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I. Executive Summary

The National Piggybank: Does Our Retirement System Need Fixing?

Outcomes from the 1996-1997 National Issues Forums

National Issues Forums (NIF) is a voluntary, nonpartisan, nationwide
network of forums and study circles rooted in the simple notion that
citizens need to come together to deliberate about common problems, the
most challenging issues of the day. Over the last 15 years, thousands of
community groups have convened forums including civic, service, and
religious organizations as well as libraries, high schools, and colleges. Not
to be confused with polls, forums enable participants to "work through"
complex societal issues, weigh the trade-offs and consequences associated
with alternative policy options, and determine the kinds of action they
support most.

This year, one of the issues that citizens considered was "The National
Piggybank: Does Our Retirement System Need Fixing?"

In these forums, participants favored four major points: 1. Social Security
is in crisis and something must be done to save the system, to find a way to
continue the guarantees the system has had; 2. Social Security should not
become a welfare program, there should be no means-testing; 3. For
equity, some incremental changes, such as raising the ceiling on the Social
Security tax and taxing benefits, should be considered; and 4. Private
retirement accounts may be an idea whose time is coming.

Younger people, especially, expressed interest in private retirement
accounts. For a number of reasons, they felt Social Security would not be
there for them when they retire. Private retirement accounts, they felt,
would be an option for them after the inevitable retrenching of Social
Security. Participants saw no intergenerational war but there was a mutual
concern of young and old for the pressures on the young.

Major points:

1. Forum participants everywhere said our retirement system faces an
inevitable crisis and agreed that something must be done. People's
thinking about retirement this year was markedly different from the way
they felt 15 years ago when NIF first took up the issue. They were just
learning about the issue then and the forums did little more than "raise
consciousness." Now there is a universal sense that the issue is pressing
down on the American people and there must be action.

2. The issue of "entitlement programs for seniors" was, in participants'
minds, not one issue, but two: Social Security and Medicare, which is
part of a much larger issue, health care. People in the forums considered
"retirement programs" synonymous with Social Security. Medicare was
seen as part of a larger and more formidable issue — the rising cost and
limited availability of health care. Differing from many experts, forum
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participants saw Social Security as the urgent issue. Their concern
centered on what they saw as its looming insolvency.

3. Younger participants in particular feared that because of pressure
from the budget deficit and changing demographics, Social Security will
not be there when it is time for them to retire. Participants in all of the
forums agreed at the outset that Social Security must be changed, that
change is inevitable. An irresistible force that will bleed Social Security,
participants felt, is the large number of baby boomers who will become
eligible at the same time. Fears based on demographics and budget deficits
played into a broader cynicism about government competence and
trustworthiness throughout the forums. This is not a case of ignorance
breeding suspicion—those who were most knowledgeable about the Social
Security trust fund were actually the most cynical.

4. Participants generally opposed cutting benefits to prop up Social
Security. However, if they were guaranteed that Social Security
would be there when they retire, many participants, including those
under 30, were more willing to sacrifice. Forum participants displayed
some leeway in their thinking: they opposed cutting benefits if doing so
would make it harder for retirees to make ends meet; they were reluctant
to raise taxes; and they were opposed to cutting spending in other areas to
preserve Social Security. If there were a guarantee, though, that the money
would be there when they retired, many said they would raise their taxes
to preserve the system.

5. Participants opposed the idea of making Social Security a
means-tested program. Social Security, they insisted, is—and should
be—an insurance program. Importantly, most participants held this view
before and after deliberating about the issue. To the extent forum
participants reflect how Americans in general would feel after deliberating,
these outcomes suggest that proposals to make Social Security a
means-tested program could, absent a great deal of thoughtful public
deliberation, threaten the program's political base of support. Cutting
benefits to the affluent would make them more reluctant to support the
program.

6. While participants opposed the concept of making Social Security
means-tested, many favored a number of incremental changes, some of
which would have a disproportionate effect on those in upper-income
brackets. The changes include raising the ceiling on the Social Security
tax; treating Social Security benefits like other retirement income; and
adjusting the Social Security Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA). Most people
did not realize Social Security taxes are paid on only about the first
$61,000 earned each year. Taxing benefits was not seen as objectionable
as trimming benefits for elderly recipients. And some participants
discussed whether the Consumer Price Index slightly overstates the
amount of inflation in the economy and should be adjusted downward.

7. As people deliberated, one effect was crystal clear: they moved from
thinking of Social Security as a senior's sole source of income to
thinking of it as one leg of a three-legged stool that also rests on
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pensions and personal savings. In some forums, people talked of Social
Security as the only income many seniors have— suggesting that some
people's expectations are far greater than legislators ever intended. As the
forums progressed, people became aware that Social Security was
designed and is still intended to be one leg of a three-legged stool, the
other two being pensions and personal savings.

8. There was considerable interest in mandatory private retirement
accounts, especially among younger respondents. While they raised
serious questions as they deliberated about it, participants' comments
suggest this is an idea whose time may be coming. Forum participants
said they felt private retirement accounts would give them more control
over their savings. In the Post-Forum balloting' 67 percent felt that people
taking more responsibility for their retirement is a "very important
principle." As they deliberated, though, some questioned whether everyone
would invest wisely. Another complicating factor was how to pay transition
costs and another had to do with concerns whether switching to a private
system would cut some of the bonds that hold society together. It was
recognized that many could not amass an adequate retirement income by
saving and many saw the necessity of something like Social Security.

9. No matter what modifications we make, participants insisted that we,
as a people, have an obligation to provide a system of adequate health
care and enough income to keep all elderly Americans out of poverty.
Beyond being a moral imperative, a universal retirement system is vital
for practical reasons. Pragmatically, participants felt, without Social
Security there may literally be "rioting in the streets." While more and
more children are living with their parents for financial reasons,
participants felt, in the future parents who have retired will increasingly
move in with their children for financial reasons. There were no signs of an
"intergenerational war," but young and old saw this as a common problem
that must be solved together.
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The National Piggybank: Does Our Retirement System Need
Fixing?

