
Methodist minister. The nation was spiraling down
into the Great Depression; one-third of the workforce
was unemployed. Ball, twice head of DKE house (not
known for its seriousness, he confesses), took his fra-
ternity brothers to picket in Hartford on behalf of work-
ers for the Colt arms manufacturing plant who were
fighting for union recognition.

“I think some of the brothers were doing it with the
same motivation with which they conducted panty
raids. But many were serious, and I was serious. We
were the main college supporters of that strike.”

With the harsher effects of industrial capitalism
readily apparent, the Social Security Act was passed on
August 14, 1935. As a Wesleyan student, Ball became
interested in the program from the outset, urged on
by his master’s thesis advisor, Assistant Professor of
Economics Norman Ware, who was working with Yale
Professor Walter Hamilton as a consultant to the new
Social Security Board. “Ware could see that it would
become a very important agency in the future, though
it was nothing then,” Ball relates. “The program ap-
pealed to me on principle. At the time I was more in-
terested in what it was designed to do than I was in my
own career. I didn’t have a lot of practical sense.”

He took the civil service exam and after about three
years, during which he held odd jobs and turned down
a chance to be a fingerprint classifier with the FBI,
joined the Bureau of Old Age and Survivors Insurance
(part of the Social Security Board) as a lowly GS-3, mak-
ing $1,620 per year. That humble start was the best
thing that ever happened to him, he says, because as a
field assistant attached to the Newark, N.J., office, he
had to confront the confused members of the public
who were trying to make sense of this new program.
They were the elderly, widows with uncertain futures,
and businessmen hostile to New Deal “madness.”

In 1942, as a member of the central office training
staff, he distilled his interviewing experiences into a
short essay used throughout district offices to train em-
ployees. In it he advised field personnel on what it
means to be courteous:

“‘Oh, but that’s easy,’ you say. ‘I have good manners.
They are second nature to me.…’ Unfortunately, howev-
er, courtesy is not the same thing as good manners. Real
courtesy means knowing each person you deal with so
well that you know what makes him feel at home. It
means, for instance, that you are crisp and businesslike
in dealing with a busy executive and that you don’t take
up his time unduly with casual conversation and at-
tempts to be friendly. On the other hand, it means know-
ing that it is discourteous to be crisp and businesslike to
those who enter our offices shy and afraid.…

“You must learn first to weigh the effect of your
words and manner on others, and in time you will be
able to foresee the effect you will have… Ask yourself:
Did that elderly gentleman really understand what I

was saying, or was he afraid to ask me again? Will that
schoolgirl remember what I told her in the event she
goes to work this summer? Was that widow, who was
so obviously upset, in any frame of mind to know what
I was talking about?”

After three years in field offices, Ball’s ascent
through the ranks had begun and would be rapid.

He understood the importance of presenting Social
Security as an entitlement earned by working
Americans, not as government largesse. This distinc-
tion was critical to gaining public support in the early
years when the program’s hold on the public psyche
was tenuous. Even by 1950, 15 years after enactment of
the legislation, only 16 percent of Americans over age
65 were eligible for benefits, and payments to them
were modest, averaging about $25 a month. Familiar
provisions such as disability and Medicare were not yet
in place. Social Security, however, was about to enter a
period of explosive growth that would see eligibility
rise to 70 percent of the elderly by 1960 and over 90
percent by 1970.

The addition of disability insurance was the first
major legislative expansion of the program. The
Eisenhower administration opposed it, as did the in-
surance companies and the medical profession. Private
disability plans developed during the 1920s had been a
flop, largely because the companies that bought the in-
surance used the policies to dump unwanted employ-
ees onto disability. So the insurance companies
concluded, according to Ball, “If we can’t do it, how can
the government?”

The Social Security Administration (formerly the
Social Security Board) pressed the case since lack of
disability protection was clearly a gaping hole. Congress
finally agreed, reassured somewhat by very strict con-
ditions for eligibility.

