
The Crisis in Social Security and Medicare* 

L o u i s L E V I T T , D . P . A . 
Professor oj Social Work, Yeshiva Unwersily, New York 

Only by insulating the Social Semrity System and the Medicare financing structure from 
the problem of unemployment can we ensure the continuity and predictability of the flow of 
income into these systems. 

TH E p u r p o s e of th i s p a p e r is to see 
w h a t c a n b e l e a r n e d f r o m t h e r e 

c e n t " r e s c u e " o f t h e Social S e c u r i t y Sys
t e m in o r d e r to d e v e l o p a basis f o r pos i 
t i o n s t o b e t a k e n in d e a l i n g wi th t h e n e x t 
m a j o r c r i s i s in s o c i a l p o l i c y : t h e 
p o r t e n d i n g b a n k r u p t c y o f t h e M e d i c a r e 
s y s t e m . M e d i c a r e is s l a t e d to b e g i n 
m o v i n g i n t o e v e r e n l a r g i n g d e f i c i t s 
s t a r t i n g in 1 9 8 7 . If o r g a n i z a t i o n s in t h e 
A m e r i c a n J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y a r e t o 
e x e r c i s e i n f l u e n c e o n t h e po l icy d i r e c 
t i o n s to b e t a k e n in d e a l i n g w i t h t h e s e 
p r o j e c t e d def ic i t s , p r e p a r a t i o n f o r t h e s e 
i n f l u e n c e a t t e m p t s m u s t b e g i n n o w . 

W h a t is a t s t a k e is t h e f u t u r e of a 
h e a l t h c a r e s y s t e m w h i c h h e l p s p a y h o s 
p i t a l a n d d o c t o r bills fo r n e a r l y 3 0 mi l 
l ion r e t i r e d a n d d i s a b l e d A m e r i c a n s . 
T h i s y e a r ' s p a y o u t o f t h e M e d i c a r e sys
t e m will b e 5 7 b i l l ion d o l l a r s . J u s t a b o u t 
e v e r y J e w i s h fami ly h a s o n e o f its m e m 
b e r s w h o is c u r r e n t l y d r a w i n g b e n e f i t s 
f r o m th i s s y s t e m o r w h o will d o so w i t h i n 
t h e n e x t few y e a r s . T h e J e w i s h c o m m u 
ni ty h a s d e v e l o p e d m a n y f i rs t -c lass in
s t i t u t i o n s s e r v i n g t h e d i s a b l e d a n d t h e 
e l d e r l y in p r o v i d i n g f o r t h e i r h e a l t h c a r e 
n e e d s a n d t h e s e o r g a n i z a t i o n s c o u l d n o t 
f u n c t i o n w i t h o u t t h e d o l l a r s f l o w i n g 
f r o m t h e M e d i c a r e s y s t e m . T h u s o u r 
s e l f - i n t e r e s t as a c o m m u n i t y is c l e a r a n d , 
l i n k e d w i t h t h e v a l u e s g o v e r n i n g t h e 
p r o v i s i o n o f s u c h h e a l t h c a r e in t h e 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , will f o r m t h e f o u n 
d a t i o n o f o u r p o s i t i o n s . 

* Presented at the A n n u a l Meet ing of t h e Con
fe rence of Jewish C o m m u n a l Service, Kiamesha 
Lake, New York, J u n e 7, 1983. 

A c t i o n s w h i c h c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e s a v i n g 
o f a life a r e a m o n g t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
a l t r u i s t i c a c t i o n s w h i c h c a n b e t a k e n by a 
J e w . A n d h e a l t h c a r e is, u l t i m a t e l y , t h e 
s a v i n g o f a l i f e . 1 T h i s v a l u e is c losely 
l i n k e d to t h e c o n c e p t o f social j u s t i c e . 
W e a r e e n j o i n e d t o h o n o r t h e e l d e r l y , t o 
m a k e p r o v i s i o n f o r t h e m in t h e i r h o u r o f 
n e e d , t o h o n o r a n d c a r e fo r p a r e n t s , t o 
p r o v i d e f ami ly s u p p o r t s fo r t h e w i d o w 
a n d o r p h a n a n d t o w e l c o m e t h e 
s t r a n g e r in o u r m i d s t . 

W e a r e t o p r o v i d e f o r t h e p o o r 
t h r o u g h c o m m u n a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
u n d e r t a k e n as a n o b l i g a t i o n , r a t h e r t h a n 
o n t h e bas i s o f p i ty . T h e g l e a n i n g s o f t h e 
f ie ld a r e n o t t o b e h a r v e s t e d b u t a r e to 
b e left f o r t h e n e e d y t o g e t h e r w i t h a 
p o r t i o n o f t h e h a r v e s t . T h o s e w h o r e 
q u i r e s u p p o r t b e c a u s e o f t h e i r c o n d i t i o n 
o f d e p e n d e n c y a r e t o b e a i d e d as m e m 
b e r s o f t h e c o m m u n i t y . . . . n o t p a r i a h s . 

W e b e g i n o u r i n q u i r y by a c k n o w l 
e d g i n g t h e d ia lec t i ca l u n i t y of v a l u e s 
a n d self i n t e r e s t w h i c h will s e r v e as t h e 
f o u n d a t i o n f o r o u r v iews . I n t h i n k i n g 
a b o u t M e d i c a r e , w e m u s t l e a r n a l so 
f r o m o u r r e c e n t h i s t o r y in d e a l i n g w i t h a 
s i m i l a r p r o b l e m in t h e Social S e c u r i t y 
s y s t e m . I b e l i e v e it was S a n t a y a n a w h o 
sa id t h a t t h o s e w h o c o u l d n o t l e a r n f r o m 
h i s t o r y w o u l d b e c o n d e m n e d t o r e l i v e its 
m i s t a k e s ! 

