a sinple calculation of its
"noney's worth" to any one individual but because it provides an

i nsurance against the risk of lowincone in retirement and a

protection from bearing the burden of financially drained parents.

|. What the Public Knows

M chael Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter (1996) find in their
recent systematic study of political know edge that Americans’
overall levels of political know edge are "nodest at best." Socia
Security is an exception. The public appears to know nore about
nore about Social Security than about national defense or basic
governnent institutions. Although the public does not approxi mte
the ideal standards of a fully infornmed citizenry, its know edge of
Social Security is much higher than w dely assuned.

Table 1 reports a string of 19 surveys since 1973, which shows
that a half or nore of Americans have consistently reported that
they are "very" or "fairly" well informed. The results in Table 1
are confirnmed by several additional surveys in 1997, which reported
that nearly 60% of Americans felt confident in their understanding
and know edge about the program? The degree that Americans
percei ve thensel ves as informed varied by education, income and

age, though the differences were not always |large. Figures 1, 2,



and 3 present the denographic breakdown for 5 selected years from
the aggregate data in Table 1. The figures suggest that between
1989 and 1997 distinct subpopul ations generally nove in paralle
(Page and Shapiro, 1992). Seniors consistently rank thensel ves

hi ghest foll owed and those below 30 the |owest. Figure 2, though,
suggests the surprising finding that the narrow difference between
i ncome groups remains quite stable. Social Security is apparently
sufficiently well understood through interpersonal contacts and
nmedi a coverage to counteract the typical advantage of the affluent.
An alternative hypothesis is that |ower income groups are nore
likely to deceive thensel ves about a programthat they have heard
of but which they do not understand to the same depth as the nore
af fl uent.

Americans' confidence in their information apparently springs
fromthe attention they are giving the issue in the nedia.
Princeton surveys in January and February 1997 found that about
hal f or nmore of Anericans report followi ng news reports on Socia
Security "very" or "fairly" closely.?

O course, whether Anmericans' confidence in their
under standi ng of Social Security is justified remains a separate
i ssue; the public may be overestimating its conpetence or the
i nformation conveyed to the public by policy nmakers and journalists
may be inaccurate.

The evi dence suggests, however, that the public's confidence
is not unwarranted. Many of the basic rules and procedures of the

Social Security systemare known to half or nore of the public. A



string of eight surveys since 1978 indicates that generally two-
thirds or nore of Americans accurately understand that Socia
Security is a "pay-as-you-go" system Table 2 shows that as nmany
as 79% of Americans and no fewer than 61% have understood this
fundamental fact since 1978 when data began to be collected on this
item

A col lection of individual survey itens since the 1970s revea
an inpressive pattern of know edge about Social Security -- with
sonme not abl e exceptions which we di scuss below. Table 3 shows the
percent age of respondents correctly answering factual questions
about Social Security in national surveys. Mst of the itens
indicate that a mapjority or a solid plurality accurately understand
i nportant facts about Social Security. The public recognizes that
its funds are invested in government treasury bonds rather than in
stocks or placed in a bank account; that exhaustion of the trust
fund in 2029 will result in fewer assets and reduced benefits
rat her than the system becom ng conpletely broke and unable to pay
any benefits; and that its future financial problens stemfrom
fewer workers and increased |life expectancy. These are
conparatively detailed and technical issues.

Over a third of the itens in Table 3, however, point to gaps
in the public's understanding. Only one or perhaps three in ten
Americans correctly understand that Social Security is one of the
federal budget's npst expensive itens; that fraud and abuse have
not caused the program s financial trouble; and that Socia

Security is not facing financial difficulty because it is a "ponzy



scheme"” to finance other prograns.

Al t hough Americans are wwong on a nunber of facts, their
responses are either plausible or reflect the information that
policy nmakers and journalists have fed them For instance, there
is no systematic evidence that Social Security is inefficient or
corrupt. Less than 1% of its benefits are consuned by
adm ni strative costs and i ndependent auditors have never charged
that its rolls of retirees are bloated by bureaucratic bunbling and
governnent inconpetence. Yet, Table 3 indicates that only 7%
realize that Social Security's financial problens do not stem from
fraud and abuse. Simlar results were reported in a 1997 survey by
t he Public Agenda Foundation; it found that 84% believe "the
governnent i s m smanagi ng Social Security so badly that the noney
is going to waste,” and that 67% are convinced that "too many
peopl e are cheating" the program® In a separate item 62% of
respondents who were nost critical of Social Security pinned the
programis faults on waste and m smanagenent; only 25% pointed to an
agi ng popul ation and 9% bl amed unaffordably high benefits.® The
public's fal se suspicions that Social Security is poorly
adm ni stered nost likely stemfroma general distrust of government
and fromthe nedia s w despread coverage of adm nistrative slipups;
Social Security is guilty sinply by association with governnent.

The public is also incorrect in placing foreign aid and food
st anps ahead of Social Security as the nost costly itens in the
federal budget. Again, though, the public may be echoing the

i npressions that politicians and the news nedia have created. The



1996 presidential election, for instance, cautiously steered clear
of Social Security but gave anple play to the burden on taxpayers
of funding welfare and -- in the Republican primaries -- foreign
"give a ways." Concluding that food stanps and foreign aid are
signi ficant budgetary burdens is not so far-fetched.

Still other Social Security issues on which the public appears
of f-base are actually points of contention on which reasonable
peopl e disagree. Only 8% of Americans do not attribute Socia
Security's financial difficulties to unwi se investnents. But, of
course, elites are deeply divided on just the this issue, with sone
arguing that investing in stocks represents a w ser investnent
strategy.

A March 1997 survey by the Washi ngton Post illustrates the
anbiguity of question wording. The survey asked respondents if the
average annual benefit that Social Security paid to retired workers
was | ess than $10,000 a year, $10, 000-$20,000 a year, $20,000 to
$30, 000 or nore than $30,000. Thirty-eight percent chose the first
category and 49%the second. The correct answer is not
straightforward. It depends on whether the question is interpreted
as referring to couples or nonmarried beneficiaries; the average
Social Security benefit in 1992 was just over $10,000 for couples
and a bit under 10,000 for non-married individuals.

In short, the difference between "right" and "wong" may not
be cl ear because of ambi guous question wording or conplex policy
i ssues. Anmericans' know edge about Social Security is far from

conpl ete and certainly does not conformto the ideal of a



denocratic citizen, but it is nore extensive than is comonly
assunmed and wong answers are often reasonabl e concl usi ons based on
avail abl e i nformation.

DI FFERENCES | N KNOW EDGE

The public is not an undifferentiated nmass sharing the sane
| evel of know edge about Social Security. |In fact, Americans'
know edge about Social Security and other political issues vary in
striking ways. The distribution of political know edge parallels
the clustering of econom c and soci al resources; the nost affl uent
and educated tend to be the nost know edgeable. W suspect that
the incone differences would be found in a nultivariate analysis to
| argely reflect education difference.

Tables 4, 5, and 6 present the percentage of respondents
correctly answering factual questions about Social Security based
on their education, incone and age. Carpini and Keeter find that
"education is the strongest single predictor of politica
knowl edge" (271). Education has been credited with boosting
knowl edge because it transmits specific information, stinulates
students about politics which | eads to exposure to nore
information, and instills the cognitive skills for effective
| earning fromnew i nformation

Table 4 indicates that the better educated are nore likely to
understand accurately that the programis financed on a pay-as-you-
go basis, that it is included in calculation of the federal budget,
and ot her aspects of the program For exanple, understanding that

the Social Security revenues are invested in governnment bonds junps



from 38% anong i ndi vidual s who did not graduate high school to 64%
anong those who earned graduate degrees. Stark contrasts across
education groups is evident for several other itens in Table 4.

Al t hough the nore educated were nore likely to appreciate the
i naccuracy of clains that Social Security is hobbled by fraud,

di version of its funds to other prograns, and unw se investnments,
only a small fraction of the npbst educated understood these points.
The advantage of education is somewhat nmuted for cases in which
policy nmakers and journalists have provided |imted or m sl eading

i nformati on.

Income had a simlar inpact on know edge, with the nore
af fl uent having a better grasp of Social Security's operations.
Tabl e 5 suggests, for instance, that only 38% of the poorest
understood that Social Security revenues were invested in
gover nnent bonds while 62% of the nost affluent recognized this
i mportant fact. The discrepancy between the high and | ow i ncone
groups for many of the itens in Table 5 parallel the differences in
knowl edge found anong better and | ess well educated in Table 4.

I nconme disparities may reinforce educational advantages in
know edge about Social Security.

Research on political know edge toward a wi de range of
political matters denonstrates that age boosts understandi ng
(Carpini and Keeter, 1996). Learning is enhanced either by passing
through the life cycle, which produces a range of experiences such
as retiring or hel ping aging parents plan their finances, or by

[iving through unique "life defining" events and circunstances of a
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generation (e.g. Wrld War Il or the Geat Depression) that nould
the attitudes of that generation for the rest of their |ives.

The survey results on Social Security provide only m xed
evi dence that age enhances know edge. Only two of the eight itens
in Table 6 indicate that age boosts education. O der Americans
were nore aware that Social Security's problens stemmed from people
living | onger but not fromunw se investnents, but even here
know edge dropped off for individuals above 70. Seniors were also
less likely to appreciate the program s "pay-as-you-go" nature.

THE M XED | MPLI CATI ONS OF POLI TI CAL KNOW EDGE

The kind of facts needed to performeffectively as a citizen
eval uating Social Security is not overly conplex and is certainly
within the ability of Anericans who spend little time |earning the
wor ki ngs of governnment policies. Social Security is surrounded by
a noat of jargon, but it is not rocket science. The |large
proportion of Americans who understand many of the basic facts
about Social Security denonstrate that they are equi pped to reach

i nformed choi ces and a basi c understandi ng of the terns of debate.

