Old-Age and Survrvors Insurance Begzefz'pz:arf'es.'
Survey of Thewr Continuing Eligibility

In late 1953 and early 1954, the Bureau of Old-Age and Sur-
vivors Insurance conducted a survey to find out the degree to
which beneficiaries were reporting events that affect their con-
tinuing eligibility for benefits, as well as the effectiveness of the
Bureau ‘procedures designed to enforce such reporting. Some
of the survey findings are presented in the following article.

once an individual establishes
his entitlement to monthly old-
age and survivors insurance benefits,
he continues to receive his benefit
each and every month, unless any
one of several specified events occurs
—principally, his substantial employ-
ment or self-employment, death, at-
tainment of age 18, marriage, or re-
marriage. Under conditions stated in
the Act, these events can cut off the
person’s right to his check for some
months or permanently. Nonpayment
for 1 or more months is the result of
a deduction event; permanent cut-off
of payments is caused by a termina-
tion event.1
Thus, for those engaged in the
claims operation of the old-age and
survivors insurance program, the task
of seeing that benefits are properly
provided under the Act does not end
with getting the beneficiary on the
rolls. The provisions relating to re-
porting these events and the subse-
quent suspension, termination, or re-
instatement of the benefit call for
continuing effective administration.
Once the adjudication with respect to
the individual’s right to a benefit has
been made and he has been found to
be entitled to a benefit, various post-
adjudicative processes are set in ac-

UNDER the Social Security Act,

* Prepared in the Diviston of Claims Pol-
icy, Bureau of Old-Age and Survivors In-
surance.

1 The legal provisions for deductions be-
cause of work or fallure to have the care
of an entitled child are contained in sec-
tion 203 of the Social Security Act as it was
before the 1954 amendments. The various
termination events—such as death, mar-
riage, or attainment of age 18—are found
in the paragraphs in the Act describing the
different types of benefits (section 202).
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tion. These activities are designed to
inform the beneficiaries, and the pay-
ees who receive the benefit in behalf
of children or of adults incapable of
handling their own benefits, of their
obligation to report the occurrence or
the termination of a disqualifying
event; they are also planned to help
the Bureau carry out its responsibility
for enforcing the deduction and ter-
mination provisions.

In administering these provisions,
unless there is some indication to the
contrary, reports made by the bene-
ficiaries. are assumed to be correct.
Procedures that aid the effective en-
forcement of these provisions, as well
as certain helpful sources of informa-
tion, include:

(a) The furnishing of oral and
written instructions and explanations
to the beneficiary by the district of-
fice when he files his claim and by

the area office (one of the six pay- .

ment centers) when he is awarded
benefits.

(b) Supplying the beneficiary with
report forms that are preaddressed
to the proper Bureau office and con-
tain specific items on the various de-
duction and termination events.

(¢) Making informational litera-
ture available to private and public
organizations for general distribution.

(d) Mailing explanatory stuffers,
pamphlets, and flyers on reporting
obligations to the beneficiary with
his check.

(e) Use of records of “earnings
history” based on tax reports required
by statute of the employer and the
self-employed individual. These rec-
ords are used to enforce the report-
ing under the retirement tests and to
detect the failure of beneficiaries to

report work that would subject them
to benefit deductions.

(f) Use of the legend ‘“‘as unremar-
ried widow,” on checks to widows and
mothers, that reminds the recipient
that continued eligibility is based on
her remaining unremarried and thus
serves as a deterrent against failure
to report remarriage.

(g) Controls in area offices on dates
of birth of child beneficiaries so that
their benefits are terminated auto-
matically at age 18 (and the widowed
mother’s benefit as well if there is no
other entitled child).

(h) Holding a current month’s
check, which is due at the end of the
month, until the third of the follow-
ing month. (The release date of the
“third” instead of the “first” serves
several purposes. It is an accommo-
dation to the Federal Reserve Banks
and the Post Office Department be-
cause of their concern with the large
number of Government and other
checks released on the first day of
each month. It also permits the with-
holding of the payment. if notice of
the occurrence of an évent causing
deduction or termination is received
even as late as 3 days before the re-
lease date of the check. If a benefi-
ciary reports a disqualifying event too
late to stop the mailing of the check,
he often returns it on noting the
check date, since he is aware that he
is not entitled to a benefit for the
month in which the disqualifying
event occurred.)