1 For a discussion of this issue, see Rabbi David 
N u s s b a u m , Ph.D. , " T s e d a k a h , Social Jus t ice , and 
H u m a n Rights," Journal oj Jewish Communal Ser

vice, Vo lume 59, Spr ing 1983, No. 3, p p . 2 2 8 - 2 3 6 . 
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What Do We Mean by 
"Social Security?" 

T h e e s s e n c e o f socia l s e c u r i t y lies in 
" s o m e r e d i s t r i b u t i o n in c o m m a n d -
o v e r - r e s o u r c e s b e t w e e n i n d i v i d u a l s a n d 
g r o u p s in s o c i e t y . " 2 T h e r e d i s t r i b u t i o n 
s c h e m e — b o t h in t h e w a y it o b t a i n s its 
r e s o u r c e s ( h o w m u c h , w h e n , f r o m 
w h o m ) a n d in t h e w a y t h e s e r e s o u r c e s 
a r e d i s t r i b u t e d in t h e f o r m o f b e n e f i t s 
( h o w m u c h , w h e n , t o w h o m ) — i n v o l v e s a 
bas ic c o n c e p t i o n o f w h a t is r i g h t — w h a t 
is j u s t — w h a t is fa i r . All a r g u m e n t s a b o u t 
socia l s e c u r i t y , i n c l u d i n g t h e d e b a t e s r e 
c e n t l y c o n c l u d e d , i n v o l v e j u d g m e n t s 
a n d c o n v i c t i o n s a b o u t t h e e x t e n t oi social 
adequacy n e c e s s a r y a n d feas ib le f o r u n -
d e r g i r d i n g t h e a s s u r a n c e of a bas ic level 
o f i n c o m e f o r d e p e n d e n t i n d i v i d u a l s 
a n d f a m i l i e s . 

I n R i c h a r d T i t m u s s ' e s s e n t i a l d e f i n i 
t i o n , "soc ia l s e c u r i t y s y s t e m s r e l a t e to 
t r a n s a c t i o n s by g o v e r n m e n t w h i c h in
c r e a s e i n d i v i d u a l m o n e y i n c o m e s in 
c e r t a i n spec i f i c c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f i n c o m e 
loss o r n e e d fo r i n c o m e p r o t e c t i o n , e .g . , 
o l d a g e , w i d o w h o o d , s i c k n e s s , d i sab i l i ty , 
u n e m p l o y m e n t , t h e d e p e n d e n t n e e d s o f 
c h i l d r e n , a n d so f o r t h . " 3 A m o n g o t h e r 
n a t i o n s w h i c h h a v e e n a c t e d s u c h m e a 
s u r e s , I s r a e l has a n i n c o m e s u p p o r t s 
b e n e f i t s s c h e m e w h o s e " p r i m a r y f u n c 
t i o n is t o g u a r a n t e e a cash b e n e f i t t h a t 
will e n s u r e t h e n e c e s s a r y r e s o u r c e s to 
m e e t bas ic r e q u i r e m e n t s f o r all p e r 
s o n s . . . . w h e n e v e r t h e y a r e u n a b l e to 
s u p p o r t t h e m s e l v e s i n d e p e n d e n t l y . " 4 

One n a t i o n a l g o v e r n m e n t o f f i c e a d 
m i n i s t e r s al l i n c o m e a s s i s t a n c e p r o 
g r a m s , a m o r e r a t i o n a l a p p r o a c h t h a n 

2 Richard M. T i tmuss , Commitment to Welfare, 
New York: Pan theon Books, First Amer ican Edi
t ion, 1968, p . 173. 

3 Ibid. 
4 A b r a h a m Doron and I'zippi Suessking, Income 

Supports Benefits: .4 Program Proposal. J e r u s a l e m : 
Nat ional I n su rance Inst i tu te , Bureau of Research 
and P lann ing , J u n e , 1979, p . 9. 

t h e c r a z y gu i l t o f off ices a n d p r o g r a m s 
in t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . 

The Social Security Rescue Plan: Who 
Rescued Whom? 

H a s t h e A m e r i c a n Soc ia l S e c u r i t y 
S y s t e m b e e n " r e s c u e d ? Is it n o w safe? 
H a s " t h e d a r k c l o u d " b e e n l i f ted f r o m 
t h e s y s t e m as P r e s i d e n t R e a g a n d e 
c l a i m e d ? 5 H a v e r e c e n t l y e n a c t e d 
c h a n g e s d e a l t w i t h f u n d a m e n t a l p r o b 
l e m s o r a r e t h e y e s sen t i a l l y s h o r t - t e r m 
r e p a i r j o b s s i m i l a r to o t h e r s u c h f i x - u p 
a t t e m p t s in t h e p a s t ? W e r e t h e c h a n g e s 
r i g h t , j u s t — f a i r ? 6 

