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January 1998 

Message from the Board 

One of the most valuable services the Social Security Administration can perform is to ensure that 
the President and the Congress: have the information they need to protect the economic security of 
workers and their families in retirement, upon disability, or upon death of the worker. 

The Congress recognized the importance of reSearch to SSA's mission when it passed the Social 

Security Independence and Program Improvements Act of 1994. This legislation, which established 

the Sociat Security Administration as an independent agency and created the bipartisan Advisory 

Board, gave the Board the specific task of making recommendations with re~pcct to a long-range 

research and program evaluation plan for the agency. In its first report entitle-d "Developing Social 

Security Polley: How the Social SeCUItty Adrnlnistration Can Provide Greater Policy Leadership," 

the Board recommended that the Commissioner of Social Security place a high priority on 

strengthening Ihe agency's policy and research cap3city. It outlined a number of measures that the 

agency should take to increase this cap3city. 


This report: "Strengthening Social Security Research: The Responsibilitit's of the Social Security 

Administratiotl," is the first by the Board to respond to the specific statutory mandate relating to 

SSA's research and program evaluation plan. In it, we put forward the steps we believe the agency 

should take at lhis time. . 


Although from the beginning the Social Security Administration has placed a high value on 

research. in more recent years the resourceS that have been directed toward this important work have 

diminished. R(lcognizing this shortcoming, the agency has recently made plans to hire additional 

research staff, While we commend SSA for the actions that are·bcing taken) we believe that 

considerably more needs to be done, We believe that [he Social Security Administration has the 

primary responsibility. within the government to provide poJicy makers and the public with the 

information they need to evaluate important Social Security issues. The Commissioner. who must 

both develop and respond to program changes, has a special need for this infonnation. 


We call upon the agency to develop a long~range plan that links tbe agency's research and program 
evaluation efli)rts to the central issues of the programs it is responsible for administering. The 
agency1s plan should establish what will be done within SSA. what SSA "viII do to promote and 
encourage research by researchers outside of government, and how SSA's research will be 
coordinated with the research of other government agencies. 

lo June 1997 the Board sponsored a research forum at which outside experts on the Social 

Security and Supplemental Security [ncome programs discussed what they thought should he in 

SSNs long~ltHlge research and program evaluation plan. The Board has also solicited the views of 

many other experts and advocacy organi7ntions. The recommendations in this report reflect what we 

have learned [rom these efforts, 


Stanford G. Ross, Chair 

Jo Anne Barnhart Lori L. Hansen Martha Keys 
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THE ROLE OF THE ADVISORY BOARD 


• 


Establishment oltlle Board In 1994, when the Congress passed legislation establishing the Social 
Security Administration as an independent agency, it also created a 7-member bipartisan Advisory 
Board to advise the President, the Congress, and the Commissioner of Social Secmity on Social 
Security and Supplemental Security Income (SSJ) policy. The conference report on this legislation 
passed both Houses of Congress without opposition. President Clinton signed the Social Security 
Independence ,md Program Improvements Act of 1994 into law on August 15, 1994 (P.L. 103-296). 

Tile Board's Mandate . 

fTlie law giVeStheBoara the rollowmgrunctions: 

1) 	 analyzing the Nation's retirement and disability systems and making 
recommendations with respect to how the Old-Age, Survivors, and 
Disability (OASDl) programs and the Supplemental Security Income 

(SSI) program, supported by other public and private systems, 

can most effectively assure economic security; 


2) 	 studying and making recommendations relating to the coordination of 
programs that provide health security with the OASDI and SSI 
programs; 

3) 	 making recommendations to the President and to the Congress with 
respect to policies that will ensure the solvency of the OASDI 
programs, both in the short term and the long term; 

4) 	 making recommendations with respect to the quality of service that the 
Social Security Administration provides to the public; 

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

6) 	 increasing public understanding of Social Security; 

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

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

9) 	 making recommendations with respect to such other matters as the 
Board determines to be appropriate . 

How Board Members are Appointed 

Advisory Board members are appointed to 6-year tenns, as follows: 3 appointed by the President 
(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 Chainnan and Ranking Minority member of the Committee on Finance). Presidential 
appointees are subject to Senate confirmation. 
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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 tenn expired on 
September 30,1996. (The Board currently has one vacanc)'.) 

The chairman ofIhe Bou,."11 is appointed by the President for a 4-ycar term, coincident with the 

term oftbe Pn:sident, or unti1the designation of a successor. 


The Work ofthe Board 

The Board began holding: substantive meetings ir.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 centered on the examination of issues related to 
long-term iinandng for Social Security, changes in the disability programs, policy development by 
the Social Security Administration, and increasing public l!nderstanding of Social Security. 

In March 1997 the Board issued its first report, entitled '''Developing Social Security Policy: How 

the Socia] Security Administration Can Provide Greater Policy Leadership." That report, which 

recommended that SSA place a high priority on policy, research, and program evaluat:on, provided 

the foundation for further work by the Board aimed at meeting the statutory mandate given it by the 

Congress to make recommendations with respect to a long-range research alld program evaluation 

plan for the agency. 


In a September 1997 report,. "Increasing Public Understanding of Social Security," the Board 

recommended a number of steps that it believes wiH strengthen SSA's efforts to infonn the public 

ahout the Social Security program and about the upcoming national dialogue on the long-term 

financing of the Social Security program. 


As preparation for writing this report, in June 1997 the Board sponsored a forum at which 12 
experts on retirement and disabiHty lssues addressed the following questions that had been posed by 
the Board: 

rr.wnafissues s~oul{fDeOilSSA~g long-range resc~n ana prograni~;valUation agenaa?11 
I Why are they Important? \Vhat should SSA be domg to address them? ' 

2. Are there resource/data limitations in addressing these issues? Ifso) how cun they 
be overcome? 

3, What related issues could more appropriately/economicaily be addressed by 
researchers outside of SSA? > 

, Wba1 should SSA do to encou:age outside research on these issues? 

> What are the limits on the access bv outside researchers to SSA's data. 

methods, and assump1ions? Wbat could or should be done to reduc{~ or remove 

these limits? 


FoUowing the forum, the Board asked other experts, along with advocacy organizations, to 

contribute thetr views: on these questions. Staffwitnin SSA were consulted as well. 


The Board has issued a summary of the proceedings of this one-day forum1 which also includes a 
summary of the additional comments that it has received. 
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II. FINDINGS: The Need for Reliable 

Information on Social Security and SSI Issues 


• Given the importance of Social Security to the income security ofAmc.:rlcaD tamilies and to the 
national economy, it is essential thm policy makers have accurate, balanced, and objective 
information to help them detennine the extent to which the program is meeting the long~ 
standing objectives of social adequacy and individual equity, the nature and extent ofchanges 
that may be needed, and the impact of proposals for change, It is the view of the Board that the 
Social Security Administration, as the administering agency for the Social Security (Old Age, 
Survivors, and Disability Insurance) program, and the Supplemental Security Income program, 
has the primary responsibility within the government for ensuring that this infonnation is 
provided. 

• 	The public is increasingly aware ofthc aging of the population and the demands this will c-reute 
for the Social Security system. As a result~ Social Security is subject to increasing scrutiny. The 
public, along with policy makers, wants and needs reliable information to understand and 
debate the issues relating to the long~(eml solvency of the Sodal Security system. There is a 
need for detailed analyses of how changes may affect workers, beneficiaries, and thc economy. 

• The quality of the research and analysts performed by the staff ofSSA has historically been 
high. However, as downsizing ofSSNs staff occurred in recent years, there has also been a 
disproportionate reduction in the number of staffdevoted to research, fn the early 1980s the 
agency's research staff numbered more than 300. Today it numbers 133. A large part of the 
research stuff is ussigned to statistical work and preparation of the Social Security Bulletin. At 
the present time, only about 31 individuals have research as their primary responsibility, with 
eight others working on evaluation. 

• 	 In a period of budget cutting, research in many Federal agencies has shrunk and the ability to 
maintain long~tenn studies has been impaired. There is a question as to whether SSA has been 
more negatively affected by this process than other agencies, However, it is clear that SSA now 
lacks sufficient resources to provide the infonnution that policy makers need to address crirical 
Social Security program issues. 

