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Executive Summary: 
Veterans’ Stake in  

Social Security

Social Security is one of our nation’s most impor-
tant programs serving veterans and their depen-
dents and survivors.  Social Security currently 

pays benefits to over 9 million veterans—about 4 in 10 
veterans today.1  Furthermore, according to the Social 
Security Administration, “veterans and their families to-
gether make up 35 percent of the adult Social Security 
beneficiary population.2 

Since 1957, Social Security has provided the modest 
base of guaranteed monthly income that underlies 
other veterans’ benefits.3  The average monthly benefit 
of Social Security beneficiaries who are veterans was 
$1,289 in 2010, or about $15,500 a year.4  

Social Security also provides life, death and retire-
ment insurance to the majority of American workers 
and their dependent family members.   Workers and 
their dependents covered by Social Security’s insur-
ance protections include Active Duty and Reserve and 
Guard members from all branches of the Department 
of Defense (DOD) and those in the Department of 
Homeland Security’s Coast Guard.  

The vast majority of veterans who are not Social 
Security beneficiaries at this time will become so in the 
future.  Social Security’s insurance protections apply to 
veterans’ dependent family members as well.  For ex-
ample, the vast majority of the Active Duty communi-
ty’s 700,000 spouses and 1.2 million children, and the 
Total Selected Reserve community’s 400,000 spouses 
and 650,000 children, are eligible for Social Security’s 

disability and life insurance benefits if a service mem-
ber retires, becomes severely disabled, or dies.5

Despite Social Security’s longstanding and vital impor-
tance to the well-being of Americans who serve our na-
tion and their families, little attention has been given 
to their stake in Social Security reform.  Veterans and 
their families who shared their experiences in this report 
explain why Social Security’s future is a vital personal 
issue, one of particular importance to all those who vol-
unteer to place themselves in harm’s way in service to 
our nation.  Their stories illustrate that:

Social Security is essential to veterans and their families.•	
Social Security’s disability and life insurance protec-•	
tions are especially important to those who place 
themselves in harm’s way in service to the country.
Every dollar counts; even small Social Security ben-•	
efit cuts would mean real sacrifice in basic necessities 
and quality of life.
Political leaders should restore fiscal discipline with-•	
out going back on this country’s promises to veter-
ans, including the promise of Social Security.  

Social Security Works and the Strengthen Social Security 
Campaign, a coalition of more than 300 national and 
state organizations, with memberships totaling more 
than 50 million Americans, have joined with veterans’ 
organizations to issue this report, encouraging political 
leaders to give special attention to the stake of veterans 
in the future of Social Security.  Our nation depends 
on an all-volunteer military force, whose members and 
their families depend on Social Security.
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“The willingness with which our young people 
are likely to serve in any war, no matter how 
justified, shall be directly proportional to how 
they perceive veterans of earlier wars were  
treated and appreciated by our nation.” 

-PRESIDENT GEORGE WASHINGTON

Key Messages from 
Veterans and Their 

Families 

Although individuals of different ages and life 
experiences, living in different geographic re-
gions of the United States, the veterans and 

their families profiled in this report echoed common 
themes about why their stake in the future of Social 
Security is a personal issue, as well as a national one.6

Social Security is essential to veterans and their fam-
ilies.  They depend on Social Security to make ends 
meet and build a better future.  Social Security disability 
benefits enabled paralyzed veterans Sherman Gillums, 
Jr. and Terence Moakley to make choices that restored 
their economic independence.  Social Security benefits 
allowed retired veteran Dabney Montgomery to pay 
for emergency home repairs.  And Social Security sur-
vivors benefits give Vivian Johnson and Sarah Slayton, 
both young military widows, the ability to invest in 
their childrens’ care and development.

Social Security’s disability and life insurance pro-
tections are especially important to those who place 
themselves in harm’s way in service to our country.  
Today’s military families, who face repeated combat 
tours and long separations, rely on Social Security to 
deliver monthly guaranteed income in the event of 
death or severe disability.

Every dollar counts.  All those interviewed said that 
even small Social Security benefit reductions would 
mean real sacrifice in basic necessities or quality of 
life.  For some, reductions would mean cutting back 
on groceries.  Others said it would force them to drop 

out of college or take their children out of sports or 
grief counseling.  

Political leaders should restore fiscal discipline 
without going back on this country’s promises to 
veterans, including the promise of Social Security.  
Veterans and their families said leaders willing to con-
sider benefit cuts do not understand the uncovered 
costs associated with a catastrophically disabled vet-
eran’s home care; how carefully a young widow has to 
budget in order to raise a family on her own; or the 
worry of a retiree who doesn’t know how a spouse will 
make ends meet after he dies.  



3 SOCIAL SECURITY: SERVING THOSE WHO SERVE OUR NATION

The remainder of this report is organized 
around the three major populations of vet-
erans and their families receiving Social 

Security benefits: 

Veterans’ surviving young widows and children; •	
Severely disabled veterans and their families; and •	
Retired veterans and their spouses or aged widow(er)s.  •	

We address these populations in turn, briefly outlining 
benefit provisions and any issues of special relevance, 
then eligibility basics, number of beneficiaries, and av-
erage monthly benefits.   

Veterans and/or their dependents follow each over-
view, sharing their personal experiences as Social 
Security beneficiaries.  The report also discusses 
considerations of particular importance to women 
veterans.  We conclude by urging political leaders to 
fully engage veterans and veterans’ organizations in 
the national discussion about Social Security’s future; 
we further urge political leaders to give the stake of 
veterans in the future of Social Security the overdue 
attention it deserves.

