
www.cbo.gov/publication/62263 

 

 

 

Working Paper Series 
Congressional Budget Office 

Washington, D.C. 

Social Security and the Distribution of Family Wealth  
 

Elizabeth Ash 
Northwestern University 

elizabeth.ash@u.northwestern.edu 
 

Nadia Karamcheva 
Congressional Budget Office 
nadia.karamcheva@cbo.gov 

 
 

Working Paper 2026-05 
 

May 2026 
 
 
 

To enhance the transparency of the work of the Congressional Budget Office and to encourage external 
review of that work, CBO’s working paper series includes papers that provide technical descriptions of 
official CBO analyses as well as papers that represent independent research by CBO analysts. Papers in that 
series are available at https://tinyurl.com/CBOWorkingPapers. In this document, the authors provide 
additional information on the methods CBO used to estimate the value of Social Security wealth in its 2024 
report Trends in the Distribution of Family Wealth, 1989 to 2022. 

Elizabeth Ash is a graduate student of economics at Northwestern University. She was an assistant analyst at 
CBO when this research was conducted. For comments and suggestions, we thank Xinzhe Cheng, Michael 
Falkenheim, Jeffrey Kling, Noah Meyerson, John McClelland, Max Miller (Harvard Business School), 
Xiaotong Niu, Julie Topoleski, and Alice Henriques Volz (Federal Reserve Board of Governors). For 
analysis related to discount factors, we thank Michael Falkenheim and Michael McGrane. We thank Ian 
Shayne and Casey Labrack for providing assistance with graphics, YeJin Ahn for fact-checking, and 
Christine Browne for editing the paper. 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/62263
mailto:elizabeth.ash@u.northwestern.edu
mailto:nadia.karamcheva@cbo.gov
https://tinyurl.com/CBOWorkingPapers


 

Abstract 

Wealth inequality has increased significantly in the United States over the past several decades. 
This paper examines how incorporating Social Security wealth into standard measures of family 
wealth affects estimates of wealth inequality over time. Most existing studies have defined 
wealth as the sum of net worth—marketable assets minus debts—plus the present value of future 
income from defined benefit pension plans. That definition excludes a major source of retirement 
income: Social Security benefits. 

This analysis uses data mainly from the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), supplemented with 
information from the Current Population Survey (CPS) and other sources, and defines Social 
Security wealth as the present value of the expected stream of income from Social Security 
retirement and disability benefits that families have earned the right to receive through past or 
current work. Because workers’ eligibility for Social Security and their benefit amounts depend 
on their lifetime earnings, lifetime earnings are imputed to project the future Social Security 
benefits each family in the SCF will receive in retirement, using a regression framework and data 
from the CPS for the years 1976 through 2019.  

Because Social Security wealth is more evenly distributed than other forms of wealth, 
incorporating it meaningfully lowers estimates of both the overall level and the growth of wealth 
inequality in recent decades. For example, including Social Security wealth reduces the Gini 
coefficient for family wealth in 2022 from 0.81 to 0.72 and reduces the share of total wealth held 
by families in the top 10 percent of the wealth distribution from 69 percent to 60 percent. Social 
Security wealth constitutes a larger share of total assets for families with lower income, families 
with less education, and families who are Black or Hispanic, compared with other groups. 
Sensitivity analyses reveal that differences in the estimated effects of Social Security wealth on 
inequality are driven largely by the choice of discount rate used to calculate the present value of 
future benefits and less so by other modeling choices.  

Keywords: Social Security, wealth inequality, retirement, pension plans, defined benefit plans, 
defined contribution plans 

JEL Classification: J21, J26  
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Introduction 
Understanding the state of wealth inequality in the United States and how it has evolved 

over time is of growing interest to both scholars and policymakers. Whereas most research has 

found that wealth inequality has increased in recent decades, estimates differ regarding the 

current level of inequality and the extent of the increase. Those differences often stem from 

methodological choices, particularly how wealth is defined. 

A central challenge in measuring wealth inequality is determining whether to include 

nonmarketable retirement resources—such as Social Security and defined benefit (DB) 

pensions—in the definition of wealth. Many studies rely on a narrower measure: net worth, 

defined as the difference between a family’s marketable assets and its liabilities. That approach 

is relatively easy to implement using survey data because it focuses on observable assets that 

typically have account balances or clear market values, such as housing, savings and investment 

accounts, and defined contribution (DC) retirement plans. Unlike DC accounts, which are 

included in marketable wealth, Social Security and DB pensions provide future income streams, 

are generally inaccessible before retirement, and typically lack a corresponding account balance. 

Their value must be estimated as the present value of future benefits, which depends on market 

conditions such as current and expected interest rates, as well as the risk that promised benefits 

may not be fully paid. 

However, Social Security and DB pensions play a critical role in families’ financial well-

being in retirement, and excluding them from measures of family wealth can therefore lead to 

overestimates of the degree and growth of wealth inequality, especially given the shift from DB 

to DC plans in recent decades. Social Security plays a particularly equalizing role, replacing a 

larger share of preretirement earnings for lower earners because of its progressive benefit 

formula and near-universal coverage. By contrast, wealth stemming from employer-sponsored 
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pension plans, such as DB and DC wealth, accounts for a larger share of lifetime income for 

higher-income families, with DB wealth being the more evenly distributed of the two.1 

Recent studies have begun to incorporate a broader concept of wealth that includes both 

Social Security and DB pension wealth (e.g., Catherine et al. 2025; Jacobs et al. 2021; Sabelhaus 

and Volz 2020). Those studies generally find that including Social Security wealth reduces 

measured inequality, though they differ on how much it affects trends over time. For instance, 

Sabelhaus and Volz (2020) found that although the inclusion of Social Security wealth lowered 

estimates of inequality, it did not reverse the upward trend in the shares of wealth held by 

families at the top of the wealth distribution. By contrast, Catherine et al. (2025) reported that 

once Social Security wealth is accounted for, shares of wealth at the top of the distribution have 

remained relatively stable since 1989. They attributed that stability primarily to a large increase 

in Social Security wealth, which in their estimation made up roughly half the total wealth of 

families in the bottom 90 percent of the distribution by 2019. 

A 2024 report by the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) presented findings that fall 

between those two perspectives. CBO found that the value of Social Security wealth had 

increased over time, though not as sharply as reported by Catherine et al. (2025). Including 

Social Security wealth resulted in a more equal distribution of family wealth across all years 

examined, but the trend of increasing inequality persisted—although at a slower rate than when 

Social Security wealth was excluded, as in prior CBO reports. 

In this paper, we build on CBO’s 2024 report by describing the methods used to estimate 

Social Security wealth and expanding the analysis to examine how including Social Security 

affects distributions of wealth across families with different characteristics. As in the 2024 

report, we use data primarily from the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) from 1989 to 2022, 

and we define family wealth as the sum of a family’s marketable wealth, the value of its 

promised income from DB pension plans, and the value of its promised income from the Old-

 

1 For analyses of how adding DB wealth to marketable wealth changes estimates of wealth inequality, see CBO 
(2022) and Karamcheva and Perez-Zetune (2023). 
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Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI) program (referred to here as Social Security 

wealth).  

We find that including Social Security wealth in that broader measure reduces estimates 

of both the level and the growth of wealth inequality over the 1989–2022 period. Social Security 

accounts for a larger share of wealth for families with lower income and education levels and for 

Black and Hispanic families than for families who have higher income or education levels or are 

White. Its role in mitigating inequality is stronger than that of other forms of retirement wealth 

and has grown over time. For instance, we estimate that by 2022, Social Security wealth 

accounted for more than half of the total assets of families in the bottom 20 percent of the 

income distribution. Adding Social Security wealth to family portfolios reduces three key 

measures of wealth inequality: the share of wealth held by families in the top 10 percent of the 

wealth distribution, the Gini coefficient of family wealth, and the share of wealth held by 

families near the top of the income distribution. It also narrows racial wealth gaps and increases 

estimates of the share of total assets held by families in the bottom half of the distribution. 

Finally, we explore the sensitivity of those results to key modeling choices involved in 

estimating Social Security wealth. Those include alternative measures of Social Security wealth, 

an alternative approach to discounting used in present-value calculations, and whether to account 

for the risk of benefit reductions in future years because of the depletion of the balances of the 

OASDI trust funds. Those methodological decisions can significantly affect both the estimated 

size and distributional effects of Social Security wealth. 

Background: Social Security Benefits  
Social Security benefits are calculated using a progressive formula applied to lifetime 

earnings.2 Lifetime earnings are measured as average indexed monthly earnings (AIME)—a 

worker’s average taxable monthly earnings over their 35 highest-earning years, adjusted for 

changes in national average wages. The formula divides a worker’s AIME into three brackets 

 

2 Generally, retired workers become eligible for Social Security at the earliest at age 62 and as long as they have 
accumulated 40 work credits, which typically equate to 10 years of work. One can earn a maximum of four credits 
per year. In 2025, a worker earned one Social Security credit for every $1,810 in covered earnings.  
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using two cutoff points, called bend points. In 2025, the first $1,226 of AIME fell in the lowest 

bracket, amounts between $1,226 and $7,391 fell in the middle bracket, and amounts above 

$7,391 fell in the top bracket. The amounts in the three separate brackets are multiplied by 

different factors—90 percent for the lowest bracket, 32 percent for the middle, and 15 percent for 

the highest—and added together to determine the primary insurance amount (PIA). The formula 

is progressive because the factors are larger for lower earnings brackets, so workers with lower 

lifetime earnings receive benefits that replace a larger share of their preretirement income.  

The monthly benefit actually paid also depends on the age at which a worker claims 

benefits. Benefits paid between age 62 and the full retirement age (FRA) are actuarially reduced, 

and benefits paid between the FRA and age 70 are actuarially increased.3 

In addition to the worker’s own benefit, Social Security provides dependent benefits to 

qualified spouses of retired workers. A spouse is entitled to either of two types of benefits: a 

spousal benefit that bridges any gap between his or her own retirement benefit and 50 percent of 

the primary beneficiary’s PIA, or a survivor benefit that bridges any gap between his or her own 

benefit and 100 percent of the primary beneficiary’s benefit, in the case that the primary 

beneficiary is deceased. In general, to be eligible for a spousal benefit, one must be legally 

married to someone who qualifies for Social Security retirement or disability benefits and be 

married for at least one year before benefits start. Divorced spouses are entitled to dependent 

benefits if their marriage lasted at least 10 years.4 An actuarial reduction for claiming benefits 

before reaching the FRA applies to spouse and survivor benefits as well.  

Although the structure of the benefit formula has not changed in ways that would, by 

themselves, make benefits more evenly distributed across retirees over time, economic and 

 

3 The FRA is the age at which a person can receive full retirement benefits from Social Security. It is also known as 
normal retirement age. The FRA varies depending on the year the person was born: It is 66 years and two months 
for people born in 1955, and it gradually rises to 67 for those born in 1960 or later. 

4 In certain cases, Social Security also provides dependent benefits to the children of workers who are retired, 
deceased, or disabled. Those benefits are not part of the analysis in this paper. In 2025, child benefits accounted for 
about 5 percent of total Social Security benefits. See Social Security Administration (2025), Table 2.  
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demographic changes have contributed to Social Security wealth’s more equal distribution in 

recent decades. For example, the increased labor force participation and earnings of women and 

the decline in marriage rates have led to more women earning benefits based on their own work 

record rather than that of a current or former spouse. Those trends have contributed to declines in 

the system’s redistribution from men to women and from single people to couples (Groneck and 

Wallenius 2021; Karamcheva et al. 2015). 

