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PUMS Survey Summary Report 

This report sllmmari'Zcs the major findings of a Gailup Organi:;alion survey 
umlertaken to establish a baseline indicator of American's knowledge of 
St}cia./ Security programs. The study provides the baseline in/ormatioll called 
jllr in the Social Security Administration (SSA) Agen(.y Strategic Plan (ASP) 
to help SS:A management fulfill the requirements of lite Government 
Performance and Results Act (GPRA). A national telephone survey of 4.009 
adults was completcd in October altd November 1998. The results oj the 
survey indicate that Americans have a ~olid llnderstaudlng of the basic, 
general JUl.'rs t,bout SOf.:ial Securil}' benefits hut have a low level of 
knmf1/edge of !J1'C"ific S(.ci(ll Sectlrity in/ormation. A knowledge scale 
c(J1tsisting iJf 19 close-ended questions was developed und tested for 
reliability. Respondenrn' lVere defined as "knowledgeahle" if they correL1/y 
am:wered at lea,.>t 13 of the 19 (-70%) cfoye-ended questions, Using tltis 
scale. 55% of the respondents were cla/isifted as "knowledgeable." TIle 
results of correlation and multiple regression analysbt suggest that age. 
L>ducatiQn, income, altd whether the respoltdeltt has received a Persoltal 
EUI'niltgs and Beltefits Estimate Statemeltt (PEBES) are the strongest 
predictors of Imow/edge. Tlte ,'{tudy a/~'o concludes t!tat the majority of 
Americans w)w seck Social Security information turn to SSA~ and IIsal 
slightly more tltalt 90% of those receivlng lit/ormation from SS..4 filtd tlte 
in/armatioIJ received to be nsefu), 
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1.0 Introduction 

One of the Social Security Administration's (SSA) five Agency Stnltegtc Plan (ASP) goals is 
"to strengthen public understanding of Social Security programs." To reach this gool, SSA's 
strategic ohjective is to ensure that. by the year 2005, 9 out of 10 Americans wiil be 
knowlcdge:lbte in five broad areas of the Social Security programs-basic program facts; 
financial value of the programs to individuals; economic and social impact of the programs; 
how the pmgrams are financed to,jay~ and financing issues. 

SSA developed the Public Undersianding Measurement System (PUMS) to establish baseline 
data on the public>s knowledge and to track changes in the public's level of knowledge 
through the year 2005. The PUMS initiative will provide SSA with data and information 
needed to design annual public education programs targeted to address specific knowledge or 
performar.ce gaps (e.g., areas where public bowledge is below 90%) and to evaluate the 
effectiveness of SSA public education initiatives in achieving i'ts strategic objective. The 
PUMS initiative will also give SSA d"ca on the sources used by tbc pUblic to obruin 
infoflnntioll about Social Security; the extent to which the public's bowledge is based on 
public education programs and products developed by SSA; and how the public would prefer 
to receive informulion about Social Security. 

SSA contracted wlth The Gallup Organization to develop and conduct the initial PCMS 
survey, including tbe methodology 10 compute and establish a "baseline" measure of publi.c 
bowledge of socinl security pmgrams~ e.g" how much Americans cUIT{!nt!y know ubout 
ge::ernl concerts and basic numerical facts concerning Social Security programs. Moreover, 
the survey provides SSA with the dBlB useful for the improvement of it"; public education 
progtal't1s, The purpose of this report is 10 summarize the most notable findings of this initial 
survey for SSA's immediate use in its current planning processes. 

2.0 Surv"y Development and Implementation 

The development of the PUMS survey was a collaoortl.tivc coort between Gallup survey 
design experts and SSA officials. SSA presented Gallup researchers ...vith a list of proposed 
knowledge mensurcs that had been developed by SSA and tested wilb nine focus groups. 
Gallup reviewed the proposed measures. all relevant SSA material, ilnd the focus group 
reports which speclfically addressed public understanding and knowledge issues. Revised 
measures were then shared with senior researchers at the National Academy of Social 
Insurance (NASI), whQ recommendeu tim inclusion of several policy~related measures and the 
exclusion (If severa! other measures, Gallup survey design experts then presented u final draft 
survey instrument for SSA apP:"ovJL SSA and Offk:e of Management and Budget (OMB) 
offidals reviewed llnd approved 1he survcy in the fall of 1998. 

The approved survey instrument consisled of a 12~minule phone survey containing 23 
questions designed to measure the public's knowledge; nineteen statements related to the 
public's sources of Socia! Security information; and fourteen questions related to 
demographic data. The English language survey instnlment is included as Appendix A. The 

The StH.'iui Security Adminidrllt'on February 1999 
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approved survey design called [or 400 completed interviews in each of SSA 's ten regions for 
a total of 4,000 interviews, Gallup interviewers corr.p[eted the interviews- in October and 
November [998,1 The data was weighted to better represent the total Cr::ted States adult 
population. 

