
The Needs of the Aged in Relation to Need 
Among Other Groups 

A . J. A L T M E Y E R * 

T H E PASSAGE of the Social Security A c t was p u b ­
lic recognition of the fact t h a t the aged constitute 
a large and needy p a r t of our dependent groups. 
I t does n o t follow, however, t h a t the aged persons 
still outside the provisions of the act constitute the 
largest or most needy group remaining i n our 
dependent populat ion . I n considering w h a t f u r ­
ther legislation needs to be enacted, i t is impera­
tive t h a t careful analysis be given to the present 
economic status of the aged i n relat ion to other 
needy groups. 

A t the present t ime i t is estimated t h a t there are 
about 14.2 mi l l i on persons aged 60 and over, of 
whom 0.2 mi l l i on are aged 65 and over. Whi l e 
many of the aged s t i l l unprovided for are needy, 
i t is frequently assumed t h a t a l l aged persons are 
needy. As a matter of fact, many of the i n d i v i d ­
uals w i t h the highest incomes and the largest 
amounts of wealth or savings are to be found i n the 
higher age groups. 

Moreover, the 1940 census indicated t h a t 3.7 
mill ion persons aged 60 and over were s t i l l em­
ployed i n M a r c h of last year, and this number has 
probably increased to over 4 m i l l i o n at the present 
time. 

I n addi t ion , a t the present time more than three-
fourths of a mi l l i on individuals have been retired 
upon Federal pensions: 371,000 on veterans' al low­
ances, 30,000 on m i l i t a r y pay, 56,000 on civil -serv-
ice ret irement, the Foreign Service, Canal Zone, 
Alaska Rai lroad, Coast and Geodetic Survey, and 
the smaller Federal retirement systems, 145,000 
on railroad retirement, and 220,000 on Federal 
old-age insurance benefits. 

Approximately 50,000 persons have been re­
tired on State pensions and 60,000 on munic ipa l 
pensions. Pr ivate industr ia l pensions provide for 
120,000 retired workers, trade-union pensions for 
13,000, and other pr ivate pensions for an addi ­
tional 40,000. 

The number of aged w i t h insurance and annui ty 
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contracts i n their own r i g h t is substantial ly in 
excess of one-half m i l l i o n , and this does no t include 
approximately 250,000 w i t h insurance who are 
l i v i n g w i t h relatives to whom the policies w i l l be 
paid upon their death. 

Altogether i t has been estimated t h a t about 1.7 
m i l l i o n persons are ret ired on pensions or annuities. 
The number of persons i n receipt of such pensions 
or annuities is constantly increasing. 

M o s t of the persons s t i l l work ing or ret ired on 
pensions are men, and 1.5-1.7 m i l l i o n of them are 
marr ied to wives aged 60 and over. T h i s is a 
fact which is frequently forgotten. Oftentimes 
these women are considered as being dependent 
along w i t h persons dependent upon char i ty or 
publ ic a id . These persons, under our present 
economic system, should be considered as being 
i n the same economic group as the ir husbands. 
I t is also estimated that 20-25 percent of the aged 
have made some provision for their old age through 
savings. A f t e r m a k i n g due allowance for over­
lapp ing w i t h the groups mentioned above, i t s t i l l 
appears t h a t there are 8.5-9.5 m i l l i o n aged persons 
w i t h independent means of support. 

Of the remaining 5.0-5.5 m i l l i o n aged who are 
dependent upon resources other t h a n their own , 
i t is known t h a t 2.2 m i l l i o n are recipients of 
public assistance, whi le an addit ional 800,000 are 
i n inst i tut ions or i n receipt of pr ivate or publ ic 
aid. Figures on the remaining 2.0-2.5 m i l l i o n 
aged are uncertain . Some have miscellaneous 
means of subsistence or are dependent upon 
friends and relatives, approximately 190,000 are 
on the publ ic assistance w a i t i n g lists, and others 
are undoubtedly i n need of publ ic assistance. I t 
is this residual group which most needs considera­
t i o n at the present t ime . 