Data 
We used data from the SCF as our main source of information about family wealth, 

which we supplemented with data from other sources in various parts of the analysis. For the 

imputation of DB wealth, we supplemented the SCF with information on total DB liabilities in 

the economy from the Financial Accounts of the United States (FAUS).5 For the imputation of 

wealth for the nation’s richest families, which the SCF does not sample, we used information 

from the Forbes 400, an annual list published by Forbes magazine ranking the 400 richest people 

in the United States.6 For the imputation of Social Security wealth, we supplemented the SCF 

with data from the Annual Social and Economic Supplement of the Current Population Survey 

(CPS), which we used to construct estimates of lifetime earnings that determine each family’s 

future Social Security benefits.7  

Survey of Consumer Finances and Financial Accounts of the United States 

The SCF data used in our analysis span the surveys from 1989 to 2022. The SCF is a 

nationally representative cross-sectional survey, undertaken every three years by the Board of 

Governors of the Federal Reserve System in cooperation with the Internal Revenue Service’s 

 

5 We used the same approach for imputing DB wealth used in Karamcheva and Perez-Zetune (2023). The FAUS 
data used in the analysis in this paper were released on September 11, 2023, and were the most recent available at 
the time the analysis was performed. New data are released on a quarterly basis. For the latest data, see “Financial 
Accounts of the United States—Z.1” at www.federalreserve.gov/releases/z1/default.htm. 

6 The Forbes 400 has been published since 1982. For the latest edition, see www.forbes.com/forbes-400. 

7 For more detailed descriptions of those data sources, see CBO (2024b), Appendix B. 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/releases/z1/default.htm
http://www.forbes.com/forbes-400
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Statistics of Income division.8 The SCF data describe families’ assets and liabilities, income, 

work, retirement status or expectations, and demographic characteristics. We relied on 

information directly reported in the SCF for all components of family wealth except DB wealth 

and Social Security wealth. For other types of retirement assets, such as those in DC plans and 

individual retirement accounts (IRAs), the SCF includes information on respondents’ gross 

account balances, reflecting the current value of the underlying financial assets, but no analogous 

measure exists in the survey for DB wealth or Social Security wealth.9 

To impute family DB wealth, we used the SCF’s questions about the respondent’s and 

spouse’s past and current DB plan participation, current pension income, expected retirement 

age, expected future pension income, and work history. We also supplemented the SCF data with 

information from the FAUS on total DB liabilities in the economy to mitigate underreporting in 

the survey.10 Total DB wealth imputed using data in the SCF was scaled up to match the 

appropriate total values in the FAUS. Our imputation process for DB wealth broadly follows 

established methods and is described in detail in Karamcheva and Perez-Zetune (2023).11 

To impute family-level Social Security wealth, we relied on data from the SCF, including 

information on the respondent’s and spouse’s demographic characteristics, employment history, 

past and current earnings, and expectations about future labor force participation and retirement 

timing. However, the SCF does not contain sufficient detail to construct complete lifetime 

earnings profiles. To address that limitation, we augmented the SCF data with information from 

the CPS, which we used within a regression framework to impute earnings for both past and 

 

8 For more information about the SCF, see Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System (2017). Estimates in 
this paper may differ slightly from estimates published in the Federal Reserve Board’s Bulletin, which also uses the 
SCF data, because this paper is based on public, rather than private, SCF data. 

9 Account-type retirement assets in the SCF, such as those held in DC plans and IRAs, track well with published 
totals. See Dettling et al. (2015) and Devlin-Foltz et al. (2016). 

10 Each quarterly release of the FAUS shows assets and liabilities of each economic sector at the end of the period in 
question. We obtained a measure of total DB liabilities for each SCF year from Table L.117, “Private and Public 
Pension Funds,” which includes total DB liabilities of private, federal, and state and local funds. 

11 A similar method was used in Batty et al. (2019), Devlin-Foltz et al. (2016), and Sabelhaus and Volz (2020). 
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future years not observed in the SCF. The CPS data and the imputation method are described in 

greater detail below. 

Current Population Survey 

The CPS is a nationally representative household survey that collects detailed 

information on labor market participation, income, and demographic characteristics.12 To model 

individuals’ earnings trajectories over time, we used data from the Annual Social and Economic 

Supplement of the CPS for the years 1976 through 2019. Specifically, we estimated the 

relationship between individual characteristics and earnings observed in the CPS and applied that 

relationship to impute lifetime earnings profiles for SCF respondents and their spouses. Because 

each wave of the CPS samples a different set of individuals, the survey provides repeated cross-

sectional data rather than panel data. We excluded CPS data from 2020 onward because of the 

substantial labor market disruptions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, which are unlikely 

to reflect long-term structural trends. 

Imputing Social Security Wealth  
To measure Social Security wealth, we adapted an approach for projecting future Social 

Security benefit income using family-level data from the SCF.13 Our method involves estimating 

the present value of Social Security benefits for both current and future recipients. Specifically, 

we computed the present value of expected benefits for each respondent and spouse who either 

reported receiving Social Security retirement or disability income or were projected to receive 

such benefits in the future. 

In our analysis, Social Security wealth refers to the accrued, or earned-to-date, value of a 

family’s expected future Social Security income as of the SCF survey year. That income includes 

 

12 For information on the Annual Social and Economic Supplement of the CPS, see 
www.census.gov/data/datasets/time-series/demo/cps/cps-asec.html. 

13 The method we used is similar to the method used for imputing Social Security benefits in Jacobs et al. (2021). 

https://www.census.gov/data/datasets/time-series/demo/cps/cps-asec.html
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retirement, disability, spousal, and survivor benefits that the respondent and spouse were 

currently receiving or had earned the right to receive through past or present employment.  

Importantly, that accrued measure excludes benefits that may be earned through future 

employment. Thus, it differs from what is often called the continuation value—a projection of 

Social Security wealth assuming continued work and benefit accumulation until retirement. The 

continuation value represents what a worker’s Social Security wealth would be at retirement if 

they remained employed and kept accruing benefits.14 

Our measure approximates the accrued value rather than representing the exact amount a 

worker would receive if they stopped working immediately. For respondents who were not yet 

receiving benefits at the time of the survey, we first projected their earnings profiles and 

estimated the continuation value of their Social Security wealth. We then calculated accrued 

wealth as a fraction of that continuation value, based on how much of their working career had 

already been completed. That prorated approach ensures that Social Security wealth builds up 

gradually over the life cycle, avoiding abrupt changes tied to eligibility thresholds or formula 

discontinuities.15  

Because the SCF is a cross-sectional survey, it provides limited information on 

individuals’ past earnings, work history, and other key factors that determine future Social 

Security benefits. To address those gaps, we imputed lifetime earnings for each person in the 

SCF, estimated the likely age at which they would claim benefits, applied probabilities for 

disability insurance receipt, and adjusted for the probability of survival. Together, those 

components allowed us to estimate the nominal Social Security benefits each individual was 

expected to receive over their lifetime. To calculate the present values of those benefits, we 

 

14 For an example of an analysis of wealth that uses that alternative measure of Social Security wealth and defined 
benefit wealth, see Wolff (2022).  

15 For example, to qualify for Social Security benefits, a worker typically needs 40 work credits, equivalent to 
10 years of work history. If we measured accrued Social Security wealth as the amount a person would receive upon 
immediately stopping work, someone with fewer than 10 years of employment would have zero accrued wealth. 
That amount would then jump to a positive value in the 11th year, once eligibility is established. 
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applied an approach to discounting that accounts for market risk as well as for the time value of 

money.16 The following subsections provide more detail on each component of the imputation 

process.  

Life-Cycle Earnings Profiles 

To estimate future Social Security benefits, we simulated longitudinal earnings 

trajectories for all working years—both past and future—for each individual in the SCF. Those 

lifetime earnings profiles provided the foundation for calculating AIMEs and the corresponding 

Social Security benefit streams for individuals who were not yet receiving benefits. Our method 

was designed to leverage the full range of information available in the SCF. For instance, beyond 

basic demographic data, each SCF survey includes detailed information about the following 

characteristics of respondents and their spouses: 

■ Earnings, occupation, and tenure at current job; 

■ Earnings, occupation, and start and end dates of longest prior job;  

■ Total years of full-time and part-time work in the past; and  

■ Expectations about full-time and part-time work in the future.  

We used that information to impute the years in which each respondent and spouse were 

working—either full-time or part-time—in their current job, in their longest past job, or in 

another job. In addition, we projected future years of work on the basis of each person’s 

 

16 We used a similar approach in imputing DB wealth. We adjusted the value of DB wealth for the additional risk 
associated with unfunded DB liabilities. Specifically, in calculating the present value of future DB payments, we 
used a discount rate equal to the Treasury market yield curve, adjusted for the additional risk that DB plan 
participants will not receive their full promised benefits. See Karamcheva and Perez-Zetune (2023) for details.  
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expectations about their future work.17 After constructing those work timelines for each person, 

we estimated earnings in all working years for which we did not have direct information from the 

SCF.  

To project earnings for years not covered by the SCF, we employed a predictive 

regression model estimated using data from the CPS for the years 1976 through 2019. We 

constructed log-linear earnings profiles based on observable characteristics common to both 

surveys, including age, sex, education, marital status, race and ethnicity, occupation, part-time 

work status, and birth cohort.18  

Using the estimated coefficients from the CPS model, we predicted earnings for each 

SCF respondent in all past and future years for which work activity was imputed. For years with 

actual earnings data in the SCF, we calculated the difference between reported earnings and 

CPS-predicted earnings. That difference, referred to as the individual constant term, captures 

person-specific deviations from the predicted average and adjusts for estimation error. Applying 

the constant term shifts predicted earnings up or down relative to the group average, preserving 

 

17 Prior research has highlighted that in survey responses, workers often overestimate their number of remaining 
work years, so their expected retirement age ends up being higher than their actual retirement age down the road 
(see, e.g., Employee Benefit Research Institute and Greenwald Research 2024). If workers in the SCF also tend to 
overestimate their age of retirement, then their projected monthly Social Security benefits would likewise be 
overstated (because Social Security monthly benefits are lower if claimed earlier and higher if claimed later). 
However, because Social Security benefits are intended to be roughly actuarially fair—meaning that total lifetime 
benefits are roughly the same regardless of when a person claims between age 62 and 70, based on average life 
expectancy—we expect that the impact on workers’ estimated Social Security wealth would be negligible. One 
exception is if there are systematic differences in workers’ tendency to overestimate. For example, if workers with 
lower-than-average life expectancy are more likely to overestimate their retirement age, then overall Social Security 
wealth might be overstated. In addition, because expected retirement ages are used to project future work histories, 
such overestimation could lead to some overstatement of AIMEs and resulting Social Security benefits, particularly 
if earnings late in a worker’s career exceed that worker’s lifetime average earnings. That issue is more pronounced 
for individuals observed further from retirement, because a larger share of their future earnings is projected. 