“I wanted to show that we could do a tough, hard-
nosed job of applying the rules,” said Ball, who private-
ly favored more liberal rules. “We did. The result was
that in a very few months the same Congressmen who
had been pushing us to be strict were saying: ‘What the
hell are you doing? People have to be half dead before
you will pay a claim. These are my constituents; why
don’t you pay the claims as you are supposed to?’”

A subsequent investigation by the House Ways and
Means Committee concluded that the law was being
followed carefully but that its provisions were overly
strict, thus clearing the way for liberalization of the
original disability legislation.

By 1952 Ball, whose title was Deputy Commissioner,
had emerged as the “major administrative figure of the
entire Social Security Administration,” according to
Theodore Marmour, a Yale professor who has written
extensively about social services. Six feet and one inch
tall, with broad shoulders, Ball cast an imposing exec-
utive presence and easily could have posed for Fortune

as a corporate chief executive officer. He was objective,
somewhat formal and reserved, but not without a sense
of humor. 

Among the major challenges that fell to the Social
Security organization during this period was enroll-
ment of self-employed individuals. This posed numer-
ous difficulties, such as determining the annual
income of farmers (needed for computation of benefits)
who might be pouring money into their business, for
example, without much or any profit. 

Nowhere was the problem more acute than with
sharecroppers in the South. Hundreds of thousands
of mostly black farmers with virtually no formal edu-
cation farmed by giving back part of the crop in return
for having been furnished with seed and equipment.
The Social Security Administration had to establish
their eligibility. Ball and his associates drafted employ-
ees from throughout the agency and packed them off to
itinerant offices, often a post office or a courthouse, to
deal with huge backlogs of sharecropper claims in
some parts of the South.

“For proofs of age we’d be lucky if there were a fam-
ily Bible or a census record,” he recounts. “We were
sometimes dependent upon old slave records to estab-
lish proof of age.”

In 1962 President Kennedy appointed Ball
Commissioner of Social Security. He was, said
Marmour, “the explicator of social insurance, address-
ing Congress regularly, successfully and confidently,
and making sure that the message of Social Security’s
mission was widely disseminated among the larger
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Senators and Congressmen on both sides of
the aisle admire Robert Ball ’35, former
Commissioner of Social Security. Editor
William Holder ’75 talked to Ball about his
remarkable influence on government policy
and why he just won’t quit

In 1962 President
Kennedy appointed Ball
Commissioner of Social
Security. He was “the
explicator of social 
insurance, addressing
Congress regularly, suc-
cessfully and confidently,
and making sure that the
message of Social
Security’s mission was
widely disseminated
among the larger public.”
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O ne of the most formidable op-
ponents to President Bush’s con-
troversial proposal for partially
privatizing Social Security can
be found not on Capitol Hill,

nor among lobbyists, nor among liberal think
tanks in Washington. In a modest suburban house
overlooking the Potomac River, not far from
George Washington’s estate at Mount Vernon, Bob
Ball ’35 is on the attack.

At age 87, long since retired as Commissioner of
Social Security, Ball no longer has perks of the pow-
erful to wage his campaign—no chauffeured car,
no imposing office, not even a secretary. His repu-
tation, however, needs no gloss, for Ball knows
more about the place of Social Security in American
life than anyone, and his voice commands respect
on Capitol Hill just as it did when he was the one
testifying before Congressional committees. He is,
as The New York Times headlined in a 1999 profile:
“A Great Defender of the Old Social Security [who]
Battles On.” He has appeared this year on network
news, writes letters and op-eds for national news-
papers, and has just published a new book, Insuring
the Essentials: Bob Ball on Social Security (Century
Foundation Press, N.Y., 2000).

Ball is the antipode to today’s job-hopping ex-
ecutives. In one capacity or another, his entire
working and retired life have been devoted to
Social Security and Medicare. Largely unknown to
the public, he has a stellar reputation among gov-
ernment cognoscenti. Senator Edward Kennedy
says Ball is “Mr. Social Security.” 

“He has been the dominant figure in Social
Security policy,” says Henry Aaron, senior fellow at
the Brookings Institution. “He is mild in manner
but has steely views underneath. He doesn’t shout
or engage in hyperbole, but he forcefully and re-
lentlessly advances his point of view.”

