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THE USE oF LONGITUDINAL DATA ON SoCIAL SECURITY

ProGrRAM KNOWLEDGE

by Laith Alattar, Matt Messel, David Rogofsky, and Mark A. Sarney*

The Social Security Administration (SSA) supplements a National Institute on Aging grant that funds a longitu-
dinal Internet panel study to measure public knowledge about the Social Security programs. This article briefly
reviews SSA’s past efforts to gauge public knowledge of the programs, describes the Understanding America
Study (UAS) panel used in the current effort, and presents results of wave 1 and wave 2 of the UAS surveys that
focus on Social Security knowledge with detail by respondent age, education, and financial literacy level. Our
findings indicate that younger workers with lower levels of education and financial literacy are logical targets for

agency informational outreach and interventions.

Introduction

Many federal programs and services promote the
health, safety, and economic security of the American
public. Individuals must be knowledgeable about the
programs and services offered to make the most use
of them. Since the 1990s, the Social Security Admin-
istration (SSA) has regularly evaluated public knowl-
edge of its retirement and disability programs. Most
recently, the agency has funded a longitudinal study of
program knowledge using the Understanding America
Study (UAS). This longitudinal research may enable
SSA to expand its understanding of the public’s pro-
gram knowledge in a number of ways. These include:

* The dynamics of program knowledge among indi-
viduals over the life course and between population
subgroups (for example, by educational attainment).

» The tools people use to learn about Social Security
programs.

* How interventions might increase public knowledge
about Social Security, and how to measure their
short- and long-term effectiveness.

In this article, we present results from the first two
waves of the UAS survey on Social Security program
knowledge. This research sheds light on how the level
of program knowledge varies across the life cycle. We

begin by documenting historical SSA efforts to gauge
the public’s program knowledge. We then provide an
overview of the UAS, highlighting the opportunities
offered by a longitudinal study of program knowledge.
After presenting initial UAS results, we discuss SSA’s
possible next steps in using the longitudinal study to
measure public knowledge and tailor effective com-
munication efforts.

Literature Review

Along with pensions and private savings, Social
Security forms the metaphorical three-legged stool of
retirement security (DeWitt 1996). For many, Social
Security is the primary source of retirement income
(SSA 2016). Understanding whether one is eligible for
Social Security benefits, when to claim those benefits,
and how much income to expect from them affects
work and savings decisions before retirement (Gust-
man and Steinmeier 1999; Rohwedder and van Soest

Selected Abbreviations

RCT randomized controlled trial
SSA Social Security Administration
UAS Understanding America Study
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2006)—and those decisions in turn affect the level of
income in retirement. Social Security program knowl-
edge thus plays an important role in retirement secu-
rity. For decades, SSA has worked to better inform the
public about its retirement and disability programs.

Past Efforts

In 1995, SSA undertook the largest effort in its then-60-
year history to inform the public about its retirement
program by introducing the Social Security Statement.
The annual Statement provides projected estimates of
the monthly benefits that a worker will receive based
on his or her earnings history and age at claiming,
along with a summary explanation of the benefits.! SSA
then commissioned the Gallup Organization to conduct
a series of cross-sectional surveys between 1998 and
2001 to gauge public knowledge of the Social Security
programs. These surveys widely expanded the agency’s
understanding of the public’s program knowledge.

For instance, Smith and Couch (2014) analyzed the
Gallup surveys and found that many younger workers
understood the basics of the retirement and disability
programs but did not understand certain aspects such
as how benefits are calculated.

The Gallup surveys also shed light on the effective-
ness of the Social Security Statement in increasing
program knowledge. Although the surveys were cross-
sectional, different iterations took place before and after
the Statement was introduced, providing researchers
with a natural experiment to test changes in population-
wide knowledge.> Cook, Jacobs, and Kim (2010) found
evidence that the Statement increased program knowl-
edge. Smith and Couch (2014) found that the Statement
particularly improved knowledge among the population
with low levels of education. Other researchers tested
the effectiveness of the Statement using the Health and
Retirement Study (HRS), which collects longitudinal
data but provides limited measurement of program
knowledge.® As in the Gallup-based studies, Mastrobu-
oni (2011) found that the Statement increased program
knowledge. Conversely, Armour and Lovenheim (2016)
found that some Statement recipients misunderstood
the presentation of projected benefits. Biggs (2010)
reported more ambiguous findings and suggested fur-
ther research is needed to understand both the public’s
knowledge about Social Security and the effectiveness
of the Statement in shaping that knowledge.