• 	 SSA's need for additional research stafIwas emphasizc:d in a recent independent study of the 
Office of Research, Evaluation, and Statistics; which was conducted by a review tcmn from the 
Institute for Health and Aging at the University ofCalifomia j San Francisco. The review team 
recommended adding at least 50 new full time positions to strengthen the internal rescarch and 
evaluation capacity and to develop and support external resources for rc:)earch. (A Review of 
the Mission, Resources, and Capabilities in the Office of Research, Evaluation, and Statistics, 
Final Report Recommendations~ December 1997, Recommendation No. S.) 

-~-:SSA now lacAs slifficient resources to provt"ife 
the in/ormation fhat policy makers Ileed to 

address critical Social St?curity program issues. 

• Costs ar:d .:usclouds of the Disability Insurance program grew rapidly in recent years, Between 
1989 and 1996 the number of DI beneficiaries grew from 4,1 million 10 6.1 million, and annual 
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program costs increased from $23.8 billion to $45.4 billion. The SSI disability program, which 
is funded from general revenues and provides benefits based on individual need, grew even 
more rapidly. In this same period the number of disabled SSI beneficiaries increased from 3.0 
million to 5.0 million, and annual disability program costs rose from $9.3 billion to $22.9 
billion. 

• 	 The dynamics of the disability programs are poorly understood. Researchers have been unable 
to explain the causes of many of the changes that have occurred since these programs'began, 
including changes in program growth and changes in the prevalence of types of impairments. 
SSA is working to develop research tools that will aid in understanding future program 
changes, but much more needs to be done if policy makers are to have the information they 
need to develop sound public policy. Disability issues' are likely to become of even greater 
importance if the aging of the baby boomers causes disability costs and caseloads to rise. 

• 	 There an~ growing questions about what the objectives of the Disability Insurance and 
Supplemental Security Income disability programs should be and whether they are 
appropriately structured. Passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990 
reflected the desire of many disabled individuals to work, as well as the growing support on the 
part of the public to find ways to provide employment for disabled individuals. However, 
SSA's programs, which base eligibility on the assumption that disabled individuals cannot 
work, are viewed as inconsistent with the goals of the ADA. Although SSA's recent legislative 
proposal, "Ticket to Independence," would establish a pilot program to test ways to return 
beneficiaries to work, there is need for a more comprehensive research program to support 
examination of new approaches to employment for disabled individuals. 

-The aynamics iifthe aisahility programs are poorlJIl 
understood. Researchers have heen unable to explain the 

causes ofmany ofthe changes that have occurred since 

these programs hegan, including change,f in program 


growtlr alld clranges ill tire prevalellce 

oftypes ofimpairments. 


• 	 Additional work by researchers at academic and other institutions could greatly enrich the 
quality and range of research available to policy makers and the public in analyzing Social 
Security issues. However, budget and staffing constraints have meant that SSA has placed little 
emphasis on finding ways to encourage research outside the agency. 

• 	 There are significant limits to the availability of the data that are needed for research on 
retirement and disability issues. Although SSA has contributed in a limited way to funding 
surveys done by others, such as the Health and Retirement Survey, its role in improving data 
availability for researchers both within and outside the agency has been constrained by lack of 
resources. Much more should be done to develop and make available data needed to do 
research. 

• 	 Researchers both within and outside of government could learn much more about current and 
potential income sources of older Americans, and therefore about their general economic well
being, if there were improved linkages between public survey data and program administrative 
data. Making Social Security administrative data available to outside researchers would also 
promote increased analysis of important Social Security issues. At present, resource limitations 
and issues of confidentiality impede these activities. Addressing these impediments should be a 
high priority for SSA's leadership. 

• 	 Although SSA has a responsibility to help provide information that is needed for an informed 
public debate, as yet it has not defined the research agenda that is needed in order to inform 
that debate. It has also not developed effective methods of making research findings widely 
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available to policy makers, other researchers, the media, or the general public . 

• 	 Most of all, the Social Security Administration needs to have a comprehensive long-range plan 
that sets forth the research and program evaluation objectives of the agency, and the steps that 
it will take to reach these objectives. SSA currently has no such comprehensive plan to respond 
to this central need for fulfilling its program responsibilities. 

!Most 07 all, the SOCial Security Aaministration 
needs to have a comprehensive long-range 

plan that sets forth the research and program 
evaluation objectives ofthe agency, and the 

steps that it will take to reach these objectives. 
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III. RECOMMENDATIONS: What SSA Needs to Do 
to Improve the Quality of Research 

; 

With 147 million workers and their employers paying Social Security taxes) and 44 million 
individuals receiving benefits totaling about $360 billion in 1997, the Social Security program 
touches nearly every American family and has .a major impact on the American economy. 

The Supplemental Security Income program j which the Social Security Administration also 
administers, is financed from gcnerul revenueS. In 1997, the agency made SSI payments tOlaling 
more than $26 billion to more than 6 million low-income aged, blind, and disabled individuals. 

To develop and oversee a research and program evaluation plan to ensure the viability, fairness, 
adequacy, and efficiency of programs of [his magnitudc is it serious and challenging responsibility. 

As the administering agency, the Social Security Administration bears the central responsibility 
for developing a continuously evolving research and evaluation plan for these programs, Carrying out 
this phm is a task that can and should be shared with outside researchers: and other government 
agencies as well. 

A. SSA's Role in Planning and Carrying Out 
Sodal Security Research and Program Evaluation 

Develop a Comprehensive Long-Range 
Research and Program Evaluation Plan 

• 	 SSA should place a high priority on the dcvelopmcnt of a comprehensive long~r.mge 
research and program evaluation' plan for the Social Security and Supplemental Security 
Income programs. 

In its March 199i report which presented recommendations for improving SSATs policy and 
research capability, the Board recommended that SSA develop a strong policy development office. 
The individuals in this office, along with others in the agency who have an interest in policy and 
research, should have the responsibility of identifying the issues that need to be addressed. The 
agency's research and program evaluation plan should be linked to those issues in order to ensure that 

~ 	 the plan produces the data and information that are needed by those who develop or respond to 
proposnls for program changes. The plan should not be static. It should be expected to be modified 
over time as issues and necds change. Nonetheless, the agency should usc it to guide its research 
work both in the short term and the long ternl. 

.. As tile aaministerillg agency, tJie:<;ocial'Security 
Administration bears the central responsibility Jf) 

.. developing a continuously evolving researcli and 

. 	 evaluation plan for'these programs, 

The plan should also reflect the important interrelationship ofSoClal Security with Federal health 
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programs and the tax system, recognizing that changes in one of these areas can have a direct effect 

on the others, both from the standpoint of the public and of the government 


The plan should reflect broad research needs, going beyond what SSA itself expects to do, It 
should define priorities. It should establish what staff within SSA will do, what SSA will do Ul 
encourage and promote research by others outside the agency, and how SSA's research win be 
coordinated with the research of other government agencies, It should identify gaps in data that need 
to be filled, and describe the resources that will be needed to carry out the plan. In addition) SSA's 
long-range plan should provide for coordination among the various SSA components \,v'hieh have 
responsibility for research or program evaluation activities in order to aSsure the most efficient use of 
resources . 

• SSA should improve the information and analyses that it provides to policy makers: and 
the public. 

Research is valuable only to the extent that it is made available in usable torm to those who need 
it. TIlerefore, SSA should consider carefully, and include in its plan, what the agency can and will do 
to make the information and analyses that are produced available [0 policy makers and the public. 
Expanded information On SSA's Web site is One way to achieve thhl. Another way would be for SSA 
to provide brief policy papers that would be widely distributed. Conferences and other public 
meetings are yet another method the agency should consider, The agency will have to take steps to 
assure the credibility and objectivity of the information and analyses that it produces . 

• SSA's research plan should reflect broad consultation - witb the Congress, otber 
government agencies, the Advisory Board t and others. 

In developing its long-range research and program evaluation plan. SSA "hould consuit broadly 
- with the Congress, other government agencies, and the Social Security Advisory Board. It should 
also consult within the agency, drawing upon all ofSSA!s relevant resourCes. 

As a part of this consultative process, the Board also recommends that the agency consider 

establishing a permanent research advisory panel to advise in the development of the agency's long~ 

range plan. Such a panel, if carefully composed, could potentiaily enhance the qual1t)', credibilitYI 

and continuity ofSSA's research program. Care would have to be taken to appoint individuals with 

diwrse perspectives and views. Those appointed must have expert knowledge of the issues related to 

the economic security of\vorkers and their f.'Ut1iiies j and of the kinds of research and program 

evaluation that are needed to study and address those issues. Members should serve staggered terms, 

In order to avoid any actual or appearance ofconflict ofintcrest, panel members would have to be 

precluded from any role in the funding of specific research projects. 


