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RETIREMENT BENEFITS
Preparing for the Gray Wave

Making choices about how to deal with community issues is difficult because different
people favor different approaches, and the options for action may contradict or conflict
with one another.  Certainly any strategy for action will have costs that have to be
taken into consideration and consequences that have to be anticipated, as best we
can.  At the root of the questions of costs and consequences, and behind each approach,
lies a range of concerns that, while common to many people, nonetheless pulls them
in different directions both individually and collectively.  People have to “work
through” these conflicts and deal with the trade-offs until they come not necessarily
to full and complete agreement, but to the point that they have a shared sense of
direction for moving ahead and some idea of what people are and aren’t willing to do
to solve a problem.  Often we live all our lives somewhere between complete agreement
and complete disagreement.  Public action becomes possible when citizens discover
where their interests are interconnected.

If we don’t modify these programs, their cost is likely to keep us from balancing
the budget and taking care of other public needs. Because a small number of workers
will soon support a large generation of retirees, benefits must be pared down.

Social Security and Medicare are fundamentally flawed and should be replaced
with a different arrangement. Individually, and as a nation, we would be better off
if existing programs for retirees were replaced with personal savings plans.

Retirement as we know it is a promise and a right. To ensure that Americans are
able to retire with security and dignity, government must do whatever is necessary
to keep existing programs intact, regardless of the cost.



THE MODERATOR’S ROLE

Deliberation with fellow citizens is necessary when we have to make decisions on
matters that are very important to us, when there are competing approaches to
solving a problem.  Deliberation occurred in America’s earliest town meetings.
Privately, we deliberate when we have a difficult decision to make about an
important matter in our lives and have to weigh several options carefully.  In our
private lives we have learned that we can seldom have everything and we must
make choices.  Likewise, in public life citizens must choose among options, all of
which may be attractive.  That, in a nutshell, is what deliberation is — weighing
carefully the various approaches, the pros and cons of each option, and the views
of others about what should be done.  A deliberative dialogue is a chance to explore,
to test ideas, and to look at the ambiguities or gray areas rather than seeing only the
stark black and white of polar opposites.

Deliberation requires the
moderator to:

• Move the conversation beyond the
sharing of stories to looking at costs
and consequences of the options.

• Make sure the best case/positive side
of all options are considered and
understood.  To diminish an option
is to stop deliberation.  There are
major differences about which
options would be best or which
direction to take.  These differences
must be clear and not covered over.
To fail to consider an option or
diminish an option keeps important
differences from surfacing.

• Stay with deliberation until
participants see that the issue framed
on what is valuable to people and
until they have identified the conflicts
among the approaches.

• Recognize that forums seldom end in
total agreement or total disagreement.
Forums frequently end in a discovery
of a shared sense of purpose or
recognition of how interests are
interconnected.

•••••••••••••••

To Hold Counsel
With One Another

The whole purpose
of democracy is that

we may
hold counsel with

one another,
as not to depend

on the understanding
of one person
but to depend
on the counsel

of all.

Woodrow Wilson 1912

•••••••••••••••

Forums do change people’s opinions of
others’ opinions.  Those changes in
perception create new possibilities for
acting together, generating the political
will to move ahead.
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SUGGESTED FORMAT FOR AN NIF FORUM
OR STUDY CIRCLE

WELCOME

Let participants know who is sponsoring the forum/study circle.  Stress the co-
sponsorship if several organizations are involved.

BALLOT (PRE-FORUM)

Remind people that the Pre-Forum Ballot is a way to get everyone focused on the
issue and a way for each participant to take inventory of initial feelings on the issue.
Tell them there’ll be another questionnaire for them after these deliberations end.

GROUND RULES

MAKE CLEAR THAT THE FORUM IS NOT A DEBATE.  Stress that there is work
to do, and that the work is to move toward making a choice on a public policy
issue.  The work will be done through deliberation.  Review the chart “How do we
do it?” (see page 8).  The responsibility for doing the work of deliberation belongs
to the group.  Deliberation is necessary because there are competing approaches to
solving the problem.