But knowl edge is unequally held. The nore affluent and better
educat ed hold an advantage in being able to perceive and act on
their self-interest or their notions of the public interest; the
poor and | ess well-educated are | ess well equipped and therefore
conpete at a significant disadvantage.

The significance of the "knowl edge gap” lies inits multiplier

effect. Research clearly indicates that the better infornmed are
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both nore active in participating in politics and are nore accurate
in identifying their interests in policy debates (Carpini and
Keeter, p.272). The |ess advantaged, for instance, are | ess well
equi pped to understand that privatization could endanger their
interests by threatening the redistributive inpact of Socia
Security benefits.

Ironically, however, the advantage of education nmay be
somewhat of fset by the possibility of manipul ation. Because the
better educated are nore attuned to elite debate and nedi a
coverage, they may be especially vulnerable to being msled by
incorrect information (Page and Shapiro, 1992). For instance,
Table 4 showed that the best educated were only marginally better
infornmed than the | east educated on the causes of Social Security's
financial difficulties; this may partly stemfromthe incorrect

statenments and reports of policy makers and journalists.

[1. AN OLD STORY: LOW CONFI DENCE BUT STRONG SUPPORT

A.  LOW CONFI DENCE

The Third M Il ennium s UFO survey has becone the flagship for
t he presunption that confidence in Social Security has coll apsed
and is pulling down support for the program It turns out,
however, that the UFO survey has been falsely sold. Journalists
m st akenly conveyed the inpression that Americans wei ghed the
relative |ikelihood of UFGs existing and Social Security surviving
and found UFGs nore probable, but in fact the actual survey

guesti on never offered respondents a direct conparison. |nstead,
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it offered two separate questions, with the Social Security
guestion appearing fifth and the UFO question fourteenth (as the
survey's | ast substantive question before some standard denographic
items.)

A 1997 survey by EBRI offered respondents the direct choice
that Third MIlenniumfalsely clainmed to have posed. EBRI asked,
"Whi ch do you have greater confidence in: receiving Social Security
benefits after retirement or alien life exists in outer space?"
Repudi ating the clainms of Third M Il ennium EBRI found that
Amer i cans overwhel ming sided with Social Security over UFO by a
whoppi ng 71% 26% margi n. (Even anong Ceneration Xers [33 or
younger], the margin remained a stunning 63% 33% ) Although these
results may be inflated, they clearly indicate the inaccuracy of
Third MIlenniums report.®

Third MIlenniumnot only fabricated its results on UFGs and
Social Security but also peddled an old story about public opinion.

Confidence in Social Security's future has been |low since the |ate
1970s. Table 7 presents a survey of public confidence since 1975.
Confidence in the future of the programstood at 65%in 1975 but

steadily dropped to 32% by 1982 and has never returned to its
earliest levels. The New York Tine/CBS News surveys have al so
probed the nation's confidence by asking respondents if Socia
Security "will have the noney available to provide the benefits you
expect for your retirenent.” Unfortunately, this series (which we
report below) begins later and contains half as many tinme points as

that presented in Table 7; but the up and down trends for common
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years are identi cal

Recent rhetoric that Americans have suddenly | ost hope in
Soci al Security lacks support. The evidence suggests that
confidence in Social Security's future has been low for two
decades. Weak confidence is not a new devel opnent. Mbreover,
Ameri cans' confidence has not plumeted to new | ows during the past
few years; it seens to be stabilizing around 40% Finally,
measuring Anericans' confidence is sensitive to whether they are

asked about receiving "the benefits you expect,” the "future the
Social Security system" or nore nodestly, receiving sonme benefits.

Finally, while Anericans have | ow confidence in the general future
of the program a 1997 EBRI survey found that 58% believed they
woul d receive sone paynent.

Low confidence in Social Security is concentrated in certain
segnents of the population. Table 8 presents the denographic
breakdowns of a series of five surveys that the New York Tinme and
CBS conducted on public confidence in Social Security. The data in
Tabl e 8 suggest that 50%to 80% of several subgroups believe that
Social Security will have the funds to provide the retirenent
benefits that are expected. The nost confident are seniors as well
as those with less inconme and education (rmany of whom are seniors).

Seniors are already receiving benefits and therefore have tangible
reasons for confidence, while individuals with | ess incone or
educati on harbor | ow expectations. Hi gh income earners have higher

expectations and nay feel particularly threatened, while the nost

educat ed are nenbers of younger cohorts and are likely to follow
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t he drunbeat of warnings issued by policy makers and highlighted by
journalists.

The denographic data fromthe series presented in Table 7 have
been graphed in Figures 4, 5, 6. Figures 4 and 6 suggest that the
superi or confidence of the seniors and, to a | esser extent, the
| ess well educated remai ns stable between 1989 and 1997. Figure 5
i ndi cates, though, that the least well off, who expressed
rel atively higher confidence through 1995, are no | onger nore

hopeful of its future than other inconme groups.

B. H G4 SUPPORT

No survey question has repeatedly asked Anericans over tine if
t hey support Social Security. An exception are the surveys by the
CATO Institute in spring 1996, which found about two-thirds of
Americans were "very" or "nostly" favorable toward Social Security.

Sormewhat | ess direct survey questions confirma pattern of
sustai ned and very strong support for Social Security. A series of
guesti ons have asked respondents over a nunber of years whether "we
[are] spending too nuch, too little, or about the right anount
on... Social Security." The progranis supporters favor the status
guo or increased spending. Table 9 indicates two very inportant
points. First, an extraordinary 9 out of 10 Americans support the
view that spending on Social Security is "about right" or "too
little." Second, the high support has been remarkably stable even
t hough there was a seven percentage point shift fromthe "too

little" to the "about right" category since 1986.
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When Americans have been asked to set spending priorities in
t he federal budget, they have expressed overwhel mi ng support for
mai nt ai ni ng or expandi ng the program Support remains enornous and
opposition to cutting back massive. Table 10 indicates that since
the m d-1980s |l ess than 1 out of 10 Anericans have favored
decreasing Social Security's funding as they have westled with the
conpeting demands on the federal budget, though there has been over
a 10 percentage point shift fromthe "increased" to "about right"
categories. Table 11 presents a series of surveys that used quite
di fferent question wordings to present Anericans with the dil emm
of whether the federal budget deficit should be reduced by cutting
spendi ng on Social Security. The remarkable finding is the
consi stency in over 15 years of surveys: supermajorities of two-
thirds of Americans or nore have opposed cutting the programto
achi eve budget reductions. Table 12 tells a simlar story but
based on the views of fiscal conservatives. Six polls in the md-
1990s asked respondents after they indicated support for a bal anced
budget if they would favor cuts in Social Security to achieve it;
| arge majorities of between 58% and 71% opposed bal anci ng the
budget if it neant cuts in Social Security.

A nearly identical pattern of steadfast support for Socia
Security appears in surveys on benefit reductions as a nmeans to
trimthe federal budget. Table 13 reveals that since 1982
majorities of 61%to 78% have opposed reductions in cost-of-living
adjustnents to reduce the federal budget deficit, though the

proportions favoring the reform have increased over tine. Although
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not presented, other surveys find simlar opposition to cuts in
Social Security to reduce taxes.

The public, however, has been nore open to taxing the Socia
Security benefits of the wealthy as a neans for reducing the
federal budget deficit. Table 14 presents seven differently worded
guestions that show majorities of Anericans in every survey but two
agreeing to tax the benefits of the wealthy.

Amer i cans have sent a strong and sustai ned nessage to budget
cutters: while taxing the wealthy's benefits is acceptable, the
basic structure of Social Security is off-limts in the conpetition
for federal funding.

The public supports Social Security benefits for seniors
because it represents an insurance against the risk of |ow incone
inretirenent, a right earned by paying in during working years,
and a protection from bearing the burden of financially drained
parents. Anericans perceive the programin ways other than
i ndi vidual profit and loss as they mi ght evaluate a private
i nvestnent; instead, they view the programas a protection |like
fire insurance agai nst known ri sks.

A 1997 survey by the Public Agenda Foundation found that the
public | ooks to Social Security as an insurance mechanismto
protect against the risk of lowincone in retirement. Eighty-four
percent agreed that Social Security "forces people who woul d
ot herwi se neglect to save for their retirenent to at | east save
sonmething for it;" 77% supported the program because it guarantees

a mniml inconme "even if you face financial disaster in
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retirenment."’

A 1996 DYG survey reported simlarly | opsided
majorities in all age groups who supported Social Security as an
i nsurance "just in case" it is needed.?®

Social Security is also considered a benefit that is earned
rat her than doled at on the basis of need. Although a 1997
Washi ngt on Post survey found that 64% favored "reducing benefits
paid to upper income retirees in the future" in order strengthen
Social Security's finances, there is anple evidence that the public
favors the principle that all contributors to Social Security earn
aright toits benefits. Princeton Survey Research Associ ates
di scovered in a January 1996 survey that 63% of Americans approved
of having their "tax dollars used to help pay" for the Socia
Security benefits of better off retirees. Tellingly, the young
were nore supportive than seniors.® DYG found a simlar pattern in
its 1995 and 1996 surveys for the Anerican Association for Retired
Persons: 70%to 80% of Americans agreed that "everyone who pays

into Social Security should receive it, no matter what other incone

they have."'® Anericans consider cancelling benefits to any
retirees to be tantanount -- as participants in the National |ssues
Forum expl ained -- to "breaking the prom se” to retirees who paid

into the Social Security system?® These surveys conbined with the
evi dence in Table 14 of public support for taxing the benefits of

t he weal t hy suggest that the public is reaching a subtle

di stinction: they acknow edge the principle that the wealthy --
like all others who have paid in -- have earned Social Security

benefits but favor taxing those benefits as an extension of the
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principle that allows taxation of private pensions.

