Some Social Security
reform proposals, such as two
of the three offered by the
President’'s Commission to
Srengthen Social Security,
would modify and strengthen
Social Security's special
minimum benefit provision,
which is intended to enhance
benefits for low earnersand is
phasing out under current
law. Inorder toinform
policymakers as they continue
to deliberate the provision's
future, this article presents the
most recent and compre-
hensive history and analysis
available about the special
minimum benefit.
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Summary

Social Security’sspecial minimum
primary insurance amount (PIA) provi-
sion was enacted in 1972 to increase the
adequacy of benefits for regular long-
term, low-earning covered workers and
their dependents or survivors. At the
time, Social Security also had aregular
minimum benefit provision for persons
with low lifetime average earnings and
their families. Concerns were rising that
the low lifetime average earnings of
many regular minimum beneficiaries
resulted from sporadic attachment to the
covered workforce rather than from low
wages. The special minimum benefit was
seen as away to reward regular, low-
earning workerswithout providing the
windfallsthat would have resulted from
raising the regular minimum benefit to a
much higher level. Theregular minimum
benefit was subsequently eliminated for
workers reaching age 62, becoming
disabled, or dying after 1981.

Under current law, the special mini-
mum benefit will phase out over time,
althoughitisnot clear from the legisla-
tive history that this was Congress's
explicit intent. The phaseout results from
two factors: (1) special minimum benefits
are paid only if they are higher than
benefits payable under the regular PIA
formula, and (2) the value of the regular
PIA formula, which isindexed to wages

before benefit eligibility, hasincreased
faster than that of the special minimum
PIA, whichisindexed to inflation.

Under the Social Security Trustees' 2000
intermediate assumptions, the special
minimum benefit will ceaseto be payable
toretired workersattaining eigibility in
2013 and later. Their benefitswill always
be larger under the regular benefit
formula

Aspolicymakers consider Social
Security solvency initiatives—particularly
proposals that would reduce benefits or
introduce investment risk—interest may
increase in restoring some type of special
minimum benefit as atargeted protection
for long-term low earners. Two of the
three reform proposals offered by the
President’s Commission to Strengthen
Social Security would modify and
strengthen the current-law special
minimum benefit. Interest in the special
minimum benefit may also increase
because of labor force participation and
marital trends that suggest that enhancing
workers benefits may be a more effec-
tive means of reducing older women’'s
poverty rates than enhancing spousal or
widow’s benefits.

By understanding the Social Security
program’s experience with the special
minimum benefit, policymakerswill be
able to better anticipate the effectiveness
of other initiatives to enhance benefits
for long-term low earners. Thisarticle
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presents the most recent and comprehensive information
available about the special minimum benefitin order to
help policymakers make informed decisions about the
provision’sfuture.

Highlights of the current specia minimum benefit
includethefollowing:

» Very few persons receive the special minimum
benefit. As of December 2001, about 134,000
workers and their dependents and survivors were
entitled to abenefit based on the special minimum.
Of those, only about 79,000 received a higher total
benefit because of the special minimum; the other
55,000 were dually entitled. (In effect, when
persons are eligible for more than one type of
benefit—that is, they are dually eligible—the highest
benefit payable determines total benefits. If the
specia minimum benefit is not the highest benefit
payable, it does not increase total benefits paid.)

» As of February 2000, retired workers who
were special minimum beneficiaries with
unreduced benefits and were not dually en-
titled were receiving, on average, a monthly
benefit of $510 per month. That amount is
approximately $2,000 lessthan the annual poverty
threshold for an aged individual.

» Special minimum benefits provide small
increases in total benefits. For special minimum
beneficiaries who were not dually entitled as of
December 2001, the average special minimum
monthly PIA was just $39 higher than the regular
PIA.

* Most special minimum beneficiaries are
female retired workers. About 90 percent of
special minimum beneficiaries areretired workers,
and 77 percent of those retired workers are women.

* The special minimum benefit has never pro-
vided poverty-level benefits. Maximum payable
specia minimum benefits (unreduced for early
retirement) equal 85 percent of the poverty level for
aged persons, down from 96 percent at the
provision’sinception.

Major public policy considerationsraised by this

analysisincludethefollowing:

* Social Security benefits alone do not protect all
long-term low earners from poverty. Low
earners with 30 years of earnings equal to the
annual full-time minimum wagewhoretiredin
selected years from 1982 to 2000 received benefits
that were 3.9 percent to 20.1 percent below the
poverty threshold, depending on the year they
retired. For 40-year earners, the range was 3.9
percent to 15.3 percent below poverty. Furthermore,

in 1993, 29.2 percent of retired-worker beneficia-
ries who were poor had 30 or more years of
coverage.

» The size of the universe of persistently low
earners with significant attachment to the
covered workforce is unknown. Available
research that examines two 28-month periods
suggests that only 4 percent to 6 percent of full-
time, full-period earners had bel ow-minimum wages
for more than 12 consecutive months.

* Targeting enhanced benefits only toward long-
term, regular workers who are low earnersis
difficult under the current Social Security
program. All else being equal, if total wage-
indexed lifetime covered earnings are the same for
both afull-career low earner and for a high earner
who hasworked only occasionally, then their Social
Security benefitswill beidentical. Social Security
has no information on number of hours worked,
hourly wages, or other information that could
distinguish between two such persons.

I ntroduction

The special minimum primary insurance amount (PIA)
was enacted in 1972 to increase the adequacy of Social
Security benefits for regular, long-term covered workers
with low earnings and their dependents or survivors. At
thetime, Social Security also provided aregular minimum
benefit for workerswith low lifetime average earnings
and their families. Policymakers were becoming increas-
ingly concerned that the low lifetime earnings of many
regular minimum beneficiariesresulted from sporadic
attachment to the covered workforce, not to low wages.
The special minimum was seen as an alternative means
of rewarding regular, low-earning workers without
creating the windfalls that would have resulted from
increasing the regular minimum benefit to amuch higher
level than would have otherwise occurred under the 1972
act (Myers 1993, 252). The provision of aregular
minimum benefit was subsequently eliminated for work-
ers who reached age 62, became disabled, or died after
1981.

