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The "Aging ofAmetica" will be the first great challenge of this new century. The number of 

older Americans will more than double in the next 30 years, and we must answer the question of 

bow we can bes1 provide for their retirement years. 

This chartbook provides a concise, convenient, and valuable resource for anyone who is interested in 
this question. Th.e charts tcjl a story that needs to be better understood by researchers, policymakers. 

and the general public: Social Security relirement benefits are now the major source of income for 

twowthirds of the aged population, and virtually the only source of income f-or one in three older 

Americans. Also, Social Security incoml! is nearly universal among retirees, but far fewer retirees 

receive private pension or investment 01' asset income. 

The chartbook also makes clear that income among the aged varies greatly. and that the variables 

of race, ethnicity, sex., and marital stalu.,> arc significant. The data also show that Social Security is 

the primary deterrent against poverty for most older Americans, The need for such information has 

never been more important. 

If the nation's 76 million baby boomers are to prepare adequately for their retirement years, they 

will need a dear comprehension ofwhat income they can tount on in those years. This objective 
and reader~friendly chartbook is part of the effort that the Social Security Administration is making 

to help Americans understand the role of Social Security and other sources of retirement income. 

Kenneth S. Apfel 

Commissioner of Social Security 



Since 1941. the Social Security Administration has periodically surveyed the aged to determine 
their economic status, The first national survey was conducted in 1963, In 1976. SSA's Office of 
Research and Statistics began compiling a biennial series oftL-ports on the income of the aged 
based on data collected by the Bureau of the Census In its Current Population Survey, These reports 
afe published under the litle Income ofthe Population 55 or Older. The most recent edition contains 
1998 data and is the source, along with special tabulatiol)S, for this chartbook. 

The unit ofanalysis here, with the exception of measures of poverty. is the "aged unit" and not the 
household, tile family, or unrelated individuals. as are used by !he Bureau of the Census. The aged W1it 
is either a married couple living togetherj with husband or wife aged 65 or older (generally measured by 
the age of the husband). or a person 65 or older who does not live with a spouse. The unit of anaJy
sis for poverty is persons aged 65 or older. 

The 1998 sampl.e represented to, 158.000 couples and 14.487,000 single units. The single person 
unit may be a widow(er), a divorced or separated perwn. a legally married person who does not live 
with a spouse, or a person who never married. This unit of analysis allows one to measure the eco
nomic status of the entire noninstitutiQnalized aged population separately from that of the family or 
household in which the unit may live. 

This chartbook was compiled in the Dlvision of Program Studies, For additional copies of this 
publication, please can the Division of Information Resources at 202-358-6274 or e-mail ores,publj~ 
cations@ssa.golf, It is also available On Our Web site at <www.ss3.gov/poiicy>. For questions 
related to the content of the charts, please contact Alexander Estrin by telephone at 
202-3SR~6219 or e·mail alexander.i.cstrin@ssa,gov, 

Paul N. Van de Water 
Associate Commissioner 

for Research, Evaluation, and Stalistics 

mailto:alexander.i.cstrin@ssa,gov
www.ss3.gov/poiicy
mailto:cations@ssa.golf
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The aged are an economically diverse group ~. ~ -Median income for all aged units is S17) 777 > but there are wide differences wilhln the total 
group. About 17% have an income of under $8,000 (compared to the 1998 poverty threshold of 
$1,818 for one person aged 65 or older), and 13% have an income of $50,000 or more. 
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Demographic differences are associated 
with different levels of income 

Income is highest for married couples, who have a median income more than twice tha.t of 
nonmarried men and more than 21/1 times that of nonmarried women. Whites have a median 

income double that of blacks, and more than 90% greater than Hispanics. 
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Nonmarried and minority aged have high proportions 
who are poor or near poor 

The variations 1n income by mariwl status and by race are reflected in the poverty rates· for 
these subgroups ofthl:: aged, Nonmarried men, nonmarried women, and minorities have the 

highest poverty rates, ranging from 14% to 26%. When the near poor" are included, the rates 
for nonmarried persons and nonwhites range from 23% to 38%. 
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Income differences by age are due in part 
to marital status differences 

10 every successively older age group, median income is gener.:tlly I(yi.\'cr. The striking differences 
by age are due in part to the disproportionate number ofnunmarried women in older age groups. In 
every age group, nonrnanied women have a lower median income than nonmarried men or married 
couples. Also, nonmarried w'Omen far outnumber the others in the older age groups. 

