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AARP i fit ti i l lf i ti ith b hi th t h l l 50AARP is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social welfare organization with a membership that helps people 50+ 
have independence, choice and control in ways that are beneficial and affordable to them and society 
as a whole. AARP does not endorse candidates for public office or make contributions to either 
political campaigns or candidates. We produce AARP The Magazine, the definitive voice for 50+ 
Americans and the world's largest-circulation magazine with over 35.1 million readers; AARP Bulletin, g g ; ,
the go-to news source for AARP's millions of members and Americans 50+; AARP VIVA, the only 
bilingual U.S. publication dedicated exclusively to the 50+ Hispanic community; and our website, 
AARP.org. AARP Foundation is an affiliated charity that provides security, protection, and 
empowerment to older persons in need with support from thousands of volunteers, donors, and 
sponsors We have staffed offices in all 50 states the District of Columbia Puerto Rico and the U Ssponsors. We have staffed offices in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. 
Virgin Islands. 

The Rockefeller Foundation fosters innovative solutions to many of the world's most pressing 
challenges, affirming its mission, since 1913, to “promote the well-being” of humanity. Today, the 
Foundation works to ensure that more people can tap into the benefits of globalization while 
strengthening resilience to risks. Foundation initiatives include efforts to mobilize an agricultural 
revolution in sub-Saharan Africa, bolster economic security for American workers, inform equitable, 
sustainable transportation policies in the United States, ensure access to affordable and high-quality 
health systems in developing countries, support strategies and services that help vulnerablehealth systems in developing countries, support strategies and services that help vulnerable 
communities cope with the impacts of climate disruptions, and promote environments in which 
creativity can flourish.

This report was written by Colette Thayer, Ph.D., Senior Research Advisor, AARP Strategic Issues 
Research All media inquiries about this report should be directed to AARP Media Relations at
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Methodology
• Woelfel Research, Inc., an independent research firm based in Dunn Lorring VA, 

conducted interviews with registered voters at least 40 years old from September 24 
to October 10, 2010. Telephone interviews were completed with a sample of 1206 

i t d t d 40 d ld d t d f th U it d St t Thiregistered voters aged 40 and older drawn at random from the United States.  This 
sample was then boosted to obtain additional interviews with African Americans and 
Hispanics aged 40 and older as well as residents of California, Florida, Illinois and 
New York aged 40 or older.  The interviews were conducted in English by Woelfel
R h I d S i h b E t R h f th Hi i i t i ThResearch, Inc. and Spanish by Eastern Research for the Hispanic interviews.  The 
results from the study were weighted by age and gender.  The margin of sampling 
error for each sample  is as follows:

> Random sample of 1206: ±2.8%
> African American sample of 401: ±4.9%.
> Hispanic sample of 400: ±4.9%
> California sample of 519: ±4.3%

Fl id l f 501 4 4%> Florida sample of 501: ±4.4%
> Illinois sample of 501: ±4.4%
> New York sample of 500: ±4.4%
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• This report includes findings from the national, California, and female samples. The 
latter includes 649 women and has a margin of sampling error of ±3.9%.



Executive Summaryy

Issue landscape
• Nationally as well as in California, Social Security only follows jobs as among the top two 

issues of personal importance to registered voters aged 40+, ahead of the deficit and reducing 
health care costs. For women, Social Security ties with jobs. 

Social Security adequacy
• Many voters rely (or plan to rely) on Social Security and would struggle without it. Among 

beneficiaries nationally, nearly 7 in 10 would either not be able to afford basics or would have to 
make significant sacrifices and nearly half of non-beneficiaries anticipate the same. It is very 
similar among women, with over 7 in 10 beneficiaries either not being able to afford basics or 
having to make significant sacrifices and over half of non-beneficiaries anticipating the same.having to make significant sacrifices and over half of non beneficiaries anticipating the same.

• Over half of registered voters aged 40+ think the average Social Security check for retirees is 
too low. Nationally, 54% feel this way, as do 56% of Californians, and 53% of women. 
Nationally, this sentiment is shared across age, ideology, and income.

• A majority believe Social Security is more important than ever for middle class Americans. j y y p
Nationally, 63% of registered voters aged 40+ feel this way, as do 64% of Californians, and 
63% of women.
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Executive Summary  ContinuedExecutive Summary, Continued.
Social Security perceptions and values
• Social Security is (or will be) important to the retirement income of over 8 in 10 registered votersSocial Security is (or will be) important to the retirement income of over 8 in 10 registered voters 

(87% nationally, 83% in California, and 90% of women). Nationally, sentiment is strong across 
ideology and income as well: 85% of conservatives, 91% of moderates, and 86% of liberals feel 
it is (or will be) important, as do 94% of voters whose annual family income is under $50,000 
and 79% of those whose income is higher. 

