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Increasing the Special Minimum Benefit to 125 percent of the poverty threshold would protect the most financially vulnerable workers. The special minimum benefit would be increased for workers who have paid into Social Security for at least 30 years and claim benefits at the full retirement age. This increase is crucial because these workers are less likely to have Average retirement savingsprivate retirement accounts or discretionary income.
Providing a dependent care credit would help workers who spend part of their lives caring for children and disabled or elderly dependents. The time these workers spend out of the workforce can result in lower benefits, which decreases their economic security. A dependent care credit for up to five years could be set at one-half of the average wage.
Creating a structural-unemployment credit, similar to the dependent-care credit, would help those individuals affected by stagnating wages, structural unemployment and underemployment. These workers are typically forced to leave the labor force through no fault of their own and face a disadvantage due to the Social Security retirement formula. Like the dependent-care credit, this credit would last up to five years and could be set at one-half of the average wage.
Reinstating the student benefit is critical to the economic security of children with parents who are retired, deceased, or disabled. Social Security provides these children benefits until age 19 if they are still in school, or age 18 otherwise. Before 1981, the benefits supported children of workers until age 22 if they were in college or vocational school. When the benefit could last until age 22, it was shown to be particularly helpful to children of low-income and racial and ethnic minority families.32
Increasing benefits by a uniform amount equal to 5 percent of the average benefit is another way to expand benefits to protect workers, especially those who are near retirement and do not have the time to replace savings lost in the recent recession.
Increasing revenue has also been proposed as a method for reforming Social Security. One option is to eliminate the cap on payroll contributions and count the earnings towards benefits with a flatter formula. The cap is indexed to keep up with the growth of average worker earnings, but it has not kept up with the rapid growth of earnings at the top.33 A new formula could replace a smaller part of the earnings above the old cap so that Social Security would not have to pay very high benefits to the top earners.34 Other options involve including all new state and local workers in the Social Security system and slowly raising the payroll tax by 1/20th of 1 percent per year for 20 years.
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