T h o s e w h o a r e a l r e a d y r e t i r e d a n d 
t h o s e w h o will r e t i r e o v e r t h e n e x t few 
y e a r s n o w k n o w tha t t h e y will c o n t i n u e 
t o r e c e i v e t h e i r Soc ia l S e c u r i t y p a y 
m e n t s . R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of th is g r o u p 
c o n t r i b u t e d s ign i f i can t ly to t h e fiscal 
r e s c u e o f t h e S y s t e m by a c c e p t i n g a c u t 
in t h e c o s t - o f - l i v i n g i n c r e a s e in t h e 
m o n t h l y p a y m e n t s w h i c h was a c c o m 
p l i s h e d by d e l a y i n g th is i n c r e a s e by six 
m o n t h s . T h e e f fec t ive d a t e o f t h e in
c r e a s e was p o s t p o n e d f r o m J u l y 1 9 8 3 to 
J a n u a r y 1 9 8 4 . F r o m t h a t p o i n t o n , t h e 
cos t o f l i v ing i n c r e a s e will b e s c h e d u l e d 
j u s t o n c e a y e a r in J a n u a r y . T h e cos t of 
t h i s d e l a y f o r t h e r e t i r e e h a s b e e n es t i 
m a t e d t o b e $ 2 0 p e r m o n t h . 7 T h e n e t 
e f f e c t o f t h e d e l a y c o n t i n u e s t o 
r i c h o c h e t in all l a t e r p a y m e n t s so t h a t 
t h e c u m u l a t i v e to ta l o f t h e d e l a y in t h e 
e n t i r e S y s t e m is q u i t e c o n s i d e r a b l e . O f 
t h e $ 1 6 8 . 7 b i l l ion d o l l a r s e s t i m a t e d by 

5 President Ronald Reagan , as r e p o r t e d in the 
New York Times, March 26, 1983, p . 10. 

" For a summary of the provisions of the " rescue 
p l an" voted by Congress , see Legislative Bulletin, 
Office of Legislative and Regula tory Policy, Social 
Security Admin i s t ra t ion , N u m b e r 9 8 - 1 5 , March 
28 , 1983. T h e plan was a p p r o v e d by both Houses 
of Congress on March 25, 1983. 

7 "Action Memo for O l d e r Adul ts ," publ ished 
by the Joint Public Affairs C o m m i t t e e of J A S A , 
2/9/83, p . 2. 
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the N a t i o n a l C o m m i s s i o n o n Social Se
curi ty to be m a d e available t h r o u g h the 
e n a c t m e n t o f all o f its p r o p o s a l s , 4 0 bil
l ion dol lars will be g e n e r a t e d by this re
d u c t i o n in bene f i t s , about o n e q u a r t e r o f 
t h e total e x p e c t e d s a v i n g s . 8 

It c a n n o t b e e m p h a s i z e d e n o u g h that 
c u r r e n t Social Securi ty rec ip ients a n d 
n e w l y re t i red rec ip ient s will be r e s p o n 
sible for m u c h o f t h e "rescue" t h e m 
se lves . T h i s g r o u p will also c o n t r i b u t e 
a n o t h e r 3 0 bil l ion do l lars d u r i n g the 
s ix -year p e r i o d f o l l o w i n g e n a c t m e n t o f 
t h e "rescue p lan ." T h i s will h a p p e n 
t h r o u g h an increase in i n c o m e taxes to 
b e p a i d by m a n y in this g r o u p , w h o s e 
tax base will n o w i n c l u d e 5 0 p e r c e n t o f 
Social Securi ty p a y m e n t s r e c e i v e d . 

T r u e , o n l y t h o s e ind iv idua l s w h o s e 
i n c o m e e x c e e d s $ 2 5 , 0 0 0 adjus ted gross 
a m o u n t , o r $ 3 2 , 0 0 0 in the case o f 
c o u p l e s , w o u l d pay the n e w taxes . But 
for the first t i m e for any g r o u p o f 
A m e r i c a n c i t i zens , in teres t i n c o m e f r o m 
h e r e t o f o r e tax f ree m u n i c i p a l b o n d s 
w o u l d b e i n c l u d e d in t h e s e ca lcu lat ions 
o f taxable i n c o m e . 

T h o s e o f us not n o w ret ired or c o n 
t e m p l a t i n g r e t i r e m e n t in the n e a r fu
t u r e w o u l d c o n t r i b u t e , in a d d i t i o n , 
t h r o u g h an increase in Social Securi ty 
payrol l taxes p a i d by b o t h e m p l o y e r s 
a n d t h e i r e m p l o y e e s . T h e s e tax in
creases will ne t a n o t h e r forty bil l ion 
do l lars for the S y s t e m . T h o s e w h o s e re
t i r e m e n t s will o c c u r in the n e x t c en tury 
will e x p e r i e n c e g r e a t e r pena l t i e s for 
ear ly r e t i r e m e n t than t h o s e w h i c h cur
rent ly exist . T h e y will f ind the a g e o f 
o r d i n a r y r e t i r e m e n t s h i f t e d u p w a r d s to 
6 7 by the year 2 0 2 7 . Private p e n s i o n s 
p lans will a lso fo l low suit in rais ing the 
r e t i r e m e n t a g e . 

* Estimates of the costs or reductions in cost 
contained in each provision of the "rescue plan" 
were made available by the National Commission 
on Social Security Reform and were published in 
the New York Times on January 17, 1983. 

T h u s , all o f us will b e c o n t r i b u t i n g to 
t h e i n c r e a s e d r e s o u r c e s to b e m a d e 
avai lable for the "rescue" o f t h e Social 
Securi ty S y s t e m , t h r o u g h a r e d u c t i o n o f 
benef i t s or an increase in taxes or b o t h . 
T h e increase in taxes will b e felt by-
A m e r i c a n w o r k e r s a n d ret irees as the 
crisis in M e d i c a r e f i n a n c i n g will b e c o m e 
a critical i s sue . 

W h y W a s t h e 
" R e s c u e " N e c e s s a r y ? 