Anot her source of Social Security's support is that working
Americans count on it to support their retired parents. Three
surveys by DYG in 1985, 1995, and 1996 confirned that three
guarters of Americans supported Social Security because it relieved
them of the financial burden of caring for their parents.!?

Americans fromquite varied personal circunstances all express
substantial support for Social Security; even the differences anong
groups defy straightforward cl assification (Cook and Barrett).
Tabl e 15 and 16 use different survey itenms to tell a simlar tale:
generally super majorities of 70%to 90% of Anericans from
di fferent educational, income and age backgrounds opposed
reductions in Social Security spending to reduce the federal budget
deficit. Wthin this overall consensus, some standard differences
enmerge. Individuals who were better educated, nore affluent and
younger were | ess opposed to spending cuts. There are, however,

i nportant departures fromthis pattern. The 1997 survey in Table
15 finds the nost advantaged reversing positions and becom ng

possi bly the greatest defenders of Social Security perhaps because
of a growi ng sense that the federal budget is under greater

control. (Variations in question wordings conplicates conparisons
over time.) Table 16 also offers evidence that the nost advantaged
can be strong defenders of Social Security, despite what would seem
to be their self-interest.

The views of different denographic groups presented in Tables

15 and 16 defy any presunption of self-interest. Repeatedly,
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seniors, the affluent or the better educated departed fromtheir
expected positions to offer strenuous support for Social Security.
The better educated were nore protective of Social Security
spending in 1991 (Table 16) and 1997 (Table 15) than the | east well
educated. The nost affluent were equally opposed to cuts in 1994
as the poorest (Table 16). Despite breathless nedia accounts of

i ntergenerational warfare, the younger cohorts were as defensive of
Social Security spending (if not nore so) as the oldest in 1993
(Tabl e 15), 1995 (Table 16), and 1996 (Table 16).

Furt her evidence that Anericans persistently act against their
narrow self-interest in order to pursue what they see as in the
public interest is available in a series of individual surveys in
1997. A March 1997 Washi ngt on Post survey reported that the young
were the nost concerned that Social Security benefits to average
retirees were so small that they needed to struggle to get by;

ol der groups were least likely to hold this view. A February 1997
Los Angeles Tines survey found that the young were the nost
supportive of the existing arrangenents for financing Socia
Security; there were no clear differences anong educational and

i ncome groups. *®

C. THE PUBLI C REMAI NS SUPPORTI VE DESPITE I TS LOW CONFI DENCE

A conmon assunption is that |ow confidence in Socia
Security's future erodes support for Social Security. The
conventional wisdomis displayed in Figure 7 using hypothetica
data. As confidence drops, support is also expected to dip.

Here again we have a w despread assunption that is utterly
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| acking in support. Figure 8 plots the trends for both confidence
and support; the data for confidence is taken from Table 7, while
the data for support is based on the spending itens in Table 9 as
well as two additional sources for earlier tinme points. The trends
for support and confidence are clear and striking: neither |ow
confidence or downward shifts in confidence consistently coincide
wi th declining support. Confidence crashed fromthe 60% 50% r ange
in the md-1970s to 39%in 1979 and then 32% in 1982 and, yet,
there was no appreci abl e change in support for the program The
1990s al so produced a simlar pattern in which confidence plumeted
but support remmined relatively steady.

The conventional wi sdomthat the public's backing for Socia
Security is crunbling under the strain of |ow confidence is sinply
not supported by avail able evidence. In social science parlance,
confidence and support do not seemto covary.

The expl anation for this apparent paradox of overwhel m ng
support for a program whose future is questioned lies in three
factors that extend far beyond the particular chall enges facing
Soci al Security: econom c anxieties, mstrust of governnent, and
di sproportionately negative news coverage. Supermgjorities support
Social Security but fear that politicians or econom c downturn will
ruin it (Friedl and and Reno).

Expectations of a high standard of living in retirement
conbined with fears of inflation and econom ¢ downturn produce a
potent threat to sustained confidence. |Indeed, overwhel m ng

proportions of Americans fear that econom c bad news will hurt
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their financial situation in retirement. A 1997 survey by the
Publ i ¢ Agenda Foundation found that 79% worried about inflation,
74% wer e concerned about high health care costs, and 66% expected a
souring economy to undermne retirenent plans.

The confidence of Anericans in Social Security is unavoidably
colored by their distrust in governnent in general. Confidence in
governnent in general has recently been at or near its all-time
lows, with the nost disaffected concentrated anong the young (who
are the | east confident in Social Security). The National |ssue
Forums (NI F), which have convened deli berations and focus groups in
a dozen or so comunities around the country, found in 1997 that
general "cynicism about government conpetence and trustworthi ness”
has fuelled specific concerns about Social Security's ability to
handl e the retirenment of babyboomers. N F participants sinply
assuned that politicians would "play politics" with Socia
Security.™ A 40 year old New Mexico man captured the pervasive
skepticismtoward governnment when he conplained in a Public Agenda
Foundati on study, "I don't think the politicians up there should

“16  gocj al

have any control over it -- | don't trust them
Security's problemis a synptomof a |arger problem

Finally, the nedia's systematic framng of Social Security in
terns of its problens and unendi ng need for change can only
i ncrease Anericans' anxiety about whether it will be there for
them CQur analysis for the National Acadeny of Social Insurance of
t housands of stories in the Associated Press and | eadi ng broadcast

and print outlets found a persistent pattern: Social Security
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received large but relatively brief bursts of extensive nedia
coverage that disproportionately zeroed in on Social Security's
probl ens and on the need to reformthe program by tackling the
contentious issues of reducing benefits and financial restructuring
(Jacobs et al, 1995a; Jacobs et al, 1995b). For Americans who
foll ow the debate over Social Security in the mass nedia, the
nmessage is that Social Security is very difficult to sustain

W t hout constant doctoring. The public's confidence in Socia
Security, then, is nost likely a function of dread of governnent,

nmedi a coverage, and economnic fears.

[11. REFORM NG SOCI AL SECURI TY

A._CRI SI S?

Al t hough the public recognizes the need to reform Soci a
Security, it is not clanoring for reformand hardly sees the
program as facing a crisis. Scattered polls detect the public's
recognition that major changes will be needed to strengthen the
programi s future finances. For instance, Hart/Teeter surveys in
January and Septenber 1997 found that a steady 83% agreed "nmmj or
changes” will be necessary at sonme point to "guarantee the future
financial stability of the system"?

But, there is no consistent evidence that the public considers
Social Security an urgent crisis. Social Security has yet to crack
into the public's agenda of nost inportant problens. Wen

Ameri cans have been asked in open-ended questions to identify the

nost i nportant problens facing the country, Social Security has
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failed to show up at any point in the 1990s as one of the top five
probl ens -- even when it has been |unped together with Medicare.!®
An Cctober 1997 Harris survey found that taxes, education, health
care (but not Medicare), crinme, welfare and the federal budget
deficit all ranked higher than Social Security as the nost

i mportant issues for the governnent to address.

Mor eover, Social Security is not perceived by the public as
mred in crisis. CATOs two surveys in the spring of 1996 found
that | ess than 20% percei ved the program as needi ng "radica
change," with another quarter anticipating "major change."'® Half
of Anericans concluded that the program needed only "m nor change”
or "only some change." Parallel results were found by differently
wor ded questions that were used in a Decenber 1996 Ti me/ CNN pol
and a March 1997 Washi ngton Post survey: both found a third of
Ameri cans cl assifying Social Security as facing a "crisis" and a
hal f or nore of Anericans sized the situation up as "a probl em but
not a crisis.” The lack of fervor is especially apparent by way of
conparison with health care, where a steady 80%to 90% of Americans

bel i eve that radical or major change is required.

A. MAIN STREET 1S NOT BUYI NG PRI VATI ZATI ON

Two surveys conducted for the CATO institute in spring 1996
provi de the strongest support for reform ng Social Security to
establ i sh individual investments in the stock market. They report
that two-thirds of Americans favor individualized privatization. A

January 1997 survey by Princeton Survey Research Associ ates found
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that as a neans for keeping Social Security financially sound 71%
favored "letting individuals decide how sone of their own Socia
Security contributions are invested." The young and better
educated were nost receptive to this reform

But, the CATO itens are problematic and the Princeton
guestions are a limted neasure of the public's full evaluation of
privatization for two reasons. First, the question wordings are
not bal anced. Investing in the stock market poses rewards and
ri sks as trade organi zati ons such as the Vanguard G oup repeatedly
acknow edge. | ndeed, Vanguard devoted a 1997 report to its
custonmers to sternly warning against "unrealistic expectations”
t hat have blinded investors of the fact that "risk is the
i nsepar abl e conmpani on of reward, and the risk of investing in

stocks are consi derabl e."?°

Fairly probing the public's views on
privatization requires asking bal anced questions that pose the
potential rewards and risks of equity investnents. The CATO
questions in particular fail to nmention risk altogether and instead
pose a series of |eading questions that ask respondents if they
favor reforns that would allow Social Security funds to be invested
in a personal retirenent account and passed onto heirs as an
i nheritance -- all wthout inposing any reduction in current
benefits.

Second, CATO s results are distorted by "context effects” in
the jargon of survey researchers. A |arge body of research has

est abl i shed that the wordi ng of one question can readily influence

respondents’' reaction to questions that imediately follow. Before
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guesti oni ng respondents about a privatization proposal, CATO s
survey ask seven questions about different conponents of their
privatization proposal -- none of which convey a bal anced
perspective on equity investnents. The seven | eadup question prine
respondents to focus on the nost positive aspects of reform

The public's initial enthusiasmfor privatization fades and
then turns to overwhel mi ng opposition as respondents are offered
nore bal anced information. Polls in Decenber 1996 and January 1997
by NBC/Val |l Street Journal found that respondents split when
infornmed that stock investnent of Social Security contributions

coul d produce benefits that are "higher or |ower."?

