
Benefit Rights Under Multiple Social Insurance 
and Public Retirement Systems 

IDA C . M E R R I A M * 

A T T H E T I M E the Social Security A c t was 
passed, thus l ay ing the foundat ion for a basic 
nat ional social insurance system, there were 
already i n existence a number of special systems 
covering part i cular groups of the populat ion for 
specified risks. The existence of these special 
systems poses a number of problems i n the i n t e 
grat ion of benefit r ights , problems which would 
become more pressing—and more easily solved— 
w i t h the expansion of the present social security 
program into a comprehensive unified national 
system. 

One of the older and, w i t h respect to the groups 
covered, the most inclusive of the special systems 
antedat ing the Social Security A c t was w o r k 
men's compensation. T h e first s t a t u t o r y p r o 
v i s i on for benefit payments i n case of w o r k -
connected i n j u r y related to c i v i l employees of the 
Federal Government and was passed i n 1908. 
T h e first State workmen's compensation law was 
enacted i n 1911; b y the end of 1935, 46 States, 
the D i s t r i c t of Co lumbia , Alaska, and H a w a i i had 
some provis ion for replacing the old common-law 
l i a b i l i t y of the employer and r i g h t of the employee 
to sue for damages, w i t h scheduled benefit pay
ments to workers in jured or disabled—and the 
survivors of workers k i l l e d — i n the course of em
ployment . I n 1943, there is s t i l l one State w i t h 
o u t a workmen's compensation law. 

Today , as when the Social Security A c t was 
passed, the groups covered by such laws, as well 
as the level of benefits and the extent of the pro 
tect ion afforded, v a r y greatly f r om State to State. 
I n some States on ly so-called hazardous industries 
are included, i n others only employers w i t h more 
t h a n a specified number of employees. I n v i r 
t u a l l y a l l States, coverage is l i m i t e d to industr ia l 
and commercial establishments, w i t h agriculture 
and domestic service excluded. I n 34 States the 
employer m a y elect whether or not to come under 
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the act, a l though i f he does no t do so he loses 
the r i g h t to plead certain common-law defenses in 
case of suit b y an in jured employee. The type 
of i n j u r y compensated also varies: 1 State pays 
no death benefits; 20 States provide no compen
sation for occupational disease; and in only 10 is 
the occupational disease coverage a t a l l complete. 1 

Special ret irement systems for State and local 
employees, pr inc ipa l ly teachers, policemen, and 
firemen, were i n existence i n a few localities prior 
to 1900. M a n y of the early local retirement 
systems were noncontr ibutory , and the pensions 
paid represented, a t least i n par t , a deferred 
financial compensation for long public service at 
low rates of pay. M o s t of the early State and 
local ret irement systems, bo th contr ibutory and 
noncontr ibutory , emphasized the value of retire
ment provisions in m a k i n g possible the more rapid 
advancement of younger employees and i n at
t rac t ing to and keeping i n the public service 
qualified personnel who m i g h t otherwise have 
taken higher-paying jobs in pr ivate industry . I t 
is on ly i n more recent years t h a t the concept of 
social security has received much explic it recog
n i t i o n in the development and just i f i cat ion of such 
systems. E v e n today, only about hal f of all 
State and local employees are covered by the ap
proximately 1,750 systems which are in operation. 2 

As i n the case of workmen's compensation, the 
nature of the protection afforded varies greatly 
f rom system to system. M o s t of the local sys
tems provide ret irement benefits related to the 
indiv idual ' s previous earnings or contributions; 
the s t a t u t o r y ret irement ago varies, b u t is ordi
nar i ly lowest for police and firemen. I n most of 
the systems, ret irement benefits are payable only 
after l ong periods of service. A person who 
moves to another job usually has his contr ibu
tions refunded b u t loses al l r i g h t to benefits. 
Some State and local ret irement systems provide 
disabi l i ty and survivor benefits, b u t in many cases 
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only for service-connected disabilities or deaths 
or for survivors of annuitants who elect to take 
reduced annuities d u r i n g their own l i fe t ime. 

A special ret irement system for c iv i l ian employ
ees of the Federal Government, under discussion 
for many years, was f inal ly established i n 1920. 
Financed p a r t l y b y employee and p a r t l y b y Gov 

ernment contr ibutions, ret irement benefits based 
on earnings and length of Federal service are pay
able in f u l l upon ret irement at the s ta tutory 
retirement ago or i n reduced amounts upon earlier 
voluntary or invo luntary ret irement . D i s a b i l i t y 
benefits related to length of service and earnings 
are payable to ind iv iduals w i t h at least 5 years of 
service. Prior to 1942, employees leaving the 
Federal service received a refund of their c o n t r i b u 
tions minus a small fixed m o n t h l y charge. A m e n d 
ments to the law i n 1942 permi t refund of amounts 
contributed thereafter only when the employee 
has had less than 5 years of service; the cont r ibu 
tions of persons w i t h d r a w i n g after 5 years are 
retained and help pay for a deferred annu i ty 
commencing at age 62. 3 

Slightly more than 90 percent of the Federal 
civilian employees are at present covered b y the 
Civi l Service Ret irement A c t and two related 
systems (the Canal Zone and the Alaska Rai lroad 
retirement systems) administered b y the C i v i l 
Service Commission. There are also small sepa
rate contr ibutory ret irement systems for the 
officers of the Foreign Service of the State D e p a r t 
ment, for employees and officers of the Federal 
Reserve Banks, for c iv i l ian members of the staff 
of the U n i t e d States N a v a l Academy, for employ
ees of the E x a m i n i n g Div i s i on of the Bureau of the 
Comptroller of the Currency, and for employees of 
the Tennessee Val ley A u t h o r i t y who are employed 
at an annual rate of pay. 4 the Tennessee Val ley 
A u t h o r i t y system was set up after the passage of 
the Social Security A c t . 

