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Survey Overview 
Target Survey Population: 

The target population for this research was U.S. seniors who are over age 62 and eligible for 
Social Security benefits. Overall, 904 participants provided complete and usable 
responses.  

Survey Instrument: 

The survey was composed of 31 questions, including those related to the demographics of 
the respondents. 

Procedure:  

TSCL distributed a link to an online survey in January 2026. The survey closed in March 
2026. TSCL conducted the analysis for this report in April and May 2026. 

Copyright Notice 
©2026 The Senior Citizens League. Permission is granted to use quotations from this 
document so long as credit is given to TSCL.  



 
 

 
 

3 Senior Survey 2026 

Chairman’s Introduction 
In the United States, the population of people over age 65 is rising faster than ever, yet 
seniors haven’t felt more left behind in almost a century, since Social Security first came 
into being. In 2024, the most recent year with data available, the average senior household 
brought in just $56,680, or $39,350 less than the average household headed by someone 
under the age of 65.  

This means America’s more than 55.8 million seniors, on average, 
enjoy a lower standard of living than the rest of the country, despite 
putting in lifetimes of hard work to make the U.S. what it is today. 
These Americans built our modern economy, yet feel excluded from 
the fruits of their labor, falling further and further behind due to 
Social Security benefits that do not keep up with inflation. 

That’s why The Senior Citizens League (TSCL) is publishing this 
research, the 2026 Senior Survey. This study features 904 
responses from Americans who are at least 62, old enough to claim 
their Social Security benefits. The data are weighted to the U.S. 
census to accurately shed light on the experiences and viewpoints 
of the older American population. 

The study shows that more than half of seniors, an estimated 31.8 million, get by on less 
than $2,000 a month. Three-quarters, or about 41.8 million, depend on Social Security for 
at least half their income. Nearly half, 24.5 million, survive on their benefits alone. 

Social Security benefits have failed to keep up with the economy at large, seniors tell us. 
Nearly nine in 10 believe the 2026 Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA) of 2.8 percent fell 
short of inflation for 2025, the year whose price increase it was designed to match. Even 
more concerningly, 59 percent of seniors believe actual inflation topped 3 percent in 2025 
based on their personal economic experiences. Medicare fares little better among older 
Americans, with only about one in five expressing satisfaction with the program’s coverage 
or costs.  

Seniors view these injustices as a top priority for Congress and the Presidential 
administration and favor a wide variety of policies to mitigate them. Majorities say they 
want to see a one-time stimulus payment to make up for decades of weak COLAs, changes 
to how future COLAs are calculated, expansion of the new senior tax deduction to a full 
elimination of income taxes on Social Security benefits, and reduction of prices on drugs 
made by U.S. companies to match what other developed countries pay. 

John I. Adams 
Chairman, TSCL 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/2020/census-briefs/c2020br-07.pdf
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww2.census.gov%2Fprograms-surveys%2Fdemo%2Ftables%2Fp60%2F286%2FtableA1.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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Section 1: Senior Income and Retirement Status 
The Census Bureau estimates that the median annual household income for U.S. seniors 
was $56,680 in 2024, the latest year with available data. That’s more than $40,000 less 
than the median income for households under the age of 65, which was $97,030. This 
section shows what senior’s monthly take-home income looks like and how much of those 
earnings come from Social Security. It also explores how many seniors continue to work, 
how many begin claiming their benefits before full retirement age, and what causes people 
to accept a penalty to start their benefits early.  

Seniors Get by on Modest Monthly Incomes 
The median U.S. senior lives on between $1,000 and $2,000 per month, as shown in Figure 
1. About 10 percent live on less than $1,000 per month, down from 13 percent last year’s 
study. About 44 percent live on between $1,000 and $2,000 per month, the same as last 
year. Meanwhile, about 23 percent live on between $2,001 and $3,000 per month, while 
another 23 percent live on $3,000 or more, both slight increases from 2025. 

If we apply these percentages to the Census Bureau’s estimate of the U.S. senior 
population of 55,792,501 from the 2020 Census, it’s clear how many seniors struggle to get 
by. TSCL estimates that approximately 24.5 million American seniors survive on between 
$1,001 and $2,000 a month, while 5.6 million live on less than $1,000 per month.  

Figure 1: The Median Senior Lives on Less than $2,000 per Month 
What is your estimated total monthly take-home income, after taxes and other 
deductions? 

13%

44%

21%

9%

4%

9%10%

44%

23%

12%

4%
7%

Less than $1,000 $1,001-$2,000 $2,001-$3,000 $3,001-$4,000 $4,001-$5,000 $5,001 or more

2025 2026

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2025/demo/income-poverty/p60-286.html
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These figures place millions of seniors near or below the 2026 federal poverty line of 
$15,650 for a household of one ($21,150 for a household of two). It also means that many 
of those who must rent cannot afford to live alone, especially in urban areas. The average 
U.S. rent for a one-bedroom apartment was $1,507 as of April 25, 2026, according to Zillow, 
before rental insurance and utilities. In major cities, especially on the east coast and west 
coast, those figures trend much higher. Perhaps not coincidentally, older Americans are 
the fastest-growing age group of people experiencing homelessness, with the problem 
expected to worsen by 2030. 

