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DEVEUPXENT AND EVALUATION OF A SURVEY-BASED TYPE OF BENEFIT 
CLASSIFICATION FOR THE SOCIAL SECURITY PROGRAM 

The Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance program (OASDI), 
popularly known as Social Security, serves a number of distinct 
subpopulations. The program analogue for these subpopulations 
is type of benefit. Analysis of the social and economic charac- 
teristics of different beneficiary subgroups using household 
survey data can contribute significantly to accurate portrayal of 
program outcomes and to planning program initiatives. However, 
previous research has shown that reliable discrimination among 
different types of benefits is not possible in the typical 
general household survey. Consequently, research requiring 
distinctions among benefit types has required that survey data 
be matched to SSA program records. Such matches are time 
consuming, difficult to implement, and subject to stringent 
confidentiality restrictions. This article reports on the 
development and evaluation of a procedure that identifies major 
benefit categories in the Survey of Income and Program Parti- 
cipation (SIPP) data set that relies solely on data collected 
from respondents at interview. The ability to identify type 
of benefit enhances the SIPP as an important new source of 
information for policy-related research on the Social Security 
program. 

The Old-Age, Survivors, and  isa ability Insurance (OASDI) program, 
popularly known as Social Security, provides income support for 
retired and disabled workers and their dependents and for 
survivors of deceased workers. Because the data that the Social 
security Administration (SSA) maintains on its own beneficiaries 
is limited to what is directly required to administer the OASDI 
program, and for the most part is restricted to current and past 
beneficiaries, the agency has long been involved in the devel- 
opment and use of household surveys to obtain a fuller picture of 
the social and economic characteristics of its beneficiaries and 
the populations from which they are drawn. For this reason, the 
Survey of Income and Program participation (SIPP), administered 
by the Bureau of the Census, represents a source of information 
that is of considerable interest to SSA. 

A valid means of identifying type of- Social Security benefit in 
the SIPP context substantially enhances the survey's usefulness 
to SSA. Obviously, it is often important to be able to identify 
particular types of OASDI beneficiaries to evaluate policy 
options and assess program effects. It is also important to be 
able to compare the economic circumstances of different segments 
of the OASDI beneficiary population at a given point in time. In 
the past, SSA has not been able to conduct such analyses because 
household surveys that cover all major beneficiary groups 
generally do not permit identification of specific type of bene- 
ficiary, and surveys that focus on particular types of benefici- 
aries often pertain to different time periods or do not contain 
commonly defined measures of health status, family relationships, 
and economic resources. Finally, because type of Social security 



benefit summarizes important structural features of the indi- 
vidual's family and labor-force history, a reliable benefit 
classification sheds light on conditions that gave rise to 
current variation in economic status within the beneficiary 
population. 

Prom a technical standpoint, a SIPP-SSA administrative data match 
- would provide the least problematic means for categorizing OASDI 

benefit type, but it is unlikely that such matched data sets will 
materialize on a timely and recurring basis or that they will be 
released to researchers outside SSA and the Bureau of the Census. 
Thus, development of a benefit categorization scheme based on 
data available in SIPP public use files will permit more timely 
and efficient use of the SIPP at SSA and will allow outside 
researchers, who have contributed a great deal to the under- 
standing of the Social Security program, to have access to this 
type of information. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

The only well-documented previous effort to identify type of 
Social Security benefit receipt relying exclusively on data 
collected in a household survey was carried out by Projector and 
her colleagues at SSA (Projector and Bretz, 1975). This work was 
undertaken in the early 1970's as part of a larger SSA effort to 
model the tax and transfer system using data from the March 
Supplement to the Current Population Suwey (CPS). The procedure 
for identifying type of benefit made use of information on 
marital status, family relationships, age, the relative benefit 
amounts of husbands and wives, and reason for not working. 
Although the research yielded useful results, six problem areas 
were evident: 

* For widowed women, it was not possible to distinguish 
between retired-worker and widow benefits. 

* Benefits for women dually entitled to a retired-worker 
and spouse benefit could not be identified. 

* It was not always possible to distinguish between 
retired- and disabled-worker benefits for those 
aged 62-64. 

a For women under age 65, some confusion occurred among 
disabled-worker, widow, and widowed-mother benefits. 

* Disabled-worker and childhood disability benefits could 
not be distinguished from one another. 

* The direct identification of benefits for children 
under age 18 was not possible. 