I n the second half of the nineteenth century, the 
Federal Government established a system of non-
contr ibutory ret irement benefits for members of 
the Federal jud i c iary and for regular officers and 
enlisted men i n the armed services. Subsequently, 
A r m y and N a v y women nurses and officers of the 
Public H e a l t h Service and of the Coast and 
Geodetic Survey were made eligible for s imilar 
noncontr ibutory ret irement benefits. 
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Provisions for compensation to disabled war 
veterans and to the ir surv iv ing dependents were 
made b y several of the th ir teen original Colonies, 
and the payment of pensions to veterans of the 
armed forces has been regarded as a publ ic obliga
t i o n of the U n i t e d States since i ts inception. 
L i m i t e d at f irst t o benefits for disabled veterans 
and the survivors of men who died as a result of 
m i l i t a r y service, the veterans' payments have f r o m 
t ime to t ime been extended to give to this special 
group types of social security protect ion not gen
erally available before the passage of the Social 
Security A c t or no t yet generally available. Thus , 
since 1933, old-age pensions have been payable t o 
a l l veterans of the Spanish-American and earlier 
wars, and disabi l i ty and survivor benefits have 
been payable on account of non-service-connected 
disabilities or deaths to veterans or surv iv ing 
dependents of veterans of W o r l d W a r I and earlier 
wars whoso annual income is less t h a n a specified 
amount. 5 Some States also pay pensions to 
veterans, bo th those of the armed forces of the 
Uni ted States and veterans of their m i l i t i a . 

W i t h the widespread unemployment of the 
1930's there came a recognition of the need of a l l 
groups of workers for social insurance protection 
against the major threats to loss of ind iv idua l and 
fami ly income i n an industr ia l society. T h e 
Social Security A c t was intended as the f irst stop 
i n the development of a comprehensive and gen
erally inclusive social insurance system designed to 
meet t h a t need. T h e omission of agr icul tural and 
domestic workers was regarded as necessary for 
administrat ive reasons u n t i l such t ime as the 
social insurance agency could gain experience i n 
the recording of wages and the payment of benefits. 
the failure to cover governmental employees was 
i n p a r t duo to questions as to the const i tut ional i ty 
of a pay-ro l l tax on State governments. I n the 
case of Federal employees, many persons believed 
t h a t the benefits of the existing civil-service re t i re 
ment system made unnecessary further protect ion 
for this group. Since the original Social Security 
A c t d i d n o t provide survivor benefits, only re t i re 
ment r ights were i n question at t h a t t ime . 

While the Social Security A c t was under con
sideration, Congress also had before i t a p lan for 
a special ret irement system for ra i l road workers. 
M o s t of the larger railroads had established pr ivate 

5 See the B u l l e t i n , November 1942, p p . 10-24. 



pension plans for their employees. I n order to 
stabilize the finances and extend the protection of 
such systems to a l l ra i l road workers, bo th the r a i l 
way unions and the ra i lway executives came to 
favor the transfer of the obligations of these pen
sion funds to a public ret irement fund . the 
Rai lroad Ret irement Ac t , approved a few days 
after the Social Security A c t , no t only took over 
persons then on the rolls of these pr ivate pension 
funds b u t provided t h a t , i n the computat ion of 
benefit r ights for persons r e t i r i n g subsequently, 
ra i l road service pr ior to the passage of the act 
should be taken i n t o account. T h i s credit ing of 
pr ior service was possible because of the existence 
of employment records mainta ined b y the rai lroad 
indust ry over m a n y years. C o n t r i b u t i o n rates for 
ra i l road workers and employers were fixed at a 
higher rate than under the Social Security A c t , i n 
order to make possible benefits close to those 
already promised under the ra i l road pension plans; 
as a result , ra i l road ret irement benefits are at a 
considerably higher level than the m o n t h l y re t i re 
ment benefits paid under the Social Security A c t . 

Limitations in the Protection Afforded by 
Multiple Systems 

T h e most serious consequence of the piecemeal 
development of social insurance and the continued 
coexistence of several separate systems, each l i m 
i t ed i n scope and coverage, is the gaps i n protect ion 
which result for workers who move f r om one type 
of employment to another. the i n d i v i d u a l who 
remains throughout his l i fe i n Federal employment 
or i n employment w i t h a part i cu lar local govern
menta l u n i t hav ing a ret irement system, the r a i l 
road worker who retains his ra i l road job u n t i l 
ret i rement age, or the worker i n commerce and 
industry a l l of whose employment is covered under 
the Social Security Act—these persons are reason
ably wel l protected, i n some cases well protected, 
against the loss of income upon ret irement . B u t 
the man who works p a r t of the year i n the ra i l road 
track gang and p a r t of the year takes whatever 
other jobs he can find; the worker who is some
times employed i n i n d u s t r y and a t other times i n 
agriculture, and the publ ic official who moves f r om 
one posit ion to another m a y find himself unable to 
qual i fy for ret irement benefits under any system. 
I f he does qual i fy under one, the size of his benefit 
m a y be very small , because of the l i m i t e d period 
of service on which i t is based. 

Conversely, mul t ip l e systems create problems 
of dupl icat ion and overlapping of benefit rights. 
Some workers, because of the accident of the 
t i m i n g of their movement between systems, and 
the nature of the e l ig ib i l i ty provisions involved, 
may acquire r ights to substantial benefits under 
two or more systems. M o s t existing retirement 
systems temporari ly disqualify a worker for bene-
fits i f he returns to work in employment covered 
by the system, b u t disregard any other employ
ment which he may take. A l though a person is 
most l ike ly to find a job in his own occupation, it 
is probable that , dur ing a period of f u l l employ
ment such as the present, a considerable number of 
persons receiving Federal civil-service or State, 
local, or rai lroad ret irement benefits w i l l work in 
jobs covered by the Social Security A c t and build 
u p sufficient credits to become entit led also to its 
old-age benefits. 

