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Tennesseans Have Their Say
In March, AARP launched You’ve Earned a Say—a
national conversation about how to protect Medicare
and Social Security for today’s seniors and strengthen
them for future generations.
You’ve Earned a Say so far has engaged over 3
million people in this conversation and held over
3,000 events, including a nationwide tour visiting
communities across the country. Our earnedasay.org
website is providing Americans with interactive
tools and information about the policy options on
the table in Washington—the pros and cons—so
they can make up their own minds about how these
programs should be strengthened.
This report, Tennesseans Have Their Say about
Medicare and Social Security, features comments
from residents of the Volunteer State in their own
words as well as the results of three questionnaires
that raise key questions facing these programs.
The questionnaires are not scientific surveys; they
indicate the opinions of the millions of people who
answered the various questionnaires.
On behalf of our 37 million members, we look
forward to working with both parties to find
common-sense solutions that will strengthen
Medicare and Social Security for today’s seniors
and future generations.
AARP National Survey Shows Support for
Medicare, Social Security across Party Lines
A recent AARP nationwide survey of registered
voters reflects what we’ve heard through our
questionnaires and events across the nation:
Medicare and Social Security are critical to the
health and retirement security of today’s seniors
and future generations, but reasonable adjustments
are needed to put the programs on stable ground.
The poll found that 47% of voters age 50+ are not
confident that they’ll ever be able to retire and 67%
believe the recent economic downturn will force them
to rely even more on Social Security and Medicare.
Voters 50+ think the next president and Congress
need to strengthen Social Security (91%) and
Medicare (88%). They also overwhelmingly (91%)
believe that these issues are too big for either party
to fix alone and require Republicans and Democrats
to come together.

Why Strengthening Medicare and Social Security
Is So Important
Throughout You’ve Earned a Say, we’re consistently
hearing in cities and towns across America that
people of all ages and across party lines believe
Medicare and Social Security are critical to the
health and retirement security of seniors. They
believe the programs should be strengthened so
future generations have affordable health care and
a foundation of income when they retire.
Any decisions about the future of Medicare and Social
Security should be based on the following facts:
• Half of those 65 and older have incomes of less
than $20,000 per year.
• Even with Medicare, half of Medicare recipients
spend 17% of their incomes on health care costs.
• Today, half of the workforce has no employerprovided retirement plan.
• With the demise of the traditional pension, Social
Security is the only guaranteed source of income
most future retirees will have that they can’t outlive.
• More than one in three working households age 21 to
64 has no individual savings set aside for retirement.
• Even those households age 50 to 59 with retirement
savings do not have enough; one in four have less
than $27,000 and half have less than $80,000.
What Tennesseans Are Saying about the Future
of Medicare and Social Security
Members and the public have the opportunity to
complete our three questionnaires at events in their
communities, on earnedasay.org, through the AARP
Bulletin, or by phone. This report provides the results
to date of all three questionnaires by state and, for
the first questionnaire, by congressional district.
Responses to questionnaires 2 & 3 are still coming
in, and congressional district results will be available
before the end of the year.
Tennesseans have earned their say about Medicare
and Social Security. This is what they have told us.
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Questionnaire 1: Results
Questions

Results

1. Which of these statements do you think describes
Social Security the best?
A. Social Security is okay as it is
B. It needs minor changes
C. It needs major changes
D. It is in a state of crisis

D. 21%

C. 25%
B. 25%

2. Which of these statements do you think describes
Medicare the best?
A. Medicare is okay as it is
B. It needs minor changes
C. It needs major changes
D. It is in a state of crisis

D. 18%

C. 31%

3. Do you expect to get more back from Medicare
and Social Security than you have contributed,
less, or about the same?
A. More
B. Less
C. Same

C. 37%

A. 27%

B. 25%

A. 29%

A. 27%
B. 25%
C. 31%
D. 18%

A. 29%
B. 34%
C. 37%

B. 34%

4. When it comes to securing the future of Medicare and
Social Security, which of the following do you expect:
A. More funding will be needed to maintain the same benefits
B. Benefits will be reduced
C. Either A or B
D. None of the above

D. 12%
A. 35%
C. 39%

A. 35%
B. 13%
C. 39%
D. 12%

B. 13%

5. When it comes to changes being made to Social Security
and Medicare in Washington, which of the following
describes you the best:
A. I want to make my voice heard
B. I want to make my voice heard, but I don’t think it will make
any difference
C. I am not interested in being involved
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A. 29%