(i) Payment of a lump-sum death
benefit under certain circumstances
to reimburse a person who has paid
the burial expenses of an old-age ben-
eficiary; this payment serves as an
inducement to such a claimant to re-
port the beneficiary’s death.

(j) District office contacts with
other government agencies in the
field, revealing pertineni information
about beneficiaries.

(k) Receipt of notices of death
from funeral directors by district of-
fices.



(1) Availability of public notices of
death or marriage.

(m) Receipt of information from
an oustide source.

Conduct and Scope of Survey

In 1953 the Bureau undertook the
first extensive survey of the effective-
ness of these post-adjudicative proc-
esses. The survey was carried out in
the district and area offices of the
Bureau from September 1953 to April
1954. It provided an opportunity to
weigh, on a nationwide basis, the suc-
cess of the internal checks and pro-
cedures regarding post-adjudicative
activities and to assess the compli-
ance of beneficiaries in reporting
events that suspend or terminate
their benefits.

The survey was designed to gather
information on the reporting of dis-
qualifying events by all individuals
with benefits in force on December
31, 1952. Since it would obviously be
impossible to reach each of the 5.4
million persons who were entitled to
benefits at the end of 1952, a sample
of nearly 16,000 beneficiaries, repre-
senting more than 8,000 family
groups, was scientifically selected to
form the group that would be studied
in the survey; in that way the major
findings of the survey could be validly
projected in terms of the total of 5.4
million entitled beneficiaries. Bene-
ficiaries living outside the continental
United States were excluded from the
survey sample.

After the selection of the sample,
the Bureau’s six payment centers sup-
plied certain information about each
beneficiary in the group. Data sheets
for the cases, together with guide kits
for conducting the interview and
schedule forms, were sent to the dis-
trict offices, each of which had one
or more beneficiaries to interview.
Countrywide coverage was thus en-
sured—in cities, towns, villages, and
rural areas.

District office representatives met
personally with practically all the
beneficiaries in the survey. Each ben-
eficiary filled in the items in the
schedule that related to events caus-
ing benefit deduction or termination
and signed the schedule in the pres-
ence of the district office representa-
tive. Before being asked for replies
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to the various items on the question-
naire, beneficiaries were told the pur-
pose of the survey—an attempt to
find out if the beneficiary had ful-
filled his obligation to report disquali-
fying events. There were no adverse
comments of any consequence from
the beneficiaries surveyed, either on
the survey as a whole or on any of
the individual questions that were
asked.

Any incidents of violation, overpay-
ment, or underpayment discovered
during the survey were reported to
the area office for necessary action.

The survey covered the provisions
in the Act before the 1954 amend-
ments. The schedules were concerned
with the retirement test for employed
and self-employed beneficiaries, the
provision that a mother or young wife
is not eligible for a monthly benefit
if she does not have a child of the in-
sured earner in her care, and the pro-
visions relating to termination of
benefits.

January 1951 through August 1953
was the main period covered in the
survey. If, however, an investigation
initiated for the survey uncovered vio-
lations of the deduction or termina-
tion provisions in earlier or later
periods, the investigation was extend-
ed and all the information incorpo-
rated in the compliance survey.

After the district offices had done
their work the schedules were re-
turned to the central office, where
they were studied. In some cases,
claims files were obtained from the
area offices for examination in con-
junction with the schedules. To en-
sure the accuracy of the data, the
survey responses were cross-checked
against all available records, particu-
larly the earnings records. When ad-
ditional verification was needed, it
was developed through the district
offices.

By the cut-off date in April 1954,
schedules from nearly 15,000 bene-
ficiaries (about 7,500 family groups)
had been completed. Early in the
survey, 375 cases were eliminated—
chiefly those in which all benefits had
been terminated by the time the sur-
vey questionnaire was ready for re-
lease. Information from about 300
schedules not returned by the cut-off
date was omitted from the study.