I f the benefits of each ret irement system were 
s t r i c t l y or even closely proport ional to the amount 
of contr ibut ions paid by the worker or the length 
of his service, such dupl icat ion of benefits might 
be entirely just i f ied. N o t only the basic national 
system, however, b u t most of the special systems 
have given some recognition to the need for 
adequate protection and to the gaps in covered 
employment b y weight ing the size of the benefits 
relative to previous wages or contributions in 
favor of persons w i t h low aggregate amounts of 
credited earnings. T h i s result m a y be achieved 
by g iv ing the worker credit for prior earnings on 
which he has no t paid contr ibut ions to the system, 
or b y re lat ing benefits to average earnings i n ft 
recent period, w i t h l i t t l e regard to the length of 
t ime he has been in the system. M a n y systems 
also provide a fixed m i n i m u m benefit for persons 
w i t h credited earnings below a specified sum, 
and the amount of the veterans' benefit has no 
re lat ion to previous earnings. the weighting of 
the benefit formula is perhaps greatest, for bene
fits related to earnings, under the Social Security 
A c t because of the a t t e m p t to make some provision 
for persons who were already close to retirement 
age when the system was established. However, 
even under the civil-service system, wh i ch has 
been i n operation for 23 years, the employee's 
contr ibut ions purchased only 13 percent of the 
average a n n u i t y granted i n 1942 while 87 percent 
was provided b y the Government. 

Dupl i ca t i on of benefits w i l l thus in most cases 



mean that the i n d i v i d u a l is receiving a double 
subsidy f rom publ ic funds, whi le other persons 
with only s l ight ly different employment experience 
receive no benefits or only very l i m i t e d amounts. 
A t the same time i t is w o r t h n o t i n g t h a t , because 
of the movement of workers in and out of covered 
employment and the excessive drains on the fund 
which might result f r om a largo number of pay 
ments to persons who had been i n the system for 
very short periods, oven old-age and survivors 
insurance—at present the most inclusive pro 
gram—cannot afford to provide a m i n i m u m benefit 
at as h igh a level as w o u l d be desirable and feasible 
if the program covered al l employed workers. Thus 
the inequities and inequalities i n the protect ion 
afforded workers w i t h dif fering job histories are 
increased. 

I n 8omo of the European countries w h i c h have 
faced the problem of benefit r ights under mul t ip le 
social insurance systems, elaborate mechanisms 
have been developed for transfers of benefit credits 
among systems. I f established on a broad enough 
base, such mechanisms can eliminate bo th loss of 
benefit r ights duo to gaps i n coverage and dupl ica
tion of benefit payments for the same risk. T o be 
effective, however, they necessitate complicated 
and costly administrat ive arrangements. I n this 
country, a substantial number of State and local 
teachers' ret irement systems provide for transfer 
of credits f rom one teachers' system to another. 
I n some cases the transfer privi lege is l i m i t e d to 
systems w i t h i n a single State, i n others i t applies 
across State lines. Some localities permi t transfer 
of service credits among al l their systems, b u t 
more frequently between police and fire systems 
only. Relat ively few of the general State and 
local ret irement systems have such provisions. A 
mechanism has been developed i n the interstate 
benefit-payment plan for the payment of unem
ployment benefits to eligible workers through the 
agency of a State other than the one i n which the 
rights were earned. B u t , i n spite of considerable 
study, no feasible p lan for pooling of wage credits 
for workers employed i n more t h a n one State has 
been developed or placed i n operation. 

the problem of pooling wage credits for the 
long-term benefits has at tracted re lat ive ly l i t t l e 
at tent ion , p a r t l y because the number of persons 
receiving duplicate benefits or fa i l ing t o qual i fy 
because of d iv ided coverage is s t i l l smal l , p a r t l y 
because the Social Security A c t is conceived t o 

have established a nat ional social insurance 
system w h i c h w i l l i n t ime, cover a l l employed 
workers. 

Basic and Supplementary Insurance Protection 

T h e completion of the basic social insurance 
structure on the foundat ion l a i d i n the Social 
Security A c t need n o t and should not lead to the 
disappearance of special systems. A comprehen
sive nat ional social insurance system would provide 
a basic protect ion against income loss due to the 
unemployment, the sickness or d isabi l i ty , the 
ret irement, or the death of the wage earner or 
self-employed person. M a n y individuals wou ld 
wish to b u i l d on this basic protect ion through 
ind iv idua l savings or pr ivate insurance. There 
are good reasons, also, w h y part icular groups 
should obtain supplementary protection through 
publ i c ly sponsored arrangements. 

F o r reasons similar to those which have led 
m a n y pr ivate employers to continue or establish 
pr ivate pension funds prov id ing benefits supple
mentary to old-age and survivors insurance 
benefits, the Government as employer—whether 
a t the Federal, State, or local l eve l—would 
probably wish to m a i n t a i n supplementary re t i re 
ment systems for i ts employees. Aga in , the com
mon-law l i a b i l i t y of the employer for work-con
nected injuries m a y j u s t i f y socially-provided sup
plementary protect ion for workers disabled i n the 
course of employment. I n workmen's compensa
t i o n legislation, also, there has been an addit ional 
purpose—that of encouraging employers to take 
preventive measures against industr ia l accident 
and disease. F i n a l l y , the N a t i o n would wish to 
recognize the special service of veterans to the ir 
country b y the payment , to veterans disabled as 
a result of m i l i t a r y service or to their survivors, 
of benefits supplementary to those of the basic 
system. I n a l l these cases, however, since the 
coverage of the basic system w o u l d be complete, 
the benefits of the special system could safely be 
made supplementary i n amount , as they cannot 
be whi le the coverage of the general system is 
l i m i t e d . 

Existing Provisions With Respect to Multiple 
Benefits 

I n general, the existing provisions of the Social 
Security A c t w i t h respect to benefit r ights are con-



sistent w i t h the assumption t h a t i t is the basic 
nat ional social insurance system. 