18 We regressed log earnings on a quadratic of age, five education categories, four race and ethnicity categories, an 
indicator for being married, an indicator for part-time work, six occupational categories, and a full range of birth 
cohort dummies. For individuals who were under 30 at the time of the SCF survey, we did not include marital status 
in the regressions because, over the examined period, an increasing share of individuals in that age group were 
unmarried at the time of the survey but were likely to marry later, given broader trends.  
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within-group variation while imposing a common shape to the earnings profiles of individuals 

with similar observable characteristics.  

Each person could have up to two individual constant terms: one for their current job and 

one for their longest past job. The past-job constant adjusted imputed earnings for years worked 

in the longest past job and earlier years, and the current-job constant applied to all years worked 

in the current job and projected future working years. For example, if a respondent’s reported 

earnings were below average for their longest past job, which ended in 2015, but above average 

for their current job, which began in 2016, the first constant term would shift projected earnings 

downward through 2015, and the second would shift projected earnings upward starting in 

2016.19 If there was a job between the longest past job and the current job, interpolation was 

used to estimate constant terms and earnings for those intervening years.  

We used those adjusted CPS-based earnings profiles to impute earnings for all past and 

future years during which the respondent or their spouse was projected to work. That method of 

imputing earnings produces earnings profiles that are smoother—that is, they exhibit less year-

to-year volatility—than what is typically observed in the labor economics literature.20 In other 

analyses, CBO has modeled earnings using a framework that incorporates both permanent and 

transitory shocks, closely following the approach used in the Congressional Budget Office Long-

 

19 Specifically, the constant term for past jobs was calculated as the difference between the log of the respondent’s 
reported earnings at the last past job and the log of the CPS-projected earnings for someone with that person’s 
observable characteristics. We used that constant term in the regression-projected log earnings for that person in all 
years prior to their last reported job. In a similar fashion, we calculated a current-job constant term for each person 
who reported working currently as the difference between the log of their reported earnings at the current job and the 
log of the CPS-projected earnings for someone with that person’s observable characteristics. If the person was not 
currently working, their current-job constant term was 0, which meant that in the years they were projected to work 
in the future, their imputed earnings were equal to the average for someone with their observable characteristics. 

20 See, for example, Gottschalk and Moffitt (2009) on rising earnings volatility in the United States.  
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Term Model (CBOLT).21 Although that approach captures earnings volatility more realistically, 

it is considerably more complex. In the present application, adopting such a framework would 

yield only negligible differences in results because Social Security benefits are based on average 

lifetime earnings (specifically, average earnings over the highest-earning 35 years), which are 

largely unaffected by fluctuations around a worker’s predicted earnings path.22 

A fully smooth profile that ignores within-person variations in earnings could potentially 

overlook low-earning or zero-earning years and thereby overstate eligibility or projected 

benefits. Two features of our method mitigate those concerns. First, the separate constant terms 

estimated for each respondent and spouse introduce meaningful variation among individuals with 

similar observable characteristics, capturing heterogeneity in lifetime earnings levels. Second, 

years with zero earnings are explicitly projected backward and forward on the basis of each 

respondent’s and spouse’s reported history of full-time and part-time work and their expectations 

about future labor force participation. Nonetheless, projections of future work patterns are 

subject to greater uncertainty for younger respondents in the SCF, who may have been less able 

to accurately anticipate their remaining years of employment. 

We generally treated demographic information from the SCF as fixed. However, for 

individuals who were under age 30 at the time of the survey, we adjusted their educational 

attainment to account for the likelihood that some had not yet completed their education. 

Holding education constant for those younger respondents would lead to underestimates of their 

lifetime earnings and, consequently, their projected Social Security benefits. We aligned the 

adjusted educational attainment with the distribution of completed education for individuals in 

the same birth cohorts using CPS data. For cohorts born after 1989—who had not yet reached 

 

21 One such example is CBO’s projection of repayment of student loans through income-driven repayment plans as 
discussed in Karamcheva et al. (2020). Modeling the annual volatility of borrowers’ earnings in that context was 
important because required loan payments were calculated using a nonlinear function of borrowers’ annual income. 
The earnings volatility approach provided an advantage over modeling approaches that instead project borrowers’ 
loans and earnings on a more aggregate level (e.g., average outcomes for groups of borrowers).  

22 In addition, for the application of that method, one would need longitudinal data on workers’ earnings in order to 
be able to estimate the distribution of the permanent and transitory shocks. 
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age 30 in the 2019 CPS—we approximated the final educational attainment distribution by 

referencing slightly older cohorts.  

Age of Claiming Benefits 

The age at which individuals claim Social Security benefits has a substantial impact on 

the size of their monthly benefit. Accordingly, for respondents who were not yet receiving 

benefits at the time of the SCF survey, we imputed a claiming age. For individuals who were 

currently working, we projected that benefits would be claimed at the earlier of age 70 or their 

self-reported expected retirement age (provided that it was no earlier than 62, the minimum 

eligibility age). For nonworking individuals who had not yet begun receiving benefits, we 

projected that claiming would occur at their FRA.23 The projected claiming age was also 

incorporated into the estimation of spousal and survivor benefits.  

Although disability benefits are not actuarially reduced on the basis of claiming age, the 

timing of disability onset affects lifetime benefits. For individuals who were not receiving 

disability benefits at the time of the survey, we estimated the probability of future disability 

onset, the associated benefit amounts, and the present discounted value of expected streams of 

income from disability benefits. By law, eligibility for disability benefits ends at the FRA, at 

which point disability benefits automatically convert to retirement benefits.  

Estimating Individual Social Security Wealth 

For current recipients of Social Security benefits, we calculated the present value of their 

lifetime Social Security wealth according to Equation 1: 

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑊𝑊𝑖𝑖 = ∑ [𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 × 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 × 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖].𝑎𝑎=119
𝑎𝑎=𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑒𝑒 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖   (1) 

Social Security income, amtia, is the annual income reported in the survey from 

retirement, disability, spousal, or survivor benefits. The discount factor is denoted 

 

23 We do not expect our results to be particularly sensitive to that assumption because Social Security benefits are 
intended to be roughly actuarially fair—meaning that, given average life expectancy, total lifetime benefits are 
roughly the same regardless of when a person claims between age 62 and 70. Still, some researchers have shown 
that economic changes and increasing longevity have made current adjustments less actuarially neutral and can have 
important distributional effects. See, for example, Dushi et al. (2021). 
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by 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, and 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 captures the probability of survival. The expected present value, 

calculated as of the SCF survey year, captures the estimated stream of income from person i’s 

current age in the SCF (𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑒𝑒 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖) until death, which in our model happens with certainty at age 

119. From responses in the SCF, we could calculate the annual Social Security income of current 

recipients. As explained below, we allowed the probability of survival to vary by observable 

characteristics. 

We used a similar method for individuals who had not yet started receiving benefits. We 

projected their benefit eligibility until retirement age; for those who were projected to be eligible, 

their stream of income began at their projected retirement age (or disability age). Then the 

present discounted value of their future benefits was estimated using Equation 1. Finally, we 

approximated the accrued value of their Social Security wealth at the time of the SCF survey 

with the portion of the present discounted value of their future Social Security income that could 

be attributed to past and current-year earnings. We prorated the present value of lifetime Social 

Security wealth to account for their not yet having fully earned their future Social Security 

income, as shown in Equation 2: 

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑊𝑊𝑖𝑖 = 𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖 × ∑ [ 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 × 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 × 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖]𝑎𝑎=119
𝑎𝑎=𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑒𝑒 𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 .   (2) 

Social Security income, 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, includes projected retirement, disability, spousal, and 

survivor benefits, adjusted for the probability of receipt. 𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖 varies between zero and one 

and equals the share of a person’s full career already completed by the time of the SCF survey.24 

(For retirement benefits, a full career is considered to equal 40 years, or the number of years 

between ages 22 and 62. For disability benefits, a full career is equal to the number of years 

between age 22 and the age at which the person is projected to start collecting benefits.) The 

accrued value of Social Security wealth is less than or equal to the continuation value. The two 

 

24 Other authors have similarly prorated the present value of future benefits. For example, to compare Social Security 
wealth with other types of wealth among people who had not reached retirement age, Hou and Sanzenbacher (2020) 
prorated the value of Social Security wealth by using the ratio of benefits that would result from a complete earnings 
history until retirement to benefits that would result from earnings to date. Because earnings tend to increase over 
the life cycle, prorating the continuation value on the basis of the years already worked could result in a larger 
accrued value than prorating it on the basis of the share of lifetime earnings already earned. 
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values become equivalent once a person reaches age 62—the minimum age of eligibility for 

retirement benefits.  

Additional inputs needed in the calculation include projected rates of inflation, survival 

rates, disability rates, and interest rates for discounting. For converting nominal sums to real 

dollars, we used projections of inflation as measured by the price index for personal consumption 

expenditures. For projecting Social Security benefits after claiming, we used projections of cost-

of-living adjustments as measured by the consumer price index. For discounting, we used 

interest rates derived from the yields on Treasury securities with a risk adjustment. Those rates 

were based on annual averages of the daily values observed in the year of each SCF survey, and 

the risk adjustment was based on estimates of the equity risk premium from the same calendar 

year.25 The following subsections provide more details on how we estimated survival rates, 

disability probabilities, and discount factors. 

Survival Rates 

Information on people’s survival rates is needed to estimate the lifetime value of 

expected Social Security benefits. A common approach is to apply survival rates by sex and birth 

cohort, which allows one to estimate Social Security wealth values for each spouse in a family 

and then sum the values to calculate the family’s Social Security wealth.26 However, survival 

rates vary considerably even within the same birth cohort and the same sex. For example, the 

positive correlation between income and survival rates has been well established, and income is 

highly correlated with wealth. Using the same survival rates for families with different levels of 

wealth would understate Social Security wealth at the top of the wealth distribution and overstate 

it at the bottom, thereby understating wealth inequality.  

 

25 For consistency with inputs used in Trends in the Distribution of Family Wealth, 1989 to 2022 (CBO 2024b), this 
analysis used CBO’s June 2023 long-term baseline projections of interest rates (CBO 2023c).  

26 For consistency with inputs used in CBO (2024b), this analysis used the projected aggregate mortality rates 
underlying CBO’s June 2023 long-term baseline projections (CBO 2023c). Those projections of mortality rates by 
age and sex are in CBO (2023a). Researchers also have used mortality rates from the Social Security 
Administration’s actuarial life tables.  
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Controlling for other sources of variability in survival rates also is important for 

accurately capturing Social Security wealth differences between families with different 

socioeconomic characteristics, such as education, marital status, income, and race and ethnicity. 

To more accurately reflect those differences, we used differential survival rates in our estimates. 

Specifically, we adjusted baseline survival rates using logistic regression estimates from Cristia 

(2007). That approach accounts for variation by sex, lifetime earnings quintile, marital status, 

race and ethnicity, and educational attainment across birth cohorts represented in the SCF.27 By 

incorporating those factors, we could more accurately estimate the present value of Social 

Security benefits and could better capture the distributional implications.28 

Mortality rates (mortality rate = 1 − survival rate) tend to be higher for individuals with 

lower earnings and wealth. In Figure 1, we illustrate that gradient by showing the ratio of 

differential mortality to average mortality, segmented by ventiles (twentieths) of family earnings 

and wealth.29 The data are presented for three age groups: 35 to 49, 50 to 64, and 65 and older. 