These shortcomings most seriously affected the classification of 
Social Security benefits received by aged women. Since it was 
not possible to determine if widows were receiving retired-worker 
or widow benefits, the program status of widows was not clear. 
Similarly, the inability to identify women dually entitled to 
retired-worker and spouse benefits meant that the basis for the 
benefit receipt of many married women could not be established. 
These two difficulties combined to depress the survey estimate 
of aged women receiving retired-worker eenefits to less than 
half the number in the survey universe. A number of items and 
procedures were introduced in the SIPP instruments to address 
these shortcomings. In addition, the general approach adopted 
for measuring transfer income in the SIPP is based on estab- 
lishing the major categorical axes of transfer income receipt-- 
for example, disability, survivorship, previous marital 
status(es), and retirement for each individual in the sample. 
Data collected about this context of income receipt is of 
considerable use in classifying type of Social Security benefit 
and in assessing the validity of type of benefit assignments. 

BENEFIT CLAS8IFICATION OF AGED RECIPIENTS 

Aged Women 

Procedural overview. The present classification effort began 
by attempting to identify type of benefits received by female 
recipients aged 65 or older. Benefits were categorized in 
three major groupings: retired worker, spouse, and widow. 
A relatively small number of aged women receive other types 
of benefits. These benefit types were grouped in a residual 
category and were not subjected to evaluation. 

Five basic types of information, all collected at the time 
of the survey interview, were used to develop the benefit type 
categorization for aged women: Medicare type of benefit code 
(BIC) ; retirement status (ever retired from a job); receipt of 
a combined Social Security payment with one's spouse; current 
marital status; and previous marital status for those currently 
married. 

'Projector and Bretzts estimate of the number of female 
retired-worker beneficiaries aged 65 or older was approximately 2.0 
million (1975, page 4 1 0 ) ,  or about 40 percent of the number thought 
to belong to the survey universe. 

%he author of this article, a member of the SSA staff 
directed by Dorothy Projector, played a major role in the 
development of the SIPP questionnaire sections dealing with 
transfer income. Particular attention was given to the correct 
measurement of Social Security benefit receipt. 



The key to the classification scheme is the Medicare type of 
benefit code that was recorded from the individual's Medicare 
card during the interview. The ~edicare BIC categorizes the type 
of OASDI cash benefit to which the individual is entitled. When 
available, it generally provides an unambiguous basis for deter- 
mining type of Social Security benefit. Indeed, 81 percent of 
the three major types of benefits received by aged women were 
identified solely by means of the Medicare benefit code (85 - percent of retired-worker benefits, 78 percent of spouse 
benefits, and 71 percent of widow benefits). 

Consistency with current and previous marital status was checked 
before the assignment of spouse or widow benefit on the basis of 
the Medicare type of benefit code. This review uncovered a 
relatively small number of aged women (2 percent of the total) 
with a nominally valid spousal BIC who were currently widowed. 
The median age for this group (about 81 years) was much higher 
than for married women with a valid spousal BIC (only about 72 
years). It even exceeded the median age for widows with a valid 
widow BIC (about 76 years). Given the inconsistency between the 
reported BIC and current marital status and the singular age 
distribution of this group, it seems likely that these aged women 
were actually receiving widow benefits rather than spouse 
benefits. Consequently, they were classified as widow bene- 
ficiaries. In addition, approximately 400,000 married women with 
a Medicare code indicating widow benefits were classified as 
widow beneficiaries. Most of these women were reported to have 
been previously widowed and presumably retained widow benefits 
based on remarriage after age 60. 

Because a valid Medicare type of benefit code was not obtained 
for about 20 percent of aged beneficiary women identified in the 
survey, alternative procedures were required to assign type of 
benefits for the 2.7 million beneficiaries with invalid or 
missing codes. Benefit type for this group was assigned on the 
basis of three pieces of information: receipt of a combined 
Social Security payment with one's spouse, report of retirement 
from a job, and current and previous marital status. All 
assignments that could be made on the basis of joint benefit 
receipt were made first, followed by assignments based on 
reported retirement from a job. Marital status was used to 
classify those remaining. The number of aged beneficiary women 
assigned under each of the supplemental criteria is shown in 
table 1. Clearly the bulk of the residual assignments were made 
on the basis of report of retirement from a job or current 
marital status. 