'Tlle plan ... sllOuld (i.viiililisll wllat staff wliliin SSAI' 
will do, wllat SSA will do to encourage and 

promote research by others outside the agencYt ' 
and flOW SSA 's researcll wilf be coordinated witlt 

tlte researcll ofotller government agencies. 

Enhance SSA's Research and Evaluation Capacity 

.. 	 The Board recommends that the commitment that SSA has made in its strategic plan to 
revitalize its research and evaluation capacity should include a multi~year plan to recruit highly 
qualified staff. The process ofhiring staffof the caliber and with the qualifications needed in 
the research and evaluation areas is difficult, and it often takes: more than a year to recruit staff 
with specialized skills. 

htt :llwww.ssab.ov/rep3iii.html 
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At the Board's June research forum as well as in discussions with other Social Security experts, 
the Board heard numerous accounts about how SSA's research activities have diminished over the 
last 20 years. The primary responsibility for research rests with the Office of Research~ Evaluation~ 
and S"'tistics (ORES). . 

ORES is significantly smaller today than it was in the early 19808. The decline in ORES' s"'ffing 
has been exacerbated by the loss through retirement or resignation of experienced staff> which is 
likely to continue because many of its t::xperienccd senior staff are close to retirement age. 

• 
The rebuilding of SSA's research capacity wiH require that hiring be done to replace projected 

staff losses a"i weI! as to increase the level and quality of staffing. SSA also needs to hire employees 
with appropriate skills to conduct rigorous program evaluation, The expansion ofSSA's extramural 
research activilics, which the Board encourages. is closely related to rebuilding SSA's internal 
research capacity because of the responsibilities that research staff must assume in overseeing the 
extramural research activities of the agency. 

The Board is advised that SSA has approved 20 new research positions for the agency. This is an 
important step forward, but only the beginning ofa long-term process. 

• SSA should consider making the research office a part of li new policy office. 

The Board believes that combining the policy and research offices will greatly assist the agency in 
attracting and retaining the high quality ofstaff that it needs. Putting the responsibilities for these 
functions together in one office will also help to assure coordination of the policy and research 
agcndas< Thc independent review team from the Institute for Ht!alth and Aging, in its 
recommenclattl)ns for the leadership and organizational structure of ORES) also advised that the 
agency should combine the policy and research functions into one office, (A Review of the Mission, 
Resources, and Capabilities in the Office of Research, Evaluation) and Statistics, Recommendation 
No.IL) 

• 	 SSA should determine where its staffing needs are the greatest and focus its recruitment 
efforts accordingly. 

The challenge facing the Social Security Administration includes the recruitment of staffwith the 
right expertise, but priorities should be set. SSA needs staff with backgrounds in several fields, 
including economics, sociology, and statistics or mathematics with specialized skills in modeling 
techniques, SSA should be prepared to provide sulary leveis aoove its normal range in order to attract 
highly qualified candidates. A53 discussed later in thls report, One area of research that should be given 
priority is the Social Security and SSI disability programs. 

SSA has not invested sufficient research resources in examining proposals j including those for 
structural changes, to ensure the long~term financing of the Socia! Security program. Policy makers, 
need infonnation and analysis that should be available from SSA research stoff. as well as from 
outside researchers. 

!iTlle Board believes Ihat combining the policy an 
i! research offices will greally assist the agency 

ill allrac/illg and re/ailling tlte high 
quality ofslafflltat it needs. 

ORES is significantly smatter today than it was in the early 1980,. The decline in ORES' ,"'ffing 
has been exacerbated by the loss through retirement or resignation of experienced staff, which is 
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likely to continue because many of its experienced senior staff are close to retirement age. 

The rebuilding ofSSA's research capacity will require that hiring be done to replace projected 

staff losses as well as to increase the level and quality of staffing. SSA also needs to hire employees 

with appropriate skills to conduct rigorous program evaluation. The expansion ofSSA's extramural 

research activities, which the Board encourages, is closely related to rebuilding SSA's internal 

research capacity because of the responsibilities that research staff must assume in overseeing the 

extramural research activities oftne agency. 


The Board is advised that SSA has approved 20 new research positions for the agency. This is aq 

important step forward, but only the beginning of a long-term process . 


• 	 SSA should consider making the research office a part of a new policy office. 

The Board believes that combining the policy and research offices will greatly assist the agency in 
attracting and retaining the high quality of staff that it needs. Putting the responsibilities for these 
functions together in one office will also help to assure coordination of the policy and research 
agendas. The independent review team from the Institute for Health and Aging, in its 
recommendations for the leadership and organizational structure of ORES, also advised that the 
agency should combine the policy and research functions into one office. (A Review of the Mission, 
Resources, and Capabilities in the Office of Research, Evaluation, and Statistics, Recommendation 
No. 11.) 

• 	 SSA should dctcrmine whcre its staffing needs arc the greatest and focus its rccruitment 
efforts accordingly. 

The challenge facing the Social Security Administration includes the recruitment of staff with the 
right expertise, but priorities should be set. SSA needs staff with backgrounds in several fields, 
including economics, sociology, and statistics or mathematics with specialized skills in modeling 
techniques. SSA should be prepared to provide salary levels above its normal range in order to attract 
highly qualified candidates. As discussed later in this report, one area of research that should be given 
priority is the Social Security and SSI disability programs. 

SSA has not invested sufficient research resources in examining proposals, including those for 

structural changes, to ensure the long-term financing of the Social Security program. Policy makers 

need information and analysis that should be available from SSA research staff, as well as from 

outside researchers. 


Another area where capacity is lacking is statistical <Ulalysis and the creation of supporting data 

systems. ORES has lost nearly all of its staff who had worked in this area, induding a Chief 

Mathematician. SSA's administrative data bases arc a rich source of information for researchers, and 

staff for this function should be a priority. SSA 's research office needs to have expertise in 

econometrics and operations research to support agency needs in areas such as study design, data 

collection procedures, and data analysis. 


Finally, several participants in the June forum expressed the view that there is a need for more 

research on social security systems in other countries. ORES has lost several experienced people in 

the international area, and this staff should be rebuilt as part of a new program to reflect global 

developments. 


Countries around the world arc confronting issues with their social security systems that are 

similar in nature to those of the United States. A great deal can be learned from their experiences. 

Also, the United States· has an interest in making its programs understood by other countries, 


. particularly those in developing economies. Historically, the United States has at times played an 
important role in international social security deliberations, and this leadership role requires an , 
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understanding of worldwide developments in social security. 

The challenge facing the Social};ecuriijj 
dministration includes the recruitmenfl 

ofstaffwith the right expertise .... 

• 
• SSA's efforts to build a strong program evaluation capacity should be accelerated. 

• 	 For many years SSA's program evaluation activities have been fragmented and ineffective. 
Currently, SSA has little capacity to ev'aluate proposed changes in its programs, the effects of new 
legislation, or whether its programs are meeting their objectives. The agency's efforts to revitalize 
program evaluation were initiated around the time that SSA became an independent agency in 1995, 
but progress has been slow. 

Thus far, only 8 employees have been assigned to these responsibilities within ORES. SSA 
intends to use <l special "task order" approach with established contractors to conduct some of the 
evaluation, but it is critical that SSA have qualified staff to work with these contractors and provide 
agency oversight in order to assure that the evaluation that is done is of high quality, an'd that it will 
meet the needs of policy makers. 

• SSA's rtsearch office should have the flexibility to do both large-sule studies and smaller 
studies that focus on specific program features, specific populations, or emerging policy 
issues requiring quick turn-around. 

The Board recommends that SSA's long-range research plan include a mix of research activities 
that will permit research on issues of immediate importance to policy makers. One concern heard at 
the June forum was that the limited amounts of research money and staff resources should not be 
disproportionalcly committed to large-scale projects. The availability of task order contracts could 
help on some projects, but SSA needs to retain flexibility with its staff resources. 

Encourage Outside Research 

• 	 SSA should encourage research outside the agency in order to improve both the quality 
and the quantity of information' available to policy makers and the public. 