Like t h e i m p e n d i n g crisis in M e d i c a r e 
f i n a n c i n g , the Social Secur i ty System's 
f inances w e r e t h r e a t e n e d by an e x c e s s o f 
b e n e f i t o u t f l o w as c o m p a r e d to the in
take o f r e v e n u e s f r o m payrol l taxes . 
T h e Social Secur i ty S y s t e m was forced 
t o b o r r o w f r o m the M e d i c a r e T r u s t 
F u n d in o r d e r to c o n t i n u e m a k i n g its 
r e q u i r e d m o n t h l y p a y m e n t s to b e 
nef ic iar ies . 

B e n e f i t o u t f l o w i n c r e a s e d b e c a u s e o f 
t h e n u m b e r o f years b e i n g a d d e d to life 
e x p e c t a n c y a n d t h e r e t e n t i o n o f m a n 
datory r e t i r e m e n t po l icy . M a n d a t o r y 
r e t i r e m e n t , after r e m a i n i n g at t h e t i m e 
p e r i o d first e s tab l i shed in the U . S . in 
1935 as 65, n o w is 70, thanks to the 
e f for t s o f R e p . C l a u d e P e p p e r a n d t h e 
s e n i o r c i t izens m o v e m e n t . M a n y p e o p l e 
e l e c t e d to ret ire early or w e r e f o r c e d by 
the ir hea l th or o t h e r life c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
to d o so . In a d d i t i o n to t h e s e a g e re la ted 
factors , inflation i n c r e a s e d benef i t out 
f low d u e to the i n d e x i n g o f Social Se
curi ty bene f i t s to the cos t -o f - l iv ing m e a 
s u r e m e n t s . Every o n e p e r c e n t increase 
in inf la t ion cost t h e Social Securi ty T r u s t 
F u n d a p p r o x i m a t e l y $ 1 . 4 b i l l i on in 
a d d e d b e n e f i t c o s t s . 9 

At the s a m e t ime as Social Securi ty 

9 "Papers and Data: T h e United States Social 
Security System," Prepared by the Technical 
Group of the Ad Hoc Committee on Social Secur
ity, 1982, Community Council of Greater New 
York, p. 7. 
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e x p e r i e n c e d acce lera t ion in its o u t f l o w 
o f b e n e f i t s , its r e v e n u e b a s e de ter i 
o r a t e d . R e d u c t i o n o f p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h 
t h r o u g h l o w e r birth rates is o n e r e a s o n . 
A s e c o n d is the increase in u n e m p l o y 
m e n t a n d t h e s l o w n e s s with w h i c h t h e s e 
f igures are e x p e c t e d to dec l ine . A s o f 
J u n e 1 9 8 3 , the g e n e r a l u n e m p l o y m e n t 
rate h o v e r s at about t e n p e r c e n t , a fig
u r e w h i c h d o e s n o t a c c o u n t for the 
m a n y t h o u s a n d s o f w o r k e r s w h o are so 
d i s c o u r a g e d that t h e y are n o l o n g e r 
l o o k i n g for work. T h e payrol l taxes 
w h i c h w o u l d have b e e n pa id by these 
w o r k e r s a n d their e m p l o y e r s are n o t 
c o m i n g in to the Social S y s t e m e v e n 
t h o u g h m a n y o f t h e s e w o r k e r s are al
r e a d y e l ig ible to rece ive Social Securi ty 
bene f i t s w h e n they ret ire or are dis
a b l e d . 

A s o f 1 9 8 2 , it is e s t i m a t e d that e a c h 
o n e p e r c e n t increase in u n e m p l o y m e n t 
costs the Social Securi ty S y s t e m an esti
m a t e d f o u r to f o u r a n d a hal f bil l ion 
dol lars p e r y e a r . 1 0 I n c l u d e d in this esti
m a t e is t h e factor o f l o w e r g e n e r a l w a g e 
leve ls wh ich occurs w h e n e v e r labor s u p 
ply far e x c e e d s d e m a n d as it d o e s d u r 
i n g p e r i o d s o f h i g h u n e m p l o y m e n t . 

T h u s , it may be c o n c l u d e d that the 
Social Securi ty S y s t e m was so d e s i g n e d 
as to a l low it to be v u l n e r a b l e to the 
e c o n o m y . In part icular , d u r i n g a p e r i o d 
in w h i c h its r e v e n u e s are cut by u n e m 
p l o y m e n t a n d its o u t f l o w o f benef i t s is 
i n c r e a s e d by inf lat ion a n d w o r k e r re
t i r e m e n t , its viability is e n d a n g e r e d . 

D i d t h e " R e s c u e P l a n " E n s u r e t h e 
I n t e g r i t y o f t h e S o c i a l S e c u r i t y S y s t e m ? 

A m i d t h e we l t er o f statistics a n d e c o 
n o m i c facts, the essent ia l pr inc ip le to 
g r a s p is the d irect r e l a t i o n s h i p wh ich 
exists b e t w e e n the level o f activity in the 

111 Ibid. 

l abor m a r k e t a n d t h e r e v e n u e s o f t h e 
Social Security S y s t e m . 

T h e f u n d a m e n t a l q u e s t i o n w e m u s t 
ask about the "rescue p lan" is: h o w did it 
af fect that re la t ionsh ip? A c lose r e a d i n g 
reveals that the plan d i d not af fect that 
r e l a t i o n s h i p in any way. W e m u s t c o n 
c l u d e that the integr i ty o f the Social Se
curi ty Sys tem r e m a i n s a f u n c t i o n o f t h e 
g e n e r a l hea l th o f the A m e r i c a n e c o n 
o m y . T h e f u t u r e h o l d s a major threat to 
the Social Securi ty S y s t e m w h i c h can 
o n l y be r e s o l v e d t h r o u g h a c h a n g e in 
r e t i r e m e n t pol ic ies , r e la t ed tax pol ic ies 
a n d labor m a r k e t po l ic ies . 