A. 29%
B. 25%
C. 25%
D. 21%

C. 4%

B. 46%
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A. 50%

A. 50%
B. 46%
C. 4%

Questionnaire 2: Results
Questions

Results

1. According to the Social Security Trustees, Social Security will be able
to pay all benefits for about 20 years and three-quarters of promised
benefits after that time. In order to ensure all benefits can be paid,
they say that some/small changes can be made now or larger
changes can be made later. Do you think changes should be made?
A. Major changes should be made now
B. We should wait a few years before making major changes
C. Some changes should be made now, but we should wait before
making any major changes
D. No changes should be made
2. Which of the following do you think is the biggest challenge facing
Social Security?
A. Benefits are too generous
B. Fewer workers are paying into the program
C. Growing senior population and longer retirements
D. Benefits are not adequate
E. Higher paid workers aren’t paying enough into the program
F. None of the above/Other

A. 42%

C. 33%

F. 13%
B. 25%
E. 22%
C. 11%
D. 26%

4. Social Security is the largest source of income for most current
retirees. For others, Social Security is just one source of retirement
income along with pensions, savings and investments. Thinking
about future retirees, which do you agree with more?
A. Social Security is too important to consider benefit changes for
future retirees
B. We need a balanced approach of benefit and revenue changes to make
sure Social Security is there for future retirees
C. The Social Security system is so broken that it should be completely
changed for future retirees
5. Which statement do you agree with more:
A. Everyone should get the benefits they’ve earned so it’s okay
for upper income workers to get higher benefits because they
contribute more into the system
B. Wealthy seniors, with more than $250,000 a year of income, have
other sources of retirement income and should get less—maybe
nothing—from Social Security so we can make the program
stronger for everyone else
4

A. 42%
B. 16%
C. 33%
D. 9%

B. 16%

A. 3%

3. Some people have proposed benefit changes in Social Security to
protect vulnerable seniors and widows and assist caregivers. Which
of the following do you agree with more?
A. Improving benefits for vulnerable seniors, widows and caregivers
should be part of any changes to Social Security
B. We can’t afford to improve benefits for vulnerable seniors, widows
and caregivers
C. We should improve benefits, but not before we put the program on
stable financial ground
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D. 9%

C. 53%

A. 45%

A. 3%
B. 25%
C. 11%
D. 26%
E. 22%
F. 13%

A. 45%
B. 1%
C. 53%

B. 1%

C. 14%

A. 21%

A. 21%
B. 64%
C. 14%

B. 64%

A. 62%
B. 38%
B. 38%
A. 62%

Questionnaire 3: Results
Questions

Results

1. According to the Medicare Trustees, Medicare can pay full
benefits for about 10 years and 90 percent of promised hospital
benefits after that. In order to ensure all benefits can be paid, do
you think changes should be made?
A. Major changes should be made now
B. We should wait a few years before making major changes
C. Some changes should be made now, but we should wait before
making any major changes
D. No changes should be made

D. 13%
A. 27%

2. Which of the following do you think is the biggest challenge
facing Medicare?
A. Medicare payroll taxes are not keeping up with benefit needs
B. Medicare premiums and out-of-pocket costs are too high
C. Growing senior population and longer retirements
D. Rising cost of health care
E. On average, seniors receive more in Medicare benefits than they
pay in
F. None of the above/Other

E. 2%

F. 11% A. 14%

B. 21%
D. 39%
C. 14%

3. Which of these statements do you agree with more?
A. All future retirees should continue to get guaranteed coverage and
care as seniors do now
B. Future retirees should be given a set amount of money to choose
among many insurance plans with different benefits and costs

A. 14%
B. 21%
C. 14%
D. 39%
E. 2%
F. 11%

A. 83%
B. 17%

B. 17%

A. 83%

4. People have different views about changing Medicare.
Which comes closest to your personal view?
A. Medicare is too important to consider major changes
B. We need a balanced approach of benefit and revenue changes to
make sure Medicare is there for future retirees
C. The Medicare system is so broken that it should be completely
changed for future retirees

C. 6%

A. 36%

A. 36%
B. 58%
C. 6%

B. 58%

5. Medicare funding mostly comes from dedicated Medicare taxes,
premiums from people in Medicare, and general federal revenues.
As health care costs rise, what’s the best source for additional
Medicare funds?
A. General federal revenues
B. Premiums from people in Medicare
C. Other
D. Dedicated Medicare taxes
E. None of the above
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B. 13%

C. 47%

A. 27%
B. 13%
C. 47%
D. 13%

E. 37%

A. 28%

B. 7%
D. 28%
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A. 28%
B. 7%
C. 0%
D. 28%
E. 37%

Questionnaire 1

Q1. Which of these statements do you think describes
Social Security the best?

