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Born in 1904 in the United States, Ida C. Merriam began her career in Social Security
research shortly after President Roosevelt signed the Social Security Act in 1935.
Over nearly four decades she built the Social Security Administration’s (SSA)
research operation into “one of the very best in the Federal government—one that
helped immensely in the wise development of Social Security policy,” acknowledged
Robert Ball, former commissioner of the SSA. Dr. Merriam served as assistant
director and then director of research in the 1950s and as the Assistant Commissioner
of the Office of Research and Statistics (ORS) in 1963 until she retired in 1972.
During her years with the SSA, she led groundbreaking quality of life studies on
disability and health insurance, drafted major reports for congressional committees,
directed the publication of Social Security technical studies and statistics, and was a
member of a technical assistance mission to Thailand.

Dr. Merriam was a 1925 Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Wellesley University, where
she majored in English and history. After studying economics at the University of
Chicago, she transferred to the old Brookings Graduate School of Economics and
Government in Washington. She received an economics doctorate from Brookings in
1928. Dr. Merriam was one of six winners of the 1966 Federal Woman’s Award. She
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also received the Department of Health, Education and Welfare’s Distinguished
Service Award and was named a fellow of the American Statistical Association.
She was a founding member of the National Academy of Social Insurance, whose
mission for the future aptly describes her entire career—fostering research and public
understanding of social insurance programs and principles, developing new leaders,
and contributing to informed debate on social insurance issues.

Many of today’s scholars were drawn by her influence into the social security
field. She convened scholars from outside of government to advise on the SSA’s
research agenda and to promote the development of innovative data bases. Her
leadership within the SSA promoted quality of life research at the national level in
the United States which, from her perspective, needed to focus on strategies for
removing the financial obstacles that compromised the quality of life of the aged,
persons with disabilities, widows and children, and those suffering with chronic
illnesses. Dr. Merriam died in April, 2007.
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