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1994-96 Advisory Council on Social Security Member, Gerald M. Shea 
Interviewed by Ed Gibson, Virginia Tech Doctoral Candidate, at the Headquarters of the 
American Federation of Labor – Congress of Industrial Organizations, Washington, DC 

March 20, 2006 

Interviewer: How were you selected for the Council? 

Mr. Shea: In the tradition of the Advisory Councils, there were always a number of worker 

representatives, and I was approached by Lane Kirkland, then President of the 

AFL-CIO, who had been approached by, I guess, the commissioner first and then 

staff for the commissioner, about appointing the worker representatives because 

the AFL-CIO had always done that.  He talked with me, then we went through a 

number of options.  In the end we chose three representatives, one of whom was 

myself—three worker representatives. 

Interviewer: Was that unusual?  You had the health policy portfolio at that time.  What does it 

say about the criticality or importance of this Council that you represented the 

AFL-CIO yourself?  Or was that unusual?  Was that matter of course? 

Mr. Shea: No, it wasn’t unusual.  The department that I ran at that point was called the 

Social Security Department, which included both healthcare and retirement 

security, and traditionally the AFL-CIO department heads of major departments 

have represented labor in various situations. 

  The other two members were both members of the AFL-CIO’s executive 

Council: one, the president of the machinists; the other, vice-president…   

Interviewer: of CWA? 

Mr. Shea: Well, then the International Union of Electrical Workers, which later merged with 

CWA, yes.  (That vice-president, Gloria Johnson, was also President of the 
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Coalition of Labor Union Women, so she brought the perspective of a woman 

union leader to the Council.)  

Interviewer: Just to make sure I get this right in terms of listing your affiliation, Assistant to 

the President for Government Affairs, is that correct?  

 Mr. Shea: The current title is Assistant to the President for External Affairs.  Then, I was 

director of the Social Security Department. 

Interviewer: But for the interview, I’ve been using current—like I’ve listed Ned Gramlich as 

Fed Governor because that’s what he was when I talked to him. 

  So viewing your prospective involvement in this Council, did you feel 

interested or intrigued or excited?  Were there any positive feelings that you had 

in coming to this? 

Mr. Shea: Oh, sure. I was very pleased to do it and pleased to be working with two people 

whom I knew well and respected, George Kourpias, President of the Machinists 

Union and Gloria Johnson, Vice-President of IUE and President of the Coalition 

of Labor Union Women.  And I was interested in meeting some of the other 

people who were involved in this, people whom I hadn’t, to that point, dealt with 

very extensively. 

Interviewer: Turn it around.  Did you have feelings of misgivings or trepidation or anything 

along that line? 

Mr. Shea: A number of the people who were involved, it was obvious from the first 

meetings, were long-time retirement security professionals.  My own perspective 

was: I used to bargain contracts originally when I was with a local unit back in 

Massachusetts.  That included pension work and retirement security, plus 
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healthcare, and then I got into policy work when I came to Washington in 1981.  

But my perspective on it, my experience was always the worker perspective in 

bargaining, and then the policy work.  This is not like being in Ned’s position, a 

professor, whatever he was or is at Michigan; Bob Ball, you know, who’s  like the 

living history of Social Security. I was very pleased to be getting to know these 

people and be working with them, but it was a little bit intimidating. 

Interviewer: Now, obviously you represented, you said, workers.  Were there particular issues 

that you took on along with that representation?  Did you come feeling that you 

represented a certain set of issues?  Or maybe you felt you represented more than 

workers.  What was the constituency and what was the group of issues, if any, that 

you felt you came to that Council representing? 

Mr. Shea: I felt like my responsibility was to represent the views and experiences of 

average-wage workers because that’s basically… I mean we represent everybody 

from low-wage nursing home workers to pilots… but the bulk of our membership 

is average wage and I thought that was the constituency, sort of like: “What’s 

happening with working families around retirement security?” 

Interviewer: Working families or union working families? 

Mr. Shea: Working families generally.  Our membership is not different particularly from 

workers or working families overall.  It’s just they happen to be in unions.  That 

gives them a certain experience and a certain kind of perspective, but generally 

the experience is the same and the perspectives are very close.  So it was broader 

than just union members, and it’s a responsibility that I’ve held in various other 

policy discussions over the years and take very seriously.  I think part of our 
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responsibility is to be the public voice for working families, as best we can, 

shaped by our experience.  So that was the perspective. 

  Then, more concretely in terms of Social Security, there were plenty of 

signs by then of the problem with retirement security overall: whether it be the 

way health costs went up in the ‘80s and the fact that the tradition of providing 

healthcare and retirement was then stagnant; or it was the amount of money that 

was being put into private pensions over the years basically hadn’t increased at 

that point in 15 or 18 years. 