At p r e s e n t , t h e r e are "31 p e r s o n s re
c e i v i n g a social securi ty bene f i t for every 
100 w o r k e r s c o n t r i b u t i n g payrol l t axes . 
T h i s b e n e f i c i a r y / w o r k e r ratio is p r o 
j e c t e d to increase to 7 6 / 1 0 0 . . . . at the 
turn o f the 21st c e n t u r y . " 1 1 

As w e c o n t e m p l a t e w h a t m u s t be d o n e 
a b o u t M e d i c a r e f i n a n c i n g , several c o n 
c lus ions can a lready be d r a w n f r o m t h e 
data p r e s e n t e d above : 

1. N o t h i n g s h o u l d b e d o n e w h i c h 
w o u l d d i s c o u r a g e e m p l o y m e n t or act as 
a brake to activity in the labor marke t . 
S ince both M e d i c a r e a n d Social Securi ty 
rely o n payrol l taxes d r a w n against labor 
m a r k e t activity, pol ic ies wh ich s low this 
activity are c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e . 

2. Payroll tax increases to pay for the 
g a p in Social Securi ty r e v e n u e s are n o w 
c o m i n g o n s t r e a m . F u r t h e r increases in 
s u c h taxes to pay for M e d i c a r e deficits 
will a r o u s e c o n s i d e r a b l e res is tance . 

3 . With these cons tra ints in m i n d , 
t h r e e pol icy o p t i o n s r e m a i n : 

a) P r o v i d e o t h e r s o u r c e s o f r e v e n u e 
b) C h a n g e the o p e r a t i o n a l p r e m i s e s 

o f the A m e r i c a n hea l th care sys
t e m . 

c) E n c o u r a g e i n c r e a s e s in e m p l o y 
m e n t , i n c l u d i n g w o r k e r s at or near 
r e t i r e m e n t age . 

1 1 Ibid., p. 8. 
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What Policy Options Can Be Chosen 
Which Will Ensure the Integrity of the 

Social Security System? 

O n l v by insulating the Social Securi ty 
S y s t e m a n d t h e M e d i c a r e f i n a n c i n g 
s t ruc ture f r o m the p r o b l e m o f u n e m 
p l o y m e n t can we e n s u r e the cont inu i ty 
a n d predictabi l i ty o f t h e f low o f i n c o m e 
in to t h e s e s y s t e m s . T h e p r o b l e m of 
s tructural u n e m p l o y m e n t built in to the 
A m e r i c a n e c o n o m y r e m a i n s qu i te seri
o u s . E v e n as the r e c e s s i o n f a d e s , it is 
c lear that m a n y w o r k e r s w h o h a v e lost 
the ir j o b s will no t be r e t u r n i n g to in
d u s t r i e s w h i c h h a v e f u n d a m e n t a l l y 
c h a n g e d . M a n y indus tr i e s will n o t re
g a i n t h e h u g e e m p l o y m e n t they h a d in 
t h e past . 

T o insu la te the Social Securi ty a n d 
Medicare S y s t e m s against t h e threats 
p o s e d to the ir integr i ty by the h i g h c o n 
t i n u i n g levels o f u n e m p l o y m e n t , the 
Federa l g o v e r n m e n t s h o u l d b e a s k e d to 
pay into t h e s e sy s t ems a s u m o f m o n e y 
equ iva l en t to the taxes w h i c h w o u l d 
h a v e b e e n p a i d by w o r k e r s a n d e m 
p l o y e r s if the level o f full e m p l o y m e n t 
h a d b e e n a c h i e v e d . T h e s e n e w Federa l 
out lays w o u l d rise as u n e m p l o y m e n t 
r i s e s a n d w o u l d d e c r e a s e as l a b o r 
market activity increases . 

T h i s necess i ty to use tax r e v e n u e s in a 
countercyc l i ca l d irec t ion might very well 
c a u s e a fu ture A m e r i c a n P r e s i d e n t to 
hes i ta te to u s e increases in u n e m p l o y 
m e n t as a w e a p o n to c o n t r o l in f la t ion . 
S ince the T r e a s u r y will h a v e to s p e n d 
m u c h m o r e to s a f e g u a r d Social Securi ty 
a n d M e d i c a r e , t h r o w i n g m i l l i o n s of 
w o r k e r s o f f the ir j o b s m i g h t be r u l e d 
out in the f u t u r e as a viable e c o n o m i c 
n o s t r u m for the ills o f in f la t ion . 

Should Federa l g e n e r a l tax r e v e n u e be 
u s e d to p r o v i d e i n c o m e s u p p o r t for the 
e lder ly , for the h a n d i c a p p e d a n d o t h e r s 
unab le to work? In fact, s ince the Social 
Securi ty A c t o f 1 9 3 5 , w e h a v e b e e n 
d o i n g exact ly that in the U n i t e d States! 

I n s t e a d o f r e f e r r i n g to this ass is tance as 
social securi ty i n c o m e , w e ca l led it by-
o t h e r n a m e s : O l d A g e Ass i s tance , A i d to 
the B l i n d a n d A i d to t h e Di sab led . N o w , 
we re fer to t h e s e p r o g r a m s as SSI w h i c h 
s t a n d s for S u p p l e m e n t a r y Securi ty In
c o m e . With a s s u m p t i o n o f a lmos t c o m 
p le te Federa l respons ib i l i ty for f u n d i n g 
SSI , w e n o w h a v e Federa l admin i s t ra 
tion by the s e l f - same Social Securi ty 
S y s t e m w h i c h has b e e n in c h a r g e o f O l d 
A g e a n d Surv ivors I n s u r a n c e all a l o n g . 

