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T H E P R O B L E M of acquiring sufficient quarters of 
coverage to achieve insured status under old-age 
and survivors insurance is of special significance 
to workers who shift between covered and non-
covered employment and who come only i n t e r m i t ­
tently under the old-age and survivors insurance 
program. 1 One of the largest groups of such 
workers is t h a t of agr icultural laborers who seek 
work in the industr ia l labor market for a par t of 
the year. Because of their low earnings i n agr i ­
culture and the seasonal character of the employ­
ment, they are forced to supplement their earnings 
by employment in industry . A t the same t ime, 
many industries draw upon the surplus of agr i ­
cultural labor to meet special needs or seasonal 
peaks of production. 

I n addit ion to this short - t ime or " s h u t t l i n g " 
movement of agr icultural workers in and out of 
covered employment, there are also the long-
time occupational changes of young agricultural 
workers who move into industry and more or less 
permanently remain there as well as the corre­
sponding movement of older workers out of indus­
try into agriculture. Since these long-t ime move­
ments cannot effectively assert themselves u n t i l 
after the program has been in operation for many 
more years, the data presented in this article are of 
necessity l imi ted to the short - t ime movement 
only. 

E l i g i b i l i t y for benefits under the old-age and 
survivors insurance program is based not only on 
the wages which a worker receives f rom covered 
employment b u t also on the d is tr ibut ion of such 
wages by calendar quarters. T o qual i fy for bene­
fits a worker must have been engaged i n covered 
employment for roughly half of the t ime, computed 
on the basis of quarters of a calendar year, since 
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1936 or since he reached age 2 1 , i f t h a t date oc­
curred after 1936. I n addit ion , i n each quarter 
for which he would c la im coverage, he must have 
received wages of at least $50. 

To throw some l i ght on the problems affecting 
agricultural laborers, an analysis was made of two 
recent surveys, one relat ing part i cu lar ly to migra ­
tory agricultural workers, the other to local sea­
sonal workers in agr i cu l ture 

The survey of migratory workers was made by 
the F a r m Security Admin is t ra t i on dur ing the 
spring and summer of 1940 i n selected problem 
areas i n New Jersey, Mich igan , V i rg in ia , N o r t h 
Carolina, South Carolina, and K e n t u c k y . F a r m ­
ing areas were selected i n which migrant workers 
concentrated and constituted problems for t h e m ­
selves and the community . I n these areas, pota­
toes, strawberries, f r u i t , berries, or t ruck were 
the pr incipal crop. I n a l l , 1,411 schedules wore 
collected on the employment experience of f a r m 
laborers. For those who reported social security 
numbers, in format ion on their wages i n covered 
employment and their insured status under the 
old-age and survivors insurance program was 
obtained from the files of the Social Security 
Board . Of the t o t a l number of schedules, 80.6 
percent, and of those w i t h social security numbers, 
91 percent, represented workers who had been i n 
the area less than 6 months. 

A l though the sample is considered to be repre­
sentative of the experience of migratory agricul­
t u r a l workers in the States selected, the fact 
should be stressed t h a t the data can be considered 
only qualifiedly representative of the experience 
of migratory workers throughout the N a t i o n . 
Certain major areas where migratory agr icultural 
workers are numerous—such as F lor ida , Cal i for ­
nia, and the West Coast i n general—were no t 
surveyed; these may differ f rom the areas sur­
veyed in the degree to which they present oppor­
tunit ies for covered employment. A d d i t i o n a l i n -



f ormat ion on migratory workers in Cal i fornia is 
now being collected. 

The second survey was conducted by the B u ­
reau of Old-Age and Survivors Insurance i n 1 0 
counties of V i rg in ia i n the summer of 1 9 4 0 . The 
counties were selected as representative of the 
i m p o r t a n t types of farming i n the State ; 2 , 0 3 9 
workers were interviewed, inc luding bo th f a r m 
operators and laborers. As i n the F S A survey, 
in format ion on those who reported social security 
numbers was supplemented w i t h mater ia l on 
wages f rom covered employment. The f a r m 
operators, migratory workers, and sharecroppers 
who were included i n the s tudy are o m i t t e d i n 
the ensuing discussion, except where otherwise 
noted, and at tent ion is focused on the experiences 
of local seasonal workers. 