Social Security Is a Lifeline 
Nearly three quarters of seniors (75 percent) depend on Social Security for more than half 
their income, up slightly from last year (73 percent). As shown in Figure 2, about 44 percent 
of seniors depend on the program for the entirety of their income, up from 39 percent last 
year. About 13 percent depend on the program for 76 percent to 99 percent of their income, 
down from 19 percent last year, and 18 percent depend on it for between 51 and 75 percent 
of their income, up from 15 percent last year. Only about one in four seniors draw less than 
50 percent of their income from Social Security.  

If we apply these figures to the broader U.S. senior population it underscores just how 
crucial Social Security is to seniors’ livelihoods. The Census Bureau estimated the U.S. 
senior population was 55,792,501 in the 2020 Decennial Census. By comparing that 

Figure 2: Nearly Half of Seniors Draw All Their Income from Social Security 
Approximately what percentage of your income comes from your Social Security 
retirement benefits? 

9%

18%
15%

19%

39%

8%

17% 18%

13%

44%

Less than 25% 26% to 50% 51% to 75% 76% to 99% 100%

2025 2026

https://liheapch.acf.gov/profiles/povertytables/FY2026/popstate.htm
https://www.zillow.com/rental-manager/market-trends/united-states/?bedrooms=1
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/9ac2d2a7e8c360b4e75932b96f59a20b/addressing-older-adult-homelessness.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/2020/census-briefs/c2020br-07.pdf
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estimate to this data, TSCL estimates that approximately 24.5 million U.S. seniors depend 
on Social Security for the entirety of their income. About 41.8 million depend on the 
program for at least half their income. These estimates are likely low, as the Census Bureau 
expects the U.S. senior population to grow throughout the 2020s. 

Many Seniors Must Take Penalties for Claiming Benefits Early  
The amount of Social Security benefits seniors receive each month depends partially on 
when they choose to start claiming their benefits. A senior who waits until full retirement 
age, which is 66 or 67 years old depending on their birth year, will receive their share of 
benefits based on their historical earnings. Those who wait until age 70 receive up to an 
additional 24 percent per month in benefits. However, Americans can start claiming Social 
Security as early as age 62 in exchange for a permanent reduction in their monthly 
payments, with the penalty reaching up to 30 percent.  

As shown in Figure 3, about 79 percent of seniors started claiming their Social Security 
benefits before retirement age in 2026, compared to 68 percent in 2025. Slightly more than 
one-third, 36 percent, claim their benefits as soon as they are eligible in exchange for a 30 
percent reduction, while 43 percent take a lower penalty by claiming their benefits after 
they become eligible but before full retirement age. Only 13 percent wait until full 
retirement age, and just 8 percent wait until after full retirement age to start claiming their 
benefits in exchange for a lifelong increase to their monthly Social Security checks.  

Figure 3: Most Seniors Must Claim Their Benefits Before Full Retirement Age  
When did you first claim your Social Security retirement benefits?  

42%

26%
21%

11%

36%

43%

13%
8%

When I first became
eligible

After I became eligible,
before full retirement

age

At full retirement age After full retirement age

2025 2026

https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/05/2020-census-united-states-older-population-grew.html
https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/agereduction.html
https://www.moneydigest.com/1768385/boost-social-security-benefits-retire-age-70/
https://www.ssa.gov/oact/quickcalc/earlyretire.html
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So, if claiming Social Security benefits early involves such steep penalties, why do so many 
seniors do it?  

As shown in Figure 4, most seniors who claim their benefits early say it wasn’t due to a lack 
of awareness. Among the 68 percent of participants who started claiming their benefits 
early, just 9 percent didn’t know their benefits would be penalized. Meanwhile, 12 percent 
said they did know about the penalty to their benefits but did not care. 

The biggest reason seniors choose to claim their benefits early is financial pressure. About 
one-third of respondents said they claimed their benefits early because they could not 
afford to cover basic living expenses, such as rent and groceries, or to handle a medical 
emergency or address a medical issue. Meanwhile, 11 percent said they had to start 
claiming their benefits early to handle a financial emergency, and 3 percent said they did so 
to pay off debt.  

Notably, 24 percent of respondents said they started claiming their benefits early for none 
of the reasons listed above. This is lower than last year’s figure of 29 percent (this report 
does not otherwise show year-over-year comparisons for this question because the 
response options changed). TSCL will investigate these respondents’ motivations in future 
editions of this research by expanding the survey’s response options.  