Before each interview for this report, we briefed the 
interviewee on the broad parameters of the current 
national Social Security debate.  We let them know 
that political leaders are considering a range of Social 

Security reform options, some of which would reduce 
benefits.  We further explained that options reducing 
benefits vary by timeframe and target population—that 
is, some pertain only to certain types of beneficiaries, 
others only to future beneficiaries, and yet others only 
to certain types of future beneficiaries.  

We made clear to interviewees that regardless of 
whether the changes would affect them individually, 
sharing their perspective provides political leaders a 
window on what benefit cuts might mean to others 
like themselves.

Report Overview
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Social Security is the nation’s largest and most 
important source of life insurance for young 
families.  It provides a worker earning between 

$25,000 and $30,000, supporting a spouse and two 
young children with life insurance with a present value 
of well over $400,000.7  The program’s young survivors 
benefits are particularly important to the 4 in 10 active 
duty members who are married with children and the 
1 in 20 who are single parents.8  Recognizing the im-
portance of survivors benefits to military families, the 
Social Security Administration expedites the process-
ing of survivors benefit claims for the families of service 
members who die while on active military service.9  

The number of American servicemen and service-
women killed on active duty in the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan was 5,885 as of February 20, 2011, leav-
ing behind an estimated more than 4,000 children.10  
Some estimate, however, that over any given period, 
the number of veterans who die before the age of 35 
after returning home is as much as three times higher 
than the number killed on active duty in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.11  Therefore, the number of children 
grieving the death of a parent with recent military ser-
vice is likely to be much larger.

Surviving family members of veterans are eligible for a 
lump-sum death gratuity payment from the Department 
of Defense, and monthly Dependency and Indemnity 

Compensation (DIC) benefits from the Department of 
Veterans Affairs (VA).  If the service member was eligible 
for military retirement pay, then surviving family mem-
bers may receive Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP) payments, 
which are reduced by the amount of DIC awarded.12  
Families eligible for Social Security benefits and com-
pensation from the Department of Veterans Affairs’ 
Veterans Benefits Administration receive both in full.13  

Social Security benefits for the young survivors of veter-
ans are based on the same eligibility rules and benefit for-
mula applying to young survivors in general. 14  “Mothers 
and fathers benefits” are paid to widow(er)s or surviving 
divorced spouses who are providing care to one or more 
surviving children under age 16 or disabled.15  Under 
current law, child survivor benefits normally end when 
children reach age 18 (unless they are disabled or are a 
few months short of their high school graduation).16  

Specific data are not available on the benefits Social 
Security pays to veterans’ young survivors.  Nevertheless, 
monthly amounts paid to veterans’ young survivors 
likely are comparable to those Social Security pays 
young survivors on average—$842 for mothers or fa-
thers and $747 for children.17

The personal experiences of two young widows, Vivian 
Johnson and Sarah Slayton, demonstrate the impor-
tance of Social Security to veterans’ young survivors.   

Veterans’ Surviving 
Young Widows and 

Children
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Young Survivors of  
Army Chief Warrant Officer 

Christopher C. Johnson

Christopher C. Johnson joined the Marines out 
of high school in 1995 and later switched to 
the Army.  An Army Chief Warrant Officer 

(CWO2), ex-Special Forces (Green Beret), and Bronze 
Star Medal recipient, he was in his twelfth year of mili-
tary service when his CH-47 Chinook helicopter crashed 
in Al Taqqadum, Iraq on August 14, 2007.  Two months 
later, Social Security was providing CW2 Johnson’s de-
pendents, his 31-year-old wife, Vivian, and their three 
children, ages 4, 6 and 10—with survivors benefits.  

Vivian speaks softly and with an accent.  She became 
an American citizen after her family emigrated from 
Vietnam when she was age 18.  “When he was killed,” 
Vivian recalls, “I was working part-time, but his salary 

is what supported our family. Today, over 40 percent 
of our income is from Social Security.” The rest comes 
from the Department of Defense and Department of 
Veterans Affairs.  

When asked what difference a lower Social Security ben-
efit would make, Vivian says, “We’d have to cut back on 
groceries.  Social Security keeps the children’s lifestyle 
what their Daddy would have wanted for them: buy-
ing their own school supplies, playing sports like Little 
League, continuing the karate and music lessons that 
the children love.  I would even cut back on groceries 
to keep from giving those up. They miss their Daddy; 
he attended their games, and he did karate.  They know 
he will be proud and is watching.  It keeps them busy, 
so they don’t cry every night, and it helps me also to see 
the children enjoying life again.” 

When asked what she thinks of members of Congress 
who suggest Social Security benefit cuts for future 

SERVICeMEMBEr’s Name: Christopher C. Johnson  

Rank: Army Chief Warrant Officer. Died while serv-

ing on active duty in Iraq. 

Importance of Social Security:  

Christopher Johnson’s widow, Vivian, and their three 

children, receive over 40 percent of their income from 

Social Security survivors benefits.  
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young survivors as a way to reduce gov-
ernment spending, Vivian’s message to 
Washington is forceful and unequivo-
cal:  “Benefits should not be cut; they 
should be increased, if anything!”  
Although Vivian is grateful because 
Social Security gives the Johnson fam-
ily some quality of life after losing their 
breadwinner, Vivian says their current 
income is nonetheless quite modest: “The children 
and I would like to visit Chris’s grave in Arlington 
[National Cemetery] and to see his family in New 
Mexico, but we can’t afford to travel.”    