The special minimum benefit was designed to phase
out over time, although itisnot clear from the legidative
history that Congress explicitly intended it to do so. The
benefit phases out for two reasons: (1) special minimum
benefits are paid only if they are larger than benefits
payable under the regular PIA formula, and (2) the value
of the regular PIA formula, which isindexed to wages
earned before aworker is eligible for benefits, has
increased faster than that of the special minimum PIA,
which isindexed to inflation. Aswages continue to grow
faster than inflation, the phase-out will continue.?
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Decreasing Number of Special
Minimum Beneficiaries

In 1973, 204,392 Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability
Insurance (OASDI) beneficiaries were entitled to a
benefit based on the special minimum PIA (about 0.7
percent of all OASDI beneficiaries). By December 2001,
that number had fallen to 134,430—about 0.3 percent of
all OASDI beneficiaries (see Chart 1). Of those, only
about 79,000 received a higher overall benefit; the other
55,000 also qualified for higher benefits as a spouse or
widow(er) on another person’s record. In effect, only the
higher of the two benefitsis paid, so entitlement to the
special minimum does not result in anincreasein total
benefits for those so-called dually entitled beneficiaries.?

Of the approximately 4.2 million new beneficiariesin
2001, only 1,122 were specia minimum beneficiaries.®
Under the Socia Security Trustees' 2000 assumptions,
the special minimum benefit will phase out completely for
retired workers attaining age 62 in 2013 or later.

Interest in Special Minimum
Benefit as a Policy Issue

Despite the fact that the special minimum benefit has
been phasing out, policymakers may renew their interest
in this type of benefit for a number of reasons. First,
restoring a special minimum benefit for workers may be

seen as an option for protecting older women from
poverty. Recent research on labor force participation and
marital patterns suggests that fewer women will receive
spousal or widow's benefits and that more will have
significant work histories of their own (Butrica, Sandell,
and lams 1999). However, because women'’s average
earnings are still below those of men, women are at
greater risk of experiencing poverty in old age.*

Policymakers may also renew their interest in the
special minimum if they view solvency legislation asan
opportunity to improve benefitsfor Socia Security
beneficiarieswholivein poverty despite having asignifi-
cant work history. That may be especialy likely if
legidation involves explicit benefit reductions or exposing
benefitsto investment risk.

Thisarticle:

« Describes how the special minimum benefit works
and discussesitslegidative history,

» Analyzes how the special minimum benefit’s design
and known beneficiary characteristics relate to its
intentions of enhancing benefit adequacy and
preventing windfalls, and

« Discusses arguments for and against preserving or
expanding the special minimum benefitin light of
thisinformation.

Chart 1.

Number of special minimum beneficiaries in current-pay status, December 1973-2001
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SOURCE: Social Security Administration, Annual Statistical Supplement, 1984/1985-2001.
a. The number for December 2001 is based on a match of beneficiaries in current-pay status as of December 2001 to the Master

Beneficiary Record in January 2002.
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Description and Legidsative History

This section describes how the special minimum benefit
works and discussesitslegidative history, in terms of
benefit adequacy, equity, and why it is phasing out. We
examinethe special minimum benefit’sintended target
group, how adequacy is defined (or not defined) by those
who designed the special minimum benefit, and how
benefit equity played apart in that design. Finally, we
discuss how legislators have historically disagreed about
whether the special minimum benefit should be allowed to
phase out and when it is expected to phase out under
current law.

Special Minimum Benefit Computation

Specia minimum benefits are awarded only if amounts
are higher than benefits computed under the regular PIA
formula. A worker’s earnings are taken into account
under the special minimum benefit only to determineif an
individual has met the earnings threshold for ayear of
coverage (YOC). The YOC earnings threshold is adollar
amount that is based on a percentage of the “old-law”
contribution and benefit base in effect before the 1977
amendments.®> The Y OC threshold amounts are updated
annually with the growth in real wages.® In 2002, the

Y OC threshold is 15 percent of $63,000 or $9,450. Table
1 shows special minimum PlAs and their corresponding
maximum family benefit amounts by Y OCsfor benefits
payable in December 2001and later. Thisinformationis
updated every year by increasing the PIA and maximum
family benefit amounts by the amount of the cost-of-
living adjustment (COLA), effective as of the monthin
which a COLA is made. Note that total benefits received
by the family cannot exceed the family maximum
amount.

Legislative History

Although policymakers generally agreed that the special
minimum benefit was intended to increase benefit
adequacy for long-term, regular low earners, its exact
target group and the definition of benefit adequacy have
differed throughout itslegislative history and remain
ambiguous.

Benefit Adeguacy. In 1972, the Senate Committee on
Financeindicated that Congress:

« Intended that full-time, full-career minimum wage
earnerswould be hel ped by the special minimum
benefit,

* Perceived that the need for increased benefit
adequacy stemmed from the below-poverty-level
Social Security benefits received by those workers,
and

* Defined benefit adequacy as freedom from welfare
dependence.

The Committee (1972, 7) stated:

A worker retiring in 1972 who has worked all his
life at the Federal minimum wage applicable
during hisemployment would beeligiblefor a
monthly benefit of about $160 today. Under the
committeebill, hisbenefit would beincreased 25
percent to $200, well above the poverty level.
Thusthe committee bill would achieve the
original aim of the Social Security Act of 1935,
to provide regular long-term workerswith an
income that would free them from dependency
on welfare.

Although full-time, full-career (“all hislife”) minimum-
wage earners are named above, it appears that Congress
did not attempt to limit the special minimum benefit to
workerswith thetraditional definition of career earnings,
or 40 years. In 1972, when the special minimum benefit
was created, Congress predicted that it would “generally
not be payable to workers with less than 23 years of
covered employment since these workers [would)]

Table 1.
Special minimum PIA and maximum family benefit
payable in December 2001 (in dollars)

Primary Maximum

Years of insurance family

coverage amount benefit
11 30.10 45.80
12 61.00 92.20
13 92.10 138.50
14 122.70 184.60
15 153.50 230.70
16 184.40 277.40
17 215.40 323.90
18 246.30 370.10
19 277.10 416.40
20 307.90 462.60
21 339.00 509.30
22 369.60 555.40
23 400.90 602.40
24 431.80 648.40
25 462.60 694.20
26 493.80 741.50
27 524.40 787.50
28 555.30 833.70
29 586.10 880.30
30 617.00 926.20

SOURCE: Federal Register, 2001, Notices, vol. 66, no.
207, October 25, p. 54047.
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generally qualify for higher regular benefits” (Senate
Committee on Finance and House Committee on Ways
and Means 1972). Arguably, Congressional awareness
that the special minimum would not be payabl e to work-
ers with fewer than 23 Y OCs indicates that low-wage
earners with more than 23 Y OCs fell within the special
minimum benefit’ starget group.