Findings

In December 1952, designated as
the key month for evaluating the sur-
vey data, monthly benefits were being
paid to 5.0 million beneficiaries. By
measuring the overpayments esti-
mated to have been made to that
group—the number that should not
have been paid in December 1952 be-
cause of the occurrence of a deduc-
tion or termination . event—it was
found that 99.4 percent of the benefit
payments were correct and only %4, of
1 percent of the payments were in-
correct.

The latter figure refers to the over-
payments at the point they were picked
up in the-survey. Not all these over-
payments would have remained un-
discovered without the survey. In the
normal course of operations, through
the various devices employed in the
enforcement processes, through in-
formation from employers and bene-
ficiaries, and through reports from
other outside sources, many of these
overpayments would have come to
light and been corrected.

Deduction provisions.—In studying
the application of the deduction pro-
visions (primarily involving substan-
tial employment and self-employ-
ment), it was found that only one-
half of 1 percent of the benefits paid
in December 1952 represented over-
payments on the basis of a deduction
provision. The low figure for over-
payments indicates that, in practical-
ly all the situations in which a bene-
ficiary was subject to a deduetion, he
had voluntarily reported the event or,
in fewer instances, it had been de-
tected by the Bureau. A high degree
of compliance with reporting require-
ments is thus apparent.

Termination on marriage.—With
respect to the provisions requiring
termination of child’s benefits because
of marriage or termination of widow’s
and mother’s benefits because of re-
marriage, the survey showed little ev-
idence of failure to report. Non-
reporting of remarriage by aged
widow beneficiaries was negligible.

At the end of 1952, benefits in force
for children of marriageable age
(14-18) and young widows with chil-
dren totaled about 600,000. According
to the survey, about 8 of every 1,000
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such beneficiaries had failed to report
marriage or remarriage. Yet, of these
unreported marriages and remar-
riages, 3 out of 4 did not lead to over-
payments.

Why was only 1 person overpaid out
of every 4 who had not reported the
marriage or remarriage that termi-
nated their entitlement? Of the bene-
ficiaries who did not report but had
not been overpaid, most failed to re-
port because their benefits were being
withheld for some other reason—
mainly because they were working and
earning more than the amount speci-
fied in the earnings test. They rea-
soned that since they were not getting
any benefits it was hot necsssary to
report promptly a marriage or remar-
riage. In other cases, the violation did
not lsad to an overpayment because
the maximum that could be paid on
the same account was already payable
to other beneficiaries in the same
household.

Termination on death.—There was
only one instance in the survey sam-
ple of failure to report the death of
a beneficiary—evidence that the pro-
cedures for obtaining reports of
death in order to terminate benefits
promptly are working out well. Even
though a beneficiary has been on the
rolls for many years and even though
there may not have been any reason
for being in touch with him once
he got on the rolls, the prospects are
excellent for getting a report of his
death in time to prevent an over-
payment.

As the number of aged beneficiaries
on the rolls has increased, periodically
the question arises of whether bene-
fits to beneficiaries of advanced age
should be continued without some
special check on their existence and
continued eligibility. To find the
answer, one phase of the national
survey was focused on aged bene-
ficiaries.

In the survey sample there were
about 4,000 beneficiaries aged 65 and
over; nearly half of this group were
aged 72 or over. Among all these ben-
eficiaries, only one death was unre-
ported. Failure to report in this in-
stance did not, however, result in any
overpayment because the checks had
never been cashed.

Termination on adoption.—With
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respect to overpayments caused by
adoption of a child beneficiary, the
survey indicated a rate of 6 incorrect
payments out of every 10,000 benefits
paid for children. There were about
940,000 child’s benefits paid for De-
cember 1952. Proportionately and
numerically, the overpayments at-
tributable to adoptions are not sig-
nificant. The extremely low rate of
overpayment reinforces the convic-
tion that payees are complying with
their reporting obligations.