At the 95% level of confidence, the maximum expected error range for a sample of 4,000 
respondents is ±1.5%, Stated mere simply, If IQ{} different samples of4,000 adult 
respondents each were modernly chosen from the entire adult U.S. population, 95 times out of 
IDO, the tolal results Ihat would be obtained would vary no more than ±L5 percentage points 
from the results that would be obtained if all adults \\'ere surveyed. The expected eITor range 
increases a:; the sample size decrenses; for example, the maximum expected error range 
among respondents from a region with a sample size of400 would be ±4.!fO/o. 

3.0 Survey Results 

Tills report will cover ten major topics: 

how much Americans currently know about SSA programs; 
• how useful toe PEBES statement is for educating Americans about SSA; 

.. how knowledge varies by major demogrnphic groups; 

• 	 the strongest predictors of knowledge; 


the definition of a baseline knowledge measure: 

• 	 the reliab:lity of the itcms used to create the knowlcdge score; 
• 	 the extent ofunaiderl nbility to identify Social Security benefits; 
• 	 identification of current sources of SSA information; 
~ 	 which communication strategies Americans believe would be most useful to 


disseminate SSA program information, and 

• 	 initial recommendations on use of the survey results. 

Complete respondent-level tabular results as well as a scpnrote tecnni(J.i report of the survey 
have been IJrovided separately to tne SSA project manager. 

). I Knowledge of SSA Topic Areas 

nlC Gallup Organiz..'ltion was provided with a list of"kn(,n.... ledge indicators" broken out 
by the five broad arcas described in the SSA Strategic Plan. fiollowing completion of the 
survey, Gallup provided SSA with u proposed knowledge score with breakouts for each 
specific area, After initial analysis, Gallup re<:ommended that the indicators be arranged 
using..'l two*tier approach j with specific measures classified as conceptual knowledge or 
specifie factual (numerical) knowlcdge. This recommendation was accepted by SSA 
officials in keeping with the rUMS contract which specifically allows for 
"recomrnendatl<}fls as to how the knowledge indicators might be modified to produce datu 
mQre indicative Qfthe level of the public's knowledge about Social Security programs." 

'fbe Social Secu.rity Administration 2 	 February 1999 
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A summary of the results of the SSA knowledge indicators is provided in Table I. The 
language of each knowledge indicator has been abbreviated and modified from the actual 
question for ease of understanding. The exact wording and respondent level frequency 
data for each question are available in Appendix A. 

." 
The results indicate that Americans are generally knowledgeable about Social Security 
programs. Responses given to questions requiring general conceptual knowledge were 
largely accurate, while responses to questions requiring specific factual (numerical) 

." responses were largely inaccurate. Respondents did poorly on only two questions of 
general knowledge. 

The questions included in Table 1 are close-ended; respondents were presented with 
choices and asked to either choose an answer or to agree or disagree with a statemcnt. 
The percentage of respondents who answered each question correctly is recorded in the 
"% Correct" column. For example, 80%) of all respondents correctly responded that 
Social Security provides retirement benefits. The knowledge indicators reported in Table 
I include a breakout of people who have received Personal Earnings and Benefits 
Estimate Statements (PEBES) and those who have not. Further analysis, discussed in 
detail in Section 3.4 and 3.9 in this report, indicate that receipl ofa PEBES document 
significantly increases knowledge of Social Security programs. 

3.2 Conceptual Knowledge 

The results of Ihis survey clearly demonstrate that Americans are well infonned about 
many basic Social Security program facts. Eighty percent or more of the population 
answered scven of the eighteen conceptual measures correctly. These seven measures 
include recognition oflhe three primary benefit programs (retirement, disability, and 
survivor insurance), the nature of the tax used to support Social Security, how those taxes 
are being used today, and how benefits are calculated. The remaining mcasure deals with 
the understanding of the future challenge to Social Security posed by an increasingly 
older population. The high level of knowledge for these seven indicators demonstrates a 
high level of general understanding of Social Security. 

Two questions receive low scores. These two questions can be paraphrased as "Some 
Social Security taxes on an employee's earnings pay for SSl" (10% correct) and "There is 
significant fraud and abuse by people who aren't entitled to benefits" (21 % correct). It 
should be noted that almost one in three adults (321yO) state that they do not know how 
SSl is paid for, suggesting a general lack of knowledge rather than erroneous belief. The 
fraud and abuse measure indicates that the vast majority of Americans do not know the 
level of fraud and abuse associated with Social Security benefits. 

3.3 Specific Factual (Numerical) Knowledge 

Respondents did poorly on four questions associated with specific factual (numerical) 
knowledge about Social Security. While roughly two-thirds (65%) of adults know that 
the young(:st age one can retire and receive full benefits will rise in the future, only 38% 

The Social Security Administration 3 February 1999 
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know that the actual age is currently 65. Of adults who know that one can retire early 
and receive some retirement benefits, less than half (46%) know that the age is 62. 