Completeness o f  estimates. The final edited estimates for the 
three major types of benefits received by aged women are quite 
close to the independent estimates of the number of these 
beneficiaries in the survey universe (table 2). (Independent 
estimates were developed by adjusting OASDI program statistics to 



account for differences between the complete program universe and 
the survey ~niverse.)~ Nominally, the combined estimate for the 
three types of benefits exceeds the independent estimate by about 
2 percent. Considering the separate estimates by type of 
benefit, those for retired-worker and widow benefits nominally 
are 4 percent and 3 percent above the corresponding independent 
estimates, whereas the survey estimate for spouse benefits is 
about 4 percent below the independent estimate. Using gener- 
alized variance parameters estimated by SSA specifically for 
use with Social Security beneficiaries (Bye and Galicchio, 1988) 
and applying conventional statistical criteria, none of these 
differences would be considered statistically significant. 

Estimates for ~ g e d  Men 

Although aged men may be entitled to spouse, widower, or retired- 
worker benefits, currently more than 99 percent of aged male 
recipients receive retired-worker benefits. Consequently, the 
identification of aged men with retired-worker benefits is 
relatively unproblematic. If the basic survey estimates of 
Social Security benefit receipt among aged men are unbiased, 
the estimates of aged male retired workers will be similarly 
complete. Infeed, the SIPP estimate of male retired workers 
(9.6 million) is close to the number of aged male retired 
workers thought to belong to the survey universe (9.5 million). 
The small difference is not statistically significant. 

Further Evaluation Of Estimate Integrity 

The ability to reproduce independent estimates of the number of 
recipients by type of benefit is the minimal requirement of the 
classification scheme. To what extent are important differences 
among beneficiary groups maintained by the survey measures and to 
what extent is benefit income well measured? 

 he differences between the survey and program universes 
require that the program information be adjusted downwards to 
account for beneficiaries living in institutions, outside the 
50 States and the District of Columbia, and decedentso-that is, 
persons who were issued payments but were not alive at time of 
interview. It should be understood, however, that the adjustment 
process itself is subject to some level of error. Thus, although 
the independent estimates serve as a valuable guide to the 
completeness of the survey estimates, they are not themselves 
infallible. Both the survey and independent estimates refer in 
calendar time to average recipient characteristics for the last 
4 months of 1983 (September, October, November and December). 

'~i~ht~-two percent of the assignments were associated with a 
Medicare BIC indicating retired-worker benefits. 



Table 1.-SIPP estimates of the average number of female OASDl 
berrefidaries aged 65 or older, by type of benefit and benefit classifcation 
criteria, September-December 1983 

[ ~ h u l o l a a n d s l  

Type of b o r n  

mlrsd 
Elemm Total ' mxker Spause W m v ~  

lddMllkd~SlngWican,BIC ............. 11.690 7,210 1,981 2499 

Lm8 

CUITOMIY wldowsd with a spouse 81C.. ... 261 0 261 0 
Subtotal ................................ 11,429 7,210 1,720 2.499 

PIur 

AS3lgnmims made on the tmb ot other 
a h l a .  ................................ 2738 1.232 497 1 .Om 

CUT(HI1)Y W#O ~ l t h  8 W U S I )  me.. ... 261 0 0 261 
Flepom receipt d eombtned payment.. ... 99 0 99 0 
FWofts ~tlr6m6nt from 8 job. ............ 1,095 '1,095 0 0 
ResMwl a s ~ n m e n 8  based on c ~ e M  
marm stat113 .......................... 1.283 1 37 398 748 
Married ............................... 390 0 ' 390 0 
Separated ............................. 8 0 8 0 
Ohrorced. ............................. 72 *72 0 0 
WidQmd .............................. 740 0 0 748 
NOVW ~ M L B ~  ......................... 65 '65 0 0 

Eq- 

Edlted ~ t l m t e . .  ........................ 14,167 8,442 2.217 3,508 
fbrwnt ~ M U W  using the Medicare 
BLC .................................. 80.7 85.4 77.6 71 2 

Table 2.--SIP? estimates compared with independent estimates of the 
average number of OASOl beneficiaries aged 65 or dder, by sex and type 
of beneiit, September-December 1983 

tEknet#ubs in Mourandol 

Women 
W '  
mwksr Retired 

Selected stathtb men totl  *rorker SPOus4 WldOw 

IncJependent estlmate ........ 9.471 13,- 8,137 2.306 3,412 
SPP Ostllmate ............... 9S93 14.160 8,442 2318 3,548 

Al perant ot Independent 
eslknate ................. 1013 . 102.3 103.7 962 1028 



Age distributions by type of benefit. The survey-based age 
distributions are compared with age distributions from inde- 
pendent estimates in table 3 for the four major aged benefit 
groups (retired-worker, spouse, and widow for women and retired- 
worker for men). The survey distributions preserve the basic age 
ranking among the four major beneficiary groups (spouse, retired- 
worker women, retired-worker men, and widow) youngest to oldest. 
Furthermore, the maximum absolute deviation between the two sets 

r 

of distributions is only 1.5 percentage points. Thus for all 
practical purposes the survey-based distributions are indistin- 
guishable from those based on independent estimates. 