Since the special minimum benefit was intended to
provide regular long-term workers with an income that
would free them from dependency on welfare, one might
conclude that it was designed to reduce poverty. That
rational e also might explain why the maximum special
minimum benefit payable (that is, to workers with 30
Y OCys) at the program’sinception nearly equaled the
poverty threshold (96 percent) for aged individuals.

The 1975 Advisory Council on Social Security (p. 32)
suggested an alternative definition of adequacy, which
was related to “reasonable” replacement rates. The
Council characterized the special minimum benefit asa
temporary measure that should phase out as the regular
benefit formulabecomes“ sufficient to provide earnings
replacement that is reasonably related to . . . pre-
retirement standard of living.”

Preventing a Windfall. Robert J. Myers (1993, 252),
former Chief Actuary of the Social Security Administra-
tion (SSA), recalls that “it was argued that [the regular
minimum benefit] should . . . be above the poverty level
[so] peoplecould liveonit.”” However, “many, if not
most, persons getting the regular minimum did so because
they were only intermittently in covered employment and
often [had] other pension income from noncovered
employment.”

Policymakerswere concerned that liberal eligibility
requirementsfor Social Security created regular minimum
benefit windfallsfor personswho had little connection
with the covered workforce. According to a report by the
Senate Committee on Finance (1972, 153), such windfalls
occurred when:

«“. .. anindividua spent most of his[or her] working
career in employment not covered under social
security but instead covered by another public
pension system (such as employment in the Federal
civil service, under a state retirement system not linked
to social security, or as a policeman or fireman).”

» A woman spent “maost of her adult life not working
but . . . had some earnings under social security.”
That woman will “ ordinarily receive wife'sor
widow’s benefits based on her husband’s earnings
under social security; however, if she receives
another public pension because he never worked
under social security, shewill probably bereceiving
the minimum benefit even though his pension may
be substantial.”

In 1972, members of the Committee on Finance
reasoned that “it would be appropriate in increasing
benefitsto distinguish between individualswhose low
average earnings result from only slight connection with
covered employment and those individualswho worked
for years at low wages.” They therefore rejected raising
the regular minimum benefit and decided instead to
establish aspecial minimum benefit.

Phaseout of Special Minimum Benefit. Although not
made explicitinitslegislative history, the special minimum
benefit will not necessarily be a permanent part of Social
Security. When the special minimum was created by the
1972 amendments, the benefit was calculated using a
table that was not updated for future wage or price
increases, and benefits after receipt were explicitly
excluded from the automatic COLA provision that those
amendments established for regular benefits (Senate
Committee on Finance 1972, 155). (COLAs were, and
continueto be, automatically applied to regular Social
Security benefits to maintain the purchasing power of
benefits over time.) By the end of the 1970s, very few
people were receiving a benefit based on the special
minimum (see Chart 1).

The Socia Security Financing Amendments of 1977
provided for an ad hoc increase in special minimum
benefit levelsand indexed the benefit to inflation, both
after (asis the case with regular benefits) and before
receipt. Those actionsimmediately increased the number
of beneficiariesreceiving the special minimum. However,
the gradual phaseout of the special minimum benefit
continues because regular Social Security benefits have
grown—and are expected to continue to grow—faster
than the special minimum. Regular benefits grow faster
because they are linked to increases in economy-wide
wages before benefit receipt, and wage increases have
outpaced—and are expected to continue to outpace—
inflation. Between 1979, when the current-law regular
benefit formula came into effect, and 2002, the regular
PIA formulaincreased by 229 percent, and the special
minimum PIA increased by 168 percent.

After special minimum benefits were enacted in 1972,
some members of Congressimmediately began to
introduce billsto apply COLAsto them.? In addition,
policymakershave periodically considered expanding the
provisionintermsof eligibility and benefit amounts. In
opposition to expanding and preserving the specia
minimum PIA, the 1975 Advisory Council characterized it
asan anomaly in a program designed to replace lost
earnings, since the special minimum benefit is not related
to wages but to length of timein covered employment.

Despite such objections, Congress enacted |egisation
that has prolonged the special minimum benefit'sexis-
tence. For example, fewer than 1,000 beneficiaries
received aspecial minimum benefitin 1977, preceding
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that year’s Social Security amendments. Also, eliminating
the regular minimum benefit during the early 1980s may
have increased the number of special minimum beneficia-
ries, as some persons no longer eligible for regular
minimum benefits may have becomeeligiblefor special
minimum benefits.® Furthermore, Congress liberalized
eligibility for specia minimum benefitsin 1990 by pro-
spectively decreasing the earnings threshold required for
ayear of coverage from 25 percent to 15 percent of the
old-law contribution and benefit base (Public Law 101-
508, sec. 5122).

The number of Y OCs needed to qualify for a special
minimum benefit has increased from 23 years when the
provision was enacted to 29 years for persons attaining
eligibility today. Because wages have grown faster than
prices, individuals need more Y OCsto obtain a special
minimum benefit that is higher than the regular benefit
they would otherwise receive. Under the Social Security
Trustees' 2000 intermediate assumptions, for persons
becoming eligiblein 2008, theregular benefit formulawill
always produce higher benefits than the special minimum
formula when the person has fewer than 30 YOC s. At
that rate, the special minimum benefit will disappear
entirely for workers attaining age 62 in 2013 and | ater.

In 2001, 35 percent fewer individualswerereceiving a
benefit based on the special minimum PIA than in 1973
despite a 52 percent growth in the total number of Social

Security beneficiaries over the same period. Not surpris-
ingly, special minimum benefits currently are payablein
less than 0.03 percent of annual new OASDI benefit
awards, and declines even over the past few years are
apparent from the Social Security Administration’s
beneficiary records. In 1997, 1,925 new OASDI benefi-
ciariesreceived aspecia minimum benefit, compared
with 1,365in 1999 and 1,122 in 2001. Specia minimum
beneficiaries as a group therefore tend to be older than
other beneficiaries (see Chart 2).1°

Analysis of Policy Design vs. Outcomes

In this section, we examine benefit amounts, beneficiary
characteristics, and benefit design against the special
minimum benefit’s policy goa of increasing benefit
adequacy for long-term, regular low earners without
providing windfallsfor personswith little or sporadic
attachment to the covered workforce.