Less than one in four adults (24%) are aware of the average monthly retirement benefit 
amount. Additionally, almost no one (7%) knows the percentage of Social Security tax 
dollars that goes to administrative expenses . .­

The Social Security Administration 4 February 1999 
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Table l. SSA Knowledge Indicators 

Overall Recei,,-ed PJ.:BF-S Did Not Receive PF:RES 
Percent Percent Percent 

Percent Percent Don't Percent Percent Don't' Percent Percent Don't 
Conceptual Knowledge Correct lncorrect Know Correct incorrect Know Corree,t Incorrect Know 

SS Benefits depend un how much people earned 89 4 7 97 2 87 5 8 
SS is paid for by a lax placed on both workers and 
employers. 87 6 7 87 7 6 87 6 7 
Percentage of older Americans will aoout double between 
now and 2032 84 10 6 86 9 5 83 10 7 
S5 pays benefits to workers who become disabled 83 10 7 87 9 4 82 10 8 
5S taxes paid today are used for today's retired people 81 7 12 83 5 12 81 7 12 
SS provides benefits to the families of workers who die SO 11 9 86 9 5 79 11 !O 
SS provides retirement benefits SO 15 5 80 15 5 80 15 5 
S5 is the largest SOurce ofincome for most elderly 
Americans 77 15 8 79 14 7 77 16 7 
SS plays a major role in keeping seniors out of poverty 76 19 5 78 18 4 75 20 5 
People on SS are livirlg longer s.o Ihey cost the program 
more 76 20 4 84 14 2 74 22 4 
5S designed only to pwvide part of retirement income 73 20 7 78 16 6 71 22 7 
Youngest age one can retire and receive full benefiis will 
rise 65 17 18 73 12 15 64 18 18 
People can retire curly and receive some benefits 62 25 13 70 22 8 60 26 14 
In the future there will not be enough workers to pay for 
benefits 61 34 5 64 32 4 60 34 6 
SS benefits go up automatically with cost of living 59 28 13 66 26 8 57 29 I. 
SS pays for the food stamp program 50 19 31 55 18 27 50 19 31 
Amount of fraud and abuse by people who aren't entitled to 
bencfiL<; 21 70 5 25 71 4 20 74 6 
Some SS taxes on all emph)Y~~'~(!f;\I'!IiI18~J?~-X for SSI 10 58 32 10 63 27 10 57 33 

The Soeiat Seeuril'y Admillistrn,tion 5 February 1999 
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Table I. (continued) SSA Knowledge Indicators 

OHTaU Received PERES Did Nol Receive J'EBES 

Percent Percent 
Percent Percent Don" Percent Percent Don't Percent Percent Don't 
Correct Incorrect Know Correct Incorrect Know Correct Incorrect Know 

Specific :Factua' (Numerical) Knuw1cdge 

Earliest age people can retire and COlle;;:l some Social 
Security benefits 
Earliest age people can retire and coHeet full Social 
Security benefits 
Amount of average momhly benefits 
Percentage of Social Security tax dollars thal goes to 
administrative expenses 

46 

38 
24 

7 

37 

43 
69 

73 

17 

19 
7 

20 

59 

37 
27 

II 

29 

4S 
67 

69 

12 

15 
6 

20 

41 

38 
23 

7 

41 

42 
70 

73 

18 

20 
7 

20 

The Sodal Security Admilli~lnl.ti(ln 6 February 1999 



The Gallup Organization rUMS Survey Sum"mary Report 

3.4 PEBES 

One oftht: services provided by SSA is the distribution of PEBES, individual written reports 
showing the yearly amount of earnings posted to a worker's Social Security record and how 
much that person can expect to receive in benefits. Approximately one-half of all adults 
surveyed (49%) are aware of the availability of the PEBES. Slightly more than one in five adults 
(21 %) stated that they had received a PEBES statement. Receipt of PEBES is one of the more 
important factors affecting the SSA baseline knowledge indicator; respondents who report 
having received a PEBES score significantly higher on the baseline knowledge indicator than 
those who have not received a PEBES. The PEBES breakouts in Table 1 illustrate the 
relationship between PEBES and the knowledge indicators.2 

As expected, the observed increase in knowledge is not consistent across all knowledge 
measures. Knowledge that Social Security provides retirement benefits is not affected by receipt 
ofPEBES, while knowledge that Social Security benefits depend on the amounts people earned 
rises from 87% to 97% with the receipt of PEBES. 

The striking increase in knowledge due to PEBES is discussed in more detail in Section 3.9 of 
this report. 

3.5 Responses to the Unaided Social Security Benefit Question3 

In addition to the aided knowledge questions, respondents were asked the open-ended question: 
"What types of benefits do you think the Social Security taxes that come out of your paycheck 
pay forT' The results from this question are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. 

Responses to the Unaided Social Security 

Benefits Question 


Benefit Unaided 
Retirement 47 
Disability 25 
Survivor 14 
Widows 8 
Medicare 20 
Food Stampsll I 
Supplemental Security Incomcl1 10 
a. Not a Social Security benefit 

Table 2 illustrates that 47% of respondents were able to identify retirement benefits as a Social 
Security program benefit. Identification of other Social Security benefits is much lower: the next 
highest percentage is for disability (25%). Ten percent (10%) of respondents incorrectly 
identified Supplemental Security mcorne (SSI) as a Social Security benefit paid through payroll 

The Social Security Administration 7 February 1999 
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deductions. These numbers are cons1stent with cognitive research which demonstrates that it is 
much more difficult for respondents to reeall infonn':Hion without prompts than it is to identify a 
correct answer from a list of options. 