Vivian believes political leaders who want to cut Social 
Security should find somewhere else to save money.  
“It is not the children’s fault,” she says.  “We already 

sacrificed our loved one.  He sacrificed his life—and 
in a way, a big part of ours—for this country.  He had 
faith the country would take care of his beloved family 
if he didn’t come back from the war.  It is an insult to 
our fallen warriors and to those still fighting that our 
government would even consider reducing benefits for 
families like ours.  We are left grieving with the huge 
loss that Chris’ death brought to our lives.” 

“It is an insult to our fallen warriors and 
to those still fighting that our government 
would even consider reducing benefits for 
families like ours.” 
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One of the youngest members of his Airborne 
School class to jump, Army Specialist Brent 
Slayton held a top secret security clearance 

and had received numerous military intelligence awards 
during his career.  Just 24 years old in 2007 and in his 
fifth year of military service, he died while serving on 
active duty at Colorado’s Fort Carson, where he and his 
family were stationed.  

SERVICEMEMBER’s Name: Brent Slayton  

Rank: Army Specialist. Died while serving on 

active duty in Colorado. 

Importance of Social Security:  

Brent Slayton’s widow, Sarah, and two sons receive 

about 40 percent of their income from Social 

Security survivors benefits.

Young Survivors of 
Army Specialist  
Brent Slayton

At the time of his death, Brent’s wife, Sarah, already 
had her hands full—working full-time and caring 
for the couple’s two young boys aged 5 and 6.  Their 
younger son, diagnosed with autism, epilepsy and 
Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), 
received Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and re-
quired Sarah’s special attention and care.  And not long 
before Brent’s death, the couple’s third child died dur-
ing delivery in an Army hospital. 

“My husband’s military salary was barely enough to raise 
a family on to begin with, which is why our son was 
getting SSI and I was working full-time.  Even when you 
add up our veterans and Social Security benefits now, it’s 
less than what my husband was making,” says Sarah.  

After Brent’s sudden death, “I had to learn how to do 
it by myself,” she explains.  Today, at the age of 29, 
Sarah describes life after his death: “I’m a single mom 
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with two boys, 8 ½ and almost 
10, one with special needs.   Since 
2008, I’ve been working part-time 
and going to college full-time.  I 
knew I had to go back to college 
for a better future.” 

Social Security benefits are “drasti-
cally important” to the well-being 
of her sons, Sarah says. “It’s about 
40 percent of our income.  I don’t know how we would 
have made ends meet without it.”  What difference 
would a small percentage cut have made to their lives?  
“I couldn’t have gone back to school to better myself 
at all.  You have to think about how much child care 
costs.  It’s so expensive; when you’re a single mom, ev-
ery dime counts... every single penny counts.”  

“When I moved off post after my husband passed away, 
my landlord asked how much I made a month.  When 
I told her, she said, ‘I don’t know how you survive; I 
make more than that in a week.’”   Sarah exhales and 
adds, “And in situations like mine, my children have 
been through something traumatic.  It’s extremely hard 
for me to budget for sports like baseball and soccer.  
They’re really expensive for us, but I have to do it be-
cause my sons need things that are positive for them, to 
keep them on the right track.”

When asked whether the Department of Veterans 
Affairs’ deceased veteran’s life insurance payment cov-
ers a lot of costs for surviving families, Sarah quickly 
put those benefits in context: “There’s expenses you 
don’t realize unless you’ve been through it—funeral 
costs beyond what the Army covers, grieving programs 
for the kids to attend, and moving expenses.  Most im-
portantly, the life insurance is there to help give the 
surviving spouse the time he or she needs with their 
children while taking care of final affairs and learning 
to take care of everything alone.”  

When asked what she thinks of members of Congress 
who propose cuts in guaranteed Social Security 

benefits for future young survivors like herself as a 
way to reduce government spending, Sarah says: “The 
people in Washington who are more fortunate want 
to take benefits away so it can make them look good.  
I see lots of single moms like myself struggling to go 
to college, or who want to go back to school and can’t 
because they don’t have child care help.  If Congress 
wants to do something about government spending, 
then maybe they should help single parents go back to 
school and better themselves, maybe give them a way 
to feed their kids while they’re doing it.  [Members of 
Congress considering benefit cuts] are not thinking 
about these children at all.”

“My husband’s military salary was barely 
enough to raise a family on… our veterans 
and Social Security benefits [are] less than 
what my husband was making.”
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Severely Disabled 
Veterans and 

Their Families

Social Security is the nation’s largest and most im-
portant source of disability insurance for American 
families.   A worker earning between $25,000 and 

$30,000, supporting a spouse and two young children 
holds disability insurance, through Social Security, with 
a present value of well over $400,000.18  

Social Security benefits for disabled veterans and their 
dependent family members are based on the same eli-
gibility rules and benefit formula as apply to workers 
and their families in general, and the Social Security 
Administration expedites the processing of disability 
claims for military service members who become dis-
abled while on active military service. 19  

The U.S. has led two ongoing major military operations 
since 2001 and 2003, respectively, and over recent de-
cades experienced major improvements in trauma and 
psychiatric medicine.  These developments have elevat-
ed the importance of Social Security disability benefits 
to veterans and their families.20  

Today, approximately 771,000 veterans receive Social 
Security disabled worker benefits, averaging $1,100-
$1,200 per month.21  Benefits are generally payable to 
workers and their dependents if a worker has a medi-
cal condition that prevents work for a year or more.  
Benefits usually continue until the disabled worker is 
able to resume working on a regular basis.  