Adequacy

This section discusses the adequacy of the regular PIA
compared with that of the special minimum PIA. Specifi-
cally, we answer seven questions. Although some
questions appear to be similar, they demonstrate different
aspects of the special minimum benefit. For example,

Chart 2.
Age distribution of all retired-worker beneficiaries, by benefit type, 1999
Percent
50 _
. Regular benefit
40 Special minimum
benefit
30
20
10
0 [
62-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 95 or older
Age

SOURCE: Unpublished tabulations, Office of Research, Evaluation, and Statistics, Office of Policy, Social Security Administration.
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some questions address actual benefits for all special
minimum beneficiaries, whereas others address benefits
payable to the target group. Some address who is consid-
ered aspecia minimum beneficiary, which is sometimes
different from having alarger total benefit payment
based on a special minimum PlIA. These questions are:

» Who isincluded in the universe of special minimum
beneficiaries?

* Does the special minimum benefit prevent reliance
on means-tested benefits among its beneficiaries?

» How many special minimum beneficiariesreceive
higher overall benefits because of the special
minimum, and how much higher are those benefits?

» What portion of itstarget universeisthe specia
minimum benefit reaching?

» How do special minimum
benefits relate to the poverty

However, we do not know how many special minimum
beneficiaries were persistently low earners versus higher
earners who chose to work part time or only occasion-
aly. For example, one worker may earn the 2002 Y OC
threshold of $9,450 for 20 hours of work per week, and
another may earn that same amount for 40 hours of work
per week. A third may have earned that amount over 3
months, and a fourth over 12 months. Despite their very
different earnings patterns, all would receiveaY OC for
2002 and would have identical earningsinformation on
their Social Security records, which do not contain
information on number of hoursworked, hourly wages,
and so on. In fact, no data source with a representative
sample of special minimum beneficiarieslinks earningsto
labor force attachment over long periods of time.

threshold?
« Do special minimum PlAshelp ~ Table 2. _ _ .
their target group? Average monthly benefit and average primary insurance amount for
. - special minimum beneficiaries, by type of benefit, December 2001
* Does the special minimum
benefit’s target group need
special minimum benefits, or are Average As‘éeer?gf
H V |
regular benefits adequate? Special minimum monthly  minimum
Who isincluded in the universe of beneficiaries benefit PIA
special minimum beneficiaries? Type of benefit Number Percent (dollars)  (dollars)
Sincethe beginning of the 1990s, R
most special minimum beneficiaries .Total 134,430 100 608.08 $533.61
(about 90 percent) have been Rfetlred worker 120,866 89.9 633.13 530.94
retired workers, and about three- D?sabled Wprker 12 b 536.00 537.27
. Disabled widow(er) 211 0.2 362.14 573.09
quarters of those retired workers s
1 . pouse 4,026 3.0 210.16 516.35
have been women.™ As explained Of a retired worker 4,026 3.0 210.16  516.35
ab_O\_/e' to rece|v_e the_ special Of a disabled worker . . o o
minimum benefit retired workers Nondisabled widow(er) 7,496 5.6 48652  577.66
must have at |least 23 years of Widowed mothers and fathers 46 b 374.16 572.03
covered employment. Children 1,773 1.3 349.03 563.46
Asof December 2001, 134,430 Of a retired worker 530 0.4 208.65 522.18
persons were entitled to a benefit Of a disabled worker 3 b 205.33 617.00
Of a deceased worker 1,240 0.9 409.38 580.97

based on the special minimum PIA:

89.9 percent were retired workers;
5.6 percent were nondisabled
widow(ers); and the remaining 4.5
percent qualified as disabled work-
ers, spouses, disabled widow(er)s,
widowed mothers and fathers, and
children (see Table 2). Overall, 78.9
percent of special minimum benefi-
ciaries were women. .

The YOC threshold was set to a.
target personswith significant
attachment to the workforce.

SOURCE: Unpublished tabulations by the Social Security Administration based on
100 percent special minimum file, 2002.

NOTES: The average monthly benefit amount and the primary insurance amount
(PIA) can differ for several reasons. For example, a worker may be dually entitled and
receiving an actual benefit that is higher than his or her PIA. Alternatively, the special
minimum PIA can be higher than the actual benefit payable if the worker claims
benefits before the age of full benefit eligibility. In some cases, the maximum family
benefit provision may limit the average monthly benefits of dependents and survivors.

.. = not applicable.

Includes beneficiaries who are dually entitled (55,193) and those who are not
dually entitled (79,237).

b. Less than 0.05 percent.
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Does the special minimum benefit prevent reliance on
means-tested benefits among its beneficiaries? Recall
from above that one of the special minimum benefit's
legislative goals was to avoid dependence on means-
tested programs (that is, freedom from dependence on
welfare). To determine whether the special minimum
benefit has met that goal, we looked at the percentage of
beneficiaries who rely on SSI, which provides a means-
tested benefit. Unpublished tabulations of SSA’sadminis-
trative data reveaed that about 6 percent of special
minimum beneficiaries also receive SSI, compared with 5
percent of all Social Security beneficiaries (Social
Security Administration 2001, 30). Unfortunately, whether
the 94 percent of special minimum beneficiaries do not
rely on SSI because of the special minimum benefit is
unknown, given current datalimitations.*? In addition, the
issue of whether the special minimum benefit prevents
dependence on SSI is somewhat clouded by the portion
of eligible persons who do not receive SSI (see Davies
2000).

We can determine, however, that the maximum
payable special minimum benefit clearly liftsitsrecipients
abovethe SSI income threshold (that is, the threshold

below which they would be eligiblefor SSI). Since 1979,
aslong as Social Security plus any other income does not
exceed roughly 80 percent of the poverty threshold, the
person may be eligible for SSI.%2 If Social Security
benefits do not exceed 80 percent, then some SSI
benefits may be payable. Chart 3 shows that the maxi-
mum special minimum benefit payable has stayed at
about 85 percent of the poverty threshold since 1979 and
has therefore lifted its recipients above the income
threshold for SSI. However, average special minimum
benefit levels are well below 80 percent of the poverty
level.

Who receives higher overall benefits because of the
special minimum benefits, and how much higher are
they? Although over 134,000 persons were entitled to a
benefit based on the special minimum as of December
2001, just 59 percent who receive it—or about 79,000
persons—are not dually entitled and are paid a higher
Socia Security benefit as aresult. About 66,000 of the
79,000 are retired workers (60 percent of them are
women). 1

For special minimum beneficiarieswho were not dually
entitled as of December 2001, the average special

Chart 3.