Another p ic ture of the economic s i tuat ion of 
the aged can be gotten f r o m the fami ly composi­
t ion s tudy made by the Social Security Board on 
the basis of in format ion obtained i n the N a t i o n a l 
H e a l t h Survey, which was conducted by the 
U n i t e d States Public H e a l t h Service i n the w inter 
of 1935-36. The income of some 520,000 house-



holds consisting of only one fami ly indicated, for 
a 12-month period dur ing 1934 to 1930, the fol low­
ing per capita incomes for persons of different ages: 

Age Amount All ages $431 Under 16 years 287 
16-24 years 371 25-44 years 486 
45-59 years 564 
60-64 years 627 
65 years and over 601 

The s tudy shows that these persons aged 60-64, 
as a group, are members of families receiving the 
highest per capita income, followed b y persons 
aged 65 and over. The families included i n this 
analysis exclude aged persons who l i ve w i t h their 
married chi ldren. 1 

There is, therefore, good reason for believing 
t h a t the aged persons as a group receive more t h a n 
an average share of the nat ional income or t h a t 
they are members of families securing more than 
an average share. I n general, chi ldren stand ou t 
as the neediest element and the group for which 
the Social Security A c t is doing less than for any 
other segment of the populat ion , considering their 
relative needs. 

E x i s t i n g U n m e t Needs of Other 
Dependent G r o u p s 

I n addi t ion to aged persons who are s t i l l i n 
need, there are other needy groups i n our popula­
t i o n who require consideration. The dependent 
widow and ch i ld , the permanently disabled, the 
unemployed, the sick, and other unemployables 
deserve t reatment equal to t h a t accorded the 
needy aged. Therefore, available f inancial re ­
sources must be carefully apportioned w i t h due 
regard to a l l unmet needs. 

The Dependent Widow and Child 

As I have already pointed out , the per capita 
income of families w i t h chi ldren under 16 is lower 
t h a n any other age group i n the populat ion. 1 The 
W h i t e House Conference on Chi ldren i n a Democ­
racy reported to the President i n 1940 t h a t as 
m a n y as two - th i rds of the chi ldren i n American 
cities l ive i n homes where the fami ly income is less 
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than sufficient for a "maintenance level of l i v i n g . " 
These chi ldren are our citizens of tomorrow and 
should receive adequate food, c lothing, shelter, 
and other services necessary to proper develop­
ment for their responsibilities as men and women. 

I t is estimated t h a t at the present t ime there 
are 6 mi l l i on widows i n the U n i t e d States of whom 
about 60 percent or 3.5 m i l l i o n are under the 
age of 65. Each year 400,000 women become 
widows. Each year 220,000 children under the 
age of 16 become orphans because of the death of 
their fathers. 

A t the present t ime there arc probably 2 million 
children under the age of 18 who are fatherless. 
A n addit ional 3 m i l l i o n children live in homes in 
which the father is absent for some reason. These 
5 m i l l i o n fatherless children live in families with 
about 9 mi l l i on addit ional related persons. These 
families are usually the neediest in the com­
m u n i t y . Frequent ly , there is no employable 
member i n the household. Often the widow must 
seek employment to the neglect of the health and 
welfare of the chi ldren. The result is usually 
more costly to society in the long r u n . The 
estimate of 5 mi l l i on fatherless children given 
above does not include children deprived of pater­
nal support because of the mental or physical 
d isabi l i ty of the father when he is a member of 
the household. 

M o r e than 900,000 children arc already receiving 
aid to dependent children under t i t le I V of the 
Social Security A c t . However, an addit ional 1.5 
m i l l i o n children are i n need of such aid and would 
be eligible for assistance under existing legislation 
i f the funds were available. The average amount 
now paid per chi ld is only about $10 per month 
when allowance is made for the mother or other 
caretaker of the chi ld . I f the dependent child 
were to receive as much as the aged person at the 
present time the average payment would be 
doubled to about $20. I n other words, a id to 
dependent children could be more than doubled in 
terms of the number to be aided and then doubled 
again i f assistance as adequate as t h a t given the 
aged were to be given to needy children. 