More recently, SSA further explored program
knowledge using Internet panel studies. Funded by an
SSA Retirement Research Consortium grant, Liebman
and Luttmer (2015) conducted a randomized controlled

trial (RCT) using a large Internet panel called Knowl-
edge Networks (now known as the GfK Knowledge-
Panel) to see how an informational intervention might
affect retirement behavior. They found that sending a
brochure to persons aged 55—70 with information about
the retirement earnings test (which applies to those
who work after claiming benefits) increased employ-
ment by 4.2 percentage points. SSA also developed a
program-knowledge survey as part of the American
Life Panel (Greenwald and others 2010), which yielded
substantial information about program knowledge.*

The UAS

In its latest effort, SSA is funding a program-knowledge
survey as a component of the UAS, an Internet-based
panel managed by the University of Southern Cali-
fornia. The UAS panel is a representative sample of
approximately 8,000 U.S. households.’ Researchers

use an address-based sample to recruit panel members.
Tablet computers and Internet access are provided

to participants who need them. Panel members may
choose to participate in a number of surveys covering

a wide range of topics, for which they receive nomi-

nal compensation. Researchers administer the Social
Security program-knowledge survey on a rolling basis
every 2 years. The protocol is to administer the survey
to all new panel members or to any panel member who
has not taken that survey for 2 years. Researchers use
the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey Annual
Social and Economic Supplement as the benchmark

for weighting. The reference population for the UAS
pool of respondents is the U.S. population aged 18 or
older excluding military personnel and institutionalized
individuals.®

The UAS offers a number of advantages for
researching public knowledge of federal programs
such as Social Security. For example:

+ [t provides a preconstructed nationally representa-
tive panel, which saves time and money in recruit-
ment and retention.

* Because the UAS is Internet-based, researchers can
receive survey results quickly, typically within a
matter of months.

* Unlike other longitudinal studies, the UAS allows
investigators to add survey questions or entire sur-
veys to the Internet panel relatively easily.” Investi-
gators may therefore use it to conduct RCTs.

* The UAS includes a wide array of surveys on
numerous topics (for example, financial literacy,
personality, and topics covered by Health and
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Retirement Study modules), which are publicly
available. Investigators may match these data to
their own data sets to strengthen their studies.

In this study, we use the first two waves of the Social

Security program-knowledge survey to extend previous
research on how the public understands the programs.
Wave 1 is designated by UAS as survey 16 (UAS 16)
and wave 2 is designated as UAS 94. We address the
following questions:

L.

How knowledgeable is the population about basic
aspects of Social Security?

. Does populationwide knowledge change over time?

3. How does an individual’s knowledge vary across

the life course?

. Within age groups, how does knowledge vary by

individual characteristics such as education and
financial literacy?

Methods

More than 5,000 UAS panel members completed the
UAS 16 Social Security program-knowledge survey,
providing an overall response rate of 85.4 percent

of the total UAS panel. We restrict our sample to
individuals aged 25—-65 who completed both UAS 16
and UAS 94. At the time of analysis, we had access
to complete second-wave data for one UAS sampling
batch of 1,279 panel members.® Of the 929 partici-
pants who completed the first wave in 2015, 724 also
completed the second wave in 2017 (a 77.9 percent
follow-up response rate).” If the characteristics of
panel members who completed both waves differ

in meaningful ways from those of members who
completed only the first wave, the measures of pro-
gram knowledge may be biased. Table 1 compares
the demographic characteristics of panel members
who completed only the first survey wave with those

Table 1.