• There is widespread belief that if you pay into Social Security, you should earn a benefit, 
regardless of your income. Nationally, over 7 in 10 registered voters aged 40+ feel this way, 
across gender, age, and ideology.  Similarly, over 7 in 10 Californians feel this way as do over 7 
in 10 women.

• Roughly half of voters prefer increasing Social Security taxes to reducing benefits Nationally• Roughly half of voters prefer increasing Social Security taxes to reducing benefits. Nationally, 
49% prefer increased taxes while 39% prefer reduced benefits. In California, 51% prefer the 
former while 37% prefer the latter. Among women, 46% prefer increased taxes while 38% 
prefer reduced benefits. Nationally, this preference is consistent across ideology, with 49% of 
conservatives, 48% of moderates, and 60% of liberals preferring increased taxes to reduced 
benefits. 
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Protecting Social Security only follows creating 
jobs as among the top two issues of personal j g p p
importance.

44%

National California Women

45%

45%

31%

48%

29%

39%

44%

R d i h lth t

Protecting Social Security

Creating jobs

21%

34%

22%

24%

30%

22%

22%

29%

Cutting taxes for the middle class

Reducing the federal deficit

Reducing health care costs

13%

13%

18%

14%

21%

22%

15%

16%

Making U.S. more energy independent

Reforming our immigration system

Cutting taxes for the middle class

13%
14%

0% 20% 40%

Making U.S. more energy independent

Which of the following issues is most important to you personally? And 
ft th t hi h f th f ll i i i th t i t t t
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after that, which of the following issues is the most important to you 
personally? (Chart shows combined responses)



Fewer than 1 in 5 are very confident about their 
retirement security  retirement security. 

Not at all Not too Somewhat Very

19% 24% 16%
80%

100%

39% 39% 39%

40%

60%

20% 17% 20%

21% 20% 21%

0%

20%

40%

0%
Total California Women

How confident are you that you (and your spouse) will have enough
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How confident are you that you (and your spouse) will have enough 
money to live comfortably throughout your retirement years?



And they are even less confident about the y
retirement security of future generations.

Not at all Not too Somewhat Very

17% 19% 16%
4% 4% 4%

80%

100%

Not at all Not too Somewhat Very

32% 36% 33%

40%

60%

80%

43% 39% 44%20%

40%

0%
Total California Women

How confident are you that future generations children and

AARP 8

How confident are you that future generations – children and 
grandchildren of people like you – will have a secure retirement?



Among beneficiaries, Social Security is key to 
ti  it l dmeeting vital needs.
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which of the following statements best describes the effect it would have 
on your lifestyle?



Even among non-beneficiaries, about half g ,
anticipate struggling without Social Security.
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which of the following statements best describes the effect it would have 
on your planned lifestyle?



At least half think the average Social Security 
check for retirees is too low   Nationally  this check for retirees is too low.  Nationally, this 
sentiment is shared across age, gender, 
ideology, and income.

80%

100%
Too high About right Too low

54% 56% 53%

40%

60%

80%

36% 35% 37%20%

40%

3% 2% 3%0%
Total California Women

The average Social Security check for retirees is $1 168 per month Do
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The average Social Security check for retirees is $1,168 per month. Do 
you think this amount is too high, about right, or too low?



Over 6 in 10 view Social Security as an y
important program for the middle class.

100%

60%

80%

100%

California: 64%
Women: 63%

63%
24%

20%

40% California: 24%
Women: 25%

0%
Social Security is more important than 

ever for middle class Americans.
Social Security should be a safety net for 

the poor.

Which of the following do you agree with more?
• Social Security is more important than ever for middle class Americans. Falling home values and a declining 
stock market have shrunk hard earned nest eggs. And, fewer companies are offering pensions. If Social Security 
isn't strengthened, the middle class will have a less secure future.
• Social Security should be a safety net for the poor. We can't afford to keep giving the same Social Security 
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benefits to the middle class. People who can afford to save on their own should bear more of the responsibility. 



Nationally, Social Security is (or will be) important to 
the retirement income of nearly everyone (87%), 
including 66% who feel it is (or will be) very important. 
Sentiment is strong across gender, ideology and 
income.

82%100%Don't 

3% 7%2%
13%12%

31%
48%
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20%
40%
60%
80% Not at all

Not too
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Very
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too, 
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21%
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How important would you say Social Security benefits are (will be) to
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16%
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20%
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How important would you say Social Security benefits are (will be) to 
your monthly income (in retirement)?



Among Californians, Social Security is (or will 
be) important to the retirement income of most ) p
(83%) registered voters aged 40+, including 59% 
who feel it is (or will be)  very important. 

