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Chained CPI Would Harm Veterans and Social Security 
Beneficiaries in California 

 

As we celebrate the 79th anniversary of our Social Security system, some politicians in Washington are 
proposing to cut benefits for veterans and Social Security beneficiaries in California by changing the 
formula used to calculate cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs). The stingier formula, known as the 
chained CPI, would significantly cut the benefits of all current and future Social Security beneficiaries, 
including retired and disabled veterans. Veterans would be hurt most of all, given that other benefits 
veterans receive – in addition to their Social Security benefits – would also be cut by the chained CPI.  
 

Chained CPI’s Social Security Cut Targets Oldest Old and Long-Term Disabled 
If Congress cuts Social Security benefits with the chained CPI, Californians’ hard-earned benefits 
would decline substantially over time. The average earner retiring at age 65 would get a $571 annual 
cut at age 75, a $995 cut at age 85, and a $1,407 cut at age 95.1  
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Cumulatively, the average California worker’s benefits would be cut by $3,883 by age 75, $11,933 
by age 85, and $24,159 by age 95.  These proposed COLA cuts would have their biggest impact when 
benefits are needed the most, in very old age or when someone has been receiving disability benefits 
for many years. 

 

 
 

Nearly 1 in 7 Californians (14.1 percent) – 5,414,499 residents – receive Social Security,2 and about 
two-thirds of seniors rely on Social Security for half or more of their income.3 With an average Social 
Security benefit in the state of only $13,887, Californians cannot afford to have their benefits cut. 
 
Chained CPI Would Cut Veterans’ Benefits in California 
Any cut to Social Security heavily impacts our nation’s veterans: four in ten rely on Social Security, 
and 35 percent of adult Social Security beneficiaries are veterans or their family members.4 Cutting 
Social Security harms California’s veterans just as it does other retired or disabled workers in 
California.5 
 
There are 1.9 million veterans in California.6 In addition to receiving Social Security benefits,7 most 
veteran families also receive benefits from the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). Many of these 
benefits are adjusted annually to keep pace with the cost of living. These include Veterans Disability 
Compensation benefits, Veterans Pension benefits, Military Retirement Pay,8 the Subsistence 
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Allowance for veterans participating in vocational rehabilitation and employment services programs, 
survivor annuities for deceased veterans’ family members (Dependency and Indemnity Compensation 
and Survivors Pension Benefits),9 educational allowances for veterans’ surviving family members,10 
and Veterans’ Monetary Burial Benefits (a plot allowance). All of these veterans benefits would be cut 
if Congress were to adopt the chained CPI.  
 
If we consider only the three largest of these benefits, 

 273,993 Californians received Veterans Disability Compensation,  

 162,678 received Military Retirement Pay, and  

 26,297 received Veterans Pension benefits in 2011.  
The total value of these three benefits alone for veterans in California was $7.3 billion in 2011. The 
chained CPI would cut these benefits by about $209.2 million over the next 10 years – money taken 
out of the household budgets of those who have served our country, and money also taken out of 
California’s economy just as it is trying to recover from years of economic stagnation.11  
 
Chained CPI Would Harm California’s Economy 
The chained CPI would harm not only California’s Social Security beneficiaries and veterans, but also 
its economy – on both the state and county levels. As noted above, veterans’ benefits bring over $7.3 
billion into the California economy every year, and the chained CPI’s cuts to veterans’ benefits would 
remove over $209.2 million from its economy over the next 10 years, just as Californians are trying to 
recover from years of economic stagnation. 
 
Social Security brought $75.2 billion into the California economy in 2013, an amount equivalent to 4.1 
percent of the state’s personal income.12 These benefits contribute directly to economic growth and 
demand throughout the state, particular in rural and non-metropolitan communities, where an even 
larger share (24.2 percent) of the population receives Social Security.13 The chained CPI would reduce 
this income, much of which gets spent in small businesses throughout the state.14 The following table 
shows how much the chained CPI would cut total Social Security benefits, by county, over the next 10 
years:15 
 
Total Cuts from Chained CPI to Income in California’s Counties, 2014-23 (cumulative) 

California 

Total (58 

Counties) $8,309,640,846 

Alameda $323,099,590 Marin $90,453,987 San Mateo $190,496,294 

Alpine $317,529 Mariposa $7,445,003 

Santa 

Barbara $108,592,153 

Amador $16,882,367 Mendocino $29,699,328 Santa Clara $375,443,647 

Butte $72,280,684 Merced $47,348,188 Santa Cruz $65,105,060 
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Calaveras $20,657,573 Modoc $3,611,236 Shasta $69,596,006 

Colusa $4,975,047 Mono $2,142,016 Sierra $1,341,688 

Contra 

Costa $291,747,552 Monterey $86,493,990 Siskiyou $17,820,638 

Del Norte $8,065,745 Napa $41,562,402 Solano $105,273,720 

El Dorado $62,731,404 Nevada $42,144,104 Sonoma $150,436,947 

Fresno $178,384,663 Orange $684,964,989 Stanislaus $120,362,832 

Glenn $7,905,679 Placer $119,360,795 Sutter $22,737,125 

Humboldt $39,449,015 Plumas $8,592,790 Tehama $22,003,165 

Imperial $32,836,874 Riverside $517,428,349 Trinity $5,513,805 

Inyo $6,446,870 Sacramento $336,486,541 Tulare $80,671,766 

Kern $158,559,952 San Benito $12,053,071 Tuolumne $24,031,964 

Kings $22,282,955 

San 

Bernardino $386,944,947 Ventura $205,827,456 

Lake $25,973,573 San Diego $693,628,052 Yolo $40,270,165 

Lassen $6,707,139 San Francisco $177,784,742 Yuba $16,698,877 

Los 

Angeles $1,849,166,412 San Joaquin $150,053,050 

Madera $34,548,145 

San Luis 

Obispo $86,201,187 

 
Social Security and veterans’ benefits bolster consumer demand in California’s economy; cuts to 
these programs would weaken it. 
 
Social Security and Veterans’ Benefits Should Have the Most Accurate COLA Possible 
Today’s COLA already fails to keep up with living costs experienced by seniors and people with 
disabilities, because it under-measures the inflation experienced by these groups, by failing to 
account for their higher health-care expenditures. The chained CPI would lower Social Security’s 
COLA even further, leaving many seniors and people with disabilities unable to make ends meet, 
particularly in their eighties and nineties, when other sources of income have been exhausted. A 
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better measure than current law – and certainly more accurate than the chained-CPI – is the so-called 
CPI-E for the elderly.  
 
Social Security Should Be Expanded, Not Cut 
In a world of stagnant wages, disappearing defined benefit pensions, and risky or inadequate 401(k) 
plans, Social Security is a fortress of security and reliability. With a majority of Americans facing a 
retirement income crisis, Congress should be taking steps to expand Social Security benefits, not cut 
them. 
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