Extent of Movement Between Agriculture and 
Covered Employment 

Whi le there are indications of an appreciable 
difference i n the degree to which migratory 
workers and local seasonal workers i n agriculture 
f ind their way in to covered employment, i t is 
evident f rom both surveys that a large and prob­
ably a growing proport ion of each of these two 
i m p o r t a n t groups of agr icul tural workers has been 
coming periodically under the old-age and sur­
vivors insurance program. Thus , of the migra ­
tory workers surveyed by the FSA, almost ha l f— 
4 6 percent—had earned wages i n covered em­
ployment dur ing the period 1 9 3 7 - 3 9 . The small 
group of migratory workers included in the 
V i rg in ia survey showed a similar p r o p o r t i o n — 4 4 
percent—who had spent some t ime in covered 
employment dur ing the same period. Of the 
local seasonal workers studied in V i rg in ia , 2 0 
percent had been i n covered employment dur ing 
the same period. 

The difference in the degree to which the two 
groups had entered covered employment may 
undoubtedly be a t t r i b u t e d to differences i n their 
agr i cu l tura l attachments. The migratory workers, 
w i t h an attachment to agr icultural jobs less 
stable than t h a t of local seasonal workers, are 
b y the very fact of their migrat ion brought in to a 
geographically wider range of labor markets. 
They thus come into contact w i t h a greater 
number of opportunit ies for industr ia l employ­
ment . The significant fact , however, is t h a t 
even the geographically restricted group of local 

seasonal workers who tend to remain in an area 
where they can r e t u r n to regular seasonal em­
ployment i n agriculture do f ind their way in 
off-season periods in to covered employment to 
the extent of one-fi fth of their number. 

I f the figures on these two groups are generalized 
and supplemented w i t h data on the extent to 
wh i ch regular hired hands and sharecroppers 2 en­
tered covered employment in the period consid­
ered, i t would appear t h a t more t h a n 8 0 0 , 0 0 0 of an 
estimated 4 . 5 m i l l i o n persons who are l ike ly to be 
employed annual ly in a g r i c u l t u r e 3 have become 
subject to taxat ion for old-age and survivors 
insurance since the program went into effect in 
1 9 3 7 . I n the future , i t is evident, this proport ion 
w i l l increase; even disregarding any forces which 
may operate to increase the number who find 
covered employment at any one t ime, a normal 
turn-over w i l l increase the number who find such 
employment at some t i m e . 

The data of b o t h studies indicate, moreover, a 
tendency toward increase in the number who go 
into covered employment at a part i cular time. 
Thus , of the migra tory workers in the FSA survey 
who had some wage credits in the period 1 9 3 7 - 3 9 , 
6 3 percent were reported employed in covered 
industry in 1 9 3 7 , 6 5 percent in 1 9 3 8 , and almost 
7 6 percent in 1 9 3 9 . S imi lar ly , of all agr icultural 
workers in the V i rg in ia survey—inc lud ing farm 
owners and operators, migratory workers, and 
sharecroppers, as well as local seasonal laborers— 
who had wages from covered employment , 5 6 
percent had wage credits in 1 9 3 7 , 6 0 percent in 
1 9 3 8 , and more than 7 5 percent in 1 9 3 9 . 

Though par t of this annual increase may be 
a t t r i b u t e d to a greater degree of compliance w i t h 
the provisions of the Social Security A c t on the 
p a r t of employers, i t also signif icantly coincides 
w i t h a general rise in industr ia l a c t i v i t y . T h i s 
rise has been accelerated since 1 9 3 9 and is receiv­
ing now impetus as the defense program swings 
in to operation. Should i t continue, there is 
reason to believe t h a t d irect ly or indirect ly the 
a t t rac t i on of agr icul tural workers into covered 
industr ia l employment w i l l be increased. Th i s 

2 D a t a gathered dur ing the survey in V i rg in ia indicated that regular hired 
hands and sharecroppers were less l ike ly t h a n the other groups to enter covered 
employment . A b o u t 8 percent of the regular hired hands and 10 percent of 
the sharecroppers interviewed had had wages in covered employment in the 
period studied. 

