Notes and Brief Reports

Task Force Report on Treatment of
Women Under Social Security*

Responding to growing concerns that the social
security program has not kept up with the chang-
mg role of women 1n soclety, Secretary of Health,
Education, and Welfare Joseph A Califano, Jr,
i November 1977 established an HEW Task
Force on the Treatment of Women Under Social
Security Headed by Acting Commissioner of
Social Security Don I Wortman, the study group
was made up of

+

Nancy Amidei, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Legis-
lation (Welfare)
Richard Beattie, Deputy General Counsel

Connie Downey, Director, Women’s Action Program,
Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and
Evaluation

Sarah Juni, Director, Office of Intergovernmentsal
Relations and Public Concerns, Bocial Security Ad-
ministration

David Koltz, Office of the Assistant Secretary for
Management and Budget

Laura Miller, 8pecial Assistant to the Secretary

Virginia Reno, Office of Research and Statistics,
Social Seecurlty Administration

Lawrence Thompson, Office of the Assistant Secre-
tary for Planning and Evaluation

The first Task Force findings, which were re-
cently made publie, are published below 1 ver-
batun summary form In releasing the document,
Secretary Califano called 1t “an mmportant step
toward our goal of assuring that women are
treated fairly” and noted that it provides “the
facts needed for informed consideration of the
better-known proposals and recommendations to
deal with difficult problems in this area”

Members of the Task Force were asked to
describe the program 1ssues involved—such as the
way the system treats divorced women, married
working women, and homemakers—and to analyze
alternative approaches to deal with them The
report was to be hmited to a discussion of those
1ssues and approaches put forward by individuals
and groups outside the Department of Health,

* Adapted and excerpted from Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare, Report of the HEW Task Force
on the Treatment of Women Under Bocial Security,
February 1978
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Education, and Welfare Although it made no
recommendations of its own, the Task Force con-
cluded that provisions for family protection and
the treatment of women under the social security
program require further attention by the De-
partment

The Task Force report will serve as the basis
for a 6-month study and report to Congress by
Secretary Califano on proposals to eliminate de-
pendency as a factor in the determination of
entitlement to spouses’ social security benefits, and
on proposals to bring about equal treatment for
men and women under the program That study
was mandated by Congress under the 1977 amend-
ments to the Social Security Act (Public Law
95-216) The Task Force findings will also become
a resource for the newly appointed quadrennial
Adwvisory Council on Social Security
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I CHANGING SOCIAL TRENDS

Changing Work Roles of Women

Far more women, especially married women,
are m the labor force today than before World
War IT—17 percent of married women m 1940
compared to 47 percent 1n 1977 Ovwer half of
married women under age 60 are in the labor
force A

The labor-force participation of women 1s pro-
jected to continue to rise—from about 55 percent
i 1975 to about 67 percent m 1990 for women
age 25 to 54 .

The earnmgs of women remamn lower than the
earnings of men—median earnings for women
working full time have remained close to 60 per-
cent of the median for men for more than two
decades

Three out of four working wives earned less
than 40 percent of total family mcome 1n 1974
However, because more married women work,
more and more famihies depend on the earnings
of both spouses to maintain their standards of
"hving

Roughly half of married women are full-time
homemakers, but perceptions of the homemaker
role have been changing The 1dea that the home-
maker role has an economic value 1s gaimmng
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acceptance The rising labor-force participation of
married women and changing perceptions of the
homemaker role tend to lead some toward a view
of marriage as an interdependent relationship
between spouses

Marital Dissolution

Both the divorce rate and the remarriage rate
have been high in the past several years The
ratio of divorces to marriages per year was about
1to 6 1n 1940 and 1 to 2 1 1975

A hgh proportion of women are divorced or
widowed before retirement age—in 1975, the pro-
portion was 1 1n 3 women age 46 to 60 who have
ever been married Less than one-third of divorced
women receive support from their ex-husbands
In 1971, only 27 percent of divorced and separated
women under age 60 with mmor children—and
9 percent without children—received such support

Women who are divorced, separated, or wid-
owed before retirement age usually seek paid jobs
In 1977, the proportions of such women 1n the
labor force were 77 percent under age 55 without
minor children; 70 percent with school-age chil-
dren; and 55 percent with pre-school-age children
However, unemployment rates are high for for-
merly married women; many have low mcomes,
and many with children rely on public assistance
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II MAJOR ISSUES RELATING TO FAMILY PROTEC-
TION AND THE TREATMENT OF WOMEN UNDER
SOCIAL SECURITY

These 1ssues represent the major ones that have
been raised by people outside the Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare concerning the
treatment of families, women, and single workers
under social security The Task Force recognizes
that opinions differ on what the 1ssues are and
on the relative importance of each 1ssue
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1 Loto return on conlridbutions of the second working
spouse—Working wives frequently object to paying
gocial security taxes toward retirement protection
that, they think, largely duplicates the protection
they have as dependents based on their husbands’
earnings

2 Fowness belween one- and lhwo-earner couples—
Many consider it unfair that benefits can be lower
for two-earner couples than for one-earner couples
with the same average lifetime earnings credits

8 Fairness befween surviving spouses or one- and
two earner couples—Many consider it unfair that
benefits can be lower for surviving spouses of two-
earner couples than for surviving spouses of one-
earner couples with the same average lifetime earn-
ings credits

4 Fawness to single workers—Some single workers
think that they are treated unfalrly as compared
with one earner couples because no additional soclal
security taxes are paid by married workers to pro-
vide a 50-percent supplemental benefit for the unpald
Bpouse

& Lach of coverage of work in the home—Wlves who
work in paid employment for part of their lives and
who are unpald homemakers part of their lives have
gaps In their soclal security earnings credits, and
lifelong homemakers have no soclal security protec-
tion in their own right