Parallel, old-age, survivor, and disability benefits.— 
T h e m o n t h l y old-age and survivors benefits under 
the Social Security A c t are payable irrespective of 
any benefits wh i ch the ind iv idua l m a y be receiving 
f r o m another system. Overlapping m a y occur, 
consequently, w i t h respect to rai lroad and c i v i l -
service or other governmental ret irement benefits, 
veterans' age pensions, and for survivors w i t h 
respect to workmen's compensation and veterans' 
benefits. There are no statistics indicat ing the 
number of persons receiving benefits under more 
t h a n one system concurrent ly ; a lthough the n u m 
ber is undoubtedly small at present, i t could be
come substantial i n the future i f no changes were 
made i n existing provisions. Special studies have 
been made of the combined benefits received under 
old-age and survivors insurance and under w o r k 
men's compensation by survivors of persons k i l l ed 
i n several recent mine disasters. I n a number of 
cases the combined m o n t h l y benefits payable d u r 
ing the period whi le workmen's compensation was 
received were found to be considerably i n excess of 
the previous earnings of the worker . 

There is likewise no provis ion i n either the R a i l 
road Ret i rement A c t or the C i v i l Service Ret i re 
m e n t A c t wh i ch wou ld l i m i t the annuities payable 
under those systems when the worker is receiving 
an old-age benefit under the Social Security A c t . 
T h e Rai l road Ret irement A c t , as amended i n 1942, 
provides for the credit ing of bo th pr ior and current 
m i l i t a r y service dur ing a war-service period, for the 
purpose of determining e l ig ib i l i ty and benefit 
amounts. T h e employee pays no contr ibut ions for 
such credited war-service periods; the addit ional 
benefits are financed b y special appropriations. 
T o prevent dupl i cat ion of benefit payments based 
on the same periods of service and bo th financed 
f r o m publ ic funds, i t is further provided t h a t , i f an 
ind iv idua l is receiving a veteran's benefit ( "any 
other gratuitous benefits payable on a periodic 
basis under any other A c t of Congress") based on 
the same period of m i l i t a r y service, his ra i l road 
ret irement benefit shall be reduced b y the propor
t i o n b y wh i ch the period of m i l i t a r y service i n 
creased his t o t a l years of service or b y the amount 
of the veteran's benefit, whichever would result 
i n the smaller reduct ion. 

O n the other hand, the C i v i l Service Ret i rement 

A c t , as amended i n 1940, specifically provides for 
credit ing of periods of m i l i t a r y service 6 i n the 
computat ion of civil-service ret irement or dis
a b i l i t y benef i ts—with f u l l credit i f the employee 
pays v o l u n t a r y contr ibutions covering the period, 
and w i t h the Government's share of the annuity 
oven i f he does not so contr ibute—oven though the 
worker is receiving a veteran's benefit based on the 
same period of m i l i t a r y service. N o provision 
has yet been made to finance these additional 
civil-service r ights . Under the amended, as 
under the earlier, civil-service ret irement law, 
any periods of m i l i t a r y service on the basis of 
wh i ch an ind iv idua l is receiving retirement pay 
( i . e., noncontr ibutory m i l i t a r y ret irement bene
fits) are to be excluded i n the computat ion of the 
civil-service benefits. 

A l l the veterans' benefits arising out of service-
connected disabilities are paid irrespective of 
other benefits payable or of income f rom employ
ment or any other source. the payments for 
non-service-connected disabilities, except for the 
old-age pensions to veterans of the Spanish-
American and earlier wars, are subject to an i n 
come l i m i t a t i o n . A l t h o u g h the l i m i t is relatively 
high—$1,000 for a single person, $2,500 for a 
f a m i l y — i t can operate to prevent some overlapping 
of benefits, since social insurance payments are 
treated for this purpose l ike any other type of 
income. 

Disab i l i ty benefits are paid under the C i v i l 
Service Ret irement A c t to employees w i t h 5 or 
more years of credited service who become total ly 
disabled for w o r k i n their usual grade or class 
of posit ion. I f the d isabi l i ty is of work-connected 
or ig in , the employee would also be eligible for 
workmen's compensation under the Federal E m 
ployees' Compensation A c t . I n such cases, the 
i n d i v i d u a l is permi t ted t o choose whi ch of the 
two benefits he wishes to receive. Similar pro
visions are found i n m a n y of the State and local 
ret irement systems w h i c h pay d isabi l i ty benefits; 
the worker m a y draw either the benefit f rom the 
ret irement system or a benefit under the State 
workmen's compensation law b u t m a y not receive 
bo th . 

E a r l y in 1942 the Social Security Board became 
responsible for m a k i n g temporary m o n t h l y pay
ments to dependents, residing i n the U n i t e d States, 

6 For a person In furlough or leave-without-pay status from his Government 
job. 



of civilians, p r i m a r i l y employees of contractors a t 
outlying bases, who were k i l l ed , in jured , or de
tained by enemy action occurring outside the 
United States. Those payments were financed 
by an allocation f r om the President's Emergency 
Fund. Since this emergency benefit was to be 
paid entirely f rom publ ic funds, provision was 
made b y the Board to prevent certain types of 
duplication of these benefits w i t h any regular 
survivor or d i sab i l i ty benefits which m i g h t be 
payable. I n general, the amount of any noncon-
tributory Government benefit, such as workmen's 
compensation or veterans' payments, to w h i c h 
the indiv idual was ent i t led was subtracted f r o m 
the emergency benefit. O n l y one-half of a benefit 
toward wh i ch the worker had paid contr ibutions, 
such as a survivor benefit under the Social Security 
Act, was subtracted from the emergency benefit. 
Thus an ind iv idua l was assured of combined 
benefits at least equal to the emergency benefit 
and of a higher amount i f he was ent i t led to a 
contributory benefit or to a noncontr ibutory benefit 
larger than the emergency benefit. Payments under 
any of the special life insurance policies available to 
members of the armed forces were disregarded as 
being in the nature of pr ivate income despite the fact 
that these benefits are also paid i n largo measure 
from public funds. Unemployment benefits were 
also disregarded as were any earnings of the de
pendent receiving the emergency war benefit. 
The emergency program was enlarged i n October 
1042 to include certain members of c iv i l ian defense 
organizations in jured or k i l l ed i n l ino of official 
duty in this country . 