The young,
better educated, and nore affluent were especially supportive of
privatization -- though even their absolute |evels of support
dropped fromtheir earlier euphoria. Still another set of polls by
NBC/ WAl | Street Journal in January 1997 provided nore information
and found that a majority of respondents opposed the reform One
item found that 57% focussed on the danger of privatization when
explicitly asked to weigh the "risk of |osing noney" against the
"potential of higher returns."? Still another itemreported that
61% concl uded that the costs of privatization outweighed its
benefits when informed of the transitional costs of honoring the
conmitments to current retirees. ?®

The NBC/ Wall Street Journal surveys indicate that informng
respondents of a fuller set of questions raised by privatization
dramatical ly changed the proposal's support anong the educated and

younger cohorts. The better educated cross over from supporters to
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t he proposal's nost ardent opponents. The young remained the nobst
open to market risk but becone the nost turned off by having to
shoul der the transitional costs.

A final set of survey questions offered respondents a bal anced
choi ce and found the strongest opposition to privatization.
Surveys by CBS/ NYT, Tinme/CNN, and the Washi ngton Post ask
respondents' if they would favor it as a way to make noney or
oppose it because of the increased risks. The results presented in
Tabl e 17 suggest that between 56% and 69% of Anericans oppose
privatization.

The better educated and nore affluent are nore open to
transform ng Social Security to allow individual stock investnent,
t hough even this group remains split on privatization. Table 18
presents the denographi c breakdown for the March 1997 Washi ngton
Post survey in Table 17. It indicates significant differences in
t he degree of opposition to privatization. The opposition of the
| ess well educated and the poor lies in the 70%to 80% range while
that of the post graduates and nost affluent stand at 47% But,
even with these |large discrepancies, it is striking that even
i ndi viduals who are nost likely to gain fromprivatization remain
divided. |In addition, seniors are the nost fervent opponents of
the reformbut the young are nearly as apprehensive. M sgivings
anong age groups are w dely shared.

An addi ti onal puzzle about privatization remains. The surveys
by Time/ CNN and t he Washi ngton Post report that |large nmajorities

oppose privatization, but equally large najorities also favor
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allowi ng individuals (rather than the governnent) to invest their
Social Security taxes as they wi sh. The question wording here,
however, is critical. The question asks: "If some social security
tax funds are invested in the stock market, which do you favor....
[H avi ng the governnent nmake this investnent in a broad index fund,
or allowing individuals to invest part of their portion however
they would |ike?" The question presunes the very issue that the
bal anced frame itens raises -- that privatization is enacted. The
i nvestment question tells respondents to assune that "sone socia
security tax funds are invested in the stock narket." The answer,
then, to the puzzle is that Americans oppose privatization but, if
policy makers adopt it, they m ght then prefer to control their own
i nvest nents.

Eval uating the public's reaction to proposals for individua
accounts as opposed to governnent investnent in the stock market is
difficult. W found little data to shed light on this issue. In
addition, the public's views could evolve if they were presented
with tradeoffs between cutting benefits and one or nore of the
privatization options. |If privatization was to be enacted, the
publi c appears to prefer individual control over their investnents
al t hough the avail abl e data suggests that the inevitable transition
costs could significantly depress the initial support for this

opti on.

B. M XED EVALUATI ONS OF | NCREMENTAL REFORMS

There is no consensus anong Anericans behind the kind of
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incremental refornms that policy makers are weighing as alternatives
to privatization. Americans' preferences toward the usual nenu of

i ncrenental adjustnments -- reducing benefits and increasing taxes -
- are m xed.

Americans do not support hiking the retirement age as a neans
for strengthening Social Security's finances. Table 19 shows that
since 1977 there has been strong and sustai ned opposition to
increasing retirement age. |In recent surveys, over 60% of
Americans reject this option. The public is nore divided on the
i ssue of reducing the consuner price index (CPl), which would | ower
Social Security's costs by lowering the program s automatic cost of
[iving adjustnents. Two surveys by NBC/ Wall Street Journal show
that in Decenmber 1996 Anericans favored reducing the CPlI by a 47-43
margin; an altered question in March 1997 found that the public
opposed the change by a 53-37 nargin.?* Finally, as nmentioned
earlier, a March 1997 Washi ngt on Post survey indicates that 64%
favor scaling back (but not cancelling) the benefits of upper
income retirees in order to strengthen the program s finances.

Evi dence on Americans' wllingness to pay increased taxes is
al so m xed. A February 1996 CBS/ NYT poll found that 52% opposed
payi ng hi gher Social Security taxes to strengthen the programs
financial future; by March 1997, opposition appeared greater (61%
in a somewhat differently worded Washi ngt on Post question.?® The
public's distrust of governnent may be fuelling resistance to tax
hi kes. A participant in the National |ssues Forum may have

captured the sentinment of many Americans when she conpl ai ned t hat

29



"raising taxes won't solve the problem because [el ected official s]
won't use the noney for Social Security"; though a young nan added
that "I'd pay nore noney now if | knew [it] would be there when
retire."?"

When the public is forced to westle with the tradeoffs facing
policy makers, they prefer tax hikes to benefit cuts. A 1997
survey sponsored by the Enpl oyee Benefit Research Institute (EBRI)
forced Anericans to choose between increasing payroll taxes on
wor kers or decreasing benefit levels for retirees and found that
63% chose the forner while only 32% opted for the forner. There
was no significant difference between retired and non-retired
Ameri cans. ?’

O course, new polls may find support for additiona
incremental refornms that are just receiving attention. For
i nstance, future surveys may find that the public favors spendi ng
part of the projected budget surplus to strengthen Socia
Security's financial future. There may al so be support for
boosting the base on which Social Security taxes are paid.

More successful -- as nmeasured by educational and incone
attainnent -- are relatively nore supportive of strengthening
Social Security's future finances by reducing benefits to cut
spending. The elderly are also sensitive to direct threats to
their imedi ate circunstances. Although the preferences of
different income and age groups is often consistent with their
self-interest, the affluent and elderly consistently take positions

that contradict their narrow personal stakes. One of the nost
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striking patterns is the opposition of all groups to scaling
backi ng Social Security. Failure to find arigid battleline
bet ween seni ors and younger cohorts confirns a significant body of
previ ous research (Page and Shapiro, 1992; MacManus; Rhedebeck).

Most segments of society consistently reject benefit
reductions as an appropriate strategy for strengthening Socia
Security's finances. Table 20 shows that opposition to hiking
retirement age is strong in all groups but especially anong the
| ess well educated, the poorest and the youngest -- all groups who
stand to | ose the nost fromany change. Table 21 reveals a nore
conpl ex picture of opposition to reducing the consunmer price index
(CPI). Seniors and the | ower income groups (especially in 1997)
were particularly defensive. But, the better educated are only
slightly | ess opposed than the | ess well educated, and those
ear ni ng above $50,000 in 1996 were nore protective of the CPl than
the | ower income groups.

The attitudes of different age groups al so defy conventiona
i mges of "greedy geezers" or sinple characterization. Table 21
suggests that seniors are protecting their self-interest by |eading
t he opposition against |lowering the CPl; such a change represents a
direct threat to their retirement. But, on the other hand, the
young are the nost opposed to raising the retirenent age and
seniors the least. (Seniors's support for hiking the retirenent
age may rest on the calculation that it will not affect them
because they assunme that they will be protected from any change.

Younger cohorts perceive this change as directly affecting them)
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Table 22 indicates that seniors agreed with the youngest cohort in
favoring a reduction in the benefits of upper-incone retirees, and
that the | owest incone group who were | east affected by the reform
al so expressed the | east supportive.

Ref orm ng Soci al Security poses significant political risks,
especially to Denocrats who have traditionally been perceived by
the public as defenders of the program Reforns that were
unpopul ar with the public and were identified with Denocrats woul d
threaten what has traditionally been a "Denocratic issue" -- and
t he evidence points to just this kind of erosion.

Table 23 indicates that the Denocrats have generally held a
steady edge in public trust. But, Anericans' views have changed as
President Cinton has inched toward enbraci ng Social Security
reform and many Denocrats enbraced the bal anced budget anendnent
despite warnings of the danger to Social Security: a grow ng numnber
have concl uded that neither party can be trusted to handl e the
program In little over two years the proportion expressing

confidence in neither party has junped from15%to a steady 22%

CONCLUSI ON

Americans will be soaking up the upcom ng debate on Soci a
Security, as it heats up and the nedia offer a burst of coverage.
Several patterns appear |ikely. Americans are unlikely to support
a whol esal e replacing of the current Social Security systemwth a
new privatized one. The conbination of risk aversion, stock market

fluctuations, and overwhel m ng support for the existing program
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guarantee significant resistance.

Americans, on the other hand, can be influenced to consider
sonme reform short of whol esal e changes. But, even the usual nenu
of increnental adjustnments will require concerted |eadership and
conprom se solutions that unify political |eaders.

Whet her Anericans can be brought around to support reform of
Social Security will primarily depend on the content and acri nony
of elite debate, and the nedia's portrayal of the debate and
Americans' reaction to it. Qur analysis of public opinion toward
Social Security has pointed to nunerous cases where public
knowl edge and preferences echoed information available to it.

I naccurate or inplausible views by the public can reflect distorted
or vague rather than any innate limtations of Anmericans.

If the past is any guide, journalists and policy makers shoul d
be on alert to avoid two pitfalls. First, political activists now
prepare for policy debates by using polls to carefully calibrate
their public presentations to win over public support. Conbattant
in the immnent Social Security debate are likely to craft their
talk to frane the issues in ways that are nost likely to sway
Anmer i cans.