II. What Matters Most

The American people, as represented by the diverse array of citizens who
deliberated in the 1996-1997 National Issues Forums, recognize that the
retirement system, especially Social Security, may be in critical condition.
Large numbers of participants, especially those under 3O, fear that Social
Security will not be there when it is time for them to retire. But they have
worked through much wishful thinking about the issue (e.g., people do not
think the problem can be solved painlessly by, say, eliminating waste) and
agree that something must be done.

In participants' minds, the issue of "entitlements or retirement programs
for senior citizens" is, in fact, two issues, not one. Participants see Social
Security as independent of Medicare, which they see as part of a much
larger issue—the increasing cost and limited availability of health care.
While many experts see Medicare as the more urgent issue, participants
were more concerned about Social Security.

When they considered what to do, participants totally rejected the idea of
making Social Security a means-tested program. To them, Social Security
is, and should remain, a social insurance program. But when asked about
specifics—such as treating benefits like all other retirement income,
raising the cap on the annual Social Security tax, or adjusting the COLA to
bring it in line with a recalculated Consumer Price Index — the
participants, over all, clearly were in favor of measures that would require
a disproportionate sacrifice on those in upper-income groups, in effect,
moving the system in that direction.

There was also considerable interest in mandatory private retirement
accounts, especially among younger respondents. While participants raised
many practical questions such as what will happen to those who don't
invest wisely and how we would handle the transition, younger people in
particular were eager to talk about the idea of privatization, with some
seeing it as an option that would be there for them after what they believe
will be the inevitable retrenching of Social Security.

Deliberation would seem to be essential for the public to fully understand
and confront this issue. But with even minimal discussion, the American
people, as represented by the participants in the forums, seem ready to
accept at least some incremental changes that would involve moderate
sacrifice and trade-offs. At the same time and no matter what changes we
make or consider, the prevailing sentiment was that we, as a people, have
an obligation to maintain the system that provides adequate health care
and enough income to keep all elderly Americans out of poverty. Beyond
being a practical necessity, preserving a system that fulfills these
obligations was seen as a moral imperative.
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III. What Happened in the Forums

1. Forum participants everywhere said our retirement system faces an
inevitable crisis and agreed that something must be done.

People who participated in the 1996-1997 National Issues Forums said that
when it comes to our retirement programs, we, as a country, are travelling
on a road toward a cliff. Unless we brake and change direction, they said,
we will drive off. While a majority of those who completed an issue ballot
both before and after the forums said that "taking care of the elderly
should be part of America's contract with its citizens," 59 percent also said
they were very concerned that "Social Security and Medicare funds will
run out before long." Among those under 30 years of age, 73 percent
expressed this view. (See Tables 1, 3, and 5.)

Participants in a forum in Lincoln, Nebraska said the sooner we face up to
the problem, the less we will have to sacrifice. But while most said we need
to change course, they felt no need to do so immediately because those
collecting benefits now are in good shape; it is those who will retire in 20
to 30 years who are at-risk and must be protected. "I don't think it'll be a
problem for us," a grandmother from Englewood, New Jersey said. "But
when our children are ready [to collect], it won't be there, Social Security
will run out of money by then."

People's thinking about retirement was a marked departure from how
participants felt when the National Issues Forums took up this issue 15
years ago. A decade and a half ago, NIF participants were just learning
about the issue. While the 1981-1982 forums began to give participants a
grasp of the size, scope and gravity of the issue, the forums did little more
than "raise consciousness." Most participants then were simply not
psychologically prepared to make difficult choices about how to deal with
retirement entitlement, an issue that was comparatively new to them and a
threat felt to be far in the future.

Now, however, in the 1996-1997 forums, people expressed a sense of
inevitability about the issue, with participants everywhere agreeing
something must be done, there was a universal sense that the issue is
inescapably pressing down upon us and we must take action. The
comments of a moderator of a forum in Irvine, California explained how
people felt: "Everyone recognized that changes must be made to keep
[Social Security] solvent," he said.

In the forums, participants explored broad policy alternatives about how to
deal with entitlement programs for retirees. Although there were some
complaints about being misled and promises being broken, most
participants seem to have worked through many of the resistances that can
block citizens from confronting an issue (e.g., wishfully thinking there are
easy answers such as eliminating waste). In the forums, people were able to
assess the pros and cons of a variety of complex policy options and to
deliberate about the trade offs associated with each.
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As the forums ended, participants' views about how to deal with retirement
programs were still evolving. But they did agree that we must at least take
some incremental steps to deal with the issue. Further, the results of the
1996-1997 National Issues Forums lay out the boundaries of political
permission, an outline of the broad kinds of policy options the public will
and will not find acceptable. The results also shed light on the values
underlying those preferences.

2. To people in the forms, "retirement programs" was synonymous with
Social Security. Therefore, The issue of "entitlement programs for
seniors" was, in participants' mind, not one issue, but two: Social
Security, and Medicare, which is part of a much larger issue, health care.

Forum participants did not see this issue through the same lens used by
many experts and policymakers. Experts often talk about "entitlement
programs for seniors" as a single category or use "entitlement spending" as
a term to cover both Social Security and Medicare. But to participants in
the 1996-1997 National Issues Forums, these were two distinct issues. To
people in the forums, "retirement programs" were synonymous with Social
Security. Medicare, on the other hand, was seen, not as an entitlement,
but as part of a larger and more formidable issue—the rising cost and
limited availability of health care.

There was another striking difference between how experts and forum
participants understand the issues. To many experts, Medicare is the most
pressing problem facing the "retirement system," the conventional wisdom
being that Medicare will run out of money by about the turn of the
century. In comparison, Social Security is, in the view of many experts, a
problem the U.S. will not fully encounter until about the year 2020.

But to forum participants, Social Security was the urgent issue, with
concern centered on what they saw as its looming insolvency. There are
many reasons why participants may have focused on Social Security: first,
it has been around for a much longer time and has become an indelible
part of the nation's history and culture; second, more of the average
person's income is taxed for Social Security; third, many see Social
Security as the sole or primary source of their retirement income and are
therefore highly concerned about it.