Primary insurance amount for a worker with the maximum special minimum benefit, as a percentage of the
poverty threshold and of the annual minimum wage, 1973-2001

100 Percent
Percentage of poverty threshold 2
75
Percentage of annual minimum wage °
50
25
oL+ oy
1973 1975 1977 1979 1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001

SOURCE: Authors' calculations.

a. The poverty threshold for 2001 is a preliminary estimate per www.census.gov/hhes/poverty/Olprelim.html.

b. The annual minimum wage is based on authors' calculations using hourly minimum wage and effective date (Social Security
Administration, Annual Statistical Supplement, 2000, p. 122) and assuming 2,080 hours worked per year.
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minimum monthly benefit wasjust $38 (7.5 percent)
higher than the regular PIA (see Table 3). The difference
for retired-worker beneficiaries who were dually entitled
was slightly lower at $36.90, and the dollar (but not
percentage) difference for their counterparts who are not
dually entitled isslightly greater at $39.10. However,
because most take an early retirement benefit, the
differences between regular and special minimum
benefits payable are even smaller than the differencesin
PIAS.

Given that women are morelikely to be dually entitled
beneficiaries than are men—and therefore are less likely
to obtain a higher benefit as aresult of being a special
minimum beneficiary—we compared the gender compo-
sition of the 66,000 retired workers who are not dually
entitled with that of the 121,000 retired special minimum
beneficiaries. Table 4 shows that the 66,000 have a
somewhat different gender composition than the 121,000.
Women account for 77.4 percent of special minimum
retired workers but just 60.0 percent of those who are
not dually entitled. Therefore, the special minimum still
disproportionately benefitswomen, although not as much
in actual dollar terms as is suggested by data that do not
consider dual entitlement.

What proportion of its target universe is the special
minimum benefit reaching?

supported by Ryscavage's (1996) analysis that examines
two 28-month periods and suggests that only 4 percent to
6 percent of full-time, full-period earners have wages
equal to less than the minimum wage for more than 12
consecutive months.

Under the regular benefit formula, ayear of low
earnings may depress career average earnings and affect
one's Social Security benefit. In asense, using Y OCs to

Table 3.

Difference between the average special minimum PIA
and the average regular PIA for special minimum
beneficiaries, by type of benefit and dual entitlement
status, December 2001 (in dollars)

Special Regular
Type of beneficiary minimum PIA PIA Difference
All special
minimum
beneficiaries 533.61 495.84 37.77
Retired workers 530.94 492.83 38.11
Dually entitled 519.21 482.31 36.90
Not dually entitled 540.76 501.66 39.10

SOURCE: Unpublished SSA tabulations from a 100 percent
beneficiary sample, 2002.

Although we know that some
long-term workers are poor,
meaningful assessment of
whether the special minimum
benefit ishelping “enough” of
themisdifficult, if notimpos-

Table 4.

December 2001

Average monthly benefit and average primary insurance amount for all
beneficiaries and for retired workers with benefits based on the special
minimum primary insurance amount, by sex and dual entitlement status,

sible, because of uncertainty
about the size of the target
universe and how it might have

Average monthly Average primary
benefit amount insurance

. Sex Number Percent (dollars) amount (dollars)
changed over time.*> However,
given that low earnings are All beneficiaries
correlated with low labor force Total 134,430 100.0 608.08 533.61
attachment (for exarnpl e, see Women 106,003 78.9 649.85 538.11
Hungerford 2000 and Gustman Men 28,427 21.1 452.34 516.85
and Steinmeier 2001), the All retired workers
portion of workers who are Total 120,866 100.0 633.13 530.94
regular, long-term low earners  women 93,563 77.4 684.62 535.53
may be very small. That is, Men 27,303 22.6 456.66 515.20
personswith low lifetime Not dually entitled
earningsaremore likely to Subtotal 65,757 100.0 473.43 540.76
spend time outside the |abor Women 39,479 60.0 490.12 558.37
force (for example, because of  men 26,278 40.0 448.35 514.31
unemployment, sea_sonal W.OI’k, Dually entitled
temporary work, child-rearing, Subtotal 55,109 100.0 823.74 519.21
and other factors) than are Women 54,084 98.1 826.64 518.85
thosewith higher lifetime Men 1,025 1.9 670.28 538.12

earnings. That likelihoodis

SOURCE: Unpublished SSA tabulations based on a 100 percent special minimum file, 2002.
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establish benefits rather than career average earnings
protects low earners from having years of low earnings
reduce their benefits. However, using Y OCs, which are
set at aspecific dollar threshold, can disadvantage low
earners whose income does not meet the threshold for
that year (perhaps missing by aslittle as one dollar). The
specia minimum benefit doesnot give partial credit for
earnings below the Y OC threshold and, therefore,
produces a “ cliff effect” for beneficiaries with earnings
at the margin of any given YOC.

How do special minimum benefits relate to the
poverty threshold for unrelated aged individuals? As
of February 2000, retired-worker special minimum
beneficiaries with unreduced benefits who were not
dually entitled were receiving, on average, amonthly
benefit of $510, compared with about $438 for their
counterparts with actuarially reduced benefits.l” There-
fore, on average, those who do not take an actuarial
reduction will receive annual benefits of over $6,000in
2000, which isroughly 25 percent less than the poverty
threshold for aged individuals. In comparison, their
counterparts who are receiving an actuarially reduced
benefit will receive annual special minimum benefits
equal to roughly one-third less than that threshold.

Thefact that the special minimum provisionyields
benefits that are about 25 percent below the poverty level
isnot surprising given the declining relationship between
the maximum payabl e special minimum benefit and the
poverty threshold for aged individuals. When the special
minimum benefit began, the maximum payment to
individual s was 96 percent of the poverty level for aged
individuals (see Chart 3). However, the ratio of the
maximum special minimum benefit payableto that
poverty threshold declined steadily until it equaled 69
percent in 1978. Ever since the Social Security amend-
mentsof 1977 increased special minimum benefitsin
1978 and provided for their indexation by inflation, the
maximum special minimum benefit payableto individuals
has egualed only around 85 percent of the poverty
threshold for aged individuals.

How do special minimum Pl As compare with regular
Pl As specifically for their target group? Above, we
examined how benefits relate to the poverty threshold for
all specia minimum beneficiaries and discussed why
those persons may not be in the target universe. To
assess the adequacy of the special minimum benefit, it
may be fairer to examine benefits for persons whom the
provision was designed to reach as opposed to all special
minimum beneficiaries. Although thetarget groupisless
than 100 percent certain, we chose one group that has
been historically referenced as the target group for the
specia minimum benefit—Iifetime minimum-wage
earners.