Unemployment 

There is no need to review the experience of 
the last decade w i t h respect to unemployment. 
We are s t i l l mak ing large expenditures to combat 



unemployment through the W o r k Projects A d ­
ministration, C i v i l i a n Conservation Corps, N a ­
tional Y o u t h Admin i s t ra t i on , unemployment i n ­
surance, general relief, and other programs. W h a t 
many people frequently forget, however, is t h a t 
even in good times there are probably 2.0 m i l l i o n 
to 2.5 mi l l i on persons unemployed. Even at peak 
performance, our present economic system seems 
to require t h a t an average of at least t h a t number 
of persons is unemployed because of seasonal 
factors, technological changes, inventory , repair of 
equipment, bankruptcy , and similar reasons. 

A t the present time our unemployment i n ­
surance benefits are inadequate. I n many States 
the wai t ing period is much too long. Frequent ly 
an unemployed worker does no t receive his f irst 
payment u n t i l the fifth or s ixth week of unem­
ployment. The amount of benefits is also i n ­
adequate. Payments in some coses have been as 
low as $2 and $.3 per week. B u t the most signif i ­
cant inadequacy of the present laws is the very 
short durat ion of benefits. Last year over one-
half of al l workers receiving benefits i n the U n i t e d 
States were s t i l l unemployed when they exhausted 
all their benefit r ights . I n one State over 80 per­
cent of the workers exhausted their benefits. I n 
some States the m a x i m u m durat ion of benefits 
has been 2 or 3 weeks for some individuals . A n 
individual may receive a few dollars per week for 
only a very few weeks after a 3-week w a i t i n g 
period and a further delay of 1 or 2 weeks for 
administrative reasons. 

The amounts now paid are admit ted ly low i n 
relation to the need. Unemployment benefits 
compare very unfavorably w i t h workmen's com­
pensation benefits, which are also not adequate i n 
many respects. There is no doubt t h a t the existing 
benefits must be made more nearly adequate i f we 
are to achieve the objective of unemployment i n ­
surance as a real first line of defense i n meeting 
the over-present problem of unemployment. 

A t the present time unemployment insurance 
benefits are financed through a 3-percent pay-ro l l 
tax on employers. However, i t is probable t h a t 
in the long r u n 3 percent w i l l be insufficient to 
pay adequate unemployment insurance benefits. 
We know t h a t unemployment w i l l again be w i t h 
us when this emergency is over and when many 
readjustments w i l l take place. I t is no t too soon 
to consider this problem and the cost and other 
aspects involved. 

Temporary Disability and Medical Care 

There is a s t r i k i n g paradox i n our provisions for 
insurance against wage loss d u r i n g unemployment : 
i f a worker becomes i l l dur ing a spoil of unemploy­
ment , his benefits stop, j u s t a t the t ime when he 
needs them most. Sickness is one of the most 
i m p o r t a n t causes of dependency. O n an average 
day i n the year 7 mi l l i on persons are disabled. 
Social insurance can be applied to the problem of 
sickness as i t already has been applied i n the case 
of unemployment, o ld age, and death. Cash 
benefits to persons who are unemployed because 
of sickness should be made a counterpart of the 
cash benefits paid to persons who are unemployed 
because of business conditions. 

Temporary d isabi l i ty benefits as generous as 
those under any of our State unemployment com­
pensation systems could be provided a t a cost 
which would probably amount to less t h a n 1 per­
cent of taxable pay rolls. Unfor tunate ly , com­
pensation for wage loss f rom nonindustr ia l disa­
b i l i t y would not completely solve the problem of 
those who are sick or temporari ly disabled. Wage 
loss represents only about a t h i r d or f o u r t h of the 
t o ta l cost of i l l health to workers and their families. 
Our system of social insurance should furnish no t 
only protection against the wage loss due to n o n -
industr ia l d isabi l i ty b u t also protect ion against 
the costs of medical care involved. A reasonably 
adequate system of medical care would cost be­
tween 4 percent and 5 percent of pay rolls, i n 
addi t ion to the 1 percent needed for temporary 
d isabi l i ty benefits, the 6 percent needed for o ld -
age, survivors, and disabi l i ty insurance, and the 
3 percent needed for unemployment insurance. 

