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APPENDIX A 

Summary of Nationwide Survey of Attitudes Toward Social Security 

A Report Prepared for the National

Commission on Social Security by


Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc.


Retirement Attitudes 

Although more Americans look forward to retirement than do not, 

they tend to have some reservations about the quality of retirement 

life. Most people are more concerned about not having enough money 

than about having enough to do in retirement. 

Most Americans retire involuntarily. About two out of three of 

the retirees surveyed say they retired because of poor health or 

because of a mandatory retirement age or because they lost their jobs. 

About one out of two Americans say they find early retirement 

(at about age 60) appealing. Early retirement is particularly appealing 

to blue collar workers, to people covered by pension plans, to people 

between the ages of 35 and 54, and to people with high family incomes 

(over $17,500). 

Early retirement seems less appealing after retirement to people 

who are retired than to those who have yet to retire. 

Only one-third of Americans find the idea of postponing retire­

ment until age 70 appealing. Four in ten people say they would 

consider late retirement if they could receive significantly higher 

benefits as a result. In general, the-e is a close relationship between 

income and attitudes toward retirement; those who have or expect 

greater financial resources are generally more positive about retire­

ment. 
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Retirement Income 

Nine out of ten non-retired Americans expect to receive Social 

Security in retirement, and 60% expect it to be a major source of 

retirement income. Among those already retired, 75% find it to be 

a major source of income. Only among non-retirees with family 

incomes over $25,000 is Social Security overshadowed by other 

sources of expected retirement income. About one-third of retired 

Americans say their income allows them to live comfortably, about 

one-third say it is only enough to pay monthly bills and obligations, 

and a slightly smaller number, say it is not enough to pay their 

monthly bills and obligations. 

Knowledge of Social Security 

Most Americans have a good working knowledge of the Social 

Security system. Most understand the main features of the system 

and its underlying philosophy, although some do not know about 

specific details. 

Most people know that there is a relationship between the 

amount of Social Security benefits and the amounts of 

previous wages and salaries. 

Most realize that Social Security is intended to supplement 

other retirement income rather than to serve as the sole 

source of income. 

Most are able to volunteer that funds for Social Security 

come from taxes paid by employees, and when asked 

directly, about two out of three know that such taxes 

are paid by employers as well. 
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About three out of four know that there is no 

test to qualify for benefits. 

Most Americans know there have been increases in 

both Social Security benefits and taxes over the past 

ten years. They tend to say that benefits have 

increased “somewhat” and that taxes have increased 

greatly during that period. They tend to anticipate 

similar increases in both taxes and benefits over the 

next ten years. 

Many are aware of non-retirement benefits provided by 

Social Security, such as disability and survivors’ bene­

fits and Medicare. 

About two out of three know that Social Security taxes 

are not set aside in individual accounts for future retirees, 

but are used to pay benefits to current retirees. 

In two areas, however, substantial numbers of Americans are 

misinformed. 

Most do not know that Federal employees are not covered 

by Social Security. 

Most are not aware that Social Security benefits increase 

automatically with the cost of living. 

Satisfaction With Social Security 

Most Americans are neither extremely satisfied nor 

satisfied with Social Security. Respondents’ I impress ons, 



however, are favorable. They are able to volunteer more advantages 

than disadvantages of Social Security and they tend to express a low 

level of objection to Social Security taxes in comparison with other 

taxes. 

The most frequent complaints are about benefit levels. Although 

most Americans recognize that benefits are intended to supplement 

other sources of retirement income, most feel that Social Security alone 

should provide enough income to meet retirees’ basic needs and obli­

gations. Also, many Americans believe that Social Security disability 

and survivors’ benefits are inadequate; this belief is particularly 

lent among those with low incomes, who are unlikely to have other 

protection against those eventualities. On the other hand, there is 

no great dissatisfaction with the fact that the system pays higher 

benefits to those who have earned more and paid more in taxes. 

About two-thirds of Americans recognize that the system works this 

way, and they believe that it should. 

Confidence in the Future of  Security 

Many Americans are concerned about the ability of the program 

to deliver future benefits at the levels now authorized. Sixty-one 

percent of  non-retired have little confidence that funds will be 

available to pay their retirement benefits. These doubts were 

expressed by almost three-quarters of those between ages 25 and 

44. On the other hand, most Americans indicate that they expect 

Social Security to provide a significant part of their retirement 

income. 














































