Social Security disability claims among veterans and 
their families are expected to grow.  The Department 

of Veterans Affairs’ Veterans Benefits Administration 
received 1,013,712 disability claims in 2009 and proj-
ects to receive 1,318,753 in 2011—a 30 percent in-
crease.22  Although the Department of  Veterans Affairs 
and Social Security Administration make disability de-
terminations independently, and one’s determination 
does not guarantee the other’s, growing numbers of 
Department of Veterans Affairs disability claims usu-
ally parallel growing numbers of veterans and their de-
pendents receiving Social Security disability benefits.

With 4 in 10 active duty members married with chil-
dren and another 1 in 20 as single parents, many who 
become disabled while on active military service count 
on Social Security’s disability program to provide income 
for their dependent family members as well.23  Spouses 
or divorced spouses providing care to one or more of 
the disabled worker’s children (under age 16 or disabled) 
are generally eligible for “mothers and fathers benefits.”  
Children’s benefits based on a breadwinner’s disability 
normally stop at age 18 (unless children are disabled or a 
few months short of their high school graduation).24

Specific data are not available on the benefits Social 
Security pays to disabled veterans’ dependents.  
Nevertheless, monthly amounts paid to disabled veterans’ 
dependents likely are comparable to those Social Security 
pays disabled workers’ dependents on average—$244 for 
mothers and fathers and $318 for children,25 significantly 
lower than the average young survivor benefit amounts 
described above (see Veterans’ Surviving Young Widows 
and Children section of this report). 
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An unmarried worker severely disabled before age 22 
may receive Social Security benefits based on a dis-
abled, retired or deceased parent’s earnings record, if 
it results in a higher benefit than would be payable 
based on his or her own.26  Because the minimum 
age for enlistment in the United States military is 
18 (17 with parental consent), this special provision 
for higher benefits is especially relevant for young 
Americans in uniform.   

Once disabled workers (veterans or non-veterans) be-
gin receiving Social Security disability benefits, they 
may participate in Social Security’s special work incen-
tive programs.  These programs are open to all disabled 
workers and are designed to help persons with disabili-
ties attempt to return to the workforce without risking 
loss of their Social Security or Medicare benefits.27  Some 
veterans participate in Social Security’s work incentive 
programs in addition to work incentive and training 

programs offered by the Department of Veterans Affairs 
and other agencies and organizations.28 

The experience of Sherman Gillums, Jr. demonstrates 
how Social Security provides guaranteed monthly in-
come for severely disabled veterans and their families, 
while Social Security’s special work incentives and 
training programs coordinate with other programs to 
serve the needs of severely disabled veterans.    

Like Sherman Gillums, Jr.’s experience, Terence 
Moakley’s is instructive of how Social Security benefits 
can help veterans rebuild their economic independence 
after a severe disability.  Moakley’s experience also high-
lights the economic challenges facing dependent child 
beneficiaries as they reach college age and the retire-
ment security concerns facing spouses who take time 
away from the paid workforce to serve as a disabled 
worker’s primary caregiver.    
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SERVICEMEMBER’s Name: Sherman Gillums, Jr.  
Rank: Chief Warrant Officer 2, U.S. Marine 
Corps, until catastrophically injured.   
Importance of Social Security:  
Social Security’s disability benefits and Ticket to 
Work program served as a family lifeline, help-
ing him return to school, find work and return to 
self-sufficiency.

Disabled Veteran  
Sherman Gillums, Jr. and his  

Two Young Children

During his short but successful career in the 
Marines, Chief Warrant Officer 2 Sherman 
Gillums, Jr., who enlisted at the age of 17, 

ascended quickly into leadership, and, in the process, 
earned two Navy and Marine Corps Commendation 
Medals, one Navy and Marine Corps Achievement 
Medal, and a War on Terrorism Service Medal.  Four 
months after the September 11, 2001 attacks, as he 

prepared to deploy to Afghanistan with the 1st Marine 
Division, this proud father of a 2-year-old daughter and 
6-year-old son sustained a cervical spine injury during 
a three-vehicle collision that paralyzed him and ended 
his military career at age 29. 

Today, at 38, Sherman holds a master’s degree in Global 
Business Strategies from the University of San Diego 
and works as Acting Associate Executive Director for 
Veterans’ Benefits at Paralyzed Veterans of America in 
Washington, D.C.29  

His road to self-sufficiency was paved by willpower 
and endurance beyond that ever previously needed in 
his military career.  Experiences acquired during his 
military service, however, served him as he regained 
basic functioning, learned to drive again, navigated the 
transition from military officer to civilian professional, 
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“Before we sign on the dotted line… have a  
disabled veteran right there [with the recruiter] 
to tell those kids what it’s like living on disability 
benefits now and how much less they’ll get if 
they’re disabled.”

moved across the country, worked 
full-time in a demanding occupa-
tion, and most important to him, 
remained active in his kids’ lives.  

Social Security disability benefits 
help make a full life possible for 
countless other catastrophically 
disabled veterans like Sherman.  
Five years of Social Security, he 
says, served as “the bridge to quality of life for me and my 
children that ultimately saved the government money.”

Sherman explains, “I lived alone.  Instead of eating 
fast food, I could afford a food delivery service to pro-
vide me with balanced meals to rebuild my health.  
Instead of risking bed sores by transferring into taxis, 
I could afford to hire a wheelchair service, which 
greatly reduced the chance of injury.  Instead of wor-
rying about losing benefits and having to reapply if I 
tried to work and couldn’t, Ticket to Work [a Social 
Security work incentive program] gave me the op-
portunity to test whether I could work again.  Then, 
once I got a job and realized I needed a less physi-
cally demanding one—instead of dropping out of the 
workforce permanently—Social Security helped me 
go back to school to make myself more competitive 
in the job market.” 

