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March 1997
MESSAGE FROM THE BOARD

This is a time of transition for the Social Security Administzation. For half & century, this
important institution was submerged within the jurisdiction of another government department, and
its Comnmssioner lacked authority to report directly o the Prasident. Al this changed with the
enactment in August {994 of the Social Security Independence and Program Improvemenis Act, a
law that established SSA as an independent agency.

On March 31, 1995, SSA became an independent ageney, with new responsibilities. The position
of Commissioner has been significantly clevated. Although the statute does not designate the
Commissioner as a cabinet officer, it provides for a salary eguivalent 1o that of a cabipet officer, and
the Commissioner reports directly to the Presideat. The Commissioner is the first person to whem the
President and the Congress may be expected to turn for advice on matters affecting the Social
Security and Supplemental Security Income programs.

The 1994 legislation also created a bipartisan Social Security Advisory Board to advise the
President, the Congress, and the Commissioner on Social Security and Supplemental Security
_ Income policy issues. The Board began holding substantive meetings in late Spring of 1996, One of
our first concerns was how 884, as an independent agency, could be strengthened so as to be able to
meet the policy development responsibilities that the Congress has given it

This is the first report that the Beard has issued. The fact that our first report addresses the
question of policy development by the agency should serve to underscore the importance that we
attach 1o this question, We are unanimous in concluding that significant improvements need to be
made, and we are issuing this report to contribute our findings and recommendations.

A new Commissioner of Social Securily will seon be assuming office. We hope that this report,
which comes after wide consultation with individuals who are knowledgeable about policy
development within SSA, wall be helpful to the Commissioner in discharging the responsibilities of
what is one of the most challenging and important offices that the United States Government has to
offer.

We extend to the Commissioner our continuing support and assistance,

Harlan Mathews, Chair
Jo Annc Bammhart Lori L. Hansen Martha Keys

Gerald M. Shea Carolyn L.. Weaver
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THE ROLE OF THE ADVISORY BOARD
Establishment of the Board

In 1994, when the Congress passed legislation establishing the Social Security Administration as
e an independent agency, it also created a 7-member bipartisan Advisory Board o advise the President,
4 the Congress, and the Commissioner of Social Security on Social Security and Supplemental Security
Income (881 policy. The conference report on this legislation passed both Houses of Congress
without opposition. President Clinton signed the Soctal S8ecunty {ndependence and Program
Tmprovements Act of 1994 ino law on August 15, 1994 {P.L. 103-3596).

The Board's Mandate

TThe law gives the Board the following Tunclions:

1} analyzing the Nation's retivement and disability systems and making
recommendations with respect to how the Old-Age, Survivors, and
Disability {OASDD programs and the Supplemental Security Income
{851} program, supported by other public and private systems,
can most offectively agsure cconomic seeurity;

2} studying and making recommendations relating to the coordination of
nrograms that provide health security with the QASDI and SSI
PTOgrams;

3y making recommendations to the President and to the Congress with
- respect to policies that will ensure the sotvency of the QOASDI
programs, both 1n the short term and the long term;

4} making recommendations with respect to the quality of service that the
L Social Secunty Administration provides to the public,

5Y making recommendations with respect to policies and regulations
regarding the OASDI and SSI programs;

6) increasing public understanding of Sacial Security;

7) making recommendations with respect to a long-range research and
program ¢valuation plan for the Social Security Administration;

8) reviewing and assessing any major studies of Social Security as may
) come 1o the attention of the Board; and

. 3y making recommmendations with respect to such other maiters as the
Board determines to be appropriate.

How Board Members are Appointed

Advisory Board members are appointed to 6-year lerms, as follows: 3 appeinted by the President
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(no more than 2 from the same political party); 2 each (no more than 1 from the same political party)
by the Speaker of the House (in consultation with the Chair-man and Ranking Minority Member of
the Committee on Ways and Means) and by the President pro tempore of the Senate (in consultation
with the Chairman and Ranking Minority member of the Committee on Finance). Presidential
appointees are subject to Senate confirmation.

Board members serve staggered terms. The statute provides that the initial members of the Board
serve terms that expire over the course of the first 6-year period. The first member's term expired on
September 30, 1996. (The Board currently has one vacancy.) .

The chairman of the Board is appointed by the President for a 4-year term, coincident with the
term of the President, or until the designation of a successor.

The Work of the Board

The Board began holding substantive meetings in late Spring of 1996. Since that time, it has been
meeting monthly, address-ing a wide variety of issues important to the Social Security and SSI
programs. Thus far most of the Board's efforts have ceniered on the examination of issues related to
long-term financing for Social Security, changes in the disability programs, policy development by
the Social Security Administration, and increasing public understanding of Social Security.

Currently the Board has three Working Groups: the Working Group on Policy Development by
the Social Security Administration, the Working Group on Disability, and the Working Group on
Increasing Public Understanding of Social Security.

From May 1996 to February 1997, the Board and its Working Groups met with more than 60
individuals, including Commissioner Shirley Chater (1993-1997), and former Commissioners Robert
Ball (1962-1973), Stanford Ross (1978-1979), John Svahn (1981-1983), Dorcas Hardy (1986-1989),
and Louis Enoff (Acting, 1992-1993). A complete listing of names can be found on page 14. In
addition, the Advisory Board staff interviewed 23 individuals who have had substantial experience in
Social Securnty policy making. These experts are listed on page 18.