Overall, mortality rates decline as family earnings and wealth increase. The mortality 

gradient is steeper among younger families and flatter among older ones, indicating that 

disparities in mortality by income and wealth are more pronounced at younger ages. That pattern 

partly reflects the natural convergence in remaining life expectancy as individuals grow older. 

Interestingly, mortality ratios in the first and second wealth ventiles are lower than in the 

third ventile among all age groups. That is because the bottom of the wealth distribution includes 

 

27 Cristia (2007) did not include all the coefficient estimates necessary to make the adjustment. For example, one 
must infer the constant term in those regression results, which we found through iterative methods.  

28 In recent years, spurred by a major increase in the availability of data linking mortality risk and measures of 
socioeconomic status, there has been a growth in empirical research into factors explaining mortality rates. Studies 
have documented not only large disparities in the mortality risk of different socioeconomic groups but also growth 
in those gaps over time (see, e.g., National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2021). Because our 
differential mortality estimates rely on Cristia (2007), which uses data through 2003, that growing disparity is not 
incorporated in our analysis, but it remains an important avenue for future research.  

29 The average mortality rate is defined by age, sex, and birth cohort. The differential mortality takes into account 
the observable socioeconomic characteristics listed in Cristia (2007).  
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many individuals with high income but low net worth—often due to significant debt. Those 

high-income individuals have low mortality rates relative to their age-sex-cohort group average, 

bringing down the estimated average ratio. That effect is more pronounced at younger ages. 

Disability Rates 

To project disability benefits, we used disability incidence rates that varied by age and 

sex and were consistent with CBO’s long-term projections for Social Security (CBO 2023b).  We 

then adjusted those rates using differentials in receipt of disability benefits by income quintile in 

the SCF to account for the fact that lower-income individuals are more likely to receive disability 

benefits. Those differentials varied by sex, birth cohort, and age and thus varied over the life 

cycle for each person. We aligned the aggregate rates of disability benefit receipt with those 

underlying CBO’s long-term projections for Social Security.  

For each future age that someone could begin receiving disability benefits, we calculated 

the present value of their lifetime benefits. We then constructed a weighted average of projected 

lifetime benefits based on the probability of beginning to receive Disability Insurance (DI) at 

each age. 

We assumed that once someone started receiving disability benefits, those benefits would 

continue until the person retired—in which case they would be reclassified as retirement 

benefits—or until the person died. A small fraction of DI recipients leave the program each year, 

so our projections could overstate the value of DI wealth.30 

Discount Factors 

In our imputation of Social Security wealth, we discounted future benefits to estimate 

their value as of the SCF year. In the process, we used discount factors that accounted both for 

the time value of money and for the market risk that recipients face because their future Social 

 

30 Our method accounts for exiting DI because of death or retirement but does not account for recovery. 
Nevertheless, we expect the effect of missing that channel to be small. According to a recent analysis by the Social 
Security Administration, the probability of exiting DI because of recovery was less than 1 percent after one year. 
After 10 years of DI benefits, the cumulative probability of recovery-driven exit was about 6 percent. See Raut 
(2017). 
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Security payments depend on the state of the economy at the time of their retirement. (Market 

risk is the component of financial risk associated with the overall performance of the economy 

rather than with the performance of a specific investment; it results from shifts in 

macroeconomic conditions, such as productivity and employment, and from changes in 

expectations about future macroeconomic conditions.)  

Social Security beneficiaries face market risk while working until they claim their 

benefits (or start receiving disability benefits) because their benefits depend not only on their 

earnings in each year of their career but also on the growth in average wages in the economy 

between that year and their retirement date. That growth in average wages depends on the 

performance of the economy, because growth in wages is closely tied to growth in labor 

productivity. The adjustment in the discounting reflects the price a private-sector firm would 

offer as a lump sum for the stream of future Social Security income when that income is 

uncertain.  

We reduced the value of expected Social Security payments by using a discount rate that 

was higher than the rate on Treasury securities. That higher discount rate included a risk 

premium to reflect the higher market risk borne by future Social Security beneficiaries.31 That 

approach is similar to the one CBO uses to generate a fair-value measure of the costs of federal 

credit programs.32  

To calculate the higher risk premium, we relied heavily on methods from academic 

studies that CBO has previously used to estimate the value of payments based on future wages.33 

 

31 Our approach is similar to that used by other authors, such as Catherine et al. (2025). Unlike those authors, who 
incorporated an equity risk premium that is constant over time, we estimated the equity risk premium for each date 
of valuation. We estimated that equity risk premiums have risen as Treasury rates have fallen, making risk-adjusted 
rates relatively unchanged over the examined period. By incorporating an increasing risk premium, we find a less 
marked upward trend in Social Security wealth than those authors.  

32 For example, CBO uses the fair-value method to estimate the costs of federal subsidies for student loans and 
federal pension benefits. See CBO (2017), CBO (2020), and CBO (2021). 

33 See Ash et al. (2023) and Damodaran (2021). For current equity risk premiums, we relied on estimates from 
Damodaran (2026).  
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Those studies measured the risk associated with uncertain future wages by relating uncertainty in 

wages to uncertainty in the stock market.34 Although they can diverge in the short term, over 

long periods wages and stock prices tend to follow similar paths. Stocks earn an excess return—

known as the equity premium—over safer assets, such as Treasury bonds, because of their 

systematic relationship with the economy. 

We based both components of the discount rate—Treasury rates and the additional 

premium for market risk—on data at the time of each SCF survey. For example, for estimated 

Social Security wealth in 1989, we used the rates on Treasury securities in that year and a share 

of the estimated equity premium for that year.35  

In the “Estimating Individual Social Security Wealth” section above, we denoted the 

discount factor used for discounting as 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, reflecting that the discount factor can change 

depending on the person’s age at the time the benefit is received or, as this section explains, on 

the calendar year and the length of time between the SCF year and when the benefit will be 

received.  

Specifically, we discounted future Social Security payments with the product of two 

factors: one based on Treasury rates and another that adjusted for market risk. Suppose that a 

Social Security beneficiary is y years away from claiming benefits. The discount factor that 

would be used for year t (for example, t = 1989 for the 1989 SCF) for an amount that they would 

receive at age a is the following:  

 

34 See Benzoni et al. (2007), Geanakoplos and Zeldes (2010), Huggett and Kaplan (2016), and Lucas and 
Zeldes (2006).  

35 For Treasury rates, CBO followed the “basket of zeros” approach used for federal credit programs. That approach 
uses zero-coupon Treasury securities that match the maturity of the cash flows of each credit program. The yield on 
a Treasury security maturing in one year would be used to discount cash flows one year from disbursement, a two-
year rate would be used for cash flows two years from disbursement, and so on. A zero-coupon security is one 
whose face value is repaid when the security matures. It is typically sold for less than its face value but earns no 
interest. 
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𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡) =
1

�1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗�
𝑗𝑗
(1 + 𝜋𝜋𝑡𝑡𝑋𝑋(𝑦𝑦))𝑦𝑦

 , 

where 𝑗𝑗 is the number of years beyond the point of valuation that benefits will be 

received (𝑗𝑗 = 𝑎𝑎 − 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖) and 𝑦𝑦 is the number of years beyond the valuation when the 

beneficiary will start to receive benefits (𝑦𝑦 = 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 − 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖).  

The term 1

�1+𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗�
𝑗𝑗 is the factor based on Treasury rates, and 1

(1+𝜋𝜋𝑡𝑡𝑋𝑋(𝑦𝑦))𝑦𝑦
 is the factor that 

adjusts for market risk; 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗  is the rate on zero-coupon Treasury securities of maturity j in year t; 

and 𝜋𝜋𝑡𝑡  is the equity risk premium in year t.36 

We followed Geanakoplos and Zeldes (2010) in modeling the function X(y) as the share 

of the equity risk premium that applies to the growth of wages over a y-year period. That share is 

based on the cointegration relationship between wages and dividends on corporate stock, as 

documented in Benzoni et al. (2007). Although wages and dividends can diverge in the short 

term, they tend to follow similar paths over long periods. Corporate stock, whose value is based 

on the discounted stream of dividends, earns a higher return than Treasury securities do, on 

average, because stock investments tend to lose money when the economy is performing poorly. 

X(y) is given by: 

𝑋𝑋(𝑦𝑦) =
1

𝑦𝑦 + 1 �
�1 − (1 − 𝑘𝑘)𝑠𝑠
𝑦𝑦

𝑠𝑠=0

�, 

where parameter 𝑘𝑘 measures the speed at which a change in dividends flows through to 

wages. We use 𝑘𝑘 = 0.15 as estimated in Benzoni et al. (2007) and as used in Geanakoplos and 

Zeldes (2010).  

 

36 A zero-coupon security does not make periodic interest payments, so its return is simply the difference between 
the purchase price and the (generally higher) face value paid when the security reaches maturity. 



21 

The factor 𝑋𝑋(𝑦𝑦) scales the share of the equity risk premium applied to Social Security 

wealth, ranging from near zero for beneficiaries close to retirement to nearly one for those at the 

start of their careers. As a result, the discount rate for older workers is close to the Treasury rate, 

whereas for younger workers it approaches the expected return on equity.37 

We estimated the 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗—the zero-coupon rates with maturities between 1 and 30 years—by 

averaging the daily zero-coupon yield curves estimated by Gürkaynak et al. (2007). For 

payments projected to be received after more than 30 years, we extended the estimated rates 

beyond the 30th year (i.e., beyond the range of observable Treasury yields) by applying the 

forward rate between the 29th and 30th year to all subsequent years. A forward rate 𝑓𝑓𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗 at year t 

between maturities j and j + 1 is given by the following formulas: 

(1 + 𝑓𝑓𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗)�1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡

𝑗𝑗�
𝑗𝑗

= �1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗+1�

𝑗𝑗+1
 

or 

𝑓𝑓𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗 =

�1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗+1�

𝑗𝑗+1

�1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡
𝑗𝑗�
𝑗𝑗 − 1 

Using a constant forward rate of 𝑓𝑓𝑡𝑡30 starting at the 30th year, the zero-coupon rates 

beyond 30 years are given by the following formulas: 

�1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡30+𝑘𝑘�
30+𝑘𝑘 = (1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡30)30(1 + 𝑓𝑓𝑡𝑡30)𝑘𝑘 

or 

𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡30+𝑘𝑘 = [(1 + 𝑟𝑟𝑡𝑡30)30(1 + 𝑓𝑓𝑡𝑡30)𝑘𝑘]
1

30+𝑘𝑘 − 1 

 

37 For example, suppose that the equity risk premium is 5 percent. Under this formulation, roughly one-fifth of the 
equity risk premium—1 percent—would apply to a worker who is three years from retirement. By contrast, a worker 
30 years from retirement would have nearly four-fifths of the equity risk premium—or 4 percent—applied. The 
assumed equity risk premium in this example is close to our estimate for 2022 (4.93 percent); the corresponding 
estimate for 1989 is 3.72 percent. 
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For the risk premium, we used estimates from Damodaran (2021). Those estimates of the 

equity risk premium matched the general pattern of other models shown in Duarte and Rosa 

(2015), which measured the principal component of a large suite of models estimating the equity 

risk premium. That principal component exhibits the same pattern over time as the Damodaran 

measure. In both cases, the equity risk premium dipped in the late 1990s relative to its level in 

1989, but in the 2000s it increased to a level higher than in 1989 and has remained at that higher 

level (fluctuating somewhat) since then. The equity risk premium used in Greenwald et al. 