 

Figure 4: Financial Pressure Is the Main Reason Seniors Claim Their Benefits Early  
Why did you choose to claim your benefits before full retirement age? Select all that 
apply. 

32%

32%

12%

11%

9%

3%

24%

I could not afford to cover basic expenses
without them.

To handle a medical emergency or address a
medical issue.

I knew about the penalty to my benefits but did
not care.

To handle a financial emergency.

I did not know my benefits would be penalized.

To pay off debt.

None of the above.
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Section 2: Social Security Check and COLA Satisfaction 
This section covers the dissatisfaction seniors feel about their monthly benefit checks, 
compares their perceived inflation against the inflation measure used to calculate yearly 
Cost-of-Living Adjustments (COLAs), and whether they feel the previous COLA was enough 
for their benefits to keep up with inflation.  

Seniors Are Not Happy With Their Benefit Checks 
When asked what they thought of their monthly checks, only 13 percent of seniors said 
they were satisfied, and more than four times as many (57 percent) say they are 
dissatisfied. These numbers represent a slight improvement from 2025, when 10 percent of 
seniors said they felt satisfied with their benefits, while 63 percent said they felt 
dissatisfied (Figure 5). 

 

Previous TSCL research has found that Social Security checks lost approximately 13.7 
percent of their buying power between 2016 and 2026. This is due to inadequate Cost-of-
Living Adjustments (COLAs), which seniors say fail to keep up with inflation as they 
experience it. In particular, housing and transportation costs have increased faster than 
overall inflation over the last 15 years, which is especially difficult for seniors who rent their 
homes or live in areas with low walkability or public transportation access. 

Figure 5: More Than Half of Seniors Dissatisfied With Their Social Security Benefits 
Overall, how satisfied are you with the amount you receive from your monthly Social 
Security benefit check(s)? 

57%

63%

30%

27%

13%

10%

2026

2025

Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied

https://web.charityengine.net/Default.aspx?tsid=40811
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Seniors Experience High Levels of Inflation 
Each October, the Social Security Administration (SSA) announces Social Security’s next 
COLA. The SSA calculates the COLA by taking the average yearly change of the Consumer 
Price Index for Urban Wage Earners (CPI-W) for the months of July, August, and September. 
The CPI-W is a broad measure of inflation, and last year it provided a COLA of 2.8 percent.  

Most seniors believe that 2025 had much higher levels of inflation than the CPI-W reported. 
When asked to estimate 2025’s inflation based on their economic experience, 59 percent 
of participants said they thought inflation was at 3 percent or higher, as shown in Figure 6. 
One in four (25 percent) said they thought inflation was between 3 and 4.99 percent, while 
13 percent thought that it was between 5 and 6.99 percent. About one in five seniors (21 
percent) believed 2025’s inflation was 7 percent or higher. This suggests that seniors are 
still feeling the effects of high inflation from the early 2020s, which reached as high as  
9 percent in June 2022. 

Given the mismatch in their perceptions of inflation and inflation as reported by the CPI-W, 
seniors are worried about the value of their Social Security checks. The vast majority of 
respondents, 89 percent, said that they felt the 2026 COLA of 2.8 percent was too low and 
that their monthly Social Security checks would fall behind inflation. Just 10 percent of 
respondents said they thought the 2025 COLA was fair, while 1 percent said they thought 
the 2025 COLA was too high.  

2026 COLA: 2.8% 
24%

17%

9%

16%

9%

4%

21%

Less than 2% 2% to 2.99% 3% to 3.99% 4% to 4.99% 5% to 5.99% 6% to 6.99% 7% or above

Figure 6: A Large Majority of Seniors Think 2025’s Inflation Outpaced the COLA  
Based on your economic experience, what would you expect U.S. inflation to have been 
in 2025? 

https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/page-one-economics/2023/08/25/the-rise-and-fall-of-inflation-during-the-early-2020s
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Section 3: Medicare and Healthcare Expenditures 
Among the 904 seniors who provided complete, usable responses for this research, 
approximately 93 percent said they had healthcare coverage through Medicare. This 
section covers those seniors’ satisfaction with their Medicare benefits’ cost and coverage. 
It also examines how much they spend on healthcare each month and on out-of-pocket 
costs for prescription drugs. 

Seniors Are Moderately Satisfied With Medicare 
In 2026, the standard Medicare Part B premium rose by 9.7 percent, from $185.00 to 
$202.90. This is the second largest premium increase in the program’s history. It therefore 
comes as no surprise that the share of seniors frustrated by the program’s costs increased 
substantially. About 41 percent of seniors said they felt dissatisfied with the cost of their 
Medicare benefits in 2026, compared to 31 percent in 2025. The percentage of seniors who 
felt good about the cost of their benefits remained level, with 19 percent expressing 
satisfaction in 2025 and 18 percent doing so in 2026 (Figure 7). 