Although the Board believes that SSA bears a central responsibility for ensuring that policy 
makers and the public have the information they need to understand complex retirement and 
disability issues, there is much research and analysis that can more appropriately be carried out by 
individuals and entities outside the agency. Both policy makers and SSA itself can benefit from the 
work of outside researchers who are not constrained by institutional assumptions, and who can 
provide a diversity of views that may not be reflected within the agency. Researchers at universities 
and other institutions, as well as at other government agencies, can also provide expertise in 
particular areas that SSA does not have. There are also circumstances where research can be done 
more efficiently and cost effectively by individuals outside the agency. 

Another advantage to promoting Social Security research outside the agency was noted in the 
Board's September 1997 report, "Increasing Public Understanding of Social Security." As the Board 
stated in that report, a more active and open relationship with the academic community could well 
promote additional university course offerings as well as increase the number of research projects and 
published studies of Social Security issues, activities which in the long term should have the extra 
benefit of increasing the public's knowledge and understanding of Social Security. 
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ollt policy makers and SSA itself can bet/efit 
from Ille work ofoutside researchers.... :i 

• 


\Vhile urging that steps be taken to encourage research by individuals outside the agency. the 
Board cautions SSA to recognize that individual researchers and institutions have their own financial 
and research interests to consider, SSA must ensure that any research it sponsors will have as its clear 
purpose serving the interests and needs of polIcy makers, the agency, and the public . 

• 	 SSA'8 long-range research and program evaluation plan should indude the specific 
measurt'S the agency will take to encourage outside research. 

Panelists at the Board's June 1997 forum recommended specific steps that SSA should take to 
encourage research outside the agency. Many of them referred to the valuable "networking" function 
that the agency could pcrfonn, The Board believes that many of the reconmlcndations that were made 
have merit and should be included in the agencyls research plan. 

As discussed below, one of the mOSt important efforts the agency can undertake is to find ways to 
Improve the availability of data to outside researchers. This ",rill require continuing and expanding 
linkages between Social Security administrative data and survey data. It will also require making 
SSA's administrative data more accessible to researchers outside the agency. In tum, promoting 
access to data 'Alill require the agency to address the question of how greater access to data can be 
achieved without compromising the confidentiality of personal infonnation held by the agency, 

Tn addition, the Board urges SSA to consider a number of specific mechanisms to promote 
research on Social Security issues by researchers outside of the government, and to improve the 
interaction of ideas between researchers within the agency and those who work outside the agency. 

One such mechanism, which is already being used to some extent by SSA, would be to establish a 
regular program to bring in visiting researchers on a temporary basis under the auspices of the 
Intergovernmental Personnel Act (lPA). Under the IPA, a government agency is able to bring in 
individuals from other agencies or academic institutions to perfonn work needed by the agency for a 
period of up to two years (with a possible two-year extension). 

SSA should consider establishing a visiting scholars program in whieh outside academics would 
be brought into the agency for short periods oftirne to inform SSA staffubout their own research and 
to become familiar with the work being done within SSA. SSA could also help Qutside researchers, 
and perhaps guide the direction of their work, by providing them w'ith increased infonnatlon on the 
data sources that are avail.able, and by serving as a clearing house (through newsletter or Internet) for 
information on the rescmch projects that are being conducted both within and outside the agency. 

...llteBoard urges SSA to consider a number ofs"eclfic~' ,
[mechanisms to promote research on Social Security issues hy: 

researchers outside oftlte government, and 10 improve lite i, 
interaction ofideas between researchers withillthe agency' ::• 

and those who lVork outside the agency_ ii 
•••••••.........)1 


SSA should ruso consider providing financial support for research centers at universities or other 
research institutions. An example of an agency that funds this kind of activity is the National Institute 
on Aging, which sponsors research on aging in nine research centers throughout the country. There 
are obvious advantages and disadvantages to doing this. The main advantag(: to an agency with 
limited staff rC"sourccs is the ability to call upon outside experts lO conduct researcb that cannot be 
conducted by the agency itself. But ifSSA decides to finance such centers, it must do so in a way that 

http://www.ssab.gov/rep3iii.html 	 12113100 

http://www.ssab.gov/rep3iii.html


• 

• 

• 

, 


(Social Securjty Advisory Board) 	 Page 7 of16 

ensures that th(! research that is done on its behalf is {)bjective~ balanced, a..'1d directed to the need~ of 
the agency rather than those of1he individual researcher Qf the center that is performing the research. 

Tn addition, 8SA shou1d provide research opportunities through grants, fellowships, or 

assistantships, which would have the benefit of potentially increasing the number of well-trained 

scholars who work in the area of Social Security research, 


SSA shoujd aiso sponsor Or cosponsor conferences, where academic and SSA researchers would 

present papers and discuss data needs. These conferences could be held on a regular basis to provide 

ongoing tnterm:tion between SSA and outside researchers. 


The Board rewmmends the establishment of a pennanent technical panel to advise the agency on 
the assumptions and methodology used to estimate the financial Status of the OASDI programs under 
current law and under alternative policies, as well as 011 the agency'seconomic modek The former 
quadrennial SodaJ Security Advisory Councils, which were repiaced by the pennanent Social 
Secudty Advis0ry Board in the Social Security Independence and Program Improvements Act of 
1994, have used such panels in the past to assist them in their work. This technical panel couid be 
established by the Advisory Board, by the Board of Trustccs, or by SSA or these entities in 
consultation. The Technical Panel on Assumptions and Methods that was appointed by the f 994
1996 Advisory Council similarly recommended the establishment of a technlcal panel, with gradualiy 
changing memhership, to be available for consultatioli to the Office of the Chief Actuary on an 
ongoing basis. 

.. there is a·1f·ee{tJor·I;icreas-e(Tres-ource~ 
or both internal and external research. I 

Another issue that this technical panel should address is what can and should be done to make 

SSA's economic and actuarial models more accessible to outside researchers . 


• 	The agency needs to direct more resources to promoting outside research. 

The Board believes that the agency and policy makers alike can reap substantial benefit from the 
kinds of extramural activities descdbed above, and recommends that SSA allocate additional staff to 
oversee, and fullding to support, this purpose. Current spending for extramural research, other than 
for the proposed Disability Evaluation Study 'which is expected to be done under contract with an 
outside entity, is limited. [n tiscal years 1997 and 1998, SSA's appropriation included $7 million and 
$16.7 million, respectively, for extramural research. The increase in fiscal year 1998 is tied to 
research on long~range program solvency issues. In comparison, about $40 minion was included in 
each of the tWO fiscal years for extramural research under the Ivfedicare and ~1edicaid programs at the 
Department of Health and Human Services. 

While urging additional funding for research oUL'iide the agency, the Board believes that SSA's 
research plan must establish an appropriate balance behveen internal and external work. Funding for 
extramural research should not come at the expense of internal research. As the Board has made clear 
elsewhere in this report, there is a need for increased resources for both-inten:al and external research. 

Improve the Quality and Availability ofData 

• 	 The agency should improve and make greater use of its administrative data. It shQuld 
also give higher priority to increasing the availability of SSA's administrative data to 
outside researchers. 

SSA'$ administrative data are an invaluable resource for analyzing retirement and disability issues 
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and program changes, These databases should be kept current and improved. so that greater use can 

be made of them by researchers both ¥'1thin and outside the agency. For example. earnings histories 

can be used to analyze important issues such as earnings patterns over a lifetime, and changes in the 

distribution of earnings. In the area of disability, SSA's administrative and program data can be used 

to study relationships among work histories, impairments, outcomes) and other characteristics of 

people with disabilities, These databases have the advantage of being large t:nough to allow 

researchers to make statistically meaningful distinctions among subgroups of disabled individuals, 


The agency has worked in recent years to enhance the usefulness of its disability program 
databases, For example, recent changes will allow SSA 's researchers to track cohorts of individuals 
who apply for disability benefits within a particular year to detennine who is awarded benefits, who 
appeals a denial of benefits, and who 1S awarded benefits in the appeals process. This will help the 
agency to identify changing program trends. Efforts such as these should be continued and expanded. 

The paneli!;ts at the Boardls June forum strongly recommended that SSA make its administrative 
data more available to the research community outside of the agency. It was suggested that the 
agency provide a large representatIve public-usc data set that would give a r;mdom sample of Social 
Security paniciptHl.tS j entire earnings and benefits history. [t was recognized thai making these 
administrative data available to outside researchers will require the agency to develop ways to protect 
the privacy of individual records. 