(2023) to estimate (among other things) Social Security wealth follows that pattern as well.38 

As Treasury rates declined following the 2007–2009 recession, the estimated equity risk 

premium rose. Consequently, using risk-adjusted discount rates to value Social Security wealth 

results in lower estimated wealth levels and a slower rate of growth over time, compared with 

valuations based on risk-free Treasury rates. We discuss those findings further in the results 

section. Prior research has also documented a negative correlation between risk premiums and 

Treasury yields. For instance, returns on risky assets have remained relatively stable even as 

Treasury rates have fallen (see CBO 2024a, Figure 3). Duarte and Rosa (2015) similarly 

suggested that the rise in the equity risk premium is partly driven by persistently low Treasury 

yields. 

Comparison of DB and Social Security Wealth Imputations 
The DB and Social Security wealth imputations in our analysis shared a common present-

value framework but differed in ways that affected the robustness of the resulting estimates. In 

both cases, wealth was defined as an accrued value—a prorated share of the present value of 

expected future benefits—rather than a full continuation value at retirement. For DB wealth, 

imputed values were scaled to match aggregate pension liabilities in the FAUS, providing an 

external anchor that constrained total DB wealth and limited the influence of discount-rate 

assumptions on aggregate outcomes. Discounting therefore primarily affected the distribution of 

DB wealth across families rather than its aggregate level.  

 

38 See Greenwald et al. (2023), Figure A4, top left panel. 
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The imputation of Social Security wealth, by contrast, did not use an external aggregate 

benchmark and was determined entirely by benefit formulas, imputed earnings histories, and 

choice of discount rate, which made the estimated level and growth of Social Security wealth 

more sensitive to valuation choices. Consequently, in our analysis, discount-rate choices played a 

more prominent role in shaping both the level and the growth of Social Security wealth. 

Moreover, Social Security’s progressive benefit formula and broader coverage contrast with the 

typically proportionate formula for DB benefits and uneven participation in DB plans. Both of 

those factors contribute to a markedly more equal distribution of Social Security wealth than DB 

wealth. 

Results 
In this section, we examine trends in wealth over time and how the inclusion of Social 

Security in the definition of wealth affects estimates of wealth concentration and of the 

distribution of wealth more broadly. Next, we explore the distribution of wealth across 

socioeconomic groups and birth cohorts. Finally, we discuss the sensitivity of selected results to 

alternative modeling choices.  

Total Family Wealth and Its Components 
To analyze changes in the composition of family wealth, we separated wealth into seven 

mutually exclusive categories—six categories of assets plus nonmortgage debt. The categories of 

assets are home equity, nonretirement financial assets, wealth from DB pension plans, wealth 

from DC retirement plans, wealth from Social Security benefits, and other assets, such as 

vehicles and business equity.  

Adjusted for inflation, the total value of all six asset categories rose steadily from 1989 to 

2022. However, those gains were slightly offset by an increase in nonmortgage debt (see Figure 

2). Over that period, the shares of total assets accounted for by home equity and “other” assets 

declined (from 18 percent to 14 percent for home equity and from 29 percent to 25 percent for 

“other” assets), while the shares accounted for by nonretirement financial assets and retirement 

assets (DB and DC plans) grew (from 19 percent to 22 percent and from 18 percent to 20 

percent, respectively). 
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Despite those shifts in the composition of wealth, the overall share of families with 

retirement plan coverage—defined as having positive DB or DC wealth—remained relatively 

stable at about 60 percent over the past three decades (see Karamcheva and Perez-Zetune 2023). 

What did change significantly was the type of retirement coverage: DC plans increasingly 

replaced DB plans, especially in the private sector.39 That shift is reflected in the declining share 

of DB wealth and the growing share of DC wealth (see Figure 3). Although the total value of DB 

wealth increased over the period, DB plan participation declined, so that a smaller share of 

retirement wealth came from DB plans. By contrast, DC wealth grew in both value and 

prevalence—rising from less than one-third of retirement wealth in 1989 to nearly one-half by 

2007 and reaching 58 percent by 2022. Overall, the share of total family wealth made up by 

retirement wealth (DB and DC wealth combined) remained relatively stable after 1989. 

However, the composition within that category changed markedly. 

Social Security wealth also grew modestly as a share of total family wealth, increasing 

from 17 percent in 1989 to 20 percent in 2022. Combined, DB and DC pension wealth accounted 

for a similar share—21 percent—in 2022. Taken together, resources available for retirement 

(DB, DC, and Social Security wealth) rose slightly as a share of total family wealth, from 

35 percent in 1989 to 40 percent in 2022. 

Social Security Wealth, Retirement Wealth, and Wealth Concentration 
Across all definitions of wealth—nonretirement wealth, net worth, net worth plus DB 

wealth, and total wealth (which includes Social Security)—wealth inequality increased between 

1989 and 2022. However, including Social Security wealth moderates both some of that 

inequality and some of its growth: In 1989, families at the 90th percentile of the total wealth 

distribution held over five times the total wealth of families at the median. They held almost 

seven times the total wealth of families at the median in 2010 and nearly six times the total 

wealth of those families in 2022. When Social Security wealth is excluded, those disparities 

widen: Families at the 90th percentile held seven times the median family’s wealth in 1989 and 

nine times the median family’s wealth in 2022 (see Figure 4). 

 

39 See Karamcheva and Perez-Zetune (2023) for more discussion of the changes in pension coverage over the period.  
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To assess the impact of retirement and Social Security wealth on inequality, we used two 

standard measures of family wealth concentration: the Gini coefficient and the shares of wealth 

held by families across the distribution of wealth.40 In 2022, the Gini coefficient of 

nonretirement wealth was 0.851. Adding DC wealth to the calculation brings the Gini coefficient 

down to 0.835; adding DB wealth further reduces it to 0.807, and adding Social Security wealth 

brings it down to 0.723 (see Figure 5). The Gini coefficient increased over the studied period 

under all four definitions of wealth, indicating that the concentration of wealth increased over 

time. However, the increase in total wealth—including Social Security wealth—was smallest: 

The Gini coefficient increased by 0.048 for nonretirement wealth, by 0.041 for net worth, by 

0.041 for net worth plus DB wealth, and by 0.019 for total wealth.  

Among the four wealth definitions, nonretirement wealth was the most concentrated, 

followed by net worth, net worth plus DB wealth, and total wealth (see Figure 6). For example, 

in 2022 the share held by families in the top 10 percent of the wealth distribution was 76 percent 

for nonretirement wealth, 74 percent for net worth, 69 percent for net worth plus DB wealth, and 

60 percent for total wealth including Social Security. The share held by families in the top 

1 percent followed a similar pattern, ranging from 42 percent for nonretirement wealth to 

27 percent for total wealth.41  

Importantly, the equalizing effect of retirement and Social Security wealth grew over 

time. Incorporating wealth from DC plans, DB plans, and Social Security reduces the estimated 

share of wealth held by families in the top 10 percent of the distribution in 1989 by 

 

40 The Gini coefficient is a standard measure of inequality that summarizes an entire distribution in a single number 
ranging from zero to one. At the theoretical extremes, a value of zero means that wealth is distributed evenly among 
all wealth groups, whereas a value of one indicates that all wealth is held by the highest-wealth group. The Gini 
coefficient is also the measure of one-half of the average difference in wealth between every pair of families in the 
population, divided by the average wealth of the total population. For example, the Gini coefficient based on net 
worth was 0.835 in 2022, which indicates that the average difference in net worth between pairs of families in that 
year was equal to 167 percent of average family net worth. 

41 In a similar analysis using the SCF data, Jacobs et al. (2021) found that the share of wealth held by the top 
5 percent of the distribution dropped from 72 percent to 51 percent when the value of DC plans and DB plans was 
included in the measure of wealth.  
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12 percentage points (from 69 percent to 57 percent). For families in the top 10 percent in 2022, 

the reduction is 16 percentage points (from 76 percent to 60 percent). 

The growing equalizing effect of retirement and Social Security wealth is also evident in 

changes in the share of wealth held by families in the 51st to 90th percentiles. In 2022, that group 

held 22 percent of nonretirement wealth but 33 percent of total wealth, including retirement and 

Social Security wealth. By contrast, in 1989, retirement and Social Security wealth increased the 

group’s share by 8 percentage points, from 29 percent to 37 percent. 

For families in the bottom half of the distribution, the impact of retirement wealth is 

minimal, raising their share by only about 1 percentage point in both 1989 and 2022. The 

inclusion of Social Security wealth boosts their share more noticeably, by 2 percentage points in 

1989 and 3 percentage points in 2022. That greater increase reflects the fact that families in the 

bottom half of the distribution hold a much larger share of Social Security wealth than retirement 

wealth, given Social Security’s near-universal coverage and progressive benefit formula. (In 

2022, families in the bottom half of the distribution of net worth plus DB wealth held 3 percent 

of total retirement wealth and 27 percent of total Social Security wealth.) 

To better understand how wealth was distributed under each definition, we directly 

examined the distribution of retirement and Social Security wealth across wealth quartiles.42 If 

wealth were distributed evenly, each quartile would hold 25 percent of total wealth. In reality, 

the top quartile held 75 percent of total wealth in 2022, whereas the bottom quartile held 

2 percent (see Figure 7, top panel). Between 1989 and 2022, wealth concentration increased: The 

top quartile’s share rose from 72 percent to 75 percent, whereas the shares held by all other 

quartiles declined. 

 

42 Wealth quartiles were created by ranking families by total family wealth, adjusted for the age of the family 
reference person, which in the SCF is defined as the male in a mixed-sex couple and older person in a same-sex 
couple. The ranking for each family was determined relative to families in the same age group—younger than 35, 35 
to 49, 50 to 64, or 65 and older. For years in which the Forbes 400 list did not specify individuals’ ages, we assigned 
those individuals the average age of Forbes 400 individuals within their respective decile of the Forbes 400 in 
adjacent SCF years. Ranks for families are based on their total wealth, and families maintain their assigned ranks 
when the concentration of DB wealth, DC wealth, nonretirement wealth, and Social Security wealth is compared 
with the concentration of total wealth. 
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The growing concentration of wealth was evident across all wealth categories—

nonretirement wealth, DC wealth, DB wealth, and Social Security wealth. However, retirement 

and Social Security wealth remained less concentrated than nonretirement wealth. Among the 

four categories, Social Security wealth was the most evenly distributed, followed by DB wealth. 

For example, in 1989, the top quartile held 81 percent of nonretirement wealth, 76 percent of DC 

wealth, 68 percent of DB wealth, and 39 percent of Social Security wealth. By 2022, those shares 

rose to 85 percent, 83 percent, 69 percent, and 42 percent, respectively.43 

The shift from DB to DC plans also contributed modestly to rising wealth inequality 

because DC wealth is more unevenly distributed than DB wealth. Karamcheva and Perez-Zetune 

(2023) quantified that effect.  