T h u s the q u e s t i o n o f Federa l inter
v e n t i o n to p r o v i d e add i t iona l s u p p o r t 
for Social Securi ty p a y m e n t s f r o m g e n 
eral tax r e v e n u e s e m e r g e s as a fa lse 
issue. T h e q u e s t i o n was a n s w e r e d dec i 
sively in the i n c r e a s e d a s s u m p t i o n o f 
F e d e r a l respons ib i l i ty s ince 1 9 3 5 . Rais
i n g that foregone pol icy o p t i o n as a n e w 
q u e s t i o n serves as a s m o k e s c r e e n to 
a v o i d g r a p p l i n g with the real pol icy 
q u e s t i o n : h o w m u c h Federa l aid for in
c o m e s u p p o r t for the e lder ly a n d t h e 
h a n d i c a p p e d s h o u l d b e p r o v i d e d u n d e r 
what c i r c u m s t a n c e s a n d in w h a t f o r m ? 

W e h a v e h a d m o r e dus t t h r o w n into 
o u r eyes , o b s c u r i n g the essent ia l pol icy 
i s sues , by o u r t e n d e n c y to k e e p re fer 
r ing to the Social Security p r o g r a m as an 
insurance p r o g r a m . T h i s c o n c e p t was u s e d 
by P r e s i d e n t R o o s e v e l t as a w a y o f 
h e l p i n g the A m e r i c a n p e o p l e to fit the 
c o n c e p t o f social securi ty into their ac
c u s t o m e d c o n c e p t u a l f r a m e w o r k , as a 
way o f faci l i tat ing a c c e p t a n c e o f the 
idea . It is far f r o m an accurate u n d e r 
s t a n d i n g of t h e realities o f Social Secur
ity, r e f l ec t ed in this p i thy q u e s t i o n : 
W o u l d y o u p u r c h a s e an i n s u r a n c e pol 
icy f r o m an a g e n t w h o p r o m i s e d y o u 
i n c r e a s i n g p r e m i u m s , d e c r e a s i n g b e n e 
fits a n d an uncer ta in fu ture? 

G i v i n g u p the myth o f an i n s u r a n c e 
p r o g r a m w h o s e r e v e n u e s are inves ted 
until the day c o m e s w h e n p a y o u t must 
b e g i n is a critical c o n c e p t u a l s t ep . W h e n 
w e take the s t ep , w e see that Social Se
curity is essential ly a social contract be-
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t w e e n t h o s e w h o are e m p l o y e d a n d 
t h o s e w h o are re t i red . It is really a pay-
a s - y o u - g o sys tem w h o s e i n c o m e c e n t e r s 
o n a limit o f about five percent o v e r or 
u n d e r its real costs ra ther than an insur
a n c e p r o g r a m which pays its benef i t s 
f r o m a l o n g a c c u m u l a t i o n o f r e serve 
f u n d s . S ince what w e h a v e is asocial con
tract, it is t h e n qui te u n d e r s t a n d a b l e that 
w e admit t h e s i lent p a r t n e r o f t h e Fed
eral g o v e r n m e n t to a m o r e active status 
wi th the en try o f Federa l g e n e r a l tax 
r e v e n u e s . 

W h y n o t ra ise p a y r o l l t a x e s e v e n 
h i g h e r to pay for f u t u r e Social Securi ty 
deficits a n d to pay for the ant i c ipa ted 
deficits o f Medicare? T h i s s u g g e s t i o n 
must be re jec ted s ince it will i n t r o d u c e 
s e r i o u s c o u n t e r - p r o d u c t i v e pres sures in 
labor m a r k e t activity. A n y f u r t h e r in
crease in payrol l taxes will raise the cost 
o f e m p l o y i n g w o r k e r s a n d will c a u s e 
bus ines se s to c o n s i d e r rep lac ing w o r k e r s 
with m a c h i n e s . I n c r e a s e d ut i l izat ion of 
m a c h i n e s will r e d u c e the taxes p a i d by 
b u s i n e s s e s s ince tax d e p r e c i a t i o n write 
o f f s can be o b t a i n e d . M a c h i n e s d o not 
talk back . . . d o not get sick . . . a n d d o 
not o r g a n i z e into u n i o n s to d e t n a n d 
h i g h e r w a g e s . 

T w o o t h e r r e a s o n s m u s t b e s u g g e s t e d 
to e m p h a s i z e the c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e 
n a t u r e of f u r t h e r increases in payroll 
taxes . Such taxes t e n d to be re trogres s 
ive in that t h e lowest paid w o r k e r s pay a 
h i g h e r p r o p o r t i o n o f the ir i n c o m e in 
taxes t h a n t h o s e t a x p a y e r s w h o s e in
c o m e base c o n t a i n s n o n - w a g e re la ted 
c o m p o n e n t s . In a d d i t i o n , t h e Social Se
curity S y s t e m itself will su f f er s ince any 
d a m p e r o n labor m a r k e t activity will a lso 
s erve as a b r a k e o n t h e g r o w t h o f reve 
n u e f r o m payrol l taxes . 