6 Lack of protection for disabled homemakers and
survivors of deceased homemakers—TIomemakers
who become disabled are not entitled to benefits,
and {f they dle their families are not entitled to
benefits even though their homemaker services are
lost to the family

7 Duration-of-marriage requirement for ellgibility as
e dworeced wife and surviving divorced wife—Wom-
en divorced after fewer than 20 years of marriage
(10 years effective January 1979) have no social
security protection on their former spouses’ earn-
Ings and must depend on their own earnings Yet
they frequently have gaps In their soclal security
earnings credits or have no credits because of time
spent as unpald homemakers

8 Inadeguate benefits for divorced wwes—Divorced
wives and separated spouses recelve a benefit equal
to 50 percent of the worker's benefit This benefit is
intended to supplement a worker’s benefit rather
than to support a person alone

9 Dependency status of divorced and separated wives
—Denefits are not payable until the worker retires,
becomes dizabled, or dies The benefit amount in-
creases upon the worker’s death even though the
woman’s economic status may not have changed

10 Dizabiity protection for widowed or divorced
homemakers—DBecause of time spent out of the labor
force as unpaid homemakers, divorced, separated, or
widowed homemakers have little or no protection if
their own work efforts are cut short by disability

Nl APPROACHES ANALYZED BY THE TASK FORCE

The Task Force reviewed eight approaches sug-
gested by people outside the Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare which are m-
tended to address some or all of the 1ssues They
represent the major types of approaches that have
been suggested

1 Working spouse’z benefit plan—Any Individual who
i3 eligible for benefits both as a worker and as &
spouse (or surviving spouse) of another worker
would receive the larger benefit, plus 25 percent of
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the smaller benefit This plan narrows the difference
in benefit amounts between one- and two-earner
couples but increases benefits of couples as compared
with single workers

2 Combined-earnings plan (Advisory Council Sub-
commlttee) —Permits married couples at retirement
to combine their past earnings and to receive 150
percent of the benefit based on combined earnings
This plan equalizes benefits for one- and two-earner
couples and for survivors of these couples but in-
creases benefits of couples as compared with single
workers

3 Increase worker's benefit by 12 5 percent and de-
creage spouge’s benefil to 3334 percent of the work-
er's benefit (Robert M Ball)—Narrows the differ-
ence between couple’s and single worker's benefits
and comes cloge to equalizing benefits for one- and
two-earner couples Widens the disparity In benefits
for surviving spouses of one- and two-earner couples
with the same average lifetime earnings credits

4 Phase out spouse’s and surviving spousc’s beneflls
and promde chud-cate credits (Rita Ricardo Camp-
bell)—The phase out period would be 30 years for
spouse’s and 50 years for surviving spouse's benefits
Results in the reduction or elimination of benefits
for many wives and widows

5 Averaged earnings plan (Consultant Panel)—
Permits a married couple to receive benefits based on
the sum of the averaged earnings of both spouses,
and eliminates spounse’s and suriving spouse’s bene-
fit Equalizes benefits for one- and two-earner couples
and their survivors, and narrows the difference be-
tween couple’s and single worker's henefits

6 Soeciel securily earmings credits for homemaker
gervices (Representatives Abzug and Jordan)—
Provides social security credits for people perform-
ing homemaker services who do not hold a full-
time job Abzug approach would finance credits
through general revenues and Jordan approach
through social security taxes pald at the self-em-
ployed rate Provides mocial security protection for
homemakers in their own right that does not chaiige
due to changes In marital status However, depend-
ing on value of homemaker credits, protection could
be less than under present law Also, a number of
practical problems remain—who should qualify for
the credits, proper reporting of homemaker services,
and how the proposal should be financed

7 Earnings sharing with 75/75 option (Representa-
tives Fraser and Keys) —Divides social security earn-
Ings credits equally between spouses on a year by-
year basis for the duration of the marriage Each
spouse recelves credit for the higher of 50 percent
of the couple's combined earnings or 75 percent of
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the earnings of the higher-paid worker The plan
treats marriage as an Interdependent economic rela-
tionship in whiech the eontributions of each spouse
have economic value and results in an unpaid home-
maker receiving social security protection in her own
right However, the plan rzises issues of fairness
between one- and two-earner couples It also rafses
Issues of fairness and adequacy of protection for
famihes when only one spouse is retired, becomes
disabled, or dies The plan also presents administra-
tive problems that need to be explored further

8 Earnings sharing plan (Department of Justice)—
Ihvides social security earnings credits of married
couples equally between spouses on a year by-year
basis The plan addresses all of the lssues listed In
section IT It treats marriage as an interdependent
economic relationship in which the contributions of
each spouse have economic value and results in an
unpald homemaker recelving soclal security protec-
tion In her own right However, the plan raises
lssvues of fairness and adequaey of protectlon when
only one spouse 18 retired, becomes disabled, or dies
The plan alse rafses questions of administrative
feambility that need to be explored further

IV. CONCLUSIONS

The Task Force believes that the provisions for
family protection and the treatment of women
under social security require further attention by
the Department of Health, Education, and Wel-
fare A series of workable options, building on the
approaches already developed, are needed so that
policymakers and the public can have clear
choices of alternative forms of individual and
family protection under social security

The Social Security Amendments of 1977 pro-
vide for a 6-month study, to be conducted by the
Department of Health, Edueation, and Welfare,
of proposals to elimmate dependency and sex
diserimmation under social security The Task
Force believes that such a study can build on the
work of this Task Force to develop the needed
options It 1s expected that this Task Force report
and further development and refinement of op-
tions will facilitate consideration of this topre by
the Adwvisory Council on Social Security
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