STARTER VIDEO

Explain that the video reviews the problems underlying the issue, then briefly
examines three or four public policy alternatives.  In so doing, it sets the stage for
deliberation.

PERSONAL STAKE

Connect the issues to people’s lives and concerns — in the first few minutes — by
getting participants to talk about their personal experiences with the issue, and to
tell their stories.  This makes the issue genuine, human rather than abstract.  Some
questions you might ask include:  “Has anyone had a personal experience that
illustrates the problems associated with this issue?”  “Within your family, or circle
of friends, is this an important issue?”  “What aspects of the issue are most important
to you?”  “How does the issue affect people?”



Consistent with what deliberation is, moderators ask four basic questions in a forum:

1
What is valuable to us?  This question gets at why making public choices is so difficult: the
options turn on things which people care about very deeply, such as being secure or being
treated fairly.  This question can take many forms:
• How has this issue affected you personally?  (Usually asked at the beginning.)
• What things are most valuable to people who support this option?
• What is appealing about this option?
• What makes this option a good idea — or a bad one?

2
What are the costs or consequences associated with the various options?  This question
can take any number of forms as long as it prompts people to think about the likely effects
of various options on what is valuable to them.  Examples include:
• What would result from doing what this option proposes?
• What could be the consequences of doing what you are suggesting?
• Can you give an example of what you think would happen?
• Does anyone have a different estimate of costs or consequences?

3
What are the tensions or conflicts in this issue that we have to work through?  As a forum
progresses, moderators will ask questions that draw out conflicts or tensions that people
have to “work through.”  They might ask:
• What do you see as the tension between the options?
• Where are the conflicts that grow out of what we’ve said about this issue?
• Why is this issue so difficult to decide?
• What are the “gray areas”?
• What remains unsolved for this group?

4
Can we detect any shared sense of purpose or how our interdependence is grounds for
action?  In the very first few minutes of a forum, the moderator should remind people that
the objective is to work toward a decision.  Then, as the tensions or conflicts become evident,
as people see how what they consider valuable pulls them in different directions, the
moderator will test to see where the group is going with questions like:
• What direction seems best, or where do we want to go with this policy?
• The moderator can follow-up to find out what people are or are not willing to do or

sacrifice to solve a problem with such questions as:
• What trade-offs are we willing to accept?
• What trade-offs are we unwilling to accept?
• What are we willing to do as individuals or a community to solve this problem?
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THE FORUM DELIBERATION



ENDING A FORUM

Before ending a forum take a few minutes to reflect both individually and as a group on
what has been accomplished.  Questions like the following have been useful:

  I.  Individual Reflections
How has your thinking about the issue changed?
How has your thinking about other people’s views changed?
How has your perspective changed as a result of what you heard in this forum?

 II.  Group Reflections
What didn’t we work through?
Can we identify any shared sense of purpose or direction?
What trade-offs are we, or are we not, willing to make to move in a shared  direction?

III.  Next-Step Reflections
What do we still need to talk about?
How can we use what we learned about ourselves in this forum?
Do we want to meet again?

BALLOT (POST-FORUM)

The Post-Forum Ballot is a way to face the conflict within ourselves.  Often we discover
aspects of each choice we hold most valuable.  Yet, the things we care deeply about are
often in conflict.  The ballots, along with other information, are important in discovering a
Public Voice.  Send both Pre- and Post-Forum Ballots to:

National Issues Forums Research
100 Commons Road

Dayton, Ohio 45459-2777

Suggested Time Line Stages of a Forum/Study Circle

15% for Opening Welcome — The convenor or moderator introduces NIF program.
Ballots — Participants complete Pre-Forum Ballots before

discussion begins.
Ground Rules — Participants review desired outcomes of forum.
Starter Video — The starter video sets the tone for the discussion.
Personal Stake — Connect the issue to people’s lives and

concerns.