T h e tax base of the Federa l g o v e r n 
m e n t is m u c h b r o a d e r than the payroll 
tax a l o n e . Ev ident ly , m a n y o t h e r s in a n d 
out o f g o v e r n m e n t be l i eve it is a d e q u a t e 
e n o u g h for d e v e l o p m e n t o f the M X 
miss i le , e x p l o r a t i o n o f o u t e r space , ad

visors in H o n d u r a s a n d El Sa lvador a n d 
s imilar mat ters . It is l eg i t imate to a r g u e 
as to the rank a n d i m p o r t a n c e wh ich 
s h o u l d b e g iven to Medicare a n d to So
cial Securi ty as c o m p a r e d to t h e s e pro
g r a m s . I n d e e d , what is o u r nat iona l 
c o m m i t m e n t to the value: "to save a 
l ife?" 

T h i s en t i re d i s c u s s i o n , in the final 
analys is , b e c o m e s an a r g u m e n t about 
the p r o p e r role o f g o v e r n m e n t . W e will 
h a v e an o p p o r t u n i t y , t h r o u g h t h e pres i 
dent ia l e l ec t ions , to raise that q u e s t i o n 
sharp ly . A s J e w i s h c o m m u n a l servants 
w h o are w i tnes s to myr iad pat terns o f 
social hurt , w e will h a v e an o p p o r t u n i t y 
to insist that the p r o p e r role o f g o v e r n 
m e n t is in fact what was stated in the 
P r e a m b l e to the U .S . C o n s t i t u t i o n : lo 

provide for the general welfare. It is n o ac
c ident that the S u p r e m e C o u r t , in u p 
h o l d i n g the const i tut ional i ty o f t h e So
cial Securi ty Act o f 1 9 3 5 , res ted m u c h o f 
its a r g u m e n t o n t h a t p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
p r e m i s e . 1 2 

Changing the Framework for the 
Debate on Medicare 

U n l e s s the f r a m e w o r k for t h e d e b a t e 
can b e c h a n g e d , w e will be back in t h e 
i m p o s s i b l e b o x o f the Social Security 
r e s c u e plan as can be s e e n in the fol
l o w i n g s ta t ement of t h e p r o b l e m bv the 
C o n g r e s s i o n a l B u d g e t Of f i ce : 

Project ions of outlays and income for the hos
pital i n s u r a n c e trust fund indicate ser ious 
f inancing p rob lems later in the decade . Con
t inued solvency of this p r o g r a m t h r o u g h 1995 
will r e q u i r e e i the r (spending) r educ t ions that 
a re much larger than any p r o g r a m opt ions 
cur ren t ly u n d e r discussion, ot very substantial 
increases in r e v e n u e s . 1 3 

T h e d e b a t e must be c h a n g e d by ask
i n g first not what the f i n a n c i n g s c h e m e 
o u g h t to be but rather what is it that 

1 2 Helver ing vs. Davis, 301 U.S. 619. 
1 3 Congressional Budget Office Statement, as 

quo ted in USA T o d a y , May, 1983. 
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s h o u l d b e f inanced? O n l y w h e n w e are 
s u r e about the object o f f i n a n c i n g can 
w e logically turn to t h e f inanc ing m e c h 
a n i s m s t h e m s e l v e s . W h e n w e face this 
first a n d f u n d a m e n t a l q u e s t i o n w e h a v e 
to c o n c l u d e the fo l l owing: 

a) T h e U . S . hea l th care s t ruc ture o f 
wh ich M e d i c a r e is a vital part is an irra
t ional a n d i n e f f i c i e n t n o n - s y s t e m o f 
hea l th care . 

b) T h e c o m b i n a t i o n o f M e d i c a r e a n d 
M e d i c a i d t o g e t h e r with e l e m e n t s o f pri
vate p lans results in part icular hurts for 
the e l d e r l y a n d d i sab led w h i c h c o m e 
about d u e to the p o o r art iculat ion o f 
e l e m e n t s neces sary for l o n g - t e r m care. 
S p e c i f i c a l l y , t h e r e is a c o u n t e r 
p r o d u c t i v e e m p h a s i s o n hosp i ta l a n d 
o t h e r inst i tut ional care a n d n o t e n o u g h 
of an e m p h a s i s o n c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d 
f o u n d a t i o n s o f care , m a n y o f w h i c h are 
l o w e r in cost a n d h i g h e r in social a n d 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l d i v i d e n d s . 

c) Irrat ional a n d u n f a i r labor m a r k e t 
pol ic ies t e n d to force o l d e r w o r k e r s out 
o f p r o d u c t i v e e n g a g e m e n t in the labor 
marke t in to w r e n c h i n g c h a n g e s in life 
pa t t erns w h i c h negat ive ly affect their 
i n c o m e , hea l th a n d life c h a n c e s . 

d) T h e p r o b l e m s are so s evere that 
cost c o n t a i n m e n t m e a s u r e s will b e insuf
f icient to s top the drift towards def ic i t 
a n d may very wel l e x a c e r b a t e the basic 
inequi t ies a n d ine f f i c i enc ies o f the n o n -
sys t em. 

W e can b e g i n now by e x a m i n i n g the 
wors t aspects o f t h e chaot ic in terac t ion 
o f Medica id a n d M e d i c a r e w h i c h m a n y 
e x p e r t s feel is c e n t e r e d in the p r o b l e m s 
o f l o n g - t e r m c a r e . 1 4 A coal i t ion o f inter-

1 4 This concepl was developed in an article by 
Anne R. Somers, New England Journal of Medicine, 
"Long-Term Care for the Elderly and Disabled: A 
New Health Priority," vol. 307, July 22, 1982, pp. 
2 2 1 - 2 2 6 . Prof. Somers again commented on this 
issue in a paper before the Symposium on Long-
term Care, Mt. Sinai Medical Center, Institute 
for Studies o f Health and Aging, New York, 
April 21 , 1983. 

ests is poss ible cons i s t ing o f t h e s e n i o r 
c i t i zens m o v e m e n t , the m o v e m e n t c e n 
t e r i n g o n the r ights o f t h e h a n d i c a p p e d , 
local a n d state g o v e r n m e n t s , a n d t h e 
staffs , b o a r d s a n d famil ies assoc ia ted 
with services to the e l d e r l y a n d the 
h a n d i c a p p e d . 