When asked what he thinks of members of Congress 
who propose cuts in guaranteed Social Security ben-
efits for disabled veterans as a way to reduce govern-
ment spending, Sherman expresses concern about the 
impact such reductions could have on military mo-
rale, retention and recruitment:  “If that’s a way this 
country decides to help control government costs, 
that needs to be made explicit [and] presented up-
front, before we sign on the dotted line to risk our 
lives as service men and women.  And not just having 
it in writing or explained to us by the recruiter—have 
a disabled veteran right there to tell those kids what 
it’s like living on disability benefits now and how 
much less they’ll get if they’re disabled.  And if the 

new recruits sign on after that, I’d say it’s fair; they 
know what they’re signing up for.”

“Veterans’ economic security is a national issue; people 
have to be willing to serve,” Sherman contends.  “As 
a father, I have to ask myself whether to encourage 
my son and daughter to join the armed forces when 
they’re old enough.  As an individual, I’d put my life 
on the line out of patriotism alone, but as a parent, 
your instinct is to protect both your country and your 
children.  Those don’t feel so much like competing 
objectives if you know the country will provide some 
quality of life if the worst happens in the line of duty.  
But parents don’t want to be told the country’s lead-
ers have decided the lost lives and limbs of their adult 
children serving in uniform are less valuable than 
those of past generations.”
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Terence (Terry) Moakley was 22 years old when 
he joined the U.S. Marine Corps in 1966, the 
year American B-52s bombed North Vietnam 

for the first time.30  One year later, during a one-day 
pass from base in Quantico, Virginia, Terry found him-
self fighting for his life instead of his country. “I’d dived 
many times before,” he says, recounting the accident 
into the Rappahannock River that severed his spinal 
cord. “No one knows exactly what went wrong.”  

Months later, a United Spinal Association representa-
tive told Terry about Social Security disability benefits 
and helped him apply.  After his release from 20 con-
secutive months of hospitalization, Terry used his Social 
Security income to rebuild economic independence.  

“While the VA [Department of Veterans Affairs] paid my 
tuition, Social Security helped cover my living expenses 
and enabled me to pursue a graduate degree from Hofstra 
University at my own pace. I’m a C6 quadriplegic and, 
at the time, I lived with family members.  I couldn’t have 
worked [for additional income] through my masters 
[program]; everything slows down when you’re a quad-
riplegic, from physically getting to my classes to having 
to hire someone to type all my papers.”

SERVICEMEMBEr’s Name: Terence Moakley   

Rank: Lance Corporal, U.S. Marine Corps, until 

catastrophically injured.   

Importance of Social Security:   

Social Security’s disability benefits enabled him to 

return to school and regain economic self-sufficiency 

for over 30 years.  At 63, he resumed Social Security 

disabled worker benefits because his condition 

worsened, and his wife and 14-year old daughter 

received Social Security as his dependents.

Disabled Veteran Terence  
Moakley, his Wife, Daisy, and  

Their Youngest Daughter
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After several false starts, inter-
rupted by injury-related illnesses, 
Terry had achieved both a master’s 
degree and full economic inde-
pendence by 1976.  Over the next 
three decades, Terry devoted his 
career to broadening opportuni-
ties and accessibility for Americans 
with disabilities on local, state and 
national levels.  “Social Security 
was tremendously critical to my graduate degree, and 
I used that education every single day I worked.”  

By the time Terry was laid off at age 63 during the 
recent economic downturn, his injury-related lung, 
joint and spinal conditions had deteriorated severely, 
so he resumed Social Security disability benefits.  
Today, at age 66, he receives Social Security retirement 
benefits as well as benefits from the Veterans Benefits 
Administration.  Even though Terry is retired and deal-
ing with serious health problems, he continues to apply 
his education and professional experience to making a 
difference for persons with disabilities.  He serves on 
the boards of several non-profit organizations, includ-
ing United Spinal Association and VetsFirst, where he 
is Chairman of the Board.31

Although Terry and his family enjoy a modest stan-
dard of living, he worries about their future.  He 
explains, “My daughter’s Social Security benefit will 
end next year [when she graduates from high school], 
and Daisy’s ended over a year ago [when their daugh-
ter turned 16].  Daisy is still my primary caregiver, 
and because she’s taking care of me instead of work-
ing a paid job with a [retirement] plan, her own fu-
ture is going to suffer. When Daisy’s older, and I’m 
not on this earth anymore, she’ll probably get 80-85 
percent of her income from Social Security and 15-
20 percent from the VA [as a surviving spouse]—and 
it won’t be enough.”  

Terry’s concerns about his wife and daughter intensified 
when he recently searched for, but didn’t find, veterans 

“Children receiving Social Security should 
continue to get it through college; that’s one 
way our leaders can show they really care about 
veterans’ families and the nation’s future.”

programs to assist his daughter in paying for college 
or his wife in completing her nursing degree.  When 
asked whether he thinks Congress should consider re-
instating Social Security benefits for college students 
up to age 22, which were eliminated in the early 1980s 
in order to reduce government spending,32 Terry says 
“Yes, children receiving Social Security should contin-
ue to get it through college; that’s one way our leaders 
can show they really care about veterans’ families and 
the nation’s future.”
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Retired Veterans  
and Their Spouses

or Widow(er)s

Social Security is the nation’s largest and most im-
portant source of retirement income for American 
families, including many retired veterans and their 

aged spouses and widow(er)s. Data are not available on the 
average monthly benefit paid to retired veterans alone.33  
However, monthly amounts paid to retired veterans likely 
are comparable to those Social Security pays retired work-
ers on average—$1,176, or $14,112 a year.34  