Don't 
k 2%

Not too, 
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Not at 
all, 8%

know, 2%

Very, 59%

Somewhat

8%

Somewhat
, 24%

How important would you say Social Security benefits are (will be) to
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How important would you say Social Security benefits are (will be) to 
your monthly income (in retirement)?



Among women, Social Security is (or will be) 
important to the retirement income of nearly all p y
registered voters aged 40+ (90%), including 72% 
who feel it is (or will be) very important. 

Not at all, Don't

Not too, 
5%

,
2% Don't 

know, 2%

Somewhat
, 18%

Very, 72%

How important would you say Social Security benefits are (will be) to
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How important would you say Social Security benefits are (will be) to 
your monthly income (in retirement)?



There is widespread belief that if you pay into Social 
Security, you should earn a benefit regardless of Security, you should earn a benefit regardless of 
your income. In fact, nationally over 6 in 10 people 
aged 40+ feel this way across gender, age, and 
ideology.gy

80%

100%
If you pay into Social 
Security, you should 
continue to earn a benefit.  

76%
74% 76%

40%

60%
Social Security is not a 
welfare program, it’s our 
money that we put into the 
system and deserve to get 
back when we retire.

15% 21% 16%

20%

40%
Millionaires and other 
wealthy seniors could live 
comfortably without Social 
Security, so they should get 
l t k th15% 16%

0%
Total California Women

less to make the program 
stronger for everyone else.

Which of the following do you agree with more?
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Which of the following do you agree with more?



More voters prefer increasing Social Security taxes 
than reducing benefits. Nationally, this preference is g y, p
consistent across ideology, with 49% of Conservatives, 
48% of Moderates, and 60% of Liberals preferring 
increased taxes to reduced benefits.

80%

100%
I want to get all the Social 
Security benefits I have

49% 51% 46%60%

80% Security benefits I have 
earned, even if it means 
Social Security taxes are 
increased.

39% 37% 38%20%

40% I would rather get less than 
I have earned in Social 
Security benefits so that 
Social Security taxes aren't 
increased.

0%
Total California Women
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Which of the following do you agree with more?



There is support for cost of living adjustments 
nationally as well as in California  Nationally  nationally as well as in California. Nationally, 
this sentiment is seen across age, gender, 
ideology, and income. 

80%

100%
Social Security 
benefits should keep 
up with inflation so 
seniors – many of 
whom are kept out of

60% 55% 62%

40%

60%
whom are kept out of 
poverty by Social 
Security – can 
continue to afford 
basics like food when 
costs rise.

29% 32% 26%
20%

40%
Social Security is going 
to run out of money 
unless we make 
changes – like 
reducing the benefit 
increases that happen

0%
Total California Women

increases that happen 
automatically.

Which of the following do you agree with more?
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Which of the following do you agree with more?



Popular arguments for strengthening Social 
S it    i i  th  th  f  Security are more convincing than those for 
cutting benefits.

REASON TO STRENGTHENREASON TO STRENGTHEN
% total convincing / % very convincing Total California Women
After 30 years of paying into Social Security, a low wage 
worker at full retirement age gets as little as $763 per 

72/44 66/38 75/48
g g $ p

month, about 15% below poverty.

For a typical worker retiring at age 65, the average 
Social Security benefit is less than 40 percent of their 
pre-retirement earnings after the cost of Medicare

67/32 60/29 70/34

pre retirement earnings after the cost of Medicare 
premiums.

Pensions are a thing of the past and half of all workers 
are not offered a workplace retirement savings plan, like 
a 401(k). 

66/32 64/31 69/33

( )

On average, women get less in Social Security benefits 
because they earn less than men and spend more time 
out of the labor force or working part-time to care for 
children and other family members. 

63/30 57/27 62/32
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Few find reasons to cut Social Security Few find reasons to cut Social Security 
benefits convincing.

REASON TO CUT
% total convincing / % very convincing Total California Women
Social Security is one of the biggest federal programs we 
have and its budget is just as messed up as the rest of

34/13 38/11 32/13
have, and its budget is just as messed up as the rest of 
the federal budget.  We can’t realistically fix the deficit 
without cutting Social Security.

If it is possible to help balance the budget without 
affecting today’s seniors and people near retirement then

34/10 37/6 30/11
affecting today s seniors and people near retirement, then 
Social Security benefits for people under 50 should be cut 
as part of an overall solution to the federal deficit 
problem.

Social Security benefits should be cut because the 33/14 31/13 31/9Social Security benefits should be cut because the 
federal deficit is a huge drag on our economy, and the 
best thing we can do for our children and grandchildren is 
to balance the budget and restore the long-term health of 
the economy.

33/14 31/13 31/9
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