Seniors rate Medicare’s coverage slightly better, yet still poorly overall. In 2025, 18 percent 
of seniors expressed satisfaction with their Medicare coverage while 25 percent expressed 
dissatisfaction. In 2026, those numbers were 18 percent and 23 percent, respectively 
(Figure 8). 

Figure 7: Seniors’ Dissatisfaction With Medicare’s Costs Increased in 2026 
Overall, how satisfied are you with the cost of your Medicare benefits?  

31%

41%

50%

41%

19%

18%

2025

2026

Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied

https://www.newsweek.com/medicare-premiums-second-largest-increase-11097258
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Monthly Healthcare Expenditures 
Although Medicare premiums have increased, the amount seniors spend out-of-pocket on 
medical expenses decreased from 2025 to 2026. The median senior spends between $201 
and $400 per month on healthcare in 2026, to include all premiums, co-pays, and out-of-
pocket costs for medical, dental, hearing, and vision care. As shown in Figure 9, this is 
down from last year’s median, which fell between $401 and $600 per month.  

Figure 8: Satisfaction With Medicare’s Coverage Remains Low in 2026 
Overall, how satisfied are you with the coverage of your Medicare benefits?  

25%

23%

57%

59%

18%

18%

2025

2026

Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied

Figure 9: The Median Senior Spent $201 to $400 on Healthcare Per Month in 2026 
How much did you spend per month on all healthcare costs last year?  

 

24% 24%

18%

8%
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20%

34% 34%
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About 34 percent spend less than $200, an improvement from 24 percent in 2025. The 
percentage of seniors who spend between $201 and $400 followed the same trend, rising 
from 24 percent in 2025 to 34 percent in 2026. Notably, the proportion of seniors with 
extremely high out-of-pocket costs fell. About 20 percent of seniors spent more than 
$1,000 per month in 2025, while just 16 percent do so in 2026.  

For many seniors, the new cap on out-of-pocket drug costs for Medicare beneficiaries, set 
by the Inflation Reduction Act in 2022, likely contributed to lower out-of-pocket healthcare 
costs. The cap on out-of-pocket spending was $8,000 in 2024, before this provision of the 
Act took effect, but dropped to $2,000 per year ($166.67 per month) in 2025 before rising 
slightly to $2,100 ($175 per month) in 2026.  

As shown in Figure 10, more than half of seniors spent an average of less than $50 per 
month on out-of-pocket drug costs in 2026, while another 18 percent spent between $51 
and $100. About 14 percent spent between $101 and $150, while 15 percent spent 
between $151 and $175 (the 2026 cap divided by 12). This report does not compare out-of-
pocket drug spending to 2025 numbers because TSCL changed the response options for 
this question in 2026 to collect better data on spending below the cap.  

 

  

Figure 10: Out-of-Pocket Drug Costs Average Less Than $50 per Month 
How much did you spend per month on out-of-pocket drug costs last year?  

 
53%

18%
14% 15%

$0-$50 $51-$100 $101-$150 $151-$175

https://themedicaresite.com/how-the-2000-part-d-maximum-out-of-pocket-is-calculated-and-why-you-may-pay-less/
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Section 4: Policy Support 
As part of this research, TSCL presented seniors with a series of facts about Social Security 
then asked them a series of policy questions. These facts included that: 

• TSCL estimates that Social Security benefits lost approximately 13.7 percent of their 
buying power between 2016 and 2026. 

• Social Security costs more money than it brings in. It will become insolvent and be 
forced to enact automatic benefits cuts in 2033, which would lead to benefit 
reductions, if Congress fails to act, according to the Social Security Administration. 

The research then asked participants about their support for several policies related to 
their retirement benefits. This section covers seniors’ responses to those questions. This 
includes their support for policies to strengthen future COLAs, shore up Social Security’s 
finances, and modernize the taxation threshold for Social Security income. It reviews how 
much seniors think Congress and the Presidential administration should prioritize Social 
Security and Medicare reform. It also examines what seniors want to see as the top priority 
when it comes to Social Security and Medicare reform.  

Seniors See Social Security Reform as a Major Priority 
Seniors overwhelmingly agree that the Presidential administration and Congress should 
put Social Security and Medicare reform at the top of their agenda. Almost all (96 percent) 
agreed that updating the programs should be at least some level of priority for lawmakers, 
as shown in Figure 11. About 89 percent said improving the programs should be a high 
priority or the top legislative priority.  

4% 1%
5%

27%

62%

Not a priority Low priority Moderate priority High priority Top priority

Figure 11: Benefits Reform Is a Top Priority for Seniors  
In your opinion, how much of a priority should Social Security and Medicare benefits 
reform be for the Presidential administration and Congress?  

https://web.charityengine.net/Default.aspx?tsid=40811
https://www.ssa.gov/OACT/TR/2025/index.html
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The first target for change is Social Security, according to seniors. As shown in Figure 12, 
when asked to pick just one aspect of their benefits they would prefer to see Congress and 
the Presidential administration prioritize for reform, choices related to Social Security 
broadly outperformed those related to Medicare.  

