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Congress Should Renew the $250 One-time Payment for Social 

Security Beneficiaries  

Background  
 

In May 2009, as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (Recovery 
Act), over 50 million Social Security beneficiaries received a one-time payment of 
$250. The intent of this payment was twofold. First, the payment was intended to 
offer financial assistance given that beneficiaries received no cost-of-living 
adjustment (COLA), and second, to spur the economy through spending by Social 
Security recipients. There was no income cap on eligibility for the payment.  
 

Payments were made directly to all recipients without action by individuals or 
states– at a total cost of $13 billion. In addition, certain federal and state retirees 
not eligible for Social Security benefits were eligible to receive the refundable $250 
Government Retiree Credit (GRC) on their 2009 taxes.  
 

Source: The Economic Impact Of The American Recovery And Reinvestment Act Of 2009: Third 
Quarterly Report, Executive Office Of The President, Council Of Economic Advisers (page 20); One-
Time Economic Recovery Payment, Social Security Administration; Down-Payment on Economic 
Recovery: Why Temporary Payments to Social Security and Supplemental Security Income Recipients 
Are Effective Stimulus, Economic Policy Institute  
 

Recovery Impact 
 

According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, the anti-poverty effects of 
the Recovery Act for seniors came largely from two provisions: the $250 payment 
to Social Security beneficiaries, which kept nearly 350,000 seniors above the federal 
poverty line and an increase in SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, 
formerly Food Stamps) benefits, which helped keep over 100,000 seniors above the 
poverty line. 
 

Other reports indicate that the one-time payment had less impact on a household’s 
purchases than a longer-lasting change to disposable income would because a one-
time payment has less effect on total lifetime disposable income. The Council of 
Economic Advisors’ third report to Congress on the Recovery Act addressed the 
Act’s impact on disposable personal income. At the time, the data estimated that 
Recovery Act transfer payments and tax cuts that went directly to households 
raised disposable income by $139 billion, 10% of which was attributable to the $250 
one-time payment. The data further indicates that absent the family financial 
assistance provisions of the Recovery Act, real disposable incomes would have 
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fallen throughout 2009. 
 

Sources: Stimulus Keeping 6 Million Americans Out of Poverty in 2009, Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities; The Economic Impact Of The American Recovery And Reinvestment Act Of 2009: Third 
Quarterly Report, Executive Office Of The President, Council Of Economic Advisers (page 23-24)    

 

State Impact 
 

States widely promoted the delivery of the $250 check for beneficiaries as well as 
the relationship to other provisions in the Recovery Act. For example, those who 
received the one-time payment and worked during the year were affected through 
the Making Work Pay Tax Credit. Those who claimed this credit had to reduce the 
claim by the amount of the one-time payment. The one-time payment was required 
to be reported as an Economic Recovery Payment to the IRS when filing taxes.    
 

Many advocates released statements on the importance of the one-time payment:  
 

"For the millions of seniors who rely upon Social Security as their only source of 
income, and millions more who rely upon it for at least half of their income, a one-
time payment to make up for the lack of a COLA is not a luxury, it's a necessity."  
- Former Congresswoman Barbara B. Kennelly, President and CEO of the National 
Committee to Preserve Social Security and Medicare 
 

“Seniors are struggling to get by. $250 may not seem like much on Wall Street, but 
to retirees on Main Street it could be what allows them to pay their electric bill or 
buy groceries. We must make sure Social Security meets today's basic needs." 
- Edward F. Coyle, Executive Director of the Alliance for Retired Americans 
 

According to WOW’s Elder Economic Security Standard™ Index (Elder Index), the 
average Social Security benefit for women is $12,526. The one-time payment would 
provide a 2% increase to her income for the year. The $250 payment is equal to 
almost 10% of annual food costs and almost 9% of annual health care expenses, 
according to the Elder Index. 

Sources: The Making Work Pay Tax Credit, Internal Revenue Service; One-Time Economic Recovery 
Payments, Social Security Administration; Chairman Pomeroy Introduces the Seniors Protection Act 
of 2010, House Committee on Ways and Means; The Elder Economic Security Standard Index, Wider 
Opportunities for Women 
 

When the Funding Expires 
 

Aside from the one-time payment made in 2009, the Recovery Act makes no 
funding available for additional one-time payments. In 2010, however, Social 
Security beneficiaries did not receive a cost-of-living increase due to a fall in 
consumer prices in 2009. In addition, COLA increases in 2011 will not occur, making 
it the second year in a row without an increase. Projections for an increase in 2012 
are also unlikely. As a result, many have proposed to extend the Recovery Act 
provisions and make an additional one-time payment to Social Security recipients: 
 

On the heels of learning that seniors would not obtain a COLA, the White House 
released a fact sheet outlining the major impact to beneficiaries on another one-
time payment. According to the White House:   

57 million people would benefit. These include 49 million Social Security 
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beneficiaries; 5 million Supplemental Security Income (SSI) beneficiaries; 2 million 
veterans benefit recipients; a half million railroad retirement and disability 
beneficiaries; and also about 1 million public-employee retirees not entitled to any 
of the previous benefits.  

The benefit would be $250 – or equivalent to a 2 percent increase in benefits for 
the average Social Security retiree beneficiary. Under the rules, no person could 
"double dip" and receive a $250 Economic Recovery Payment through more than 
one program. Nor could they receive both an Economic Recovery Payment and the 
Making Work Pay tax credit.  

The total cost of the proposal would be $13 billion – and would not hurt the 
solvency of Social Security. The President is committed to ensuring that the $13 
billion cost of the proposal does not reduce the solvency of Social Security or other 
social insurance programs.  

The payment would extend an effective relief program. To date, Recovery Act 
payments have been made to 55 million people, including seniors, veterans and 
people with disabilities and totaled about $13 billion. Most of the checks were 
mailed in May 2009.  

Sources: President Obama Calls on Congress to Extend Economic Recovery Payment for 2010, the 
White House; The Effect of No Social Security COLA on Medicare Part B Premiums, Congressional 
Research Service 

Take Action 
 
An effort is underway to ensure that Social Security beneficiaries receive a one-time 
payment of $250 in 2011 to help them make ends meet. Rep. Earl Pomeroy (ND), 
the outgoing chair of the Ways and Means  subcommittee that oversees Social 
Security, introduced the Seniors Protection Act of 2010 (H.R. 5987), along with 84 
original cosponsors.  

Speaker Nancy Pelosi (CA) said she will schedule a vote on the bill during the post-
election session of Congress beginning November 16, and the White House 
released a statement in support of the 2011 one-time payment.  

The Act provides a $250 payment to Social Security beneficiaries in 2011, similar to 
the payment from Recovery Act funds in 2010. The Act would also provide a $250 
one-time payment to retired and disabled veterans. In the Senate, the Emergency 
Senior Citizens Relief Act of 2009 (S. 1685), introduced by Senator Bernie Sanders 
(VT), would also offer one-time relief through a $250 payment. 

This one-time payment is crucial for the Social Security beneficiaries who rely on 
Social Security to make ends meet. In addition, the payment will help create 
economic growth to businesses as beneficiaries spend it. Stay tuned for ways to 
take action on advocating for the one-time payment!  

Sources: Pomeroy Introduces the Seniors Protection Act of 2010, Office of U.S. Rep. Earl Pomeroy 
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