It is entirely predictable that the research on public opinion
will define the terms on which the public debate is fought. As we
i ndi cated above, fram ng privatization in terns that stress
i ncreased choice and room for individual independence can boost
support for it; by contrast, highlighting the risks of stock

i nvestnments and the costs of the transition pull the rug out on
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privatization.

The nature of the upcom ng Social Security debate is likely to
chal | enge seriously the presunption that politicians pander by
foll owi ng public opinion when they nake policy. Public opinion, as
we have seen, does not rank Social Security as a pressing crisis,
and it is opposed to privatization and quite anbival ent regardi ng
i ncremental changes. |If politicians slavishly foll owed public
opi nion, they probably would pass on the issue. But, President
Cinton and nenbers of Congress are nmoving forward and will work to
direct public opinion toward their preferred proposals. The
presunption of pandering will be flipped on its head: instead of
publ i ¢ opinion research driving policy decisions, policy decisions
will drive public opinion research toward identifying the best
| anguage and argunents for presenting the preferred policy.

The second pitfall involves the nedia, who will conmmunicate
the debate to Anericans. Wether Americans' know edge about Socia
Security will be deepened depends on journalists passing up
excessi ve coverage of the political fight in favor of substantive
coverage. Qur analysis of previous debates over Social Security
suggests that journalists have typically by-passed substance in
favor disproportionate coverage of conflict and crisis.

The fact that political activists will be fighting for public
opi nion gives journalists an especially inportant responsibility to
fully report the state of public thinking. Qur recent "pollwatch,"
whi ch eval uated nedia reporting on public opinion toward

entitlements, suggests that journalists |load their stories with
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shal | ow references to polls as a quick frame of reference -- the
journalistic equivalent of a drive-by shooting. Nearly 40% of
references to polls that we exam ned offered no actual evidence at
all. Only a quarter of the references discussed survey results in
an indepth manner as the main focus of a story; the overwhel m ng
majority of references cited polls in passing. |In addition, polls
were often briefly cited in a rapid-fire delivery. Over 80% of the
references to them consuned t he equivalent of 10 |ines of newspaper
text or less; half of the references were 5 lines or less. It was
rare for poll results to receive nmuch genui ne di scussion.
Journalists have too often settled for generic
characterizations of "poll after poll" and to vacuous references to
"strong" or "weak" public attitudes, which | eaves the audi ence
hel pl ess to evaluate the public's preferences on its own.
Journalists ought to present far nore fully the nmultiple and
conpeting concerns that Anmericans bring to their evaluations. Let
policy makers westle with aligning their preferences with those of

t he public.
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NOTES

. Third MIlennium "Social Security: The Credibility
Gap," Survey by Frank Luntz and Mark Siegel, Septenber
1994.

. A March 1997 Washi ngton Post poll question asked: "Wuld
you say you know a lot, a fair anount, very little, or
not hi ng about Social Security?" 5% selected a |lot, 51%
fair anount, 40% not too well informed, and 4% not at
all informed. The Enpl oyee Benefit Research Institute
asked: "Wuld you say that you are very confi dence,
somewhat confident, not too confidence or not at al
confidence... that you have a good understandi ng of how
the Social Security systemworks." 21% sel ected very
confident, 41 sonmewhat confident, 23% not too confident,
13% not at all confident, and 2% reported not know ng.

. There was sone drop off: the proportion who indicated
that they foll owed Social Security "very" or "fairly"
closely in the news fell from64%in January 1997 to 49%
in February.

. Public Agenda Foundation, "Mles to Go: A Status Report
on Americans' Plans for Retirement," 1997.

. Public Agenda Foundation, "Mles to Go: A Status Report
on Americans' Plans for Retirement," 1997.

. EBRI's survey may be inflated by context effects due to
prior questions about the nature of UFGCs. A prelimnary
survey in New York State that avoided the pitfalls of
such context effects found results that were | ower than
EBRI's but still confirnmed the inaccuracy of the Third
M Il enniumreport. The survey was conducted by the

Bar nar d- Col unbi a Center for Urban Policy/ 1199

Communi cati ons Center

. Public Agenda Foundation, "Mles to Go: A Status Report
on Anericans' Plans for Retirenment,” 1997. DYG found a
simlar pattern in its two surveys in 1995 and 1996.
"Social Security and Medicare: An Ongoi ng Study of
Public Values and Attitudes,"” conducted by DYG Inc for
the AARP, Fall 1996.

. "Social Security and Medi care: An Ongoi ng Study of
Public Values and Attitudes,"” conducted by DYG Inc for
the AARP, Fall 1996.

. Princeton Survey Research Associ ates asked: (As a

t axpayer, please tell me whether you generally approve
or di sapprove of having your tax dollars used to help
pay for each of the follow ng.) Wat about... Socia



Security for better off retired people?”

10. "Social Security and Medicare: An Ongoi ng Study of
Public Values and Attitudes,"” conducted by DYG Inc for
the AARP, Fall 1996.

11. National Issues Foruns Report on the |Issues, 1997.
"The National Piggybank: Does Qur Retirenent System Need
Fi xi ng?" Conducted by John Dobl e Research Associ ates.

12. "Social Security and Medicare: An Ongoi ng Study of
Public Values and Attitudes,"” conducted by DYG Inc for
the AARP, Fall 1996.

13. The survey asked: "Under the existing Social Security
pl an workers and their enployers each contribute equally
to total payroll taxes of 12/4%which is paid on $65, 400
of workers' annual salary. Do you favor or oppose the
exi sting Social Security plan?" 64% favored the existing
arrangement and 29% opposed it.

14. Public Agenda Foundation, "Mles to Go: A Status
Report on Anericans' Plans for Retirement,” 1997.

15. National |ssues Foruns Report on the |Issues, 1997.
"The National Piggybank: Does Qur Retirenent System Need
Fi xi ng?" Conducted by John Dobl e Research Associ ates.

16. Public Agenda Foundation, "Mles to Go: A Status
Report on Anericans' Plans for Retirement,” 1997, p.24.

17. Roper .

18. Gallup Polls, 1990-1998, The Gl lup Poll and press
rel eases.

19. March and June 1996. Roper.

20. "Renmarkabl e Returns may Raise Unrealistic
Expectations,” In the Vanguard, Wnter 1997.
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al l ow people to invest sonme of their Social Security
payroll contributions in the stock market. This change
nmeans that when people retire, their benefits could
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Table 1. The Public's Information

MAP: | would |ike to ask you agout Social Security. In
general, how well inforned are you about Social Security--that
is, the benefits available, who is and is not covered, and so
on? Woul d you say you are very well informed, fairly well

i nformed, not too well informed, or not at all inforned?

1973 1975 1976 1978 1982 1983

Vel l inforned 48% 50% 49% 46% 58% 57%
Not too well inforned 39 38 41 40 32 34
Not at all well infornmed 13 12 10 14 9 9
Don't know - - - - - - - - 1 - -

1984 1985 1986 1988 1989 1990
Vel l inforned 60% 56% 55% 52% 55% 60%
Not too well i nforned 33 34 34 36 32 28
Not at all well inforned 7 9 10 10 11 11
Don't know -- 1 1 2 2 1

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997
Vel l inforned 59% 58% 54% 60% 54% 59% 56%
Not too well inforned 30 29 30 28 31 28 31
Not at all well inforned 11 12 15 11 14 12 12
Don't know - - 1 1 1 1 1 1

Note: N s of at |east 1000. Table collapses "very inforned" and "fairly well
inforned" into "well inforned."



Table 2. Anerican Understandi ng of Social Security Financing

EBRI, HARRI'S, NCSS, NCA, CBS/ NYT, YSW WP: Which statenent do
you think is nost accurate?... Social Security payroll taxes
are used to pay benefits nowto current retirees. Socia
Security payroll taxes are put into an account to pay for your
Soci al Security benefits when you retire.

Harris NCSS NCA CBS/ NYT YSW EBRI
8/ 782 11/ 79° 7/ 81° 7/ 81° 1985° 11/ 92
Used to pay
benefits now 78% 71% 75% 70% 79% 61%

Put into an

account to

pay for your

benefits when

you retire,

get set

asi de 8 20

Nei t her (vol.) -- 1 -

Both (vol.) -- --

Don't know,

r ef used,

not sure,

no opi ni on 14 8 13 19 8 1
N=1, 699 1, 549 3, 427 1, 467 2,000 1,000

11 13 37
.- .- 2

w , ©

EBRI WP
1/ 94 3/ 97°
Used to pay
benefits now 65% 68%
Put into an
account to
pay for your
benefits when
you retire,
get set aside 31 24
Nei t her (vol.) 1 1
Both (vol.) -- --
Don't know,
r ef used,
not sure,
no opi ni on 3 7
N=1, 000 1, 309

& Asked of current and retired enployees. As far as you know, do the Soci al
Security taxes people pay get set aside in a fund for their own retirenent, or
are they or are they used to pay for Social Security benefits that people are
col l ecting today?

® Now | amgoing to read you two statenents on Social Security and ask you which
better describes the way Social Security works.



© As far as you know, do the Social Security taxes working people pay today get
set aside in a fund for their own future retirenent, or are they used to pay
Soci al Security benefits for retired peopl e today?

9 Do Social Security taxes go into an individul fund to provide benefits for an
i ndi vi dual when he retires, or are they used to provide the benefits paid to
peopl e now?

® Full question wording not available. Believe that noney going into Socia
Security is held in trust or reserve for the person until he or she retires; it
is used to pay for the benefits given to current Social Security recipients.

! same | ead as 1994 question, and "F.|.C. A (Federal I|nsurance Contributions
Act) are used too pay benefits imediately to current retirees; F.1.C A taxes
are put into an account to pay for your Social Security benefits when you
retire.”