Q2. Which of these statements do you think describes
Medicare the best?

A. Social Security is okay as it is
B. It needs minor changes
C. It needs major changes
D. It is in a state of crisis

A. Medicare is okay as it is
B. It needs minor changes
C. It needs major changes
D. It is in a state of crisis

Q3. Do you expect to get more back from
Medicare and Social Security than
you have contributed, less, or about
the same?
A. More
B. Less
C. Same

State/
Congressional
District

Number of Any Respondents

A

B

C

D

A

B

C

D

A

B

C

TN

7,540

29%

25%

25%

21%

27%

25%

31%

18%

29%

34%

37%

1

893

28%

25%

28%

19%

26%

26%

31%

17%

29%

33%

38%

2

742

25%

25%

26%

24%

22%

26%

32%

21%

26%

39%

36%

3

895

29%

24%

26%

21%

26%

26%

30%

18%

29%

32%

39%

4

940

30%

28%

25%

17%

31%

25%

30%

14%

30%

30%

39%

5

822

28%

27%

22%

23%

24%

26%

33%

16%

28%

33%

39%

6

860

33%

23%

24%

20%

30%

24%

29%

17%

29%

37%

35%

7

915

28%

26%

25%

21%

25%

24%

31%

20%

30%

37%

33%

8

807

31%

20%

24%

24%

29%

20%

30%

21%

29%

36%

36%

9

602

28%

27%

24%

21%

24%

27%

30%

19%

26%

35%

39%

Questionnaire 1
continued

Q4. When it comes to the future of Medicare and Social
Security, which of the following do you expect:
A. More funding will be needed to maintain the
same benefits
B. Benefits will be reduced
C. Either A or B
D. None of the above

Q5. When it comes to changes being made
to Social Security and Medicare in
Washington, which of the following
describes you the best:
A. I want to make my voice heard
B. I want to make my voice heard, but I
don’t think it will make any difference
C. I am not interested in being involved

State/
Congressional
District

Number of Any Respondents

A

B

C

D

A

B

C

TN

7,540

35%

13%

39%

12%

50%

46%

4%

1

893

39%

14%

35%

13%

50%

45%

4%

2

742

34%

12%

42%

11%

49%

46%

5%

3

895

33%

13%

40%

14%

47%

49%

4%

4

940

36%

11%

38%

14%

48%

49%

3%

5

822

37%

13%

39%

11%

53%

44%

3%

6

860

36%

12%

40%

11%

52%

44%

4%

7

915

35%

15%

38%

12%

51%

46%

4%

8

807

30%

16%

41%

13%

50%

49%

2%

9

602

39%

11%

40%

10%

56%

40%

4%
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What People Are Saying
“Increase age of eligibility. Allow and encourage tax
deductions for special savings accounts that cannot
be tapped until retirement.”
—Benjamin, Nashville
“Do away with the upper income cap. Have a worker
pay into the system on all income levels for the
entire year.”
—Roger, Graysville
“Require the government to repay all of its debt to
the trust fund and don’t allow the government to
borrow from the trust fund.”
—Raymond, Murfreesboro
“Continue full benefits for those currently in the
system. However, the younger generation (those 40
and under) have 401(k)s and other plans not known
some years ago. Continue to have them pay into the
system, even though it may be a reduced percentage,
with the understanding that Social Security will
‘phase out’ prior to their retirement.”
—Dave, Spring Hill
“Raise Social Security taxes and pass legislation that
the funds CANNOT be borrowed/spent except for
what they are intended.”
—Paula, Crossville
“Offer a program like a 401(k) to working people
who are contributing to the Social Security plans.
For kids whose parents don’t work or contribute to
our government, changes are needed. I also have
ideas on that.”
—Evelyn, Seymour
“Increase Social Security holdouts for all and start
holding out for higher wage earners while at the
same time start mean testing.”
—Harvey, Cookeville

