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Five Ideas To Start Fixing Social Security

How different ways to boost revenue or cut spending couldchange the program

BY RICHARD RUBIN AND KARA DAPENA

Social Security is on the path to insolvency, prompting lawmakers a.nd experts to hunt for ways to address its long-term
finances. -

The program already spends more on benefits than it receives.in tax revenue Wlthln a few years, reserves built up in flush years
will be exhausted, raising the prospect of benefit cuts that exceed 20% ' G gl

No one in Congress expects that to happen. But Congress hasn’t ﬁgured out what to do instead.

Beyond just borrowing more or considering out31dethe- box 1deas such as an investment fund offered by Sen. Bill Cassidy (R.,
La.) to bolster long-run solvency, lawmakers have a bunch- of options within the current confines of the program. They can
lower benefit levels and raise retlrement ages ‘They can expand payroll taxes.

Social Security’s actuaries prov1de annual estimates of the effects of dozens of different ideas.

Here’s a look at some of those 1deas showmg how far they go to narrow Social Security’s 75-year shortfall—and how long they
postpone the insolvency Qate__ if at'all.
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The path we’re on

Because the U.S. population is aging, costs for Social Security are projected to, grow faster than revenue. In 2033, for ex--ample,
Social Security is projected to spend $2.4 trillion and collect $2 trillion, equal to___ 16% and 13% of U.S. taxable payroll.
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Social Security finances under current law
As a percentage of U.S. taxable payroll
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Motes Inclpdé_ﬁ Sucral Security's combined retirement, survivor and disability programs.
Source: Spcial Security Administration Office of the Chief Actuary
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The challenge

The program has been run-
ning annual deficits, and by
2034, the combined retire-
ment and disability funds will
be insolvent. That means So-
cial Security will have ex-
hausted all the reserves it

built up in surplus years. Over

75 years, those almual deﬁ(:lts
will add up to an estimated
dn]]ars That 15 the progrant’s
lnng-range gap. The challenge
for policymakers is to shrink
or eliminate the gap between

cost and revenue.
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Option 1

Shrinks long-range gap by 15%

Delays insolvency by 0 years Increasing the refirement agetcan reduce the number of years that people get benefits. This
proposal would gradually bump the normial retirement age=—now approaching 67—to 69, with the first incremental The ultimate
answer on Social Security will probably include many proposals stapled together—and perhaps additional borrowing. Acting
sooner would give more time for changes to take effect, but lawmakers are a long way from making decisions.

Because Congress is often rcluctant to reduce benefits for retirees or people approaching retirement, many effects on those age
62 in 2027. It would also ra1se the age for delayed retirement and higher monthly benefits to 72 from 70. Over time, this change

reduces Social Secu:nty s costs
politically plausuble changes to Social Security’s costs don’t delay the insolvency date because they are phased in gradually.

In addition to the scenarios we illustrate here, you can look at the Social Security actuary’s estimates yourself. And other groups,
including the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, have their own do-it-yourself tools.
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Social Security finances with proposal
As a percentage of U.S. taxable payroll

25%
HISTORICAL | 2034 PROJEiHGNS
Keserve
s o | C{}St
s Annual gal
15 VLIS BN by A DefIClt . %‘;Iwgth pmgpopsal
: B Revenue

&
L A POl I LSSt PR . B TR R EIAR Rt I SR |

1970 80 ’99 EB@E# ‘10 20 'BB 40 'S0 'ﬁﬂ 70 80 '90 2100

The following is a digital replica of content from the print newspaper and is intended for the personal use of
our members. For commercial reproduction or distribution of Dow Jones printed content, contact: Dow

Jones Reprmts & Licensmg at (800)_843-0008 or visit djreprints.com.

Friday, 10/23/2026 Page .A002 Copyright (c)2026 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 10/23/20z



WSJ Print Edition

End the tax cap

Option 2

Shrinks long-range gap by 58%

Delays insolvency by 24 years Payroll taxes that go to Social Securlty stop once earnings reach an annual cap, currently
$184,500. A %

This idea, popular among Democrats, would eliminate that; cap Taxes on hlgher—mcome workers would jump and they wouldn’t
qualify for more retirement benefits. If 1mplemented soon, this staves off msolvency and closes most but not all of the long-term
gap. Social Security would still run annual deficitsis g 8
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Social Security finances with proposal
As a percentage of U.S. taxable payroll

5% . e
HISTORICAL PROJ ECT IDNS
20
Cost
| ﬁnnual gap
> | with proposal
Revenue

---- T A LR LSRR R A RS

o« Current law

I'I;!I"_l'l'[."l_'l‘l'lI'!

19?0 "BG ’9ﬂ ZGGﬁ 10 "20 30 '40 50 ‘60 70 ‘80 "90 2100

The following is a digi’fﬁl rgﬁlica of content from the print newspaper and is intended for the personal use of
our members. For commez cial reproduction or distribution of Dow Jones printed content, contact: Dow
Jones Reprints'&. Llcensmg at (800)_843-0008 or visit djreprints.com.

Friday, 10/23/2026 Page .A002 Copyright (¢)2026 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 10/23/20z



WSJ Print Edition

Raise the tax cap %}

Option 3

Shrinks long-range gap by 19%

Delays insolvency by two years This 1dea is a much more modest appréa'éﬁ to the payroll- tax cap. It would ensure that 90% of
wages are subject to the tax but wouldn’t remove the cap for the top earn--ers. It would also provide incremental benefits to
people who pay those additional taxes. That combination shghtly delays msolvcncy and narrows the long-run gap.

The following is a digital replica of content: frgm the prmt newsnapeg and is intended for the personal use of
our members. For commercial renroductlon or distribution:of Dow Jones printed content, contact: Dow

Jones Reprints & Licensing at (800) 843 00@8 or v151t d]l‘epl ints.com.

Friday, 10/23/2026 Page .A002 s’ N, Y C0pyright (c)2026 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 10/23/2026



WSJ Print Edition

Social Security finances with proposal
As a percentage of U.S. taxable payroll Nt
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Lower the annual benefit adjustment < -

Option 4

Shrinks long-range gap by 15%

Delays lnsolvency by 0 years Social Security beneﬁts rise each year, along Wlth a measure of mﬂatlon Changmg 1 December

smaller increases each year. That yields minimal short-run savmgs but closes some of the gap over time.
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Social Security finances with proposal
As a percentage of U.S. taxable payroll
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Change initial benefit levels

Option 5

Shrinks long-range gap by 69%

Delays insolvency by 0 years Initial Social Security benefits for retu‘ees are based on a calculation that is tied to growth in
average wages Changing that for retirees in 2033 to tie the initial: caleulation to inflation instead would make a big dent in the
program’s cost—and in expected benefits. By the 2080s, Soclal Secunty Would bc running annual surpluses.
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Social Security finances with proposal
As a percentage of U.S. taxable payroll
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