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Our Social Security Works for America series of over 50 state reports includes much information that public officials, members of the 
press, and advocates will find useful. In addition to providing information about the program’s history, character and vitality, each report 
includes statistics about the number of people who receive benefits, the types of benefits they receive and the total amount of funds 
flowing from these programs into every state, the District of Columbia, and the United States’ Island Areas.

Please note that a one-page fact sheet summarizing the data in this report can be found at the end of the report, directly following the 
endnotes.
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In 1935, when President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed 
the Social Security Act into law he called it a cornerstone, 
the foundation of a structure to be maintained and built 
upon by and for future generations. Social Security could 
not protect all Americans against every risk, but, as the 
President said, it could lessen the consequences of lost 
earnings in old age for workers and their families.

Since then, we have built our Social Security structure 
carefully and deliberately. In 1939, we added Survivors 
Insurance benefits for widows and dependent children, 
eventually extending it to widowers as well. Disability 
Insurance benefits were added in 1956, followed by 
Medicare and Medicaid in 1965. The automatic cost-of-
living adjustment (COLA) was added in 1972, designed 
to maintain the purchasing power of benefits no matter 
how long someone lives. We built, maintained and 
strengthened these institutions for a reason: to enable 
working men and women to protect themselves and 
their families. We built them because we, as a nation, 
value hard work, personal responsibility, and human 
dignity; we care for our parents, our children, our 
spouses, our neighbors and ourselves.

This report highlights the remarkable success of Social 
Security for American Samoa and the nation. The 
numbers tell part of the story: how many people receive 
benefits in American Samoa; how many dollars flow 
into these jurisdictions in a year; the types of benefits 
and the types of people who receive benefits. Perhaps 
more importantly, the report presents the story of hard-
working American Samoans and their families whose 
lives are immeasurably better because of the protections 
they have earned. 

As you read through this report, think of the people you 
know. Family members who live in dignity in old age 
because they can count on a monthly Social Security 
check that they or another family member have earned. 
Think of that older person who has outlived his modest 
savings, but who, thanks to Social Security, can continue 
to live independently. Think of a friend’s mother, who 
relied on Social Security to provide for her family after 
she was severely disabled in a workplace accident. Think 
of neighbors, whose widowed father needed Social 
Security to pay the bills when their mother passed away 
suddenly.

Think, too, of how the institution of Social Security, like 
the nation’s highway system, is part of a rich legacy 
built by those who came before, a legacy that keeps 
working in good times and bad. Throughout the past few 
difficult years, Social Security has been even more vital 
than before for American Samoans, and the lifeblood of 
many small businesses. Virtually all of the jobs our Social 
Security, Medicare, and Medicaid systems support stay 
in America.

introduction
“We can never insure one-hundred percent of the population against one-hundred percent of the hazards and 
vicissitudes of life. But we have tried to frame a law which will give some measure of protection to the average 
citizen and to his family against the loss of a job and against poverty-ridden old age. This law, too, represents a 
cornerstone in a structure which is being built but is by no means complete. It is a structure intended to lessen the 
force of possible future depressions. It will act as a protection to future Administrations against the necessity of  
going deeply into debt to furnish relief to the needy. The law will flatten out the peaks and valleys of deflation and  
of inflation. It is, in short, a law that will take care of human needs and at the same time provide for the United  
States an economic structure of vastly greater soundness.”

—Franklin D. Roosevelt, August 14, 1935
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We built our Social Security system because it is the most  
efficient, secure, universal and fair way for Americans 
to replace wages in the event of death, disability, or old 
age. For 78 years, even as our nation has endured wars, 
political crises and severe economic recessions, Social 
Security has never missed a payment; it has paid every 
dollar of earned benefits, on time and in full. 