Weighted characteristics of UAS respondents (in percent) by survey-wave participation: 2015 and 2017

Characteristic | Wave 1 onlyl Both waves 1 and 2| Percentage-point difference
Respondents
Number 205 724
Percent 221 77.9
Sex
Men 47.2 50.2 -3.0
Women 52.8 49.8 3.0
Age
25-35 29.3 18.9 10.4*
36-54 434 44.2 -0.8
55-65 27.3 36.9 -9.6
Education
Less than high school diploma 10.4 8.1 23
High school diploma 34.5 29.9 4.6
Some college 23.7 24.2 -0.5
Bachelor's degree or higher 31.4 37.8 -6.4
Race/ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic) 58.3 64.5 -6.2
Black (non-Hispanic) 14.9 15.9 -1.0
Other non-Hispanic 5.2 21 3.1
Hispanic or Latino 21.6 17.6 4.0
Marital status
Married 54.9 63.1 -8.2
Other 451 36.9 8.2
Employment status
Working 82.9 83.3 -0.4
Other 171 16.7 0.4
Mean annual income ($) 48,719 55,810 -7,091
SOURCE: UAS 16 and UAS 94; data on marital status and employment status are from UAS 1.
NOTES: Rounded components of percentage distributions do not necessarily sum to 100.0.
... =not applicable.
* = statistically significant at the 0.05 level.
Social Security Bulletin, Vol. 79, No. 4, 2019 3



who completed both waves. The demographic vari-
ables used in this analysis derive from UAS 1, which
focused on cognitive abilities, financial literacy, and
psychology. Only the age distribution of the groups
differs significantly, in that younger panel mem-
bers (aged 25-35) are less likely to have completed
both waves."

The program-knowledge survey covers respondents’
understanding of Social Security program basics and of
benefit-claiming age (and its effect on benefit amounts)
in particular. In this study, we focus on knowledge of
program basics in nine different subject areas. Box 1
shows the Social Security program aspects covered in
the survey, the wording of the associated questions, the
response options, and the correct responses.

We measure program knowledge among three age
groups that correspond with the age ranges for which
SSA provides different versions of the Social Security
Statement: 25-35 (young workers), 36—54 (midcareer
workers), and 55—65 (workers near retirement age).
Within these age groups, we also investigate variation
across two broad educational attainment categories
(high school diploma or less and some college or
more)'" and two levels (high and low) of financial
literacy as determined by a 14-item UAS assessment
derived from questions developed by Lusardi and
Mitchell (2017). Each of these variables derives from
UAS 1. The financial literacy assessment tests respon-
dents’ knowledge of annuities, individual retirement
accounts, and life insurance policies, among other top-
ics. A score at or above the sample median indicates
high financial literacy. We use descriptive statistics to
present our findings.

Results

Table 2 shows relatively high levels of knowledge for
many basic aspects of Social Security. For instance,
more than 80 percent of respondents know of the
availability of Social Security disability benefits, the
adjustment of benefit amounts by claiming age, the
option to wait after retirement to claim benefits, the
funding of Social Security through payroll taxes, and
the availability of benefits for the minor children of
beneficiaries. Americans are less knowledgeable of
some other aspects of Social Security, however. Rela-
tively few individuals understand that Social Security
benefits adjust with inflation and that spousal benefits
may be available, including to a widow(er) with no
children. Only one in five wave 1 respondents, when
given a choice of answers, identified the way Social
Security benefits are calculated.

Box 1.

Social Security program aspects and the
specific survey questions that measure
respondents’ knowledge of them

Aspect | Question and answers

Age The amount of Social Security

adjustment retirement benefits is not affected by the
age at which someone starts claiming.
O True ™ False

Benefit
calculation

Which of the following best describes
how a worker’s Social Security benefits
are calculated?