SA's administrative.•.dawhases should-be kept 
current and improved, so that greater use 
elm be made ofthem by reseorchers both " 

" " "witllif! and outside the agetlcy. " 
••••••••••••••••••••J' " 

. 
The Board agrees with the panel1sts' recommentlation.1t understands that this will require SSA to 

have additional staff to do the complex technical work involved in assuring Ihat privacy concerns are 
met, and in otherwise preparing data sets for usc by outside researchers, Nevertheless, it believes that 
the value to SSA and to policy makers of the increased volume and diversity of research that will be 
generated wiH far outweigh the relatively small cost to the agency . 

• SSA should support the collection of survey data. It should also continue nnd e:xpand 
linkages bctwt'Cn Social Security adntinistrative data and survey data for use by 
rcsearthtrs both within and outside of SSA. 

In earlier years, SSA made significant research contributions by conducting the Retirement 

History Study (in the 1960. and 1970,) and the New Beneficiary Survey (in the 1 980s). More 

recently, it has provided limited support for survcys conducted outside the agency, including the 

Health and Retirement Survey (HRS) and the Asset and Health Dynamics Survey (AHEAD). The 

data that these surveys will generate will be greatly enhanced by linking them to SSA's 

administrative data, a process that has begun and should be continued. Data linkages have also been 

established with some panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) and several 

carlier years of the Current Population Survey (CPS), These surveys arc conducted by the Bureau of 

the Census. Although SSA researchers have access to these two latter linked data sets. outside 

researchers do not, because oflcgallimits on access to Census data, 


Linkages such as these arc invaluable tools for research, They make possible the combination of 
detailed demographic, health, and economic survey information with infommtion derived from Social 
Security earnings and benefits records, allowing analyses of retirement and disability questions that 
cannot be answered by looking at one data source alone, Such linkages arc particularly valuable if 
they e:<tend over many years, so that researchers can watch what happens as changes occur in 
people's lives. 

http://wv.'W.SSab.gov/rep3iii,html 12Il3/00 

http://wv.'W.SSab.gov/rep3iii,html
http:recommentlation.1t


• 
'" 

• 

(Social Security Advisory Board) 	 Page 9 of 16 

The Board recognizes that if SSA is to increase its support for the collection of survey data and for 
data linkages, this, too, will require additional funding as well as additional staff to do the resource
intensive work that will be required. As stated above, the Board is convinced that the value to policy 
makers in making informed decisions will be well worth the relatively modest investment that is 
required . 

The Board recognizes that ijSSA is to increasl' 
its support/or the collection o/survey dala 
and/or data linkages, this, too, will require 

additional/un ding as well as additional sla/f.., 

• 	 SSA should address privacy concerns that impede access to administrative data and that 
limit thl: linkage of administrative data with SUITey data. 

The earnings and benefit information that SSA collects is a valuable source of research data. As 
noted above, making these data available to outside researchers and linking these data to othcr data 
sets can significantly enhance the ability of researchers both within and outside the agency to 
understand the economic and social environment in which Social Security operates and the crfect of 
the Social Security program itself. 

At the same time, it is clear that SSA has a legal and moral obligation to ensure that the data it 
collects to operate its programs remain secure and that the privacy rights of workers and beneficiaries 
are fully protected. While ways to make more data available for research need to be developed and 
implemented, the agency cannot permit the privacy of individuals to be compromised. However, 
legitimate privacy concerns need not preclude increased access to data for outside researchers. 

Researchers both within and outside of government have been studying the question of how to 
provide increased access to data without violating rights of privacy. SSA, as the holder of some of the 
most valuable research data and as one of the most important users of data a!) well, needs to take an 
active role in seeking ways to answer this question. Working with other government agencies, SSA 
should study whether specific statutory restrictions on use of data should be modified in ways that 
can satisfy both privacy and data access concerns. 

The Privacy Act of 1974 sets general limits, with a number of exceptions, to the use and 
disclosure of identifiable records of individuals gathered or maintained by Federal agencies. In 
addition, even more stringent statutory limits apply to information gathered by the Census Bureau 
and by the Internal Revenue Service (including Social Security earnings and payroll tax infonnation). 
Section 1106 of the Social Security Act also restricts the disclosure and use of Social Security 
records. SSA should assign staff to work on the technical problcms of data-masking and data set 
integration. 

The Board also recommends that SSA consider having an explicitly identified official or 
component within the research office with the technical and legal expertise :.md the institutional 
authority to protect the integrity of the data whenever it is made available to researchers outside of 
SSA. This official would direct the efforts to resolve privacy related issues, and would be responsible 
for insuring that individual privacy is protected in all cases involving outside researchers as well as 
for leading the agency's efforts to broaden the availability of data to outside researchers where this is 
appropriate and feasible. This official should also serve as the liaison in working with other Federal 
agencies on more comprehensive privacy issues relatcd to research activities. 
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SA shoulii aililress priv~cy concerns ihat 
impede access 10 admillislrative data alld 

Ilrallimillhe lillkage ofadminislralive 
dolo willl survey data • 

B. Major Empbases of Research 

This first report ofihe Board with respect to SSA's long·range research and program evaluation 
plan focuses primarily on the need for the agency to think through and define the questions that need 
to be answered if policy makers are to be able to make good pubHc policy decisions. As noted earlier 
in this report, t!lis will require hroad, on-going consultation with individuals both in and outside of 
government. 

At present the major focus of attention by both policy makers and the general public is on the 
issue of the long-leon solvency ofthe Social Security system, Clearly, the agency must have a 
research agenda that addresses this issue. Proposals for partial privatization of the system and for 
investment of the trust funds in private equities have raised questions that have not been adequately 
studied, The strengths and weaknesses of these proposals need to be explored. 

The SQcillJ Security Administration cannot and should not attempt to undertake all of the research· 
studies that are necessary. However. it should identify the questions~ and dett::rmine which studies it 
cart and should do, which could more appropriately be done by others, and the steps SSA can take 10 
facilitate and encourage research by others. The American retirement system is a mosaic ofpublic 
and private programs. No one agency can address all ofthc issues that they involve. It is important 
that SSA coordinate its research on cross cutting issues affecting multiple programs with other 
agencies that have expertise, such as the Health Care Financing Administration and the Department 
of the Trcasury. 

In this report, the Board presents its preliminary recommendations for the area..:; of research that 
the agency should consider in developing its plan. In making its recommendations. the Board has 
drawn upon the advice of experts both within and outside the agency, In particuJar, the Board has 
benefited from the contribution of the panelists who participated in the research forum sponsored by 
the Board in Jllne 1997, 

IAt present tire majorjocuio!attentioll by bOlll I 
policy makers and tile general public is 011 tile issue 0 ., 

' tl,e long-term soil'ency ofthe Social Security system. : 
Clearly. tl,e agency must Irave a research agenda : 

[ tllal addresses tllis issue. ' 

Social Security, Retirement, and the Economy 

Illcome Sources ofOlder Illdividuals 

The economic security of current and futmc retirces is an issue of major concern for policy 
makers, To evaluate that security requires information about multiple source-s of income. Along with 
income provided by the nearly-universal program of Social Security. income from earnings, public 
and private pensions, and individual savings are all important. 'Ibc Office of Research, Evaluation, 
and StatistICS conducts a valuable ongoing effort to measure sources of income for older households, 
There are, however1 many questions that need continuing study. 
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One important focus for future research should be the relationship of older workers to the work 

force and changes in retirement trends. What dctennines an individual's decision to retire? Is the 

trend toward carlier retirement among men beginning to change? If so, why? As more women 

participate in "career" jobs) what will happen to their retirement patterns? More needs to be known 

aoout the circumstances of older workers who move out of the work force gradually, through bridge 

jobs, which may be part~time Of involve self-employment. 


A majority of members of the 1994~1996 Advisory Council recommended an additional increase 
in (he "nonnaP' retirement age beyond the increase in current law which will begin to atTect earJy 
retirees in 2000. This proposed change in Social Security policy raises the question of the availability 
ofjobs for older workers, Will employers be willing to retain or hire older workers who choose to 
remain in the work force? What kind ofjobs arc Iikc1y to be available? Although individuals are 
livIng longer. arc they able to work longer? How does health status affect the kinds of work they can 
perform? If th(: eady retirement agc is also increased; what would be the effect on individuals? What 
are the characteristics of workers who claim Social Security benellts at age 62? How would 
employers react to this change? Would there be increased pressures on disability programs? How 
would changing the retirement age affect the view of the "appropriate" age of retirement? What 
measures would encourage older workers to remain in the work force longer than they presently do? 