Benefit amount size distributions. The correct identification of 
OASDI benefit receipt represents only one aspect of the quality 
of SIPP estimates. Obviously, the nature of the SIPP data on 
OASDI benefit income, per se, is also important. Unfortunately, 
independent estimates of monthly benefit amount distributions 
that pertain to the survey universe are not available for either 
individual benefit types or for all OASDI beneficiaries as a 
group. However, monthly benefit amount distributions based on 
SSA administrative data are available for several types of bene- 
ficiaries for approximately the same calendar period covered by 
the survey. The most appropriate distributions for comparison to 
the survey estimates pertain to benefit receipt in Jpnuary 1983, 
some 8-11 months before the survey reference period. 

Despite the fact that the administrative and sunrey data pertain 
to somewhat different time periods and that the program data have 
not been adjusted to exclude beneficiaries who do not belong to 
the survey universe, comparison of the survey-based monthly 
benefit distributions with those based on program data does 
provide a useful means of gauging the general quality of the SIPP 
data on monthly benefit amounts. These comparisons are provided 
for the three basic types of benefits received by the aged 
(retired worker, spouse, and widow) in tables 4-8. 

'other reports on the evaluation of tha benefit code have 
compared survey benefit amounts to program data for January 1984 
(Vaughan, 1989). These comparisons reveal patterns similar to 
those shown here. However, the program data for January 1984 
reflect a 3.5 percent benefit increase that went into effect in 
that month and thus do not pertain to the survey reference months 
September-December 1983. Consequently, even though the program 
data for January 1984 are closer in time to the survey reference 
period than the data for January 1983, they are less reflective of 
the level of benefits obserred during the survey reference period. 
Not surprisingly, then, the shift to program data from the earlier 
date as a basis of comparison reduces somewhat the observed 
discrepancies between the survey estimates and program data. 
Still, program data for the same period covered by the survey 
would be preferred. They are not currently available. 



TWO 9.-Percentage dlariburlon of Independent and SIPP amat -  ot tho awngs n u m b ~  of OASOl beneflclarla 
aged 0!5 or older, by age, sex, and type of bendlt, Sepember-December 1883 

Tsbk 4.--SSA administrative and SIPP percentage distributions of all retired-wWer benefldarles, 
by monthly benefit amount and age In 1983 



Turning first to the comparisons for-aged retired workers, it is 
clear that for the group as a whole (see the subtotal column in 
table 4 for those aged 65 or older) the survey benefit distrib- 
ution is similar to the distribution based on program data and 
that the similarity holds when comparisons are disaggregated by 
age, and by age and sex (table 5 and 6). The overall impression 
of similarity is confirmed by the index of dissimilarity for the 
distributions. ._ 
The index value for all aged persons receiving retired-worker 
benefits is 4.9, indicating that only 4.9 percent of the 
individuals in the SIPP-based distribution would have to shift 
monthly benefit amount category to exactly reproduce the SSA 
administrative distribution. The value of the dissimilarity 
index is generally higher within separate age groups among aged 
beneficiaries but remains below 6.0 for all but the group aged 
85 or older, where it reaches 11.6. The dissimilarity index 
is nominally higher when men and women retired workers are 
considered separately. However, the differences are generally 
small (2 index points or less) except for the oldest age group 
where the dissimilarity index for the monthly benefit amount 
distribution of both men and women reaches 17.7. 

Four benefit intervals contribute two or more points to the index 
for retired-worker men aged 85 or older (less than $180, $180- 
$199, $350-$399, and $450-$499). The $450-$499 category is 
associated with the single largest discrepancy, whereas the 
differences stemming from the two lowest intervals are largely 
offsetting. The benefit amount intervals of less than $180, 
$180-$199, and $300-$349 contribute two or more points to the 
overall index value for retired-worker women in this age group. 
The largest single discrepancy is associated with the $180-$199 
interval. 