Seniors’ top priority for improving the benefits programs is updating Social Security’s 
COLAs, selected by 53 percent of respondents. Shoring up Social Security’s long-term 
finances was the next-most popular choice, selected by 24 percent of respondents. 
Reducing Medicare premiums came in a distant third place at 7 percent, and less than 5 
percent of respondents said the Presidential administration and Congress should prioritize 
each of the other reform areas identified for this research.  

Seniors Support a Variety of Policies to Strengthen Benefits 
To understand the specific reforms seniors want to strengthen their benefits, this research 
asked participants whether they supported or opposed six different policies for Social 
Security and Medicare. All six policies received support from at least 65 percent of 
participants, as shown in Figure 13. 

Figure 12: Seniors See Social Security as a Higher Priority Than Medicare  
If the new Presidential administration and Congress pursue Social Security and 
Medicare reform, which aspect of the programs would you most like to see them 
prioritize? 

5%
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Medicare Prescription Drug Prices

Simpliying Medicare Plan Selection

Waste In Social Security and Medicare Budgets
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Social Security Long-Term Finances

Social Security COLAs
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proposed or recently implemented, to accomplish that goal. Support was strong across  

Figure 13: Most Seniors Support a Wide Variety of Benefit Reforms 
Which of the following policies do you support to reform Social Security and Medicare 
benefits? 

 

65%

66%

75%

84%

88%

89%

Calculating COLAs with an inflation index that
better represents seniors' economic experiences

Implementing the new $6,000 tax deduction for
seniors

Guarantee a minimum COLA of 3 percent

Eliminate all taxes on Social Security benefits,
regardless of earnings

Drug price matching to most-favored-nation
prices

Issue a one-time "Senior Stimulus" payment to
make up for lagging COLAs

Figure 14: Older Americans Call for a One-Time Senior Stimulus Payment 
TSCL has proposed that Congress issue seniors a “senior stimulus,” a one-time catch-up 
payment to repay them for the buying power Social Security benefits have lost over time 
due to inadequate COLAs. 

89% 91%
100%

83%
75%

Total Democrat Republican Independent Other
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TSCL has proposed that Congress issue a one-time “Senior Stimulus” payment of $1,400 to 
make up for Social Security’s eroding buying power over time. An overwhelming majority of 
seniors, 89 percent, favor the idea. As shown in Figure 14, support remains high regardless 
of participants’ political affiliation. Among respondents who identify as Democrats, 91 
percent support the proposal, while 100 percent of Republicans support the idea.  

Seniors who do not closely align with either of the two main political parties express slightly 
lower support yet remain broadly in favor. About 83 percent of seniors who identify as 
political independents say they like the idea of a one-time senior stimulus payment, 
compared to 75 percent of seniors who do have some other political affiliation. 

Drug Price Matching 

A May 2025 executive order requires that pharmaceutical companies bring down the prices 
of prescription drugs in the U.S. market to match the lowest price offered in other 
developed countries. Although enforcing these “most-favored nation” prices would lower 
drug prices, legal analysis suggests the executive order lacks the policy details to achieve 
this objective, which would likely require Congressional action. 

American seniors broadly favor requiring pharmaceutical companies to sell their drugs at 
most-favored nation prices in the U.S. market. Across all political affiliations, 88 percent 
express support. That figure is 89 percent among Democrats, 86 percent among 
Republicans, and 88 percent among independents. Slightly fewer seniors with some other 
political affiliation support the policy (76 percent; Figure 15).  

Figure 15: Most-Favored Nation Drug Prices at Home Is a Winning Policy for Seniors 
How do you feel about requiring pharmaceutical companies to sell prescription drugs in 
the U.S. at prices that match their lowest price in other developed countries? 

88% 89% 86% 88%
76%

Total Democrat Republican Independent Other

https://advocacy.charityengine.net/Default.aspx?isid=2522
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/05/delivering-most-favored-nation-prescription-drug-pricing-to-american-patients/
https://www.debevoise.com/-/media/files/insights/publications/2025/05/unpacking-president-trumps-new-executive-order.pdf
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Addressing Taxes on Social Security Benefits 

This research asked seniors to weigh in on two policies regarding taxes and their Social 
Security benefits. The first policy is the new federal income tax deduction for people over 
age 65 implemented as part of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, signed into law in July 2025. 
The Act creates a $6,000 additional deduction for seniors who file their taxes individually 
and increases to $12,000 for couples. The provision runs from 2025 to 2028; Congress 
must approve it again, or it will expire. The deduction starts phasing out for individuals who 
earn more than $75,000 and couples who earn more than $150,000. Seniors who already 
do not earn enough to pay federal taxes on their benefits will not be affected. 