While Medicare was a priority for a few older participants, most did not
volunteer their opinions about it, responding instead only when asked. The
norm was what happened in Lincoln, Nebraska where, a moderator
reported, "Medicare was barely discussed." When it was discussed,
Medicare was usually seen as one aspect of a larger issue—the rising cost
and limited availability of health care. In Panama City, Florida, participants
said the two issues should be discussed separately. In Dayton, a man said
Medicare is inextricably linked to a larger issue:

We have two questions: "How do we take care of the elderly when they need health
care?" and "How do we pay for medical care at large?" To fix the first [problem], we
have to fix the second.
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Some participants said Medicare recipients should enroll in managed care
to hold down costs. "Almost everyone else is being forced to join HMOs," a
woman from Panama City said. "I don't see why retirees should be treated
as a special class." In some forums, people said our priorities are askew
because we spend far more on the health of our elderly than we do on the
health of our children. A woman in Santa Ana, California said, "I do want
your [elderly] mother to get healthcare but, I don't see why your mother
should get better care than I can." But most participants saw Medicare as
an issue that is separate from Social Security. In most forums, participants
spent far less time deliberating about Medicare than they did about Social
Security.

3. Younger participants feared Social Security will not be there when it
is time for them to retire for three reasons: pressure from the budget
deficit, changing demographics, and their lack of confidence in the
government.

Participants in all of the forums early agreed that to save Social Security,
change is inevitable. The sense that we have no choice was especially
pronounced among those under 30. Again and again, younger participants
said if nothing is done, Social Security will be bankrupt before they retire.
A young man from Dayton, Ohio, said, 'I'm pretty sure [Social Security]
won't be there for me." A moderator from Lincoln, Nebraska said, "The
young people in our forum believed Social Security won't be there for
them." A teacher who moderated forums with high school students in
Alexandria, Virginia, said, "All [the studentsl hear is about the financial
trouble we're in," adding that the consensus in her two sociology classes
was that Social Security is "doomed." Citing the relentless pressure of the
deficit, a young man from Englewood, New Jersey, said:

The reality is [because of the deficit], they're starting to cut everything—college funds,
Medicaid. When I get to be 65, [Social Securityl isn't going to be there. They're cutting
it now.

These convictions tended to soften as each forum proceeded; they were
expressions of concern more than certitude. It was the nature of their
concern and what to do about it that participants explained. A factor said
to be an irresistible force that will bleed Social Security is the large
number of baby boomers who will become eligible for benefits at the same
time. A man in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, said, "When [the baby boomers] kick
in, there will be real problems [because] you'll have less people
contributing and more people to take care of." A woman in that forum
added:

I'm at the end of the baby boomers. I really think that when it comes time for me,
[Social Security1 is not going to be there. I have a hundred dollars taken out of my
check every two weeks that goes for [Social Security] and I'm not going to see any of
that money when I'm eligible.

Participants' fears based on demographics and budget deficits played into
a broader cynicism about government competence and trustworthiness
throughout the forums. Some said our leaders too often "play politics" with
this issue, refuse to work together to resolve what we must inevitably face.
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In Santa Ana, California, a young black woman said that a disproportionate
number of people of color already distrust the government. "If Social
Security collapses," she said, "they'll feel that they cannot trust the
government for anything."

In Panama City, participants were so distressed by politization that they
wanted to make Social Security more like the Federal Reserve System: a
nonpolitical institution run by executors or experts appointed by the
president with congressional approval. Social Security should be taken
away from elected officials, the participants there said, because
professionals would be free to make tough, unpopular decisions. As things
are, a man in that forum said, "We have a group of amateurs who aren't
even covered by Social Security running the system."

Finally, while most participants had a limited understanding of the Social
Security trust fund, those who were most knowledgeable were often the
most cynical. The sense was widespread that political leadership has either
played fast and loose with language about a trust fund or with a real trust
fund that has been pillaged for other purposes. In Irvine, participants said
they would consider increasing Social Security taxes but only if the money
were put into a physically separate account. One woman said, "There's a
standing joke about the so-called Social Security trust fund we've
supposedly built up over the past 15 years: 'No darn trust, no darn fund.'"

4. Participants generally opposed cutting benefits to prop up Social
Security. However, if they were guaranteed that Social Security
would be there when they retire, many participants, including those
under 30, were more willing to sacrifice.

In the Post-Forum balloting, fewer than one in five, 18 percent, favored
cutting Social Security benefits if doing so made it harder for retirees to
make ends meet. There was somewhat more, but still limited, support for
raising taxes to preserve Social Security, with about 40 percent in favor. In
both cases, however, large minorities were not sure, suggesting there was
leeway in people's thinking, their opinions were fluid and dependent on
circumstances. (See Table 4.]

Reluctance to raise taxes no doubt stems from the f~nancial pain it would
impose. But another factor, mistrust of government, was evident too. A
moderator from Panama City said people there "felt that raising taxes won't
solve the problem because [elected officials] won't use the money for Social
Security." This view was common in forums throughout the country.

One stipulation affected the thinking of many participants, especially
younger people. When asked what they would do if they were guaranteed
Social Security would be there when it was time for them to retire, many
participants, including many of those under 30, changed their views,
saying they would, in that case, raise their taxes to preserve the system. A
young man from Poughkeepsie, New York said, "I'd pay more money now if
I knew [Social Security] would be there when I retire." A young man from
Tuscaloosa said:.
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If they can guarantee that Social Security is going to be there when I get to retirement
age, I wouldn't mind a certain, not-outrageous tax hike. To pay a little bit more for a
guarantee —I'd do it. It's like taking out an extra warranty.

Another option — preserving Social Security by cutting spending in other
areas—was generally opposed, especially when the area was education. In
some forums, including those in Poughkeepsie participants said education
is the most important thing the government does. A woman from
Tuscaloosa agreed, saying:

Don't cut education. That's stupid because the children are our future. [Unless children
get a good education], who's going to be able to do the jobs to make money for our
retirement? Education has been cut enough.

