
SIX MONTHS O F S T A T E M E R I T S Y S T E M P R O G R E S S 
A L B E R T H . ARONSON* 

* Chief, State T e c h n i c a l A d v i s o r y Service Office o f the Executive D i r e c t o r . 

T H E A M E N D M E N T S T O T H E Social Security A c t 
requiring the establishment and maintenance of 
personnel standards on a mer i t basis i n State 
social security agencies became effective on J a n u ­
ary 1, 1 9 4 0 . D u r i n g the fol lowing 6 months, i t 
may be said, the State public assistance and em­
ployment security agencies took notable steps 
toward the establishment of sound career systems 
for their personnel. I t is too early to speak of 
achievement, b u t the State administrators have 
laid the foundation for such achievement. The 
dual funct ion of the Federal Government i n set­
ting f o r t h standards and offering consultative 
services should not obscure the fact t h a t the sys­
tems are State administered and t h a t the prog­
ress is a t t r ibutab le to State action. M a n y of 
the State agencies were already operating under 
State civil-service laws or under administrat ive 
merit systems when the Social Security A c t was 
amended to provide for mer i t standards. I n some 
of these States the amendments direct ly s t i m u ­
lated the extension and improvement of the sys­
tems. M o s t of the State welfare departments, 
however, had not previously had mer i t rules and 
regulations for the selection of their personnel. 
The problems connected w i t h programs adminis­
tered at the county level, and i n many cases 
through county welfare departments, complicated 
the adopt ion of mer i t standards; and the State 
and local boards and administrators had the task 
of developing, a t the county as well as the State 
level, understanding of the new requirements 
under the Social Security A c t and of the elements 
of sound merit-system adminis trat ion . 

After the enactment of the m e r i t amendments i n 
August 1 9 3 9 , the Social Security Board spent some 
time developing a statement of personnel s tand­
ards under the act, consulting w i t h various inter ­
ested groups inc luding State welfare and employ­
ment security administrators . This statement of 
standards, issued on November 1, 1 9 3 9 , embodies 
basic principles for the establishment of m e r i t 
systems. The standards are rather general i n 
language and leave many opt ional points for 
determination by the State agencies i n their 

rules and regulations. The Board statement does, 
however, outl ine the requisites of a m e r i t p lan , 
along t rad i t i ona l civil-service lines b u t adapted to 
the needs of the employment security and public 
assistance agencies. The standards provide t h a t , 
i n the States where there is no t a State-wide c i v i l -
service system, the State agencies should adopt 
rules and regulations for the adminis trat ion of the 
m e r i t system. The general supervision of the 
system is to be placed under a merit -system 
council , an i m p a r t i a l body of citizens appointed 
by the part i c ipat ing agencies or by the Governor 
on recommendation of the agencies. This council 
is to develop public support and understanding of 
the m e r i t system and to consider the general 
problems of interpretat ion and relations invo lved 
i n assuring applicants and employees of the 
agencies f u l l and fair t reatment under the rules 
and regulations. Ac tua l administrat ion of the 
examining program i n each State is to be the 
responsibil ity of a merit -system supervisor. 

I t was recommended, b u t no t required, t h a t a 
single State m e r i t system serve b o t h the employ­
ment security and the public assistance agencies. 
M o s t of the mer i t systems established dur ing the 
6 months ' period have been established as j o i n t 
systems for those departments, and i n many cases 
the systems also include the heal th departments 
administering programs under the Social Security 
A c t supervised by the Children's Bureau and the 
Public H e a l t h Service. 

The Social Security Board recognized the im­
possibil ity of hav ing m e r i t systems i n f u l l opera­
t ion by January 1, 1 9 4 0 . The Board , therefore, 
required by t h a t date only the legal m i n i m u m 
which could be considered as compliance w i t h the 
provisions of the Social Security A c t as amended. 
The States were asked to adopt rules establishing 
the basic framework of the system i n accordance 
w i t h the standards or, i f th is were no t feasible, to 
adopt the principles embodied i n the standards and 
to indicate i n a schedule when the rules were to be 
adopted and the subsequent steps to be taken to i m ­
plement them. The schedules were to be worked 
out by each State i n the l i g h t of local conditions. 