O They are based on how long you work
as well as your pay during the last five
years that you are employed;

M They are based on the average of the
highest 35 years of your earnings;

O They are based on how much Social
Security taxes you paid;

O They are based on your income tax
bracket when you claim benefits

Child If a worker who pays Social Security
survivor taxes dies, any of his/her children
benefits under age 18 may claim Social Security
survivor benefits.
M True O False

Claiming Social Security benefits have to be
upon claimed as soon as someone retires.

retirement O True ™ False
Disability Workers who pay Social Security taxes
benefits are entitled to Social Security disability
benefits if they become disabled and are
no longer able to work.
M True 0O False
Inflation Social Security benefits are adjusted for
adjustment inflation.
M True O False
Payroll tax Social Security is paid for by a tax
placed on both workers and employers.
M True O False
Spousal Someone who has never worked for
benefits pay may still be able to claim benefits
if his or her spouse qualifies for Social
Security.
M True 0O False
Widow(er) If a worker who pays Social Security
benefits taxes dies, his/her spouse may claim

Social Security survivor benefits only if
they have children.
O True ™ False

SOURCE: UAS 16 and UAS 94 questionnaires.

NOTES: Some of the questionnaire’s wording has been slightly
modified for contextual clarity.

Correct answers indicated by M.
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Table 2.

Levels of knowledge of selected Social Security program aspects in wave 1 (2015) and wave 2 (2017)

Percentage correct in—

Percentage-point change

Aspect ? Wave 1| Wave 2 from wave 1 to wave 2
Disability benefits 88.1 93.5 5.4*
Age adjustment 84.2 91.7 7.5%
Claiming upon retirement 82.0 85.3 3.3
Payroll tax 81.4 85.7 4.3
Child survivor benefits 80.9 85.4 4.5
Spousal benefits 78.7 75.2 -3.5
Inflation adjustment 63.9 65.2 1.3
Widow(er) benefits 63.2 66.3 3.1
Benefit calculation 20.6 34.0 13.4*
Total 71.4 75.8 4.4

SOURCE: Authors' calculations using UAS 16 and UAS 94 results.
NOTE: * = statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

a. See Box 1 for the survey question that measures knowledge of a given aspect.

For most Social Security program aspects, knowl-
edge did not change significantly between survey
waves. There were some notable exceptions, however.
Knowledge of how benefits are calculated increased by
13.4 percentage points, knowledge of the age adjust-
ment increased by 7.5 percentage points, and knowl-
edge of the presence of disability benefits increased by
5.4 percentage points.

On average, respondents correctly answered
71.4 percent of all questions in wave 1 and 75.8 per-
cent of all questions in wave 2. Chart 1 shows that
individuals aged 25-35 had the lowest levels of
knowledge in both waves 1 and 2, but exhibited a sig-
nificant increase in knowledge between survey waves.
The middle age group (36—54) also experienced a
significant—although smaller—increase. Knowledge
also increased, but not significantly so, among the
group approaching retirement (ages 55—65).

Within age groups, knowledge levels varied by edu-
cation and financial literacy. Chart 1 shows that indi-
viduals with higher educational attainment had higher
levels of Social Security knowledge and Table 3 shows
that the differences by educational attainment are
significant for all age groups and survey waves except
for individuals approaching retirement (ages 55—65)
in wave 2. Increases in knowledge between survey
waves, however, were similar regardless of education.
Among the youngest group, knowledge increased
substantially, both for individuals who attended col-
lege and for those who did not. Yet, the knowledge gap
by educational attainment remains by wave 2. Only

for the group approaching retirement (ages 55—65)
did individuals with no college close the knowledge
gap with their college-educated peers by more than
1 percentage point (although still not significantly).

Knowledge patterns by financial literacy largely
mirrored those by education. With the exception of
younger individuals (ages 25-35) in wave 1, differences
by financial literacy were significant in all age groups.
Increases in knowledge did not vary substantially by
an individual’s level of financial literacy. In no age
group did those with less financial literacy close the
knowledge gap between waves. For the youngest group
(ages 25-35), the difference in knowledge was not sig-
nificant in wave 1, but became significant by wave 2.

