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a b s t r a c t
We analyze the impact of the original means-tested old-age assistance (OAA) programs on
the health of the elderly prior to the ﬁrst Social Security pension payments. Before 1935 a
number of states had enacted their own OAA laws. After 1935 the federal government
began offering matching grants and thus stimulated the adoption of OAA programs by
the states. A new panel data set of 75 cities for each year between 1929 and 1938 combines
mortality rates for older age groups with three measures of the OAA programs, spending on
non-age-speciﬁc relief and a rich set of correlates. The data are analyzed using differencein-difference-in-difference and instrumental variables methods. Our results suggest that
old-age assistance in the 1930s had little impact on the death rate of the elderly. Our sense
is that the OAA programs in the 1930s transferred the elderly from general relief programs
without necessarily increasing the resources available to them.
Ó 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
During the Great Depression, the Roosevelt Administration faced substantial pressure to make special provisions to aid
the elderly poor. The elderly tended to have the highest poverty rates among age groups, and several advocates received
extensive publicity and support in opinion polls when they lobbied for expansive programs to help the elderly.2 When
the Roosevelt Administration turned to the issue in late 1934 and 1935 they faced a set of choices. One was to help the states
expand their old-age assistance programs that paid beneﬁts to the elderly poor. A second was to provide an old-age pension
plan for all workers, who would pay taxes into a fund while working and then receive beneﬁts based on their contributions after
age 65. The Social Security Act of 1935 chose both, an old-age assistance (OAA) matching-grant program that aided the states in
paying beneﬁts to the needy elderly and the national Old Age Security Income (OASI) old-age pension for the working
population.
The problems with funding OASI pensions, widely known as Social Security, have led to a variety of debates over restructuring the OASI tax and beneﬁt structure to favor lower income retirees. In the debates, few people mention that the U.S.
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presently has means-tested old-age assistance programs under the Supplemental Security Income system, which is based on
the original state old-age assistance programs. The debates over the OASI program raise a question about government action
for old-age security. What would have happened had the federal government never adopted the OASI old-age pension and
the U.S. had just continued forward with the state-based old-age assistance programs? In hindsight, it may seem odd to rely
on the states, but it should be remembered that workers’ compensation, unemployment insurance, aid to children, and aid to
the blind still remain state-based programs.3
Prior published work on OAA focused on labor force participation and living arrangements. Parsons (1991) found that
OAA beneﬁts account for about half of the decline in the elderly work force between 1930 and 1950, while Friedberg
(1999) showed that labor force participation would have risen slightly in the absence of OAA programs. Costa (1999) found
that the 27% increase in average OAA beneﬁts between 1940 and 1950 explains about 80% of the decrease in the proportion
of older non-married women living with family members. Further, states that disallowed beneﬁts to women with family
who could care for them and states with lien requirements increased the share of women living with relatives.
We examine the impact of the old-age assistance state programs on elderly mortality rates during the period from 1929
through 1938 before the ﬁrst OASI payments were issued.4 The state programs made cash payments to the needy elderly to
allow them to live on their own rather than among the needy population in almshouses provided by local governments.5
Between the late 1920s and 1934 more than half the states adopted old-age assistance. After the Social Security Act of 1935
offered matching grants, all of the states eventually began paying old-age assistance beneﬁts.
We take advantage of the timing of the implementation of old-age assistance programs across states and the different
beneﬁts offered in the programs to assess their impact on the mortality rates of the elderly.6 We create a new panel data
set for 75 cities with annual data for the years 1929 through 1938 that combines data on mortality rates for different age groups
and information on OAA beneﬁts and other forms of government relief spending. To avoid confounding effects, we stop the analysis before the national Social Security pension system started to pay beneﬁts. The relationship between old-age assistance and
mortality is estimated using three measures of the program, several speciﬁcations, and multiple procedures ranging from difference-in-difference to difference-in-difference-in-difference analysis to instrumental variables. The results suggest that other
relief programs did not reduce elderly mortality. After investigating several hypotheses about differences in the types of deaths
experienced, the ﬁndings lead us to believe that the introduction of OAA in the 1930s was primarily an administrative shift that
moved the elderly who most likely to be at risk of dying from the general relief rolls to the OAA relief rolls without changing the
access to resources for the elderly poor.
2. Old-age assistance programs
Local governments in the United States held the primary responsibility for providing beneﬁts to the poor through the ﬁrst
decade of the 20th century. The states became more heavily involved with the introduction of mothers’ pensions, workers’
compensation, and aid to the blind during the 1910s and 1920s.7 Speciﬁc legislation targeted at the elderly was ﬁrst passed in
several Western and Midwestern states during the 1920s, as seen in Table 1 for the states covered in our city sample. Details of
the initial state laws are shown in Table 2. The early laws gave the option to local governments to create county-ﬁnanced programs speciﬁcally targeted at the elderly. As the country sunk into Depression, studies in New York in 1930 and Connecticut in
1932 found that nearly 50% of the populations aged 65 years or older had less than an estimated subsistence income level of $25
per month. The share of elderly individuals with less than $300 per year in income and property valued at less than $5000 exceeded 46% in Connecticut and 74.5% in New York City (Old Age Security Staff Report, 1935).
Over half of the states responded to the problems of the elderly by passing old-age assistance programs intended to ‘‘give
aid to each applicant in his or her home or in some other suitable home in preference to placing him or her in an institution
(Florida, 1935 Bill).” Essentially, the elderly poor were to be moved from the existing poor law system into their own categorical assistance programs. Over half of the states in Table 2 prevented the OAA recipients from receiving any other form of
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