The views of those consulted have been important to the Board's findings and recommendations in
this report.

12/13/00
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The Social Security Administration currently pays benefits to nearly 44 million Social Security
beneficiaries, including more than 30 miilion retired workers and their dependents, more than 6
million disabled workers and their dependents, and more than 7 million surviving children and
widows and widowers. Social Sccurity retirement, survivors, and disability benefit payments are
estimated at $360 billion for 1997, Administrative expenses for the OASDT program are estimated 1o
be about $3.7 billion, or one percent of benefit payments.

SSA s the administoring agency for the Supplemental Security Income program, which ts
financed by general revenues. In 1997, the agency will make SSI payments totaling $26.4 billion to
more than 6 million low-income people, including moere than 5 mullion who are blind or disabled, and
mmore than one million whoe are aged.

Despite the large and growing magnitude of the OASDI and SSI programs, over the lust 20 vears
the Social Security Adminisiration's ¢apacity {0 conduct research and to address important policy
issues has diminished. Although there have been organizational changes since S8A was established
as an independent agency on March 31, 1995, the Board finds that much more must be done if the
agency is to help the Nation address the complex retirement and disability issues with which it is
conironted.

The Board's Major Findings Are:

o Since the mid-1970s, the leadership of the agency has too often given tnsufficient attention and
support to policy, research, and program evaluation activities and has not made full usc of the
capacity that has existed,

o Inthe 20-year period from 1973 to 1993, there were 13 Social Security Commissioners and
Acting Commissioners. Rapid tutnover in agency leadership had a detrimental effect on the
policy and research work performed within the agency, resuiting in a lack of continuity and
sense of direction.

s As a result of Federal efforts to control Federal employment and spending levels, SSA has been
downsized, leading to a significant and disproporttonate decline in the budget and size of staff
devoted to research and policy analysis.

Nation address the complex retirement and disability
issues with which it is confronied,

Staffing in the sctuarial, research, and legisiative planning and policy arcas hag been reduced
by maore than hall, irom 541 employees in 1976, 10 263 in 1986, and to 234 in 1996. (By
comparison, overall 8SA staifing levels were reduced from their maximum level of about
83,000 cmployees in 1983 to about 64,000 in 1996, a 23 percent reduction.) There has been
very little recruit-ment of new policy or research staff, either from within or from outside the
agency, in the last 15 vears.

htip://iwww ssab.govirepl i html 12/13/00
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» Operational issues have been predominant at the expense of adequate attention to policy and
research. While the Board re-cognizes SSA's central respon-sibility to pay benefits to the right
people in the right amount, insufficient attention to policy questions, whether large or small,
will weaken public confidence in the Social Security program.

o Policy makers have been overly cautious in initiating analysis of policy issues, leaving
controversial issues unaddressed, and causing the agency to be inadequately prepared to
respond to policy initiatives by the Congress.

« There has been insufficient attention to larger policy issues, including long-term financing and
disability.

» Respongibility for policy has been fragmented, with inadequate coordination among offices
with policy functions.

« There have been frequent organizational changes in the area of policy. There has also been a
lack of continuity in responsibility for longer range policy development.

o Policy staffs located in Baltimore have been isolated from the Washington policy community.
There has been insufficient interaction with others who are involved with Social Security and
Supplemental Security Income policy, including in the Congress.

« The ageacy has not identificd important rescarch and program evaluation needs. Data for
research need to be improved, particularly in the arca of disability.

o The research that has been done has not always been timely, or sufficiently program or policy
relevant.

Defining Policy

The statute establishing the Social Security Advisory Board states that the Board is to make recommendations with
respect to: 1) pelicies that will ensure the financial solvency of the Social Security programs, and 2) policies and
regulations regarding the Social Security and SSI programs.

Policy in the Social Security and SS[ programs is often differentiated as "program policy” or “opera-tional policy."
For purposes of the Advisory Board's work, the emphasis is generally on program policy questions and issues that relate
to statute or regulations rather than to more detailed operational matters.

http://www ssab.gov/replii.html ' 12/13/00
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RECOMMENDATIONS: SSA Should Provide Greater
Policy Leadership and Strengthen Policy Research

oo e e e e e e T e e
Place a Priority on Policy and Research

» If the Social Security Administration is to have a role in the development of Social
Security and Supplemental Security Income policy, the Commissioner must place a high
priority on policy, research, and program evaluation.

o The Board believes that SSA should take a leadership role in the initiation of major policy
changes and that the agency must significantly improve its research and policy capabilities if it
is going to fulfill this role. The Commissioner should make clear that developing policy is a
high priority for the agency.

o When SSA became independent in March 1995, it took on new responst-bilities for policy
development. Although other government agencies have an interest in Social Security and
Supplemental Sccurity Income policy, including the Office of Management and Budget and the
Department of the Treasury, SSA is uniquc in the program knowledge and data that it can bring
to bear ¢n Social Security and SSI issues. SSA's leadership should make sure that these
capabilities are fully used in the policy process.

o The individual who heads SSA's policy development organization should report directly to the
Commissioner, should have clear responsibility for coordinating the agency's policy functions,
and should not be responsible for program operations.

« The Board believes that if the agency's policy capabilities are to be used effectively, there must
be one individual who is the focal point for the policy development effort, and to whom the
Commissioner can turn for policy guidance. Policy responsibility within the agency has been
fragmented for many years, and coordination needs to be improved.

o The Board is not recommending whether the head of the policy office should be a career
official or a political appointee. Strong support by the Commissioner is the key element.