65% for The Deliberation — Participants examine all the choices.
Deliberation

20% for Ending the Forum — Reflect on what has been accomplished.
Discovering the
Shared Sense Ballots — Participants complete Post-Forum Ballots.
of Purpose and
Ending the
Forum/Study Circle
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Choice 1:  Keep the Promise

To ensure that Americans can retire with
security and dignity, government must do
whatever is necessary to keep Social Security
and Medicare programs intact.

If needed, additional taxes are justified if they
are used to pay for programs favored by the
great majority of Americans. These programs
represent a right and a promise.

ACTIONS

• Stop chipping away at coverage, such as
lowering the cost-of-living escalator in
Social Security benefits or raising the
retirement age.

• Make only minor adjustments in Social
Security and Medicare benefits, such as
increasing the maximum earnings on
which workers pay Social Security taxes,
taxing Social Security benefits the same
way other retirement income is taxed, or
raising Medicare premiums slightly.

• Take immediate steps to accelerate
economic growth and raise wages, which
will increase the amount paid into Social
Security and Medicare trust funds.

• Raise taxes or cut back other public
programs, if necessary, to cover the
increasing cost of benefits to older
Americans.

IN OPPOSITION

• No one has a right to any specific level of
benefits.

• Large tax hikes will be necessary as the
cost of providing these benefits soars.

• The federal deficit can’t be controlled
unless we restrain spending on Social
Security and Medicare.
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AT-A-GLANCE SUMMARY

RETIREMENT BENEFITS:
Preparing for the Gray Wave

Public officials are concerned about how to
sustain Social Security and Medicare once
the baby boomers enter their retirement
years.  They need to know about the
preferences and priorities of the American
public, and what changes citizens are
prepared to accept.

It’s a slow-motion crisis. Although problems
can be foreseen in about 15 years, this is not
an imminent crisis that requires immediate
sacrifices. So we put off the discussion and
the search for solutions for some other day.

Choosing among the alternatives is not a
simple matter of dollars and cents, but a
complex matter of rights and responsibilities,
visions and deciding what is most important
for our nation.

During your forum you will be wrestling
with the following questions:

• What concerns you most?

• What is most important or valuable to
you?

• How much reform do you want?

• What trade-offs are you willing to accept?



7

Choice 2: Redefine the Contract Choice 3: Replace the System

Because a smaller number of workers will
soon support a much larger generation of
retirees, benefits must be pared down and
eligibility rules changed. This means
accepting certain restrictions on what
Medicare covers and what kind of health care
retirees are entitled to receive at public
expense and reversing the trend of early
retirement.

ACTIONS

• Reduce Social Security and Medicare
benefits for upper-income retirees and
make a higher percentage of Social
Security benefits taxable.

• Scale back the cost-of-living adjustment
for Social Security benefits.

• Accelerate the schedule for raising the
eligibility age for Social Security and
Medicare to 67, and consider raising it to
70.

• Provide more incentives for retirees to use
health maintenance organizations.

IN OPPOSITION

Social Security and Medicare are
fundamentally flawed. We would be better
off if current retirement programs were
replaced by mandatory personal savings
plans. This approach reflects America’s
traditional emphasis on personal
responsibility and a limited government role.

Under this system, retirees would have real
security, because they wouldn’t have to worry
about changing eligibility age, reduced
benefits, higher deductibles, or the
uncertainty of a system that may not be able
to meet its commitments.

ACTIONS

IN OPPOSITION

• Many retirees would be in financial peril
if benefits were reduced.

• Reducing benefits to affluent retirees
punishes people who worked hard and
were financially prudent.

• Older Americans already struggle to pay
out-of-pocket medical expenses and
managed health care may result in
inadequate care.

• Replace the current Social Security system
with a privately managed savings program
to which workers and employers would
be required to contribute.

