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Given the power and machinery set up in the Iowa Old Age Assistance 
Act to deal with the problems of old age dependency in this state, the 
Iowa commission sought help and advice of other sta tes, most of whom 
have had ·but little more experience than our own. Next they turned 
to the S'killed advice of a n actuary, Mr. Lloyd A. Knowler of H ed­
r ick , Iowa, a graduate assistant in the mathem atics department of the 
State University of Iowa, .who has been given a leave o.f absence from 
the faculty and loa ned to the old age ass1istan ce d·epar tment to h elp the 
commis•sion in its many administrative problems. 

Before securing the services of Mr. Knowler , the comm ission had dis­
covered t ha t the pr oblem of insuring the well-being of t he sta te's aged 
citizenry is a most diff icult one. 

F irst , the only available sta tistics on which we can depend , a r e t hose 
of the 1930 census, wh ioh show that we ha d 184,237 persons in Iowa past 
65 year s of age. Th is number has probrubly s lightly incr eased up to the 
present t ime. 

Second, but t wo of the 28 states having old age a ssist ance, Maine 
and New Hampshire, have a greater percentage of their total popula­
tion ,beyond the age of 65 year s than does Iowa, wher e 7.4 per cen tum 
of our peo,ple are in that elderly group. 

Third, though Iowa has a high average per capita wealth, t h e life 
savings of thousands of our thrifty, aged citizens have •been d issipated 
by the d.epressed conditions in this agricultural r egion from 1920 t o the 
present, la rgely through declining property values a nd bank failures. 

Fourth, where .families once found it compar atively ea sy to car e for 
the elder ly m ember s of their households, the depression , resultant low 
prices and particularly unemployment have no,w made th e living expense 
of the immediate family, wife and children a hardship, and the expense 
o.f caring for parents and gr andpar ents oftent imes a burden . 

Within a short time a fter the commission h a d secured the ser vices of 
Mr. Knowler , he bad made a preliminary study of the ear liest 2,000 
appl ications in 14 widely scatter ed counties a nd had confirmed the com­
m ission's •belief that t he problem was greater th an anyone had an t icipated 
at th e t ime 01' the enactment of the la;w at t h e extraordinar y session 
of the For ty-fifth General Assembly. 



"It is not strange," sa id Mr. Kno wler , "tha t the le5 . 

the magnitude of the problem, because they were fo r ced tu 

the very mea ger s tat is tics of other states where the per centage of elut ._ 
people is much less than in Iowa and which were m ade in a period of 
comparative n ormalcy in business, employment condiitions and price levels. 

"The indications, from the study thus far m ade, a r e that the fina ncial 
set-up of the presen t law would have been v er y much more nearly ade-
qua te a few year s ago. • 

" H ad t h ese legislat or s a t tempted to insure against losses to farmers 
by ,hog ch olera, the state and federa l departments of a gricul ture would 
have been a l:>le t o furnish the sta tistics of years of study. The depart­
ment of health could have fu r nished the guiding figures on the p.revalence 
of •ba d tonsils among sch ool children . The hig·hway commission has t raf­
fic counts on a lmos t all of our highways. But, s trange to say, no ad•e­
quate Am erican study, much less Iowa study, has been ma de on the 
subject of the socia l and economic well-being of I owa's grandfathers and 
gra ndmot hers." 

With this rather dish eartening outlook on their t ask , the commission 
wen t to work to make the fi r st com prehensive study of old age depend­
ency in Iowa, a t the same time setting wbout t o administer the grant­
ing of assistan ce payments, under t he provis ions of the em ergen cy sec­
tion of the old age assistan ce law, to the m ost urgently needy of our 
aged po·pulation. 

This outlook has been greatly brightened , however, by the splendid 
spirit with which two out of every three citizens have pa id the s upport­
ing per capita tax. This is a r eco•rd which tax and social research bodies 
t ell us is the m ost r ema rkable ever made b y any st at e in s ix m on ths' 
time. Not only that but it is equal t o or better than t he payment of other 
form s of taxes during a financially depressed ,period. 