Most tended to oppose a third option: raising the age at which a retiree can
collect benefits. Doing so, they said, would amount to "breaking the
promise" the country made to senior citizens. Many did not seem to realize
that Congress has already pushed back the retirement age so that future
generations must wait until age 67 to qualify for full benefits. Those who
did know worried about the difficulties facing older citizens looking for
employment and expressed uncertainty about the usefulness of this
approach..

5. Participants opposed the idea of reducing or eliminating Social
Security benefits for the wealthy or making it a means-tested program.
Social Security, they insisted, is, and should be, an insurance program.
Importantly, most participants held this view before and after
deliberating about the issue.

Participants opposed making Social Security a means-tested program or
changing it to a system in which the amount of monthly payments to
seniors would be determined by need. In Irvine, participants said, "We
should not break the contract for those who are retired." A man from
Dayton said people over 50 "have made their retirement plans based on the
promise" that Social Security will be there. Again and again participants
said Social Security is an insurance program and should remain an
insurance program. A Tuscaloosa man said that Social Security is "not like
welfare. Welfare is for people who do not work or pay anything in but are
receiving benefits." In Santa Ana, California, participants said that
transforming Social Security into a means-tested program would alienate
high income workers.

There was also little support for reducing benefits, even to retirees with
annual incomes over $100,000. "Don't break the promise," said a man from
Englewood, New Jersey. "We should not change the rules midway through
the game." Participants held this view even after learning that about $15
billion a year goes to retirees with incomes greater than $100,000. Again
and again, participants talked about Social Security as an insurance
program. A New Jersey man said that retirees with incomes over $100,000
"probably paid in more than most people because their earnings were
higher. I think it's fair that a person who paid in more should also get the
benefits, whether they need it or not."
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In the forums, participants heard that most retirees receive far more in
benefits than they actually paid in, even if interest is included. Some
simply did not see the issue this way. A Lake Worth, Florida, man said:

I don't think they're collecting that much more than they put in. If I'd put the same
amount into an investment bond and it accumulated interest all those years, I'd have
plenty of money too, probably more than they get. So I don't think the argument holds
true for most people.

Even those who did accept the fact that average retirees collect many
times what they paid in, including interest, did not change their thinking.
"I don't think the fact that they collect so much changes anything because
[you have to take into account] inflation and the higher cost of living," said
an Englewood, New Jersey, woman.

In a few forums, there was scattered support for cutting benefits to high
income retirees. But in most forums, participants began to consider cutting
benefits to wealthy seniors only after they had accepted:

a) that benefits greatly exceed what most retirees paid in; and

b) that each year billions go to retirees with annual incomes over
$100,000.

And even after digesting these facts and ruminating about their
implications, most still opposed the idea of trimming benefits for wealthy
retirees. Almost no one enthusiastically endorsed it. In the Pre-Forum
balloting, 64 percent said that making sure people who paid into the
system have a right to full benefits is a very important principle. After the
forums, 50 percent held this view. While this does represent a 14 point
decline, it is important to understand that a majority of participants held
this view even after deliberating at some length. (See Table 1.)

In sum then, to the extent they reflect how Americans in general would feel
after deliberating, the results suggest that proposals to make Social
Security a means-tested program could, absent a great deal of thoughtful
public deliberation, threaten the program's political base of support.
Indeed, in Santa Ana, a man made that point, saying Social Security has
traditionally enjoyed widespread, across-the-board political support and
that cutting benefits to the affluent would make them more reluctant to
support it.

6. While participants opposed the concept of reducing benefits to
wealthy retirees or making Social Security means-tested, many favored
a number of incremental changes, some of which would have a
disproportionate effect on those in upper-income brackets.

While overwhelmingly rejecting the idea scaling back benefits for the rich,
participants did indicate support for several measures to shore up the
system that would have the greatest impact on those in higher income
brackets.
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Raise the ceiling on the Social Security tax. A sizable number of
participants did not clearly understand that Social Security taxes are paid
on only about the first $61,000 earned each year. But when they learned
that taxes are limited to this amount, many were perplexed. An Englewood
man said, "Why keep the limit? Why does it exist in the first place?"

In many forums, including those held in Lincoln, Panama City, Santa Ana,
and Poughkeepsie, participants favored raising the cap. In Irvine,
participants wanted to eliminate the cap altogether, and joked about Walt
Disney CEO Michael Eisner and whether to tax his entire $250 million
annual income. Participants tended to think of money paid into FICA as a
flat tax that should apply to everyone across the board. To general
agreement in a Tuscaloosa forum, a man said:

I think we have to raise the taxes above $60,000. Like some people are making
$400,000 or $500,000 per year, or their bonuses are $100,000, and they don't have to
pay [Social Securityl taxes on it. That's not right.

Participants did not see this measure as "tax increase," at least in the usual
sense, in part no doubt because it would not affect most people who earn
less than $60,000. A Tuscaloosa man said, "I definitely agree that they
need to tax above $60,000 because I'm under the $60,000 category." Nor
did participants see the Social Security tax as regressive because, in their
view, it is an insurance program in which most people, more or less, collect
benefits according to what they pay in. And so the fact that all workers,
even those earning minimum wage, pay into the fund was felt to be
appropriate. Finally, we should note that in most forums, people did not
discuss the original rationale for a ceiling or cap.

Treat Social Security benefits like other retirement income. Another idea
that was widely accepted was treating Social Security benefits like all
other types of retirement income. Depending on the tax bracket then, one
hundred percent of a retiree's benefits would be subject to the income tax.
In Poughkeepsie, Panama City, and Tuscaloosa, participants supported this
idea. In Irvine, where participants knew that the Social Security trust fund
is really a paper IOU, they were willing to go along on one condition: The
money must go into a separate fund, not into the general budget as it does
now.

To many experts, the idea of treating 100 percent of Social Security
benefits like all other retirement income is the rough equivalent of
trimming benefits for elderly recipients with a high income. But to
participants, there was a world of difference. Taxing benefits was not as
objectionable or controversial as the idea of trimming benefits. While the
two approaches may be roughly equivalent in a budgetary sense, to
participants, for whom Social Security is an insurance program, they are
very different. Cutting benefits, they said, amounted to "breaking the
promise" whereas treating benefits like other retirement income was seen
as a sensible a step toward greater equity.