Overall, 66 percent of seniors say they favor this policy (Figure 16). Among Democrats, this 
figure falls to 63 percent, while it rises to 100 percent among Republicans. About 70 
percent of seniors who identify as independents support the policy, and just 50 percent of 
those with some other political affiliation do so.  

Figure 16: Republicans Unanimously Support the New Senior Tax Deduction 
In July 2025, Congress passed a new $6,000 tax deduction for seniors who pay taxes on 
their Social Security benefits. The deduction is gradually phased out for seniors who 
earn more than $75,000 per year. How do you feel about the new senior tax deduction? 

66% 63%

100%

70%

50%

Total Democrat Republican Independent Other

Many Seniors Don’t Know if They’re Eligible for the New Senior Tax Deduction: 

While most seniors support the new tax deduction for seniors enacted via the One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act, many are unsure about their eligibility. In total, 36 percent of 
respondents to this research said they didn’t know whether they’d be eligible for the 
deduction, while 30 percent expected to be eligible and 34 percent did not. 

https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/one-big-beautiful-bill-act-tax-deductions-for-working-americans-and-seniors
https://seniorsleague.org/benefits-bulletin-5-ways-the-one-big-beautiful-bill-could-affect-seniors/
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The second policy related to taxes on Social Security benefits more closely resembles the 
proposal President Trump put forth on the 2024 campaign trail to do away with taxes on 
benefits entirely, regardless of a person’s income. As shown in Figure 17, seniors’ support 
for this policy is much higher than for the new senior deduction implemented as part of the 
One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Across all political affiliations, 84 percent of seniors have a 
positive view of this policy. That figure is 82 percent among Democrats, 86 percent among 
Republicans, 82 percent among independents, and 88 percent among seniors with some 
other political affiliation. 

Guarantee a Minimum COLA of 3 Percent 

TSCL has proposed the idea to raise Social Security benefits for seniors by implementing a 
guaranteed minimum COLA of 3 percent. This would make up for the program’s lost buying 
power in previous years and protect benefits from falling behind inflation again in the 
future. In the last two decades, three separate years have had COLAs of 0 percent. 

A guaranteed COLA enjoys strong support among seniors, 75 percent of whom favor the 
policy across all political affiliations. As shown in Figure 18, this support varies across 
political affiliations. In total, 75 percent of Democrats, 100 percent of Republicans, 76 
percent of independents, and 51 percent of seniors with some other political affiliation 
expressed support for the policy. 

Figure 17: Most Seniors Would Eliminate Taxes on Benefits Entirely 
One policy proposed on the 2024 Presidential campaign trail is eliminating ALL federal 
taxes on Social Security benefits, regardless of how much a senior earns. How do you 
feel about the proposal to eliminate ALL taxes on Social Security benefits? 

84% 82% 86% 82% 88%

Total Democrat Republican Independent Other

https://truthsocial.com/@realDonaldTrump/posts/112881452914352595
https://web.charityengine.net/Default.aspx?tsid=40811
https://web.charityengine.net/Default.aspx?tsid=40811
https://www.ssa.gov/OACT/COLA/colaseries.html
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Calculating COLAs With a Better Price Index 

Currently, the Social Security Administration calculates each year’s COLA by taking the 
average change in a government price index called the Consumer Price Index for Urban 
Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W). However, seniors are not urban wage earners 
or clerical workers, and the government already maintains another price index that’s 
specifically tailored to seniors’ budgets. Called the Consumer Price Index for the Elderly 
(CPI-E), this experimental price index was introduced in 2008 and applied to data going 
back to 1982. It regularly comes in higher than the CPI-W, and TSCL estimates that a senior 
who retired in the year 1999 would have brought in an additional $5,000 in benefits by 2025 
if it had been used to calculate COLAs. 

About two-thirds of seniors (65 percent; Figure 19) have a positive view toward changing 
the COLA calculation to a price index that’s more representative of their economic 
experiences and budgets. That figure is 67 percent among Democrats, 72 percent among 
Republicans, and 71 percent among independents. However, older Americans who identify 
as some other political affiliation stand apart, with just 39 percent supporting the idea. 

  

Figure 18: Three in Four Seniors Want a Guaranteed COLA of 3 Percent 
One idea to raise Social Security benefits for seniors is to guarantee a 3 percent 
minimum COLA, even if inflation is below 3 percent. How do you feel about the idea of 
guaranteeing a 3 percent minimum COLA for Social Security beneficiaries? 