To assess the special minimum benefit’s utility for that
target group, we computed PlIAs under the regular and
specia minimum formulasfor hypothetical workers
turning age 65 in selected years from 1982 to 2000.*® We
found that the special minimum benefit largely did not
affect them. In no cases were 30-year minimum-wage
earnerseligiblefor ahigher special minimum benefit, and
in only one case was a full-career minimum-wage earner
eigible. Inthat case (1985), the specia minimum PIA
was just 1.8 percent higher than the regular PIA.%°

For the hypothetical examples, we begin with workers
turning age 65 in 1982 and later, because the current
average indexed monthly earnings (AIME) benefit
formuladid not apply before then for 65-year-olds. The
first hypothetical worker spends only the maximum
number of yearsin the workforce that could be credited
for aYOC (30 years, asin Table 1). One could argue
that policymakers, by setting the Y OC limit at 30, implied
that persons with 30 Y OCs had a significant work
history.

The second hypothetical worker is based on the
definition of “full career” as having earnings from ages
22 to 64. Reports by the Committee on Finance specifi-
cally mention full-career earners as a target group for the
special minimum benefit. For both the 30-year and full-
career hypothetical workers, we assume that annual
earnings are equal to the full-time minimum wage.

For the selected years from 1982 to 2000, the special
minimum benefit has not provided higher benefitsthan
the regular benefit formula for workers with 30 years at
the annual minimum wage (see Table 5). The value of the
specia minimum and regular PIAs also showsrelatively
abrupt changes from year to year.

The special minimum PIA amounts were higher for
the full-career workers because they have more Y OCs.
However, even though their special minimum PIAs were
higher, the specia minimum benefit would have produced
a higher PIA in only one of the selected years. Like the
results for 30-year workers, the value of the special
minimum benefit is not consi stent from cohort to cohort,
primarily because of the ad hoc nature of increases in the
minimum wage.?’ Hence, based on this analysis, the
special minimum benefit helpsregular long-term low
earners (defined as those earning the minimum wage for
their careers) very little and—if it helps at all—it does so
inconsistently from one cohort to another.

Are regular Social Security benefits adequate for
career minimum-wage earners? Given that the specia
minimum benefit generally did not increase benefitsfor
the target group of hypothetical workers for whom we
computed benefits, we examined whether those workers
would have needed a special minimum benefit or whether
the regular benefit payable was adequate. To assess the
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adequacy of the regular benefits those workers would
have received, we compared their regular PIAs with the
poverty threshold.

We found that the regular formulawould produce
PIAsthat are below the poverty level for the hypothetical
full-time minimum-wage workers. For 30-year annual
full-time minimum-wage workers, the regular PIA was
from 3.9 percent (1982) to 20.1 percent (2000) below the
poverty threshold. For full-career workers, the regular
PIA was from 3.9 percent (1982) to 15.3 percent (1985)
lower than the poverty threshold. In 2000, the full-career
worker’s regular annual PIA would be 8.6 percent under
the (estimated) poverty threshold. It isnot surprising,
then, that as of 1993, of the 9 percent of retired-worker
beneficiaries (excluding dually entitled) who were poor,
29.2 percent had work histories of 30 years or more
(Table 6).2* To put these statistics into perspective
relativeto all retired-worker beneficiaries, consider that
those at or below the poverty threshold with 30 or more
years of covered work represent 2.6 percent of all

retired-worker beneficiaries (excluding those who are
dually entitled).

Preventing a Windfall

To meet the objective of preventing persons without
extensive years of covered work at low earnings from
becoming eligiblefor aspecial minimum benefit, the
coverage requirement for that benefit was set at a
minimum of 11 years. However, as noted above, the
specia minimum benefit computation would produce
higher payments than the regular benefit formulaonly for
persons with at least 23 years of coverage.

Congress decided that the earnings required to obtain a
year of coverage for the special minimum should be high
enough to exclude people whose living did not depend on
work in covered employment, yet low enough to include
most people who were regular full-time workersin
covered employment. As aresult, many workers have
earnings under the Y OC threshold in any given year, and
they therefore do not receive a Y OC credit toward the

special minimum benefit for that year.

Table 5.

Difference between the primary insurance amount based on the
special minimum benefit and the regular benefit formula for
hypothetical workers turning age 65 after 30 years and after a full
career of earning the full-time minimum wage, selected years 1982-

2000

In 1997, 26 percent of workers with
covered earnings earned less than the
threshold amount. Of the 26 percent, 57
percent were women, and 37 percent
were under age 22.? Since 1991, the
amount of annual earnings needed to
obtain a ' YOC has been about two-

Annual primary insurance
amount (dollars)®

thirds of one year’s full-time earnings
at the minimum wage (based on

. : : ”
Year worker turns Special Difference tabgl) ations ;f the r(ljata in Chart eg 'h
age 65 Regular minimum Dollars Percent me_ an yStS ave S‘Jggﬂ that
the special minimum benefit’starget
After 30 years group should include low earnerswho
1982 4,447.00 b 4,022.70 -424.30 -9.5 work part time. However, even persons
1988 4,876.20 3,874.40 -1,001.80 -20.5 be largely disadvantaged as a group. Of
1991 5,515.30 3,609.80 -1,905.50 -34.5 those who worked part time at some
1994 5,720.50 3,951.10 -1,769.40 -30.9 : . -
1997 6,314.60 4,283.00 -2,031.60 -32.2 'E)ho;tntr?unvr\]/%rlse?j& Z??;eggmd'gzed
2000 6,526.50 4,539.60 -1,986.90 -30.4 &y part y
After full career causethey could not find full-time

) work, compared with 53 percent who
1982 4,447.00 4,022.70 -424.30 9.5 said they worked part time because
1985 4,368.40 4,445.40 77.70 1.8 they only wanted part-time work  If
1988 4,960.40 4,840.00 -120.40 2.4 some persons in the 9 percent ha;/e
1991 5,910.10 5,551.40 -358.70 -6.1 S ! _
1994 6,487.90  6,077.70 -410.20 6.3 identical earningsto somein the 53
1997 7,233.00  6,591.10 -641.90 8.9 percent, they areindistinguishablefrom
2000 7.550.70 6,987.50 -563.20 75 one another in their earnings records.

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations.