The importance of Social Security—the nation’s family 
insurance against lost wages due to old age, disability, 
or death—cannot be overstated. Nationwide, Social 
Security provided $774.6 billion in benefits to nearly 57 
million beneficiaries in 2012—nearly 1 in 5 (18.1 percent) 
Americans.1 Social Security is not just a retirement 
program for seniors, however. Over 17 million people 
under age 65 received Social Security benefits in 2012—
nearly one-third (30.2 percent) of all beneficiaries.2

In fact, Social Security is the nation’s largest and, despite 
its modest benefits, most generous children’s program. 
There were about 9.2 million children receiving Social 
Security benefits in 2012.3 These include over 4.4 
million children who received Social Security benefits 
directly,4 and an additional 4.8 million children, who 
lived in households where all or part of the income of the 
household comes from Social Security.5 

For the vast majority of beneficiaries—young and old 
alike—Social Security’s benefits are modest, but vital. 
The average Social Security benefit was $13,648 a year 

in 2012, and $15,139 for retired workers.6 Almost two-
thirds (65.3 percent) of elderly couples and unmarried 
people relied on Social Security for half of their income or 
more in 2010.7 The program lifted 21 million Americans 
out of poverty in 2011, including one million children.8 

Social Security benefits are particularly important for 
disabled workers. Social Security Disability Insurance 
(DI) benefits provide 90 percent of the income or more 
for nearly half of non-institutionalized beneficiaries.9 
Nonetheless, 1 in 4 DI beneficiaries remains in poverty.10 

Through their hard work and payroll tax contributions, 
nearly all American workers earn Social Security’s 
retirement, disability and survivorship protections for 
themselves and their families. Social Security is the 
primary disability and life insurance protection for most 
American Samoan workers. A 30-‐year‐-old worker 
with a spouse and two young children, earning around 
$32,000, receives Social Security insurance protection 
equivalent to disability and life insurance protections 
worth over $465,000 and $476,000, respectively.11 
Today, over 208 million working Americans have earned 
these protections for themselves and their families.12 

There is a significant chance that a worker will need 
these protections before she retires. Nationwide, nearly 
3 in 10 (27 percent) people who turned 20 in 2012 
are projected to become severely disabled during their 
working years.13 An estimated 1 out of 11 (9 percent) 
working‐-aged men and 1 out of 20 (4.8 percent) working- 
aged women will die before reaching retirement age.14 

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s 
Residents and Economy
•	 Social Security provided benefits to 6,264 American 

Samoans in 2012, 1 in 10 (11.4 percent) residents.15 
•	 American Samoans received Social Security benefits 

totaling $52 million in 2012.16 
•	 The average Social Security benefit in American 

Samoa was $8,301 in 2012.17

Social Security WorkS
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Social Security Works for American Samoa’s 
Seniors18 
•	 Social Security provided benefits to 2,079 American 

Samoan retired workers in 2012, one-third (33.2 
percent) of beneficiaries [Figure 1].19 

•	 The typical benefit received by a retired worker in 
American Samoa was $8,915 in 2012.20 

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s 
Women
•	 Social Security provided benefits to 2,206 American 

Samoan women in 2012, 1 in 12 (8.1 percent) 
American Samoa women.21 

•	 Social Security provided benefits to 261 American 
Samoan spouses in 2012, 1 in 25 (4.2 percent) 
beneficiaries [Figure 1].22 

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s 
Widow(er)s
•	 Social Security provided Survivors benefits to 594 

American Samoan widow(er)s in 2012, 1 in 10 (9.5 
percent) American Samoa beneficiaries [Figure 1].23

•	 The typical benefit received by a widow(er) in 
American Samoa was $7,968 in 2012.24

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s 
Workers with Disabilities25 
•	 Social Security provided disability benefits to 1,336 

American Samoan workers in 2012, 1 in 5 (21.3 
percent) American Samoa beneficiaries [Figure 1].26 

•	 The typical benefit received by a disabled worker 
beneficiary in American Samoa was $9,623 in 2012.27

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s 
Children 
•	 Social Security is the primary life and disability 

insurance protection for 98 percent of American 
Samoa’s 17,789 children.28 

•	 Social Security provided benefits to 1,994 American 
Samoan children in 2012, 3 in 10 (31.8 percent) 
American Samoa beneficiaries [Figure 1].29 

“I don’t know where I’d be without the benefits I’ve earned, 
probably depressed and homeless. It’s my only source of 
income and I’m glad I earned it.”

Mary StItt, 77 years old, who retired after 5 decades in the workforce    

“Money was very tight after my dad passed away. Getting  
the support from Social Security was extremely important— 
it allowed us to stay in our house and keep me in the school  
I was attending. I’m not sure I would have made it to college  
if we had to move and go to a different school.”