‘ The Commissioner should make clear that
developing policy is a high priority for the agency,

Address the Larger Policy Issues

o SSA should address major policy issues. It should also undertake more careful analysis of
the effectiveness of its programs.

SSA should place priority on major policy issues, including the solvency of the Social Security
program in the long term, and the future of the disability programs,

SSA needs 1o set priorities for the research and analysis that it wiill do in the area of long-range
program financing in order to make the best usc of its resources and capabilities. The Board
recognizes that the national debate on financing will involve political judgments, but SSA has the

http://www.ssab.gov/repliii.htm! 12/13/00
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opportunity and the responsibility to provide policy makers with objective research and analysis that
will be helpful in this debate. If SSA is to be able to provide policy makers with objective research
and analysis on-important policy questions, such as the impact of alternative proposals on individual
workers and their families, on employers, and on the Nation's economic well-being, the agency will
have to significantly increase its research and policy capabilities.

The Board believes that the disability programs need careful review. SSA needs to be able to help
policy makers understand the dynamics of the disability programs, including why changes in
application and allowance rates occur, and what the effects of proposed changes will be. The work
that SSA has done in recent years on redesigning the disability programs and other disability research
may serve as building blocks, but much more needs to be done. SSA is uniquely qualificd to develop
policy options because disabitity policy cannot be made withoul detailed knowledge of program
operations.

SSA has two offices, the Office of Program and Integrity Reviews and the Office of Inspector
General, which can provide significant information to policy makers with regard to the cfficient
operation of S5A's programs. However, SSA's top policy leadership must also look beyond efficient
operation to address the questions of whether these programs are doing what they were intended to
do, and what they should do in the future.

'SSA should place priority on major policy issues)
including the solvency of the Social Security
program in the long term, and the future of the
disability programs.

Strengthen SSA's Policy, Research, and Evaluation Capability

o SSA should move swiftly to enhance its policy, research, and program evaluation
capability by recruiting staff from outside the agency and developing staff within the
agency. Public policy analysts and economists should be among those recruited.

SSA needs additional experienced policy analysts and researchers if it is to perform an expanded
policy develop-ment role. In the short run, this will require recruttment of new expertise from outside
the agency. But SSA should also lock inward, and develop the ability of existing staff to do this
work. Over time, SSA should use both external and internal sources to maintain a strong capacity.

It will be up to the Commissioner with other policy leadership 1o determine the optimal size of the
policy develop-ment office. The Board has been advised that it is likely to be between 10 and 30
people, with a similar number of additional research and evaluation positions. These numbers are
small when compared to SSA's 65,000 employees and $6.4 billion administrative budget. They
should be viewed from the perspective of the high importance of the programs to the American
public, and the impact this additional staff could have on SSA's policy and research capabilities.

The legislation establishing SSA as an independent agency directed the Office of Personnel
Management to give the agency a number of Senior Executive Service positions that is substantially
greater than the number SSA had prior to that legislation. The agency should make every effort to
acquire new SES and senior level (SES equivalent) positions for policy and research. [t should also
allocate additional mid- to higher level positions for these purposes. [f these new policy-related
positions are established, SSA should be able to attract the qualified staff that it needs.

In addition, SSA should consider bringing in highly qualified analysts and researchers from
outside the agency to work on specific projects for a limited period of time. Universities could be a
source of such borrowed talent.

http://www.ssab.gov/repliii.html . : 12/13/00
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SSA has abwvays placed the highest priority on serving the public and should continue to do se.
FHowever, the Board believes that service to the public should also entail performing important
palicy, research, and program evaluation responsibilities.

(S84 necds additional experienced policy analysis an
researchers if it is to perform an expanded policy
development role.

2

+ 854 should ensure that longer range policy work and research is not sacrificed to meet
short-range needs.

All government agencies have the problem of keeping focused on long-term issues when there are
immediale problems to deal with, But the Board urges S8A to develop both a long-term and a short-
term research plan, and to organize its policy development and research funetions so as 1o avoid
diverting stuft from important longer range activitics, Some of the fragmentation that currently exists
in the policy arca stems from the fact that the agency has devpted scarce policy resources (o current
legistative or operational crises at the expense of longer range needs. This may refiect insufficient
staff resources as well as weakaoesses in organizational structure.

s SSA must have policy and research staff in Washington, D.C. whe are able to inferact
with staff of the Office of Management and Budget, the Congressional Budget Office,
othor government agencies, and outside arganizations with interest and expertise in
yetirement and disability policy issues.

Many believe that if SSA is to recruit the right kind of expertise, perform its important policy and
research functions, and overcome the problem of isolation of staff in Baltimore, it will have to base
these functions in Washington, D.C. rather than Baltimore. The Board believes that how and the
extent to which SSA does this are questions that SSA's policy leadership must examine carefully, The
Board agrees that a sirong Washingten, D.C. presence is necessary. But given the close relationship
between policy development and program operations, particularly in the area of disability, it will be
gssential to find ways to keep a close interaction hetween program staff in Baltimore and policy and
research staff in Washington, D.C.

The Commissioner should encourage some degree of interchange of policy staff with other agency
staff. This would not only promote close communication, but would also butld a corps of staff with
broad knowledge and experience who could provide leadership for SSA in future years,

« There should be greater coordi-nation with the research and policy staffs at other
government agencies.