Median income and percent nfunits, by age, sex, and marital status 

Sex and marital status 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85 or older 

Median income 

Married couples $35,134 £30,345 $27,874 525,680 $24,345 

Nonmarried men 15,215 14,399 14,HS 14,968 13,750 

Nonmarricd women 12,19} 11.675 11,344 11,509 11),446 

Ptrctnt of units 

Towl number 6,483 6,t79 5,m 2,815 
thousands) 

TaUll percent 100 100 100 100 100 

Married couples 52 46 41 33 17 

Nonmarried men 14 14 14 13 IS 

Nonmarricd \-\lome" 33 39 45 54 64 

Percents tr-<2)' not sum to 100 due to roundiug 
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The oldest age group has the highest 
poverty rate 

In addition to the lower median income of older age groups, poverty rates are often higher 
for tbose who are older. As with income, the large proportion of nonmarried women in the 
older age groups contributes to the difference in poverty rates by age. Nonmarried women 
are more likely than married persons to be poor or near poor in every age group. 

Poverty status,· by age, sex, and marital status 

Married Nonmarricd Nonmarried 
Age Eersons men women 

Pe~nt poor 

65·69 4 16 i9 
7()"74 5 is is 
75-79 6 14 20 

80-84 6 Ii i8 
85 or Qlder 7 9 i9 

1>Cn:ent pout IJf I1!."M poor"· 

65·69 7 27 29 
7!)"74 8 24 29 
15-79 9 2> 30 
80-84 9 18 28 

85 or cIder 12 14 30 

"Bru.ed on family ~ ohgcd ~ ro ronfmm wilb otTicizl meMurrs of~" 


"'T~ near poor al'e" dt;fnml as having income between the poverty lim: and 125% Qf 1M PI1\~ Em:, 
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Social Security is a source of income 
for nearly all the aged 

Nine out of1 0 aged units receive Social Security benefits. Asset income is the next roost common 
source of income, ret.'eived by nearly two-thirds ofthe aged. Less than half (43%) recelve pensions 
other than Social Security, and only 2 i % have earnings. Public assistance is received by 5% and 
veterans' benefits by only 4%. 
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Social Security provides at least half of total income 
for a majority of beneficiaries 

Social Security pays benefits to more than 90% of those aged 65 or older, It is the major SOUfce 

of income (providing 500/0 or more of total income) for 63% of the benefic1aries:, h contributes 
90% or more of income for almost one-third of the beneficiaries and is the only source of 
income for 18% of them. 
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Social Security plays a pivotal role 
in reducing poverty 

AlthQugh there are aged beneficiaries with family income below the poverty line,· the poverty 
rate would be much higher ift1\ey did not have Social Security benefits, Nine percent of aged 

beneficiaries are poor, and 39010 are kept out of poverty by their Social Security benefits-
so that the total poverty nHe without Social Security would be 48%. Although poverty rates vary 
considerably by marital status and race, the proportion kept out of poverty by their 
Social Security benefits is about 40% fOT all groups. 
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Receipt of asset income is associated 
with relatively high median income 

The median income of those with asset income is more than twice as large as that of those with no 
asset income ($24,423, compared to $10,041). Aged units with no asset income are concentrated in 
the lowest income categones-49<'1a have a total in~ome below SIO,OOO, and only 8% have an 

income of 530,000 or more. Among aged wtits with asset income, 10% have a total income of less 
than $10,000, and 4()OIo have an income ofS30,000 or more. 
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Receipt af earnings and retirement benefits 
alsa affects income size 

