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Introduction

Retiring baby boomers are increasing the demand for
services from the U.S. Social Security Administration
(SSA) at a time when budget constraints and retir-
ing staff are limiting the agency’s capacity to deliver
them. Using online services — rather than contact-
ing a representative — offers a way for SSA to meet
increased demand with fewer resources. However,
prior CRR survey research suggests that almost two-
thirds of retirees contact SSA in person or by phone
during their claiming process and non-White indi-
viduals are more likely to do so than White individu-
als. Using these same survey data, this brief explores
whether racial differences exist in when and why
individuals contact SSA.

The discussion proceeds as follows. The first
section reviews the CRR’s 2021 survey on individu-
als’ claiming process. The second section examines
whether the survey data show any racial differences in
when people reach out to SSA representatives. The
third section explores any racial differences in the
reasons why people contact the agency. The fourth
section looks at the racial impact of policies designed
to reduce the need to interact with SSA. The final sec-
tion concludes that the racial differences in the timing
and reasons for reaching out to SSA are small com-
pared to differences in the share that choose to contact

SSA atall. That said, policies that reduce the need to
contact SSA to obtain basic information or correct data
errors could reduce racial differences in contact rates.

Data and Prior Research

In 2021, the CRR surveyed roughly 2,600 older in-
dividuals about their recent or intended process for
claiming Social Security retirement benefits.! The
survey includes questions on the overall claiming
process of respondents, including their interactions
with SSA before, during, and shortly after claiming.
As a result, it provides a comprehensive picture of
the claiming experience of respondents: the claiming
path taken, the obstacles encountered, the self-report-
ed reasons for their chosen path, overall satisfaction
with the process, and suggestions for improvement.?

The CRR’s initial analysis of the survey responses
found that almost two-thirds of respondents con-
tacted (or intended to contact) SSA and that those
who contacted SSA were more likely to be non-White
(see Figure 1 on the next page). The solid bars for the
Black and Hispanic categories indicate a statistically
significant difference from Whites. This briefuses
the same survey to focus on whether racial differences
exist in when and why individuals contact SSA.

* Jean-Pierre Aubry is associate director of state and local research at the Center for Retirement Research at Boston College.
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F1GURE 1. PERCENTAGE CONTACTING SSA AT ANY
PoiNT THROUGHOUT THE CLAIMING PROCESS, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars for Black and Hispanic respondents indi-
cate a statistically significant difference from Whites.
Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.

Patterns of SSA Contact
During the Claiming Process

While non-White individuals are more likely than
Whites to contact SSA at least once during their claim-
ing process, it is not clear whether the patterns of
contact differ by race/ethnicity.® Figure 2 shows that

— among those who contact SSA — the likelihood of

F1GURE 2. AMONG THOSE CONTACTING SSA,
PERCENTAGE WHO Do So AT EACcH PHASE OF THE
CLAIMING PRoOCESS, BY RACE
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Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.

interacting with SSA during each phase of the claim-
ing process is quite similar across race. While Black
individuals are a bit more likely to contact SSA during
each phase than Whites, none of the differences are
statistically significant. Similarly, although the pattern
for Hispanics is also a bit different from Whites, none
of the differences are statistically significant.

Figure 3 shows that, among those who interact
with SSA during claiming, the frequency of contact is
also about the same across race. However, the small
difference between Black and White contacts is statis-
tically significant, as it seems that the slightly higher
propensity for Black individuals to contact SSA at each
phase accumulates over the whole claiming process.

F1GURE 3. AMONG THOSE CONTACTING SSA, AVERAGE
NUMBER OF PHASES IN WHIcH THEY Do So, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars indicate a statistically significant difference
from White respondents.

Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.

In short, this analysis finds no substantial differ-
ences by race in the patterns of SSA contact or in the
frequency of contact over the entire claiming process.

Reasons for Contacting SSA

The next issue is whether the reasons for interaction
before and during the application process differ by race.
Figure 4 (on the next page) highlights some of the most
common reasons that individuals contact SSA prior to
applying.* These results show that, compared to White
respondents, Blacks contact SSA more about their ben-
efit eligibility/amount and less about the application
process. Hispanic respondents also contact SSA more
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FI1GURE 4. SELECTED REASONS FOR CONTACTING SSA
PRrIOR TO APPLYING, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars indicate a statistically significant difference
from White respondents.
Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.

than Whites to learn their potential benefit eligibility/
amount; in addition, they are more likely to contact the
agency about data errors. No statistically significant
racial differences exist among those who contact SSA
because they are unaware of the online option.

Shifting from pre-application to the actual applica-
tion, the results show that Blacks are more likely than
Whites to cite unfamiliarity using the internet as a
reason for applying in person (see the second cluster
in Figure 5). In contrast, little variation exists for

FIGURE 5. SELECTED REASONS FOR APPLYING IN
PERSON, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars indicate a statistically significant difference
from White respondents.
Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.

other reasons, such as an unawareness of the online
claiming option, a distrust of online services, or a
preference for in-person contact.’

