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Overview
The elderly population is an object of growing attention 

from social scientists, doctors, and politicians.  This 
increase in attention occurred for several reasons: 

– The elderly constitute a growing portion of the 
population.

– The elderly have a wide array of government programs 
and spending devoted to them.

– The elderly are a vocal constituency who participate 
actively in voting and other activities.

– Almost everyone will be a part of this population one 
day.



Demographics
• The elderly are a growing portion of the U.S. population 

that will increase rapidly in the next 50 years. Their 
growing size and special needs make them a logical 
target for congressional attention.

Table compiled by the U.S. Administration on Aging based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau



Why the Elderly?
• There are many special populations that could 

be considered “deserving” of congressional 
attention.

• There are factors other than demographics 
involved in “shaping” what issues Congress 
considers important.

• Important to consider the historical context in 
which issues are brought to Congressional 
attention and how the population involved 
responds to the actions of the government: a 
“dynamic process.”



Incipiency Stage 
(1920-1950)

• In the 1920’s, seniors were more likely to be 
poor than the average American.  They were 
one of the populations most adversely affected 
by the Depression (Williamson et al. 1982). 

• Social Security Act of 1935
– Senior interest groups were not a major factor in the 

passing of this legislation.
– Existing groups were not large or well-organized. 
– Labor groups were largely responsible for the 

provisions that benefited retirees.



Coalescence Stage 
(1950-1980)

• Elderly activity in interest groups and politics 
were spurred by the very programs they are now 
mobilized to defend.
– Better standard of living
– Able to retire
– Live independently
– They now had “something to lose”

• Large wave of organizations founded in the 
1970s and continue to exist today.
– They continue to thrive by actively recruiting 

members, lobbying Congress on new proposals, and 
offering products and services to their members.



The Institutional Stage 
(1980-2000)

• Seniors have successfully fought to keep and increase 
their benefits, through both organizations and political 
pressure.  

• Government is responsive to political pressure by 
seniors and organizations representing senior interest, 
such as AARP.

• All age groups exhibit strong support for Social Security 
and elderly issues, increasing their legitimacy.

• Expansion of specific government agencies designed to 
manage senior programs and provide information to 
Congress and the public concerning the elderly.  These 
include the Administration on Aging (AoA) and the Social 
Security Administration (SSA).



Historical Timeline

• 1935 – Social Security Act
• 1940 – 1st Social Security Payments made
• 1947– Founding of AARP (formerly NRTA)
• 1961 – White House Conference on Aging
• 1965 – Older Americans Act

Medicare
Administration on Aging Founded

• 1974 – House special committee on aging
• 1981 – Reagan proposes benefit cuts
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Theoretical Model (1950-2000)
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Data & Methods
• Elderly Population Size

– Percent of population 65+ 
– U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstracts

• Political Participation
– Percent of those who voted who were 65+
– National Election Studies

• Interest Group Mobilization
– Subject headings “aging,” “retirees,” “retirement,” and 

“social security”
– Encyclopedia of Associations (every 10 years)



Data & Methods
• Media Attention

– Keywords: “age discrimination” and (“social security” or aged or
elderly or senior*)

– NY Times Historical
• Budget

– Includes Medicare, Social Security, and general retirement 
insurance

– Agendas Project
• Social Security Benefits

– Annual Statistical Supplement to the Social Security Bulletin
• Congressional Attention

– Data adapted from Baumgartner & Mahoney (2003) from the 
Agendas Project



Congressional Hearings and Percent of 
Population who are 65+
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Data from the U.S. Census Bureau and the Agendas Project.



Congressional Hearings and Proportion of Voters 65+
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Congressional Hearings on Elderly Issues and AARP 
Membership
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Congressional Hearings and Value of Social Security 
Benefits
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Congressional Hearings on Elderly Issues and 
Senior Organization Foundings
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Congressional Hearings on Elderly 
Issues and Senior Organizational 

Density
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The organizations were separated into professional/membership and DC-based/non-DC.  
There were no large differences in these trends.

Congressional Hearings and Density of DC 
Organizations
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Congressional Hearings and Non-DC Density

0
20
40
60
80

100
120

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Year

No
n-

DC
 D

en
si

ty

0

20

40

60

80

He
ar

in
gs

Non-DC Hearings



Congressional Hearings and Professional 
Density
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Congressional Hearings and Membership Density
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Key Terms Used to Assess Media Attention to 
Elderly Issues
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Congressional Hearings and Media Attention to Elderly 
Issues
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Congressional Hearings and Budget
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Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).**. 

Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).*. 
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Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).**. 

Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).*. 



Model Summary
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Model Summary
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Dependent Variable: AVGHEARa. 



Model Summary
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Findings
• Independent and dependent variables are highly 

correlated. All trends increased over time. 
• In most cases it appears that congressional attention 

preceded growth in other areas.  However, from the 
1947-present data, it seems that models fit better for 
predicting AARP membership than for hearings.  (This is 
likely a feature of the data, rather than an actual finding).

• Congress knows that its actions are being carefully 
monitored.  Some of the effects of interest groups may 
not even be empirically detectable. 

• Case studies show that congressional activity is directly 
affected by interest groups.



Case Study: AARP vs. Reagan
• AARP founded in 1947 as retired 

teachers association.
• 1958 expanded benefits to all 

occupations
• Presently has about 1,200 staff 

members at Washington 
headquarters, and 3,600 state 
and local groups. 

• In 1984 AARP received $86 
million in federal grants to run job 
training programs for seniors.

• Although it presents its image as 
simply an organization that 
provides social programs and 
services to seniors, it has a 
strong and effective lobbying 
voice in Washington.



AARP vs. Reagan
• AARP provides “non-partisan” 

information to seniors via bulletins 
that place an emphasis on how 
representatives will handle senior-
related issues.

• Congressional representatives are 
aware of the power AARP has to 
influence senior voters.

• AARP has strong recruiting 
processes.  These ensure that AARP 
always has an enormous 
membership base, despite high 
turnover.

• Studies show that members of AARP 
are more likely to contact elected 
officials about social security 
(Citizens Participation Study).



AARP vs. Reagan, May 1981
• Pronounced unemployment and high inflation.
• Reagan administration proposed cutting 

benefits for early retirees and reducing benefit 
growths for future retirees.  

• A coalition of 125 interest groups, led by 
AARP, formed Save our Social Security (SOS) 
to fight the cuts. 

• Extreme lobbying and political pressure, 
focusing on how elderly constituents would 
respond.  

• The groups also mobilized their participants, 
and there was a huge surge in letter-writing to 
Congress during that time.  

• Both houses of Congress passed resolutions 
that denounced the Reagan administration’s 
proposals



Conclusions
• Growing pessimism about the future 

of social security and other 
retirement programs.

• This research finds wide support for 
these programs among both seniors 
and non-seniors.  

• Political influence of senior rights 
movement and the mobilization of 
the elderly make it unlikely that any 
reforms to social security will 
drastically harm the quality of life 
that most seniors presently enjoy.

• Not all aspects of aging are as 
“rosy” as they sound.  Healthcare is 
a particularly troubling issue that 
many seniors struggle with.   
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