Social Security Wealth, Retirement Wealth, and Differences in Total Wealth by 
Socioeconomic Characteristics 

The distribution of family wealth has also become more unequal across families with 

different socioeconomic characteristics, such as income, race and ethnicity, education, and age. 

Income. Between 1989 and 2022, the wealth gap between low- and high-income families 

widened.44 That growing disparity can be partly attributed to the increased concentration of 

nonretirement and DC wealth, along with the declining share of DB wealth in overall wealth 

portfolios. Although Social Security wealth also became slightly more concentrated by income 

 

43 That difference in the relative concentration of retirement wealth compared with other types of wealth is partly 
due to federal regulations related to compensation. For example, in DC plans, there are limits on salary deferrals and 
on total employee and employer contributions. In addition, companies are required to demonstrate that annual 
employer contributions do not impermissibly discriminate in favor of highly compensated employees. In DB plans, 
benefits are capped at the lesser of 100 percent of final salary or a statutory limit; benefits are often a function of 
tenure, final salary, and a generosity factor, and coverage is close to universal in firms that sponsor such plans. 

44 To analyze wealth by income, we used a measure of a family’s total before-tax annual income for the previous 
calendar year, as reported in the SCF. For each year of the SCF, we sorted families into income groups on the basis 
of adjusted family income. To account for family size as well as the fact that families achieve economies of scale in 
sharing resources within the family, we adjusted the family income reported in the SCF with an adjustment factor 
known as an equivalence scale. In particular, we used the square root scale: Family income was divided by the 
square root of the number of people in the family. 
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over that period, it remained the most evenly distributed form of wealth across income groups 

throughout the entire time frame.45 

In 1989, families in the top 25 percent of the income distribution held 61 percent of total 

wealth. By 2022, their share had risen to 66 percent (see Figure 7, bottom panel). The share of 

nonretirement wealth held by the top income quartile rose from 69 percent in 1989 to 76 percent 

in 2022, and the share of DC wealth increased from 72 percent to 78 percent. By contrast, the 

share of DB wealth held by the top quartile declined slightly, from 53 percent to 52 percent. 

Their share of Social Security wealth rose from 32 percent to 38 percent. 

Despite the increase in inequality, median wealth increased across all quintiles over that 

period. The increase in the ratio of median wealth between families in the top and bottom income 

quintiles is smaller when Social Security wealth is included in the measure, underscoring its 

equalizing effect.  

The composition of wealth also varied significantly across income groups. In 2022, 

families with more income had higher values of assets and debt, on average. However, the gap in 

average wealth between low- and high-income families was narrowest for Social Security 

wealth, followed by DB wealth, and widest for nonretirement financial and other assets.  

Social Security wealth made up the largest share of assets for families in the bottom 

income quintile, accounting for just over half of their total assets, but that share declined with 

income, to only 10 percent for the top quintile. For families in the fourth income quintile, 

retirement assets comprised the largest share, whereas nonretirement financial and other assets 

dominated the portfolios of families in the top income quintile (see Figure 8).  

Education. Between 1989 and 2022, median wealth increased across all education groups; 

however, disparities widened between families with a high school diploma or less and those with 

 

45 Family income changes over the life cycle. To remove those life-cycle effects, we sorted families into income 
groups based on their adjusted family income within age groups defined on the basis of the age of their family 
reference person. 
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higher levels of education.46 By contrast, the median wealth of families with some college or a 

bachelor’s degree converged toward that of families holding graduate degrees.  

For example, the median wealth of families without a high school diploma declined from 

27 percent to 15 percent of the median wealth of graduate-degree holders over the period. For 

high school graduates, that ratio declined slightly, from 26 percent to 24 percent. Conversely, the 

ratio increased from 27 percent to 29 percent for those with some college and from 46 percent to 

51 percent for bachelor’s degree holders (see Figure 9). Notably, those disparities are more 

pronounced if Social Security wealth is excluded from the measure of wealth.47 

In 2022, the difference in average wealth between families with various levels of 

education was smallest for Social Security wealth, followed by home equity and retirement 

wealth, and largest for nonretirement financial assets. Measured as a ratio, the average Social 

Security wealth of families without a high school diploma was 53 percent of that of graduate-

degree holders. By contrast, the average nonretirement financial assets of families without a high 

school diploma amounted to just 2 percent of the amount held by graduate-degree holders.  

Those differences translate into differences in the composition of family wealth by 

education. In 2022, Social Security wealth and home equity accounted for the largest shares of 

assets for families without a high school diploma—51 percent and 20 percent, respectively. For 

families with graduate degrees, nonretirement financial assets constituted the largest share of 

assets.  

 

46 Education groups were defined on the basis of the education of the family reference person. 

47 Shifts in the characteristics of the population can affect the growth and concentration of wealth. Some of the 
changes in total family wealth from 1989 to 2022 can be attributed to changes in educational attainment. 
Educational attainment rose over that period, and people with more education are generally wealthier than people 
with less. CBO (2024b) quantified that effect using a reweighting technique and found that, had the educational 
attainment of the population not changed, median family wealth in 2022 would have been 24 percent lower. 
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Race and Ethnicity. Between 1989 and 2022, median wealth increased for all racial and ethnic 

groups.48 The wealth gap between White families and other families widened in dollar terms but 

diminished slightly in relative terms (when measured as the ratio of the groups’ median wealth). 

Including Social Security wealth in calculations of total wealth narrows those gaps because, 

among the categories of wealth analyzed, Social Security wealth is the most evenly distributed 

across racial and ethnic groups. 

In 2022, the median wealth of Black families was 36 percent of the median wealth of 

White families; for Hispanic families, that ratio was 34 percent, and for Asian and other families, 

it was 54 percent. By contrast, when Social Security wealth is excluded, the ratios are lower 

(19 percent for Black and for Hispanic families and 46 percent for Asian and other families), 

which highlights the role of Social Security in narrowing racial and ethnic wealth disparities.  

The composition of wealth also varied by race and ethnicity. The largest differences in 

average asset holdings between White families and Black or Hispanic families were in 

nonretirement financial assets and other assets, whereas the smallest differences were in Social 

Security wealth and home equity. Social Security wealth made up a larger share of total assets 

for Black and Hispanic families (35 percent and 40 percent, respectively) than for White families 

(18 percent). Similarly, home equity accounted for a larger portion of total assets for Black and 

Hispanic families than it did for White families. By contrast, White families held a greater share 

of their wealth in nonretirement financial assets and other assets. Notably, retirement assets 

represented a larger share of total wealth for Black families than for other groups (see Figure 10). 

 

48 Racial and ethnic groups were classified according to the self-identification of a family’s original respondent to 
the SCF interview. Before 1998, the SCF asked for only one response to the question about race. In 1998, 
respondents could give multiple responses but were asked to give first the category they identified with most 
strongly. Starting in 2004, respondents also were asked to determine whether they were of Hispanic/Latino culture 
or origin. To make survey years more comparable, we grouped respondents into four classifications according to 
their responses to the racial identification question: non-Hispanic White; non-Hispanic Black; Hispanic; and Asian, 
another race, and multiple races (for simplicity, we refer to those categories as White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian 
and other in this paper). The “Asian and other” classification consists of respondents who identified as Asian, 
American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, or another race or who reported more than one 
racial identification. 
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Age. Throughout the examined period, family wealth was generally higher for older families 

than for younger ones, regardless of whether Social Security wealth is included in the wealth 

measure.49 Younger families tend to earn less and borrow more, then save and build assets 

(including Social Security wealth) as they age, eventually spending down their assets during 

retirement. On average, the values of all asset categories increased as families approached 

retirement age and declined thereafter. As a result, the average retirement assets of families age 

65 and older were worth less than those of families nearing retirement, between ages 50 and 64.  

Home equity represented a larger share of total assets for younger families, especially 

those under 35. By contrast, nonretirement financial assets made up a bigger portion of the 

portfolios of older families, particularly families age 65 and older, for whom those assets 

accounted for the largest share of total wealth. The values of retirement assets and other assets 

generally rose as families aged and were highest for families nearing retirement (ages 50 to 64). 

Similarly, as a share of total assets, Social Security wealth peaked for families in that age group 

before declining slightly after their retirement (see Figure 11). 

Social Security Wealth, Retirement Wealth, and Wealth Accumulation Over the 
Life Cycle 

Changes in the wealth distribution over time might reflect differences in how families of 

various generations accumulate and spend down wealth throughout their lives. Typically, 

families earn income, consume, and save during their younger years and then draw down their 

assets during retirement. Factors such as differences in income levels or saving rates across 

generations may influence how the distribution of family wealth has evolved over time.  

Although the SCF does not track the same families over multiple years, its repeated 

cross-sectional design allowed us to construct a synthetic panel to analyze wealth accumulation 

trends over the life cycles of families in different birth cohorts.  

 

49 Age groups were defined on the basis of the age of the family reference person. The Forbes 400 data were not 
used to analyze family wealth by income, education, race and ethnicity, age, or birth cohort because they did not 
include information about those characteristics. In 2022, those 400 people accounted for less than 0.001 percent of 
the nation’s 131 million families. Adding the Forbes 400 to the analysis would not have affected the median wealth 
of any of the groups based on family characteristics. 
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To compare saving behavior across cohorts in a life-cycle framework, we calculated 

average wealth-to-income ratios for four measures of wealth: nonretirement wealth, net worth, 

net worth plus DB wealth, and total wealth (see Figure 12). Because of productivity growth over 

time, we expected more recent cohorts to have higher real income and wealth than older cohorts 

at similar ages. By using wealth-to-income ratios, we created comparable, “apples-to-apples” 

measures across cohorts. Those ratios also aligned closely with common metrics in the literature 

for assessing retirement preparedness, such as replacement rates, which reflect how much 

families can consume in retirement relative to their preretirement income.50 

Overall, the cohort analysis revealed that, as a general pattern, wealth-to-income ratios 

rose over the life cycle until age 75 and declined slightly afterward. That is consistent with the 

hypothesis that people tend to accumulate wealth early on and spend it down later in life. 

However, the analysis also revealed that when Social Security wealth is excluded, families born 

since the 1950s tend to have lower wealth-to-income ratios than earlier cohorts. That pattern is 

especially evident in data from the 2010–2019 SCF waves, which followed the 2007–2009 

recession. Over that period, the average wealth-to-income ratio for families in each age group 

was lower than it had been for the preceding birth cohort. As a result, the average ratio for people 

in their mid-50s to mid-60s was lower for those born in the 1950s than for those born in the 

1940s; the average ratio for people in their mid-40s to mid-50s was lower for those born in the 

1960s than for those born in the 1950s; the average ratio for people in their mid-30s to mid-40s 

was lower for those born in the 1970s than for those born in the 1960s; and the average ratio for 

people in their 20s to early 30s was lower for those born in the 1980s than for those born in the 

1970s. (For the 1980s cohort, the average ratio even dipped briefly into negative territory in their 

late 20s.)  

Nevertheless, the data from the most recent SCF, conducted in 2022, indicate that 

younger cohorts may be narrowing the gap. Furthermore, when Social Security wealth is 

 

50 Replacement rates are also often used to compare retirement preparedness across generations. In such 
calculations, families’ wealth is often transformed into its annuity value in order to estimate potential annual income 
in retirement and is expressed as a ratio of preretirement income. See, for example, Munnell and Soto (2005) and 
Purcell (2012).  
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included, the wealth accumulation of younger cohorts more closely parallels that of earlier 

cohorts across the life cycle, underscoring Social Security’s role in reducing wealth disparities 

over time.  