I n connection w i t h the problem of medical care, 
i t is significant t h a t m a n y men examined for 
m i l i t a r y service have been rejected because of 
physical defects. The lack of proper medical care 
reaps a heavy to l l i n terms of our nat ional security. 
M a n y of the defects of these men are remediable, 
and a concerted program of governmental action 
would repay many times the cost. 

Permanent Disability 
Permanent t o t a l d isabi l i ty is a major r isk 

against which our present social security program 
provides no insurance protect ion. On an average 
day i n the year, about 2.5 m i l l i o n persons are 
found to be suffering f rom disabilities t h a t have 
lasted more t h a n a year. Almost a t h i r d of those 



are persons who, b u t for their d isabi l i ty , would 
be engaged i n productive work . 

A substantial proport ion of the chronic dis­
a b i l i t y prevalent today is merely premature old 
age, and the incidence of disabi l i ty increases 
rap id ly among the higher age groups. I t is sig­
ni f icant t h a t , w i t h the single exception of Spain, 
every other country i n the wor ld which has an o l d -
age insurance program has also made provision for 
insurance against chronic or permanent t o t a l dis­
a b i l i t y . Thus the U n i t e d States is almost alone 
among the great nations of the wor ld i n insisting 
t h a t a worker who becomes disabled a t 50 or 60— 
f rom causes, i n many cases, w h i c h are the same as 
those which impel us to provide ret irement pen­
sions—must w a i t u n t i l he reaches 65 to receive 
insurance benefits. 

Protection against permanent t o ta l d isabi l i ty 
could be added to the protect ion now offered under 
our old-age and survivors insurance system. Such 
benefits would eventually cost $500 m i l l i o n to 
$1 b i l l i on a year. These are large sums, b u t the 
need exists and consideration m u s t be given to 
meeting this need. The permanently disabled are 
perhaps the most unfortunate of the needy group. 
A sound system of social insurance prov id ing bene­
fits for the disabled would be bo th humani tar ian 
and economical i n the long r u n . 

Goal of Comprehensive Insurance Protection 

The two social insurance programs have j u s t 
got under way . Remarkable progress has been 
made i n a few short years i n get t ing these pro ­
grams established. N o w we must take the neces­
sary steps to strengthen and expand them. We 
have managed to cope effectively w i t h the most 
di f f icult administrat ive problems involved i n the 
first years of operation, and there now exists an ad ­
min is t ra t ive foundation i n this country capable of 
support ing the task of a broader and more compre­
hensive social insurance system. 

Our eventual goal should be the establishment 
of a well-rounded system of social insurance to 
provide at least a m i n i m u m security to individuals 
and their families deprived of a l ivel ihood through 
unemployment, sickness, d isabi l i ty , o ld age, and 
death. I n addi t ion , we must provide a series of 
constructive social services to supplement the cash 
aids provided under social insurance. 

E v e n though our social insurance programs pro ­
vided protect ion against a l l the economic hazards 

to wh i ch wage earners i n general are subject, there 
would s t i l l be groups of the populat ion for whom 
special public assistance, based on need, would be 
essential. I t is for t h a t reason t h a t i t is neces­
sary to have a program of general relief to provide 
for those persons who are no t cared for by other 
programs. 

General Relief 
The most conspicuous weakness i n our present 

provisions for publ ic assistance is the failure of 
the Federal Government to aid the States in 
meeting the costs of their residual relief burdens. 
There are wide variations i n the extent to which 
the States provide for the needs of their aged, 
b l i n d , and dependent chi ldren, b u t the disparities 
are even more pronounced i n the case of assistance 
to needy persons who do not fal l w i t h i n any of 
these special categories. 