NOTE: Full-time (40 hours per week, 52 weeks per year) minimum-wage earner for
30 years immediately before age 65, or for full career from ages 22 to 64.

a. January through December, with inflation increases taken into account.

b. Based on the transition benefit formula in the 1977 amendments.

So, if the special minimum benefit
targeted part-time low earners, perhaps
by lowering the Y OC threshold, it
would also belikely to affect some of
those who work part time at low
earnings by choice.
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The 59 percent of special minimum beneficiarieswho
receive higher payments because of the special minimum
benefit (that is, who are not dually entitled) are primarily

Table 6.
Distribution of retired-worker beneficiaries who are
poor, by number of years of coverage, 1993

Percentage at or
below 100 percent of

Years of coverage poverty level

30 or fewer 70.7
0-10 23.4
11-20 24.4
21-30 22.9

Over 30 29.2
31-40 18.8
41 or more 104

SOURCE: Unpublished tabulations by David Weaver, Division
of Economic Research, Office of Research, Evaluation, and
Statistics, Office of Policy, based on the March 1994 Current
Population Survey matched to Social Security administrative
records.

NOTE: Data do not include dually entitled beneficiaries.
Numbers do not total 100 percent because of rounding.

retired workers who could be receiving awindfall. The
reason is that the offset provision for noncovered pen-
sions(that is, thewindfall elimination provision, or WEP)
that Social Security appliesto regular benefits does not
affect special minimum benefits. In other words, a
provision for reducing specia minimum Pl Asdoes not
exist for workers with noncovered pensions, and special
minimum benefits are awarded if they are higher than the
benefits payable under the regular formula after the WEP
has been applied.

Given that the specia minimum benefit has always
required at least 23 Y OCs, it seems unlikely that persons
who worked a career in noncovered employment would
have also participated in the covered workforce enough
to earn 23 Y OCs. Nonetheless, in February 2000, 8,643
(or 12 percent) of the 73,267 retired-worker special
minimum beneficiarieswho were not dually entitled had
income from noncovered pensions.®

Policy Implications

Policymakers will need to decide whether to enhance and
preserve the special minimum benefit or allow it to phase
out of the Social Security program. Some policymakers
have argued that the special minimum benefit unfairly
awards different Social Security benefits to persons with

Chart 4.

Annual earnings needed to qualify for special minimum year of coverage (YOC) vs. annual earnings at minimum

wage by year, 1951-2001

Nominal dollars

12,000

10,000

8,000

6,000

Annual minimum wage

4,000

2,000

0 N Y S I Y I I S I ) I Y I [ e I I N I I I |

Special minimum YOC

1951 1955 1959 1963 1967 1971

1975 1979 1983 1987 1991 1995 1999

SOURCE: Annual minimum wage is based on authors' calculations using hourly minimum wage and effective date (Social Security
Administration, Annual Statistical Supplement, 2000, p. 122) and assuming 2,080 hours worked per year.
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identical lifetime covered earnings solely on the basis of
their different labor force or earnings patterns. As a
result of the design of the special minimum benefit, one
worker can have high enough annual earnings to receive
the Y OCs needed to receive a special minimum benefit,
whereas another may have earned the same amount over
agreater number of years (but not enough during particu-
lar years to receive enough Y OCs) and would receive a
lower, regular benefit.

A possible option for policymakers concerned about
providing different Social Security benefitsto workers
withidentical lifetime earningswould beto allow the
special minimum to phase out so that all workerswith
equal lifetime earnings are treated equally. Persons with
that view might argue that the redistributive regul ar
benefit formulathat appliesto al workersisthe proper
place for helping low earners within the Social Security
program and that welfare programs like Supplemental
Security Income are the proper means of supplementing
regular Social Security benefits, when needed. They
might also argue that because the Social Security pro-
gram does not keep track of earnings per hour or labor
force attachment, it is unable to target the working
poor—without also inadvertently raising benefitsfor
persons who have low lifetime earnings by choice—as
efficiently as means-tested programs, which tend to
collect more personal information about beneficiaries.
They might further argue that Socia Security should not
become more progressive, perhaps fearing that additional
progressivity will undermine medium- and higher-income
participants' support of the program by giving more
“welfare” features. Finally, they might argue that the fact
that low-income, long-term workers tend to have less
access to pension coverage and savings—and therefore
need to rely more on Social Security—is a problem better
alleviated through other courses of action. For example,
they may believe that creating retirement savings oppor-
tunities for those workers would be a better solution than
changing Social Security to accommodate that special
group.

Others may be concerned less with disparitiesin
benefits awarded to personswith identical lifetime
earnings, or that medium- and high-income parti cipants
will show less support for the program, than with the fact
that persons who work many years at low earnings are
not provided with apoverty-level Social Security benefit.
Those policymakers may want to reward work by, for
example, raising the value of the special minimum PIAs
by wage-indexing them, setting them to the poverty
threshold, or extending coverage beyond 30 years (say, to
35 years). To do so without providing awindfall to those
with pensions from noncovered employment, aprovision
to eliminate awindfall might be applied to specia mini-
mum benefits.

Policymakerscould asoliberalizeligibility for the
special minimum benefit by reducing the threshold for a
Y OC s0 as to capture more low earners, especialy those
who may have worked more sporadically than others and
would not have been able to accumulate a sufficient
number of Y OCs. For example, more part-time or
intermittently employed workerswould become qualified
for the special minimum benefit, which would be more
consistent with the types of labor force patterns seen
among low earnersthan theregular, full-time, steadily
employed workerswho make up the special minimum’s
current target universe.

Notes

Acknowl edgments: The authors would like to thank Sal
Gdllicchio, DanaMercer, and Cherice Jefferies of the Division
of RSDI Statisticsand Analysis, Office of Research, Evalua-
tion, and Statistics, Office of Policy, for their major contribu-
tions. They tabulated detailed administrative data on all special
minimum beneficiariesfor thisanalysis. The data presented
represent 100 percent of the special minimum beneficiary
population. Throughout the article, datafor December 2001
represent amatch of special minimum beneficiariesin current-
payment status as of December 2001 to the Master Beneficiary
Record in January 2002. Thanks also to David Weaver,
Division of Economic Research, Office of Research, Evaluation,
and Statistics, Office of Policy, for histabulations using the
1994 March Current Popul ation Survey matched to Social
Security administrative records.

1The 2001 Trustees’ Report (p. 83) usesan ultimate
consumer priceindex (CPI) increase of 3.3 percent annually for
itsinflation assumption and an ultimate average annual real
wage increase of 4.3 percent for its wage growth assumption
under the intermediate set of projections.