Maureen SullIvan, age 27, reflecting on the importance of 
Social Security when her Dad died, leaving her mother with two teenagers   

Figure 1
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“Instead of eating fast food, I could afford a food delivery 
service to provide me with balanced meals to rebuild my 
health. Instead of risking bed sores by transferring into 
taxis, I could afford to hire a wheelchair service, which 
greatly reduced the chance of injury… Instead of dropping 
out of the workforce permanently—Social Security helped 
me go back to school to make myself more competitive in 
the job market.”

Disabled Veteran SherMan GIlluMS, age 40, today an Appellate 
Representative for Paralyzed Veterans of America, talking about how five 
years of Social Security disability benefits served as “the bridge to quality of 
life for me and my children that ultimately saved the government money.”   
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Social Security Works for Immigrants
•	 Social Security is critical for Latino and Asian Americans,  

who together made up more than three-quarters (81 
percent) of foreign-born Americans in 2010.30

•	 New immigrants tend to have lower career earnings, 
so Social Security is likely to be a larger source of 
retirement income for them. Nationwide, the median 
household income of foreign-born Americans 
was $45,821 in 2011, 10.4 percent lower than 
the median for native-born Americans, which was 
$51,147.31  

•	 Social Security is a lifeline for older workers who 
have health problems or difficult jobs, among whom 
immigrants are disproportionately represented.32 
Nearly half (46 percent) of non-citizen immigrants 
and 1 in 4 (23 percent) naturalized citizens were 
uninsured in 2011, compared with 1 in 6 (15 percent) 
native-born American citizens.33 In addition, nearly 6 
in 10 (55.7 percent) immigrant workers aged 58 or 
older work in physically demanding jobs or difficult 
conditions, compared with 4 in 10 (43.8 percent) 
native-born workers.34

•	 An analysis by the non-partisan Congressional 
Budget Office (CBO) shows that providing a path to 
citizenship for the country’s 11 million unauthorized 
immigrants would net Social Security $284 billion by 
2024, extending Social Security’s solvency by two 
years.35 

Social Security’s Promise for Same-Sex 
Couples and Their Families
As a result of the June 26, 2013 Supreme Court decision 
regarding the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), the 
federal government now recognizes the rights of legally 
married same-sex couples to many federal benefits, 
including Social Security. Since it is so soon after the 
ruling, however, the Social Security Administration is 

still assessing how the ruling will affect the eligibility 
of same-sex couples and their children for spousal 
and related family benefits. It is not clear, for example, 
whether legally-married same-sex couples residing in 
states or territories that do not recognize such marriages, 
or partners in civil unions, are eligible for benefits. SSA 
advises people who are uncertain about whether they 
are eligible to apply in any case.36

Just as Social Security’s protections are critical for 
persons in traditional marriages, the availability of Social 
Security’s spousal and children protections are similarly 
crucial for:
•	 The 50,000 same-sex couples who are married under 

state or territorial law,37 
•	 The 90,000 couples in civil unions,38 
•	 Others who are in long-term committed relationships 

but living in states that do not permit same-sex 
marriages or civil unions; and 

•	 The estimated 250,000 children being raised by 
same-sex couples.39 

Although not all of these same-sex couples and their 
families have become eligible for Social Security, 
Social Security now works for many of our fellow 
Americans who are part of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender (LGBT) community. As the population ages 
and as more states recognize the civil rights of these 
fellow Americans, Social Security will become ever more 
important to them.

Social Security Works Financially
A public trust, Social Security is the nation’s most 
conservatively financed and carefully monitored 
institution. Social Security does not, and, by law, cannot 
add a penny to the federal deficit or debt (which is simply 
the accumulation of annual deficits).40 While the federal 
budget has run a deficit in every year but five over the 
last half century, Social Security is not allowed to pay 
benefits unless it has the funds to cover every penny of 
the cost; it simply does not have borrowing authority.41 
This is why Social Security has nothing to do with 
reducing the federal budget deficit, and should not be 
part of any deficit reduction legislation considered by our 
nation’s leaders. 

