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Usually considered a retirement program, Social Security offers elderly American workers 
indispensable financial assistance. Equally important is its protection for more than 6.5 million 
American children, who receive part of their family income from Social Security.1 These include more 
than five million children who receive benefits as the dependents of deceased, retired, or disabled 
parents or other caregivers. In effect, Social Security pays more cash benefits to children than any 
other federal program.2 Children benefit from Social Security survivors benefits, retirement benefits, 
disability benefits, and adult children disability benefits. 

 

How Does Social Security Benefit Children? Four Principal Ways: 
Survivors Benefits 

The loss of family wage earners can be devastating to dependent unmarried children. Social Security 
helps stabilize these children’s financial future by offering them monthly income support until age 18, 
or age 19 if they have not yet graduated from high school. 

 About 98 percent of children in the United States could receive these benefits if they were to 
lose their parents.3   

 More than 1.9 million children, as of June 2011, received survivors benefits, which kept their 
lives from falling apart.4   

 Surviving children can receive up to 75 percent of their deceased parents’ Social Security 
benefits if the total amount of benefits a family receives does not exceed the family maximum 
limit.5 In June 2011, surviving children received average monthly benefits of $755.6  

 Survivors benefits provide a main source of life insurance for most families with children. The 
value of survivors benefits protection for a family of a working parent, a spouse, and two 
children is equivalent to a $433,000 term life insurance policy.7   

 

Retirement Benefits 

When family wage earners reach the retirement age of 65 (or age 62 at the earliest), they may lose 
stable income partially used to care for their dependent unmarried children. Social Security helps 
parents continue to meet their children’s needs by offering monthly income assistance to children until 
age 18, or age 19 if the children have not yet graduated from high school. 

 More than 500,000 children in the United States, as of June 2011, received retirement benefits, 
which allowed their parents to retire without fearing substantial wage loss and continue caring 
for them.8  
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 Children eligible for retirement benefits can receive up to 50 percent of their retired parents’ 
Social Security benefits, up to the family maximum limit. In June 2011, children of retired 
parents received average monthly benefits of $580.9   

 

Disability Benefits 

When family wage earners experience unexpected tragedies that cause them to incur prohibitively high 
medical expenses and/or lose their ability to work, their dependent unmarried children are often 
strongly affected. These children are not only at significant risks of dropping out of school or slipping 
into poverty but also facing daily responsibilities to care for their parents. Social Security helps 
alleviate these children’s emotional and financial stresses by providing them monthly cash payment 
until age 18, or age 19 if they have not yet graduated from high school. 

 More than 1.8 million children, as of June 2011, received disability benefits, which enabled 
them to care for both themselves and their parents.10   

 Children eligible for disability benefits can receive up to 50 percent of their disabled parents’ 
Social Security benefits, up to the family maximum limit. In June 2011, children of disabled 
parents received average monthly benefits of $319.11  

 

Adult Children Disability Benefits 

When a dependent unmarried child of a deceased, retired, or disabled parent becomes disabled, the 
child may lack the capacity to secure employment and is faced with the challenge of paying off his or 
her medical bills. Social Security helps reduce the financial burden on the family by continuing the 
child’s Social Security benefits if he or she was disabled before age 22 and for as long as he or she 
remains disabled and in most cases unmarried.12 

 Almost one million disabled child beneficiaries of deceased, retired, or disabled caregivers, as 
of December 2010, continued their Social Security benefits beyond age of 18.13  

 Adult children with disabilities can receive the same proportion of their parents’ Social 
Security benefits as children without disabilities can. 

 

How Do Children Raised by Grandparents or Other Relatives Benefit from Social 
Security? 
Children raised by grandparents or other relatives receive Social Security child benefits (survivors, 
retirement, disability, or adult children disability benefits) in three ways.14   

 Some children are receiving benefits through their birth parents.  

 Children adopted by relative caregivers are eligible for benefits through caregivers.  

 Other children are eligible for Social Security benefits through their relative caregivers without 
adoption because they meet all conditions listed below:   

 Their parents are either deceased or disabled;  

 Their parents are not making regular contributions to the children’s support; and 

 They began living with their caregiver(s) before age 18 and receive at least half of their 
support from caregiver(s) for a year before the caregiver becomes eligible for Social 
Security. 



3 
 

How Do Children of Color and Low-income Children Benefit from Social 
Security? 
While a child’s race and ethnicity or socioeconomic status does not affect his or her Social Security 
eligibility or benefit level, Social Security is a particularly critical source of income for children of 
color and low-income children. 

 In all, Social Security lifted 1.1 million children out of poverty in 2009.15  

 African American children are overrepresented among Social Security child beneficiaries. In 
2009, about 18 percent of children receiving survivors benefits were African American as 
contrasted with 15 percent of all children in the United States.16,17 

 

Can Children with Disabilities Also Receive SSI Benefits? 
SSI, or Supplementary Security Income, is a means-tested program for low-income seniors and 
children with severe disabilities. SSI is not part of Social Security program. Children with Disabilities 
may receive both Social Security and SSI benefits if they meet either of the conditions listed below.18  

 A child with disabilities may only qualify for Social Security benefits based on the earning 
record of his or her deceased, retired, or disabled parent. At the same time, if the child meets 
SSI’s definition of disability for children and has family income and resources within the 
eligibility limits, he or she may receive SSI benefits.19 The amount of the child’s Social 
Security benefits count toward the family income limit for his or her SSI benefits.   

 A child with disabilities who turns age 18 may qualify for both Social Security and SSI benefits 
if he or she is eligible for Social Security’s adult children disability benefits, meets SSI’s 
definition of disability for adults, and meets the income and resources eligibility requirements 
of SSI.20 The amount of the adult child’s Social Security benefits will count toward the income 
limit for his or her SSI benefits. 
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