Analvsis of retirement and disability policy issues would be enhanced by increased consultation
and coordination among research and policy staffs at SSA and the Departments of the Treasury,
Labor, and Education on cross-cuiting policy issues, such as pensions and rehabilitation. SSA should
take the initiative in promoting close working relationships with all relevant government agencies.

Pay Attention to Organizational Structure

+ Futwre Commissioners should aim for continuity in the policy development stracture,

The Board notes that past reorganizations of policy responsibilities within S8A, either as part of

http/fwww ssab.gov/replin himl 1211360
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agency rearganizations or as fine tuning of policy functions, have been marginally successful at best.
Changes bave seldom lasted much beyond the tenure of the Commissioner making the changes. This
hag been particularly true of attempts to create a component to address longer range policy issugs,

The Board believes that continuity in policy making is important, and that future Commissioners
should ov 1o organize the policy function within the agency in such a way as to increase the
likelihood that ¢ will endure beyond the tenure of one Commissioner as a separate and identifiable
function. This also means that there should be continuity of career staff who work on policy issues.
As noted above, this will likely require the use of additional Senior Executive Service (SES)
positions to recruit and maintain qualified staff.

o Caonsideration should be given to making the Office of Research, Evaluation, and
Statistics a part of a new policy office.

It is critical that there be a close working relationship between the policy and research staffs. To
provide for closer coordination of the work of these staffs, constderation should be given to having
the research and policy develop-ment responsibilities together in one office. This would assure that
the research and policy agendas are coordinated.

» Policy should be coordinated with the work of other related compenents within SSA.
The working relationships of the policy office with the actuaries and the legisiative planning

functions are vital. These relatonships must be clearly defined and the work of these offices
coordinated.

Encourage Additional Research

o SSA should increase its own survey research and enceurage additional survey research
by others.

SSA has made significant research contitbutions in the past through the New Beneficiary Survey
{in the 1980s) and the Retirement History Study (in the 1960s and 1970s}. SSA should build
appropriate surveys of this type into its future research and program evaluation agenda, particularly
for the disability programs.

The disability programs have grown significantly since the early 1950s, but very little 15 known
about either beneticiaries or applicants. The last general population survey of disabiity was in the
late 1970s, and since that timme the Americans with Disabilities Act was enacted and Important
changes have oecurred in program administration. A new broad survey of applicants and beneficiaries
woulid be very heipful to the development of disability policy.

in addition, 38A should continue to support significant survey work by others, such as the Health
and Retire-ment Study which is currently being dooe at the University of Michigan. SSA should also
identify, and encourage others to identify, data that are lacking but would be useful to SSA and to
outside researchers in addressing future research and program evaluation neeIs, The Public Members
of the Board of Trustees sponsored a conference in 1993 that brought together experts in Social
Security policy and research 1o exchange ideas about the methodalogies and data required to project
future tncome and health care needs and resources of the aged. This 15 an example of the effort that is
needed,

» SSA should improve and make greater uze of its adminigtrative data for research,

hitp/Awww.ssab govirepliiihunl 12/13/00
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evaluation, and policy pﬁrposcs.

SSA's administrative data are an invaluable tool for evaluating the impact of Social Security and
SSI policies and programs and for analyzing policy and program changes.

SSA's data bases should be kept current and improved, so that greater use can be made of them by
researchers both within and outside the agency. The Board is aware of the work that SSA has done in
recent years to enhance its disability program data bases and urges the agency to continue to improve
their usefulness for research and evaluation purposes.

improved, so that greater use can be made of the

SSA's data bases should be kept current and q
by researchers both within and outside the agency.

s The agt:ncy should encourage additional rescarch by making data available to
researchers at universities and other research institutions.

The Board believes that SSA should encourage additional research beyond what SSA itself can do
by making its data available through public use data files. The value of this re-search should far
outweigh the additional investment of staff that would be needed to make the data usable for
researchers outside of SSA.

The Board notes that the 1994-1996 Advisory Council on Social Security also recommended that
private researchers be granted greater access to agency data. In addition, the Advisory Council stated
that it believed that the value of research and analysis of Social Security data would be enhanced by
providing private researchers with greater access to the economic and actuarial models used in
forecasting and analysis.  As the Board continues its work on Social Security and SSI policy
matters, it intends to study the limitations that now exist on access by outside researchers to SSA's
data, methods, and assumptions, including legal, resource, and other limitations. The Board urges the
Social Security Administration to examine the kinds of safeguards that can be established to ensure
individual privacy while also giving outside researchers access to program data.

» SSA sheuld provide policy makers and the general public with more and greater access to
information and analysis concerning Social Security and Supplemental Security Income
issues.

There is a need for SSA to consider other ways to inform policy makers and to improve public
understanding of Social Security. Although the Social Security Bulletin is a respected outlet for
SSA's research organization, its distribution is limited. Expanded availability of information on SSA's
Web site is one way to provide more information and analysis. Another way would be for SSA to
provide brief policy papers that would be widely distributed. This would require SSA to develop a
means of assuring the credibility and objectivity of the information and analysis that it produces.

The Board believes that SSA should encourage
additional research beyond what S§A
itself can do by making its data available
through public use data files.
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SSA'S POLICY DEVELOPMENT STRUCTURE

EI

Brief Historical Background

At the inception of the Social Security program, policy development responsibi-lities were vested
in a 3-member Social Security Board, appointed by the President. (The Board also had
responsibilities for welfare, unemployment, and other programs.} Actuarial staff and research staff
were created to provide policy support, but the Board retained much of the policy development
function. An operating bureau, initially the Bureau of Old Age Benefits, was established to
administer the Social Security program.