%he index is constructed by taking the absolute difference 
between the administrative and survey percentage for each amount 
category, summing across all the benefit amount categories for a 
given group or subgroup, and dividing by 2. The resulting 
statistic may be interpreted as the percentage of recipients in 
either the administrative or the survey distribution who would have 
to shift monthly benefit amount category to obtain equivalent 
distributions. The index is presented as a descriptive device to 
aid the reader in congaring the two sets of distributions. Since 
the SIPP distributions are based on a sample, variation in the 
index values for the survey distributions are likely to involve 
sampling error as well as the nonsampling error that affects the 
sum- benefit amounts themselves and classification error that is 
attributable to the type of benefit algorithm. The administrative 
distributions are based on tabulations of the entire population of 
beneficiaries and consequently are not subject to sampling error. 
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Survey and program-based benefit amount distributions for aged 
w i e s  and widows with entitlement based on age are given in 
tables 7 and 8. For all wife beneficiaries aged 65 or older, 
the index of dissimilarity is 5.6. As for aged retired workers, 
the index appears to be higher when separate age groups are 
considered (varying in a narrow range of 10.3 to 11.4). For aged 
widow beneficiaries, the overall dissimilarity index at 10.7 is 

- nominally higher than for retired worker and aged wives, and 
reache? 16.9 for those aged 70-74 and 23.9 for those aged 85 or 
older. Among widow beneficiaries aged 70-74, three benefit 
amount intervals contribute two or more points to the index (less 
than $180, $200-$249, and $400-$449), and the survey distribution 
is consistently underreported relative to the administrative 
distribution in the six benefit amount intervals over $349. 
Among widow beneficiaries aged 85 or older, four benefit inter- 
vals contribute two or more points to the index (less than $180, 
$180-$199, $450-$499, and $600 or more). The survey distribution 
is consistently underrepresented relative to the administrative 
distribution in the five benefit amount intervals between $250 
and $499. Discrepancies appear to be particularly high for the 
intervals less than $180 and $450-$499. 

Mean benefit  amounts. Tables 4-8 also present SIPP and SSA 
program estimates for mean benefit amounts by age. For aged 
retired workers, the overall mean amount ($428) is the same 
regardless of the source of the estimate and, by age, the survey 
mean amounts closely follow the program estimates. This finding 
of agreement of mean benefit amounts overall and by age equally 
applies when male and female retired-worker beneficiaries are 
considered separately (tables 5 and 6). Survey and program mean 
benefit amounts for aged wife and widow beneficiaries are 
presented in tables 7 and 8. The overall survey mean amount for 
wife beneficiaries aged 65 or older nominally exceeds the program 
amount by about 6 percent. By age, survey mean amounts vary from 
96 percent to 112 percent of the program mean amounts. For widow 
beneficiaries aged 65 or older, the overall survey mean is 93 
percent of the program mean; by age, the survey means vary from 
86 percent to 98 percent of the program estimates. Although 
survey estimates of mean benefit amounts by age for wife and 
widow beneficiaries aged 65 or older appear to depart somewhat 
more from the program estimates than is the case for retired 
workers in this age group, differences remain moderate. 

 h hat the index is highest for the oldest age group among 
retired workers and aged widows is perhaps not surprising. It is 
estimated that 25-30 percent of these individuals fall outside the 
survey universe, principally as a result of institutionalization. 
Among aged wives, however, more than 90 percent of program 
beneficiaries in the oldest age group belong to the survey 
universe. 



Tabk 7 . 4 S A  administrative and SlPP percentage distributions of wives with entitlement based on age. 
by monthly benefit amount and age in 1983 
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Tabk 8.--SSA a d m i n m  and SlPP percentage distributions of widow beneficiaries with entitlement based on 
age. by momhly benefi! amount and age in 1983 
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Variation in mean benefit amounts among retired-worker 
beneficiaries. The main patterns of variation in mean benefit 
amounts observed in the program data by age and sex are also 
observed in the SIPP data. This similarity is not surprising 
given the close agreement between survey estimates and program 
data on mean benefit amounts; indeed it could hardly be otherwise 
and provides an opportunity to illustrate just how well the 
survey can reproduce important patterns of differences among 
demographic subgroups in the Social security program population. 
By age, for example, the survey and program mean benefit amounts 
both describe an inverted U-shape: Mean benefit amounts for 
those aged 62-64 and aged 85 or older are below the amounts for 
persons aged 65-69 and aged 70-74 (estimates for those aged 62-64 
are included to make this point more clearly), However, among 
men, the group aged 65-69 has the highest mean; among women, mean 
benefit amounts peak among those aged 70-74 and 75-84. 

The basic similarity of the patterns of variation in survey and 
administrative means is more easily seen by expressing the mean 
benefit amounts for each age group as a percent of the mean 
benefit for those aged 65-69 in each data source (see charts 1 
and 2). Differences in mean monthly benefit amount by sex are 
also similar in both data sets. In fact, the overall ratio of 
female mean amount to male mean amount is the same (0.77) and, as 
seen in chart 3, the ratios are quite comparable across age 
groups. 

