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Introduction

On the 75" anniversary since the passage of the Social Security Act, it is worthwhile to reflect on the past
performance, current reality and future prospects for the Act’s signature program —what we now know as the Old
Age, Survivors and Disability Insurance (OASDI) program or “Social Security” — particularly as it relates to workers of
color, the fastest growing segment of the U.S. population.

With members of racial and ethnic minority groups now poised to become a majority of the U.S. population in a few
short decades, it is important to understand how these groups use and relate to Social Security and what program
elements need to be changed or strengthened to improve the program’s adequacy for them and for all Americans.

Since 1935, the circumstances of Asians, African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans and other racial and ethnic
groups has changed dramatically from a legal and social standpoint. At that time in U.S. history, de jure segregation
was the norm and open discrimination against workers of color was not only tolerated, it was expected in a nation
where many people of western European ancestry used their cultural, social, and political power to exploit the labor
of workers of color for their own economic gain.

Given these circumstances, it should not be a surprise that the original Social Security program was designed to
exclude agricultural and domestic workers —the two employment categories in which workers of color were
disproportionately represented; the majority of African Americans, for example, worked in these two occupations.
Today, Latinos are disproportionately represented in these job categories. But despite the fact that workers in these
occupations are now eligible for Social Security, their coverage remains spotty due to inconsistent wage reporting by
employers and widespread use of undocumented immigrant laborers who remain ineligible for Social Security
benefits.

As racial discrimination has been challenged over the years, and as support has grown among the public and within
both political parties, Social Security expanded its coverage and its benefits. Occupation exclusions were overturned
from the 1950s on, and as a result, workers from diverse racial and ethnic groups now benefit from and have come

to appreciate the value of the program.

A recent national poll commissioned by the National Academy of Social Insurance underscores the program’s
popularity. Ninety two percent of African Americans, 90 percent of Latinos, and 86 percent of whites agreed that
Social Security’s societal benefits are worth the cost.? The continued popularity of Social Security among people in all
racial and ethnic groups is a testament to its effectiveness in providing economic support to workers and families
facing lost income due to death, disability, or retirement of a primary wage earner.

Social Security is often touted for its role in alleviating poverty among vulnerable populations of all races yet is also
serves to prevent middle class people from falling behind. It is an especially important asset for workers and families
of color who are more vulnerable to economic instability and who are the least likely to have wealth as a direct result
of past racial discrimination in American life and policies.



The nation’s growing fiscal challenges have placed pressure on policymakers to consider reductions to Social
Security even as the economic crisis has underscored the need to strengthen the adequacy of its benefits for
vulnerable workers. In the face of these powerful crosscurrents in the national policy conversation, there is a need to
uplift the value of Social Security — not only as an anti-poverty program, but also as an asset building and
maintenance strategy and as the nation’s largest economic stimulus program. Finally, its current role and future
potential to narrow racial economic inequality should not be overlooked.

Social Security, Wealth, and People of Color

The fact that Social Security income can keep members of vulnerable populations out of poverty is well known. Yet
Social Security is more than an anti-poverty program, it also serves to preserve and build wealth. The program helps
to preserve wealth by making benefits available to all eligible workers without a means testing requirement.
Essentially, workers are not required to spend down or eliminate assets as a condition for receiving benefits. This
function is just as important for wealth preservation among middle class families as it is for families with little wealth,
regardless of the racial or ethnic background of a beneficiary.

Social Security also helps to preserve the wealth of younger workers by alleviating their financial responsibility to care
for aging, disabled or orphaned relatives. As an independent source of income for individuals who would otherwise
be financially dependent on their children or relatives, Social Security plays a significant role in boosting the living
standards of younger working families. This point is underscored by a recent National Academy of Social Insurance
poll in which 76 percent of Americans said that they didn’t mind paying Social Security taxes because they would
otherwise have to support their family members in their retirement.®

Social Security’s vital insurance function also helps to close the racial wealth gap. Because many people do not have
enough savings to cover their cost of living in the event of a disability, retirement, or the death of a primary wage
earner, Social Security provides protection against the risks in life that could be financially ruinous. In the words of Dr.
William Spriggs, Assistant Secretary for Policy at the U.S. Department of Labor, “Given the high costs involved [with
catastrophic events like disability], we should not imagine that the solution for people in poverty is personal savings.
We should encourage the existence of social insurance as part of the answer.”

Finally, Social Security is itself a wealth accumulation mechanism because it represents a “pay it forward” form of
savings that allows workers and/or their dependents to tap into important income replacement benefits at critical

moments over the course of their lives. Essentially, the Social Security payroll tax collected from the paychecks of
workers represents a mandated savings program in which taxes are pooled in the OASDI trust funds and used to



