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We have attached results from a survey we conducted recently (March 16-18) among 1000 registered voters nationwide (margin of error 3.1%).  While the results are straightforward, we wanted to offer a few pertinent thoughts about how they fit into the context of the overall policy discussion of Social Security.  As always, if you have any questions, feel free to call us at 703-801-6587.

As part of our effort, we thought that rather than wade into the swamps of personal versus private accounts, or whether it matters if it is the President’s plan or some plan that appeared deus ex machina, it might be useful to see what people actually know about Social Security.


First, we believe that the results indicate that advocates of reform have done a poor job of framing the issue.  The clear and inescapable conclusion derived from the survey results is that few voters fully grasp the nature and details of the Social Security program.  For example, 68% of respondents believe that Congress has a legal obligation to pay them Social Security benefits.  This is, of course, folly.  Similarly, about half (48%) believe that the taxes they pay into the system are being held by the government in a fund until they are ready to retire.  Again, that is a fiction.  But these two beliefs clearly indicate that some sizable chunk  of the electorate comprehends the current system as a sort of a trust fund, with features including routine payments into some government-held safe deposit fund (we hesitate to say, “lockbox”), and trustees (Congress) with legal obligations to pay out at some point.

It is not difficult to see how these beliefs compromise the ability of the reformers.  If people already conceive of the system as having the features of a trust fund, what is the point of trying to sell them  (wait for it) . . .  a trust fund.?  It also sheds some important light on the ongoing and (typically) annoying debate about “personalize” versus “privatize”.  The notion of privatization only has meaning if people believe that the government is already operating a trust fund on their behalf.


The reformers, having coming out of the box discussing concepts like solvency and insolvency (does anyone worry about the solvency of HUD?), unintentionally fed the idea that the government is operating a trust fund.  By allowing themselves to become tangled in the rhetoric of the status quo, they have ceded quite a bit to the other side.  They would have been much better off to point out that Social Security is simply a government program that takes money in and spends it, usually in the same year.  They would have been much better off to point to the cases in which the Supreme Court most definitely decided that the program is not a trust fund.
Second, the reformers’ lack of focus on the taxing aspect of the program shows in the results.  Less than four in ten (37%) of the respondents could identify the tax rate they pay on wages for Social Security.  Almost half would not even venture a guess.  The most disturbing part of the response set is that, even with a lack of knowledge of the precise tax rate, respondents overwhelmingly (64%) understood that the tax falls most severely on the working class.  This confirms something that we had suspected for a number of years – that the regressivity of the paycheck tax, if properly pitched, would be a considerable driver for reform of the system.

This lack of knowledge of the tax rate, coupled with notions about the regressivity of the tax, suggests that the reformers may not be leading with the optimal approach.  Rather than wandering into long discussions about solvency, unfunded liabilities and actuarial projections, we believe that reformers should focus on the idea that the tax is regressive and introduce the idea that it suppresses wages.  These ideas alone would help properly frame the debate and more efficiently spur reform efforts.
Third, despite the initial missteps, we believe that there is a solid core of support for what we perceive to be the main purpose of reform – giving citizens some ownership of their money.  Unlike some of the previous lack of clarity, when asked who controlled the Social Security taxes they paid now, almost all of the respondents identified the government as the owner and controller of those funds.  But when asked who should control and own those funds, 55% said that they, personally, should own and control the funds.  That number was strong among those under 55 (64%), women (59%), and even among self-identified liberals (50%).  To our minds, this is an important and fundamental question that cuts to the core of the debate.
It also cuts to the core of the reformers sales pitch.  As noted above, those who would reform the system have spent a lot of time talking about solvency, projections, etc.  These things only serve to confirm the misapprehensions that many voters already have about the program and play directly into the hands of the defenders of the status quo.  The reformers should instead shift the debate and talk about ownership, control, regressivity, and the depressing effect the tax has on wages.  If they do that, they will erode extant misperceptions of the program, move the conversation to more favorable rhetorical ground, and be closer to achieving their objectives.
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