I n December 1942, Congress provided for pay
ment of benefits to employees of the Government 
or of contractors disabled, k i l l ed , or detained b y 
enemy action outside the U n i t e d States through 
the U . S. Employees ' Compensation Commission. 
The only provision w i t h respect to duplicate bene
fit r ights which was retained was a disqualifica
tion of persons receiving workmen's compensation. 

Nonparallel old-age and survivors insurance 
benefits.-—An ind iv idua l m a y be concurrently 
eligible for more than one social insurance bene-
fit, no t only because of the existence of separate 
insurance systems b u t also because of the possi
b i l i ty of acquir ing benefit r ights under a single 
system on the basis of more than one wage record 
or employment experience T h i s possibility re 

sults f r o m the provision of dependents', benefits. 
Thus , under the present old-age and survivors 
insurance system, a woman m a y qual i fy for re 
t i rement benefits on the basis of her own earnings 
and for supplementary (wife's) or survivor bene
fits on the basis of her husband's earnings. A 
w i d o w m a y be eligible for surv ivor benefits on the 
basis of b o t h her husband's and her child's wages. 
A chi ld m a y be ent i t led to survivor benefits on 
the basis of b o t h its mother 's and i ts father's wages. 
T h e Social Security A c t now provides t h a t i n a l l 
cases of dua l ent i t lement under t i t l e I I the i n d i -
v i d u a l shall receive the larger of the two benefits. 

Under a unif ied social insurance system p r o 
v i d i n g d isabi l i ty and unemployment benefits, the 
cases of concurrent e l ig ib i l i ty for more t h a n one 
benefit would be s t i l l more numerous. I n order 
to assure fami ly , as we l l as i n d i v i d u a l , security 
the social insurance system should provide bene
fits to a worker 's surv iv ing dependents on the 
basis of his earnings. There is no sound reason, 
however, why an ind iv idua l who happens to qual i fy 
b o t h as a dependent and a worker should receive 
t w o benefits for the same r i sk . the social purpose 
of the system is satisfied i f he receives the larger of 
the amounts to w h i c h he is ent i t led . 

Unemployment compensation and other benefits.— 
Somewhat different problems arise i n the case of 
individuals ent i t led to receive b o t h long-term 
and current benefits. Such instances occur most 
frequently at present i n the case of unemploy
ment benefits and various types of ret i rement , 
survivor , or d isabi l i ty benefits. 

I n some countries a person is automatica l ly 
disqualified for unemployment insurance upon 
reaching ret irement age. Our social insurance 
system, on the contrary , recognizes t h a t there is 
no fixed ago of re t i rement ; m a n y workers who 
have passed the m i n i m u m s ta tutory ret irement 
ago are current ly employed and accumulating 
credits t oward future old-age benefits. I f such 
workers become temporar i ly unemployed, they 
should be able to draw unemployment benefits 
to compensate for the ir current wage loss and n o t 
have to apply for old-age benefits u n t i l they are 
ready to ret i re more or less permanently . 

A worker m a y also file a c laim for old-age 
benefits because he wishes to freeze his benefit 
amount a t a t ime favorable t o himself and continue 
work ing . W h e n he becomes unemployed, he 



w i l l be ent i t led to bo th old-age and unemploy
ment benefits. S imi lar ly , a worker who retires 
b u t returns t o w o r k m a y later find himself eligible 
for b o t h types of benefit. I n b o t h cases, the worker 
should receive benefits to compensate for the 
wage loss, b u t there is no sound reason for double 
compensation. Since the unemployment benefit 
w i l l o rd inar i ly be the higher of the t w o , i t w i l l 
usually be to his advantage to draw this benefit 
so long as he is ent i t led to i t . A unif ied social 
insurance system could provide, as is now done 
for old-age and survivors insurance benefits, t h a t 
the worker should receive the higher of the two 
benefits to w inch he is ent i t led . 

The same result is achieved at present, though 
at the expense of more complex admin is t rat ive 
arrangements, i n the 27 States w inch provide t h a t 
a worker shall receive i n unemployment benefits 
the difference between his computed benefit 
amount and any Federal old-age benefit received 
for the same period. The worker i n such case 
receives his m o n t h l y old-age benefit check and 
one or more supplementary weekly payments f rom 
the unemployment compensation agency. Six 
States completely disquali fy a worker for unem
p loyment benefits i f he is receiving old-age bene-
fits. I n these States the worker w i l l i n most cases 
receive the lesser of the t w o amounts to which 
he is ent i t led . The remaining States pay unem
p loyment benefits irrespective of the receipt of 
old-age benefits. Rai l road ret irement payments 
are treated under the State unemployment com
pensation laws i n the same manner as old-age 
benefits under the Social Security A c t . I n 9 
States the unemployment benefit is reduced by the 
amount of any payment f r om a pr ivate group 
pension p lan . Insofar as such payments are i n the 
nature of pr ivate insurance, comparable to income 
f r o m an a n n u i t y purchased by the i n d i v i d u a l or to 
other savings, th is disqualif ication w o u l d seem to 
have l i t t l e , i f any, just i f i cat ion. 