Eventua l ly w e will h a v e to face the 
n e e d to create one nat ional hea l th care 
s y s t e m capable o f p r o v i d i n g an a d e 
q u a t e qual i ty o f hea l th care in every part 
o f this na t ion . W e will n e e d to e n d m a n 
datory r e t i r e m e n t a n d subst i tute i n c e n 
tives for o l d e r w o r k e r s to r e d u c e the ir 
w o r k i n g h o u r s s lowly ra ther than radi
cally. S u c h i n v o l v e m e n t in the labor 
f o r c e will h a v e m a n y qual i ty o f life b e n e 
fits but it will a lso m e a n a re l iance by 
t h o s e w o r k e r s o n a n e m p l o y m e n t -
re la ted hea l th care sys t em rather than 
o n e b a s e d o n r e t i r e m e n t . 

W e n e e d to q u e s t i o n the very h i g h 
costs of tu i t ion for p r e p a r a t i o n for p r o 
fess iona l c a r e e r s in h e a l t h care. S u c h 
cos t s e l i m i n a t e s t u d e n t s f r o m m a n y 
g r o u p s w h i c h requ ire h e a l t h services 
u n d e r di f f icul t life c i r c u m s t a n c e s . T h e 
debts that s t u d e n t s contract will be re
f l ec ted in the costs they m u s t c h a r g e as 
p r o f e s s i o n a l s in p r o v i d i n g s e r v i c e s . 
E n a c t m e n t o f a f e d e r a l l y f i n a n c e d 
s c h e m e for s igni f icant tu i t ion ass is tance 
in all hea l th p r o f e s s i o n s i n c l u d i n g social 
w o r k w o u l d b e r e f l e c t e d in l o w e r 
c h a r g e s to the hea l th care sys tem. In 
a d d i t i o n , t h o s e s t u d e n t s w h o r e c e i v e d 
substant ia l a id f r o m the f e d e r a l gov
e r n m e n t c o u l d b e asked to p r o v i d e ser
vices in speci f ic parts o f the c o u n t r y , 
thus e n a b l i n g us to h a v e a m o r e rat ional 
d i s t r ibut ion o f p r o f e s s i o n a l m a n p o w e r . 

A s w e p r o v i d e for the e lder ly , w e 
n e e d to c o n s i d e r the p r o b l e m s faced by 
y o u n g w o r k e r s in en try in to the labor 
m a r k e t which will b e c o m e m o r e s e v e r e 
as o l d e r w o r k e r s r e m a i n o n the j o b . W e 
will n e e d tu i t ion ass is tance for u n d e r 
g r a d u a t e s t u d e n t s a n d technica l s c h o o l 
s t u d e n t s in o r d e r to p r o d u c e the techni -
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cally ab le m a n p o w e r r e q u i r e d f o r 21st 
c e n t u r y i n d u s t r i e s . S u c h e x t e n s i o n o f 
t h e t i m e f o r e d u c a t i o n will h a v e t h e ef
fect o f d r y i n g u p t h e l a b o r m a r k e t a t t h e 
l o w e r a g e levels . 

A s w e p r o g r e s s f u r t h e r t o w a r d s a 
m o r e r a t i o n a l s y s t e m of h e a l t h c a r e , w e 
will n e e d t o e v o l v e a n a t i o n a l c o m m i s 
s ion o n b i o - m e d i c a l a d v a n c e s t o e n s u r e 
t h a t t h e n e w s y s t e m d o e s n o t s w i n g in a n 
u n d i s c i p l i n e d w a y i n t o f a d d i s t i c 
t e c h n o l o g y w h i c h is n o t c o s t - e f f e c t i v e . 1 5 

T h e crisis in M e d i c a r e is a s s u r e d . 
T h e a d v e n t o f t h a t cr is is p r e s e n t s u s 
w i t h n e w o p p o r t u n i t i e s to r a i s e q u e s 
t i o n s o f r a t i o n a l i t y , o f cos t e f f e c t i v e n e s s , 

15 Ibid. 

o f h u m a n e n e s s a n d j u s t i c e . W e will n o t 
f i n d o u r s e l v e s a l o n e in r a i s i n g s u c h 
q u e s t i o n s . B a s e d u p o n t h e k n o w l e d g e 
a n d w i s d o m w h i c h is p r e s e n t in t h e 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y by v i r t u e o f o u r l o n g 
e x p e r i e n c e a n d g r e a t i n v e s t m e n t i n in
s t i t u t i o n s o f h e a l t h c a r e of t h e first 
q u a l i t y , w e c a n b e a f o r c e f o r e f fec t ive 
a n d c o n s t r u c t i v e c h a n g e . 

T h e crisis t h e r e f o r e p r e s e n t s u s wi th 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s to w o r k wi th o t h e r s to 
t u r n t h e uhmglik i n t o a glik. C h a n g e will 
o c c u r . O u r o n l y c h o i c e is whether we will 
u s e t h e o p p o r t u n i t i e s w h i c h wil l b e 
m a d e ava i l ab le by t h e crisis a n d how w e 
will u s e t h e s e o p p o r t u n i t i e s to e n h a n c e 
t h e q u a l i t y o f h e a l t h c a r e f o r o u r c l ien t s 
a n d t h e e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f o u r p r o v i s i o n o f 
s e r v i c e s . 
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