3.6 BaseliM Knowledge Indicator 

A key component of the PUMS survey is the computation of a baseline score using the 
knowledge questions. The baseline knowledge indicator aliows for an exploration afhow 
knowledge varies a;:;ross demographic groups in ordcr to dctcnnine which groups have lower 
levels of knowledge. Identitying these groups will allow SSA officials to better understand their 
audiences and to develop targeted educational campaigns for particular groups. 

The baseline knowledge indicator was developed by constructing a knowledge scale. The 
knowledge scale developed for this analysis is a simple swnmarion of 19 of tbe 22 close-ended 
questions contained in Table t. Respondents were awarded one po;nt for each correct answer 
resulting in a possible range for the s.cale of 0 to 19 points. Three of the closcd-ended questions 
were excluded from the scale after a reliability analysis indicated that the questions were not 
corre!ated with overall knowledge.4 

A detailed description of the reliability analysis is contained in the Technical Report provided 
separately to the SSA project manager. 

Gallup recorrunellds that "lmowledgeabte" be defined as correctly answering 70% of the 
questions (13 out of the possible 19 questions). Using this scale, 55% of respondents are 
bowledgcab\e. This recommc:Jd;:uion is based on the judgement ofihe Gallup rese;'lfchers most 
familiar with the data and academic convention. 

The average scores for ail respondents is 67% or 12.67 out of 19. Table 3 contains the average 
score of each demographic group. 

Table 4 eontai:Js the percentage ofeach demographic group considered knowledgeable. The 
PEBES information contained in the table illustrates the impact of receipt of PEBES has on 
knowledge. The impact ofPEBES is discussed in more detail in section 3,9. 

, 'l'h~ Social Security Administration February 1999• 
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Table 3. Average Scores by Demograpbic Gronps 

Variable Category 
Mean 
Score 

Std. Std. 
Dcv.5, Err/i 

Percent 
Correct 

.. 

., 

Income Under $20,00{) 
$20,000-$35,000 
$35,000-$50,000 
$50.000-$75,000 
$75,000-$100,000 
S100,000 or mo~e 

[ 1.91 
12.73 
12.94 
13.20 
[3.43 
13.55 

2.81 0.13 
2.50 0.12 
2.55 0.13 
2.47 0.13 
252 OJ9 
255 0.21 

63% 
67% 
68% 
69% 

71% 
71% 

Age 18-29 
30-39 
40-49 
50-64 
65 and Over 

11.27 
12.32 
13.01 
13.55 
12.93 

2.43 
2.48 
2.48 
2.78 
2.67 

0.13 
0.12 
0.11 
0.12 
0.12 

59% 

65% 
68% 
71% 
68% 

Gender Male 
Female 

12.90 
12.47 

2.64 
2.74 

0.08 
0.08 

68% 
66% 

Education Less than HS 
HS Ornd 
Some College 
Traderrechnica! 
College Graduate 
Post Graduate 

11.30 
12.36 
13.00 
12,75 

13.07 
13.58 

2.91 
2.73 
2.48 
2.00 
2.47 
2.55 

o.la 
0.11 
0.11 

<0.00 

0.12 
0.16 

59% 
65% 
68% 
67% 

69% 
71% 

Ethnicity Hi8:panic 
Non-Hispanic 

1158 2.87 
12.77 . 2.66 

0.23 
0.06 

61% 
67% 

Race Some other race 
White 
A frican-American/8 lack 
Hispanic 
American IndianlAlasb Native 
Asian 
Nal!Ve HawaiianlPacific Islander 

11.70 
12.89 
11.79 
11.62 
12.12 
11.77 
12.25 

2.43 0.50 
2.64 0.06 
2.67 0.20 
2.78 0.28 
2.29 0.41 

268 0.45 
2.31 1.11 

62% 
68% 
62% 
61% 

64% 

62% 
64% 

The Sacial Security Admini~rati.on February 1999• 
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Table 3. (continued) Average Scores by Demographic Gruups 

S.d. S.d. Percent 
Variable Category Mean Dev. Error Correct 

Marital Status Divorced l2,65 2,8Q 0.18 67% 
Separated 11.69 3,01 0,42 62% 
Widowed 12.54 2.72 0,18 66% 
Currently married 12.99 2.62 0,07 68% 
Singh::: and never married 12,01 2.57 0,12 63% 

Employment Unemployed 12,13 2,82 0,15 64% 
Employed part-time 12,/2 2,67 0,16 67% 
Employed, on maternity leave or some 
other reaSon 12,21 2,79 0.57 64Q/o-
Employed flll1~time (35 or more hours 
per week) 12.76 2.62 0,08 67% 
Retired 13,01 2,70 0,13 68% 

Region 
• 

Boston 12,90 2,70 0,25 68% 

New York 12,64 2,62 0,17 67% 

Philadelphia 12,73 261 0,17 67% 
Atlanta 12.48 255 0,12 66% 
Chicago 12.74 2,71 [),[3 67% 
Dallas 12,67 2,93 0,18 67% 
Kansas IVI 2.83 0,21 67% 
Denver 13.14 2,81 0.33 69% 
San Francisco 12,60 2,70 0,15 66% 

