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ONLY NINE STATES had State-wide 
civil-service systems when the Social 
Security Act was passed in 1935. The 
original act contained no specific pro­
vision requiring States to establish 
and mainta in personnel s tandards on 
a merit basis as a condition of Federal 
grants for State programs. From 
early 1936, when grants to the States 
under the act first commenced, unti l 
August 1939, such efforts as the Board 
made to develop merit-system s tand­
ards were under the authori ty of the 
general provisions contained in titles 
I, III, IV, and X of the act, which 
imposed on the Board the necessity for 
findings on methods of administration 
necessary for the proper and efficient 
operation of the State programs. 
During this period merit systems were 
voluntarily adopted by 28 unemploy­
ment compensation agencies and by 
7 public assistance agencies, in addi­
tion to those which were operating 
under State-wide civil-service laws. 

In August 1939 Congress provided 
tha t after January 1, 1940, these ad­

ministrative methods must include 
"methods relating to the establish­
ment and maintenance of personnel 
s tandards on a merit basis, except 
t ha t the Board shall exercise no au­
thority with respect to the selection, 
tenure of office, and compensation of 
any individual employed in accord­
ance with such methods." This 
clause was inserted parenthetically, 
and, like the more general earlier 
wording, was made subject to Board 
interpretation through the specific 
language, "as are found by the Board 
to be necessary for proper and ef­
ficient operation." So tha t the States 
might know with some definiteness 
what the Board would consider as 
acceptable methods, work on a s ta te­
ment of s tandards was commenced 
immediately after the enactment of 
the 1939 amendment and the s ta te­
ment was issued as of November 1, 
1939. 

Both the States and the Board r e ­
alized t h a t the interval before J a n u ­
ary 1, 1940, was too short for the 
States to do all t ha t was needed to 
bring meri t systems into full oper­
ation. For t h a t reason, the States 
were asked to indicate by Janua ry 
1, in general terms, their intention 

to establish and maintain methods 
in accordance with the November 1 
s tandards . In good time all States 
did agree. I th ink this agreement 
was due in no small pa r t to the care 
which had been taken in devising the 
s tandards. They did not spring fully 
developed from a few weeks' work, but 
evolved from the continuing study be­
gun in the spring of 1936. I think, 
too, t h a t they were accepted because 
the final product incorporated only 
those principles generally considered 
axiomatic. 

This paper compliance, however, 
was by far the smallest and perhaps in 
many respects the least impor tant 
pa r t of the job to be done. 

Not long before Congress enacted 
the 1939 amendment , the President of 
the United States had issued an Ex­
ecutive order requiring establishment 
of personnel depar tments in all agen­
cies of the Federal Government. 
This action drained off into the Fed­
eral service a large number of the per­
sons technically equipped in the per­
sonnel field. Only a limited crop was 
left to the States for discharging the 
responsibilities which they had under­
taken by reason of the amendment . 
The Board's efforts to assist the States 
in meeting the inevitable adminis t ra­
tive difficulties which faced them were 
of two kinds. Our first job was to 
point out again and again, and t hen 
to reiterate, the need for developing 



strong merit-system councils and 
merit-system supervisors by selecting 
people with a high sense of public 
duty and with courage and integrity. 
Our second job was to t ry to acquaint 
these people, many of whom had had 
no experience in the field, with the 
principles and methods underlying 
meri t-system administration. T h e 
accomplishment of these tasks will 
s tand for a long time to the credit of 
the personnel responsible for the job. 
The foundation then laid has been, in 
my opinion, largely responsible for 
such success as the States and we 
have had in this joint undertaking. 

I mentioned principles underlying 
merit-system administration. Per­
haps I should have said "principle," 
in t he singular. Actually, what t he 
Board and the States are after is to 
a t t r ac t and select and retain the very 
best of the people who are available. 
Unless we are able to get the best, and 
keep them, the public service will 
suffer; the taxpayer will not get all 
t ha t his money entitles him to, nor will 
t he people for whose benefit these 
social security programs are devised 
get the quality of service which they 
have a r ight to expect. 