About 7% ofaged units have no retirement benefits. Of these, 3~1b have earnings; thClr median 

income is $36~089. Sixty·.:two percent have no earnin,gs. and their median income is only $482. 
In the absence ofearnings, median income rises markedly with the number ofretirement benefits 
received. from $10,982 with one retirement benefit to $24,493 with two or more. for units with 
both earnings and retirement benefits, median incomes are $29.264 for those with one retirement 
benefit and $44,195 for those with more than one. 
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Age groups differ in their likelihood of receiving 
earnings and pensions 

Earning.'I, are much more common in the youngest age group than in the oldest group-
41% compared to 3%. Private pensions and other pensions are also more common among the 

younger groups than the older ones, For the youngest group. earnings are a mQre common 
source of income than are either private or other pensions. Among the older cohorts, private 
pensions are a more common source of income than are earnings or other pensions. 
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Receipt of income from major sources varies 
by race and Hispanic origin 

Among the aged. whites and blacks are somewhat more likely than Hispanics to receive Social 
Security. Whites are much more likely than blacks or Hispanics to receive lncome from assets 
and from pensions. The groups are about equal1y likely to have earnings. Minority aged units 
are much more iikely to receive Supplemental Security Income (SS1) than are whites. 
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Social Security provides the majority 
of income for the aged 

Money,income for the population 65 Ot older comes largely from four sources, Social 
Security provides the largest portion--38%. Earnings, asset income, and pensions other than 
Social Security account for 21%, 20%, and 19%, respectively. Only 2% comes from other 
sources. 
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The share supplied by each income source 
differs greatly by income level 

Aged uniL<; are ranked by total income and divided into five groups ofequal size caUed quintiles. 
Persons in the lowest quintile have the largest share oflotal incume from Social Security benefits 

(82%), and public assistance provides the second largest share (10%). For those in the highesl 
income quintiie, earnings provides the highest share of income (31%). income from assets is the 
next most important (28%), followed by pensions (20%) and Social Security (18%). 

Shares ofmcomc, by quintiles of total income 

$ott:t'Cc Lowest Second Third fourth Hililiest 

Total pertenl 100 100 .00 100 100 

Social Security 82 SO 64 45 18 

Pensions· 3 7 15 24 20 

Asset income 
Earnings 

PublIc assistance 

2 

10 

6 , , 
10 

7 

• 

'4 
13 

•• 

28 

3! 

•• 
Orner 2 2 3 3 2 

• Illdude:s pti.,,1I.l¢ poen:siOO$ and annuities, gow:mment employre plmsioru;, Railroad fkt:irl:mrnt, and IRA. Ke<lgh. 

aru!4Gl(kJ p:tymenu. 

u L¢$!IIM:rI 0.5%. 

Petl.'t'Uts may f)<)1 rum 10 100 due t\l' rounding. 




• 

Shares of income for aged units in the 
lowest and highest income quinlJles 

DS<x:U_ 
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Lowest quinHIe Highest quinHie 

Less than 

82% 

• 

• lndlld¢~ prIVlllte p¢n1'iVII5 arId IIITiflUi!le$. MO\'emmcnt empJO)lll(I pensions, Railroad Retiremel1!. and lRA. Keogh, and 401(k) payments. 
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Median real income has risen substantially 
over the years 

Between I%2 and 1998, the income of the aged increased even ~'hen adjusted for inflation. The 

increase \\-as 95% for married couples and 98'41b for nonmarried persons. There \\'Cre disproportionate 
increases by race. Between 1967 and 1998, the income of whiles increased by 104%; tim.! ofblacks 
increased by 44%. 