A t the t i m e most of the State unemployment 
compensation laws were passed, the Social Security 
A c t d i d no t provide surv ivor benefits. The pro 
visions i n the State laws governing the re lat ion of 
unemployment and old-age benefits have not been 
extended to apply to surv ivor benefits. I t has 
been argued b y some persons t h a t , since the sur
v i v o r benefit is based on the deceased worker 's 
wage record whi le the unemployment benefit is 
based on the indiv idual ' s own wage record, the 

two are not dupl icat ive i n purpose. Th i s position 
is hard ly consistent, however, w i t h the provision 
i n the Social Security A c t suspending payment of 
survivor benefits for months i n which the sur
v ivor earns $15 or more i n covered employment. 
I f the survivor benefit is intended to provide a 
substitute for wage income, presumably the per
son who is eligible for another benefit also com
pensating for wage loss should receive the larger 
of the two benefits b u t not both . On the other 
hand, when, as i n Great B r i t a i n , a surviving 
widow is paid a m o n t h l y benefit whether or not 
she is employed, i t is not appropriate to reduce 
her unemployment benefits because she is receiv
ing a survivor benefit. 

Four State unemployment compensation laws 
disqualify a worker for unemployment benefits if 
he is receiving Federal or State workmen's com
pensation for temporary d isabi l i ty , and one State 
disqualifies a worker i f he is receiving any payment 
for loss of wages. The unemployment benefit is 
reduced by the amount of any Federal or State 
workmen's compensation payment for temporary 
d isabi l i ty i n 22 States and by the amount of any 
payment for loss of wages i n 3 States. Most 
workers who are t o ta l l y disabled would be auto
mat i ca l l y disqualified for unemployment benefits 
by failure to meet the requirement of ab i l i ty to 
work . A par t ia l l y disabled worker may , however, 
be able to take a j ob , perhaps in a different occu
pat ion f rom his customary one. Since his partial 
d isabi l i ty benefit represents a cont inuing com
pensation for loss of earning capacity, i t would 
seem inconsistent and inequitable to reduce the 
unemployment benefit he could receive on the basis 
of his lowered earnings. 

Multiple unemployment benefits.—Because of the 
existence i n this country of 51 State unemploy
ment compensation laws and a separate system of 
rai lroad unemployment insurance, a worker might 
draw two or more unemployment benefits at the 
same t ime, i f there were no explic it provision to 
the contrary . A l l b u t 5 of the State laws disqual
i fy a worker for benefits i n weeks for which he 
receives (or i n some States seeks) benefits under 
another unemployment compensation law. Such 
disqualif ication prevents simultaneous receipt of 
benefits f r om more t h a n one system; i f they remain 
unemployed long enough, some workers m a y st i l l 
draw benefits f rom two systems successively for 



an aggregate of more t h a n the usual m a x i m u m 
number of weeks. 

Emerging Patterns of Benefit Interrelation
ships 

The social insurance program i n this country is 
at present i n a transit ional stage. S tar t ing f r o m 
a number of separate systems prov id ing l i m i t e d 
protection for special groups, i t is developing t o 
ward a comprehensive nat ional system prov id ing 
basic protection to a l l workers and their families 
with supplementary benefit r ights for special 
groups where just i f ied. The problems of benefit 
interrelationships among mul t ip l e systems—both 
the problems of gaps i n protection and of d u p l i 
cate r ights—are most acute i n this transit ional 
period when the largest of the systems is s t i l l l i m 
ited in scope and coverage. 

I f no changes are made i n the present system, 
the number of persons who con qual i fy for bene
fits from more than one social insurance system 
may be expected to increase rap id ly dur ing the 
next few years as a result of f u l l employment op
portunities and the s t i l l re lat ive ly low number of 
years required to a t t a i n f u l l y insured status for 
old-age and survivors insurance. A t the same 
time, substantial numbers of workers previously 
in employments covered b y old-age and survivors 
insurance are losing insured status and facing a 
permanent decrease i n their old-age benefits be
cause of the t ime now spent i n the armed forces 
or in c iv i l ian Government employment, p a r t i c u 
larly i n arsenals and shipyards. Other workers, 
previously employed i n agriculture, are acquir ing 
what m a y be a very ephemeral protect ion based 
on their present employment i n covered industry . 

Basic and supplementary benefits.—There is only 
one completely satisfactory solution to the prob
lem of gaps i n pro tec t i on—that is extension to a l l 
employments of the coverage of a nat ional system 
providing a m i n i m u m basic protect ion. Such 
extention wou ld also greatly s impl i fy the problem 
of assuring appropriate relationships among the 
benefits of mul t ip l e systems. Where there are t w o 
systems w i t h m u t u a l l y exclusive coverage, i t is 
extremely dif f icult to devise benefit formulas for 
the two systems t h a t w i l l be equitable bo th for 
persons whoso entire employment is covered b y 
only one of the systems and for persons whose 
employment is d iv ided between the two . O n the 

other hand, i f one of the systems covers a l l employ
ment whi le the other is l i m i t e d to a special segment 
of employment, i t is re lat ive ly easy to make the 
benefits of the l i m i t e d system appropriately sup
plement those of the basic system. 

I t is not possible w i t h i n the l imi t s of this article 
to discuss i n any detai l the methods wh i ch m i g h t 
be followed i n integrat ing benefit r ights under a l l 
the existing special systems w i t h the benefits of a 
comprehensive nat ional system. However, cer
t a i n general patterns of relationship m a y be sug
gested. The simplest pa t t e rn wou ld be t h a t of a 
single insurance system, pay ing basic benefits to a l l 
qualified workers and augmented benefits to 
certain groups of workers b y w h o m or on whoso 
behalf special contributions had been made to the 
system. Thus Government employees m i g h t pay 
a higher contr ibut ion rate and receive a ret irement 
benefit increased i n proport ion to the number of 
years spent i n Government service; or veterans 
and workers disabled i n the course of employment 
m i g h t receive m o n t h l y benefits higher b y a fixed 
percentage t h a n the basic m o n t h l y benefit, w i t h 
the addit ional cost financed b y special employer or 
Government contributions. 