“I think too many people are living on Social Security
as their only source of income, and making any
change would be extremely difficult for these
people. I think people who are in the upper 20
percent could live without collecting Social Security.”
—Karen, Ashland City
“Pass the locked-in law so that Social Security
money cannot be touched by Congress for any
other purpose.”
—Janet, Nashville
“Take Social Security taxes out of the general fund
and put them in a retirement account that earns
money. Then I would put in guidelines to prevent
another bureaucracy being created to manage it.
The Social Security Administration is big enough.”
—George, Seymour
“Everyone should be paying the full deduction
regardless of how high their income is!”
—Nancy, Old Hickory
“Put an end to the cap on payroll deductions.
Millionaires should pay the same percentage of
their income into the system as the middle and
lower classes do.”
—Charles, Madison
“Do not borrow from Social Security. It was originally
designed to be self-solvent.”
—Steven, Ashland City
“Attack the reasons behind rising health care costs
(e.g., police Medicare fraud more vigorously;
identify and categorize elective services and charge
premiums for those; adjust Medicare payouts to the
medical community to reflect rises in inflation).”
—Michael, Gallatin

“Gradually increase required contributions from
employees. We have been at the current rates for
many years and what else has not gone up?”
—William, Tullahoma
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What People Are Saying, continued
“We need help now!! Changes all around need to be
addressed. Better leadership in Social Security and
Medicare. Better forces to find fraud, in and out of
the offices. Better training for those who work in
these offices.”
—Patty, Brentwood
“The only way to preserve Medicare is to have a
single-payer/Medicare for all. For -profit insurance
companies have absolutely no place in healthcare!!!”
—Stephen, Nolensville
“Stop Congress from using Social Security funds to
pay for other programs.”
—Parker, Burlison
“Maybe raise the minimum age to begin receiving
benefits to 67, with exceptions for people below a
certain income level, or those continuing to work
beyond age 65. Those with very high incomes should
get less from Social Security and not be eligible to get
any benefits until a later age, maybe 70.”
—Sherry, Lewisburg
“Insist that all elected officials be in the Social
Security system, and not have their own retirement
system funded by the people but with benefits
determined by the elected officials themselves.”
—Marion, Knoxville
“Social Security should be changed and set up on an
actuarially sound basis. Benefits should be tied to
contributions, perhaps on an aggregate basis rather
than individual, and not the political basis it is now.”
—Allen, Seymour
“I really don’t have the magic answer. We paid for
this, and the government keeps borrowing from
Social Security to balance the budget. Maybe the
government should stop doing this and pay the
money back they have borrowed.”
—Mary, Bristol

“Put a cap on how much health care costs can rise.
Yes, it’s drastic, but government failure has helped
cause the situation.”
—William, Christiana
“The government needs to give back to Social
Security what they have borrowed through the
years. Social Security is not an entitlement; it is
what we have paid for. It is our retirement fund.”
—Patricia, Knoxville
“To control costs, beneficiaries need to have more
skin in the game, meaning more of their own money
needs to be at risk. Beneficiaries would then make
better cost-to-benefit decisions which would bring
medical costs down.”
—George, Nashville
“Slowly raise the minimum age at which benefits
begin from 67 to 72.”
—Anne, Nashville
“Allow Social Security contributions to be controlled
by the people who are making the contributions,
instead of being used by the federal government as a
slush fund. Collect Social Security from EVERYONE,
including federal officials, elected officials, etc.”
—Ann, Cleveland
“Means test after benefits are drawn for a few years
and have higher incomes taxed.”
—Toye, Hixson
“Do away with unnecessary and ridiculous high costs.”
—Carol, Murfreesboro
“Eliminate the cap on paying into Social Security. All
income should be taxed with no cap.”
—James, Dunlap
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What People Are Saying, continued
“Have people under the age of 55 get on a different
program. The government should stop taking Social
Security money to pay for other things. The money
coming to the government should be in an account
all of its own.”
—Kathy, Murfreesboro

“Make them pay back the money used (with interest)
on things other than Social Security. Take away all
benefits from past elected officials and put them on
Social Security and Medicare if they’re 65 or older;
otherwise they can work and pay into Social Security.”
—Donna, Powell

“If I have to pay in more to strengthen Medicare,
then increase our taxes to help with that, and those
who get it and don’t desire it should be taken off.”
—Betty, Cookeville

“Publicize the fact that wealthy seniors with great
income should consider not taking their share. Greed
has taken a hold on many citizens’ points of view.”
—Lucille, Nashville

“Replace it with a single-payer option which covers
everyone. Let us join the rest of the civilized world
in this endeavor.”
—Chelsy, Fayetteville