One possible explanation for the relatively strong
growth in program knowledge among young adults is
that they are first encountering basic aspects of Social
Security (such as the availability of disability benefits
or the funding of the program through a payroll tax)
that are more widely known by older individuals.
Individuals may tend to learn less widely understood
program aspects (such as spousal benefits) later.
Evidence for this theory is limited, however, as Table 4
suggests. The youngest age group (25-35) shows the
smallest increase in knowledge of the least understood
concept (the benefit calculation). On nearly every other
program aspect, however, the younger individuals
exhibit an increase in knowledge similar to or larger
than that of the older age groups. In all cases, differ-
ences between age groups for individual survey items
were statistically significant.

Social Security Bulletin, Vol. 79, No. 4, 2019



Chart 1.
Social Security program knowledge, by age group, educational attainment, and financial literacy level: Average percentage of correct answers
in wave 1 (2015) and percentage-point increase in wave 2 (2017)

Percent Il Wave1 [ Increase in wave 2
100
3.0
10.6*
76.2
68.0
60
40
20
0
Age: 25-35 36-54 55-65 25-35 36-54 55-65 25-35 36-54 55-65 25-35 36-54 55-65 25-35 36-54 55-65
Overall High school or less Some college or more Low High
Educational attainment Financial literacy level

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations using UAS 16 and UAS 94 results.
NOTE: * = statistically significant at the 0.05 level.
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Table 3.

Changes within age groups in Social Security program knowledge, by survey wave, educational
attainment, and financial literacy level (average percentage of correct responses overall): 2015 and 2017

Educational attainment

Financial literacy level

Percentage- Percentage-
Age group and High school| Some college point point
wave Total or less or more difference Low High difference
Ages 25-35
Wave 1 61.4 49.0 68.1 19.1* 57.2 68.0 10.8
Wave 2 69.3 57.6 75.9 18.3* 64.1 78.6 14.5*
Percentage-point
change 7.9* 8.6* 7.8* 6.9* 10.6*
Ages 36-54
Wave 1 70.2 65.6 73.6 8.0* 66.1 76.2 10.1*
Wave 2 74.6 69.3 78.2 8.9* 70.2 80.3 10.1*
Percentage-point
change 4.4 3.7 4.6* 4.1* 4.1*
Ages 55-65
Wave 1 78.1 73.4 81.3 7.9* 7.7 81.7 10.0*
Wave 2 80.8 77.5 83.0 5.5 73.9 84.7 10.5*
Percentage-point
change 2.7 4.1 1.7 22 3.0

SOURCE: Authors' calculations using UAS 16 and UAS 94 results.

NOTES: . . . = not applicable.

* = statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

Table 4.

Change in levels of knowledge of selected Social Security program aspects between wave 1 (2015) and
wave 2 (2017), by age group (in percentage points)

Aspect * Overall| 25-35| 36-54| 55-65
Disability benefits 5.4* 10.8 3.9 4.6
Age adjustment 7.5* 6.1 8.5 6.8
Claiming upon retirement 3.3 124 2.7 -0.7
Payroll tax 4.3 6.7 4.5 3.5
Child survivor benefits 4.5 12.5 5.2 -0.8
Spousal benefits -3.5 -2.4 -3.4 -5.2
Inflation adjustment 1.3 4.7 -2.7 3.9
Widow(er) benefits 3.1 8.8 6.2 -3.5
Benefit calculation 13.4* 10.3 13.1 15.1
SOURCE: Authors' calculations using UAS 16 and UAS 94 results.

NOTES: All differences between age groups are statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

* = statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

a. See Box 1 for the survey question that measures knowledge of a given aspect.
Social Security Bulletin, Vol. 79, No. 4, 2019 7



Discussion, Limitations, and
Future Research

For more than two decades, SSA has worked to gauge
public knowledge of its retirement and disability pro-
grams. Investing in the UAS’ longitudinal survey of
program knowledge is the most recent of these efforts.

Our study is the first attempt to use longitudinal
program-knowledge data to build on existing research
and provide improved insights on what people know
and how that knowledge changes over time. We
measure Social Security program knowledge at dif-
ferent time points and examine differences by age,
educational attainment, and level of financial literacy.
We find that, for example, knowledge increases most
among young individuals (ages 25-35). This finding
echoes research by Smith and Couch (2014), who
emphasize the importance of targeting informational
outreach efforts to younger workers.