Adjust the Social Security COLA. In a few forums, participants discussed
whether the Consumer Price Index, the basis for calculating the Cost of
Living Adjustment (COLA) for Social Security and other programs, slightly
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overstates the amount of inflation in the economy and should be adjusted
downward. Some volunteered that they would be in favor. In Dayton, one
man said, "Why are they arguing about a one percent cut [in the COLAI?
Sure it amount to millions in the long run, but it's not much for the average
[retiree]." In Irvine and Poughkeepsie, participants said the CPI may
overstate the actual cost of living increases facing the elderly who may own
their homes and thereby have fixed housing costs. Participants in Panama
City, Tuscaloosa, and Englewood said that while we should "keep the
contract," they would go along with the idea of recalculating and slightly
reducing the Social Security COLA. But in Panama City and elsewhere,
people exempted Medicare from this kind of cut, saying medical bills are
rising much faster than inflation and too many of them are not covered
now.

7. As people deliberated, one effect was crystal clear: they moved from
thinking of Social Security as seniors' sole source of income to thinking
of it as one leg of a three-legged stool that also rests on pensions and
personal savings.

Some participants spoke of Social Security as something that would have to
support retirees, to be their main, or even sole source of income. "In our
forum, participants said that most Americans think of Social Security like a
pogo stick instead of one leg of a three-legged stool because they won't be
able to save anything for retirement beyond what they pay into Social
Security," said a moderator from Panama City, Florida.

In some forums, there was support for increasing benefits instead of
cutting them. People talked about Social Security as the only income many
seniors have and about elderly family members or friends who find it hard
to make ends meet. Many expressed concern about the cost of medicine
for the elderly, saying they would like to see Medicare expanded to cover
the costs of prescription drugs.

Reading between the lines shows that some people's expectations about
Social Security are far greater than policymakers ever intended. For
example, a man from Lake Worth, Florida said, "I think a lot of people are
fearful they're going to retire and not be able to live off of their Social
Security." A Tuscaloosa man explained:

I feel like after working 45 years and getting to that lucky time of retirement, I can't
hardly live off {Social Security}. It's not enough not even counting the medical part of
it.

As the forums progressed and people deliberated about the issue,
participants increasingly came to realize that Social Security was designed,
and is still intended to be, one leg of a three-legged stool for retirees, the
other two legs being pensions and personal savings. "By the end of our
forum," said a moderator from Lincoln, Nebraska, "most participants came
to the view that Social Security should not be the primary source of income
for the elderly, but really one part of a three-part system." Therefore, in
most forums, people felt, after deliberating, a greater sense of personal
responsibility to provide for their own retirement. But most also said that
current policy does not encourage them to save. After the forums, 67
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percent said people taking more responsibility for their own retirement is
a very important principle, but only 33 percent said it is strongly reflected
in policy, a gap of 34 percentage points. (See Table 2.)

8. There was considerable interest in mandatory private retirement
accounts, especially among younger respondents. While they raised
serious questions as they deliberated about it, participants' comments
suggest this is an idea whose time may be coming.

Participants considered whether to replace Social Security with a system,
like the one established in Chile, of mandatory private retirement accounts
in which people would have to save (or be taxed) for retirement, but could
have some, or even total control of their money themselves. Large numbers
of participants, especially those under 30, wanted to talk about this
concept. In Alexandria, Virginia, high school students were attracted to the
idea of mandatory savings, saying they know savings is important but that
people find it hard to save without what the moderator there called
~external discipline."

More control over retirement income. Participants said a system of
private retirement accounts would give them more control over their
savings. As noted above, in the post-forum balloting, 67 percent said it is a
"very important principle" that people take more responsibility for their
retirement. We should promote the idea of saving; some, including some
high school students from Alexandria, said they would not mind "being
coerced" to save at least a little out of each paycheck. In E1 Paso and
Nebraska in particular, older people also said they wished they had some
kind of forced savings plan. (See Table 2.)

But it was younger participants, in particular, who called for more
personal control and responsibility. A moderator from Panama City said
her group agreed that 'people should take more responsibility." A man
from Tuscaloosa said, "One good thing about private investment is that it
gives you control." An Englewood, New Jersey, man reacted to the idea by
saying:

Of all the things we've said tonight, this is the one I'm most in favor of. I feel that I
would be best at running my own life or providing for myself. I don't want to leave my
future into the hands of people who don't even know me. I'd much rather take control
of my life so that when I'm unable to work, I know there's money and I don't have to
shake every time something comes up.

For the most part, participants were not overly concerned that such a
system would mean some would collect much more, thereby increasing the
gap between the haves and the have nots. An Englewood, New Jersey, man
said:

I don't really like the idea of everyone getting the same amount. If you put more into it,
you should be rewarded at the end. If you put in more, then maybe you're entitled to a
little more.

A Lake Worth, Florida, man said:
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Why not let people who can put more money in and in return, get that extra back? I'm
thinking of it, not as a pension, but as an IRA thing—put in more and get more back.

Participants who liked this idea felt they would do a better job of handling
their retirement money than the government does. Indeed, this sentiment
was fueled by a sense of mistrust of government and its ability to handle
their money well. In Poughkeepsie, younger people in particular said they
would make out better financially if they could invest their own money.

Some second thoughts: What to do about those who do not invest
wisely? As participants deliberated about this idea, however, a number of
questions arose. One was, would everyone invest wisely or would some end
up with little to live on? A moderator from Irvine said, "Our group said
private accounts sound good on the surface. But as they thought about it,
they were afraid that some people would not pay attention to their
investments." In the Post-Forum ballots only 27 percent favored replacing
Social Security with private savings plans if that meant some were left
without benefits through poor investment choices. A woman from Lake
Worth said:

A lot of people don't know how to invest their money. Not that they're
foolish, they're just not wise enough. What about the ones who don't invest
well and end up with nothing? What'll happen to them?