Ball’s “steely views” are apparent in his blunt warn-
ing about Bush’s plan: “Partial privatization could
well be the entering wedge for getting rid of Social
Security entirely and substituting a private savings
system built solely on individual equity principles.”

Contrary to popular mythology, he adds, Social
Security is not collapsing, will not shortchange the
baby boomers—in short, is not broken. He argues
that Social Security has done more to ameliorate
poverty in the United States than all other govern-
ment programs combined, a point that evokes his
lifelong concern for social justice. Privatization
gets under his skin because he believes it corrodes
social justice, threatening those who one day will
need its benefits the most.

Ball was already primed for a career in social
service when he entered Wesleyan as the son of a
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Senators and Congressmen on both sides of
the aisle admire Robert Ball ’35, former
Commissioner of Social Security. Editor
William Holder ’75 talked to Ball about his
remarkable influence on government policy
and why he just won’t quit.

          



public.” He would need every bit of his credibility for
his next big battle: the enactment of Medicare.

The concept of medical insurance for the elderly
dated from the early 1950s. The Social Security
Administration began pressing harder for it as time
went on, and the legislative drive began in earnest un-
der Kennedy in 1961. In the Senate, the vote count was
so close that support of a few Republicans was essential
for any hope of passage. Senator Jacob Javits of New
York was the liberal Republican point man, but he
needed a Republican stamp on the bill to persuade four
or five other Republicans to go along with the
Democrats. Javits and Wilbur Cohen, who was in
charge of legislative strategy for the Department of
Housing, Education, and Welfare, worked out a volun-
tary aspect to hospital insurance whereby the elderly
could opt for one of two plans: a small deductible that
allowed fewer days in the hospital versus. a larger de-
ductible with more hospital days. Ball and Cohen nor-
mally agreed with each other, but this issue presented
a rare exception.

“I told Cohen that it would be hard enough for us to
find all the people age 65 or older in the country, let
alone ask them to choose a benefit package. Half of
them, on the basis of later illnesses, will turn out to
have made the wrong choice, and they’ll all write to the
president or their congressmen and complain. What
do we do then?”

“Don’t worry about it,” replied Cohen. “We’ll get it
taken out in conference.”

“You get something like that in and the first thing
you know, we’re trying to administer it,” Ball replied.

Ball was so agitated that he asked to see President
Kennedy—an extraordinary request.

“I knew I had lost when I walked into the Oval Office.
There was Wilbur Cohen and Ted Sorensen (Kennedy’s
top domestic adviser); they had obviously been there
quite a while. They were friendly and happy, so I knew
they had it all fixed up before I walked in. I had made a
mistake, but I had no choice except to see it through.

“’Mr. President,’ I finally said, ‘we will have chaos if
we do this.’”

“Bob,” said Kennedy as he moved over and patted
Ball on the knee, “let’s have a little chaos.” 

By the time President Johnson signed the Medicare
legislation in 1964, the choice of deductibles had been
eliminated. 

Implementing Medicare was one of the largest
peacetime logistical tasks in history. Ball called it the
toughest job the Social Security Administration ever
faced. The program required setting up 100 new of-
fices and hiring thousands of people through the civil
service system. It involved virtually all the hospitals in
the country (see sidebar), nearly every doctor, thou-
sands of nursing homes, and some 19 million people
over the age of 65. To help get the word out, forest
rangers looked for hermits in the woods; post-office
trucks carried billboards on their sides; the Railroad
Retirement Board, the civil service retirement system,
and the military, state and local systems circulated in-
formation. As the implementation deadline ap-
proached, President Johnson became concerned that
elderly individuals might be deferring their medical
needs and would immediately flood hospitals with re-
quests for care.

“During the final two weeks before the effective
date,” says Ball, “we responded to the president’s con-
cern by setting up a ‘war room’ with maps showing all
the hospitals in the country that were close to capacity.
We had veterans’ hospitals, public health hospitals, and
military hospitals alerted to take patients, with heli-
copters standing by, and, of course, nothing happened.
Everything worked very smoothly, considering.”