Changes in the labor market will affect futurc retirees, Continuing research is needed on the 

changing nature ofjobs in the economy and on trends in earnings distributions. both of which hove 

major implications for economic 'Nen~being atler retirement. 


Employer~llrovided pension pians provide about 18 percent of the aggregate income of persons 

aged 65 or older, (This 18 percent is equal to the amount provided by earuings and less than half the 

amount provided by Social Security,) Policy makers need information on changes in pension 

coverage rates. and in the changing nature of pension coverage. What will be the supply of pensions 

and who win have them? What will be the characteristics of future pensions? Why is there a trend 

away from defined beneHt plans to defined contribution plans, and will this trend continue? How will 

increased reliance on defined contribution plans affect the retirement decisions of older workers and 

the total resources available to them in retirement? How will the increased use by employers of 

defined contribution plans affect job availability for older '\vorkers? Wbat is the effect of lump~sum 


pension withdrawals? Researchers at SSA should coordinate their research efforts on these and 

related pension issues with the Department of Labor and the Pension Benefit Guarantee Corporation, 


Savings outside of pensions are the source of another 18 percent of aggregate income of older 

individuals, There is concern that the 10'" personal savings rate in the U. S., which has averaged 

about 4.7 percent in the 19905 compared with about 8 percent in the 19705, will have serious 

consequences for future retirees, Research is needed on how people save and savings patterns over a 

lifetime, Whal detennincs priva.te saving decisions? Why do people save so little'! 


r;ttillOligh individuals are living longer, are they abl1 

to work IOllger? How does health status affect 


the kinds of work tlleY Call perform? 

------............................ 


Research i::: also needed on the impal;t of the present system and of proposals for structural change 
on patterns of work and savings (both inside and outside of employer pension plans), 

The number of individuals who receive Supplemental Security Income payments based on age and 
need has steadily declined from 2.3 million in 1975 to 1.4 million in 1997, Continuing research is 
aeeded to determine when and why changes in enrollment accur~ and the characteristics and needs of 
beneficiaries. 

, 
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Tile Social Security Benefit Structure 


The Social Security Administration provides useful ongoing analyses of Social Security benefits, 
uSing measures of both poverty and replacement rates, Policy makers will want similar analyses of 
refonD proposals, as well. They will also be interested in analyses of the respective rates ofrelUm. 

Another area of growing interest to policy makers and the public is the degree ofprogressivity of 
Social Security benefits. Although lower wage workers receive proportionally higher benefits relative 
to their contributions than do higher wage workcrs~ the progrcssivity of the system has been 
questioned by those who think that lower wage earners may in tact subsidize higher earners ~causc 
their life cxpcctnncy is generally shorter than that of higher camers. The question of the progressivity 
of benefits should also be studied as part of the analysis of propos cd retorms of the present system, 
These analyses should take into consideration survivor and disability benefits, as wdl as old age 
benefits. They should also consider differences between one~worker and two-worker families ~utd the 
tax treatment of benefits, 

The question of income adequacy for unmarried older women is ofparticldar conccrn l with more 
than one~third l)f those who are age 70 or older having an income below the poverty level. The Board 
recommends greater attention to the study of why women are at greater risk ofeconomic insecurity in 
their larer years and of the impacts of alternative proposals for addressing this problem. 

Economic Effects ofSocial Security alld ofReform Proposals 

Social Security benefits now equal 4.7 percent ofGross Domestic Product (GDP) and thc Social 
Security Tlustees estimate that they ...vill grow to 6,7 percent of GDP in 2071. fncome from taxes will 
be suffident to make these growing benefit payments through the year 2011, under the Trustees' 
intermediate assumptions. After that date the retirement of the baby boomers will cause the outlays oC 
thc system to rise above taxes, and the {rust funds arc ciltimatcd to be exhausled in 202~. At this time 
Income to the trust funds will equal about 75 percent of the required benefit payment under current 
law, and will d'.::ciine to about two-thirds of the benefit payment by the end of the 75-year estimating 
period. Howev.zr, current law does not authorize the payment ofless than full benefits, and 
Congressional action will be needed to address the projected shortfall. Changes in the program's 
financing and/or benefits will have to be made, 

TheBoard recommends greater attention t~ 
the study ofwhy women are at grealer risk·. 
ofeconomic insecurity illiheir later years 
and ofIhe impacts ofaiternalive proposals . 

for addressing tllis problem. 

Proposals that have been made for diverting a portion of Social Security taxes to private 
investment accounts or for investing a portion ofaccumulating trust fund reserves in private equities 
raise important questions with respect to their potential effects on the national economy. 

General questions that need to be investigated include: How docs the current system affect 
national savings. and what effect would substituting private investment accotuns for Social Security, 
or of accumulating a farge reserve of public funds, have on national saving and therefore on 
economic gro\.\1h? '1.'hat form of pubHe pension structure would have the greatest positive impact on 
national saving? What is the effect on labor supply of the current system? Would this change under a 
system of private investment accounts? What would be the effect on the stock and bond markets of 
large~5Cate investment of trust fund moneys? What would be the effect of proposed structural changes 
on interest rates? 
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Experience in Other Countries 

SSA has traditionally conducted studies of social security systems in other cOlll1tries. The Board 
believes that such studies can provide insights from which the United States can learn. For example, 
many industrialized countries have populations that are aging even faster than in this COlll1try. Policy 
makers will find it useful to know how others are addressing this problem, and the effects of major 
retirement and disability policy changes on workers, retirees, employers, and the economy . 

A dialogue about these issues within organizations such as the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, World Bank, International Monetary Fund, International Social 
Security Association, and other international forums is taking place and SSA has an important role to 
play. Social st:curity reform is a major issue on the agendas of our major trading partners and the 
impact of social security on fiscal policy, labor policy, trade and investment is of critical concern. 
Wider dimensions of social security can be usefully explored at an international level and SSA needs 
to equip itself for this task. 

The agency must be ahle to know Wha~ 
works and what does not and be lookin 

continually for ways to improve its 
service to the public. 

Administration 

It is critically important for SSA to conduct, on a continuing basis, careful research and analysis of 
its administrative operations. Policy makers and the public need to have confidence in the integrity, 
fairness, and efficiency of the Social Security and Supplemental Security Income progrruns. The 
agency must be able to know what works and what does not and be looking continually for ways to 
improve its service to the public. The Office of Program and Integrity Reviews and the Office of the 
[nspector General perform vital functions in this regard. 

SSA and other government agencies have a responsibility to study administrative issues and 
options related to proposals for structural change in the system. For example, what kinds of 
administrative mechanisms could or should be used to implement a system of private investment 
accounts? What would they cost? Who would bear the cost? If trust funds were to be invested in 
private equities rather than in Treasury bonds what kind of body should be created to oversee and 
perfonn that function? How would investment decisions be made? Studies of the experiences of other 
countries could help in analyzing these questions. 

The Disability Programs 

Disability Insurance and SSI Disability Program Growth 

The number of beneficiaries receiving Social Security Disability Insurance benefits grew by 

nearly 50 percent between 1989 and 1996. The number of beneficiaries receiving Supplemental 

Security Incom'..! disability benefits grew even faster, by two-thirds. 


Policy makers need to understand the causes of changes in disability program growth, including 

what causes people to apply for benefits. 


SSA currently is developing a research project, the Disability Evaluation Study (DES), which 
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involves a one-time survey conducted nationwide to assess the size and characteristics of individuals 
in the general population who may meet disability eligibility criteria under current law but who are 
not receiving benefits. In addition to learning more about the universe of potentially eligible people, 
SSA plans to use the DES to study the effects of possible changes to the disability decision process; 
the factors that result in people continuing to work in spite of the fact that others with similar 
impairments apply and qualify for disability benefits; and how to develop a cost-effective approach 
for monitoring future changes in the prevalence of disability . 