Seattle 12,84 2,82 0.30 68% 

PlOBES Received PEBES 13.54 2,51 0,12 71% 
Did Not Receive PEBES lHi 2.69 0,06 66% 

• Tried to get 
,. SSA info 

Yes l3,27 2.65 0,12 70% 
No 12.52 2,68 0,06 66% 

Total Population 12,67 2.70 0.06 67% 

The Sodal Security Administration to febtuary 1999 
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3.7 Knowledge Variation by Demographic Croups and Other Factors 

Table 3 illustrates the relationship between knowledge and key demographk groups. in general, 
the re;ationsbip bctween knowledge and cach of the variable5 tested was statistically significant 
The following relationships were observed: 

• 	 More educated respondents know more about Social Security benefits than less 
educated respondents. 

• 	 Wealthier respondents tend to know more about Socia! Security benefits than less 
wealthy respondents. 

• 	 Older Amerieans know more about Social Security benefits than younger Americans. 

• 	 Adultg who received PEBES know more than those who did not 

• 	 Males know more aoout Social Security benefits than females. 

• 	 Non~Hispanics arc more knowledgeable about Social Security benefits than 
Hispanics. 

• 	 Marricd respondents know more about SociaJ Sccurity benefits than single or 
separated respondents. 

• 	 Employed and retired respondents kcow more about Swial Security benefits than 
unemployed respondents. 

While bi'lariate7 relationships like those esL1blishcd Detwecn knowledge and the demographic 
categories are useful, it is important to recognize the simultaneous effects of other variables. For 
instance. while wealthier people lend to be more knowledgeable much of the relationship can be 
explaioeil by the fact that wealthier people tend to be more educated, For this reason, we 
conducted a multi~variate anaiysis to control for the various background variables. The results of 
this analysis are reported in the following section. 

3.8 Multiple Regression AmdysisH 

A step-wise multiple regression analysis was conducted (0 determine the most important 
predictors of knowledge, The regression analysis cQnfmned the following; " 

II 	 Education: Education significantly predicts the level ofkllowlcdge. The more 
educlHed a person is the more they know about Social Security benefits. 

• 	 Age: The older a person is the more knowledgeable he/she is likely to be abOl.lt 
Social Security benefits. 

The Sodal Security Administration II 	 February 1999 
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• 	 Income: Wealthier respondents know more aboul Sod::::! Security benefits than less 
wealthy respondents, 

• 	 Receipt of (1 PEBES; Respondents: who received a PEBES know more about Social 
Security benefits than those who did not receive a PEBES. 

• 	 Gender: Men know more about Social Security benefits thon women. 

'. • 	 Race: African Americans and Asians are less knowledgeable about Social Security 

benefits than whites, 


• 	 ~uempt to get information about Social Security: Those that report that they 
attempted to receive infonnution about Social Security in the last year know morc 
about Social Security, 

• 	 Receiving Current Benefits: Those individuals who are currently receiving Sociui 
Security benefits know more about Social Security than those not receiving Dt;!nefils, 

• 	 Household Member Receiving Current Benefits: Those individu.1.1s with .a household 
member who is currently receiving Social Security bene fils know more about Social 
Security than those without a household member currently receiving benefits. 

• 	 Ethnicity: Hispanics arc less knowledgeable about Social Security than non­
Hispanics. 

It is interesting to note that marital status, employment status, urbunicity (e.g. rural, suburban or 
urban) and region are not significant predictors of knowledge once other variables are controlled 
for (e.g, income and education). 

3.9 PEBES and Knowledge Scores by OCfD;ographic Groups 

TaMe 4 c:emonstrates the impact of PEBES on knowledge of Social Security programs. The 
positive imp-act ofPEBES on knowledge is consistent across demographic groups. For 
individu......Js earning Jess than $20,000 per year and those earning $100,000 or more, the 
differences between those who received PEBES and those wno did not is 11 and 12 percentage 
points, respectively. SimHarJy! for individuals with less than n high school educ..'ltion and those 
with poslgraduate education. the differences between those who received PEBES and those who 
did not is l3 percentage points for both groups. 

Care must be taken when drawing conclusions from certain demographic groups. !n some cases 
• 	 the number of respondents is limited (tess than 30 Individuals in some instmces) and it is, 

therefore, highly likely that some of these groups nre not representative. 

Roughly one in two adults: (49ij/~) are aware ofPEBES. As: SSA fuBy implements legislation 
providing that PEBES be sent annuaily to all workers age 25 or older, the public's knowledge of 
Social Security will increase. 

The Social Security Administration 12 	 February tm 
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Table 4. 