Generally, retired veterans who meet the basic eligibil-
ity requirement for military retirement of “twenty years 
on active duty — or equivalent time spent in what is 
known as ‘qualifying service’ as a reservist” are eligible 
for retirement income from the VA and the DOD, 
as well as Social Security.35  Their aged spouses and 
widow(er)s are eligible for military and Social Security 
benefits as well.  However, because most retired veter-
ans are not military retirees, Social Security provides 
income to more aged veterans and their spouses and 
widow(er)s than military retirement programs do.36  

Social Security benefits for veterans’ aged widow(er)s and 
retired veterans and their dependents are based on the 
same eligibility rules and benefit formula as apply to work-
ers in general.  Starting at age 62, a spouse who has not 
worked outside the home or who has low lifetime earn-
ings can be entitled to a percentage of the retired worker’s 
full benefit.  Eligible spouses receive these benefits until 
the retired worker dies, at which point the spouse begins 
receiving widow(er) benefits.  Starting at age 60 (or 50, if 
disabled) the widow of a deceased worker who has worked 

long enough under Social Security can be entitled to a 
percentage of the deceased worker’s full benefit amount.37     

Specific data are not available on the benefits Social 
Security provides veterans’ aged spouses and aged 
widow(er)s.  Nevertheless, monthly amounts paid to 
them likely are comparable to those Social Security pays 
aged spouses and aged widow(er)s on average—$580 
and $1,124, respectively.38  

Spouse and widow(er) provisions are an especially impor-
tant source of retirement security and peace of mind for 
veterans receiving Social Security, as they are more likely 
to be married than non-veterans.39  Additionally, because 
the spouses of military service members experience lower 
employment rates and lifetime earnings, on average, than 
those married to civilians, veterans’ spouses are less likely 
to receive significant Social Security retirement benefits 
based on their own earnings record, qualify for pension 
benefits through an employer, or accumulate wealth 
via employer-sponsored retirement savings plans like  
401(k)s.40  For many spouses and widow(er)s, of retired 
veterans and non-veterans alike, Social Security benefits 
provide the vast majority of income in old age.  For too 
many, Social Security provides their only income.

Dabney and Amelia Montgomery’s experience dem-
onstrates the importance of Social Security benefits in 
old age for veterans and their spouses.  Their story also 
illustrates how Social Security is often the main or only 
source of income for a veteran’s surviving spouse.  
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SERVICEMEMBEr’s Name: Dabney Montgomery   
Rank: Private First Class, Tuskegee Airmen, 
World War II.   
Importance of Social Security:  Having 
lost retirement savings to a market downturn, Social 
Security currently provides 70 percent of his and his 
wife Amelia’s retirement income.

Retired Tuskegee Airmen  
Dabney Montgomery  
and his Wife, Amelia

Dabney Montgomery, age 87, was deployed to 
Italy in 1943 as a Ground Crewman, part of 
a group of path-breaking African American 

soldiers now known as the Tuskegee Airmen.  In 
2007, the Tuskegee Airmen, including Dabney, were 
awarded the Congressional Gold Medal “in recogni-
tion of their unique military record, which inspired 
revolutionary reform.”41

In Dabney’s words, the Tuskegee Airmen “put the lie” 
to those white Americans at the time who didn’t believe 
black men were capable of performing such service. 
The Tuskegee Airmen’s record of success in escorting 
bombers during World War II is unmatched by any 
other fighter group.42

Home from the war, Dabney became active in 
the Civil Rights Movement after he was turned 
away from registering to vote in his hometown of 
Selma, Alabama.  A Witness to the 1963 March on 
Washington, Dabney was one of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s bodyguards during the historic 1965 
March on Selma, the social action that paved the way 
for the 1965 Voting Rights Act.

Always active in bettering the world, Dabney volun-
teered for 50 years with Harlem youth and spent his 
professional career with the City of New York as an 
employee, first with the Department of Social Services 
and then the Housing Authority.  A member of the 
International Brotherhood of Teamsters, Local 237, he 
retired as a Housing Assistant in management and be-
gan receiving Social Security retirement benefits at age 
65 in 1988.  After “retirement,” Dabney worked part-
time in social work helping the elderly, both because he 
enjoyed it and to supplement his retirement income.  



17 SOCIAL SECURITY: SERVING THOSE WHO SERVE OUR NATION

Today, Dabney and his wife, Amelia, receive 70 percent 
of their income from Social Security, with the rest from 
Dabney’s employer pension. “Even though our income 
is very modest,” says Dabney, “we felt secure because 
we had money put aside in Amelia’s IRA [Individual 
Retirement Account] that we weren’t touching.  I’m 19 
years older than my wife, and we knew that Amelia 
would need those savings to supplement her Social 
Security when I depart from this earth.”  

But, by 2003, those savings were gone.  The financial 
advisor they trusted, who had assured the couple their 
account was adequately diversified, proved to have 
been guiding them to financial ruin.  An incredulous 
tone underlies Amelia’s voice: “By the end of 2003, it 
was lost.  All of it, completely gone.”   

What does Dabney think of scaling back the Social 
Security benefits promised under current law for to-
morrow’s retirees in order to reduce the federal deficit 
or control government spending?  “These politicians 
who want to cut or privatize Social Security don’t have 
to worry about food, healthcare, losing their homes,” 
replies Dabney. “It’s nothing but pretense when poli-
ticians use concern for future generations to dictate 
how much of our money Wall Street will be gambling 
with, how many more years people will have to work 
before they can retire, [and] how much less seniors 
can have to live on.”