To reduce the federal debt, Congress should be looking 
at its causes. It should not cut Social Security, which 
has not and cannot contribute a single penny to the 



federal budget deficit. The large run-up in federal 
deficits in recent years resulted primarily from huge 
tax cuts in 2001 and 2003; the unpaid costs of the 
Iraq and Afghanistan wars; the Great Recession, which 
dramatically reduced tax collections and increased 
unemployment compensation and other spending; the 
economic stimulus and recovery spending; and the Wall 
Street bank bailout [Figure 2].42 

Not only is Social Security independent of the budget 
and self-funded; it is also among the most transparent 
pension programs in the world. Each year since 1941, 
Social Security’s Trustees issue a report about the 
program’s financial health. The annual Trustees Report 
projects income and outgo 75 years into the future—
further than private pension programs and the Social 
Security programs of nearly every other nation. It is 
intended to provide Congress an extremely long lead 
time to make adjustments that are needed from time to 
time. Except for Medicare, no other federal programs are 
subject to this type of scrutiny. 
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FIGURE 2

u.S. Budget deficits, 2001–2013

Source: Center for Economic and Policy Research analysis of 
Congressional Budget Office data, 2013.

n  Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
n  Bush-era tax cuts
n  Recocvery measures
n  TARP, Fannie and Freddie
n  Economic and technical changes

1,600

1,400

1,200

1,000

800

600

400

200

0

-200

-400

2000	 2001	 2002	 2003	 2004	 2005	 2006	 2007	 2008	 2009	 2010	 2011	 2012	 2013

Bi
llio

ns
 o

f d
ol

la
rs

It is only because Social Security is required to project 
its finances 75 years into the future that we would even 
know about its modest long-term shortfall, still decades 
away. This year’s report, signed by Social Security’s 
trustees—the secretaries of the Treasury, Health and 
Human Services and Labor, the Commissioner of 
Social Security and two Public Trustees appointed by 
the President—projects that Social Security can pay all 
benefits in full and on time for the next 20 years.43 After 
that, if Congress were not to act, it could still pay 77 
cents on every dollar of earned benefits.44 

Social Security’s projected shortfall is incredibly modest 
as a share of the economy. Even with the retirement of 
the baby boomers, Social Security’s costs are projected 
to go from their current levels of 5.1 percent of gross 
domestic product (GDP) to a peak of 6.2 percent in 
2037, remaining at or near that level thereafter.45 The 
cost of bringing Social Security into actuarial balance 
is equal to 1 percent of GDP.46 This increase in Social 
Security spending is smaller than the increase in 

spending on public education that occurred 
when the boomers were children.47 
 
Our Social Security system can and should 
keep all its commitments without cutting 
benefits. For example, one approach would 
have everyone make the same payroll 
contribution rate (6.2 percent) as about 94 
percent of all American workers do.48 While 
the vast majority of Americans must make 
contributions on all of their wages, millionaires 
and billionaires only do so on the first 
$113,700 of their earnings this year.49 Asking 
all Americans to pay the same rate would 
come very close to closing Social Security’s 
entire projected 75-year funding gap.50 
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Our Social Security system has withstood the test 
of time. It represents the best of American values—
rewarding hard work, honoring our parents, caring for 
our neighbors, and taking responsibility for ourselves and 
our families. It is based on a promise that if you pay in, 
then you earn the right to guaranteed benefits.

Like our interstate highway system, however, Social 
Security requires periodic maintenance to remain 
strong. Now it is our turn to maintain and build upon that 
structure, as those who came before have done. It is our 
turn to preserve and improve these valuable systems for 
ourselves and for those who follow. It is our turn to build 
a legacy for our nation’s children and grandchildren so 
when they become workers, they will have the economic 
security that Social Security provides.

Maintaining our Social Security system must not be 
reduced to a matter of simple arithmetic. Any changes 
we make to Social Security must help advance the 
program’s mission of providing economic security and 
dignity for America’s working families. Closing the 
program’s modest funding gap is a means to achieve 
this mission, not an end in itself. Cutting benefits now 
merely to avoid cutting them later would solve the 
arithmetic problem at the expense of Social Security’s 

fundamental promise. Basing Social Security’s cost-
of-living adjustments on the stingier chained CPI 
(Consumer Price Index), for example, a cut proposed by 
many in Washington, would undermine the adequacy 
of Social Security’s modest benefits. It would hit long-
time beneficiaries, such as people with disabilities and 
the oldest old, the hardest, at a time in their lives when 
most have little else on which to live. Under the chained 
CPI, the average earner retiring at age 65 would see a 
cumulative benefit cut of $4,642 at age 75, $13,921 at 
age 85, and $28,015 at age 95.51