For most of the period from the early 1940s through 1962, the initiative for developing policy
remained with the immediate office of the Social Security Board initially, and after the Board was
abolished in 1946, with the Office of the Commissioner. However, there was a program analysis unit,
located within the operating bureau, that performed some planning and short-range actuarial
functions.

Following a 1963 reorganization which removed responsibility for welfare programs from SSA,
separate offices were established for the Actuary and for Research and Statistics. Both of these
offices reported directly to the Commissioner. The program planning responsibilities were assumed
by a new Division of Program Evaluation and Planning, which also reported directly to the
Commissioner.

[n 1965, following enactment of the Medicare program, the Division of Program Evaluation and
Planning was upgraded to an Office, with a new subunit for Medicare. In addition, there were
separate "bureaus" for each of the SSA programs -- OASI, DI, and Medicare. Each of the bureaus had
some responstbility for program as well as operational policy. (See 1965 organization chart at
Appendix 1.)

Following enactment of the SSI program in 1972 and the creation of a new bureau to handle the
rapidly growing SSI program, SSA was reorganized in 1975 by a new Commissioner who wanted to
reduce the number of components reporting directly to him. Six major components were created, one
of them being an Associate Commissioner for Program Policy and Planning, whose office included
the Office of Research and Statistics, Office of the Actuary, and Office of Program Evaluation and
Planning, plus an Office of Policy and Regulations, and a Policy Council for major cross-cutting
policy issues. This proved to be a difficult arrangement, in part because policy responsibilities were
fragmented between the operating burcaus and the Associate Commissioner for Policy and Planning,
resulting in no clear focal point for policy. (See 1975 organization chart at Appendix I1.)

In 1979, SSA moved toward a func-tional organization. One objective of the reorganization was to
provide-a clear delineation of responsibilities for oper-ations (including field operations, processing
centers, and systems support) and policy formulation. The policy components remained under an
Associate Commissioner, but a specific policy development office, the Office of Policy Analysis, was
created. This Office, which had a staff of about 15 people, was relatively successful in providing high
quality policy analysis, but soon disbanded after key staff left the agency in the early 1980s.
Operational policy responsibilities were placed under an Associate Commissioner for Operational
Policy and Procedures, and program offices were created for each of the major programs (e.g., the
Office of Supplemental Security Income). (See 1979 organization chart at Appendix III.)

http://www ssab.gov/repliv.html 12/13/00
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In the 19805, several small, but significant, organizational changes were made that affected how
program policy was developed. One change combined the Associate Commissioner for Policy and
the Associate Commissioner for Operational Policy and Procedures in a single component under a
Deputy Commissioner for Programs, Another change moved certain research functions from the
Office of Research and Statistics into the program offices, (Under the current structure, many of these

- functions have been retumed 10 that Office.} Changes toward the late 1980s separated policy
components between two Deputy Commissioners. (See 1986 organization chart at Appendix [V}

The Current Policy Structure

When 88A became an independent agency on March 31, 1995, most policy components were
placed under a Deputy Commissioner far Programs and Policy, and a new Office of Policy and
Planning was created as part of that office. However, legislative planning is under the Deputy
Commissioner for Legislation and Congressional Affairs. (See a current organization chart at
Appendix V.3 The responsibilities of the Office of Research and Statistics were expanded by
adding program cvaluation as a specific function -- renaming it the Gffice of Research, Evaluation,
and Statishics, Also, there was a directive to link the research agenda with SSA's policy agenda.

The expectation is that the new Office of Policy and Planning will have a small staff (15 or 80
analysts, most of whom will be at grades 13 and 14), which will focus on broad policy issues. Its
work is supposed fo be coordinated with the Office of Research, Evaiuation, and Statistics, the Office
of Legislation and Congressional Affairs, the Office of the Actuary, the Office of Dissbilily, the
Office of Program Benefits Policy, and other SSA offices that relate to program pelicy, such as the
Office of Program and Integrity Reviews.

Another change, made by the independent agency legislation, was the creation of an Inspector
General for SSA. The potentially valuable role of the Inspector General in providing information to
policy makers was mentioned by several of the experts consulted by the Board,

[ndividuals with whom the Board has met between May 1996 and February 1997 uclude:

David Allard, Regional Adminsiwative Law Jodge, Boston Region, SSA; William Anderson, Directar, Disability
Process Redesign Staff, Office of Digability, $8A; Robert Ball, Commissioner of Social Security, 19621973, Harey
Ballantyne, Chief Actuary, SSA; Paul Barnes, Assistant Deputy Commissioner for operations, 88A; Elmer Bartels,
State Commissioner, Massachusens Rehabilhation Commission; Patricia Biggers, Director, Regiona! Office of
Program and Integrity Reviews, Boston Region, SSA; Mike Brennan, Chief, Disability Deternunation Service,
Washington, 1.C.; Beajumin Bridpes, Director, Division of Economic Research, Office of Kesearch, Evaluation, and
Siatistics, $SA; Bruce Carter, Program Analyst, Electronic Services Staff, Oifice of Programs and Policy, SSA; Shirtey
K hater, Commissioner of Socia) Security, 1993-1997; Carclyn Colvin, Deputy Commissioner for Programs and
Policy, $SA; Brian Coyne, Chief of Staff to the Commissioner, SSA; Sandy Crank, Associate Comsoissioner for
Folicy and Planning, SSA; Susan Daniels, Associate Commissioner for Disability, $SA; Glenna Donnelly, Acting
Assistant Dieputy Commissioner for Programs and Pelicy, SSA; Jehn Dyer, Acting Principal Deputy Comunissioner,
SSA; Barry Eigen, Director, Division of Medical and Vocaticnal Pelicy, Office of Disability, 85A; Leuis Enoff,
Agcting Commissioner of Soc¢isl Security, 1992-1993; JoEllen Felice, Program Analyst, Gffice of Programs and Polivy,
SRA: Thomas Finigaa, Program Mpnager for Disability, Boston Regional Office, $5A; Richard Foster, Chief
Agtuary, Heaelth Care Finaneing Administration, Department of Health and Human Services; Phil Gambine, Press
Officer, 88A: Kuspar Goshgarian, Administraior, Massachusetts Disability Detenminacion Serviges; Steve Goss,
Deputy Chiof Actuary Yor Long+Range Estimates, SSA; Edward Gramlich, Chair, 1994-1596 Advisory Council on
Sucial Sscurity; John Greenlecs, Assistant Commissioner for Consumer Prices and Prige indexes, Bureau of Labor
Seatistios, Depariment of Labor, Sara Hamer, Asscciate Commissioner for Program Support, S8A; Roseanne
$Haneatty, Desision Methodology Team Leader, Disability Process Redesign Team, 85A; Susan Harding, Boston
Regional Bxzcutive Officer, SSA; Dorcas Hardy, Commissioner of Social Security, 1986-1989; Charles Jones,
Erirector, Disubility Frocess Redagign Team, 85A; Timothy Kelley, Director, Qld-Age and Survivors' Benefits Staf¥,
534 John Klemm, Director, Division of Medicaid Cost Estimates, Health Care Financing Administration, Department
of Health and Human Services; David Koitz, Specialist in Sacial Legislation, Congressional Research Services;
Pamels Larsan, Execulive Vice President, National Academy of Social Insurance; Richard Marchant, Assistant
Regional Commissioner for Management and Qperntions Support, Boston Region, SSA: Theodore Marmuor, Professor
of Public Policy and Management, Yale Universizy, Robert Myers, Actuarial Consultant, Chief Actuary, 19371978,
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B84, Michael Naver, Director, Office of Editorial Policy and Communications, S5A; Keaneth Nibali, Deputy
Associate Commissioner for Programs and Procedures, Office of Disabitity, S5A; Valerie, Nixon, Staff Director,
Subcommines on Social Security, Contmittee o Ways and Means, U8, House of Representatives; Kathryn Olson,
Research Associste, National Academy of Social Insurance; Martene Pepy, Social Insurance Specialist, Office of
Program Benefits Policy, S84, Bavid Podeff, Chief Economist, Minority S1aff, Committee on Finance, U.S. Senate;
Virginia Reno, Director of Research, National Academy of Social Insurance; Jane Ross, Director, neome Secarity
lssues, Ceneral Avcounting Dffice; Stanford Ross, Commissioner of Social Security, 1978-1979; John Sabe, Director
of Blectronic Services Statt, Office of Programs and Policy, 884, Steve Sandell, Supervisory Economist, Office of
Assessment and Management, $3A; David Stapleton, Vice President, the Lewin Group; John Svahn, Commissioner
of Savial Seourity, 1281-198%; Robert Triba, Roeglonal Chief Counsal, Office of General Counsel, Boston Regian,

* 384 Alesander Vachion, Profassional Staff Meniber, Majority $taff, Committee on Finance, U.S, Senate, Paul Van
e Water, Asgistant Dirsctor for Budget Analysis, Congressional Budget Office; Manuel J. Vaz, Acting Regional

: Commissioner, Roston Region, 884 Joun Wainwrighe, Deputy Commissioner for Communications, SSA; Peter
Wheeler, Associnte Convnissionsr for Rescarch, Bvaiuntion, and Statistics, 88A,; David Williams, Inspector General,
S8A: and Sandy Wise, Minority Counsel, Commities on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives.
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WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY ABOUT
POLICY DEVELOPMENT BY SSA

‘The Board consulted widely In its study of policy development by the Social Security
Administration. The observations and recommendations that were made to the Board and to the
Board's staff are generally refiected 1n the findings and recommenda-tions earlier in this report.
Following 1s a summmary of the major points that were made by those consulted.

Providing Policy Leadership

A former Commissioner with whom the Board met stated that in his view the number one priority
of an independent Social Security Administration 18 to Create, or recreate, a strong policy
development function. In addition, he said, the policy office should use research to identify issues and
develop options, and work with the Congress to resolve problems before negative pablicity about
them undermines public confidence,

Nearly all who were interviewed said they believed that if SSA s to have a policy development
role, it is essential for the Commissioner to put a high priority on policy and research, and (0 make it
¢lear that the work of the policy and rescarch staffs will be used.

Most also urged the appointmient of a stronyg head of policy who would report directly (o the
Commissioner. There was Jess agreement on whether the head of policy should be a caregrora
political appointee. Support by the Commissioner was a stronger concern.