We have elaborated this principle 
in our s tandards ; the several specific 
topics treated are not much more t han 
elaboration and method for obtaining 
this principal end. We speak of jur is­
diction, of organization, of nondis­
crimination, and limitation on polit­
ical activity; of classification plans 
and compensation plans; of recruit­
ment , examination, appointment, p ro­
motion, furlough, and separation of 
personnel; of service ratings, person­
nel records, and reports. But when 
we sift and analyze these particulars 
we come out with this, as I see i t : 
We should like to have the adminis­
trat ion of personnel mat ters so or­
dered tha t well-qualified, competent 
people will consider the public service 
as an at tractive career. We should 
like to see public servants selected 
through the best possible combination 
of written and oral examinations and 
the rat ing of t raining and experience. 
We should like to see equal pay for 
equal work and the chance to pro­
mote and safeguard those who per­
form satisfactorily in accordance with 
their demonstrated competence on 
the job. 

Before December 1941, our opera­
tions—and when I say "our" I mean 
the operations of the States and the 

Board—were easy in comparison to 
those since t h a t date. True, we had 
trouble in getting the systems set up 
and manned by competent personnel. 
Nor was the basic principle of meri t -
system administration universally ac­
cepted without argument. But it is 
also true t ha t we were operating in a 
buyers' market . With the beginning 
of the war and the demands by the 
armed services, the war agencies of 
the Federal Government, and the war 
industries, this buyers' market ended. 
The market became tighter and 
tighter, and the States ' difficulties in 
keeping good people and getting com­
petent replacements increased as t ime 
went on. They were in the same pre­
dicament as we. 

As we observed the difficulties t he 
States were experiencing, i t became 
apparent t ha t relaxation of some 
s tandards was necessary. Several 
steps were taken by the Board to make 
it possible for the States to maintain 
at least a minimal staff in competition 
with the other governmental agencies 
and the war industries. 

For the durat ion of the war States 
may, if they wish, stimulate compe­
tition by waiving absolute require­
ments of education and experience 
for admission to examinations; or, if 
competition is not feasible because of 
labor-market conditions, they may 
appoint qualified people without com­
petitive examination. Allowance was 
made in Federal grants to States for 
salary increases to compensate for 
increases in living costs. Thus t he 
State agencies with which we do busi­
ness could make their jobs more 
at tractive financially. 

These and other modifications and 
relaxations of s tandards, like those 
which I have specifically mentioned, 
have been designed to permit more 
flexibility in administrative practices 
during this t ime of stringency. We 
have attempted, however, to preserve 
the basic idea of at t ract ing, getting, 
and keeping in the public service the 
best people who are available. We 
still th ink it is a good idea for public 
servants to be educated and to have 
had experience. We think it a good 
idea, even during war, to select them, 
wherever possible, through a competi­
tive process: through an examination 
consisting of a written objective test 
of intelligence and knowledge of sub­
ject matter , an oral examination to 
test personal qualities and charac­
teristics, and rat ing of t raining and 

experience. We still th ink it a good 
idea t ha t the passing points on these 
examinations be so fixed in relation to 
labor-market conditions as to exclude 
the relatively unfit and to arrange in 
order of competence those persons 
best able to serve. But we have had 
to face the fact t h a t there are not as 
many or as well qualified people 
available now as in normal times, 
The relaxations were made with the 
realization tha t when the war is over 
the public will be better served by 
providing public employment oppor­
tunities for the group which will then 
be available and p e r h a p s better 
qualified. 

These several relaxations to which 
I have referred have, I think, helped 
the States to operate with a reason­
able degree of effectiveness. Com­
par ing the State 's situation with tha t 
of the Board as to lists of availables, 
turn-over rate, and other pert inent 
factors, t he advantage seems to be 
with the States. Certainly they are 
in no worse position t han we, nor 
have they been. 

Both the Board and the States are 
going to have later troubles. The 
Board has about 5,000 positions to 
which former employees will be en­
titled after the war—more than half 
the jobs now filled. Some States are 
in almost as bad a fix. We are filling 
positions, and in the future will fill 
positions, in accordance with the 
terms of the Starnes act. Undoubt­
edly Sta te legislatures also will—and 
should—pass laws granting prefer­
ences of one kind or another to per­
sons returning from the armed serv­
ices. Fortunately for the civilian 
public service, the number of re turn­
ing veterans after this war will be 
much greater t han tha t after the last 
war. I t follows, of course, t ha t there 
will be many among these veterans 
who will want to enter or reenter 
public service and who are well quali­
fied. The Board h a s recently en­
dorsed recommendations of the Civil 
Service Assembly concerning the di­
rection which Sta te veterans ' pref­
erence legislation might well take. I t 
is to be hoped tha t whatever the 
States do for the veteran will be done 
in the light of the general public 
good; t ha t whatever legislation is 
passed, the principle of choosing, 
within reasonable limits, the persons 
best qualified to serve the public will 
be maintained. 

