Meaning of the Social
Security Number*

One of the most urgent tasks following passage of the
Social Security Act in 1935 was to devise a method for
uniquely identifying the earnings records for the mil-
lions of persons covered by the new law. Since entitle-
ment to Social Security and the benefit amount were to
be determined from a person’s earnings over many
years, a method was needed for maintaining permanent
and accurate earnings records for each person working
in employment covered by the Social Security program.
The Social Security number was developed for this pur-
pose.

The Social Security number (SSN) consists of nine
digits divided into three parts, with each part usually
separated by a hyphen:

XXXX
Serial number

XXX - XX -

Areanumber  Group number
This unique configuration, plus the fact that an SSN is
used for many purposes besides employment (income
tax returns, bank accounts, drivers’ licenses, and so
forth), makes the number easily recognizable. Although
most people believe that each part of the number has a
special significance, few know what that significance is.

Until 1972, the area number indicated the location
(State, territory, or possession) of the Social Security of-
fice that issued the number. When the Social Security
numbering system was developed, one or more area
numbers were allocated to each State based on the
anticipated number of issuances in the State (table 1).
Because an individual could apply for an SSN at any So-
cial Security office, the area code did not necessarily
indicate where the person lived or worked. Since 1972,
the Social Security Administration has been issuing
SSN’s centrally from its headquarters in Baltimore. The
area code now indicates the person’s State of residence
as shown on the SSN application.

There are several exceptions to these rules. Before
1964, area numbers 700-728 were assigned by the Rail-
road Retirement Board to workers covered by the Rail-
road Retirement Act.! Area number 586 is divided
among American Samoa, Guam, the Philippines, and
Americans employed abroad by American employers
and, from 1975 to 1979, it was also used for Indochinese
refugees. Area number 580 is assigned to persons apply-
ing in Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands.

* By Erma Barron and Felix Bamberger, Division of OASDI Statis-
tics, Office of Research and Statistics, Office of Policy, Social Securi-
ty Administration.

! Virtually all railroad workers had been assigned SSN’s by 1964;
therefore there no longer was a need to have a separate numbering sys-
tem.

Table 1.—Assignment of area numbers by State

State Area number
Alabama ...................... 416-424
Alaska ....... ... .. o 574
AmericanSamoa ................ 586 (group numbers 20-28)
Arizona .......... e ee o 526-527,1 600-601
Arkansas .......... 000, 429-432
California ..................... 545-573, 1 602-626
Colorado . ..................... 521-524
Connecticut .. ......oouvnvnvnn.. 040-049
Delaware .................... L221-222
District of Columbia ............. 577-579
Florida........................ 261-267, 2 589-595
Georgia ... e 252-260
Guam........coiiiiiii, 586 (group numbers 01-18)
Hawaii........................ 575-576
Idaho........... ... ... ... ... 518-519
Minois ........................ 318-361
Indiana........................ 303-317
lowa....... ... o L, 478-485
Kansas .................. ... ... 509-515
Kentucky ... 400-407
Louisiana...................... 433-439
Maine. ........ ... ... .. ... . ... 004-007
Maryland...................... 212-220
Massachusetts .................. 010-034
Michigan . ..................... 362-386
Minnesota ..................... 468-477
Mississippi . ... ... i 425-428, 587, 1 588
Missouri.......... v, 486-500
Montana ...................... 516-517
Nebraska ...................... 505-508
Nevada........................ 530
New Hampshire ................. 001-003
New Jersey...........ooiviu.n., 135-158
New Mexico.................... 525 and 58§
NewYork...................... 050-134
North Carolina. .. ............... 237-246, 232 (group number 30)
NorthDakota................... 501-502
Ohio. ..., 268-302
Oklahoma ..................... 440-448
Oregon.........oovuvniinninn., 540-544
Pennsylvania .. ................. 159-211
PuertoRico .................... 580 (group number 20), 581-584,

1 596-599

Rhodelsiand ................... 035-039
SouthCarolina. ................. 247-251
SouthDakota................... 503-504
Tennessee...................... 408-415
Texas . ..o i 449-467
Utah........... ... ... 0.0, 528-529
Vermont. .......c..coivvinnn.. 008-009
Virginia . ........ ... .. 0., 223-231
Virginlslands. . ................. 580 (group numbers 01-18)
Washington . ................... 531-539
West Virginia................... 232-236 (except group number 30)
Wisconsin. . ..., 387-399
Wyoming . ..., 520
Railroad Retirement Board ........ 700-728
Outside United States. . ........... 586 (group numbers 30-58 and 60-78)

! Area number(s) assigned for future use. Arizona is expected to start using
the new series in 1982, California in 1988, Mississippi in 2002, and Puerto Rico
in 1983.

21n 1980, Florida used up its initial area allotments and a new series
(589-595) was assigned.

3 Refers to SSN’s assigned to Americans residing abroad and empioyed by
American employers.
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The group number has no special geographic or data
significance. It is used to break the numbers into blocks
of convenient size for SSA’s processing operations and
for controlling the assignments to the States.

The last four digits, the serial number, represent a
numerical series from 0001 to 9999 within each group.
The order in which the SSN’s are issued is as follows:
For each area number, the group number follows an
odd and even sequence starting with odd numbers 01 to
09, even numbers 10 to 98, even numbers 02 to 08, and
finally odd numbers 11 to 99. The serial number begins
with 0001 and continues in sequence,? except every fifth

2 For all practical purposes, the serial numbers are random. The use
of numbers from the 2000 and 7000 series for every fifth issuance per-
mits scientific sampling of workers and beneficiaries. For example, see

Warren Buckler and Creston Smith, *“The Continuous Work History

Sample: Description and Contents,”” Economic and Demographic
Statistics: Selected Papers Given at the 1980 Annual Meeting of the
American Statistical Association in Houston, Texas, November 1980.

SSN is given a serial number from the series 2001-2999
and 7001-7999. The last three serial numbers issued are
9998, 9999, and 7999. Serial number 0000 is never used.
Each State goes through all of its area numbers with
group number 01 and serial numbers 0001-9999 and
7999 before using group number 03. Thus, 989,901
SSN’s can be issued for each area number.

The 9-digit number provides the capacity for assign-
ing nearly 1 billion SSN’s. To date, approximately 277
million numbers have been issued, leaving about 75 per-
cent still available. Only Florida has used up its original
allotment. Several other States (Arizona, California,
and Mississippi), and Puerto Rico are expected to ex-
haust their original allotment within the next 2 decades.
Additional area numbers have been designated for these
locations. About 5-7 million new numbers are issued
each year, but even at this rate there will be sufficient
numbers available for several generations to come.
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