Congressional shaping of Medicare fell mostly to
the House Ways and Means
Committee under Wilbur Mills,
and its members were well
pleased with the administration
of the program. The Senate, with
little stake in how the program

was designed, was a different story. Controversy arose
over the optional Part B of Medicare (payments to doc-
tors and other nonhospital expenses). Stories of fraud
and abuse—doctors claiming exorbitant Medicare ex-
penses and nursing homes being paid for services they
never rendered—began to circulate, and the Senate
Finance Committee launched hearings a few months
after President Nixon took office in 1969. 

Ball’s skills and experience at testifying served him
well. He had previously served the Social Security
Administration as the executive in charge of preparing
Congressional testimony and would spend months if
not years with staff developing background on issues.
They created a technique, now widely used in govern-
ment, of preparing fat three-ring binders replete with
briefing notes and tabs, which served to prepare who-
ever was testifying and could be consulted if needed. 

When Sen. John Williams, Republican of Delaware,
needled him during the hearing, for example, Ball was
armed with massive amounts of information as well
as experts behind him, ready to whisper in his ear.

Ball underwent a lengthy, quite hostile cross-exam-
ination by the Senate Finance Committee, but most of
his visits to the Hill were more cordial. At that time, the
Congress relied much more on staff members of the
administration to provide advice of the sort that now
more often comes from their own specialized staff,
such as the Congressional Budget Office, the Library of
Congress, or the General Accounting Office. Ball par-
ticipated in so many meetings so intimately that on
one occasion he forgot his position:

“The House committee members, with my partici-
pation, had been going on and on about some provi-
sion, and Chairman Mills, moving for a decision, said,

‘How many of you are for this?’
“I said, ‘I’m for it.’
“He exclaimed, ‘I don’t mean

you! I mean Congressmen!’”
Mills used Ball many times in

conference committee to explain

differences to Senators and Representatives working
to reconcile versions of a bill and frequently called on
him to give his own views. “That may not even be con-
stitutional,” Ball suggests with a laugh. “They wouldn’t
dream of doing that today.”

As an undisguised liberal, Ball was a dead man walk-
ing in the Nixon administration but survived the first
term, thanks partly to both Secretary Robert Finch of
HEW and to Elliot Richardson, when he became secretary.
Richardson admired Ball, called him “the finest civil ser-
vant he had ever known,” and told conservatives in the
White House to forget about firing him. In the second
term, Caspar Weinberger became Secretary of HEW and
Ball made a graceful exit. His timing was fortuitously im-
peccable; two weeks later John Dean, Nixon’s chief coun-
sel, uttered his famous words about Watergate to the
president: “You have a cancer in your administration.” 

Ironically, one of Ball’s most significant contribu-
tions to Social Security lay ahead. In 1972, Nixon had
signed a bill providing for automatic cost-of-living in-
creases in the benefits paid to Social Security recipi-
ents. Seemingly progressive, the bill actually had a
conservative intent: to prevent the Congress from re-
opening the issue every few years and raising benefits
even higher. By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the na-
tion faced a historical anomaly: Inflation was signifi-
cantly outpacing growth in wages, so benefits were
rising at a rate that could not be sustained.

The Reagan administration came in determined to
make major cuts in Social Security, partly because of
the growing crisis over its financial stability. Ball be-
lieved the administration’s motivation was deeper—
grounded in an ideological dislike of the program. The
administration proposed much deeper cuts than were
necessary but committed a major tactical mistake by
advocating significant and almost immediate reduc-
tions in benefits for individuals who retired early at age
62. Suddenly, large numbers of people who had been
anticipating retirement were scrambling to reassess
their finances.

“I was being interviewed on a television program
shortly after the announcement of this proposal, and
my interviewer could hardly believe it,” says Ball. “He
exclaimed that he and his wife had been planning to re-
tire next year and shook his head in disbelief.”