The legal necessity for action by the States i n 
compliance w i t h the amendments so t h a t the 



Board could cert i fy grants after January 1 9 4 0 
l e f t b u t a short period for negotiations after the 
issuance of the standards and d i d not permit the 
deliberate consideration which bo th Federal and 
State officials would have preferred. A l l the 
States accepted the standards under the act, and 
b y J u l y 1, 1 9 4 0 , the i n i t i a l drafts of rules and 
regulations had been completed i n pract ical ly a l l 
States; i n most of them, rules i n conformity w i t h 
the standards had been approved and the actual 
insta l la t ion of the mer i t system i n i t i a t e d . 

As permi t ted under the standards, most of the 
States, i n their regulations, elected to give two 
types of preferences to employees appointed pr ior 
t o the adoption of the standards. These prefer­
ences are a waiver of the m i n i m u m qualifications 
of education and experience for admission to 
examinations, and a s t ipu lat ion t h a t such em­
ployees m a y be retained i f they receive merely a 
passing m a r k on the examinations; they are no t 
required to place at the top of the eligible l i s t . 
A few States, however, elected to have open com­
pet i t i on for incumbents on the theory t h a t i f the 
incumbents w i t h the benefit of their experience 
could n o t prove themselves to be better t h a n 
other applicants they were no t ent i t led to reten­
t i o n as against such applicants. T w o types of 
reactions t oward the qua l i fy ing examinations 
developed. Some employees, inc luding m a n y 
who had been serving satisfactori ly for a long 
period of t ime , objected to the necessity of demon­
s t ra t ing their qualifications i n an examination. 
T h i s objection was based p a r t l y on the fear t h a t 
such examinations wou ld no t be practical and a 
fa ir test of the ir qualif ications for the job . There 
was also some apprehension t h a t even a pract ical , 
v a l i d test m i g h t b r i n g the employee into jeopardy 
d u r i n g the period of probat ion i f the State, as i t 
m i g h t , elected to have incumbents serve a new 
probat ionary period. O n the other hand , there 
was some evidence of protest against the qua l i f y ­
i n g examinations as favor ing a part i cular group of 
" i n s " and of advocacy of open compet i t ion to 
p e r m i t a larger proport ion of persons n o t i n t h a t 
group to ob ta in positions b y a t ta in ing places a t 
the top of an eligible l i s t . 

Questions concerning the establishment of 
appeals procedures for employees on dismissal 
arose i n a number of States. M o s t States elected 
t o have an appeal t o the merit -system council , 
w i t h the council exercising recommendatory powers 

only. I n a number of States, the employee 
unions proposed t h a t power be given the appellate 
body to reinstate employees after a hearing. In 
general, the employee unions crit icized the Board's 
standards and the rules and regulations of the 
States as not containing sufficient assurance of 
m e r i t adminis trat ion on a s t r i c t basis. 

I n some instances, questions also arose con­
cerning the certi f ication of eligibles. The Board 
took the posit ion t h a t appointments should be 
made f r om certif ication of the three highest eligi­
bles, a l though, i n accordance w i t h this rule, 
certi f ication m i g h t be made on a county or district 
basis for positions i n the local offices. The 
certi f ication of three was based upon the prevailing 
merit -system practice. 

Another problem which arose i n a few States 
concerned recognition of the status of employees 
appointed under the mer i t system of the United 
States E m p l o y m e n t Service. The Board ruled 
t h a t , since t h a t system was a comparable merit 
system, employees who had been appointed under 
i ts regulations should not be required to take a 
new examination for their positions. 

The m e r i t councils appointed i n the various 
States seem of an almost un i f o rmly high caliber. 
I n most States distinguished civic leaders were 
selected, prominent i n the c o m m u n i t y and success­
f u l i n the ir own fields of work . I n the appoint ­
ment of merit-system supervisors, most of the 
States found a more di f f icult problem because of 
the lack of persons w i t h experience i n mer i t -
system adminis trat ion . The most usual recruit ing 
field for merit-system supervisors was the State col­
leges and universities, where persons w i t h academic 
backgrounds i n tests and measurements and public 
administrat ion m i g h t be found. I n States where 
merit -system staffs to assist the supervisors are 
needed, they are being selected from existing 
registers or ponding examination under mer i t rules. 

D u r i n g these 6 months m a n y States made prog­
ress i n the analysis of their positions and the de­
velopment of classification plans. As a basis for 
other personnel actions these plans establish classes 
of positions which involve l ike duties and call for 
l ike qualifications. The m i n i m u m qualifications 
i n such plans must be realistic and designed to 
a d m i t to the examinations only applicants w i t h a 
reasonable chance of passing. These qualifica­
tions are set by the State agencies i n terms of 
local conditions and the supply of qualified appl i ­



cants. The development of classification and 
compensation plans which m a y be applicable to 
the county set-ups as well as to the State staffs 
calls for cooperation of officials at bo th levels of 
government. 