As important as Social Security is today, the need for it 
will only increase in coming years. Our nation faces an 
impending retirement income crisis. More than half (53 
percent) of today’s working Americans are not expected 
to have sufficient resources to maintain their standard 
of living in old age.52 The crisis is the result of changes 
in the economy that have diminished private sources 
of retirement income. Employers are increasingly 
terminating traditional pension plans and either not 
replacing them, or replacing them with far more risky 
and inadequate 401(k) savings accounts. Just over half 
(52.5 percent) of all working heads of households are 
eligible for an employer-sponsored retirement plan; less 
than half (44.6 percent) actually participate.53 Among 

concluSion: maintaining a legacy 
for all generationS
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those households nearing retirement (aged 55-64) with 
a 401(k) plan, IRA, or both, the median balance was 
$100,000.54 

Were it not for Social Security, the retirement income 
crisis would inevitably be much worse. Social Security 
continues to prove steady, stable, and reliable. In a world 
of stagnant wages and risky or inadequate 401(k) plans, 
Social Security is a fortress of security and reliability. In 
this uncertain world, where no one is invulnerable to the 
tragedy of premature death or serious and permanent 
disability, Social Security is there to cushion the 
economic blow of such tragedies. 

Further, Social Security benefits, while growing in 
importance, are already modest and declining. For a 
lifetime average earner retiring at age 65 in 2013, Social 
Security benefits replace 41 percent of pre-retirement 
earnings.55 That replacement rate alone ranks 30th out  
of 34 among members of the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development.56 Social Security’s 
replacement rate will drop to 36 percent of pre-retirement  
earnings by 2025, mostly due to the ongoing increase 
in the full retirement age to 67.57 If health care costs 
continue to rise faster than inflation, Medicare Part B 
and Part D premiums will further reduce Social Security 
benefits’ value.58

The solution is clear. It is time to double down on what 
works. It is time to expand Social Security, not cut 
it. Social Security Works and the Strengthen Social 
Security coalition, which includes over 300 national and 
state groups representing over 50 million Americans, 
support legislation in Congress that would do just that. 
Specifically, bills introduced by Senator Tom Harkin 
(D-IA) and Senator Mark Begich (D-AK), respectively, 
would increase benefits across the board by asking 
millionaires and billionaires to pay the same rate that 
average Americans pay into the program.59 Among their 
proposals is the adoption of the Consumer Price Index 
for the Elderly (CPI-E), a formula for determining the 
annual cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) that reflects the 
higher inflation experienced by seniors.

Expanding Social Security is not only affordable; it is a 
wise public investment. We are the wealthiest nation 
in the world. Our nation is much wealthier than it was 
in 1935, 1939, 1956, 1965, or 1972, when Social 
Security’s key structures were built and improved. The 
consequences of not expanding Social Security are 
far worse—a deeper retirement income crisis; greater 
income inequality; a more sluggish consumer economy—
than the cost of doing what is right.
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key factS aBout Social Security 
in american Samoa

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s Residents and Economy
•	 Social Security provided benefits to 6,264 American Samoans in 2012, 1 in 10 (11.4 percent) residents. 
•	 American Samoans received Social Security benefits totaling $52 million in 2012. 
•	 The average Social Security benefit in American Samoa was $8,301 in 2012.

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s Seniors 
•	 Social Security provided benefits to 2,079 American Samoan retired workers in 2012, one-third (33.2 percent) of 

beneficiaries [Figure 1 in full report].

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s Workers with Disabilities
•	 Social Security provided disability benefits to 1,336 workers in 2012, 1 in 5 (21.3 percent) American Samoa 

beneficiaries [Figure 1 in full report].

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s Women
•	 Social Security provided benefits to 2,206 American Samoan women in 2012, 1 in 12 (8.1 percent) American 

Samoa women. 

Social Security Works for American Samoa’s Children
•	 Social Security provided benefits to 1,994 American Samoan children in 2012, 3 in 10 (31.8 percent) American 

Samoa beneficiaries [Figure 1 in full report].

The	full	report	is	available	at	http://strengthensocialsecurity.org/statereports2013.		
For	further	information	email	info@socialsecurityworks.org,	or	contact	Social	Security	
Works,	815	16th	Street,	Fourth	Floor,	Washington,	DC	20006.

http://strengthensocialsecurity.org/statereports2013
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