• Replace Medicare with mandatory
medical savings accounts. Employers and
employees would pay into these accounts
rather than paying Medicare taxes.

• Offer two options to individuals who are
currently retired or about to retire: they
can remain in the current Social Security
system with certain restrictions on
benefits; or they can transfer into the
private system and put into personal
savings an amount equivalent to what
they paid in Social Security taxes, plus
interest.

• Through Supplemental Security Income
and other programs, continue to assist
poor retirees who are unable to make ends
meet or pay for the health care they need.

• Retired Americans need and deserve
public support.

• Under a self-financed retirement system,
lower-income Americans would suffer.

• There’s no practical way to make the
transition from the current system to a
self-financed retirement system.



NIF FORUMS AND STUDY CIRCLES

1
Why are we here?  What are we

going to do?

We are here to move toward a public
decision or CHOICE on a difficult issue
through CHOICE WORK.
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How can we know if we are

making progress?

By constantly testing your group:

Can your group make the best case for
the option least favored?

Can it identify the negative effects of the
option most favored?

2
How do we do it?

Through a deliberative dialogue in
which we:

• Understand the PROS and CONS of
every option, its COSTS AND
CONSEQUENCES.

• Know the STRATEGIC FACTS and
how they affect the way the group
thinks about each option.

• Get beyond the initial positions
people hold to their deeper
motivations — the things people
consider to be most valuable in
everyday life.

• Weigh carefully the views of others;
appreciate the impact various options
would have on what others consider
valuable.

• WORK THROUGH the conflicting
emotions that arise when various
options pull and tug on what people
consider valuable.

4
What will be the effects of

deliberation?

Movement from first reactions and
mass opinions toward a more shared
and stable PUBLIC JUDGMENT.

The emergence of a PUBLIC VOICE,
one different from the voice of personal
preference or special interest pleadings.

Increased COMMON GROUND FOR
ACTION found in a greater ability to:

• Identify how people came out on the
conflicts, contradictions, and trade-
offs, and what they were willing, and
not willing to do to solve the problem.

• Identify any shared sense of purpose
or policy direction and a range of
actions that were consistent with one
another.

• Understand the implications of how
citizens sensed their interdependence
on the issue and its implications for
community action.

NATIONAL ISSUES FORUMS RESEARCH
100 COMMONS ROAD

DAYTON, OHIO 45459-2777
1-800-433-7834
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CHOICE WORK AND WORKING THROUGH

Deliberation requires the participants to work through the choices, not just
talk about the choices. Working through finally leads citizens to decide or choose
when confronted with hard choices. Following are some possible hard choices
to consider.

• We must maintain the current cost-of-living escalation, EVEN IF it means paying
higher social security taxes.

• Everyone who has paid into these programs has a right to coverage, EVEN IF
this means coverage to wealthy Americans.

• Maintain the program at near current levels, EVEN IF it means cutting some
other government programs that you feel are important and valuable.

Choice 1: Keep the Promise

Choice 2: Redefine the Contract

Choice 3: Replace the System

• Up the age to receive full benefits, EVEN IF this means many Americans will
have to stay in the workforce until their late 60s, or even early 70s.

• Provide incentives to use health maintenance organizations, EVEN IF it means
that those with limited income would have no choice but to use HMOs.

• Provide Social Security benefits to only those Americans who need them, EVEN
IF this means many who pay into the system may receive no benefits back.
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• Move to a privately managed savings program, EVEN IF financing the transition
from our current system to this new one would require higher taxes or it would
raise the federal debt for future generations to pay off.

• Invest money privately to provide more retirement income than the current
system, EVEN IF there is no guarantee that private savings and medical accounts
will cover retirement costs, especially if people make foolish or risky investments.

• Move to medical savings accounts would keep health care costs from soaring,
since individuals who pay for their own health care would have an incentive to
keep costs as low as possible, EVEN IF to save money, many retirees would play
Russian roulette with their health by deferring needed treatment or ignoring
health problems until they became serious.