To date $977,751 h as been paid into the st a t e old age pension fund . 
The old age assistan ce commission is a public institution. As such, 

the public is entitled to know how it is a dministering the a ssis tance 
system. With tha t in mind and in an effort t o "lay a ll the cards on the 
table," I will outline ,briefly the funct ioning of that department of ou.r 
state government. 

The a dministrative machiner y of the com mission's office h as been 
worked out much like that of an insuran ce company'·s home offi.ce. All 
the files conta ining the applications of aged •per sons making claims for 
ass istan ce, the investigator s' interviews and reports, the recommenda­
tions of the county old age a;ss ist an ce board,s, supporting affidavits and 
r ecords of the final action of the st a te commission ar e k ept at the state 
offi ce. F inally, the monthly war rants issued •by the s tate compt roller 
upon order of the old age ass ista nce commission will be ma iled from 
the la t ter 's office. 

After an aged a nd n eedy per son who believes himself to be eligi<ble 
makes application fo r ass istance, the county old age assistan ce board 
has t he merits .of t he a:p,plica tion examined b y an investigator whose 
r ep or t is divi ded into• two parts: first, h e fill s out a compr ehensive 
inter view ·which is made a sworn statement of fact by the ap plicant; 
and second, r emarks are ma de •by t he investigator, of his independent 
fi nds on the merits a nd proofs of the a pp,Jicant's cla im and statements. 
The entire inquiry· is r elative t o the elderly per son's earning power and 
savings; the inabili ty of r espons ible blood r ela tives t o support t h e ap­
plicant wi thout undue h a rdship ; an d the qualificat ions of the individual 
as to age, United States citizen ship, domicil e in t h e s tate, and county 
r esidence. 

After consideration of th e case, the county board r ecommends th e r e-



• _ . .. , of the application and suggests the amount of assist­
. t deems necessar y for the well-being of the aged individua l. 

_ applica tion of the individual , interview and report of the investi-
5ator, t ogether with the r ecommendation of the county ·board, become a 
file a nd a re sent to the state office where they are looked over by an 
examiner who determines 'Whether t>r n ot the fil e on the pa rticular case 
in question is complete, in proper form and r eady to be g iven a state 
file number. If t his is not the case, the file is r eturned to the county 
for t he additional proofs or information which may be lacking. · 

If accepta,ble, the fil e on the individ ua l case is given a number, indexed 
in a cross r eference system designed to prevent duplica tion of appli-
cations, and is sent to the analyzing board. • 

In the latter section of the a dministrative set-up, the individual's appli­
ca tion travels a "mill-like be.Jt" so planned that every applicant's case 
will be analyzed on a given question by the sam e person who has or will 
examine every other application in the state, t hus giving as near a 
unifo rmity of judgment as humanly possible on questions which eventu­
ally hinge on opinion and judgment. The .first s tep here is to see 
whether the a pplication should be r ejected because the app.Jicant has not 
yet attained the age of 65 years, has not been a citizen for the r equired 
15 years, has not deserted his spouse or minor children, has failed to 
pay the sup-port·ing head tax or is not otherwise d isqualified under the 
provisions of the law. 

The second step is des igned to classify the application on a g.rade 
basis of eligibility under a point system. Of major importance is the 
ind ividual's lack of income as offset by spouse's, children 's and m ale 
grandchild ren's ability, without undue hardship, to support the elderly 
pa rent or gr andparen t. Lack of personal income from personal labor, 
property, annuities or the like, fixes the positive points, up to 80, which 
will be a llowed. Family support, up to 80, are charged against the 
applicant in negative terms. 

Since the law s tates that "the amounl. of assistance sh all be fixed 
with due regard to the condition of the individual and community in 
each case," the analyzing board weighs tile infirmities of age, physical 
and health condition of the individua l as a factor which determines the 
individual 's ability to become or continue partly self-supporting. Also, 
such community s ituations as drought, industrial inactivity and urban 
living conditions and the like are considered as affecting oppo-rtunities 
for partial self-support and living expense. On these sets of circum­
stances, a total of 20 ·points a re allowable in the classification plan in 
use. •by the commi,ssion office. 