To general agreement in an Englewood forum, a woman said:

This idea looks good on paper, but we have homeless in the street now because they
didn't invest their money right. There are an awful lot of people in the United States
who have no idea what to do with their money.

In response to such concerns, some participants suggested the government
limit people's investment options to an array of relatively safe alternatives
or otherwise provide investment counseling. A man from Tuscaloosa said:

We'll need someone to sit down and explain it all to you— what's a conservative
investment, what's high risk. You have to be careful people don't put all their eggs in
one basket.

Others advanced another compromise—that people invest part of their
withholding in a savings account while keeping the rest in the Social
Security system. An Englewood man said:

We could present it as an option. Continue to pay a retirement tax at a rate of roughly
six percent, but you can put half, 3 percent, in a private plan. That way you know
you're not going to starve to death and you have the option of trying to get a better
return.

How to pay the costs of transition? As they deliberated, participants saw
another complication with the idea of privatizing retirement: the transition
costs, they said, would be enormous. Many participants did not realize that
Social Security is a pay-as-you-go system, that today's payroll taxes pay for
today's benefits, and that those who retire in the future will be supported
by those who are employed. As they considered the implications of moving
to a system in which people would save for their own retirement instead of
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paying for the benefits being collected now, participants began to see how
expensive it would be to make such a transition and, for some time, fund
two parallel systems.

Is it wise to cut the ties that bind? A final worry voiced by some
participants was that switching to a private system would cut some of the
bonds that hold society together. Instead of a public approach that
promotes egalitarian values by making sure all seniors have a minimum
income that keeps them above the poverty line, this idea would give
primacy to individualism. While promoting self-reliance, such a system
would, some participants worried, mean that those who have a lot would
get a lot, while those who are less fortunate would have to make do with
less. A man from Tuscaloosa said:

With this approach, you're not really concerned about your fellow man, as
they say. In this, everyone just kind of looks out for themselves.

In sum: There was ultimately in all forums, a clear recognition that many
could not amass an adequate retirement income by saving and so even the
supporters of individual or privatized approaches talked about them as
supplements, rather than as total alternatives. Many talked about the
necessity for something like Social Security because they find it so difficult
to save for their own retirement. "It seems that nobody has the money to
put away for that extra cushion," said a man from Lake Worth, Florida.

In forum after forum, there was inevitably someone who warned about the
dangers both of massive government intrusion into the market and sudden
runs on it (as in the case of retiring baby boomers).

9. No matter what modifications we make, participants insisted that we,
as a people, have an obligation to provide a system of adequate health
care and enough income to keep all elderly Americans out of poverty.
Beyond being a moral imperative, they felt that a universal retirement
system is vital for practical reasons.

As the forums concluded, a theme sounded by both younger and older
respondents was that no matter how we change or modify Social Security,
we, as a society, have an obligation to preserve a system to ensure that all
elderly Americans have an income that keeps them out of poverty. "These
programs have worked," said a woman from Lake Worth, Florida. "Not long
ago, the number of seniors living in poverty was much higher than it is
now." Preserving a system like Social Security that covers all elderly
Americans is, young and old participants agreed, a moral imperative.

Participants also offered a pragmatic rationale for why a system like Social
Security must be in place. Without it, as one man in Panama City said,
there may literally be "rioting in the streets." People in Lake Worth said,
"We can't go back to the days when being elderly meant being poor."

In Santa Ana, participants noted that more and more children are, for
financial reasons, living with their parents well into adulthood. But in the
future, participants feared, not only will adult children live with their
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parents, but parents who have retired will increasingly move in with their
children, they'll be forced to for financial reasons. A young woman in that
forum expressed a commonly held sentiment, saying with great good
humor, "I don't want my parents living with me when they retire." Indeed,
56 percent of those who completed a ballot said they were very concerned
about the cost of caring for ill and aging parents. If Social Security is
drained or devitalized, they said, retirees with increasing long life spans
will find it harder and harder to be financially independent.

While there were differences of opinion between young and old, we saw in
the forums no signs of an 'intergenerational war." Both young and old felt
that this is a common problem, something we must solve together. It was
the frequently articulated awareness of interdependence, as well as a
recognition on the part of young people that they may not be able to save
for themselves, that led participants to say our that focus must be on how
to save the system, rather than how to replace it. (See Table 5.)
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1. The Public Approach

No. According to the conventional wisdom, the public
believes that retirement programs, especially Social Secu-
rity and Medicare, should be exempt from any cuts. It
says that elected officials who even hint that we must
trim Medicare or Social Security benefits risk getting
attacked politically because the public is so totally op-
posed to cuts.

It is true that there was little appetite for cutting Social
Security or Medicare benefits in the forums. But at the
same time, participants almost universally saw doing
something about Social Security as inevitable, saying we,
as a society need to make adjustments. The retirement
system, as it exists, cannot be maintained because of
demographics, and certain specific adjustments need to
be effected.

The 1996-1997 National Issues Forums
The National Piggybank:

 Does Our Retirement System Need Fixing?

The public sees the issue of “retirement entitlement pro-
grams” as two distinct issues: Social Security and health
care, of which Medicare is a major part. To engage the
public productively, each issue must be taken up sepa-
rately.

Questions

Does the public
connect to the
issue as the
conventional
wisdom suggests?

Are there
dimensions of the
issue the public
sees that others
don’t?

How does the
public approach the
issue?

Yes. The conventional wisdom also holds that we are on
the verge of intergenerational war, pitting the elderly, who
collect far more than they paid in, against younger Ameri-
cans who are struggling financially, bearing the brunt of
paying for retirees, and think Social Security will not exist
when it is time for them to retire.

While there were sometimes sharp differences of opinion
between older and younger participants, there were no
signs of “intergenerational war.” Younger people realized
that without a fiscally sound retirement system, their
parents and grandparents will not be financially indepen-
dent. In turn and especially after deliberating, older
people recognized the hardship facing young adults who
are trying to get on their feet financially. Participants said
that we, both younger and older Americans, have a com-
mon problem that we must work together to solve.
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Six values: concern about the elderly (making sure that
no matter what, all older Americans have the health care
they need and an income that keeps them out of poverty);
equity (How can we as individuals fairly pay into and
draw on our retirement system?), concern about young
people and the financial onus on them; thrift (resisting
the sentiment we have often given into to buy now and
pay later); personal control (giving people greater control
over their retirement dollars); the retention of a social
contract to which we have a moral obligation.