Racial Impact of Policies that
Reduce Need to Contact SSA

The most common reasons that individuals contact
SSA either before or during the application process
can be divided into three broad categories: 1) basic
inquiries, such as benefit eligibility/amount or how
the application process works, most of which could
probably be handled online; 2) obstacles to using
SSA’s online services, such as data errors or an un-
awareness of the online option; and 3) an aversion to
online services, such as unfamiliarity with the inter-
net, a distrust of online tools, or a preference for in-
person interactions. A less common type of reason for
contacting SSA involves more complex topics such as
understanding how spousal or survivor benefits work.®
CRR’s prior research found that policy changes to
address the first two categories — basic inquiries and
obstacles — could reduce the overall share of those
who contact SSA from about 60 percent to about 40
percent. Focusing on the impact by race shows that
the decrease for Hispanic applicants is largest, bring-
ing the share of Hispanic respondents who contact
SSA in line with Whites (see Figure 6). This pattern

FIGURE 6. PERCENTAGE CONTACTING SSA DURING THE
CLAIMING PROCESS, BEFORE AND AFTER POTENTIAL
Poricy CHANGES, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars indicate a statistically significant difference
from White respondents.
Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.
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reflects the fact that Hispanics are statistically more
likely than Whites to contact SSA to learn about their
benefit eligibility/amount and to correct data errors —
reasons that fall under basic inquiries and obstacles.

Similarly, if individuals no longer needed to con-
tact SSA for basic inquiries or to resolve obstacles to
using online services, the number of phases in which
individuals contact SSA would decrease for all racial
categories (see Figure 7). Importantly, the differences
across the three racial groups remain small in this
scenario, and neither Blacks nor Hispanics are statis-
tically different from that of Whites.

F1GURE 7. AVERAGE NUMBER OF PHASES IN WHICH
RESPONDENTS CONTACT SSA, BEFORE AND AFTER
PoTtENTIAL Poricy CHANGES, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars indicate a statistically significant difference
from White respondents.
Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.

In short, if individuals no longer needed to con-
tact SSA to get basic information about retirement
benefits or correct data errors, existing racial differ-
ences in SSA contact would shrink because Black and
Hispanic individuals are more likely than Whites to
contact SSA for these reasons.

Conclusion

A 2021 CRR survey suggests that almost two-thirds
of retirees contact SSA in person or by phone at

some point in their claiming process; and non-White
individuals are more likely to do so. Using the same
survey data, this brief examined potential racial dif-
ferences in when and why individuals contact SSA
during their claiming process. Ultimately, the data
show that racial differences in the timing and rea-
sons for contacting SSA are minor compared to the
differences in whether individuals choose to contact
SSA at all. That said, policies that reduce the need for
individuals to contact SSA to obtain basic information
or correct data errors could help equalize racial differ-
ences, since a large share of Hispanics contact SSA
for these reasons.
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Endnotes

1 Specifically, the CRR survey was administered to
older individuals in NORC’s AmeriSpeaks Survey
Panel from May to June of 2021. The survey targeted
individuals ages 62-70 who claimed retirement ben-
efits in the last five years and those ages 57-70 who
intended to apply within the next five years. In total,
the survey contained about 1,600 recent retirees and
1,000 near retirees. Importantly, the survey sample
adequately reflects the national demographics for
older individuals (based on a comparison to the 2020
Current Population Survey). For more details, see
Aubry and Wandrei (2021).

2 For example, the survey captures whether a
respondent communicated with SSA online, on the
phone, or in-person before, during, and/or after
claiming their benefit, and the specific reasons why.
Also, if a respondent claimed online, the survey asks
whether they did so at home, at a field office using
an SSA desktop or kiosk, or at a public location (e.g.,
a library). And, for those who did not claim online,
the survey prompts respondents for specific reasons
— such as an error involving their name, age, and/
or work history in the SSA system or simply a lack of
awareness of the online option — as well as allowing
for open-ended responses.

3 Multiple studies in the last 10 years have high-
lighted racial differences in sources of information
about Social Security and knowledge of Social Security
rules that would contribute to differences in when and
why individuals contact SSA during their claiming
process. See Carman, Atshan, and Williams (2023);
Knapp and Perez-Arce (2022); Peterson, Smith, and
Guan (2019); Rabinovich, Peterson, and Smith (2017);
and Yoong, Rabinovich, and Wah (2015).

4 For the survey results covering the full list of rea-
sons why individuals contact SSA before the applica-
tion process, see Appendix Figure Al.

5 For the survey results covering the full list of rea-
sons why individuals contact SSA during the applica-
tion process, see Appendix Figure A2.

6 For a full list of the specific reasons included under
each of the four broad categories, see Appendix Table
Al.
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F1GURE A1l. ALL REASONS FOR CONTACTING SSA PRIOR TO APPLYING, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars indicate a statistically significant difference from White respondents.
Source: Author’s calculations based on 2021 CRR survey.

F1GURE A2. ALL REASONS FOR APPLYING IN PERSON, BY RACE
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Note: Solid bars indicate a statistically significant difference from White respondents.
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TABLE A1l. BROAD AND SPECIFIC REASONS FOR CONTACTING SSA

Broad reasons for contacting SSA

Specific reasons for contacting SSA

Before applying
Basic inquiry
Basic inquiry
Obstacle to online claiming
Obstacle to online claiming
Aversion to online services
Complex inquiry
Complex inquiry
Complex inquiry

When applying
Obstacle to online claiming
Obstacle to online claiming
Obstacle to online claiming
Aversion to online services
Aversion to online services
Aversion to online services
Complex inquiry
Complex inquiry

Check benefit eligibility/amount

Ask about application process

Fix data error

Unaware of online option

Start application process

Discuss spouse/survivor/widows benefit
Explore options for claiming

Other

Unaware of online option

Fix data error

Problems with the SSA website
Unfamiliarity with using internet/computers
Distrust of online tools

Prefer in-person transaction

Discuss spouse/survivor/widows benefit

Other

Source: Author’s categorizations based on 2021 CRR survey.
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