A b o u t 5 m i l l i o n families are receiving some form 
of public a id . A b o u t a f o u r t h of these families 
are dependent upon w h a t has come to be known 
as general relief, which is financed for the most 
p a r t out of local funds and i n a few States by 
State funds as wel l . The average amount paid 
per fami ly is only $25 per m o n t h or only about $8 
per person. I t is obvious, therefore, t h a t this 
group is greatly i n need of more adequate as­
sistance. Since the average payment to the 
needy aged is more than $20 per m o n t h , much 
remains to be done before this group attains the 
level of assistance to the aged. 

M o r e than half the families dependent on 
general relief do not include a person who is 
employable even under favorable employment 
conditions. Even w i t h the general increase in 
employment which is anticipated dur ing the next 
few years, the States and localities w i l l s t i l l have 
a very large general relief burden. 

T h e Federal Government should establish a 
system of grants- in-aid for general relief along the 
lines of those for the special types of public as­
sistance. Such a system should not be regarded 
as a substitute for the Federal work programs. 
O n the contrary , such a system should be helpful 
i n m a k i n g w o r k programs more effective since i t 
would reduce the necessity to d i s tor t work pro­
grams to meet the needs of persons who can best 
be cared for through direct assistance. 

A system of Federal grants to the States for 
general relief would probably cost the Federal 



Government i n i t i a l l y $200-$300 m i l l i o n a year. 
During periods of depression this cost wou ld 
probably be doubled or trebled. Since the persons 
on general relief are so inadequately cared for a t 
the present t ime, i t would appear t h a t any ava i l ­
able funds should be expended on their behalf. 

Summary 

I n considering various proposals for aid to the 
aged and to other needy groups, consideration 
must be given to the existing s i tuat ion w i t h respect 
to the income received by others i n the populat ion. 
Frequent ment ion has been made concerning 
proposals to pay aged persons a f lat rate per m o n t h 
regardless of need. The smallest amount usually 
proposed is $30 a m o n t h , ye t this amount is more 
than the m o n t h l y per capita income of the i n h a b i ­
tants of 13 States. These 13 States are: Alabama, 
Arkansas, Georgia, K e n t u c k y , Louisiana, Missis­
sippi, New Mexico , N o r t h Carol ina, N o r t h D a k o t a , 
Oklahoma, South Carol ina, South D a k o t a , and 
Tennessee I n other words, the payment of $30 a 
month to some groups i n the communi ty would be 
more than the income of many other groups who 
receive their incomes f rom gainful employment. 
Moreover, there are 20 percent of the earners of 
this country who receive less than $30 per m o n t h ; 
this figure varies from 15 percent i n the New 
England area to 30 percent i n the Southern area. 
Under these circumstances any f lat amount would 
be inequitable as between various individuals and 
as between various States. 

Unfor tunate ly , i t must be recognized t h a t at 
the present time our economic system cannot sup­
ply a l l the wants for a l l our people. The only way 
all of us can live better is under arrangements 
whereby our economic system w i l l produce an 
increased amount of goods and services and w i l l 
also provide the necessary income to buy those 
goods and services. There are many needs today 
which must be met . Each need must be balanced 
against other needs. 

A t present there are about 13 m i l l i o n persons 
in the U n i t e d States s t i l l i n receipt of some form 
of public relief. I n add i t i on , there are about 30 
mi l l i on persons i n the low-income groups who are 
only a l i t t l e better off t h a n those who are depend-
ent upon publ ic a id . Thus , probably nearly 45 
mi l l i on persons are il l-housed, i l l - c lad , and i l l - fed . 
Their incomes are so low t h a t they cannot afford 

to buy sufficient quantit ies of goods, the necessary 
c lothing, medical services, or other needs. 