3 T h i s figure represents an estimated m a x i m u m of 4 m i l l i o n wage workers 
and a half m i l l i o n sharecroppers; some of the wage workers may spend only a 
very small part of the year in agriculture. 



attract ion w i l l be modified only to the extent t h a t 
the forces creating unemployment , underemploy­
ment, and poverty in agriculture cease to operate 
as they have i n the past. 

Should industr ia l depression set in and oppor­
tunities for industr ia l employment decline, the 
flow of agr icul tural workers in to industr ia l em­
ployment would probably d iminish . Moreover, 
the experience of the depression period of the 
1930's indicates t h a t the counter-flow f rom i n ­
dustry to subsistence agriculture w i l l increase. 
This trend would only serve to intensify the 
problem of workers shi f t ing between covered and 
noncovered employment, i n t h a t the movement 
would be away f rom covered employment and 
workers would be unable to mainta in the insured 
status they may have acquired. I t would also 
provide a basis for an increase in the general 
shutt l ing movement, since the experience of these 
persons would condition them to seek whatever 
short-t ime employment m i g h t be available in 
industry. 

Insurance Status of the Agricultural Worker 
A worker who acquires 40 quarters of coverage 

becomes fu l ly insured, i . e., he and certain of his 
dependents are eligible for benefits when he 
reaches the age of 65 and retires f rom covered 
employment, or his survivors are entit led to 
benefits whenever he dies. A worker who is not 
fu l ly insured b u t who, a t the t ime of his death, 
has acquired 6 or more quarters of coverage of the 
1 2 preceding the quarter i n which he dies, may be 
said to be a current ly insured worker, and certain 
of his survivors are eligible for survivor benefits. 
Since i n the period under consideration there are 
only 1 2 quarters, fu l l y insured status and current ly 
insured status are pract ical ly synonymous, and 
reference need only be made here to insured status 
in general. 

The findings of the two surveys indicate t h a t 
the great m a j o r i t y of the agr icultural workers 
who have been paying taxes on wages f rom 
covered employment have failed to meet require­
ments for benefits. They have, therefore, been 
contr ibut ing to a system in which they have thus 
for acquired no insurance protection. Eighty - f ive 
percent of the migratory workers who have paid 
insurance contributions on wages in covered em­
ployment and 89 percent of the local seasonal 
workers had less than 6 quarters of coverage; t h a t 

is, they failed to earn a t least $50 i n each of 6 or 
more of the 12 quarters dur ing 1937-39. 4 

There are several basic factors wh i ch account 
for the re lat ively disadvantageous position of 
agr icultural workers who are engaged i n t e r m i t ­
t e n t l y i n employments covered b y the present 
old-age and survivors insurance program. I n the 
f irst place, many fa i l to achieve the required 
number of quarters of coverage. Th i s fai lure is 
due in p a r t to the dovetai l ing of their w o r k i n 
covered employment w i t h work i n agriculture, 
wh i ch of itself tends to a seasonal concentration 
of their taxable wages; or, even i f they are available 
for covered employment i n a sufficient number of 
quarters, there are frequently no jobs available 
for them. I n the second place, m a n y who do 
succeed i n acquiring covered employment in a 
sufficient number of quarters, fa i l to meet the 
requirement of $50 i n wages in a sufficient number 
of quarters. 

T o acquire quarters of coverage dur ing 1938-39 5 

a t a rate to provide insured status i n the future , 
each worker would have had to earn $50 or more i n 
taxable wages i n a t least 4 of the 8 possible quarters. 
B u t 58 percent of the migratory workers and nearly 
68 percent of the local seasonal workers who had 
some such employment were i n covered employ­
ment for less than 4 quarters. Furthermore , the 
m a j o r i t y failed, because of their low wages i n these 
periods, to accumulate oven 1 quarter of coverage. 

Of the remaining 42 percent of migra tory w o r k ­
ers and approximately 33 percent of local seasonal 
workers who had covered employment dur ing 4 
or more quarters, less than half received as much 
as $50 in each of 4 quarters and about 15 percent 
d id no t earn as m uch as $50 i n any quarter . 