So our view was very much that Social Security was the foundation of 

retirement security, and we looked with alarm, for instance, at the growing 

dependency on Social Security. Where if you look at the numbers from the early 

‘80s to the mid ‘90s, the number of people who relied on Social Security for a 

majority of their retirement income was going up, alarmingly, in my view.  And 

the number of people who relied on it for three-quarters of their income was really 

pretty shocking. 

So I found myself in a discussion where lots of people’s view of this 

macroeconomic:  “What’s happening in Social Security trust funds?  What about 

the Baby Boom retirement?  What’s going to be the burden on the public 

debt?”—you know, all very legitimate kinds of concerns—“How does this 

interact with the economy?  What’s going on with Social Security trends in other 

countries?” And I kept on saying, “Well, these are all legitimate questions, but the 

other thing you have to keep very strongly in mind is that this is the foundation 

for retirement security for America’s workers and their families.” I kept on saying 
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to people, “My view of this is: first, do no harm.  So if you want to talk about (and 

then we got into the whole individual accounts thing) individual accounts, we’re 

up for that discussion as long as we understand it’s kind of experimental, and they 

ought of be done sort of on top of the basic Social Security.” And that became a 

lot of the substance of the debate. 

Interviewer: Who on the Council or group of people, assuming that it’s more than just 

yourself, supported the Social Security as foundation view?  How did your 

interactions with that group turn out?  How did you work with that group that 

shared your focus or your priority? 

Mr. Shea: Well, what happened was that the Council went through a long --very long --

series of meetings talking about options to address concerns that Council 

members raised—most of which, I just mentioned—and we went through various 

phases of that discussion.  Everybody agreed that there needed to be something 

done to address the long-term solvency of Social Security. 

  There was a strong group from the very beginning talking about some 

form of privatization.  Initially it was discussed in terms of equity investments of 

the  trust fund, which we said we were open to and so forth and so on.  Then later 

the people who had first put that out—I think, it was Carolyn Weaver—said: no, 

they weren’t comfortable:this couldn’t be done without undue government 

interference, for instance, in private markets, and so then it became sort of a 

discussion of individual private accounts.  But there was no consensus ever 

reached, to state the obvious.  And Ned kept on trying to work out something of 
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his own, and then a number of us coalesced around a way to address solvency 

without radically restructuring Social Security or cutting benefits. 

Interviewer: And what were some of the elements of that coalescing or that coalition?  What 

were some of the keys to that? 

Mr. Shea: Well, I think partly it was there was an affinity between those of us on the worker 

side and a couple of the other members of the Council.   

Mr. Shea: Edith Fierst, for instance was a very forceful and effective advocate for improving 

the benefits for women in Social Security and certainly not diminishing them.  I 

think we felt an affinity along with Bob Ball to sort of a traditional approach, and, 

if you would, kind of a conservative approach to the question at the same time as 

we recognized there needed to be changes made.  So we talked through, you 

know, all sorts of different options.  I can’t remember what the final list was, but 

we came up with a solvency plan by mixing and matching in the traditional way 

that had happened. 

Interviewer: Okay.  So you mentioned conservatism.  You mentioned care or concern for 

groups as kind of essential elements.  Anything else? I’m also interested in how 

you identified people that shared those things.  Was it in the statements that they 

made as part of the deliberations? 

Mr. Shea: Yes, it came out of the discussions.  I knew the other two labor people obviously, 

and I knew of Bob Ball—and I guess I had met him—but I didn’t know him well.  

I didn’t know Edith at all.  I can’t remember who else was in our grouping. 

Interviewer: Tom Jones. 
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Mr. Shea: Oh, sure.  That’s right. I never dealt with Tom before.  So it just came out in the 

discussions what people’s views were.

I guess the other factor that was kind of a defining factor was I think there 

was a difference between the sort of traditional, significant role of government 

and a much cut-down version, which some people advocated. 

Interviewer: Big and small. 

Mr. Shea: Yes.  So that was probably about it. 

Interviewer: Let me turn it around.  Were there cues in terms of the issues—you spoke a little 

bit already, but I asked the question just because it formally states it—cues that 

you responded to in people or groups that supported issues that were antithetical, 

or were not what you supported, that identified those folks?  How would you 

characterize you interaction with those folks as compared to the people that more 

shared your views? 

Mr. Shea: I think in general the interactions were always of good quality.  I think of Syl 

Schieber, for instance, whom I knew then and have known subsequently in my 

work on the Advisory Board, because he and I both went onto the sort of follow-

up advisory group.