75% 75%

100%

76%

51%

Total Democrat Republican Independent Other

https://www.fool.com/retirement/2019/03/09/a-step-by-step-of-how-social-securitys-cola-is-cal.aspx?msockid=052216cad0e1668400f80440d1566752
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/additional-resources/historical-changes.htm
https://seniorsleague.org/press-brief-10152025/
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Figure 19: Two-Thirds of Seniors Want a Better Price Index for COLAs 
Congress has proposed changing the COLA calculation to an inflation index designed to 
better measure seniors’ economic experiences than the one the government currently 
uses. How do you feel about changing the COLA calculation a senior-specific index? 

65% 67% 72% 71%

39%

Total Democrat Republican Independent Other
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Policy Recommendations 
This research shows that American seniors earn less than other Americans and depend 
heavily on their Social Security benefits to get by. Similar to last year’s findings, most 
seniors depend on the program for the majority of their income, believe benefits have not 
kept up with inflation, and see reform as a top political priority.  

Right now, seniors are calling on Congress and the President to make major changes to 
Social Security and Medicare. This research identifies six separate policies to strengthen 
benefits and reduce healthcare costs that at least two-thirds of seniors support, with 
limited variation by political affiliation.  

This section will review TSCL’s recommendations to strengthen Social Security and 
Medicare so that current seniors can live with dignity, while future seniors still get the 
retirement benefits they deserve.  

Reform How Social Security Calculates COLAs 
In this research, 89 percent of participants said the 2025 COLA of 2.8 percent was too low 
and that their benefits would not keep up with inflation. Previous TSCL research has 
estimated that Social Security benefits lost approximately 13.7 percent of their buying 
power from 2016 to 2026. 

Congress should act to prevent situations like what occurred in 2009, 2010, and 2015, 
when the government issued COLAs of 0 percent and benefits remained flat by 
guaranteeing a minimum COLA of 3 percent. Three in four seniors support enacting a 
minimum COLA, with support high across political affiliations.  

Another tactic seniors endorse to address lackluster COLAs is to change the price index 
used to calculate them from the CPI-W to the CPI-E, which better reflects seniors’ 
economic experiences and tends to come in higher than the CPI-W, on average. The CPI-E 
is based on the typical budget for a senior, not someone who is still working like the CPI-W. 
Previous TSCL calculations have found that switching to the CPI-E would provide seniors 
with thousands of dollars in additional benefits over the course of a typical retirement.  

This research estimates that two-thirds of seniors favor switching COLA calculations to the 
CPI-E. More than half of Republicans, Democrats, and Independents like the idea, while 
less than half of seniors with some other political affiliation do so. 

https://web.charityengine.net/Default.aspx?tsid=40811
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Issue a Senior Stimulus to Make up for Weak COLAs 
TSCL estimates that Social Security benefits lost approximately 13.7 percent of their buying 
power from 2016-2026, as discussed previously in this research. To make up the difference, 
we calculate that average benefits would need to rise by $295.85 per month, or $3,550.20 
per year. One policy that would partially address this eroding buying power would be 
issuing a one-time “Senior Stimulus” in the form of a lump sum. TSCL has previously called 
for a $1,400 senior stimulus payment.  

Among the six policy ideas tested for this research, a senior stimulus enjoyed the strongest 
support. Overall, 89 percent of older Americans would like to see a senior stimulus 
payment, with support high regardless of political affiliation. TSCL calls on Congress to act 
immediately so that seniors can return their standard of living to what we guaranteed them 
at retirement. 

Go All the Way on Eliminating Taxes on Social Security 
The One Big Beautiful Bill Act, passed in July 2025, created a new federal income tax 
deduction for seniors of $6,000 for individuals and $12,000 for couples that runs from 
2025-2028. Seniors must earn enough for their benefits to be eligible, and the deduction 
starts to phase out for individuals who earn more than $75,000 and couples who earn more 
than $150,000. 

Seniors broadly favor this policy, with 66 percent supporting it. However, 36 percent say 
they aren’t sure of whether they’ll be eligible, highlighting how the bill will not improve the 
standard of living for all American seniors. 

Much more popular is the idea of eliminating all taxes on Social Security benefits, 
regardless of a person’s income, as President Trump called for on the 2024 campaign trail. 
A total of 84 percent of seniors say they want to see this policy implemented, and at least 
three-quarters support it across all political affiliations. 

Conclusion 
The findings in this report make it clear: America’s seniors face serious economic 
challenges. With millions relying solely on Social Security to make ends meet and 
widespread dissatisfaction with current benefits and support systems, policymakers, 
advocates, and ordinary citizens alike must focus on the realities faced by older 
Americans. The 2025 Senior Survey provides vital, data-driven insight into these issues and 
outlines actionable steps to ensure our aging population is treated with the dignity, respect, 
and security they deserve. The time to listen—and act—is now. 

https://seniorsleague.org/we-need-a-senior-stimulus-check-what-could-it-look-like/
https://www.hrblock.com/tax-center/irs/tax-law-and-policy/one-big-beautiful-bill-taxes/?srsltid=AfmBOoox92lmklgh-rAcruyyduae77mBQfQtIDj9gEqsCtplhOSPI0yc
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Appendix: Methodology and Participants  
This section shares key information about the research process and participants. This 
includes summarizing TSCL’s data weighting methodology and participants’ demographics, 
including benefits eligibility, age, gender, ethnicity, race, educational attainment, and 
political leanings.  