Chart 1.-Ratio of the mean monthly benefit amount (MBA) of men of each 
age group to the mean MBA of men aged 65-69 

Ratio 



Summary. The comparison of survey information on benefit amounts 
by type of benefit to SSA program data indicates that the survey 
estimates provide a reasonably accurate portrayal of the monthly 
benefit distributions and mean benefit amounts for the major 
types of aged beneficiaries. This finding contributes signi- 
ficantly to confidence in the general quality of the SIPP data on 
monthly benefit amounts as well as in the basic integrity of the 
type of benefit classification. To some significant degree, the 
remaining differences observed between the survey and program 
benefit amount size distributions and mean amounts are likely to 
be attributable to the 8-11 months separating the survey 
estimates and program data and the current inability to adjust 
the program data to exclude beneficiaries not included in the 
survey universe. 

BENEFIT CLASSIFICATIOZJ BOB RECIPIENTS AGED 18-64 

oventiew of Assignment Procedure 

Thirteen basic pieces of infomation were used to classify type 
of benefit for recipients aged 18-64. They are: 

Medicare type of benefit code (BIC) 
Reported reasons for receiving Social security benefit 
Medicare coverage status when the Medicare BIC was not available 
Reported work disability status 
Reported retirement status (ever retired from a job) 
Current marital status 
Previous marital status for currently married persons 
Age 
Sex 
Report of receipt of separate child benefits by an adult 

recipient 
Postsecondary school enrollment status 
Presence of own children under age 18 in the8household 
Age at which disability first prevented work 

Medicare type of benefit code and reported reasons(s) for 
receiving Social Security are the two pivotal items. The 
Medicare code was indispensable for identification of the three 
types of Disability Insurance benefits received by the nonaged 
and also played a role in discriminating between receipt of 
retired- and disabled-worker benefits among those 62-64. 

%his information was obtained by matching the appropriate 
items from the disability module administered in the third 
interview and proved useful in distinguishing between disabled 
workers and adults disabled in childhood in instances when the 
Medicare BIC was not available. 



All recipients age 18-64 were asked the reason(~) for Social 
Security benefit receipt. This information was important for 
the identification of retired-worker benefits and distinguishing 
between receipt of retired-worker, dependent, and survivor 
benefits. The remaining items were useful when the Medicare BIC 
and/or the items on reason for benefit receipt were unavailable 
or appeared to be insufficient to make a reliable assignment. 

.- 
Evaluation Of Assignment Procedure 

Results of the classification of type of benefit for recipients 
aged 18-64 are given in table 9, which compares survey estimates 
of the number of recipients by type of benefit to independent 
estimates of the number of recipients in the survey population. 

Completeness of assignment. The classification scheme assigns 
benefit type to 6.7 million of the 6.9 million persons aged 18-64 
who were identified in the survey as OASDI beneficiaries in the 
last 4 months of 1983. Only 3 percent of the beneficiaries could 
not be classified by type of benefit receipt. Thus the algorithm 
meets the important first test of nearly complete assignment of 
benefit type to recipients in this age range. 

Completeness of estimates. The survey estimate of the total 
number of OASDI beneficiaries aged 18-64 is 97 percent of the 
number of beneficiaries believed to belong to the survey universe 
(7.1 million). Thus the overall estimates for the age group may 
be judged to be quite complete. 

Results for seven different benefit categories are also given in 
table 9: 

(1) Retired worker 
(2) Disabled worker 
(3) Spouse entitled on basis of age 
(4) Widow(er) entitled on basis of age or disability 
(5) Spouse entitled on basis of care of retired or disabled 

worker's child 
(6) Widow(er) entitled on basis of care of retired, disabled, or 

deceased worker's chilpd 
(7) Child aged 18 or older. 

9~ndividuals in this group are paid benefits either as 
students or adults disabled in childhood. Although student 
benefits were still available to postsecondary students at the time 
of the 1983 SIPP survey, they are currently payable only to 
elementary or secondary school students through their 19th birthday 
and fewer than 100,000 such individuals are currently receiving 
benefits. At the time of the survey, approximately 490,000 persons 
were receiving benefits as adults disabled in childhood. 
Approximately 330,000 are believed to have belonged to the survey 
universe, and 86 percent of them were identified and classified as 
such. - 



Chart 2.-Ratio of the mean monthly benefit amount (MBA) of women of 
each age group to the mean MBA of women aged 65-69 

Rate 

Chart 3.-Ratio of warnen's mean monthly benefit amount (MBA) to men's 
MBA, by age 
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The extent of agreement between the survey and independent 
estimates varies somewhat by type of benefit. The survey 
estimates of the number of persons receiving retired-worker, 
disabled-worker, aged spouse, and adult children's benefits 
appear to be complete (at 96, 102, 96, and 98 percent, 
respectively, of the corresponding independent estimates with 
none of the differences being statistically significant). 

x. Furthermore, among disabled-worker beneficiaries no noteworthy 
difference is evident in the level of completeness by age (data 
not shown). 