Sensitivity of Results to Alternative Measures of Social Security 
Wealth and Discount Rates 

As outlined above, imputing families’ Social Security wealth requires a series of 

modeling choices that can influence the estimated distribution of that wealth across families. 

This section assesses how measures of wealth concentration respond to alternative definitions of 

Social Security wealth and to key modeling choices, such as the discount rate used to calculate 

the present value of future benefits.  

Alternative Measures of Social Security Wealth  
In the analysis so far, we measured Social Security wealth at its accrued value—that is, 

the present value of future benefits that a family had earned at the time of the SCF survey. For 

families who were already receiving Social Security benefits, that measure equals the present 

value of their future stream of Social Security income until the end of life, including the benefits 

received in the year of the survey. For families who had not started receiving benefits, it reflects 

the future Social Security benefits they had earned up to that year.  

Because that measure of wealth reflects the benefits that families had already earned, it is 

consistent with CBO’s measures of other assets in families’ portfolios. It therefore allows for a 

more accurate analysis of the importance of Social Security wealth in the overall distribution of 

wealth and in the portfolios of families in various parts of the wealth distribution.  

An alternative measure of Social Security wealth, known as the continuation value, 

captures how much a family’s future Social Security benefits would be worth if both spouses 

completed their full careers. For families who were already receiving Social Security benefits at 

the time of the SCF survey, the accrued and continuation values are identical. 

The continuation value more accurately illustrates the resources from Social Security that 

are expected to be available to families in retirement. That makes it useful for assessing how 

resources in retirement have changed for retirees in different birth cohorts. However, the 
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measure rests on the assumption that families will continue to work (and accrue benefits) until 

retirement. For that reason, the continuation value of Social Security wealth is not directly 

comparable to other assets in families’ portfolios, since those assets are measured at their market 

values at the time of the SCF survey and do not incorporate the additional wealth that families 

will accrue as they continue to earn and save. 

A third measure of Social Security wealth, known as net Social Security wealth, reflects 

the present value of future Social Security benefits net of future payroll taxes. More precisely, 

the measure is calculated as the continuation value of Social Security wealth minus the present 

value of payroll taxes that the survey respondent and spouse expect to pay from the time of the 

SCF survey until retirement. Both the employee and employer portions of the payroll tax are 

included in the calculation.  

Like the continuation value of Social Security wealth, the net value rests on the 

expectation that families will continue to work and accrue benefits until they retire. The measure 

is conceptually closer to the accrued measure than to the continuation value measure, however, 

because it subtracts the value of future payroll taxes that the family still needs to pay in order to 

receive the projected benefits at the end of their completed careers. For most of the analysis, we 

used the accrued measure as our preferred measure because the net value measure is more 

dependent on uncertain future outcomes and is more sensitive to the choice of a discount rate. 

A fourth measure of Social Security wealth helps shed light on the potential effect of the 

exhaustion of the Social Security trust funds on wealth inequality. In the analysis presented 

above, Social Security wealth was measured as the present discounted value of scheduled 

benefits, or benefits that each family has earned the right to receive under current law, through 

current or past employment. That measure reflects the assumption that the Social Security 

Administration will pay benefits as scheduled under current law regardless of the status of the 
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program’s trust funds.51 This alternative measure of Social Security wealth includes payable 

benefits instead. Payable benefits are limited to the amounts payable from dedicated funding. 

That is, payable benefits are reduced as necessary to ensure that Social Security’s outlays do not 

exceed the system’s revenues once the balances of the trust funds are exhausted. 

Our estimates of payable benefits are based on CBO’s projections from 2023—the most 

recent at the time this analysis was completed (CBO 2023b). In those projections, the balances of 

the OASDI trust funds would be exhausted in fiscal year 2033, and if Social Security outlays 

were limited to what was payable from annual revenues after that point, then Social Security 

benefits would be 25 percent smaller than scheduled benefits in 2034 and would be 30 percent 

smaller in 2097.52 Thus, the assumption that we apply is that if the trust funds were exhausted, 

the benefits paid to all existing and new beneficiaries would be reduced by those percentages.  

Alternative Approaches to Discounting 
In the analysis presented above, we estimated families’ Social Security wealth by 

discounting the future value of their Social Security benefits using the interest rates on Treasury 

securities, adjusted for market risk. Here, we consider two alternative approaches: one using the 

unadjusted, or “risk-free,” interest rate on Treasury securities when each edition of the SCF was 

published and the other using a constant real (inflation-adjusted) discount rate of 2.8 percent. We 

chose those particular alternatives to provide a comparison with other studies in the literature. 

For example, risk-free rates were used in Catherine et al. (2025), and a constant discount rate 

was used in Sabelhaus and Volz (2020) and Wolff (2022).  

 

51 Provisions in section 257 of the Deficit Control Act require CBO to project spending for certain programs, 
including Social Security, under the assumption that they will be fully funded and thus able to make all scheduled 
payments, even if the trust funds associated with those programs do not have sufficient resources to make full 
payments. See sec. 257(b)(1) of the Balanced Budget and Emergency Deficit Control Act of 1985, Public Law 99-
177 (codified at 2 U.S.C. § 907(b)(1)).  

52 For CBO’s most recent projections for Social Security, see CBO (2026). Those projections continue to show 2033 
as the exhaustion date for the OASDI trust funds. 
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Sensitivity of Results to Modeling Choices 
Estimates of wealth concentration are sensitive to how Social Security wealth is 

measured and to the choice of discounting approach. Those modeling decisions affect estimates 

of both the overall level of Social Security wealth and how it evolved between 1989 and 2022. 

Figure 13 illustrates the implications of those choices.  

Across all survey years, the accrued value of Social Security wealth exceeds the net 

value, resulting in lower estimated wealth concentration—both in 1989 and in 2022—when the 

accrued measure is used. However, the choice of discounting approach has a further impact on 

how those values change over time. 

When the present value of Social Security benefits is estimated using the interest rates on 

Treasury securities—whether or not those rates are adjusted for market risk—the growth in 

Social Security wealth is faster between 1989 and 2022 than when a constant real discount rate is 

applied. The reason for that difference is the long-term decline in the rates on Treasury securities 

over that period, which increases the present value of future benefits.  

Social Security wealth, when discounted using either risk-free or risk-adjusted Treasury 

rates, peaks in 2016. That peak corresponds to the low point in the rates on Treasury securities. 

However, over the same period that Treasury rates followed a downward trend, the estimated 

premium for market risk followed an upward trend. As a result, the adjusted discount rate used in 

the analysis does not fall as sharply as the Treasury rate, and Social Security wealth grows 

slightly more slowly under the risk-adjusted rate than under the unadjusted Treasury rate. 

Of the two measures, accrued and net, the net value is more sensitive to the choice of a 

discounting approach. In the calculation of net Social Security wealth, the present value of future 

taxes that occur sooner in time is subtracted from the present value of future benefits that occur 

later in time; therefore, the measure is more sensitive to the differences between short- and long-

term interest rates at the time of valuation. In the context of declining interest rates from 2010 

through 2016, the net value increases at a faster rate than the accrued value, particularly when 

unadjusted Treasury rates are used. 
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To assess the sensitivity of wealth inequality estimates to those modeling choices, we 

compared the Gini coefficient and the share of wealth held by families in the top 10 percent of 

the distribution under our preferred specification and several alternatives (see Figure 14). Across 

all specifications, including Social Security wealth reduces inequality in both 1989 and 2022. 

Inequality is also consistently lower when Social Security wealth is valued using the accrued 

rather than the net method. 

The discounting approach has a greater effect on the change in wealth inequality over 

time than on the level of wealth inequality, however. Using a risk-free rate generally results in 

the smallest estimated increase in inequality—sometimes even suggesting no increase or a slight 

decline—especially when paired with the net valuation. By contrast, applying a constant real 

discount rate produces the largest estimated rise in inequality. Our preferred method, which uses 

a risk-adjusted Treasury rate and the accrued value of Social Security, produces intermediate 

results: It shows that total wealth inequality increased between 1989 and 2022, but by less than it 

would have if Social Security wealth were excluded.  

Finally, when Social Security wealth is calculated using payable rather than scheduled 

benefits, the increase in wealth concentration between 1989 and 2022 is more pronounced. In the 

payable-benefits scenario, the share of total wealth held by families in the top 10 percent rose by 

4.7 percentage points, compared with a 3.6 percentage-point increase in the scheduled-benefits 

scenario. Similarly, the Gini coefficient increased by 0.028 with payable benefits and by 0.019 

with scheduled benefits. 

Those results reflect the fact that, although benefit reductions in the payable-benefits 

scenario are applied proportionally in a given year, the distributional effects over time are not 

uniform. In that scenario, total family wealth in 2022 would be $5.3 trillion (or 3 percent) lower. 

Of that decline, $3.8 trillion would come from families in the top half of the wealth distribution 

and $1.6 trillion from those in the bottom half.  

Although families in the top half of the wealth distribution would experience larger 

absolute declines because of their higher earnings and larger Social Security benefits, the relative 

impact would be greater for lower-wealth families because Social Security wealth makes up a 
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larger share of their total wealth.53 In the payable-benefits scenario, total wealth for families in 

the bottom half of the distribution would fall by about 10 percent. By comparison, the decline 

would amount to 4 percent for families in the 51st to 90th percentiles, 2 percent for those in the 

91st to 99th percentiles, and just 0.2 percent for those in the top 1 percent. Those disparities 

would be further amplified by demographic factors: Lower-wealth families tend to be younger 

and would therefore experience reduced benefits over a longer period.54 

Summary 
Using data from the SCF, we document that from 1989 to 2022, family wealth in the 

United States became more unevenly distributed. The share of total wealth held by families in 

the top 10 percent of the wealth distribution grew from 57 percent to 60 percent, whereas 

families in the top 1 percent increased their share from 23 percent to 27 percent. By contrast, 

families in the bottom half of the distribution held about 6 percent of total wealth throughout the 

period. 

Our analysis shows that both the level and the growth of wealth concentration are lower 

when wealth is defined to include the accrued value of future Social Security benefits that 

families expect to receive, rather than being limited to net worth (marketable assets minus debt) 

or net worth plus DB wealth. That equalizing effect reflects the relatively even distribution of 

Social Security wealth across the population, in contrast to other forms of wealth that are more 

concentrated at the top. Excluding Social Security wealth, the share of wealth held by the top 

10 percent rose from 63 percent in 1989 to 69 percent in 2022, and the share held by the top 

1 percent increased from 27 percent to 33 percent over that period. Across all definitions of 

wealth, the rising concentration of wealth at the top of the distribution was largely driven by 

gains among the top 1 percent.  

 

53 As explained above, the Social Security benefit formula is progressive—benefits are larger as a share of lifetime 
earnings for someone with a lower AIME. However, on average, higher lifetime earnings result in larger benefits in 
dollar terms. 