Inasmuch a;s the· legislature intended the operation of the law from 
November 1, 19.34, to July 1, 1935, to cover an emergency period and 
provided for payments of assistance from a fund financed by a $1 
per capita tax, the state commission is first con sidering the applications 
whose scores throw them into the most needy classifications as shown 
•by the point system. Assisted by the points allowed by -the a nalyzing 
board in the state office, the state commission gives its approval t o 
a pplications with the amount of assistance which the point classification 
indicates as justifiable, except as they may be altered when it is deemed 
proper to adjust the am ount thus arrived a t by considera tion of extenu­
at ing circumstances set out by the report of the local investigator and 
the recommendations of the county •board. 

That is, the funds r a ised by our t houghtful a nd considerate taxpayers 
will be expended in the divisions containing the emergency and most 
needy cases and finally in those divis ions of less immediate and necessary 
consideration, by a plan which the commission believes and intends will 
differentiate on a fai r and 'impartial ,basis. Only such cases as a r e 
clearly ineligtble under the exact terms of the law will be formally 
rejected at this t ime. The petitions of tho-se who are immediately and in 
degree most n eedy rw ill be approved and receive assistance payments. 
The less needy whose applica•tions cannot at this time be gra nted because 
of the anticipated number of strictly emer gency cases, will be h eld in 



abeyance until the Forty-sixth General Assembly meets - ­
a future course. 

The final approval of the appHcation and the setting of the a-

of assistance, together with the individual's name, is entered into tu.., 
books of the commission, and the applicant is given a county pension 
number, as 23-14 (Clinton Count,-'s 14th a;p,proved application), patterned 
on the Iowa scheme of numbering automobile license number,s. To that 
per son and his account number is allocated the amount of money he 
is entitled to during the period Novembe,r 1, 1934, to July 1, 1935, and, 
since the old age ass istance act provides a .funeral allowance of not to 
exceed $100 where n eeded by any aged beneficiary of the system, a reserve 
is set aside to cover that possi-bility. Thus, based on the experience 
of life insurance companies, a sum of $4.26 is set aside as a death reserve 
from the state old age pension fund whenever the application of a 
seventy-year-old person is approved. 

It is a most difficult task to set out and to clearly expla in the admin­
istrative mechanism of -the Iowa ,old age assistance system. It seems that 
one would have to be working in close contact with the details of it to 
appreciate its intri-cacies. It seems that one would have to have spent 
many weems in Des Moines and traveling ,over the state to sympathize 
with the members of the staite commission who have studied the problem 
from every a ngle, and with the, records of successes and failures of 
other states as a guide, in their effort to set up, a worka:ble and just plan 
of administrating a law which the people of Iowa, through the-ir legis­
lators, ho·pe to make an effective system of assurance against de·pendency 
in old age. 

Much s•hould be said of the 297 socially minded and unselfish men and 
women who make up the county old age assistance ·boards of the s tate. 
Mind you, these people serve without pay and have, to date, devoted 
hours and hours of their time to their duties of hearing and studying 
the pa thetic trials and problems of ofttimes unhappy citizens who have 
unfortunately and helplessly watched the years roll by while both earn­
ing power and savings have faded into the mist of the "eveningtime" 
of their lives, as Governor H erring terms it. 

For thi,s devotion to the cause of the aged, and for their long hours 
of work and consideration of individual -cases, there will be but little 
thanks and much a:buse in store for the m embers of the county boards 
and their representatives, the local investigators. 

With but one thought in mind-the making of the Iowa old age assist­
an ce system a ,benefactor of mankind-the commission asks only that 
their fellOIW fowans )Je patient a,s the administrators of 'it work out its 
appUcation to the problem of old age dependency arid that they be not 
overly critical Wihile the n ext and succeeding legislatures improve its 
mechanism. For, like the automobile, which was once a high-wheeled 
'buggy w ith a •gasoline engine under the front seat, the Iowa old age 
assistance act r epresents a new invention in social and economic ma­
chinery. 

Des Moines, Iowa, 
October 30, 1934. 
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