On the other hand, estimates of the number of persons with 
benefits based on care of entitled children (mothers and fathers 
of the children of retired or disabled workers and widowed mother 

I 
and fathers of the children of deceased workers), and of those 
receiving benefits as disabled or aged widows are somewhat 
incorn3lete (respectively 68, 77, and 83 percent of the 
corresponding independent estimates). In each case, the 

I 
shortfall is statistically significant. I 
Given that the estimates for retired and disabled workers are 1 
essentially unbiased, it is likely that the unidentified 
recipients with a benefit based on the care of a retired or 
disabled worker's child may be identified by shifting the level 

I 
of analysis from persons to families. However, a shift to a 
family level of analysis would not be expected to yield improved 
estimates for aged and disabled widows because their benefit is 
not conditioned on the recipiency patterns of coresident family 

I 
members. Some modest improvement in the completeness of the 
estimate of widowed mothers and fathers might follow 
implementation of a family-based approach, however. About 8 

I 
percent of widowed parents are entitled solely on the basis of 
care of an adult child disabled in childhood, and the presence of 
an adult child cannot be inferred from information on the 
parent s survey record. 

I 
I rn 

Table 9.--SIPP estimates compared with independent estimates of average number of OASDl beneficiaries aged 
18-64, by type of benefit, September-December 1983 
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Benefit amount sine distributions and mean benefit 8mountS. As 
in the case of beneficiaries aged 65 or older, comparison of 
survey and program benefit amount size distributions and mean 
benefit amounts sheds additional li-ght on the integrity of the 
survey estimates in general and the type of benefit classifi- 
cation procedure in particular. This information is presented in 
tables 4-8 and table 10 for the four largest beneficiary groups 
in the age 18-64 age class: retired and disabled workers, and 
wives and widows with entitlement based on age. 

The review of these estimates uncovers no substantial anomalies. 
For retired workers aged 62-64, the index of dissimilarity for 
the survey and program benefit amount size distributions is 7.3 
overall, and 9.7 and 9.8, respectively, for men and women. These 
values are generally comparable to those observed for the 
separate age groups among retired workers aged 65 or older. 
Nominally, the survey estimates of mean benefit amounts for 
retired workers exceed the program mean amounts, but only to a 
moderate degree (by 3-8 percent). The index of dissimilarity for 
wife beneficiaries in this age group is only 5.1. The sunrey 
estimate of mean benefit amount is 104 percent of the program 
mean. For widow beneficiaries, the index of dissimilarity is 
10.9 and the survey mean amount ($364) is virtually identical to 
the program mean ($362). For disabled workers (see table lo), 
the indices of dissimilarity for the benefit amount size 
distributions are nominally somewhat higher than for retired 
workers (12.2 overall and 14.0 and 13.9 for mean and women, 
respectively). Survey estimates of mean benefit amounts are 
relatively close to those given by program statistics (96 percent 
overall and 100 and 95 percent, respectively, for men and women). 

BENEFIT CLA88IFICATIOH EOR CHILDREH UNDER AGE 18 

To overcome major shortcomings in the measurement of minor 
children's benefits in the Current Population Survey (Vaughan, 
1979), considerable attention is devoted in the SIPP to the 
identification of this type of benefit. In their analysis of 
Social Security reporting in the CPS, Projector and Bretz used 
direct and indirect approaches for identifying benefit receipt 
for minor children. The direct approach relied on the presence 
of Social Security income in the child's survey record, and given 
that income information in the CPS at that time was not obtained 
for persons under age 14 (the lower age limit is now 15), the 
direct method was serviceable only for child beneficiaries aged 
14-17. ( A t  the present time, this group accounts for just under 
half of all minor child beneficiaries.) Their indirect method 
employed the report of Social Security income by a related adult, 
generally a parent, to identify child beneficiaries. Given 
program rules, report of Social Security income by a parent 
nearly always implies benefit receipt by the minor children and 
therefore provides a means for identifying child beneficiaries. 
Together, the direct and indirect methods yielded an estimate of 



slightly more than 3 million minor child beneficiaries (Projector 
and Bretz, 1975, page 4 0 6 ) ,  about 83 percent of the number 
believed to be in the CPS universe at that time. However, about 
70 percent of the minor chi1.d beneficiaries were identified by 
the indirect method, and the minority identified by the direct 
approach accounted for less than 20 percent of the minor child 
beneficiaries in the CPS universe. 