54 For a more detailed analysis of the payable-benefits scenario, see CBO (2024b).  
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We also find that retirement wealth—private wealth from DB and DC plans and, in 

particular, Social Security wealth—has remained more evenly distributed than other types of 

assets throughout the period. Including Social Security wealth in the definition of total wealth 

moderates, but does not reverse, the trend toward greater wealth concentration, as measured by 

shares of wealth held by families at the top of the distribution and the Gini coefficient. 

Disparities in wealth by income and education levels widened between 1989 and 2022, 

and there was little progress in closing the racial wealth gap. Still, the wealth gap in Social 

Security wealth remained smaller than the gap in private retirement wealth (such as DB and DC 

wealth) or nonretirement wealth. Overall, of the examined categories of assets, Social Security 

wealth was the most evenly distributed across socioeconomic groups in both 1989 and 2022. 

A cohort-based analysis of wealth accumulation over the life cycle underscores the 

equalizing role of Social Security in wealth accumulation on a lifetime basis. Incorporating 

Social Security wealth into life-cycle analyses highlights its role in narrowing differences in 

wealth accumulation across cohorts and reducing intergenerational wealth inequality. 

Finally, our analysis shows that estimates of wealth inequality are sensitive to how Social 

Security wealth is measured and how discount rates are applied. Using the accrued value of 

Social Security benefits with a risk-adjusted discount rate yields lower estimates of inequality 

levels and slower estimated growth in inequality over time than some alternative measures. The 

choice of discount rate notably influences the estimated change in inequality, with risk-free rates 

suggesting smaller increases and constant real rates indicating larger rises. Overall, Social 

Security wealth plays a significant role in moderating wealth inequality trends. Including Social 

Security wealth consistently reduces measured wealth concentration across all specifications for 

1989 and 2022. 
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Figures 

Figure 1.  [Return to Text] 

Differential Mortality Ratios 

By family earnings 

   
By family wealth 

    
Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances from 1989 to 2022 and differential mortality estimates from 
Cristia (2007). 

For each person in the data, the mortality ratio is calculated as that person’s estimated differential mortality rate divided by their uniform mortality rate 
given their age and birth cohort. The figure shows the average ratios by family earnings and family wealth, excluding Social Security wealth. 
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Figure 2.  [Return to Text] 

Holdings of Family Wealth, by Category of Asset and Debt 
Total family wealth and its components 

 

Components of family wealth as a share of total assets  

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine.  
DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SSW = Social Security wealth. 
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Figure 3.  [Return to Text] 

Retirement Wealth and Social Security Wealth, in Amounts and as Shares of Total 
Family Wealth  

Total defined benefit, defined contribution, and Social Security wealth 

 

Shares of total wealth 

 

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 
DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SSW = Social Security wealth. 
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Figure 4.  [Return to Text] 

Family Wealth at Selected Percentiles of the Distribution, by Type of Wealth 
 

 
 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 
Nonretirement wealth is total wealth excluding retirement assets (DB or DC accounts) and Social Security wealth. Net worth is a family’s marketable 
assets minus that family’s debt. By definition, net worth includes assets in DC accounts. Total family wealth is a family’s net worth plus the accrued 
value in both spouses’ DB accounts through current and past employers and the accrued value of both spouses’ future Social Security benefits. 
DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SSW = Social Security wealth. 
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Figure 5.  [Return to Text] 

Gini Coefficient, by Type of Wealth 

 
 
 
Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 
The Gini coefficient is a standard measure of inequality that summarizes an entire distribution of wealth in a number ranging from zero, indicating the 
most equal distribution, to one, indicating the least equal distribution.  
Nonretirement wealth is total wealth excluding retirement assets (DB or DC accounts) and Social Security wealth. Net worth is a family’s marketable 
assets minus that family’s debt. By definition, net worth includes assets in DC accounts. Total family wealth is a family’s net worth plus the accrued 
value in both spouses’ DB accounts through current and past employers and the accrued value of both spouses’ future Social Security benefits.  
DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SSW = Social Security wealth. 
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Figure 6.  [Return to Text] 

Concentration of Family Wealth, by Type of Wealth 
Percent 

  

   
 

 

 

 
 
Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 
Nonretirement wealth is total wealth excluding retirement assets (DB or DC accounts) and Social Security wealth. Net worth is a family’s marketable 
assets minus that family’s debt. By definition, net worth includes assets in DC accounts. Total family wealth is a family’s net worth plus the accrued 
value in both spouses’ DB accounts through current and past employers and the accrued value of both spouses’ future Social Security benefits. Wealth 
ranks are based on families’ total wealth, adjusted for age. 
DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SSW = Social Security wealth. 
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Figure 7. [Return to Text] 

Concentrations of Nonretirement, Retirement, and Total Wealth, by Wealth and 
Income Quartile 
Percent 

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 
Nonretirement wealth is total wealth excluding retirement assets (DB or DC accounts) and Social Security wealth. Total family wealth is a family’s 
nonretirement wealth plus DC wealth, the accrued value in both spouses’ DB accounts through current and past employers, and the accrued value of 
both spouses’ future Social Security benefits. Wealth ranks are based on families’ total wealth, adjusted for age but not for family size. Income ranks 
are based on families’ total income, adjusted for age and for family size. Total family income was adjusted for family size by dividing by the square root 
of the number of people in the family. The age used in the adjustment is that of the family reference person. The reference person is defined by the 
SCF as the male in a mixed-sex couple or the older person in a same-sex couple. A single person is considered a family reference person.  
DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SCF = Survey of Consumer Finances. 
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Figure 8.  [Return to Text] 

Family Wealth, by Income  

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 
In the top panel, income groups are defined beginning in 1995 because the data necessary to rank families by their usual income were not available for 
earlier years. Income ranks are based on families’ usual income, adjusted for family size and for age. Usual income in the SCF is income that a family 
would earn in a normal year before taxes and deductions. A family’s annual income in a given year may deviate from its usual amount for a number of 
reasons; if respondents in the SCF indicate that they experienced a temporary deviation in income during the past year, information about usual income 
is collected in addition to the total family income for the previous year. Usual income was adjusted for family size by dividing by the square root of the 
number of people in the family. The age used in the adjustment is that of the family reference person. The reference person is defined by the SCF as 
the male in a mixed-sex couple or the older person in a same-sex couple. A single person is considered a family reference person.   
SCF = Survey of Consumer Finances. 

  



52 

Figure 9.  [Return to Text] 

Family Wealth, by Education  

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 

Education groups were defined on the basis of the education of the family reference person. The reference person is defined by the SCF as the male in 
a mixed-sex couple or the older person in a same-sex couple. A single person is considered a family reference person. 
SCF = Survey of Consumer Finances. 
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Figure 10.  [Return to Text] 

Family Wealth, by Race and Ethnicity 

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 

Race and ethnicity groups were defined on the basis of the race and ethnicity of the member of the family who responded to the SCF interview. In the 
SCF, only the original respondent was asked to self-identify his or her race and ethnicity. Before 1998, the SCF asked respondents to choose only one 
category. In 1998, respondents were asked to indicate the category they identified with most strongly, but they were allowed to choose additional 
categories. Since 2004, respondents have been asked to indicate whether they were of Hispanic or Latino culture or origin. For greater comparability 
across the survey years, we placed respondents into four groups based on their responses to the racial identification question: White non-Hispanic; 
Black non-Hispanic; Hispanic and Latino; and Asian, other, and multiple races (for respondents who identified with more than one racial and ethnic 
identification). For brevity, in this paper, those categories are referred to as White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian and other. 
SCF = Survey of Consumer Finances. 
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Figure 11.  [Return to Text] 

Family Wealth, by Age  

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 

Age groups are defined on the basis of the age of the family reference person. The reference person is defined by the SCF as the male in a mixed-sex 
couple or the older person in a same-sex couple. A single person is considered a family reference person. 
SCF = Survey of Consumer Finances. 
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Figure 12.  [Return to Text] 

Wealth-to-Income Ratios, by Birth Cohort 
Average ratios of nonretirement wealth to income 

   

Average ratios of net worth (nonretirement wealth + DC) to income 

   

Continued 
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Figure 12.  Continued 

Wealth-to-Income Ratios, by Birth Cohort (Continued) 
Average ratios of nonretirement and retirement wealth (DB + DC) to income 

 
Average ratios of total wealth (nonretirement + retirement + Social Security) to income 

   

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 

Each data point reflects an SCF wave, and data points are positioned at the average age of the birth cohort in that calendar year.  

Nonretirement wealth is total wealth excluding retirement assets (DB or DC accounts) and Social Security wealth. Net worth is a family’s marketable 
assets minus that family’s debt. By definition, net worth includes assets in DC accounts. Wealth and income are adjusted for family size by dividing by 
the square root of the number of people in the family. Income reflects the family’s total reported annual income. Observations with ratios in the top 
1 percent of the distribution are excluded from the calculation of averages to minimize the effect of outliers. Average ratios are computed as weighted 
averages of individual families’ ratios of wealth to income, using survey weights, within birth cohorts and by age.  

Birth cohorts are defined on the basis of the birth year of the family reference person. The reference person is defined by the SCF as the male in a 
mixed-sex couple or the older person in a same-sex couple. A single person is considered a family reference person. 
DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SCF = Survey of Consumer Finances. 
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Figure 13.  [Return to Text] 

Effects of Modeling Choices on Estimates of Social Security Wealth 

Estimates with different measures of Social Security wealth 
Thousands of 2022 dollars 

 

 

Estimates with different discount rates 
Thousands of 2022 dollars 

 

 

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the 
United States, and Forbes magazine. 

The top panel shows estimates of various measures of Social Security wealth calculated with the same risk-adjusted discount rate. 

The bottom panel shows estimates of the accrued value of Social Security calculated with various discount rates. 
Unless otherwise specified, the measure of Social Security wealth used in the analysis in the report is the accrued value with the risk-adjusted rate. 
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Figure 14.  [Return to Text] 

Effects of Modeling Choices on Measures of the Concentration of Family Wealth 
Percentage of wealth held by families in the top 10 percent of the distribution 

  

 

Continued 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



59 

Gini coefficient 

  

Data source: Authors’ calculations, using data from the Survey of Consumer Finances, the Current Population Survey, the Financial Accounts of the United States, and Forbes magazine. 

Nonretirement wealth is total wealth excluding retirement assets (DB or DC accounts) and Social Security wealth. Net worth is a family’s marketable assets minus that family’s debt. By definition, net worth 
includes assets in DC accounts. Total family wealth is a family’s net worth plus the accrued value in both spouses’ DB accounts through current and past employers and the accrued value of both spouses’ future 
Social Security benefits.  

The Gini coefficient is a standard measure of inequality that summarizes an entire wealth distribution in a number ranging from zero, indicating the most equal distribution, to one, indicating the least equal 
distribution. 

Total wealth Social Security 
wealth  

Discount rate Future payment scenario 

Preferred method Accrued value Risk-adjusted rate Scheduled benefits 
Alternative 1 Accrued value Risk-free rate Scheduled benefits 
Alternative 2 Accrued value Constant real rate Scheduled benefits 
Alternative 3 Net value Risk-adjusted rate Scheduled benefits 
Alternative 4 Net value Risk-free rate Scheduled benefits 
Alternative 5 Net value Constant real rate Scheduled benefits 
Alternative 6 Accrued value Risk-adjusted rate Payable benefits 

DB = defined benefit; DC = defined contribution; SSW = Social Security wealth. 
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