I n conclusion, I wou ld l ike to restate the under­
l y i n g purposes to be served b y a program of pay ­
ments to the aged and the considerations invo lved 
i n carrying ou t these purposes. The first and 
obvious purpose—a purpose wh i ch requires empha­
sis because i t is so often neglected—is to reduce 
the hazards of dependency i n o ld age by prov id ing 
to the aged a recurring stable source of income 
which would p e r m i t them to m a i n t a i n a level of 
l i v i n g on an assured and secure basis. Variat ions 
i n amount of payment and insecurity i n the receipt 
thereof tend not only to d isrupt the lives of those 
dependent on such payments b u t also to offset i n 
large measure the beneficial economic consequences 
which may be antic ipated f rom a program of o l d -
age protection. 

The second purpose of such a program is to a id 
i n achieving general economic s tab i l i ty and i n 
enhancing employment opportunities . I n w h a t ­
ever measure economic well-being of the N a t i o n 
as a whole may be achieved through a program of 
protect ion of the aged, this purpose should be 
pursued. Essentially the welfare of the aged, as 
wel l as other groups of our populat ion , is dependent 
upon the level of economic ac t iv i ty and of nat ional 
income. I n the long r u n , any proposals wh i ch 
may adversely affect the level of economic a c t i v i t y 
and of the national income w i l l not be i n the 
interest of the aged or any other group. 

There are certain considerations, frequently 
overlooked, which are essential to any improved 
program for the aged. Perhaps the most impor ­
t a n t of these factors is the increasing number of 
aged and the antic ipated rise i n the proportions of 
aged i n the t o t a l populat ion . The populat ion 
aged 65 and over, estimated at 9 m i l l i o n , or 0.8 
percent of the populat ion i n 1940, is expected to 
rise to 11 m i l l i o n w i t h i n a decade and to more t h a n 
22 m i l l i o n , or 14-10 percent of the t o t a l popula­
t i on , by 1980. The number of persons aged 60 
and over is expected to increase f rom 14 m i l l i o n 
to 31 m i l l i o n i n the next 40 years. Whatever 
mechanisms are adopted for the protect ion of 
those now aged must be adaptable to the problems 
of the future . Those entering their product ive 
life a t present require assurance t h a t at the close 
of their work ing l i fe , provision for their ret irement 
w i l l be no less adequate than t h a t afforded the 
present aged. 



T h e second consideration t h a t is often over­
looked is the fact t h a t income levels and cost of 
l i v i n g v a r y considerably f rom region to region and 
f r om urban to r u r a l areas. N o single fixed sum 
wou ld provide similar real protect ion to the aged 
i n the different sections of the country . Whi l e a 
given amount m a y be adequate to m a i n t a i n pr ior 
levels of l i v i n g i n one region of the U n i t e d States, 
i t w i l l be out of l ino i n terms of prevai l ing income 
levels and cost of l i v i n g i n another, thus m a k i n g 
this same sum inadequate to provide for the m i n i ­
m u m basic needs i n some areas and more t h a n 
enough to meet the same m i n i m u m needs i n other 
areas. 

One reason for regional and ind iv idua l differ­
ences arises f rom the fact t h a t not a l l incomes can 
be measured i n monetary terms. There are s t i l l 
large numbers of the populat ion whose incomes 
are received p a r t l y i n k i n d , and much income of 

this type does no t end suddenly w i t h old age as 
do cash wages. 

The present program gives f u l l weight to both 
the essential factors jus t mentioned. The insur­
ance program takes account of the g r o w t h i n the 
aged populat ion by developing r ights to specified 
benefits through contr ibutions from individuals in 
a l l age groups and by a system of f inancing de­
signed to provide adequate funds to meet dis­
bursements bo th i n the immediate period and in 
the long-time f u t u r e B o t h the assistance and 
insurance programs take f u l l account of regional 
and i n d i v i d u a l differences i n need and apply 
objective yardsticks to measure these differ­
ences—in the case of old-age assistance by the 
locally devised and locally applied tests of need 
and i n the case of old-age insurance by relating 
benefits to wage loss due to ret irement f rom gainful 
employment. 