91 have sone questions about Social Security. Not everyone wll have heard
about all the issues |I'm asking about. Please answer each question to the best
of your know edge, but if you're not sure about an answer, just say so. Wich
of these two statenents do you think is nore accurate . . . Social Security
payrol |l taxes collected fromworkers today are used to pay benefits for current
retirees, or Social Security payroll taxes paid by workers today are put into
an account to pay for their own Social Secuirty benefits when they retire?



Table 3. Know edge of Social Security

Survey ltem % Corr ect
Soci al Security does not provide job training (1974) 89
Medi care is part of Social Security system (1974) 75

Soci al Security payroll taxes collected from workers today

used to pay benefits for current retirees (1997 &

Tabl e 2) 68
Soci al Security programfaces financial difficulties

because fewer workers will be available to pay Soci al

Security taxes (1997) 59
Exhaustion of the Social Security trust fund neans that

the systemw || have fewer assets and will have to pay

out benefits at a reduced | evel (1997) 57
Social Security is calculated as part of the total federal

budget when the federal governnent cal cul ates the

budget deficit (1997) 50
Social Security trust fund invests ingovernment treasury
bonds (1997) 49

Soci al Security programfaces financial difficulties
because people on Social Security are living |onger so

they cost the program nore noney (1997) 47
Food stanps are not part of Social Security (1979) 41
Not all federal enployees pay social security (1979) 37
Social Security is one of the two | argest areas of

spendi ng by the federal governnent (1995) 33
Social Security is one of the top two federal budget

expenses (1989) 27
What is Social Security tax rate (1979) 25

Social Security's financial difficulties result from noney
inits trust fund bei ng spend on other prograns (1997) 9
Social Security's financial difficulties result from
its trust fund being invested unwi sely (1997) 8
Soci al Security's financial difficulties do not result
fromfraud and abuse (1997) 7



Table 4. Social Security Know edge by Educati on

<HS HS Some Col | ege Post
G ad G ad Col | ege G aduat e G aduat e
SS pay- as-you-go 47% 62% 76% 81% 88%
SS part of budget in
calculating deficit 43 49 46 58 51
SS trust fund invests
in gov. bonds 38 44 48 60 64

SS faces difficulties

b/c fewer workers to

pay taxes 56 50 57 71 72
SS faces difficulties

b/ c people are

living | onger 32 42 42 60 71
SS difficulties not

caused by fraud and

abuse by recipients 3 6 7 8 15
SS difficulties not

caused by noney in

fund spent on ot her

progr anms 5 6 8 14 16
SS difficulties not

caused by unw se

i nvest ments of noney

in fund 9 6 9 9 9



Table 5. Social Security Know edge by I ncone

< $10K- $20K- $30K- $50K- >
$10K $20K $30K $50K $70K $70K

SS pay-as-you-go 50% 57% 61% 75% 81% 80%
SS part of budget in

calculating deficit 51 50 54 50 46 52
SS trust fund invests

in gov. bonds 38 43 45 50 58 62
SS faces difficulties

b/ c fewer workers

to pay taxes 54 57 52 60 63 69
SS faces difficulties

b/ c people are

l'iving | onger 42 35 38 50 58 63
SS difficulties not

caused by fraud and

abuse by recipients 4 4 8 7 9 9
SS difficulties not

caused by nmoney in

fund spent on ot her

pr ogr ans 6 7 7 9 11 16
SS difficulties not

caused by unwi se

i nvest ments of noney

in fund 8 5 7 8 11 8



Table 6. Social Security Know edge by Age
18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+

SS pay- as-you-go 66% 75% 75% T77% 46% 54%
SS part of budget in

calculating deficit 51 48 53 43 51 53
SS trust fund invests

in gov. bonds 47 52 50 51 44 47
SS faces difficulties

b/ c fewer workers

to pay taxes 55 60 59 58 65 56
SS faces difficulties

b/ c people are

l'iving | onger 30 41 58 56 58 44
SS difficulties not

caused by fraud and

abuse by recipients 4 9 11 8 5 5
SS difficulties not

caused by noney in

fund spent on ot her

pr ogr ans 9 9 13 7 5 7
SS difficulties not

caused by unwi se

i nvest ments of noney

in fund 5 9 7 7 9 11



Table 7. Confidence in the Social Security System

MAP: How confident are you, yourself, in the future of the
Social Security systen? Wuld you say you are very confident,
somewhat confident, not too confident, or not at al

confi dent ?

1975 1976 1977 1978 1981 1982

Conf i dent 65 57 50 39 42 32
Not too confi dent 27 32 30 39 39 43
Not at all
confi dent 10 10 20 21 18 24
Don't know -- 1 -- 1 1 1
1983 1984 1985 1986 1988 1989
Confi dent 34 32 35 39 49 45
Not too confi dent 38 43 37 37 30 31
Not at all
confi dent 26 25 24 21 15 20
Don't know 2 -- 4 4 6 4
1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995
Confi dent 52 50 49 39 40 42
Not too confi dent 29 27 28 33 32 33
Not at all
confi dent 15 18 18 23 23 20
Don't know 4 5 5 5 5 5
1996 1997
Confi dent 33 40
Not too confi dent 30 30
Not at all
confi dent 32 25
Don't know 5 5

Note: N s of at least 1000. This table collapses "very confident" and
"somewhat confident"” into "confident."



Table 8. Confidence in Social Security by Denographic G oups
(% confi dent ?)

1/ 92 3/ 95 2/ 96 10/ 96 1/ 97
<HS G ad 49% 53% 42% 47% 56%
HS Grad 41 33 39 40 43
Sone col | ege 35 25 31 30 33
Col | ege grad 35 31 31 29 34
<$15K 44 49 50 40 48
$15K- $30K 43 35 33 37 45
$30K- $50K 36 26 29 34 38
$50K- $75K 35° 37 27 27 35
$75K+ 32 32 37 26
18- 29 25 25 20 22 24
30- 39 24 14 13 20 17
40- 49 30 24 24 24 29
50- 59 53 40 42 54 52
60- 69 71 74 72 63 84
70+ 80 76 80 66 79

& CBS/NYT: Do you think the Social Security systemwill have the noney avail abl e
to provide the benefits you expect for your retirenent?
® Indi cates $50K and over.



Tabl e 9. Spending on Social Security

NORC-GSS: W are faced with many problens in this country,
none of which can be can be solved easily or inexpensively.

" mgoing to nane sone of these problens, and for each one I'd
like you to tell ne whether you think we're spending too nmuch
noney on it, too little noney, or about the right anount.) Are
we spending too nuch, too little, or about the right anmount
on... Social Security?

4/ 84 4/ 85 4/ 86 4/ 87 4/ 88 4/ 89 4/ 90

Too little 51 52 56 55 53 54 49
About right 35 38 36 35 38 37 40
Too nuch 9 7 6 6 6 4 6
Don't know 5 3 3 4 4 5 5

N= 968 1534 1470 1466 1481 1537 1372

4/ 91 4/93 4/ 94 5/ 96

Too little 52 44 47 49

About right 39 43 41 38

Too nuch 4 7 7 8

Don't know 5 6 5 6

N 1517 1606 2992 2904



Tabl e 10. Federal Budget Priorities

NES, PSRA: |If you had a say in nmaking up the federal budget
this year, for which of the follow ng prograns would you |ike
to see spending increased and for which would you Iike to see
spendi ng decreased: Should federal spending on . . . Social
Security be increased, decreased, or kept about the sane?

NES NES NES NES NES
19842 1986 1988 1990 1992
| ncreased 51% 64% 58% 62% 48%
Sane 44 31 37 33 46.5
Decr eased 4 3 3 3 4
Cut out ent-
irely (vol.) -- - - --P - - --P
Don't know 2 2 2 2 1
N 1,924 2,165 2,032 1,992 2,473
NES PSRA® PSRA®
11/ 94 12/ 94 5/ 97
| ncreased 51% 46% 44%
Sarme 43 45 46
Decr eased 5 7 7
Cut out ent-
irely (vol.) -- -- --
Don't know 2 2 3
N 1,795 1,511 1, 228

& Omits "of the follow ng."

P Less than 0.5 percent.

©"1f you were making up the federal budget this year, would you increase
spendi ng for Social Security, decrease spending for Social Security, or keep
spendi ng the sane for this?"



Table 11. Cutting the Federal Budget by Reduci ng Soci al
Security Spendi ng

GALLUP, HARRI'S, TIME/ YSW YSW ABC/ WP, EBRI, Kaiser/Harvard,
LAT, Roper, ABC, WP. Do you favor or oppose a cut in federal
government spending for: Social Security?

GALLUP

GALLUP HARRIS HARRIS GALLUP sunmmer

1/ 81 8/ 812 9/ 81° 1/ 83¢ 19844
Favor cut 21% 18% 22% 13% 14%
Oppose cut 79 82 78 87 86

Kai ser/

TI ME/ YSW YSW Harvard LAT ROPER

12/ 84® 5/ 85° 11/ 94f 1/ 959  2/95"
Favor cut 9% 13% 17% 12% 14%
Oppose cut 91 87 83 86 85

HARRIS  ABC ABC/ WP ABC/ W WP

5/ 95 5/ 95/ 9/ 95¥ 1/ 96X 3/ 97
Favor cut 19% 11% 16% 26% 29%
Oppose cut 79 88 83 71 70

Note: N s of at | east 850.

® Now let nme ask you if the only way to have a chance to bal ance the federal
budget by 1984 was to make sharp cuts in Social security benefits, would you
favor cutting Social Security or would you favor not bal ancing the federal
budget ?