When asked if the Montgomery’s and future retirees 
like themselves could live on less,  Dabney says, “I 
worked 72 years.  My wife and I have to budget care-
fully to make it from one check to another.  We own 
our home, but we had to do major repairs, and that has 
to come out of our checks.  If we had to live on just 5 
or 10 percent less Social Security right now, we’d have 
to cut back on everything – home repairs, heat, food, a 
decent standard of living.  A few dollars doesn’t sound 
like much to a U.S. Senator.  For me, it’s the difference 
between having the money to hire someone to shovel 
our steps in the winter or not.  I’m 87 years old; I can’t 
shovel snow anymore.”  

Dabney continues, “We missed those few dollars 
from not getting a cost of living increase [from Social 
Security] this year.  Our checks didn’t go up but prices 
did.  The cost of milk has gone up; heating oil has gone 
up.  We worry about those things, but what I worry 
about most is my wife’s future.  We’ve worked and 
saved and budgeted our money carefully throughout 
the 39 years of our marriage, and when I depart from 
this life, I don’t know what Amelia is going to do, how 
she’s going to make ends meet.” 

Will Parry of Seattle, Washington, served 
in World War II in the Atlantic and Pacific the-
aters aboard a corevette and an attack transport 
ship.  He earned $21 a month when he entered 
military service as an apprentice seaman.  Today 
at age 90, Will depends on his Social Security 
benefit of $1,291 per month, in addition to a 
small $200 monthly pension from his work at a 
corrugated box factory and another very mod-
est pension of $870.  

“Social Security is over half of my income,” said 
Will.  “And most importantly, Social Security 
always arrives in the correct amount, on the cor-
rect date, and in the correct bank account, with 
administrative overhead of about 1 percent.  
Show me the private insurance company that 
can match that record.”  Will is a widower who 
worked until he was age 75.  He has two grown 
children and three grandchildren.
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“Social Security is meant to be the base of in-
come, but for too many women veterans, it is 
their main or only source,” observes Brigadier 

General Pat Foote, USA (Ret), who served over 30 years 
of active duty with the United States Army and current-
ly serves on a number of boards, including the Alliance 
for National Defense, the Army Women’s Foundation 
Advisory Board, and the Board of Directors of the 
Friends of the World War II Memorial Foundation.43  

Women currently comprise 200,888, or 14.3 percent, 
of the Department of Defense’s active duty force and 

“Congress’ first cut should be to eliminate the health 
and retirement benefits for themselves that go be-
yond what’s available to regular federal employees.  
Members of Congress should lead by example.”  

-Brigadier General Pat Foote,  
USA (Ret)

Women 
Veterans

8 percent of all veterans.44  By 2035, the Department 
of Veterans Affairs anticipates women will comprise 15 
percent of the total veteran population.45 

“Many who serve, men and women alike, don’t become 
military retirees because they don’t have enough service 
time; it’s their savings, Social Security and retirement 
benefits from civilian work that will mostly determine 
their retirement income,” says Brigadier General Foote.  

“Making the transition from military service to eco-
nomically-secure civilian employment is a challenge for 
many veterans, men and women alike.  When you add 
the challenges facing women veterans in particular (like 
lower employment rates than male veterans) to those 
disproportionately facing American women in general 
(like primary responsibilities for child-rearing), women 
veterans are a group at risk, now and in old age.  We’re 
seeing this in the alarming and unprecedented rise in 
the percent of homeless veterans who are women.”46 
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Commissioned in 1960, Brigadier General Foote com-
manded soldiers at the company, battalion, brigade 
and major installation levels of authority.  She was the 
first woman Army officer to serve on the faculty of 
the U.S. Army War College, the first woman officer 
to command an Army brigade in Europe, and the first 
and only woman to be appointed the Army Deputy 
Inspector General for Inspections.  

Brigadier General Foote counts among the many les-
sons from her long and distinguished military career 
one on the importance of Social Security to veterans:  
“Social Security is the difference in quality of life—the 
difference in how well veterans take care of themselves 

and those who depend on them.  And because women 
veterans face particular challenges, Social Security is es-
pecially vital to women veterans.”  

When asked what message she has for Congressional 
leaders who are considering Social Security benefit 
cuts, Brigadier General Foote responds, “Instead of 
targeting veterans’ very modest base of essential in-
come protection, start with members of Congress’ 
own retirement package.  Congress’ first cut should 
be to eliminate the health and retirement benefits 
they get that go beyond what’s available to regular 
federal employees.  Members of Congress should lead 
by example.”  
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America’s Social Security benefits are modest, yet 
vitally important to those who place themselves 
in harm’s way in service to our nation.  Whether 

receiving Social Security as a retiree, disabled worker 
or survivor, veterans and their family members told 
us time and again, that every dollar of Social Security 
counts in meeting basic expenses, attaining quality of 
life, and building a better future for themselves and 
those who depend on them; even small Social Security 
benefit cuts would mean real sacrifice.  