Percent of Population Scoring 13 Points (-70%) or Better on the PUMS 

Knowledge Scale 


" 

Income 	 Under 520,000 
$20,000·$35,000 
$)5,000·$50,000 
550,000·$75,000 

$75,000·$ 1 00,000 
$100,000 or more 

Age 	 IR·29 


30·39 

40-49 

50-64 

65 and Over 


Gender 	 Male 
Female 

Educatiun 	 Less than HS 
US Orad 
Some CoIJege 
Trnde;Technici11 
Cotlege Graduate 
Post Graduate 

Ethnicity 	 Hispanic 
Non-Hispanic 

-. Race 	 Some other race 
White 

African· AmericanIBlack 
Hispanic 
lvnerican Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian 
Native HawaiianiPacific Islander 

Did Not 
Receh'cd Rcc-eive 

Total PERES PEBES 

45 55 44 

54 69 51 


60 79 55 

60 73 56 

65 80 61 


69 78 66 


,
33 32 

48 65 48 


62 67 61 

65 75 61 

61 67 60 


57 78 52 

52 60 51 


33 45 31 

50 58 48 


59 78 55 

58 68 56 

62 81 59 


67 77 64 


37 65 33 

56 69 53 


,
34 32 

58 71 55 

41 48 39 

37 • 33 

41 • 34 

41 • 33 
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Table 4. (continued) 

Percent of Population Scoring 13 points (-70%) or Better on the PUMS 


Knowledge Scale 

Did Not 

Received Receive 
Total PERES PERES 

Marital Status 	 Divorced 54 61 52
'. ,Separated 45 41 

Widowed 56 58 56 

Currently married 59 73 56 

Single and never marril'<l 43 70 40 


Employment 	 Unemployed 46 59 43 

Employed parHime 54 71 50 

Employed, on maternity leave or Some 

other reason 43 • 39 

Employed full-time (35 or more hours 
per week) 	 56 74 52 

Retired 	 62 66 61 


Region 	 Boston 58 73 53 

New York 54 72 48 

Philadelphia 57 70 53 

Atlanta 52 70 50 

Chicago 53 62 51 

Dallas 58 70 55 

Kansas 59 63 59 

Denver 61 84 55 

So:n Francisco 53 67 49 

Seattle 60 " /I 57 


Tried to get 
SSA info 


Yes 64 75 58 

No 52 65 50
.. 

Total Po!!ulation 	 55 69 52 

Percentages in italics have cell sizes of less than 45 respondents. Special care must be before 
basing specitic conclusions on these demographic groups, 

'" Cell size was too small to permit meaningful presentation (<30 respondents), 

The Social St"Curity AdministTlltiftn 14 	 February 1999 



The C!lllu~ Orgauization PU;\-1$ Surv~y Summary Report 

3.10 Sources of Social Security Information 

One in five adults (21 %) report requesting Social Security information during the past year, 
lndividuals who requested Social Security infonnation during the past year scored higher Qn the 
knowledge indicator than those that did not request infonnation (see Table 4)9. 
Of the re,pondents who attempted to receive Social Security information, 81 % sought the '. 
infonnation from the Social Security Administration (Figure 1). The telephone was used by over 
one-half of the respondents (51%) to request the infonnation. Just under one~third (32%) 

'. requested the infomlation during a visit ::0 SSA, and 2% used the Internet sileo 

Figure \. Where did you try to get this information from? 

10% 

OSSA 

9'ntemet 

&:IlobJemployer 

1.1 Don't Know 

• Other (50+ categorics) 

The vast majority (87%) of the individuals who contacted SSA for information received the 
requested infonnation. Only 89 respondents (12%) stated that they did not receive the requested 
inforrnalion. 1O The remaining respondents did not know iftb.ey received the :naterials or not 

Of the respondents who received information from SSA, 91i.% found the infonnation to be very 
or somewhat useful (Figure 2), 
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Figure 2, Was the Social Security information provided by the 
Social Security Administration, , , 

'. 

GtVery Useful 

8 Somewhat Uscfl.:! 
30% 

e Only a Little Useful 

II Not at All Useful 

-Don't Know 

Responcents were asked about the usefulness of di fferent ways that SSA might provide more 
infonnatlon about Social Security programs. In general. the most predictive measure of future 
behavior is the '''top box" score, the percentage of respondents choosing the highest possible 
rating, in this case, the response "very useful." The pertent top box ratings range from 54.3% to 
24.6% fer "Access to live Socinl Security Administration employees through a loll~free phone 
call" and "Town hall meetings broadcast on TV," respectively, Responses of "Don't know" may 
reflect a lack ofunderstanding ofor familiarity with the technology. Results are summarized in 
TableS. 
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Table 5, 

Perceived Usefulness of Sources of SSA Information 

" (percent total valid respondents) 

Only a 
. Very Somewhat little Not at ali Don't 

useful useful useful useful know 
Acc-ess to live Social 
Security Administration 
employees through a toll~ 54.3 30.0 7,3 6.8 1.7 
free phone call 
Written materia! scnt to 
your home 50.7 34.5 7.3 6.6 0.9 
Visits to a !ocal Socia! 
Seeurity Administration 40.6 31.6 IV 13.8 1.4 
office 
Infonnatiol1 video sent to 
your home 36.3 31.6 IL7 18.7 1.6 
information on television 
and radio 35.0 42.7 11.9 9,3 1.1 
Inform.ation provided on a 
web page on the Interne! 34.5 29.6 8.8 22,3 4.8 
Infonnation in newspapers 29.8 43.7 14.0 1l.2 1.4 
Information workshops held 
in your community 29.6 39.5 14.1 14.1 2.7 
Taped information provided 
Through a toll~free call 24.7 37.5 15,4 20.7 1.7 