After the war, we and the States 



should have ample opportunities to 
recruit to normal peacetime strength 
with well-qualified, competent peo­
ple. Meanwhile we have reason to 
believe tha t even under adverse con­
ditions the positive aspects of good 
personnel administrat ion are gaining 
acceptance. This makes it increas­
ingly possible for us to spend less time 
in the activities t h a t are designed to 
safeguard the possibilities of abuse. 
We cannot, however, abrogate our re­
sponsibility of making findings in 
strict accordance with the facts; for 
the Board's role in merit systems in­
cludes what might be called a policing 
function. Tha t is, in this as in other 
aspects of the program, the Board 
carries statutory responsibility for 
seeing t h a t Federal funds are ex­
pended only in accordance with the 
conditions which Congress laid down 
in authorizing Federal grants to 
States. When these conditions are 
not met, the Board has no alternative 
but to withhold Federal funds for a 
particular purpose or even to stop all 
Federal grants for a Sta te program. 
Tha t drastic step has had to be taken 
only rarely in the Board's history. 

While I am sure t ha t none of us in 
the Board feels wholly satisfied with 
our record of Federal administration 
of the act—in my dictionary self-sat­
isfaction and dry rot mean the same 
thing—I believe tha t the basic s tand­
point from which the Board has 
viewed these responsibilities has 
helped us to avoid many "bureau­

crat ic" blunders which would have 
held back the development of the 
State-Federal programs. In our "po­
licing" functions as in all other func­
tions of the Board, we must be guided 
by the objectives and purposes of the 
programs which are served by the 
joint efforts of Federal and State per­
sonnel. We—the personnel—are, of 
course, only a means to an end. 

U n e m p l o y m e n t compensation, 
which insures against wage loss due to 
involuntary unemployment, and pub­
lic assistance, which provides money 
for certain groups of people who are 
in need, serve both individuals and the 
society in which they live. They help 
to secure society by ameliorating the 
results tha t follow from the lack of 
money in the hands of people who live 
in an economy where the possession or 
lack of money spells the difference a l ­
most between life and death. The so­
cial purposes of the programs are 
served by using the money effectively, 
not by saving it ; by putt ing money 
into the hands of people when they 
need it, not by depriving them of the 
benefits or assistance which the pro­
gram is intended to supply. 

Certainly we, as public officials, 
should see to it t ha t the money is 
spent only for the purposes for which 
it was appropriated. Certainly we 
should take exceptions to payments 
which are made contrary to the r e ­
quirements of the Federal act as in­
terpreted 'by the Board (and in the 
personnel field, to payments resulting 

from violation of State law) , but 
equally as certainly, we should be 
guided in our actions in this respect, 
as in all others, by an understanding 
and appreciation of the objectives of 
the legislation under which we oper­
ate. We should realize t h a t these pur­
poses are served only incidentally 
through our policing functions, and 
tha t our chief aim and major respon­
sibility should be to see to it t h a t peo­
ple get aid when they need it and are 
entitled to it, and tha t exceptions in 
themselves are a means and not an 
end. 

In a government such as ours, 
where the lawmakers, the devisers of 
high policy, are selected periodically 
by the people, and where likewise the 
top executive positions are filled peri­
odically through the electoral proc­
ess, there is a need for a continuing 
corps of qualified permanent civil 
servants who can do, and do well, the 
tasks t h a t have to be done within the 
policy framework established by leg­
islative and executive action. There 
has been too great waste in this coun­
try of time, money, and effectiveness 
in the public service through ineffi­
cient selection and political turn-over. 
Despite its inadequacies and the diffi­
culties in its application, the meri t 
principle has made one of the most 
valuable and lasting contributions to 
our political economy. Despite its 
shortcomings, I have heard no sug­
gestion of a substitute t h a t would 
seem to serve as well. 