Because of the significant cost involved, it is essential that the Disability Evaluation Study go 

forward only after the agency is assured that it has been carefully designed and tested to provide 

valid, reliable, and programmatically useful results. The Board is pleased that SSA has contracted 

with the Institute of Medicine and the Committee on National Statistics of the Commission on 

Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education of the National Academy of Sciences to review the 

research design for the DES and to make recommendations as to how it should be conducted. SSA 

should also consider whether it can derive additional useful information to analyze disability issues 

from existing o,?-going surveys, such as the National Health Interview Survey. 


~
POIiCY makers need to understan(J~ 

the causes ofchanges in disability prog~~::'nHnr...I 
growth, including what causes people to apply for bene fils., 

Additional research is needed on the impact of the baby boom generation on the OJ and SSI 
disability programs. Because the prevalence of disability is higher as individuals age, especially as 
they get into their 50s, the baby boom generation is likely to affect program costs. 

In addition to demographic changes, research is needed on how advances in medical treatment 
affect the ability to work of those with severe impairments; the effect of increasing numbers of 
beneficiaries with mental impairments, who tend to be younger and potentially stay on the disability 
rolls for longer periods; and the impact on the employment of disabled individuals of changes in the 
nature of work (including skills and education requirements) asjobs in the services economy increase 
and jobs in manufacturing and production decrease. 

Another important area for research is how changes in policy, such as different eligibility criteria, 
temporary benefit periods, increased rehabilitation and employment opportunities, and health 
insurance coverage, would affect program participation. 

Disability Program Administration 

SSA has not been able to quantify factors related to program administration that may affect 
program growth. Research is needed on whether variances in favorable decision rates between States 
influence decisions to apply for benefits, and whether public perceptions of the ease or difficulty of 
obtaining benefits affect application rates. Also, to what extent do changing emphases in program 
administration of the disability programs (e.g., changes in quality assurance reviews) influence 
application rates and award rates? Continuing research should be directed at ways to improve the 
equity and efficiency of disability administration, as well as at ways to improve the quality of service 
to the public. 

Continuing research should be directed 

al ways 10 improve the equity and efficiency 


ofdisability administration, as well as al 

ways to improve the quality ofservice 10 the public. 
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Employment and Rehabilitation; 

Changing Attitudes About Disability 


Currently, disability beneficiaries are unlikely to go off the disability rolls before death or 
automatic conversion to retirement benefits at age 65. Tennination rates in the Dr program are at an 
aU·time low - fewer than one~halfofone percent of beneficiaries leave the roUs because of medical 
recovery or return to work, As indicated above, there is growing concern about the objectives and 
structure of the disability programs, in part due to changing attitudes abotlt employment for 
individuals with disabilities. Many believe that there needs to be greater emphasis in the disability 
programs on promoting work for those who can, 

Pertinent questions that policy makers will want to address include: WiU changes in the nature of 
work make employment more or less difficult for workers who have severe impairments? Are 
employers willing to accommodate '1vorkers \\Iith disabilities? What incentives would encourage 
employers to make necessary accommodations, both for retaining current employees and for hiring 
workers with disabilities? How do people with disabilities transition out of the work force? 

There are also questions rdating to rehabilitation: What are the appropriate times for intervention 
in providing rehabilitation and employment services? What can be learned from the experience of 
other countries with carly intcrvention? Can the private sector case management approaches be 
successful in public disability programs? (SSA has already done Some research on this question 
through Project Network, the resuHs. of ..vhi..:11 will be available by carly next year.) \Vhat additional 
incentives would stimulate rehabilitation providers to serve more OI and 55) beneficiaries? 

SSA '5 recelH "Ticket to Independence" proposal is intended to evaluate the effects ofexpanding 

the use of private rehabilitation providers and giving beneficiaries a greater choice in selecting a 

provider, Other "return to work" proposals are also being considered by Congress. It will be 

important for SSA to develop a eomp-rehl;!r1sivc research and evaluation plan 10 determine the most 

effective means of helping disabled individuals find and retain employment 


Relationship ofHealth Care and Support 

Services to the DI altd SSI Programs 


The eligibility link between the DI and Medicare programs and the SSI and Medicaid programs is 
often cited as a reason why peopJe apply for DI and SSI benefits or arc reluctant to attempt to return 
to work. Policy makers need information on the extent to which health care coverage is a factol" in 
applying for or maintaining public disability benefits. This indudes the difficulty ofobtaining health 
care by people with disabilities who are in part~time work as. a transitional step to complete exit from· 
the labor force (and also by program beneficiaries who take pan-time jobs as a step to full-time 
employment). 

Disabled Children altd Youltger Disabled 

Adults under the SSI Program 


Research is needed on children and young adults in the SSI program: What are the disability
related needs of children receiving SSI? Do these needs differ by impairment? To what extent arc SSI 
benefits being used to meet needs not met through other programs? How do childhood disabilities 
affect the work participation of parents? Are currentprovisions a bamer to employment and self
sufficiency for older disabled children? 

Also. more needs to be known about the nature of impairments in children r which may range trom 
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impairments lasting only a year or two to long-term impninnents with no improvement expected, 
OnJy limited infonnation is available regarding trends in childhood disability, induding growth in the 
mnnber ofchildren with severe impainnents or changes in specific types of impairments. 

Research is needed to assess tbe effects of the 1996 welfare reform legislation on children wnose 
bcnet1ts are terminated and on children who arc not found to be disabled in the future, 

The rapid growth in the number of SSI childhood beneficiaries (trom about 300,000 in 1989 to 
over I million in 1996) also heightens the question of how to assist the transition from school to work 
as these SSI beneficiaries approach working age. Research is needed to answer this question. 

Researcll on Specific Poputations 

P;."Ople with disabilities nrc heterogeneous. Research is needed on specific populations, including 
women and minorities; differences between Dl and SST beneficiaries; differences hetween categories 
of impairments; and ditTcrcncc.'i between age groups. As noted elsewhere, SSA's large administrative 
data base could be very helpful to researchers in tU1alyzing the differences among these populations. 

Poiicymakers nefiifitijormation on tile 
e.~tent to wllicll Ilealtlt care coverage is; 
a Jactor in applying Jar Of maintaining 

public disability benefits. : 
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AP;PENDIX: SSA's Current Research Efforts 

Within the Social Security Administration, most research is conducted or coordinated by the 
Office of Research, Evaluation, and Statistics (ORES). In addition, the Office of Disability is 
responsible for disability research initiatives relating to encouraging Social Security and SSI 
disability beneficiaries to return to work, and the Office of the Chief Actuary conducts significant 
fact finding and analysis on matters related to program tinancing. 

The following, which is based on information provided by SSA to the Advisory Board, describes 
the staff and the research-related work being done or planned to be done by the agency. (The Board 
has not received information on the timelines for completion of research projects.) 

Office of Research, Evaluation, and Statistics 

ORES has 133 staff members. Seventy-four of these people are located at SSA's headquarters in 
Baltimore and 59 are located in Washington, DC. About 75 people on the ORES staff are assigned to 
various statistical work and studies, such as information included in the Social Security Bulletin and 
the Annual Stotistical Supplement, and in their publication. There are 31 people who primarily do 
research, and there are eight staff members in the evaluation unit. The balance of the staff provides. 
supervisory, administrative, and other support functions. 

The size of SSA's research staff is significantly smaller than it was in the early 1980s, when 
ORES had ov(:r 300 people. The staff was reduced as part ofSSA's downsizing, which began in the 
1980s. The decline in staffing has been exacerbated by the retirement or resignations of many 
experienced people. SSA is attempting to improve its research capacity and has approved a limited 
amOlmt of new hiring to permit ORES to fill several crit.ical needs, as described below. 

The appropriation for extramural research is $16.7 million for fiscal year 1998, which includes 
$lO million for research on long-range program solvency issues. ORES also has a carryover of 
research mon(',y not obligated in previous fiscal years. (This includes money for the Disability 
Evaluation Study, which has been delayed.) 

Office of Disability 

SSA's research initiatives on rehabilitation and return to work are coordinated by the Office of 
Disability. About lO members of the Division of Employment and Rehabilitation Programs have 
been involved in the work on Project Network, a four-part demonstration testing different approaches 
for providing rehabilitation and job plocement services. (This initiative is close to completion, with a 
final report expected early in 1998.) This same staff has been designated to coordinate the testing of 
SSA's legislalive proposal, "Ticket to Independence," which, if Jcgislation is passed, will test the 
effects of giving disability beneficiaries the choice of using either public or private rehabilitation 
providers. SSA proposes to use one or more contractors to assist SSA in carrying out the "Ticket to 
Independence" project. 