I t is no t l ike ly t h a t such an all- inclusive social 
insurance system w i l l come i n t o existence i n this 
country or i n any other country where the estab
l ishment of the basic system has followed t h a t of a 
number of special systems. A n d , i f supplementary 
benefits are to be pa id to certain groups, there are 
certain advantages offsetting the administrat ive 
disadvantages i n their payment b y an agency other 
than the nat ional social insurance agency. Assum
ing separate systems, the simplest and the most 
desirable arrangement w o u l d be for the basic 
benefits to be pa id irrespective of any other benefit 
r ights and for the special benefits t o be adjusted t o 
supplement the basic benefit. T h i s m a y not , 
however, be feasible i n every case. 

Federal retirement and disability benefits.—An 
appropriate adjustment of supplementary re t i re 
ment benefits could be effected re lat ively easily 
b y re lat ing the benefit of the special system to the 
indiv idual ' s earnings i n employment covered b y 
t h a t system. T h e benefit level of the special 
system should then be such as to y i e ld amounts 
wh i ch i f added to the basic nat ional system 
benefit for a worker , a l l of whose employment had 
been covered b y the special system, wou ld give a 



combined benefit equal to the desired percentage 
of his previous earnings and the desired f ract ion 
higher t h a n the basic benefit. A worker who had 
been i n Government employment throughout his 
w o r k i n g career and one who had been i n such 
employment for only a brief t ime wou ld each 
receive a basic benefit related to his entire earn
ings; the former wou ld receive a re lat ive ly largo 
and the la t te r a re lat ive ly small supplementary 
benefit. T h e former would have pa id sub
s tant ia l , the l a t t e r very l i m i t e d , contr ibut ions to 
the special system. D i s a b i l i t y benefits payable 
under a civil-service ret irement system could be 
s imi lar ly adjusted to supplement the d isabi l i ty 
benefits of the nat ional social insurance system. 

State and local retirement benefits.—Where the 
supplementary ret irement system is Federal, 
Congress can assure the appropriate relationship 
of the special benefits w i t h these of the nat ional 
social insurance system. T h e problem is a l i t t l e 
different where State and local ret irement systems 
are concerned. I n the design of the nat ional 
system, a choice must be made between payment 
of the basic benefit irrespective of any other 
parallel benefit w h i c h the i n d i v i d u a l m a y be 
re ce iv ing—with the knowledge t h a t i n some cases 
the special benefits m a y n o t be appropriately 
adjusted—or of ad just ing the basic benefit to the 
State or local benefit. I f the la t te r course were 
followed, some dist inct ion m i g h t be made between 
contr ibutory and noncontr ibutory b e n e f i t s . 
Thus , the entire amount of a noncontr ibutory 
benefit b u t only hal f of a benefit t o w a r d which 
the i n d i v i d u a l had contr ibuted m i g h t be deducted 
f r o m the basic system benefit. 

A n y such adjustment i n the basic benefit would 
weaken the protect ion of the nat ional system and 
discourage, i f no t prevent, the most appropriate 
ad justment of the benefits of any local system to 
those of the nat ional system. I t wou ld seem 
preferable t o accept some dupl i cat ion . The h igh 
level of contr ibut ions (employee and govern
mental ) t h a t wou ld be required to m a i n t a i n f u l l 
benefits under the State and local systems i n 
add i t i on to coverage under the nat ional system 
could safely be counted on to reduce such d u p l i 
cat ion to a m i n i m u m . T h e wiser choice for the 
nat ional system wou ld , therefore, appear to be the 
payment of ret irement benefits irrespective of any 
parallel benefits received f r o m another system. 

Veterans' benefits.—A somewhat different set of 
problems is involved i n the integrat ion of veterans' 
service-connected benefits w i t h the d isabi l i ty and 
survivor benefits of a comprehensive nat ional social 
insurance system. The just i f icat ion for supple
mentat ion of the basic benefit applies, of course, 
only to disabilities or deaths of service-connected 
or ig in . Whi le the veteran's benefit, like a special 
ret irement system benefit, is based on a port ion of 
the indiv idual ' s t o ta l period of service wh i ch is also 
credited under the comprehensive system, the 
veteran's benefit is no t and probably should not be 
s imi lar ly related to earnings d u r i n g the period of 
m i l i t a r y service. One way of m a k i n g the veteran's 
benefit supplementary to the basic benefit would be 
to have the veteran's benefit a fixed proport ion of 
the basic benefit for persons who qual i fy under the 
nat ional social insurance system. Alternat ive ly , 
the Veterans A d m i n i s t r a t i o n m i g h t subtract the 
amount or some p a r t (perhaps half) of the basic 
benefit f rom the veteran's benefit otherwise pay
able. 

I f some such adjustment in the present system 
of veterans' service-connected benefits were not 
adopted, i t would be necessary, though less logical, 
t o reduce the amount of the basic benefit when 
veterans' benefits were payable. T h e extent of the 
reduct ion w o u l d depend on the extent of the 
special recognition w h i c h i t was desired to give to 
veterans. I t wou ld probably be most equitable to 
make the reduct ion proport ional to the amount of 
the basic benefit rather than to the amount of the 
veteran's benefit, since the la t ter is no t related to 
the indiv idual ' s previous earning level. 

Workmen's compensation.—Decision as to the 
relationship which should obta in between the dis
a b i l i t y and survivor benefits of the nat ional social 
insurance system and workmen's compensation 
payments is, as i n the case of State and local re
t i rement systems, complicated b y the different 
levels of government involved , and the marked 
variat ions i n the adequacy of the protect ion now 
afforded b y the different State workman's com
pensation laws. The p a t t e r n followed m i g h t be 
the same for workmen's compensation as for State 
and local ret irement benefits. T h a t is, the bene
fits of the basic nat ional system m i g h t be paid 
irrespective of any workman's compensation 
received, on the assumption t h a t the la t ter benefits 
would be modified to become supplementary i n 



character. Such an adjustment is no t at a l l 
inconceivable. I n very few States are d isabi l i ty 
benefits paid for the remainder of the worker 's l i fe 
or survivor benefits u n t i l the children are grown. 
The usual l i m i t a t i o n on the durat i on of workmen's 
compensation payments is f rom 3 to 5 years. I f 
the same aggregate amounts wore pa id i n smaller 
weekly or m o n t h l y sums over longer periods of 
time when basic benefits were also payable, the 
worker would have a protect ion i n the case of 
work-connected injuries t h a t would be t r u l y sup
plementary to the protection of the basic insurance 
system. 

