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SOCIAL SECURITY WILL MARK 75 YEARS IN 2010
CRANSTON--- President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the Social Security Act into law on August 14, 1935. Since then, Social Security has served as the nation’s income safety net for 75 years and has touched the lives of almost every American. 

While Social Security is one of the nation’s most popular programs, most people know very little about the system. Today’s column will explore the major programs that come under the Social Security umbrella and how these programs affect all of us.

Social Security is made up of three different programs-retirement benefits, survivor benefits, and disability benefits. Each program contributes to a beneficiary’s income security and, in many cases, serves to supplement a beneficiary’s pension or retirement income when they are now longer working or are unable to work. 

Retirement Benefits: This program provides a lifetime monthly income to qualified workers once they have reached their full retirement age. Depending on your birth date, your full retirement age may range from age 65 to age 67. The amount of retirement benefits is based on the income you received during your working years. Workers also have the option of retiring with a reduced monthly benefit at age 62.
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Workers who were born before 1938 can receive full retirement benefits at age 65. The full retirement age climbs by two months per year for workers born between 1938 and 1942. It is 66 for those born between 1943 and 1954. The full benefit age then climbs by two months each year for those born between 1955 and 1959 and will be 67 for anyone born after 1960. Benefits also increase for every month that a worker begins to receive retirement benefits after he or she reaches full retirement age. These increases stop after a worker reaches age 70.

Currently, if a worker retires at age 62, they will receive 80 percent of their full retirement age account. This will gradually drop to 70 percent if your full retirement age is 67.

Retirement benefits are based upon a worker’s highest 35 years of earnings. Those wages are indexed so that all 35 years have the same purchasing power of the most recent year and are then divided to get the worker’s average monthly salary. Three different averaging formulas are used to determine the actual monthly benefits. In most years, Social Security benefits are adjusted according to the annual increase in Cost-of-Living benchmark expenses. No Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLAs) were made for 2010. Currently, none is projected for 2011.

In order to qualify for Social Security benefits, a worker has to have earned at least 40 quarterly credits. Workers receive one credit by earning at least $870 in a three-month period and by paying Social Security taxes on that amount. Workers earning $3,480 during the year receive four credits. While the actual amount required to earn credits may change annually, it does not affect credits already earned. Once a worker has accumulated 40 credits, he/she is permanently qualified. They are also qualified to receive disability benefits and have survivors benefits paid to children under age 18 and their spouses if they have paid Social Security taxes for a certain number of quarters in the recent past. 
There is no requirement that an individual must be an American citizen to qualify for Social Security. While employers are required by law to ensure that anyone they hire is either a legal immigrant or a citizen, foreign nationals can earn Social Security credits with a valid Social Security number.
There are similar requirements for the Disability Insurance Program, but the number of credits needed to qualify depends on the age that one becomes disabled.
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Survivor’s Benefits: This program provides a monthly lifetime retirement benefit to the surviving spouse of a deceased worker once he or she reaches retirement age. The amount that he or she receives depends on both spouses income while they were working. The survivors program also pays benefits to children under the age of 18 and a surviving spouse that cares for them. In most cases, these benefits end when the child reaches 18.


Disability Benefits: Social Security also pays a monthly income to disabled, and in some cases, to their spouses and children under the age of 18. These benefits depend on the worker’s earning history. Disability benefits are paid to workers who have been disabled for at least one year. In order to qualify, a person must have paid Social Security taxes within the recent past. In this case, disabled means that the worker is unable to perform any substantial gainful work due to physical or mental impairment. Determination of eligibility is made by the government agency in the state in which the worker lives.

The Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program and the Medicare program are not part of Social Security. SSI helps blind, aged, and disabled persons who have little or no income by providing cash benefits to meet the basic needs of food, clothing, shelter, and medical care. While Social Security administers the SSI program, it is actually funded by general revenues. 


Medicare is a federal health insurance program that helps people pay for medical expenses. Medicare is financed by beneficiary premiums and general revenues. Medicare is administered by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services.


For more information, or to enroll in a Social Security program, you should call Social Security at 1-800-772-1213. TTY users should call 1-800-325-0778. Help is also available online at www.socialsecurity.gov. You can also visit the Social Security office in your area.
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Questions for Rhode Island Senior Beat may be mailed to the Rhode Island Department

of Elderly Affairs, John O. Pastore Center, 74 West Road-2nd floor, Cranston, RI  02920. Questions can also be e-mailed to lgrimaldi@dea.ri.gov. For a confidential discussion about questions, issues or problems regarding growing older, call DEA at 462-3000. TTY users should call 462-0740. Seniors, families, and caregivers can also call THE POINT Resource Center at 462-4444. The TTY number for THE POINT is 462-4445.
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