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GENDER AND THE SOCIAL SECURITY SYSTEM 

Social Security was designed in 1935 as a gender neutral program. Lifestyles were very different when the program was instituted. Its benefit structure was designed using male work patterns and still best serves the traditional family: a paid worker (usually the husband), an unpaid homemaker (usually the wife), and children. Today, most American families do not fit that profile and even fewer will in the future. While Social Security provides critically important benefits for women, the unintended consequence of the program's structure is to make some provisions in the Social Security law not work for women. A goal in strengthening Social Security is the development of initiatives that will end these disparities.
In the 1990s, perhaps most important is the dilemma of the two worker family receiving a single benefit. A woman in a two-earner couple who is entitled to both a worker benefit on her earnings and a spousal benefit on her husband's earnings can receive only the greater of the two. Because women earn only 77 percent of what men earn, it is usually the spouse benefit. 

Until recently, the percentage of women drawing a benefit based on their own work records was virtually constant--36 percent, now up to 38% in 2005.
 As women’s labor force participation has increased over time, the proportion of women receiving benefits as dependents (on the basis of their husbands’ earnings records only) has been declining—from 57% in 1960 to 32% in 2006.
  The percentage of women entitled to benefits on both their own work records and those of their husbands, however, has jumped from 5 percent in 1960 to 28% in 2004.
 Despite the increased participation of women in the workforce, they remain just as dependent on their spouses--receiving exactly the same survivor benefit they would have received had they never worked outside the home.

Social Security benefits are calculated on the top 35 years of a worker's earnings. Women average 12 years out of the workforce to fulfill caregiving responsibilities.
 For each year a worker does not pay into Social Security, she accumulates a "zero year" in her Social Security account. These "zero years" are included in the average when the benefit amount is being calculated. For women, this results inevitably in substantially lower benefits than her male counterpart receives.  Additionally, relatively more women (75 percent) than men (70 percent) received reduced benefits in 2005.

A divorced person age 62 and over can receive Social Security upon divorce if the former spouse is drawing Social Security. If the divorce takes place less than two years before her 62nd birthday, however, she must wait two years if the former spouse is still in the workforce. This has no effect women who divorce at younger ages. This provision was enacted to prevent couples from obtaining a divorce in order to avoid loss of spousal benefits if one spouse was still working full time. For many women without other options, this waiting period can be a time of great deprivation. It can be regarded as imposing a penalty on divorce. Moreover, the inequity is clear: 60 times more women than men are dependent on their divorced spouse's earnings for Social Security benefits.
If a widow(er) becomes disabled more than seven years after the spouse's death, she/he is not eligible for disability benefits. A seven-year limit was chosen because a previously uninsured widow or widower in good health entering the labor market after the spouse's death would be able to develop his or her own eligibility for disability benefits. However, when the seven-year restriction was enacted in 1967, fewer than seven years of Social Security earnings was enough to qualify an individual for disability benefits. This is no longer true. The requirement now is 10 years.
Today, a spouse who diligently went to work and then became disabled during the seventh to 10th years following her spouse's death could be left without the eligibility that would have been assured to them if they became disabled within a few years after the worker's death. This weighs most heavily upon older women who simply were not in the workforce during their family rearing and caregiving years.
A widow who enters or continues in the work force past age 65 receives credit for her own retirement benefits for any month after age 65 that she does not receive Social Security. If her own benefits are greater than her widow's benefits, she will receive credit toward her own retirement. But if her widow's benefits are the greater amount, when she retires she will actually receive no delayed retirement credits whatsoever. Her benefits could be identical to those she would have received if she had never entered the work force, or had retired at an earlier age.
Social Security does not provide benefits to spouses under the age of 62 who are caring for a spouse disabled enough to need aid and attendance. In contrast, if an adult disabled child who is receiving benefits needs attendant care, benefits are paid to a mother providing that care.
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