® president Reagan wants to bal ance the federal budget by 1984, but says he has
to cut $75 billion in order to make the budget balance. If the only way to have
a chance to bal ance the federal budget by 1984 were to nake sharp cuts
in...Social Security...would you favor such cuts, or would you favor not

bal anci ng the federal budget?

1t is estimated that the federal government will have a deficit of as nmuch as
$200 billion for fiscal 1984--that is, it will spend nore than it takes in--
unl ess sone steps are taken to reduce the deficit. Basically, there are only a
few ways this deficit can be reduced. Please tell nme whether you approve or

di sapprove of each of the followi ng...Mike cuts in "entitlenment" prograns such
as Social Security, and the like.

4 Same as note c, except, "It is estimated that the federal government will have
a deficit of as much as $185 billion for fiscal 1985....

¢ Asked of registered voters. People have suggested nmaking spending cuts in
specific programareas in order to reduce the federal budget deficit. | am
going to read you a list of prograns. For each, please tell ne whether you
favor spending cuts to reduce the deficit or oppose spending cuts... Soci al
Security.

! Asked of adults who voted in the 1994 el ections. A number of policies have
been proposed in order to reduce the federal deficit. If the next Congress

deci des to address the problemof the deficit, would you favor or oppose each
of the following policies that m ght be proposed? Decrease spending on Soci al
Security...

9 (As you may know, there is much discussion in Washi ngt on about which prograns
shoul d be cut back in order to reduce the federal budget deficit.) Do you
think the governnent should cut back spending. . . . on Social Security?



" (There is talk in Washington about cutting back certain programs to reduce the
federal budget deficit. 1'mgoing to read you a list of areas where possible
cuts could be made.) Should the federal governnent cut back spending . . . on
soci al security?

" (A nunber of spending reductions have been proposed in order to bal ance the
federal budget and avoid raising taxes). Wuld you favor or oppose maki ng

maj or spending reductions in . . . social security?
I'"I'n order to balance the federal budget deficit in seven years would you favor
or oppose cutting . . . the growth of spending on social security?

K In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, should the governnent cut
spending on . . . Social Security?
' "(Please tell me whether you favor or oppose reductions in future spending on
Social Security for each of the follow ng purposes). Wuld you favor or oppose
reducti ons

to bal ance the federal budget?



Tabl e 12. Bal anced Budget Anmendnent and Soci al Security

ABC, CBS/ NYT, WP, ABC/WP: (asked of those favoring a bal anced
budget anendnent) Suppose bal ancing the federal budget required
cuts in Social Security - then would you favor a bal anced budget
amendnent, or not?

ABC CBS/ NYT  ABC CBS/ NYT WP ABC/ WP
1/95* 2/95 3/ 95% 4/ 95 9/ 95" 1/96°
Favor 34% 36% 38% 30% 37% 26%
Oppose 65 59 58 66 62% 71
Not sure,
don't know,
no opi ni on 2 5 5 4 1 3

& Wul d you support or oppose a constitutional anendment to require a bal anced
budget anmendnent if it meant cuts in federal spending on . . . Social Security?
® (A nunber of spending reductions have been proposed in order to bal ance the
federal budget and avoid raising taxes. Wuld you favor or oppose making maj or
spendi ng reductions in each of the follow ng federal prograns?) . . . Social
Security?

®1In order to balance the federal budget in seven years, would you favor or
oppose cutting the growh of spending on Social Security?



Table 13. Cutting Federal Budget Deficit by Reducing Cost-of -
Li ving I ncrease

CBS/ NYT, AG ABC/ W, TIME, Kaiser/Harvard, Roper, YP/CNN TIME, NBC/ W5J:
In order to reduce the size of the federal budget deficit, would you be
willing to have the governnent reduce schedul ed cost-of-1iving

i ncreases in Social Security?

CBS/ NYT  CBS/ NYT  ABC/ WP CBS/ NYT  TIMe

5/ 82 1/ 852 5/ 85° 11/ 872 2/ 88°
Good idea, wlling,
f avor 31% 23% 19% 22% 29%
Bad i dea, not
willing, oppose 61 73 78 73 66
Don't know 8 4 2 5 5
Kai ser/ Harvard ROPER YP/ CNN Tl ME
11/ 9449 2/ 95¢ 5/ 95
Good idea, wlling,
f avor 26% 34% 34%
Bad i dea, not
willing, oppose 74 62 62
Don't know - - 4 4

Note: N s of at |east 800.

& 1n order to reduce the size of the federal budget deficit, would you be
willing to have the governnent reduce schedul ed cost-of-living increases in
Soci al Security or not?

® Do you think the government shoul d give people a smaller Social Security cost-
of-living increase than they are now schedul ed to get as a way of reducing the
budget deficit, or not?

¢ Do you favor or oppose the follow ng proposals to reduce the federal budet
deficit? Reducing cost-of-living increases in Social Security paynents.

4 Asked of adults who voted in the 1994 el ections. "A number of policies have
been proposed in order to reduce the federal deficit. If the next Congress
deci des to address the problemof the deficit, would you favor or oppose each
of the followi ng policies that m ght be proposed? Reduce the annual cost of
living increases in Social Security."”

®In addition to these areas, sone are suggesting that the anount of the annual
increases in Social Secuirty benefits - called CO.As - be reduced to help cut
the federal budget deficit. As part of an overall plan to bal ance the budget,
woul d you favor or oppose each of the following? . . . Lowering increases in
Soci al Security benefits (COLAs) to about 2% for each of the next two years?

' (Please tell me whether you favor or oppose each of the following to reduce
the budget deficit) . . . Reducing the cost-of-living increases in Social
Security bnefits in 1999.



Table 14. Tax Benefits of Walthy to Reduce Budget

TI ME/ YCS, AP/ MG Harris, USNWR, NEWSWEEK: Do you favor or
oppose the follow ng proposals to reduce the federal budget
deficit? Increasing taxes on Social Security paynents going to
weal t hy Ameri cans.

TI NE/
TI VE/ CNN/
YCS Harris USNM\R Newswk  YP WP
2/ 88 10/92% 1/93° 1/93° 12/94% 3/97°¢

Favor,

support 56% 58% 49% 67% 57% 64%
Oppose 39 40 46 31 38 34
It depends -- -- 3 -- -- --
Not sure,

don't

know,

ref used 5 1 2 2 5 2
N 1824 1248 1005 774 800 1, 309
@ 1'mgoing to read you a nunber of steps that Ross Perot has proposed which he
says will hel p reduce the federal deficit. For each statenment, tell ne if you
favor or oppose it.... Increasing the tax on Social Security inconme for upper
i ncome recipients
P As President, Bill Cinton will probably be forced to make tough choi ces.
Woul d you favor or oppose each of the follow ng choices that he mght nmeke in
order to reduce the federal deficit?...Increase taxes on Social Security

benefits for upper-incone ol der people

¢ To help reduce the federal budget deficit, please tell ne if you would support
or oppose each of the follow ng....New taxes on Social Security benefits for

t he weal t hy.

9 Do you favor or oppose requiring Social Security recipients who have higher
incomes to pay federal incone taxes on a |arger share of their Social Security

payment s?
®In order to keep the Social Security programfinancially sound in the future
woul d you favor or oppose each of the followi ng proposals? . . . Reducing

benefits paid to upper-incone retirees in the future?



Tabl e 15. Qpposition to Spendi ng Reductions on Soci al
Security (% opposed)

1/ 952 9/ 95° 1/ 96° 3/ 97°
<HS G ad 94% 88% 85% 70%
HS Grad 90 88 75 68
Some col | ege 85 85 72 69
Col | ege grad 79 74 62 71
Post grad 67 66 44 73
<$10K 90° 94" 78" 54
$10K- $20K 89 81 74
$20K- $30K 93 90 79 75
$30K- $50K 88 82 69 67
$50K- $70K 83' 74 63 67
>$70K 739 68 57 73
18- 29 83 83 74 60
30- 39 86 84 74 69
40- 49 81 80 68 70
50- 59 88 85 65 73
60- 69 92 82 73 80
70+ 93 84 72 70

& (As you may know, there is nmuch discussion in Washi ngt on about which prograns
shoul d be cut back in order to reduce the federal budget deficit.) Do you
think the

gover nment shoul d cut back spending: . . . on Social Security?
® |n order to reduce the federal budgt deficit, should the governnent cut
spending on . . . Social Security?

®1In order to balance the federal budget in seven years, would you favor or
oppose cutting the growh of spending on Social Security?

49 (Please tell me whether you favor or oppose reductions in future spending on
Social Security for each of the follow ng purposes.) Wuld you favor or oppose
reductions . . . to balance the federal budget?

¢ < $20K.

" $50- $60K

9 >$60K.

" <$12K

' $12- $20K



Table 16. Support for Spending on Social Security by
Denographic Goups (% indicating spending "too little' or
"about right' on Social Security?)

(2/91) (2/93) (1/94) (2/96)
<HS Grad 83% 91% 90% 89%
HS G ad 90 90 90 90
Some col | ege 91 87 88 86
Col | ege grad 88 84 82 81
Post grad 87 76 85 77
<$15K 91 90 88 86
$15K- $20K 96 84 87 92
$20K- $30K 94 90 92 88
$30K- $50K 89 88 87 88
$50K- $70K 90 84 88 87
>$70K 84 83 87 80
18- 29 88 85 83 85
30- 39 89 87 87 83
40- 49 89 86 89 84
50-59 92 88 89 90
60- 69 93 92 91 95
70+ 96 87 92 90

8 NORC. (We are faced with many problens in this country, none of which can be

sol ved easily or inexpensively. 1'mgoing to name sone of these problens, and

for each one 1'd like you to tell me whether you think we're spending too nuch

noney on it, too little nmoney, or about the right anpbunt.) Are we spending too
much, too little, or about the right amobunt on . . . Social Security?