What effect did
deliberation have?

What values were at
play in the public
discussions?

While much of the country’s leadership sees Medicare as
the more urgent issue, the public, as represented by
participants in the forums, thinks Social Security is the
issue we should address first. Medicare is on people’s
radar screen mainly as part of a much larger issue: the
cost and availability of health care.

2. Deliberation

Deliberation had several significant effects. First, while
participants said Social Security is in trouble, they did
not have a clear sense of what the choices or policy alter-
natives are, or what trade-offs are associated with each.
The forums gave them a sense of the major choices that
people are facing.

Second, as people deliberated, participants increasingly
came to see Social Security as one leg of a three-legged
stool (the other two being private pensions and personal
savings). So the forums helped people think realistically
about what we can afford while encouraging them to
think about their own responsibilities to provide for re-
tirement.

Third, people began to sort through the kinds of changes
they would accept while detailing the guidelines they
want policymakers to use and the parameters or bound-
aries within which policy should be formulated.
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Was any firm
common ground for
action revealed?

A fair amount of common ground for action emerged.
Participants overwhelmingly rejected the idea of making
Social Security a means-tested program. “Don’t make it a
welfare program,” participants said again and again.
Benefits are part of a promise or contract. The essence of
Social Security lies in the idea that it is an insurance
program and that everyone who pays in has a right to
collect benefits.

At the same time, there were a number of measures par-
ticipants favored to help keep the system solvent that
would disproportionately affect those in upper income
brackets, including taxing Social Security benefits like all
other retirement income, raising the annual cap on FICA
taxes above about $61,000, and modifying the Social
Security COLA to bring it in line with a newly recalculated
Consumer Price Index.

A decade and a half ago, when NIF first used this issue,
forums raised consciousness, helped people become
aware of the problem. But participants then were not
ready to face the tough choices involved. But in the
1996-1997 forums, people expressed a sense of urgency
about the issue. Most had “worked through” such familiar
resistances as wishfully thinking there are easy answers
to the problem. When participants deliberated, they
weighed the pros and cons of a variety of policy alterna-
tives, and assessed the trade-offs associated with each.

The results suggest that Americans are ready to accept
incremental changes that involve some sacrifices. The
results simultaneously lay out the boundaries of political
permission, the broad types of options the public will and
will not find acceptable.

3. The Outcomes

What stage is the
public at on this
issue?
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The Public Voice holds that we need a sound retirement
system because we, as a society, have a collective obliga-
tion to provide senior citizens with the health care they
need and an income sufficient to keep them out of pov-
erty. Any policy changes, including the development of
savings as privatized options must be consistent with
these sentiments.

When discussing possible changes, participants rejected
the idea of making Social Security a means-tested pro-
gram. However, they endorsed some measures that would
amount to steps in that direction by having a dispropor-
tionate effect on people in upper-income brackets.

1. Unless what one man called “the Doomsday rhetoric” is
toned down, it may be hard to get Americans, especially
those under 30, to focus on how to preserve a system if
they believe it faces extinction.

2. The public needs to be engaged in a national conversa-
tion about the policy choices because people are ready to
take at least incremental action to deal with this issue.

3. The issues of Social Security and Medicare should be
presented separately because the public simply does not
think of them as two parts of the same puzzle.

4. People are ready to explore aspects of privatization.
Young people in particular will be eager to talk about
various approaches to personal retirement plans, along
with the pros and cons of each.

Is a Public Voice
clearly
recognizable?

Can you express it?

What trade-offs
does it invoke or
reject?

What needs to
happen in the next
national dialogue?
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V. Pre- and Post-Forum Ballot Results

Before and after the forums, there was a degree of agreement three
principles should be the basis of policy: people taking more responsibility
for retirement, people who paid into Social Security receiving full benefits,
and making sure that all our elderly are taken care of adequately. While
the percentage saying people who paid in should receive full benefits
decreased, it remained a majority view after the forums.

Table 1
Very Important Principles That Should Form the Basis of Policy
(Pre-Forum vs. Post-Forum)

Very Important Principle Pre-Forum
(%)

Post-Forum
(%)

Net
(%)

People should take more responsibility for their
own retirement.

64 67 +3

People who paid into the system have a right to
full benefits.

64 50 -14

Taking care of the elderly should be part of
America s contract with its citizens.

57 52 -5

Social Security and Medicare benefits should be
reduced for upper-income retirees.

37 39 +2

Older Americans should not be treated as a
special class of citizens.

24 20 -4

Overburdened public programs should be
replaced by private savings plans.

23 26 +3

Q: Here is a list of principles on which policy on Social Security and Medicare might be based.
How important do you think each one should be?

n = 728

There is a gap between what people believe should underlie policy and what they
believe actually does. Two-thirds say the idea of people taking more responsibility
for their own retirement should be the basis for policy, yet only one-third say that
it is strongly reflected in policy today.

Table 2
The Gap Between What Participants Want and Public Policy, As They See It
(Post-Forum)

Question

Very
Important
Principle

%

This Principle Is
Strongly Reflected

in Policy
%

Gap
%

People should take more responsibility
for their own retirement.

67 33 -34
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Taking care of the elderly should be part
of America s contract with its citizens.

52 49 -3

People who paid into the system have a
right to full benefits.

50 48 -2

Social Security and Medicare benefits
should be reduced for upper-income
retirees.

39 18 -21

Overburdened public programs should be
replaced by private savings plans.

26 15 -11

Older Americans should not be treated as
a special class of citizens.

20 21 +1

Q: Here is a list of principles on which policy on Social Security and Medicare might be based.
How important do you think each one should be?

Q: How strongly is each principle actually reflected in our current policy?

n = 728

People worried about nearly every aspect of this issue. Even after the forums,
majorities were still concerned about Social Security running out of money, the
cost of caring for aging parents, and ever-higher Social Security payroll taxes. Only
slightly smaller numbers were concerned about relying too much on government
retirement programs and neglecting other needs because of the rising cost of
pension benefits.