The most i m p o r t a n t problems w i t h respect to 
the administrat ion of the mer i t system relate to 
the adequate planning, construction, and conduct 
of examinations. A m e r i t system, being based 
upon the principle of compet i t ion and selection of 
the best, cannot succeed unless i t meets these 
problems. One of the dangers is t h a t the exam­
ination program w i l l be rushed before adequate 
preparations are made. The anxiety of the pres­
ent staff to be qualified and receive f u l l m e r i t 
status is one of the factors i n the impetus t oward 
undue haste w i t h respect to examinations. 

I n constructing examinations, many States w i l l 
be faced w i t h di f f iculty i n obtaining persons who 
have adequate t ra in ing and practical experience 
with relat ion to the jobs i n the agency as wel l as 
those w i t h knowledge of test techniques. The i n ­
cumbents of the jobs w i l l not , of course, be able 
to participate in preparing examinations for t h e m ­
selves and their fellow workers ; and often there 
will be few, i f any, other persons i n the State w i t h 
a knowledge of the practical problems of State 
public assistance and employment security agen­
cies. The Social Security Board has prepared cer­
tain sample examination materials which are made 
available to State merit-system agencies on con­
dition t h a t the materials arc adequately reviewed 
and adapted i n the State and t h a t other measures 
are taken i n the State to relate the examinations 
to the part icular conditions and positions i n the 
State and to make them in every sense State, 
rather than Federal, examinations. I n r a t i n g 
training and experience and i n conducting oral ex­
aminations, likewise, the necessity for consultants 
who know the field of work is apparent ; and the 
supervisors of examinations have been advised to 
confer w i t h appropriate professional groups to 
obtain qualified assistance. 

To the extent of i t s resources, the Board has 
made available technical assistance i n the develop­
ment and instal lat ion of classification plans and 
the planning of the examination programs. T h e 
technical staff available for this service is rela­
tively small i n relation to the problem and the 
number of States asking for consultation, and 
assistance has often had to be deferred. 

The American Public Welfare Association, the 
N a t i o n a l C i v i l Service Reform League, and the 
C i v i l Service Assembly have been much interested 
i n the development of the m e r i t systems under 
the Social Security A c t and have advised 
w i t h State administrators and merit-system 
councils and supervisors on the problems w i t h 
which they are confronted. The League of 
Women Voters and the Junior Chamber of 
Commerce, which have nat ional programs sup­
por t ing m e r i t systems, have been instrumenta l i n 
many States i n obta in ing public support and 
understanding, and other civic organizations have 
also been helpful . 

One of the byproducts of the m e r i t system is 
better understanding of and increased confidence 
i n the administrat ion of the public assistance and 
employment security programs. The establish­
ment of a career system w i l l fur ther assist the 
operating agencies i n the attainment of other 
objectives, no t on ly by assuring selection on a 
m e r i t basis and the retent ion of qualified personnel 
b u t also b y releasing administrat ive heads f r om 
pressure of job seekers and b y promot ing sound 
public appreciation of the programs. 

A m o n g the administrat ive problems whi ch w i l l 
have to be faced after the i n i t i a l insta l lat ion of 
the m e r i t system w i l l be to develop an adequate 
service-rating system, to make effective the pro ­
bat ional period for appointees, and to establish a 
sound system, of promotions and orderly and fa ir 
procedures for handl ing reductions of force, dis ­
missals, and appeals. Whi le these matters have 
received some at tent ion i n the rules and regula­
tions adopted, the administrat ive agencies have 
had to defer, i n most instances, the development 
of actual practices and procedures because of the 
urgency of the instal lat ion of the classification 
and examination programs. 

I n days of nat ional emergency, c i v i l prepared­
ness, as well as m i l i t a r y preparedness, is essential. 
The State agencies, i n developing funct ioning 
mer i t systems, are meeting the challenge of mak ing 
effective the adminis trat ion of a democracy. I f 
the promise of 6 months of progress is borne out , 
these agencies w i l l be looked to as leaders i n 
developing efficient administrat ive machinery, 
adapted to the nonpart isan personnel manage­
ment w h i c h is an integral par t of effective govern­
menta l operation geared to the i m p o r t a n t needs of 
a cr i t i ca l t i m e . 