Tov.ll hall meetings 
broadcast on TV 24.6 39.8 15.4 1&.2 2.0 

• 


These data indicate that the public prefer's multiple means of accessing Socia! Security 
infonnation, Gullup's. internal research suggests that where the percentage of actual use and the 
percemage of respondent.. who perceive the method to be "very useful" are similar, little growth 
or use e<tn be expected, This is the case for the use (51%) and perceived usefulness (54%) of 
access to live Sm;ial Security Administration employees through a toll~free phone call. 
However, ifonly taped infonnation provided through a 1oll~free call is available (3. method found 
to be very useful to onJy 24% of respondents), actual use may decline if other options are 
available . 

Conversdy, where current methods of access are low (Internet 2%) and preferred usefulness is 
high (34.5%) then significant growth opportunity exists, When asked if there were any other 
ways SSA might provide more information about Social Security programs, 13% of respondents 
indicated that making infonnation available at the workplace would be most useful. The tabular 
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data provided separately to SSA provides breakouts on how demographic groups prefer to 
receive infonnation. This will allow SSA to begin targeting its educational approaches according 
to customer preferences. 

Written material sent to your home was deemed very useful by roughly half(50.7%) of all 
respondents. This is consistent with the finding that PEBES (a written document mailed directly 
to people's home) had a positive impact on knowledge. 

Over the past year to bring focus to the President's call for a national dialogue on Social 
Security, SSA developed and widely distributed an educational pamphlet "The FUlure ofSocial 
Security." This pamphlet was designed to educate Americans about many of the facts addressed 
in the PUMS survey. Table 6 lists the II points contained in this publication. 

Table 6, 

Percent of Adults Who Correctly Answered the Knowledge Indicators Included in 


the "Future ofSocial Security" Pamphlet 

Knowledge Indicator Percent of adults answering correctly 

Benefits depends on earnings 89 
Seniors will double by 2032 84 
Disability benefits 83 
Today's taxes used for today's retirees 81 
Retirement benefits 80 
Survivor benefits 80 
Social Se:curity: Largest source of retirement income 77 
People are living longer 76 
Social Security: Keeps seniors out of poverty 76 
Designed as only part of retirement income 73 
Benefits go up with the cost of living 59 

The large percentage of Americans who know basic facts about Social Security benefits may, at 
least in part, be attributed to the increased public education initiatives SSA has undertaken in 
response to the President's call for a national dialogue on Social Security. As part of this effort 
SSA distributed approximately 23 million PEBES and widely distributed the pamphlet "The 
Future a/Social Security". Both documents specifically address the basic program facts 
measured by PUMS. However, to test the relationship between knowledge and specific 
publications, Gallup recommends SSA undertake targeted survey research and analysis since the 
PUMS survey did not attempt to link knowledge with any single SSA product other than PEBES . 
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4.0 Conclusions and Inilial Recommendations 

The Gallup Organization concludes and recommends the following: 


• 

• 	 The <:hallengc set forth in SSA's Agency Strategic Plan (ASP), that 9 out of 10 afall 

American adults '.IliJ! be knowledgeable about Social Security programs in five broad areas'. by the year 2005, is realistic for most of the aided knowledge indicators addressed in the 
survey. 

• 	 There is strong evidence that Americans have a good understanding of the general Social 
Security programs and concepts. 

• 	 The PUMS Survey process and corresponding methodology provide a valid means for 
determining and measuring the public's knowledge. SSA should use the overail baseline 
indicator to meet its ASP and GPRA reporting requirements, 

• 	 SSA should use the 19 closc·ended know[cdgc questions 10 create a Social Security 
knowledge scale. Gallup recommends SSA establish a goaI for 90"/(1 of Americans to score 
70% or higher on the knowledge scale, [n other words, 90"1u of America.ns should answer 13 
out of 19 questions ("70%) correctly. Currently 55% ofAmf;ricans score 70% or highcr 011 

this scale. This figure should be considered thc b.lseJine knowledge score for ASP/GPRA 
repmting. 

• 	 The research suggests that SSA is doing an excellent job ofproviding the public with 
jnformation about the basic features of Social Security programs, The vast ma.jority of 
Ame:icans who seek Social Security information tum to the SSA, Orthose who receive 
information from SSA, the vast majority (91%) rate the information as very or somewhat 
useful. 

• 	 One of the strongest indicators of knowledge was whether or not lhe indiVIdual had received 
a PEBES statement. 69% ofadults who received a PEBES score over 7(¥l1o on the knowledge 
scale. This suggests that PEBES may be one of the most powerful tools SSA can use to 
educate Americans about Social Security. Therefore. SSA should take steps to maximize lhe 
educational potential ofthest sulte:nents and promote public awareness and use of the 
statements. Our data suggestS that as SSA fully implements legislation providing that 
PEBES be scm annually to all workers age 25 or older, the public's knowledge Q[Sociaj 
Se<::urity will increase . 