The Senate turned its back to Reagan. With
Democratic House Speaker Tip O’Neill’s agreement,
the president established the Greenspan Commission
to reexamine the financing of Social Security. Ball
served on the commission and became the chief ar-
chitect of its recommendations. He was able to steer
the government toward adopting a variety of measures
that made modest adjustments on both the revenue
and expenditure sides. “He was very successful  at pre-
serving the essential elements of the system he wanted
to sustain,” says Henry Aaron.

With the appointment of President Bush’s new com-
mission on Social Security, the program is once again
the focus of controversy. This time around, the concept
of privatizing a portion of Social Security has substan-
tial support from Republicans and even some
Democrats. The right-leaning libertarian Cato Institute,
a Washington think tank, has spent $3 million in the
past six years to run “a virtual war room” promoting pri-
vatization, according to Washington Post writer Glenn
Kessler. All members of the Bush commission agreed to
support some privatization when they were selected;
their task is to propose an implementation scheme.

Although Ball favors supplementary private ac-
counts administered through Social Security, he is
firmly opposed to diverting existing payroll taxes into
private accounts, as President Bush advocates. Ball wor-
ries that any privatization system will expose many in-
dividuals to the vagaries of financial markets and
imperil the very “security” that Social Security was de-
signed to bring to retirement.

“I don’t think Americans want a fundamental
change in Social Security,” he says. “Polls show that if

they are asked whether they would like to have control
of their own money with the implication that they may
get a better return than Social Security, a high propor-
tion say yes. When it’s explained to them that they will
no longer have a defined benefit that they can count
on, about half who said yes change their minds.”

Ball believes that, despite all the political rhetoric, pri-
vatization as advocated by President Bush won’t pass.
Whether he’s right, whether the issue becomes a defin-
ing moment of the Bush administration or disappears
into political obscurity remains to be seen, but Ball
shows no signs of stepping down from the fray. He is
Social Security’s “great defender,” and, says Henry
Aaron, “still has an enormous amount of influence.”

For additional information see Ball’s new book,
Insuring the Essentials: Bob Ball on Social Security, Century
Foundation Press, 2000. The book is a collection of 22 ar-
ticles and essays written between 1942 and 2000, cover-
ing Social Security principles, history, administration,
accomplishments, and future prospects.
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President Lyndon Johnson (right) anticipated that hospitals
would be overwhelmed when Medicare was implemented,
but Bob Ball (adjacent)and his colleagues oversaw a
smooth start to the new program.

W

been a big barrier to passage in the Senate.

It would have been very difficult for southern

senators and they didn’t want to go on

record. The only mention of this issue oc-

curred during a short colloquy with Sen.

Ribicoff. When he was handling the legisla-

tion, a senator friendly to the bill asked if

Title VI would apply. Ribicoff, in effect, said,

‘of course.’ That was our only legislative

record.

“We did not accept plans for later inte-

gration of hospitals, as was done with

schools; we demanded actual demonstrations that hospitals had inte-

grated before we would certify them to receive payment. Medicare be-

came the vehicle that forced prompt action in many places where there

One of the most profound social changes brought about by the imple-

mentation of Medicare was not publicly discussed at the time. As

Medicare was implemented in 1965, The Johnson administration used

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act to require hospitals in the South to de-

segregate—or receive no Medicare payments. 

During a conference organized by the National Academy of Social

Insurance, Ball described how this radical change came about. “We did-

n’t want desegregation brought up as an issue,” he said. “It would have

An End to Whites-Only
Hospitals 

would otherwise have been long delays and

much local contention before hospitals were

integrated—if they ever would have been.”

Desegregation placed patients of differ-

ent races in the same semiprivate rooms

when the turmoil of the Civil Rights

Movement was at a peak. There were anec-

dotes about some hospitals putting on a

good show for inspectors and then return-

ing to business as usual. But the scope of

enforcement efforts—1,000 government in-

spectors, 500 from the Public Health

Service and 500 from Social Security, many of whom were from the

communities—demonstrated to hospitals that on this issue the U.S.

government was not prepared to give an inch.