Table 10.--SSA administrative and SlPP percentage distributions of 
disabled-worker benefctafies, by monthly benetit amount and sex In 1083 
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When the person-based orientation of the current version of the 
benefit classification algorithm is augmented by taking family 
relationships more fully into account, it will be possible to 
employ indirect as well as direct methods to identify minor child 
beneficiaries. Consequently, it is noteworthy that by relying 
only on the direct method, 80 percent of minor child bene- 
ficiaries believed to belong to the survey universe (2.1 of 2.7 
million recipients) were identified. Also the survey distribu- 
tion by age is virtually identical to the age distribution given 
by program data (information not shown), indicating that there is 
no differential bias by age in the direct measure. 

These results indicate a very marked improvement over CPS pro- 
cedures based on indirect methods. Importantly, the implications 
of this improvement extend beyond identification of recipiency 
because the same CPS measurement limitations that necessitate 
reliance on indirect identification of recipiency have been shown 
to be associated with an underreport of children's Social 
Security benefit amounts by 25-30 percent (Vaughan, 1979, 
page 68). 

As the SIPP benefit classification procedure is extended to a 
family-based approach, further improvement in the estimate of 
benefits for minor children may be expected. Indeed, early 
indications suggest the final estimates will exceed 90 percent of 
the numbers of minor child beneficiaries in the survey universe. 

This attempt to classify Social Security beneficiaries by type of 
benefit using the new Survey of Income and Program Participation 
(SIPP) has yielded promising results. Evaluations of the class- 
ification algorithm based on comparison of the estimated number 
of beneficiaries in each of the several categories to independent 
estimates of the number of beneficiaries indicate that in most 
instances a high percentage of each category has been identified. 
For the most part, age and monthly benefit amount size distri- 
butions seem reasonable. Furthermore, very few persons in the 
sample who were identified as Social Security beneficiaries could 
not be assigned to one or another of the benefit groups. 

The classification procedure also represents a marked improvement 
over earlier efforts to classify type of beneficiary that relied 
on data from the March Supplement to the Current Population 
Survey (CPS). Most importantly, the benefit classification 
scheme based on SIPP data appears to provide reasonably reliable 
distinctions between retired-worker and widow benefits for 
widowed women and permits the identification of retired-worker 
benefits for those women dually entitled to retired-worker and 
spouse benefits. In addition, the distinction between disabled- 
and retired-worker benefits for recipients aged 62-64 appears 
to be reasonably reliable, and for women under age 65, the 



classification procedure distinguishes between disabled-worker 
benefits on the one hand and widow and widowed mother benefits on 
the other. Finally, SIPP procedures for identifying minor child 
beneficiaries yield markedly better estimates than -those 
available from the Current Population Survey. 

These improvements in the SIPP context are due entirely to the 
presence of information not collected in the CPS. The enhance- 
ment of the SIPP data set in turn resulted directly from an 
assessment of earlier work carried out by Projector and Bretz in 
the CPS context and on extensive research into the nature of 
Social Security reporting errors in the CPS. The superiority of 
the SIPP data set is linked principally to the presence of three 
pieces of information: The Medicare BIC, the direct question on 
reasons for benefit receipt asked of persons under age 65, and 
the direct measurement of recipiency and amount of benefits for 
minor children. Other items of some import include self-reported 
work disability, retirement status (ever retired from a job), 
previous marital status for currently married women, age first 
prevented from working due to a health condition, and Supple- 
mental Security Income misreporting items. 

Researchers at the Social Security Administration (SSA) look 
forward to employing the SIPP as a new source of information 
about the social and economic circumstances of the major types 
of Social Security beneficiaries. Staff in SSA have already 
initiated a new series of SIPP-based tables in the Annual 
Statistical Supplement to the Social Security Bulletin (SSA, 
1987, pages 85-97), and the first study focusing on the financial 
resources of the major beneficiary groups appears as a companion 
article in this issue of the soaial Security Bulletin (Grad, 
1989). Analysts outside of SSA who are interested in using the 
type of benefit code in their own research should contact the 
author. 
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