Angther former Commissioner com-mented that S84 leadership must have a clear vision of what
the Social Security and SST programs should look like. Without this vision, SSA will continue 1o be
reactive, without clear policy and research priorities. One individual, who reflected the view
expressed by a number of experts, observed that "we {in SSA] have been reactive for so long that it is
hard to get people to think proactively about problems.”  Overall, the experts indicated that S8A
should take a leadership role in the initiation of major policy changes. and that SSA must improve its
research and policy capabilities if it i3 gomg to play this rele.

Providing a Clear Focal Point for Policy

Concern was expressed about the frapmentation of policy responsibilities that exists within SSA.
Mast belicve that this would be addressed by having a head of the policy organization who would
report directly to the Commissioner and who would have responsibility for ceordinating the agency's
policy sctivities,

A former Commissioner emphasized the importance of organizationally tying the policy
development role closely 1o the Commissioner and to using, if necessary, ad hoc task groups
reporting divectly to the Commissioner on important policy issues.

Several individuals observed that the Commissioner in practice will determine which agency

official has the primary responsibility for developing policy because of the close relationship that
individual must have with the Commissioner.
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With regard to the need for continuity in staff for the policy office, one expert said, "The biggest
factor is people. Political appointees don't hang around long enough.”

Addressing Larger Policy Issues

One frequent criticism concerned SSA's weakness on larger policy issues and its faiture to look at
the effectiveness of its programs. One expert commented: “SSA hasn't looked at the big picture for a
long, long time.” Another observed, "SSA has gotten to the point where it is too cautious. It doesn't
want 1o be the initiator of policy.” A former Commissioner, in recommending that SSA 1ake the
initiative on larger issues, observed that Social Security policy development, so far as he can
determine, is not occurring in a strong way anywhere,

Some suggested the need to separate longer range policy work from work on short-term issues, or
staff will inevitably get drawn into reacting to the latter rather than working on the more global
questions. SSA's resources tend to be applied to immediate crises, and the policy function needs to be
organized so that a focus on longer range issues will be maintained.

Commenters also recommended that SSA prionitize policy activities in order to make best use of
limited resources. With regard to the long-term financing issues raised by the 1994-1996 Social
Security Advisory Council's report, some suggested that SSA's first priority should be to determine
what work SSA can do, and what work can best or more appropriately or cffectively be done by
others.

Many urged that SSA devote greater policy and research efforts to the disability programs. One
pertinent comment was: "The answers (or options) for program financing have pretty much been
defined, but this is not so for disability programs.”

Recruiting the Right People

Many of those interviewed spoke of the need to elevate SSA's policy and research offices before
SSA will be able to attract high caliber staff. They also emphasized that SSA must do more outside
recruitment to oblain "new blood" and expertise not available within SSA. Others commented that
SSA also needs to develop more policy expertise within SSA. As one individual commented, "There
needs to be a reinvention of career analytical capacity.” It was generally agreed that the number of
policy and research staffs needed to do the job well is small considering SSA's overall size and
importance to the American public.

Some commenters think that in the past SSA had good policy analysts and economusts who left
SSA because their work was not used. Many made the point that good policy and research staff can
be recruited and maintained only if they know the Commissioner will use their work.

Several commented that there are outstanding analysts and researchers in other government offices
and with research groups and umiversities who would welcome the challenge of working on Social
Sccurity issues. They generally felt that SSA could be competitive in terms of salary. However, many
said that a Washington, D.C. base is necessary if SSA is to be able to recruit expertise for the policy
and research functions that it needs. [t was also recom-mended that SSA make greater efforts to
establish Senior Executive Service positions or cquivalent positions in order to attract qualified staff.

Most said there was a need to hire additional policy analysts and economists, Most also shared the
view expressed by one expert who stated that "the research budget is way below the budget that is
nceded.”
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Integrating Policy and Research; Improving Data

One expert expressed succinetly what many were saying: " You can't have a good policy office
without a good research office.”

Muost believe that more needs to be done 1o integrate research activities with the policy function,
as SSA has attempted to do in its most recent reorganization. Several commented that 884 should
consolidate the research and policy staffs.

SSA was urged 1o improve and make greater use of its administrative data for research purposes in
both the retirement and disability programs, Concern was expressed that SSA currently lacks data ,
needed 10 ana-fyze policy issues, particularly in the area of disability. An example that was cited was
the lack of data available in the recent Conegressional debate on changes in the 881 childhood
disability program and in the treatment of addicts and alcoholics. It was also observed that 8SA's
administrative data records are unreliable in areas that are not related to making accurate benefit
payments, In addition, SSA was eritivized for failure to make {ull use of the data it has.

Many commenters stressed that 8SA should do more survey research and cited the value of efforis
irs prior years, such as the New Beneficiary Survey (1980s), and the Retirement History Study (1960s
and 1970s). It was also recommended that 88A make greater use of other survey work, such as the
new Health and Retirement Study, and try to 61l gaps in existing survey data. It was noted that the
Health Care Financing Admimstration (HCFA) currently has an annual budget of $10 million for its
Medicare Beneficiary Survey, which s handled through a coniractor, HCFA has alse found that this
survey is one of its most useful tools for measuring customer satisfaction.