• 
• 	 Survey results indicate that knowledge varies significantly by social and demographic 

groups. People with low incomes, less education, and people of color are less knowledgeabJe 
about Social Security than their more affluent, more educated, and white countcfj)arts. This 
.suggests that SSA should consider stre,ngthc!1ing its programs aimed at these populations, 
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• 	 SSA should consider conducting studies focused on key populations that currently display 
lower levels of SSA knowledge. By localizing attention and resources on those critical 
populations, SSA could test the extent to which knowledge scores can be raised by intensive 
public education efforts. 

• 	 SSA should closely examine its public education products and approaches to ensure that its 
"knowledge indicators" are receiving the proper emphasis. This should include targeted 
survey research for specific SSA public education products and activities. 

• 	 SSA should continue a broad-based approach to public education, with more emphasis on 
increasing access to live SSA officials and written materials sent to individual homes as ways 
of di~:persing infonnation. SSA should also increase access to its information products in 
ways that have "growth" potential, most notably the Internet. 
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I Due to 1he luwer than antteipated response mte 03%) a non-response study was conducted in Detember 1998. t\'{) 
response bias Wa$ fnund. 
2 Care shoulti be taken when examining bivariate data {PEBES - Knowledge) without considering otber important 
vllrittblcs such il£ age, income. and education. Multivariate analysis indi~tes that PEBES is indeed n significant 
driver ofknuwJcdgc. In the age group of adults -50 years or older, rcceipt 0: a peDES 'wns Intgely indar~nJ()nt of a 
respondent request for Informal ion, III younger individuals, rece:pt 0: a PEBES is likely to be the result of a liirect 
request. 
~ Unaided recall can roughly ':;e c()mpa:red to brand awaren~s in the private sector: What do people think of tirst 
when they hear the term Social Socurity? W'hile the level of unaided recall falls well below the 90% knowledge 
threshold sougbt by SSA. it does provide SSA with a strong indicator ofknowlcdgc. 

4 The exact wording of the th~e qoostions excluded from the scalc were: 

Some of lhe Social Security taxes on an employee's eamings go to pa), for the Sdpplemenlal Sccurity Income 
progrnm that's tlle SSt program 

• 	 \Vhicn of the following dollar amounts do you think comes close~ to the average moolhly rclircmcr,l bcoc':it 
currently being paid to a retired worker by Social Security? Woold yoo ~y 
Less Ulan $500 a monlh, $500 10 less that'! $700 a month, $700 :0 less than 5900 a month. $900 to less than 
SI,JOt) a month. or $1 ,100 a month ormore~ and 
What percentage ·ofthe Social S(:curily lax dollars de yoo think goes to p.1ymg administrntive aOO tXhc( 
expcmes, as opposed 10 paying actual benefits? Would you say the percent that goes to adminiSlmtive and other 
cxpcmes is, less than 5 percent, 5 t(} tess th;m 25 percent, 25 to Jess than 50 percellt S{) I(} tess tlUtll 75 percent, 
or 75 percl.llt or more., 

~ The standard deviation, calculated as !he square root ofthe vanam:e. is a measure ofdispersion around the 
rnathcrnaticul avcmge or mean ofa distribution. In a nomal distribution, -6&% ofCilSe$ Jail within om: standard 
ili.'Vlation (Sut Dev.) of the mean and 95% of cases fall within two standarrl de ....iations ofthe mean. For t.:xamplc, if 
the average scort is \3, with a sf.l~ru deviation of 2, 95% of the scores would be between 11 and 15 in a nonnal 
distribution, 
6 A measure of how much the value orlhc mean lTUl.y vary :rom sar.lple to sample tak~n from the same population. 
Tften idemical studi~s had been cunducted, one w(}u:d ex;;C{;1 the r.leans to vary by ±the Standard Error orlhe Mean 
{S,d. Err_J. 
1 A bivariZle relationship OOtlsiders just two variables in isolation and does not consider other relationships, e.g. the 
relationship bctween knowledge and education does nol consider the influence ofage, gender. or other important 
measures. 
8 Multiple regression analysis is a statistical technique designed to determine the relative infiuefl(;e of a number of 
indepcndent variables on a chosen dependent vnriab!e. 11 3110ws researchers to lest the predicti ....e power of eath 
variable while controlling for the affect of other vanabJes. 
9 p<O.05tcsted using a t.tcst This t-lcs! procedure tomparcs means for two g:ou}}S of eases. Used h<:re it is dc&igned 
to detect a signiflcant difference_ 
lU When asked why they were unsuccessful in receiving. the requested Socia! Se<:urily infonnation from SSA, over 
onc~thjrd (34%) of lhose respondents who did not receive the infurrnation they requested from SSA sllllcd that they 
recent!y requested the information and bad oot yet heard a tCSpOnse. The next largest group, 15% ofllie total, stated 
that they were urublc :0 get the Social Security information lbey requested from SSA for reasons associnted wilh 
poor scrvil~e. However, tbis perccnlagc represents on!y 13 rospo:nden~ far too few individuals upon which 10 base 
any finn crmclusioos . 
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