Duration of overpayments.—In the
analysis of the overpayments discov-
ered for the period January 1951-
August 1953, the survey showed that
9 out of every 10 overpayments were
of less than 4 months’ duration.
Seven overpayments out of 10 were
for a single month.

Mail address other than residence.
—From time to time, questions arise
concerning the circumstances in
which a beneficiary receives his mail
at an address other than his place of
residence. Each aged beneficiary in
the survey was therefore asked
whether he was living at the address
to which his benefit check was sent
and if not, why not.

Only 1 out of every 8 families with
old-age beneficiaries was found not
living at the address to which their
benefit checks were sent. There was
not one case in which the proceeds of
the checks had been, or were being,
diverted from the beneficiary. Each
of these beneficiaries had an accept-
able reason for not receiving his
checks at his home address. In about
half the cases, the mail address was
for the convenience of the beneficiary
or to safeguard receipt of the check;
the remaining cases were distributed
equally among those who had no mail
delivery at the home address and
those who reported an oversight in
not reporting the changes of address.

Underpayments.—The survey sched-
ule included questions aimed at dis-
covering the degree of underpayments
caused by the beneficiary’s failure to
make timely or correct reports con-
cerning deduction events. The an-
swers to these questions indicated
how many beneficiaries had benefit
payments due them that they had
not collected. The rate of underpay-
ment, as established by the survey,

was as low as 1 percent. For every
100 benefits withheld, 99 were prop-
erly withheld; only 1 benefit should
have been paid.

Almost all these underpayments
could be traced to some misunder-
standing of the earnings test in effect
in December 1952. Some beneficiaries
did not realize that noncovered work
would not subject them to deductions.
Other beneficiaries did not have their
payrr}ents resumed when they were
no longer working in covered employ-
ment. (The fact that noncovered
earnings are included in the work test
under the 1954 amendments should
result in even lower underpayment
rates in the future.)

The rate refers to underpayments
for December 1952 detected in the
survey. Many of these underpayments
would, of course, have come to light
at some later date—through an inves-
tigation of earnings with the em-
ployer, through an inquiry by the
beneficiary, or through later claims
action—and would have been cor-
rected even if there had not been a
survey.

Conclusions

The survey findings set up tenta-
tive standards for appraising data ob-
tained in similar surveys in the fu-
ture. The findings must be evaluated,
however, in the light of these consid-
erations: (1) the survey was the first
of its kind on such a scale, and (2)
the data in the survey concerned en-
forcement of the benefit deduction
provisions in the Act before the 1954
amendments.

The very low rates of overpayment
and underpayment revealed by the
survey prove the value of the enforce-
ment processes being used by the
Bureau and confirm the decisions
made in setting up the pattern and
scope of the various steps in these
processes.

Because the survey reviewed only
the enforcement of the benefit deduc-
tion provisions as they were in the law
before the 1954 amendments, it was
oriented in terms of the administra-
tion of a monthly earnings test. It
is not possible to determine what the
results of the survey might be in re-
lation to the annual earnings test

(Continued on page 26)



Table 4,—Estimated payrolls in employment covered by selected programs in relation to civilian wages and salaries,
by specified period, 1940-56 !

[Amounts in millions; corrected to Feb, 8, 1957]

Ylvisagfu“;‘}ng;lg y Payrolls 3 covered by—
Old-age and survivors State unemployment Railroad retirement and
Period insurance ¢ insurance unemployment ingurance &
Total Civilian
Percent of Percent of Percent of
Amount civilian wages Amount civillan wages Amount civillan wages

