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Access to Social Security Number on a Death Record

From Barbara Jean Mathews <bmathewz@gmail.com>
Date Tue 7/28/2026 2:05 PM
To	DPH-Testimony, Reg (DPH) <RTestimony@MassMail.State.MA.US>

CAUTION: This email originated from a sender outside of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts mail system. Do not click on links or open attachments unless you recognize the sender and know the content is safe.
The social security numbers of living people are and should remain private and uncompromised. This is not true for the dead.

The social security numbers for dead people must be "burned" and rendered incapable of receiving government payments, being claimed as dependents in submitted tax returns, or being used to obtain credit.

In December 2012, a compromise federal budget bill for 2013 was signed. It blocked the release of social security numbers of the dead for a period of three years after death. Where the federal government had previously permitted social security numbers to become public immediately on death, access to the numbers of the newly dead was limited to those companies which could justify a financial need, such as insurance companies. They were given access to the Limited Death Master File for the short-term three-year period.

During that initial three-year period, the federal government burns the social security number. The IRS stops returns claiming the dead as dependents by using the Do Not Pay file that flags the numbers of the newly dead. The Social Security Administration generally claws the last payment back from bank accounts within the first month.
Other agencies in the federal government implement stops on these numbers. Meanwhile, other processes take place. Probate and other financial functions are completed. Insurance companies identify the dead and process insurance claims. Protections are all in place in three years. Then the number becomes public knowledge.

My organization has two main points of feedback for 1105 CMR 304.0.
· The social security numbers only remain private for the first three years. Obscuring them afterwards is unnecessary. At that time, they are by federal
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policy public information.

· The regulations as written do not explain how the obscuration is to be completed. In fact, the text is so open that a town clerk might feel compelled to close a death record for decades because the social security number is on it. These regulations should include implementation information as well as the three-year time limit.
The Massachusetts Genealogical Council represents sixteen genealogy and historical societies in the Commonwealth encompassing thousands of genealogists. Access to vital records has remained open since the law of 1630 was implemented in 1641.

Yours, Barbara Mathews, CG Emeritus, FASG Civil Records Director
Massachusetts Genealogical Council PO Box 594
North Easton, Massachusetts 02356 https://www.massgencouncil.org/

--
Barbara J. Mathews, CG® Emeritus, FASG 975 Massachusetts Ave Apt 301
Arlington, MA 02476-4544
Cell 781-424-1467
www.DemandingGenealogist.com
Certified Genealogist is a credential from the Board for Certification of Genealogists, Washington, DC. FASG is a fellowship awarded by the American Society of Genealogists.
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