Opinion m a y differ sharply as to the probab i l i ty 
of any such adjustment i n existing State workmen's 
compensation legislation. The cont inuing l i a b i l i t y 
of the employer under common law for injuries 
sustained by his workers makes i t most un l ike ly 
that State workmen's compensation laws would 
disappear. However, the degree of adjustment 
to the benefits of the basic system would certainly 
differ greatly f rom State to State, and i t is probable 
that there would be considerable dupl icat ion of 
benefits i n some States and no supplementation i n 
others. Consequently, some m a y consider i t 
preferable to adjust the benefits of the nat ional 
system to take account of any workmen's compen
sation received. 

A relationship s imilar to t h a t which now obtains 
between civil-service d isabi l i ty benefits and w o r k 
men's compensation payments to Federal em
ployees could be achieved by denying the benefits 
of the basic system to any worker who was receiv
ing workmen's compensation payments. A worker 
who for any reason chose to draw the basic system 
benefits could refrain f r om claiming workmen's 
compensation. So long as medical care was ava i l 
able under workmen's compensation b u t no t under 
the national social insurance system, this m i g h t 
present some workers w i t h a di f f icult choice. A n 
alternative and perhaps preferable arrangement 
would be to reduce the basic benefit by the amount 
of any workmen's compensation payment received 
by the worker. the worker would thus be assured 
of receiving in a l l cases the f u l l protect ion of the 
national insurance system; his combined benefits 
would be higher t h a n those of the basic system i n 
States pay ing higher workmen's compensation 
benefits. The effect of such an adjustment on t o t a l 
benefit r ights wou ld be the same as t h a t wh i ch 
results f rom payment of the higher of two benefits 

for wh i ch the worker qualifies under the unified 
system. 

Supplementation of current weekly benefits.—The 
discussion of supplementation thus far has related 
to long-term m o n t h l y ret irement , d isabi l i ty , or 
survivor benefits. I s there any just i f i cat ion for 
concurrent supplementation of one short - term 
benefit by another short - term benefit for the same 
risk? The question would arise w i t h respect t o 
sickness benefits under the nat ional social insur
ance system and temporary disabi l i ty benefits u n 
der workmen's compensation or veterans' legisla
t i on . The force of the argument for recognition of 
special service through supplementary benefit 
r ights is greatly weakened when the benefit is pay-
able for no more t h a n 20 or 26 weeks. I n the first 
place, the current benefit is ord inar i ly larger i n 
relat ion to previous earnings t h a n the long-term 
benefit. I f the basic current benefit ( including an 
allowance for dependents) wore already 60, 70, or 
80 percent of the worker 's previous earnings, there 
would be l i t t l e or no room for a supplementary 
payment. 

Whatever relationship is established between 
the m o n t h l y benefits of the basic and of the v e t 
erans' system, i t m i g h t consequently be desirable 
to provide t h a t the weekly sickness benefit under 
the nat ional system be reduced b y the amount of 
any veteran's temporary d isabi l i ty benefit r e 
ceived. S imi lar ly , even though the m o n t h l y d is 
a b i l i t y and survivor benefits of the basic system 
were paid irrespective of any workmen's com
pensation payments, i t m i g h t be thought desirable 
to reduce the weekly benefit b y the amount of any 
workmen's compensation payment . I n other 
words, i n the design of the basic system itself, 
provis ion would be made to prevent dupl i cat ion 
of current benefits. A t the same t ime the worker 
would be assured of an amount equal to the higher 
of the two benefits to which he was ent i t led . 

I t was suggested earlier i n this discussion t h a t 
i f an i n d i v i d u a l qualified for two of the benefits of 
the unified social insurance system, whether for 
the same or different risks, he should always receive 
the higher of the two benefits, b u t no t b o t h . T h e 
same principle m i g h t be followed w i t h respect t o 
any overlapping r ights to current benefits under 
the basic system and long- term benefits under 
any other system. The desired result wou ld be 



achieved b y subtract ing f r o m the basic weekly 
benefit any other benefit payable. One exception 
m i g h t be desirable. Benefits received as com
pensation for loss of earning capacity—such as 
p a r t i a l d isabi l i ty benefits and conceivably re t i re 
m e n t benefits pa id a t very early ages to persons i n 
hazardous occupations such as police or fire 
service—might be disregarded. 

T h e general pat tern of benefit r ights under a 
unif ied and comprehensive social insuranco system 
m i g h t thus involve the deduction f r o m the cur
rent weekly benefits of the basic system of any 
other benefits current ly received as compensation 
f or wage loss ( inc luding the l ong - term benefits of 
the basic system), and the payment of the l ong-
t e r m benefits of the basic system w i t h o u t regard 
for any benefits received f r o m special public 
ret irement systems, and—according to the alter 
nat ive pre f e r red—with or w i t h o u t adjustment to 

take account of workmen's compensation and 
veterans' service-connected payments. 

A n y patterns of relationship wh i ch wore devel
oped w o u l d need to be modif ied i n deta i l to fit 
the special circumstances and the special charac
teristics of the different supplementary insurance 
systems. There wou ld have to be special provi
sions also to protect the accumulated rights of 
persons now on the rolls of special contributory 
systems or nearing ret i rement ago. Such details 
can be worked out . The essential feature of the 
structure is the comprehensive and inclusive basic 
protect ion furnished by the nat ional social insur
ance system. W i t h o u t th is , the p a t t e r n will 
continue to be one of confusion and of unequal 
and patchwork security. W i t h a comprehensive 
nat ional system, special protections can be built 
upon the firm guarantee of basic social insurance 
r ights for everyone. 