Median income in 1998 dollars. hy marital status and race. 
selected years 

Marital status Rare 

Married Nonmarne-d 
YOM couples persons White EJiack 

1962 $15,466 $6,079 • • 
1%7 [6,46i 6,314 $9.282 $6,559 
1971 21,564 8.247 Il,064 7,619 
1976 22,602 9,615 14,151 8,565 

1978 23,650 9,715 14,900 S,I25 

1980 13,117 9,456 14,618 8,O:H 
1982 25,556 9,932 15,962 8,074 

J984 27,062 10,495 17,194 B,581 

1986 28,094 10,678 17,:'20 8.849 
1988 27,977 10,924 18,073 8,685 
1990 29,123 11,408 18,136 11,714 
191,12 27,670 11,100 17,455 8,670 

1994 27,546 11,444 11,544 9,6-19 
1996 29.030 11,741 17,613 10,024 

199& 30,176 12.015 18,955 9.414 

"NOI available. 
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Receipt of Social Security has become nearly < 

universal since 1962 

In 1 %2, 69GAt of the aged received Social Security benefits; in 1999, goolo of them did. Most of that 
increase occurred in the 1%Os, Re«-ipt of other pension income; which more than doubled from 
1962 to 1992, has decreased slightly since then. The proportion of aged units with asset income, 
which had been about tw<rthirds since 1980, has dropped slightly since 1994. The proportion with 
earnings has declined since 1962, and since 1982 has been about 21 %. The proportion receiving 
public assistance has also declined and is now about a third of its 1962 level. 

Sources of income, selected years 

Social Asset Public 
Year Securi~ income Pcnsions* Earnin~ assistance 
1962 69% 54% 18% 36"'10 14% 
1967 86 50 12 27 12 
1971 87 49 23 11 10 
1976 89 56 11 25 11 

- '-.-. -- --- - -- - - .. _-_. - -,-"--_.-.- 1978 9<l 61 JL 25 9 
"'~ 

1980 9<l 66 34 21 10 
1981 9<l 68 35 22 8 
1984 91 6. 3. 21 <9 

1986 91 67 40 10 7 
1988 92 68 42 22 7 
1990 91 69 44 22 7 

1992 92 61 45 20 7 

1994 91 61 42 11 6 
1996 91 63 41 21 6 
1998 90 63 43 21 5 

~Itle!udes pri\',m: perukm.~ and III.nntI.ities, !;Q\"m'tmeIU tmplayec pen.~i(lIls, Railroad Retirement, II.nd IRA, Keogh, 
and 4OHk} payments. 
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Social Security continues to provide the largest share 
of total income for the aged 

In 1962, Social Security provided the largest share of income for the aged, followed closeJy 
by earnings. In 1998, Social Security continues to provide lhe largest share but by a much 
wider margin compared to the other major sources of income. The share from asset income 
increased for over 20 years and has generally declined since the mid-1980s. The share from 
earnings has had the opposite patte~eclining until the mid-1980s and increasing since 
then. The share from pensions more than doubled over that period, 

Shares of income from various sources. seJected years 

So<iaI Assety,.,. Sccuri!1': income Pensions" Eamin,ss Ot"-' 
1962 31% 16'J. 9% 28% 16% 

1967 34 15 12 29 10 
1976 39 18 16 23 • 
1978 3. 19 16 23 4 . - ... - 
1980 39 22 16 19 4 

1982 39 25 15 IS 3 
1984 38 2ll 15 16 3 
1986 38 26 16 17 3 

1988 38 25 17 17 3 
1990 ;6 24 IS 18 3 
1992 4" 21 20 17 3 
1994 42 18 19 18 3 

1996 40 18 19 20 3 
1998 38 2" 19 21 2 

*Indudts pri\l1ltt pensions and anntrilies, g,,...emmenl employee pensions.. Railroad Retin:ment. and IRA. Keogh. 
nnd 40l(1l;J p;;!)'menlS. 
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