2Technically, aperson entitled to aretired-worker’s benefit,
for example, and also a higher benefit as a spouse or widow(er)
on another record receives aretired-worker’s benefit (which
may or may not be based on the special minimum) and an
additional amount equal to the excess of the full spouse’s or
widow(er)’sbenefit over the retirement benefit.

% Unpublished tabulations based on 100 percent beneficiary
file, 2002.

41n 1999, among persons aged 65 or older, the poverty rate
wasl|.8 percent for women and 6.9 percent for men (U.S.
Census Bureau 2000).

5> A year of coverageiscredited for 1937-1950 by dividing
total earningsfor that period by $900. For 1951-1978, the
threshold was 25 percent of the contribution and benefit base.
For 1979-1990, the threshold was 25 percent of what the
contribution and benefit base would have been without the
increases made by the 1977 amendments (the old-law base).
For years after 1990, the threshold is 15 percent of the old-law
base.
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5 The old-law contribution and benefit base increasesin the
same manner as the regular wage base. It is announced by the
Social Security Administration in the Federal Register at the
same time as the cost-of -living adjustments and the average
wageindexes.

" Theregular minimum benefit provided aminimum PIA
from which to compute retirement, disability, or survivors
benefits as long as insured-status requirements were met and
no matter how low the average monthly earnings were.

8 See, for example, H.R. 9447, H.R. 11374, H.R. 9791,
H.R. 8810, and S. 650 of the 94" Congress (1975-1976), available
at http://thomas.loc.gov.

® Although data from the 1980s that would prove this
hypothesis is limited, supporting evidence includes the fact
that no changesto the special minimum benefit were made
during thistime and that the number of special minimum
beneficiariesincreased sharply after the elimination of the
regular minimum benefit for new eligibles.

10 The concentration of beneficiariesin the 74—79 age range
corresponds with the dramatic increase in the special minimum
beneficiary population in the mid-1980s, when personsin that
age group would have reached benefit eligibility asretired
workers.

1 Women tend to benefit disproportionately from the
special minimum benefit because they tend to have lower
earnings than men. Women also account for 98 percent of
dually eligible special minimum beneficiaries—agroup that
represents 41 percent of all special minimum beneficiaries (as of
December 2001).

12The current universe of special minimum beneficiariesis
too small to be represented in any database that includes
information about countabl e resources or income from sources
other than Social Security—information that is needed to
ascertain who would qualify for SSI in the absence of the
specia minimum benefit. Furthermore, SSA's special minimum
beneficiary records do not include information on total income
Or resources.

18 Combined SSI and Social Security benefits could not
exceed 81 percent of the poverty threshold for an aged
individual in 1974 and could not exceed 79 percent in 1997. The
declinein that percentage is attributabl e to the fact that the SSI
program’s general income exclusion isnot indexed and
therefore declinesinreal value over time.

14 Theremaining 13,000 are primarily spouses of retired
workers, aged widows, and surviving children.

5 Datalimitations prevent us from knowing how many
specia minimum beneficiarieswould bein poverty without the
additional benefit they receive from the special minimum
provision. Also, itisnot possible to know either the percent-
age of beneficiarieswith income below poverty who receive
the special minimum benefit or the percentage of those who
receivethe special minimum benefit who are poor.

16 Declining earnings patterns over alifetime may be more
prevalent, especially among lower-income men, than some
analysts have thought to be the case and may affect years of
coverage. See Hungerford (2000).

7 Unpublished tabulations by the Office of Research,
Evaluation, and Statistics, Office of Policy, based on a100
percent beneficiary file, February 2000.

18 \We computed benefitsfor years 1982, 1985, 1988, 1991,
1994, 1997, and 2000, assuming that the hypothetical workers
earned the annual minimum wage (for each year) for the 30
yearsimmediately preceding age 65 or for afull career with
earnings from ages 22 to 64.

2 Note that the special minimum benefits shown in these
examples do not correspond in all instances to the benefit level
at 30 YOCsshownin Chart 4. That isbecause not al minimums-
wage earnerswith 30 years of work earned 30 Y OCs (the
threshold for Y OCs exceeded the annual, full-time minimum
wagefor years 1984 to 1990).

% Some of the inconsistencies shown in Table 5 occurred
because the threshold for a'Y OC exceeded the annual, full-time
minimum wagefrom 1984 to 1990 (see Chart 4). (The minimum
wage isincreased only on an ad hoc basis through legislation
and is not automatically updated annually.) Hence, the
hypothetical minimum-wage earnerswere not given credit for a
Y OC from 1984 to 1990. To ascertain the effect that not giving
Y OC credit for annual, full-time minimum-wage earningsfrom
1984 to 1990 has had on differences between regular and
specia minimum benefits, we performed separate cal culations
inwhich wetreated earnings equal to the full-time minimum
wage during those years as creditable for aY OC. We a'so
controlled for the fact that the AIME formula used in cal cul at-
ing regular Social Security benefitsincluded lessthan 35 years
of earnings before 1991. However, neither of those calcula-
tions—individually or combined—caused the value of the
special minimum benefit payable to be consistent on ayear-to-
year basisfor new retirees.

2 The most recent March Current Population Survey,
matched to Social Security administrative records, was rel eased
in 1994 and contains 1993 data. This data set isthe most up-to-
date source of cross-tabulating poverty status by Social
Security earnings records.

For purposes of this analysis, poverty incidence among this
group istaken as evidence that regular and special minimum
Social Security benefits are not bringing these persons above
the poverty threshold. However, note that poverty thresholds
are determined by family composition. Although Social
Security benefits may be successful in providing a beneficiary
with an income above the poverty threshold for asingle
individual, it may not be sufficient to raise hisor her family
income above the applicable family threshold. Moreover,
poverty in retirement does not necessarily indicate a history of
low earnings during one's career.

2 Unpublished tabulations based on SSA administrative
data.

Z Based on a40-hour work week and 52 weeks of empl oy-
ment. From 1984 through 1990, the amount needed to earn a
year of coverage under the specia minimum benefit exceeded
the annual minimum wage by 1 percent to 28 percent, depend-
ing on theyear. Legislation in 1990, which changed the
definition of aY OC, wasintended to “makeit possible once
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again for aminimum-wage earner to earn years of coverage

toward the special minimum” (House of Representatives 1990).

2 Authors' tabulations, 1999 Current Population Survey,
March Supplement.

% Unpublished SSA administrative data.
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