Participant Weighting Methodology 
According to the Census Bureau, the U.S. population included 55,792,501 people over the 
age of 65 at the time of the 2020 Census. For this research, TSCL collected data from 904 
Americans over the age of 62 who are eligible for Social Security benefits. TSCL then 
applied a series of data weights to make the sample representative of the U.S. senior 
population, using Census Bureau data to set the weights.  

Data weights are a statistical method that assigns more importance to responses from 
people whose demographics are underrepresented in the sample relative to the 
population, while assigning less importance to responses from people whose 
demographics are overrepresented. This is critical for using TSCL’s survey data to produce 
statistics about the U.S. senior population because it allows us to make representative 
inferences about that population. 

The demographics included in this study’s weights include gender, ethnicity, and race, plus 
educational attainment. For each demographic trait, TSCL calculated participants’ weights 
using Census Bureau data. For each weighting factor, we took the percentage of the actual 
senior population who falls into each demographic category and divided it by the 
percentage of respondents in our sample who fell into each category to produce a weight. 
Then, we took the average of the weights for all our weighting factors to assign a universal 
weight for each respondent. We used this universal weight to calculate all percentages and 
figures featured in this report.  

About the Participants 
This research includes complete responses to TSCL’s 2026 Senior Survey from 904 U.S. 
seniors over the age of 62. As explained earlier in this section, TSCL applied weights to 
participants’ data to ensure that the sample was representative of the U.S. senior 
population across gender, ethnicity, race, and educational attainment.  

Age  
The youngest participant in the sample was 62 years old, the minimum age to be eligible for 
Social Security benefits, while the oldest was 89 years old. About 9 percent were between 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/2020/census-briefs/c2020br-07.pdf
https://data.census.gov/table?q=United+States&g=010XX00US&y=2023
https://data.census.gov/table?q=United+States+educational+attainment&g=010XX00US
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ages 62 and 64, and 31 percent were between ages 65 and 69. More than half (55 percent) 
were between ages 70 and 79. The remaining 5 percent were age 80 or above. 

Gender 
Gender is one of the weighting variables for this research. About 55 percent the sample 
identified as female, while 45 percent identified as male. None identified as neither male 
nor female. The original representation of TSCL’s sample closely matched the Census 
Bureau’s data, coming in less than a percentage point apart.  

Ethnicity and Race 
The Census Bureau determines American’s race and ethnicity by asking them two 
questions. First, it asks them to identify whether they are Hispanic or Latino or not, then it 
asks them to identify as one of several race categories. TSCL used the same methodology 
for this research, using both questions as weighting variables. 

The weighted sample consisted of 91 percent seniors who are not Hispanic or Latino. The 
remaining 9 percent were Hispanic or Latino. The unweighted sample closely matched the 
Census Bureau benchmarks. Before data weighting, 93 percent of the sample was not 
Hispanic or Latino, while 7 percent was Hispanic or Latino.  

In the population-representative weighted sample, about 77 percent of seniors identified 
as white, with about 9 percent identifying as Black or African American, and 6 percent as 
multiracial. The remaining 8 percent identified as either Asian American or Pacific Islander, 
American Indian or Alaska Native, or some other race. White seniors were slightly 
overrepresented at 88 percent in the original, unweighted sample, while all other groups 
were slightly underrepresented. 

Educational Attainment 
TSCL used participants’ educational attainment for this study’s final weighting variable. 
Just 12 percent of the population-weighted sample had less than a high school education, 
while 57 percent had either a high school degree or some college education but no 
bachelor’s degree. The remaining 31 percent had a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

The unweighted sample was close to the Census Bureau benchmarks for people with at 
least a high school education, with both groups just slightly overrepresented. However, just 
2 percent of the unweighted sample had less than a high school degree.  
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Contributors 
 

Founded in 1992, The Senior Citizens League is one of the 
nation’s largest nonpartisan senior groups. Our mission is to 
educate senior citizens about their rights and freedoms as 
U.S. citizens, and to protect and defend their retirement 
benefits. TSCL consists of active senior citizens concerned 
about their access to Social Security, Medicare, and veteran 
or military retiree benefits. www.SeniorsLeague.org.  

 

Alex Moore is the managing partner of Blacksmith Data and 
served as the primary author of this report. Blacksmith Data 
is TSCL’s data partner. We are a small consultancy 
specializing in statistical modeling, survey research, and data 
journalism. Our magic trick is combining high-level statistical 
analysis and writing to make complex information accessible. 
www.blacksmithdata.com.  
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