Tabl e 17. The Risks and Rewards of Privatization

CBS/ NYT, TIME/ CNN, WP: Sone peopl e have suggested investing
some of the social security trust fund in the stock market,
whi ch m ght make nore noney for the fund, but would involve
greater risk. Do you think investing sone of the social
security trust fund in the stock market is a good idea or a
bad i dea?

CBS/ NYT TI ME/ CNN WP

2/ 96 12/ 962 3/ 972
Favor 25 36 35
Oppose 69 56 63
Not sure 6 8 2

& Sone people favor investing a portion of social security tax funds in the
stock market because this might lead to higher investnent returns. O her

peopl e oppose this idea because they say the stock market is too unpredictable.
What is your opinion? Do you favor or oppose investing a portion of the tax
noney col |l ected for social security in the stock narket?



Table 18. Investing in Stock Market by Denographic G oups (%
Opposed?

<HS G ad 74%
HS G ad 72
Some col | ege 58
Col | ege grad 51
Post grad 47
<$10K 80
$10K- $20K 71
$20K- $30K 70
$30K- $50K 60
$50K- $70K 51
>$70K 47
18- 29 60
30- 39 66
40- 49 56
50- 59 67
60- 69 69
70+ 65

& WP. Sone people favor investing a portion of Social Security tax funds in the
stock market because this might |ead to higher investnent returns. O her

peopl e oppose this idea because they say the stock market is too unpredictable.
What is your opinion? Do you favor or oppose investing a portion of the tax
noney col l ected for Social Security in the stock narket?



Table 19. Raising Retirement Age

GALLUP, MAP, CBS/ NYT, NCA, HARRI S, ORC, ROPER, LAT, NBC AP,
TIME/ YSW A-S, NBC/WBJ, Kaiser/Harvard: Currently, people can
begin receiving full Social Security benefits at age 65. Some
peopl e are suggesting gradually raising, over the next 25
years or so, the age for full benefits to age 67 or 68 as a
way to make the systemfinancially sound. Do you favor this
proposal or oppose it?

Gal | up VAP MAP  CBS/NYT  NCA

10/ 77 6/79 6/81° 7/81° 7/ 81¢
Favor 30% 19% 26% 50% 35%
Oppose 64 74 59 42 59
Don't know,
no answer 7 7 14 8 6

HARRIS ORC Roper Harris LAT Gallup NBC AP
8/81° 9/81" 7/829 11/82" 11/82' 11/82 11/82%
Favor, approve,

willing to see 33% 44% 21% 41% 45% 30% 44%
Oppose,
di sapprove,
not willing
to see 65 52 70 58 52 63 50
Don't know,
no answer 2 4 9 1 3 7 6
TI IVE/ Kai ser/
YSW CBS/ NYT A-S NBC/ WBJ Harvard PSRA
12/ 82" 1/83™ 4/83" 1/93° 11/94° 1/97¢
Favor 42% 39% 44% 20% 39% 31%
Oppose 54 57 45 77 61 64
Don't know,
no answer 4 4 11 3 - - 5

Note: N s of at | east 750.

1t has been proposed that as a cost saving neasure the retirenent age for
Soci al Security be increased from65 to 68. Wuld you favor or oppose such a
change?

| amgoing to read you a number of proposals that have been made for changes
in the Social Security system For each proposal, | wuld like you to tell ne
whet her you favor it, oppose it, or if you are uncertain. Gradually raise the
age at which people receive full retirement benefits fromage 65 to 68,

begi nning in the year 2000.

¢ To save noney, would you favor or oppose increasing the age at which people
were eligible to receive full Social Security benefits from65 to 68, if that
change becane effective 20 years from now?

4 A nunber of recomrendations have been made to help the Social Security system
Pl ease tell nme whether you strongly approve, approve, disapprove, or strongly
di sapprove of each of the followi ng recommendations?...Gadually raise the
retirenment age for full Social Security benefits from®65 to 68 years of age.



¢ As you know, there is nmuch discussion about changing Social Security to put
that systemon a sounder financial basis. Let ne ask you about some proposals
that have been made for Social Security changes. Wuld favor or

oppose. .. changing the age from65 to 68 that people can go on Social Security
with full benefits, by the year 1990.

! There have been many suggestions made for dealing with the problens of the
Soci al Security system |I'mgoing to read sone of these and, for each one,

pl ease tell ne whether you strongly favor, mldly favor, mldly oppose, or
strongly oppose the idea. Slowy increase the age of eligibility for full
retirenent benefits from65 to 68.

9 Experts have said that in a few years there won't be enough noney coning in
from Social Security taxes to pay for the nobney going out in benefits. Here are
sone suggestions that have been nade for coping with the problem of the rising
cost of Social Security. (Card shown respondent) For each one, would you tell
nme whether it is something you would be willing to see done, or not willing to
see done?...Raise the age at which people are eligible to get Social Security
benefits from65 to 68.

" Same as note d, except "...you approve or disapprove..."

' Woul d you approve of gradually increasing the retirenment age for Soci al
Security benefits, or would you di sapprove of that? (wait for an answer) Do you
feel strongly about that, or not so strongly?

' As | read off some of the ways Social Security could help pay it way, please
tell me whether you approve or disapprove of each one:...Gadually increase the
age at which people becone eligible to receive Social Security benefits?

kK“As you may know, the Social Security system cannot make all the current
paynents that are due w thout making changes of sone sort in the way the system
operates. I'd like to ask you a few questions about sone specific proposals
that have been made for changing the system..Next, would you favor or oppose
gradual Iy increasing the age at which people can retire with full Social
Security benefits?

! Asked of registered voters. There are a nunber of other proposals for dealing
with the social security problem 1'd Iike to know how you feel about each one.
Do you favor or oppose noving retirenent age to 67 or 687

™ The Social Security systemis spending nore noney to pay benefits than it is
taking from Social Security taxes. W want your opinion about sonme of the
proposal s that have been nade to solve this. To solve the Social Security

probl emwoul d you be willing or not willing to raise the age at which people
are eligible for full benefits from65 years old to 687

" The Congress has passed a four-part package to ensure the future funding of
the Social Security system We'd like to get your reactions to each of the four
parts. First, the retirement age at which you can get full benefits will be
raised to age 66 by the year 2009 and to age 67 by the year 2027. Do you: favor
this strongly, favor this somewhat, oppose this somewhat oppose this strongly?
° Do you think that the government should gradually raise the retirement age so
that people qualify for full Social Security benefits at age 67 rather than at
age 65, or should the age for receiving Social Security benefits be kept at 65?
P Asked of adults who voted in 1994 el ections. A number of policies have been
proposed in order to reduce the federal deficit. If the next Congress decides
to address the problemof the deficit, would you favor or oppose each of the
followi ng policies that m ght be proposed? Increase the retirenment age for
Social Security from65 to 67 years of age...

9 1'"mgoing to read you sone proposals to change Social Security to keep the
systemfinancially sound in the future. Please tell ne whether you woul d
general ly favor or oppose each proposed change that | read. Wat about this
proposal . . . gradually increasing the retirenment age for Social Security from
65 to 69 wi thout affecting people now receiving benefits?



Tabl e 20. Strengthen Finances by Increasing Retirement Age by
Denogr aphi ¢ G oups (% opposed)

(1/97)? (3/97)°

<HS G ad 73% 60%
HS G ad 65 54
Some col | ege 68 50
Col | ege grad 57 44
Post grad 49 46
<$10K 57
$10K- $20K 51
$20K- $30K 54
$30K- $50K 49
$50K- $70K 48
>$70K 54
18- 29 65 55
30-39 69 53
40- 49 66 57
50-59 68 52
60- 69 60 48
70+ 52 35

& PSRA: |'mgoing to read you sone proposals to change Social Security to keep

the systemfinancially sound in the future. Please tell nme whether you woul d
general ly favor or oppose each proposed change that | read. Wat about this
proposal . . . gradually increasing the retirenment age for Social Security from
65 to 69 w thout affecting people now receiving benefits.

P WP: (In order to keep the Social Security programfinancially sound in the
future, would you favor or oppose each of the follow ng proposal s?) .

Gradual ly increasing the retirement age for Social Security without affecting
peopl e now recei ving benefits.



Tabl e 21. Strengthen Fi nances by Reduci ng Consumer Price
I ndex by Denographi c G oups (% opposed)

(12/ 96) 2 (3/97)2
<HS Grad 46% 45%
HS G ad 41 60
Some col | ege 46 56
Col | ege grad 37 45
Post grad 44 43
<$10K 32 64
$10K- $20K 34 55
$20K- $30K 47 53
$30K- $50K 41 59
$50K- $70K 47 50
>$70K 40 44
18- 29 29 45
30- 39 37 49
40- 49 49 57
50- 59 54 61
60+ 51 59
& NBC/WBJ: There is now a proposal to reduce the governnent's offical neasure of
inflation, called the Consuner Price Index. This will reduce future cost-of-
living increases in such prograns as Social Secuerity and veterans' benefits,
but also will reduce the federal deficit. Do you strongly favor, sonewhat

favor, sonewhat oppose, or strongly oppose reducing the Consuner Price Index in
this manner?



Tabl e 22. Reducing Benefits to Upper-Inconme Retirees by
Denogr aphi ¢ G oups

% Favor?

3/ 97
<HS G ad 55%
HS G ad 61
Some col | ege 66
Col | ege grad 70
Post grad 72
<$10K 53
$10K- $20K 59
$20K- $30K 69
$30K- $50K 69
$50K- $70K 66
>$70K 63
18- 29 60
30- 39 64
40- 49 71
50-59 65
60- 69 61
70+ 59

& WP (In order to keep the Social Security programfinancially sound in the
future, would you favor or oppose each of the follow ng proposals?) . . .
Reduci ng benefits paid to upper-incone retirees in the future?