The adverse effect of insufficient and poorly 
d is t r ibuted wage earnings on the posit ion of these 
workers under the present insurance system may 
be i l lustrated i n another fashion. Three hundred 
dollars was the m i n i m u m amount which, i f 
properly d istr ibuted on a quarter ly basis through-

4 I t is notable, t h a t , as a recent sample s tudy of social security records re-
veals, a substantial number of a l l workers who have been contr ibut ing on 
their wages under the act have so far not earned insured status. The group 
of agricultural employees here considered accounts for a p a r t of this large 
group. The failure of others to acquire insured status is traceable to shi f t ing 
between covered employment and noncovered occupations other t h a n 
agriculture or to unemployment , underemployment, or irregular participa-
t ion i n the labor market (students, housewives, and so f or th ) . 

5 For t h i s specific comparison a 2-year period is used, instead of the 3-year 
period 1937-39, since, as a result of report ing procedures i n effect for 1937, the 
records of the Social Security Board do not permit analysis of the quarters 
of entrance into covered employment in t h a t year. 



out the period 1937-39, would have enabled a 
worker to obta in insured status in the period. 
M o r e than 67 percent of the seasonal local laborers, 
and approximately the same proport ion of the 
m i g r a t o r y workers, earned less than $300 in 
taxable wages i n this 3-year period. I n addi t ion , 
m a n y who earned more than this amount failed 
to acquire insured status because their earnings 
wore concentrated i n too few quarters. A b o u t 
20 percent of the seasonal local laborers and 18 
percent of the migratory workers w i t h some 
covered employment received and paid taxes on 
more than $300 i n this period b u t failed to acquire 
insured status. 

There is l i t t l e basis for expecting t h a t many 
individuals i n the group here studied w i l l ever 
acquire fu l ly or permanently insured status 
through the accumulation of 40 quarters of cover­
age. I n the 2 years 1938-39, 36 percent of the 
migratory workers and 35 percent of the local 
seasonal workers acquired no quarters of coverage. 
The average rate of acquisition of quarters of 
coverage for bo th of the classes surveyed was 
less than 1 quarter a year. A t this rate , i t would 
take 40 years to accumulate 40 quarters of cover-
age. Since more than half of these workers 
are already over 30 years of age and more t h a n a 
t h i r d are over 40 years, i t is obvious t h a t few 
w i l l be able to benefit by the 40-quarter pro ­
vision unless there is radical change i n bo th the 
amount of their covered employment and their 
present wage levels. 

Summary 
I n the normal course of their work ing lives, 

large numbers of migratory agr icultural workers 
and local seasonal workers i n t e r m i t t e n t l y obta in 
work i n covered employment. Under the present 

provisions of the Social Security Ac t , they are 
automatical ly subject to payment of contributions 
to the social insurance system w i t h respect to 
their earnings i n such employment. However, 
many of these workers fa i l to acquire e l ig ib i l i ty for 
benefits under the present provisions of the act 
because of their low rates of pay and the l imi ted 
and sporadic amounts of time they spend i n such 
employment. Of every 100 agr icultural workers 
in the samples studied who had contr ibuted to the 
system on their taxable wages, only about 10 to 15 
received insurance protect ion. T h i s proport ion , 
i t must be remembered, relates only to the agricul­
t u r a l workers who entered covered employment. 
I t represents only about 2 percent of a l l agr icul tural 
workers i n the two samples. 

The effect of the current increase i n industr ia l 
employment, part i cu lar ly under the s t imulat ion 
of the expanding defense program, is di f f icult to 
evaluate. I t m a y operate advantageously for 
workers who have oppor tun i ty for greater and 
more continuous covered employment ; i t may, on 
the other hand, intensify the problem i f i t increases 
the volume of workers who work too short periods 
to acquire insured status. Economic conditions 
are constantly creating a surplus of workers who, 
unemployed or underemployed i n agriculture, are 
on the lookout for industr ia l employment. T o the 
extent that these groups cannot be immediately 
and completely absorbed b y expanding industries, 
to the extent t h a t they obtain only i n t e r m i t t e n t 
or low-paid employment, they w i l l as a group con­
tinue to make contributions to an insurance sys­
tem from which they may expect no protection in 
r e t u r n . The i r problem could be met only by a 
system of extended coverage which would permi t 
basing the payment of benefits on wages from both 
agriculture and industry . 