Although knowledge about Social Security
increases among young individuals of varying levels
of educational attainment and financial literacy, their
knowledge still lags significantly relative to that of
older individuals. Our findings suggest that young
individuals with no postsecondary education or low
levels of financial literacy are potential targets for
informational interventions. For such individuals, who
are more likely to rely predominantly on Social Secu-
rity benefits for their future retirement income, these
interventions could prove particularly important.

Our study faces a number of limitations. One
challenge is that testing itself may affect the statisti-
cal validity of the findings. That is, knowledge may
increase simply because panel members complete
the survey multiple times and not because of agency
outreach or by comparatively organic means such as
learning from employers, peers, or family members.
However, because panel members do not receive the
correct answers upon completing the survey and only
take the survey every 2 years, the potential learning
effect is minimal.

Another limitation is that this study does not iden-
tify the means by which respondents learned program
aspects. Future research could identify which factors
and processes drive knowledge gains.

The availability and use of longitudinal program-
knowledge data from the UAS will continue to
expand. Chard, Rogofsky, and Yoong (2017) used
UAS data to develop a sophisticated measure of Social
Security program knowledge and retirement prepared-
ness, which researchers may use in future studies

to measure changes in knowledge and preparedness
over time. In addition, SSA researchers are conduct-
ing RCTs to evaluate the effectiveness of alternative
communications to improve program knowledge—
especially on topics for which knowledge has consis-
tently been low, such as the retirement earnings test
and the effects of choosing a retirement claiming age.
The use of RCTs in combination with longitudinal
survey data on program knowledge can guide agency
efforts to better inform the public about its programs.

Notes

Acknowledgments: The authors thank Anya Olsen, Richard
Chard, and Kristi Scott for their helpful comments and
suggestions.

' The Statement emphasizes that the benefit projections
assume the continuation of the terms of the Social Security
Act as currently amended and that future legislation can
change those terms.

2 Initial Statement mailings went only to recipients in
targeted age groups. The agency phased in wider mailings
over several years. Not until fiscal year 2000 did all adults
aged 25 or older receive a Statement.

3 To measure program knowledge in the HRS, research-
ers have generally tested whether an individual’s expected
Social Security benefit matches projections based on their
earnings history. A reasonable alignment of expected and
projected benefit amounts is deemed to signal a high level
of program knowledge.

* Along with the Internet-based survey, the researchers
conducted a parallel telephone survey.

5 At the time of analysis, the UAS panel was a represen-
tative sample of approximately 6,000 U.S. households.

¢ For more information on the UAS, see Alattar, Messel,
and Rogofsky (2018).

’ Fielding a survey costs $3.00 per respondent per survey
minute for the first 500 respondents, $2.50 for the next
500 respondents, and $2.00 for all additional respondents.
Postproject services, including data delivery and documen-
tation, cost an additional $2,000. Thus, a 15-minute survey
administered to 1,000 respondents would cost approxi-
mately $43,250. More information on the pricing of survey
administration is available at https://cesr.usc.edu/sites/files
/UAS Brochure.pdf.

8 The UAS panel consists of 21 sampling batches. This
article uses data from the ASDE 2014-01 Nationally Repre-
sentative sample, the initial sampling batch. The program-
knowledge surveys for subsequent batches in wave 2 either
remain in the field or are yet to be administered. More
information about each sampling batch is in the “Methodol-
ogy: Response and Attrition” section of the UAS website
(https://uasdata.usc.edu/index.php).
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? Because wave 2 is still in the field, the final response
rate should exceed 77.9 percent.

12" We also find no significant differences by age in
conjunction with other characteristics except that non-
Hispanic black respondents aged 55—65 were more likely
than members of other race/ethnicity groups in that age
range to complete both survey waves (not shown). Because
changes in program knowledge between waves did not vary
by race/ethnicity, however, that difference should not bias
the results.

'We used only these two broad categories because
using additional categories would have raised sample-size
concerns.
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