Table 3
Levels of Concern about Different Aspects of the Issue (Pre-Forum vs. Post-Forum]

Very Concerned About Pre-Forum
%

Post-Forum
%

Net
%

Social Security and Medicare funds running out
before long.

63 59 -4

The cost of caring for ill and aging parents. 61 56 -5

Paying ever-higher payroll taxes to support Social
Security and Medicare.

55 50 -5

Neglecting other social needs because of the rising
cost of pension and health benefits.

45 47 +2

Relying too heavily on government retirement
programs.

45 48 +3

Raising the age of retirement. 31 32 +1

Q: How concerned are you about the following?

n = 728
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After the forums, large numbers were not sure about specific steps to ameliorate
the problems of maintaining the Social Security system, even though there was
widespread agreement about the general direction that the nation should take.

Table 4
Views about Different Approaches to the Problem (Post-Forum)

Approach Agree
%

Disagree
%

Not Sure
%

The government should do whatever it can to maintain
Social Security and Medicare, even if it means paying
higher taxes.

40 33 27

Government retirement programs should be replaced by
private savings plans, even if some are left without benefits
through poor investment choices.

27 38 35

Medicare and Social Security should be reduced, even if that
makes it harder for retirees to make ends meet.

18 50 32

Table 4a

Approach Agree
Pre-Forum

%
Post-Forum

%
Net
%

The government should do whatever it can to
maintain Social Security and Medicare, even if it
means paying higher taxes.

42 40 -2

Government retirement programs should be
replaced by private savings plans, even if some are
left without benefits through poor investment
choices.

22 27 +5

Medicare and Social Security should be reduced,
even if that makes it harder for retirees to make
ends meet.

15 18 +3

Q: How do you feel about these approaches to the problem?

n = 728

Although we did not see any signs of "intergenerational war," there were
differences of opinion in the forums between younger and older participants.
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Table 5
Key Demographic Differences—Age (Post-Forum)

Agree
Statement Total

%
18-29

%
30-50

%
51-64

%
65+
%

The government should do whatever it can to
maintain Social Security and Medicare, even if
it means paying higher taxes.

40 29 43 41 62

Government retirement programs should be
replaced by private savings plans, even if some
people are left without benefits through poor
investment choices.

27 44 32 18 17

Very Concerned About:

Social Security and Medicare funds running out
before long.

59 73 65 53 51

Paying ever-higher payroll taxes to support
Social Security and Medicare.

50 67 61 46 39

Relying too heavily on government retirement
programs.

48 60 57 43 40

Q: How do you feel about these approaches to the problem?

Q: How concerned are you about the following?



26

VI. Methodology

The National Issues Forums are held across the country, convened by an
array of community colleges, libraries, high schools, literacy programs,
religious organizations, and community groups. In preparing this analysis,
Doble Research Associates, Inc., a New York-area firm that specializes in
analyzing public opinion about pressing issues from a nonpartisan
perspective, relied on five research methods.

1. Ballot results: We analyzed a total of 728 Pre- and Post-Forum Ballots
sent in by moderators across the country to the National Issues Forums
Institute before April 15, 1997. Those who filled out ballots are a
self-selected group and therefore the results should not be construed as
polling data using a probability sample which yield results within a
statistically precise margin of sampling error. Rather, the results should be
understood, in conjunction with the qualitative analysis, as a guide to how
a diverse group of Americans felt about this issue before and after
deliberating about it.

2. Moderator Interviews: We conducted five telephone interviews, lasting
from 20 to 60 minutes, with moderators across the country. We asked
them to describe at length what happened in their forums: What were
people's main concerns? How did people approach the issue? What
measures did they accept and reject, and why? Was there common ground
or a shared understanding of the issue by the end of the forum?

Forum Moderator Location Date Interviewed
1. Virginia York Panama City FL February 4, 1997
2. Jerry Schwartz Irvine, CA February 28, 1997
3. Rod Wagner Lincoln, NE March 1, 1997
4. Joyce Young Dayton, OH March 27, 1997
5. Susan Morhart Alexandria, VA May 9, 1997

3. Field Research: We attended and monitored three forums, listening
closely to how participants approached the issue and identifying the values
brought to bear as they deliberated. After each forum, we interviewed for
about 15-20 minutes two participants who had made thoughtful
contributions.

Forum Moderator Location Date of Forum
1. Marjorie Loyacano Dayton, OH February 4, 1997
2. Harriet Walther Santa Ana (Orange

County), CA
February 8, 1997

3. Joe Diemond Poughkeepsie, NY March 22, 1997 (about
65 people broke up into
six groups of 10 to 15)
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4. Research Forums/Focus Groups: We conducted three research
forums/focus groups, each with a demographically representative cross
section of about a dozen people. The two-hour-long sessions were identical
to the format used in NIF forums across the country.

Forum Moderator Location Date of Forum
1. John Doble Englewood, NJ January 9, 1997
2. Damon Higgins Tuscaloosa, AL January 29, 1997
3. John Doble Lake Worth, FL February 26, 1997

5. Forums Videotaped for "A Public Voice": We had access to and analyzed
the videotapes of six forums in five locations convened by local NIF groups.
The tapes were edited and used in the annual Public Television special on
the outcomes of the forums and the reactions of leadership to what people
said: "A Public Voice," hosted by David Gergen.

Forum Moderator Location Date of Forum
1. Harriet Walther Santa Ana (Orange

County), CA
February 8, 1997

2. Virginia York Panama City, FL
(two forums)

January 30, 1997

3. Harris Sokoloff Reading PA February 14, 1997
4. Heather Robes-Gale Lincoln. NE February 15, 1997
5. Jule Zimet E1 Paso, TX February 8, 1997



For information, contact:
National Issues Forums Research
100 Commons Road
Dayton, Ohio 45459-2777

Phone: 937-434-5567
Fax: 937-439-9804
1 -800-433-7834

http://www.nifi.org
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