and salaries and salaries and salaries
$49, 818 $49, 256 $35, 560 72.2 $32, 352 65.7 $2, 280 4.6
62, 086 60, 220 45, 286 75.2 41, 69.7 2, 697 4.5
82,109 75, 941 57, 950 76.3 54, 548 71.8 3,304 4.5
105, 619 91, 486 69,379 75.8 65,871 72.0 4,100 4.5
117,016 96, 983 73, 060 75.3 , 886 71.0 4,523 4.7
117, 563 95, 744 71,317 74.5 66, 411 69. 4 4, 530 4.7
111, 866 104, 048 , 75.9 73,145 70.3 4,883 4.7
22, 118,775 y 77.5 , 234 72.6 5,113 4.3
135,142 131,172 101, 892 7.7 95, 731 73.0 5, 539 4.2
134,379 130,131 , 645 76.6 93, 520 71.9 5,133 3.9
146, 526 141, 527 109, 439 77.3 102,835 72.7 5,327 3.8
170,776 162,136 131, 000 80.8 118,243 72.9 6,101 3.8
184, 947 174, 507 143, 000 81.9 127,320 73.0 6,185 3.5
197,363 186, 950 155, 000 82.9 138, 657 74.2 6,147 3.3
195, 528 185, 577 154, 000 83.0 136, 594 73.6 5,630 3.0
210, 354 200, 576 169, 000 84.3 148,144 73.9 5,794 2.9

1955
January-March________..._.__ 49, 574 47,156 38, 000 80.6 33, 869 71.8 1,341 2.8
April-June_...____.____ 51,787 49, 207 40, 000 81.1 36,182 73.4 1,417 2.9
July-September _._..__ 3 51,157 43, 000 84.1 37,816 73.9 1,517 3.0
October-December 55,393 52, 966 45, 000 85.0 40, 277 76.0 1, 519 2.9
1956

January-March__________... __ 54,078 51, 676 43, 000 83.2 38,715 74.9 1,525 3.0
April-June_._____________.____ 55, 507 53,133 45, 000 84.7 40, 360 76.0 1, 548 2.9

1 Continental United States, except as otherwise noted. Earnings and pay-
roll data are before deduction of soclal insurance contributions. Data for 1953—
56 preliminary.

2 Wages and salaries paid in cash and in kind in continental United States
and, in addition, pay of Federal personnel in all areas. Quarterly data reflect
prorating of bonus payments.

3 Taxable plus estimated nontaxable wages paid in specified periods.

4+ Excludes earnings of seli-employed persons, who have been covered since

Jan. 1, 1951. Beginning 1955, quarterly data exclude wages and salaries of agri-
cultural labor, now reported only on annual basis.

5 Includes a small amount of taxable wages for Alaska and Hawaii. Beginning
1947, includes temporary disability insurance.

Source: Data on wage and salary disbursements from Office of Business Eco-
nomics, Department of Commerce; payrolls covered by selected programs from
reports of administrative agencies.

CONTINUING ELIGIBILITY

(Continued from page 7)

now in the law. Since in many re-
spects, however, the annual earnings
test is more liberal than the monthly
test, it is expected that the overpay-
ment rate will decrease.

With respect to events that termi-
nate an individual’s benefits, there
are no significant differences between
the present law and the provisions in
effect at the time of the survey. The
low rate of unreported events causing
benefit termination may also be rep-
resentative of conditions under the
law as it now is.

Besides checking on the effective-

26

ness of the enforcement procedures,
the survey sought to discover areas of
possible concern and needed change.
An added worthwhile feature of the
survey was the gain to the Bureau
that comes from meeting the benefi-
ciary in person and reminding him
of his obligations——the prevention of
future overpayments, for example.
There are some areas in which the
survey indicated the need for further
study. Several studies on termina-
tions resulting from marriage and re-
marriage are planned, though non-
reporting in this area was shown to be
slight. Because, however, the report-
ing of these events (unlike that for
work, which is directly controlled by

the enforcement procedures) is de-
pendent in many respects on the ben-
eficiary and because overpayments
related to them tend to be of longer
duration, it is felt that there may
be room for improvement. Further
checks on the existence and continued
eligibility of aged beneficiaries are
also planned for the future. Benefi-
ciary compliance under the annual
earnings test has been under observa-
tion, but a survey directed to this
phase of reporting would probably
be premature at this time. In general,
periodic surveys of the continuing eli-
gibility of beneficiaries constitute an
important part of the responsible ad-
ministration of the program.
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