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New estimates show the role of Social Security in keeping elderly people of color out of poverty. For the first time, data are shown separately for Native Americans and Asian Americans, as well as for African Americans, Hispanic and white Americans. 

About 9 in 10 Americans age 65 and older receive Social Security or live with a spouse or other family member who receives it (table 1). Receipt rates are slightly lower for elderly people of color. African Americans and Native Americans are almost as likely as the general population to receive Social Security (88 percent), while receipt rates are somewhat lower for Hispanics (81 percent) and Asian Americans (65 percent). Some elderly Asian and Hispanic Americans have lived outside the United States during their working-age years and thus may not have gained coverage.


Table 1 
Persons Age 65 and Older, by Race and Ethnicity
1993-1997

  

 

Total
White
African American
Hispanic American
Asian American
Native American
Percent receiving Social Securitya 
92
94
88
81
65
88
Percent Poor b
Before counting income from public programs
50
49
63
62
36
55
After counting Social Security
14
12
31
33
20
21
After counting all public programs c
9
8
21
17
11
14
Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. To get adequate sample sizes, data are combined over 5 years of the annual Current Population Survey, 1993-1997.

a Persons are counted as receiving Social Security if they, themselves, receive it, or if a family member with whom they live receives it. 

b Poverty status is based on the total income of the family in which the elderly person lives.

c All public programs include: Social Security, Supplemental Security Income, other cash assistance, Food Stamps, housing subsidies, veterans= benefits, unemployment insurance, workers= compensation.



Social Security, Other Public Programs and Poverty
All Elderly Americans. The role of Social Security and other government programs in keeping elderly Americans out of poverty is also shown in table 1. If income from Social Security and other public programs were excluded from their incomes, about 50 percent of all elderly Americans would have incomes below the poverty level. (The poverty level was $9,712 for an elderly couple and $7,698 for an elderly unmarried person in 1997.) 

After counting Social Security, the proportion with incomes below the poverty line drops to 14 percent. When other public programs -- such as means-tested Supplemental Security Income, Food Stamps, and housing subsidies -- are counted, 9 percent remain poor.

Elderly People of Color. While elderly people of color are more likely to be poor, Social Security plays a significant role in raising the incomes of many above the poverty line. 

If income from all public programs were excluded from their incomes, more than 6 in 10 African American and Hispanic American elderly would be poor. When Social Security is counted, the rate drops to about 3 in 10. When income from other public programs is also counted, 21 percent of African-American and 17 percent of Hispanic-American elderly people remain poor. 

Among elderly Native Americans, 55 percent would be poor if no public programs are counted. The rate drops to 26 percent when Social Security is counted and to 14 percent when other public programs are included.

Elderly Asian Americans rely somewhat less on public programs to remain out of poverty. About 36 would be poor in the absence of public programs. The poverty rate drops to 20 percent after Social Security is counted and is 11 percent after all public programs are considered. 

In these data, poverty is based on family income. If an elderly person would be poor based solely on his or her own income, but lives with non-poor relatives, he or she is not counted as poor. 

Income Other Than Social Security
Social Security, pensions, income from savings or investments, and earnings from continued work are the main sources of income for older Americans. What role does each fill for older Americans in general, and for people of color?

The data in Table 2 are for elderly Aunits,@defined as married couples and unmarried persons age 65 and older. Reliable estimates are not available separately for Asian Americans and Native Americans. 

Pensions are received by about 4 in 10 elderly couples and unmarried persons in 1996. These include pensions from private sector jobs and from federal, state or local government employment -- such as teachers, public safety, civil service and military pensions. About 3 in 10 African Americans had any pension income, while just 2 in 10 Hispanic Americans received pensions in 1996. 

Asset income includes interests on bank accounts and investments, dividends, rental income on property and estates and trusts. While about 63 percent of elderly Americans have some income from assets, the amounts are often small. Over half the elderly have less than $500 a year from these sources. People of color are far less likely than the rest of the elderly population to have any asset income. About 2 in 3 African-American elderly and 3 in 4 Hispanic elderly reported no income from assets or investments. 

Earnings from work remains a source of income for about 2 in 10 elderly Americans. People of color are about as likely as others to continue to work after age 65. 



Table 2
Sources of Income of Couples and Unmarried Persons age 65 and Older, 1996

 

Total
White
African American 
Hispanic American
Percent receiving
Pensions other than Social Security
41
43
32
20
Asset income
63
67
33
27
Earnings from work
21
21
17
18
Percent of Aggregate Income from Each Source
Total income
100
100
100
100
Social Security
40
40
42
45
Other pensions
18
19
21
14
Asset income
18
19
9
9
Earnings
20
19
23
23
Other
3
3
5
9
Percent of beneficiaries for whom SS is:
50% or more of total income
66
65
75
77
90% or more of total income
30
29
45
44
Source: Income of the Population 55 or older, 1996, Social Security Administration, Office of Research, Evaluation and Statistics, SSA publication no. 13-11871, April 1998



Shares of Income
Of the total income received by the elderly population about $4 in $10 comes from Social Security, while $2 in $10 is from pensions, another $2 in $10 is asset income and $2 in 10 from earnings from work. African Americans and Hispanic Americans get a much smaller share from asset income, and a somewhat larger share from Social Security and continued work. 

Role of Social Security
A final measure of the role of Social Security considers the extent to which elderly beneficiaries rely on it for most of their income. In 1996, Social Security was half of more of total income for 2 out of 3 elderly beneficiaries. For 3 in 10 beneficiaries, Social Security was 90 percent or more of their income. African-American and Hispanic-American beneficiaries were even more likely to rely on heavily on Social Security. For 3 out of 4, Social Security was more than half their income, and for nearly 1 in 2 (45 percent) Social Security was 90 percent or more of their income