All said political leaders should restore fiscal discipline 
without going back on this country’s promises to vet-
erans, including the promise of Social Security.  In 
addition, a number identified areas of need for Social 
Security benefit extensions and increases, especially 
for spouses who provide primary care to severely dis-
abled veterans and for children ineligible for scholar-
ships that fully cover post-secondary educational and 
living expenses.47  

Despite veterans’ and their families’ message that Social 
Security is essential, some political leaders are consider-
ing options that would cut Social Security benefits even 
more than they are being cut under current law.  (Social 
Security’s retired worker benefits are being cut by 13 
percent under current law, because the retirement age 
is being raised from 65 to 67.  Benefits would be cut 

another 13 percent if the retirement age were increased 
from 67 to 69, as some in Congress propose.)48  

Considering how our nation depends on an all-volun-
teer military force, whose members and their families 
depend on Social Security, we urge political leaders to 
fully engage veterans and veterans’ organizations in the 
national discussion about Social Security’s future.  On 
behalf of the veterans and family members who shared 
their experiences for this report, and millions of others 
like them now and in the future, we further urge politi-
cal leaders to give the stake of veterans in the future of 
Social Security the overdue attention it deserves.

Veterans and their family members 
told us time and again… even small 
Social Security benefit cuts would 
mean real sacrifice. 

 Strengthen  
Social Security  

for Veterans and  
Their Families
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by principal author, based on ages 49 and younger and ages 50-61.  Note that this average is roughly equivalent to the average 
benefit received by all disabled worker men.   Source: Social Security Administration, Table 5.E—Number and percentage distri-
bution, by primary insurance amount and type of benefit, December 2009, Annual Statistical Supplement to the Social Security 
Bulletin, 2010 Office of Retirement and Disability Policy, Office of Research, Evaluation, and Statistics, Washington, DC: February 
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VETERANS’ POPULATION BY STATE

STATE NUMBER OF LIVING 
VETERANS

Alabama 405,624

Alaska 77,025

Arizona 556,729

Arkansas 254,664

California 1,971,959

Colorado 421,342

Connecticut 229,734

Delaware 78,247

District of Columbia 37,268

Florida 1,650,876

Georgia 773,858

Hawaii 116,166

Idaho 136,625

Illinois 782,747

Indiana 491,605

Iowa 234,552

Kansas 225,091

Kentucky 335,670

Louisiana 304,889

Maine 138,551

Maryland 471,238

Massachusetts 393,722

Michigan 703,970

Minnesota 381,309

Mississippi 205,644

STATE NUMBER OF LIVING 
VETERANS

Missouri 505,916

Montana 102,015

Nebraska 145,237

Nevada 243,867

New Hampshire 127,964

New Jersey 443,161

New Mexico 174,687

New York 950,417

North Carolina 765,942

North Dakota 56,310

Oklahoma 324,714

Oregon 333,752

Pennsylvania 964,132

Rhode Island 71,216

South Carolina 406,729

South Dakota 71,762

Tennessee 495,766

Texas 1,693,791

Utah 153,623

Vermont 52,082

Virginia 822,312

Washington 632,210

West Virginia 167,182

Wisconsin 417,654

Wyoming 55,850

The table shows the population of veterans in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. (It does not include 
veterans living abroad.)  The number of veterans receiving Social Security benefits by state is not available, but 
nationwide about 4 out of 10 veterans receive benefits. The vast majority of those veterans not yet receiving Social 
Security benefits will receive them in the future.

Source: National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, Department of Veterans Affairs, September 2010
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DATA HIGHLIGHTS

Serving Our Nation’s Veterans
Social Security currently pays benefits to over 9 million veterans—about 4 in 10 veterans.•	
Thirty-five percent of adult Social Security beneficiaries are veterans and their families. 		 •	
The average monthly benefit of Social Security beneficiaries who are veterans was $1,289 in 2010, or $15,500 a year.•	
Nearly all veterans who are not Social Security beneficiaries at this time will become so in the future.•	
Social Security provides income to many more aged veterans and their spouses and widow(er)s than military retirement •	
programs do, because most retired veterans are not military retirees.

Insuring Today’s Military Community
Social Security’s life insurance, disability insurance, and old age annuity protections apply to members of today’s military •	
community and their dependent family members.  
The vast majority of the Active Duty community’s 1.4 million members, 700,000 spouses and 1.2 million children, and •	
the Total Selected Reserve community’s 1.1 million members, 400,000 spouses and 650,000 children, are eligible for 
Social Security’s disability and life insurance benefits if a service member becomes severely disabled or dies.
Recognizing the importance of Social Security’s life insurance and disability insurance protection for military families, the •	
Social Security Administration expedites the processing of disability and survivors’ benefit claims for the families of service 
members who die or are severely disabled while on active military service.

Serving Veterans’ Surviving Young Widows and Children
A service member earning between $25,000 and $30,000 who is supporting a spouse and two young children holds life •	
insurance, through Social Security, with a present value of well over $400,000.
Social Security’s young survivors’ benefits are particularly important to the 4 in 10 active duty members who are married •	
with children and the 1 in 20 who are single parents.
The number of American servicemen and servicewomen killed on active duty in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan was •	
5,885, in February 2011, leaving behind an estimated more than 4,000 children. 
Although data is not available on the benefits Social Security pays to veterans’ young survivors in particular, average •	
monthly amounts likely are comparable to those Social Security pays young survivors overall—$842 for mothers and 
fathers and $747 for children.

Serving Severely Disabled Veterans and Their Families
A service member earning between $25,000 and $30,000 who is supporting a spouse and two young children holds dis-•	
ability insurance, through Social Security, with a present value of well over $400,000.
Approximately 771,000 veterans receive Social Security disabled worker benefits, averaging $1,100-$1,200 per month.•	
The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs Veterans Benefits Administration received 1,013,712 disability claims in 2009 •	
and projects to receive 1,318,753 in 2011—a 30 percent increase. Although the VA and Social Security Administration 
make disability determinations independently, and one’s determination does not guarantee the other’s, growing numbers 
of VA disability claims usually parallel growing numbers of veterans and their dependents receiving Social Security 
disability benefits.
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