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Chart 1
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Using data from the 2014 U.S. Census, this chart was created by the Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities, a policy organization that works on fiscal policy and public programs that affect low- and
moderate-income families and individuals. This graph compares the percentage of seniors who would be
Fact #7: Most elderly beneficiaries rely on Social Security for
in poverty without the income from Social Security to those who are in poverty with Social Security, all else
majority of their income.
beingthe
equal.

For 65 percent of elderly beneficiaries, Social Security provides the
majority of their cash income. For 36 percent of them, it provides 90
percent or more of their income. For 24 percent of them, it is the sole
source of retirement income.18

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. (2015). Social Security helps millions of elderly Americans. Retrieved from http://
www.cbpp.org/blog/social-security-helps-millions-of-elderly-americans

Reliance on Social Security increases with age, as older people are less
likely to work and more likely to have depleted their savings. Among
those aged 80 or older, Social Security provides the majority of income
for 76 percent of beneficiaries and nearly all of the income for 47
percent of beneficiaries.19
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Fact #8: Social Security is particularly important
for
minorities.
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Social Security and Medicare’s
Hospital Insurance Trust Funds
Face Cash Deficits
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Chart 2
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Source: GAO analysis of data from the Office of the Chief Actuary, Social Security Administration and Office of the Actuary, Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services.
Note: Projections based on the intermediate assumptions of the 2007 Trustees’ Reports. The CPI is used to adjust from current to constant dollars.
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This chart shows the cash flow, or revenues minus costs, of Social Security and Medicare (a healthcare
program for the elderly and disabled that has some similarities to Social Security). Positive cash flow
(revenues exceed costs) is called a surplus. The surpluses for Social Security are invested in U.S.
Treasury bonds to pay for future benefits. When costs exceed revenues, that is known as a deficit.
Source: U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2008, January 17). Social Security and Medicare’s hospital insurance trust
funds face cash deficits [Chart]. U.S. financial condition and fiscal future briefing, (p. 10). Retrieved from http://www.gao.gov/
assets/80/77449.pdf
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Two other categories together account for another fifth of spending:
 Safety net programs: About 10 percent of the federal budget in

Chart 3
2015, or $362 billion, supported programs that provide aid (other
than health
insurance or Social
Security benefits) to
individuals and
families facing
hardship. Spending
on safety net
programs declined in
both nominal and
real terms between
2014 and 2015 as
the economy
continued to
improve.

“

Safety net programs

kept some 38 million
people out of poverty in
2014.”

These programs
include: the
refundable portions
of the Earned Income
Tax Credit and Child
Tax Credit, which
assist low- and
moderate-income
working families;
programs that
provide cash
payments to eligible
individuals or
households,
including
Supplemental
Security Income for the elderly or disabled poor and unemployment
insurance;
forms
of in-kind assistance
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Medicare, Medicaid, and CHIP (25%). Discretionary spending is determined by Congress on an annual
basis.
Mandatorykeep
spending
is authorized
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Such
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that
government
safety net programs kept some 38 million people
out of poverty in calendar year 2014. Without any government
income assistance, either from safety net programs or other income
supports like Social Security, the poverty rate would have been 27.3
percent in 2014, nearly double the actual 15.3 percent. UNDERSTANDING
And these FISCAL RESPONSIBILITY | 16
programs reduced the depth of poverty for millions more, even when
not bringing them above the poverty line.

An Unsustainable Fiscal Path

Lesson
Resources
Lesson 1.1 spending under current law – chiefly for Social
The projectedeconomics
growth in| entitlement
Security,
Medicare, and
Medicaid – will ultimately affect every citizen in the nation. Continued growth in health care costs is expected
to cause government
spending
Resource
3 (4 of 5)for its major health programs to grow faster than both the economy and Federal
revenues over the next 75 years2 . Similarly, population aging is expected to cause the Government’s Social Secu
Costs and
Benefits:
Visualizations to increase as a share of GDP over that period. Consequently, total
and health program
costs
and expenditures
Government expenditures are projected to exceed total assumed revenue throughout the projection period, with
fiscal imbalance
– 4between spending and revenue – growing larger each year into the future.
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Chart 5 shows Government revenue and spending, expressed as a percentage of GDP, from 1970 through 2080
For most of the
past several decades, revenue as a share of GDP has averaged around 18 percent, with little
This chart depicts the current trends of net interest, Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and other
4
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GDP. By 2080, expenditures could exceed 60 percent of GDP, more than three times the assume

2. The FY 2008 Statement of Social Insurance may be found in the 2008 Financial Report.
3. Projected spending is based on scheduled Social Security and Medicare benefits and current spending trends.
4. GDP is one way of measuring the size of a nation’s economy and is defined as the total market value of all final goods an
services that the nation produces in a given period. The projection that the government’s revenue as a percentage of GD
will remain relatively constant is based on historical data and trends that are not expected to change.
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Data from the Social Security Administration: http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/TR/2010/lr4b2.html

This graphic illustrates the changing ratio of workers, those actively contributing to Social Security,
backing up the retirees (wearing dollar signs) who are withdrawing benefits. In 1960, the baby boom
generation (the population bubble caused by the increase in the number of babies born in the years
following World War II) was just entering the workforce, and in 2009 it was filling out the ranks of active
workers. By 2030, they will almost all be retired. In 1956 and 1960, Congress added disabled workers
and their dependents to those eligible for Social Security benefits. This contributes to the shifting ratio.
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