The Oftic,: of Disability is also working with other Federal agencies, SUGh as the Office of Special 
Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS), through interagency agreements, on employment 
and rehabilitation research. In addition, Office of Disability staff are working on research issues 
related to Disability Redesign, SSA's initiative to restructure the disability determination process. 
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Finally, the Division ofDisabHity Program Information and Studies has developed a comprehensive 

administrative database to use in research on disability program gro"'lth and in SSA's research on 

Disability Redesign. 


Office or the Chier Actuary 

Although nut typically regarded as a re,earch office, the Office of the Chief Actuary (OCAct)• performs research-related work, The Office prepares cost estimates and analyses for the Social• 	 Security and SSt progrdms. To suppon its estimating activities, OCAct develops and maintains 
numerous and extensive data bases reJated to the operations of all programs administered by SSA. 
The slaff consists of 46 employees, Including 38 professional staff members (31 actuaries, 4 
economists, and '3 research analysts) who condm;:t research and analysis necessary to prepare 
economic and demographic assumptions, cast estimates, and actuarial analyses. 

In addition to the above activities, OCAct issues special actuarial studies and actuarial notes. In 
the last two years, OCAct has prepared two actuarial studies: ('Social Security Area Population 
Projections: 1997" and "'Short-Range ActuariaJ Projections oflhe OASDl Prngram, 1996." 

They have also prepared the following four actuarial notes: "Suitability of Beneficiary Records for 
Determining the Program Experience ofCouples;" "Frequency Distribution of Wage Earners by 
Wage Level;'; "Rcpresentative »ayces for Adult Beneficiaries;)' and "OASDI Short-range Sensitivity 
Analysis." 

According: to OCAct, the foUowing actuarial studies and notes are now in the planning stage: 

Studies - Actuarial Tables Based on IJS, Life Tables 1989-1991, and DiS<lbility Insurance 
Tennination Rates, 

Notes ~ Comparison ofActual and Projected Life E.'{pectancies and Fenilily Rates, [mprovemenr 
in Mortality Rates, Effective Annual Interest Rate Earned hy the GAS) and DJ Trust Funds, and 
Distribution of Primary Beneficiaries by the Level of Their Benefits. 

ORES' Research Prioritit.-s 

ORES has eSlablished four areas as priorities for expanding its research and evaluation activities. 

These arc: 

• 	 Understanding growth in the Disability Insurance program and SSI disability program, 
analyzing the implications ofSSA's Disability Redesign Project, and identifying ways to 
encouruge disability beneficiaries to return to work; 

• • Analyzing the effects of suggestions for structural changes in the Social Security program, such 
as the alternatives developed by the 1994-1996 Advisory Council on Social Security; 

• • Building a policy evaluation capacity for developing estimates of the effects of policy 
initiatives and c~amining the impact of legislation and policy changes. 

Disability Research. - The Disability Evaluation Study (DES) is SSA's largest extramural 
research project. it initially was targeted to understanding growth in the disability programs, 
particularly assessing the size of the population potentially eligibIe for benefits under SSA's 
definition of disability, but still part of the workforce. As part ofthe DES, ORES will also 
study the factors which keep people in the workforce, and what accommodations and 
interventions might pentlit others to remain in the workforce. 
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A closely related area of research covers SSA's Disability Redesign project, including the 
effects of proposed changes in the disability decision methodology. 

The proposed decision methodology requires developing measures of functioning and the 
requirements of work. Planned research activities include developing occupational 
classifications so that an individual's functional ability can be compared with a baseline of 
work activity, and analyzing the vocational factors (age, education, and work experience) used 
in disability determinations to assess how these factors would be applied under any new 
decision methodology. The original plan for the DES has been expanded so that, in addition to 
assessing the size of the population potentially eligible under the current definition of 
disability, it is also planned that the DES will be used to test the proposed methodology and 
how it will affect program costs. 

Another area of ORES' disability research is focused on SSA's "employment strategy" for 
returning program beneficiaries to work. Some of the research will come out orthe DES, 
including information on what keeps individuals with severe impairments in the workforce. 
The employment research also will be looking at which beneficiaries arc most likely to benefit 
from vocational rehabilitation, and demographic differences between those who attempt work 
after rect:iving benefits and those who do not. 

Structural Changes in the Social Security Program. - ORES has initiated only limited work 
on the recommendations of the 1994-1996 Advisory Council, although this is one of the areas 
for which new staff is expected to be hired. Work is underway on an analysis of the income 
distribution implications of mandatory savings proposals on workers at different earnings 
levels. It is planned that ORES will also analyze the effects of a two-tier benefit system and . 
possible changes in the Social Security benefit computation fonnula. 

ORES staff have completed a study of the Chilean social security system (published in the 
Fall 1996 issue of the Social Security Bulletin) and are currently studying the system in Great 
Britain. Research is also being done on the effects of reducing benefits payable to spouses and 
increasing benefits for widows and widowers. 

ORES has initiated modeling work on structural changes, using SSA data files on earnings 
and benefits which have been linked to Census survey files. One project is using the model to 
study a sample of beneficiaries who retired in the early 1990s to see what their experience 
would have been under the Advisory Council's alternatives. However, ORES indicates that 
additional staffing is needed to make the models more useful in providing information at the 
household and aggregate economy levels. 

Long Range Financing. - ORES currently has several activities to improve the projection 
methods and the demographic and economic assumptions used in the Trustees Reports. The 
areas being addressed include economic assumptions such as patterns of earnings growth and 
fringe benefits, interest and inflation rates, and labor force participation rates; and demographic 
asswnptions, including fertility and immigration. ORES has made research grants on a number 
of these topics. 

Policy Evaluation. - During the course of welfare reform and other legislation in the 104th 
'Congress, concern was expressed about the lack of information on the potential effects of 
several program changes, including the effects of proposed changes on disabled children and 
drug addicts and alcoholics. ORES has indicated that it intends to study the effects of the recent 
legislation on these groups. The Advisory Board wrote to the Acting Commissioner of Social 
Security in April 1997 urging SSA to track the disabled children who would be terminated 
from the SSI benefit rolls as the result of the welfare reform legislation. As of mid-December, 
SSA's phms for evaluating the legislation have not yet been announced. 
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The ORES policy evaluation staff also plans to evaluate the implications of two changes in 
current law that will be effective 1n the future: increasing the age at which full retirement 
benefits are paid, and increasing the exempt amount under the retirement earnings test for 
workers age 65 and .over, 

To assist in these research and evaluation activities, SSA has standing contracts (task 
orders) with four major research contractors to do specific projects. SSA plans to spend about 
$2 million under contracts in fiscal year 1998 for policy evaluation studies. 

ORES; Core Areas uf Research 

Economic Impacts ofSocial Security and SS} on Current and Future Beneficiaries. - This 
area is a major part ofSSA 's ongoing research and data col1ection work, Some of the topics on 
which SSA compiles data include: the importance of Social Security in providing income to 
the beneficiary population; economic well~being generally and for spe-cific groups, including 
poverty rates among elderly women and the poverty levels of widows, divorced women, and 
ncver~married women; effects of Social Security on lifetime income as well as current income; 
patterns of savings and pension entitlement; and the role of the SSI program in providing 
income for retired and disabled workers. 

Work and Retirement Decisions. - ORES conducts internal research and also provides some 
support for external research such a<; the Health and Retirement Survey and the National 
Longitudinal Study of Mature Women to analyze questions about the timing of benefit receipt. 
The topics being studied include: the effects of early retirement age, and the retirement 
earnings test; Social Security and the trend toward early retirement; and the effects of 
increasing the retirement age. 

Modeling to Estimate the Effects of Legislative or Policy Changes. ~ ORES developed a 
microsimulation model to estimate distributional effects of program and policy changes on 
individuals and families. The analyses that arc planned to be done include the effects on 
income and poverty of variolls changes in Social Security or SSI benefits; the impact of 
proposals for taxation of Social Security benefits; and the distributions of taxes paid and 
benefits received. 

ORES is also developing a model to assess workforce participation by workers with severe 
impairments who remain in the workforce. This model will evaluate various proposals to 
encourage disabled beneficiaries to return to work. In addition~ over the next two years ORES 
plans to develop a model on retirement income among beneficiaries which will help in 
evaluating the effects of proposed program changes on current and future beneficiaries. 
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