“Increase the amount of withholding from
employees. Also, offer, if they choose, to set aside
additional funds, almost like a Flexible Spending
Account, toward their Medicare needs, in a fully
protected account. Maybe like a separate 401(k)
fund, especially for and only for that individual’s
healthcare when he or she reaches a certain age.”
—Stephanie, Harriman

“There is no one thing that will strengthen the
program for future retirees; we must take a balanced
look at the entire program from all standpoints and
make our decisions based on facts to understand
how this program can be run efficiently.”
—Ron, Cookeville
“Increase the revenues the system takes in by
increasing the tax rate and expanding the payroll
base by lifting the cap.”
—Keith, Friendsville
“Medicare and Social Security should definitely be
strengthened. Baby boomers are getting older and
the older population is increasing every day. People
are living longer. It’s a shame that the US doesn’t
revere the older generation as other countries do.”
—Lisa, Murfreesboro
“I think that there is no one thing that could
strengthen Medicare. The medical care that faces the
country has to be looked at as a whole.”
—Kenneth, Red Boiling Springs

“Enact legislation to eliminate the constant threat to
the benefits of those of us who have retired. In other
words, guarantee the benefits we have earned.”
—Sammy, Kingsport
“Stop toying with the idea of changing it. We have
worked all these years paying our part; now it’s time
for us to get our benefits.”
—Linda, Goodlettsville
“Take necessary medical care out of the for-profit
system. Optional medical procedures could still be
for profit. Basic care should be provided by nonprofits or government agencies.”
—Bonnie, Summertown
“Gradually reduce future benefit payouts to match
future program revenues.”
—Mike, Knoxville
“The government needs to keep Social Security
benefits for retirees, instead of dipping into the
money for other programs.”
—Rita, Memphis
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What People Are Saying, continued
“Eliminate fraud and waste in the Social Security
System. Trimming the administrative costs and
abused expenses would contribute to the improved
stability of the Social Security System.”
—Robert, Seymour
“Change Medicare requirement to 62 for retirement.”
—Mary, Rockwood
“Social Security’s taxes should be based on
independent actuarial tables, and access to the fund
balances should be restricted for use only by Social
Security recipients.”
—Gerald, Nashville

“It appears that our models for developing effective
survival and growth strategies are grossly deficient.
This is the type of major and far-reaching challenge
facing the U.S. and its many subsystems (e.g., Social
Security, Medicare, etc.). God bless America!!”
—James, Antioch
“Make sure that retirees get what they deserve. They
have paid into it and so have their employers. They
have worked and EARNED it.”
—Patricia, Jellico
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earnedasay.org
Why Social Security and Medicare Are Vital to Tennessee’s Seniors
Social Security and Medicare are more vital than ever for older Americans in today’s troubled
economy. Facing widespread loss of retirement savings and home equity, coupled with rising health
care costs, seniors count on these programs to provide the foundation of income security and health
care they need in retirement.

SOCIAL SECURITY IN Tennessee
Tennessee’s seniors count on Social Security benefits earned through a lifetime of work

A total of 94 percent, or 827,555 of older (65+) Tennessee residents, received Social
Security in 2011. The average annual benefit was only $13,800.
Social Security accounted for 69 percent of the typical older Tennessean’s income.

Low- and middle-income seniors in Tennessee are even more reliant on Social Security’s
earned benefit, typically receiving 79 percent of their individual income from Social
Security.

Social Security keeps middle-income older Tennesseans from falling into poverty

About 11 percent, or 92,711, older Tennesseans were in poverty.

Without Social Security income, an additional 45 percent of older Tennesseans, or 373,702
people, would fall into poverty.

Social Security plays an important role in Tennessee’s economy

Social Security provided $16.3 billion in benefits to all Tennesseans and $11.4 billion in
benefits to Tennesseans 65 and older in 2011.

MEDICARE IN Tennessee

Medicare provides guaranteed health coverage, but out-of-pocket costs are high

On average, Tennessee’s Medicare beneficiaries spent an estimated $3,700 on out-ofpocket health care costs in 2011.

In 2011, average Tennessee seniors on Medicare spent an estimated 12 percent of their
income on out-of-pocket health care costs.

Medicare provides peace of mind for Tennessee seniors

Nearly 98 percent of older Tennessee seniors, or 831,404, were enrolled in Medicare in
2011.

In contrast, roughly 14 percent of Tennessee’s 50-to 64-year-olds were uninsured in 2010.

Medicare plays an important role in Tennessee’s economy

The Medicare program spent an estimated $6.22 billion on health care services for
Tennessee’s seniors in 2011.
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