Coordinating With Other Related Components

Moaost identified good working rela-tionships between those working on policy and those in the
Office of the Actuary and the Office of Legislation and Congressional Affairs as being critically
important. The view was also expressed that SSA needs to strengthen its actuarial staff because of the
foss of senior staff in recent years,

individuals miervitwed by the sinlf of the Board on the question of policy development by SSA Inelide: |

Frid Arner, Former Chief, Bducntion & Public Welfare Division, Congressional Research Service; Former Staff
Member, Subcoramittee on Sagial Security, House Ways and Means Committee; Pauk Cultinan, Chicf, Human
Resoureces Cost Estimutes Unig, Congressional Budget Office; Eli Donkar, Deputy Chief Acwary (Short Range), Sccial
Security Adminizrration; Louis Enoff, Consubant; Acting Commissioner of Social Security, 1992-1993 (39 years
service in Soctal Security Administration); Stephen Entin, Resident Scholar, Institnie for Regearch on the Economics
of Taxation:; Fornier Deputy Assistant Secretary for Economic Policy, Department of the Treasury; Richord Foster,
Chief Actuary, Health Care Financing Administraiion, Departmment of Health and Homan Services; Jahn Hamber,
Ditrector, Office of Poliey Analysis, Department of the Treasary; Bteve Kellison, Public Trustee, Social Security and
Medicare Trust Funds; James Kissko, Director, Office of Internantional Policy, Social Security Admuinistration; Bavid
Koitz, Specialist in Social Legisintion, Congressional Research Servige; Geoffrey Kolbman, Spacialist in Social
Legislation, Congressional Rescarch Service; Pamela Larson, Executive Viee-President, Mational Academy of Social
Insurance; Marilyn Moon, Public Trastee, Social Security and Medicare Teust Funds; Wendell Primus, Consuliant;
Former Deputy Assistant Secretary for Human Services Policy, Department of Health and Human Services; Virginia
Reno, Research Director, National Academy of Social Insurance; Jane Ross, Director, [nsome Security [ssues, Genersl
Accounting Office; Mary Ross, Consultant; Former Drector of the Legislative Reference Staff, Oifice of Legisiation
and Congressional Affairs, Social Sccurity Adminisiration; fsabel Sawhill, Senicr Fellow, Urban Institute; Formey
Associate Director for Human Resources, Office of Management and Budget; David Stapleton, Vice-Prestdent, The
Lewin Group; Michael Stern, Legislative Representative for Faxation, Investment Company Institute; Former Staff
Diveetor, Senate Comnrmittee oh Finsnce; Lawvense Thompson, Senior Fellow, Urban Iastionte; Pormer Principal
Deputy Commissioner of Sacial Security; Acting Commissioner, 1993 1993; Paul Van de Water, Assistant Director
for Budget Analysis, Congressionat Budget Office; Karen Worth, Former Minority Coungel on Social Security,
Subcommittee on Social Security, House Ways and Means Committes,
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Type, Size, and Geographic Location of the Policy Office

Many recommended a policy office that would be relatively small in size {numbers ranged from
10 to 30) made up of staff with strong analytical, economic, or public policy skills; have ready access
to the Commis-sioner; and be based in Washington, D.C. in order to interaci with OMB, CBO,
Committee staffs, think tanks, advocacy organizations, policy experts, and other govern-ment
agencies. Others cautioned that the policy staff should not be put in an "ivory tower” situation where
staff lose contact with program operations. There was strong sentiment for increasing the policy
presence in Washington, D.C.

Many commenters think the policy office should be able to give objective analysis even if there is
political sensitivity about an issue, so that the agency will understand and can articulate the merits of
proposals. As one expert noted, "The attitude should be: What you want is the best research.”
Another comment was that if SSA does not do the research and develop the options in an unbiased
way, the void will be filled by those who have their own agendas.

Creating a Better Balance Between Policy and Operational
Responsibilities

Those interviewed generally indicated that SSA must find the relatively small number of
additional staff needed to strengthen policy and research respon-sibilities, and that this can be done
without sacrificing operational needs. A former official said that in his experience SSA has a culture
where operational issues always predominate at the expense of adequate attention to policy.

Several of those interviewed spoke of the nced for a close relationship between disability policy
development and program operations,

Encouraging Outside Research on Social Security Issues

Many comments were recetved about the desirability of SSA encouraging research by individuals
outside of government. One expert said: "There is a hunger for Social Security data for research
purposes.” [t was also noted that in the 1960s and 1970s SSA encouraged program research by
making information available to outside researchers on a broader scale than it does today, and that in
the 1960s the agency called on outside academics to advise on the development of its annual research
planning.

Several individuals also advocated that SSA stimulate outside research by making more data
available in public use data files. Another suggestion was to expand the re-scarch linkages between
SSA and other government agencies or possibly with universities. One expert noted that the Ad-
ministration on Aging had set up geronto-logical centers with certain universities, and SSA might
think in terms of centers on Social Security as a means of encouraging additional research.

A former Commissioner strongly urged that SSA make greater use of rescarch and analysis done
outside the agency, and also that SSA should do more research through partnerships with think tanks

and the academic community.

One individual recommended that the Social Security Advisory Board could per-form a valuable
function by sponsoring periodic conferences to ask outside rescarch-ers, including the academic
community, what data sources need to be expanded and what issues need to be examined.

Improving SSA's Policy "Products”
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Several experts commented on the need for SSA 1o develop other ways to inform policy makers
and to improve public under-standing of Social Security. [t was also suggested that SSA's policy
analysts prepare brief papers on key policy issues. The papers would be targeted toward more
knowledge-able audiences than are SSA's public information materials. One expert obscrved that

"SSA needs to have policy papers coming out instead of just research papers.”

The link between enhaneing policy capacity and increasing the public's understanding of Social
Security was made several times, including by former Commissioners. .
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