Carolyn Weaver, a person of a very conservative view in my point of 

view, but of real integrity, and who listened. You could talk with her, even if you 

didn’t get to “yes.”

Interviewer: You could joke with her. 

Mr. Shea: Yes, that’s right.  Although she tried to use some of the jokes I made for political 

advantage,
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[Laughter]

But  I always thought the interactions were of a high quality. I also think there 

was just a difference of opinion over whether or not—I sensed that in a number of 

positions that people put forth -- a disbelief that Social Security as it had been 

structured was viable, long term.  And this is a policy issue, but I think we 

differed from a lot of people on it over time.  The AFL-CIO had a traditional 

position, which was a rare position in any time in the last couple of decades, of 

partially funding Social Security from general revenues, but that was our position 

since the start of the program. 

  So the AFL-CIOwas kind of on the Left economic view of this whole 

thing, but you didn’t need to go that far. We weren’t talking about that.  In fact, 

we had a very controversial and conflictual internal discussion over the idea of 

supporting equities investments, which I thought, as did some other members of 

this group, made sense to  consider seriously  to boost the return in the fund, from 

just simply treasury bonds.  It was a very controversial view both on the right and 

the left, and eventually—I don’t know whether we ever put it in this proposal.  I 

guess maybe it was in there in some way—but eventually we backed off the 

position because it was just so much opposition internally. 

Interviewer: Internally within this organization? 

Mr. Shea: Yes, even though our pension funds --you could analogize how we invest big 

pension funds to Social Security, except that we don’t do equities investments in 

Social Security.  We do plenty of pension fund equities investments, and, at least 

in the ‘80s and the ‘90s, it was a phenomenal success.Interviewer: How did you 
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work that out with respect to the actual position that went into the Maintain 

Benefits plan, because the final resolution was to study the idea of equity 

investments?  How did that get worked out, because it happened late in the 

process? 

Mr. Shea: Well, the whole thing kind of was a crash finish, because we didn’t see the 

proposal by Carolyn and Syl’s group until days before the final meeting.It arrived 

in my house by Federal Express the Saturday before the last meeting.  So the 

entire discussion of this idea of radically restructured Social Security was in one 

three-hour meeting. I kept on saying, “This is ludicrous:  to even consider this so 

late in the process.   If you want to do this maybe we can get a year’s extension 

and go through all the technical panels we need to do,” which we had then done at 

exhaustive length.

  So we were making adjustments, and I think in the end there was enough 

reservation on our side on the whole idea of equities investment,  within the union 

movement, and enough criticism, hot criticism from the Right about this at that 

point,. Carolyn and people were just piling on this idea and talking about 

government taking over the stock markets and all this kind of stuff.  I think we 

just decided to sort of like step back a little bit to just lessen the heat. 

Interviewer: I’m just wondering if there were conversations, or just how it all… 

Mr. Shea: There were endless conversations on our end.  And Bob was the lead drafter of 

the thing and he would—I mean he just spent his life doing this stuff at that point, 

as he has at various other points in his career-- would modify things and then send 
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it around and talk to people and say, “Well, I talked with this one.  I’ve talked 

with that one.  What do you think about this… what do you think about that?” 

Interviewer: So that essentially happened between the last meeting and the publication of the 

report?

Mr. Shea: I don’t know how much of it preceded the last meeting, but a lot of it didn’t take 

place until after the last meeting.   

Interviewer: So the issue was out there, but the resolution kind of kept on going? 

Mr. Shea: I mean our position it changed in detail, but it didn’t change in principle.  I don’t 

know when we first  put positions on the table.  I have to think it was in the spring 

or the summer before, but it didn’t really change in principle --- from then.  Our 

goal had always been to preserve the basic defined benefit nature of this program, 

and see if we couldn’t address the solvency by a variety of methods, including the 

option at least of looking at fund investment to get some higher returns. 

Interviewer: You kind of went down this road a bit and then we went a different way, but in 

terms of the major situations or potential outcomes or constituencies involved or 

trends that were then going on or other factors, what did you identify as the 

crucial ones and how did those suggest themselves to you to be concerned about?  

In other words to make the right decision, what things did you think it was 

important to consider and how did you come to select those things?  You had said 

that the other folks were kind of looking at some macroeconomic issues.  You 

were not looking at those.  So kind of describe your thought process of all the 

things that were out there, how you selected these ones to focus on? 
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Mr. Shea: It was apparent to me that, even though I think the 1983 Greenspan Commission 

had done a good job  strengthening Social Security at that point and designing the 

partial pre-funding to  address future needs, that it was timely at that point to 

come up with a new strengthening plan that would put the Social Security on firm 

footing for 75 years. 

  As I said before, our concern was to make sure that the fund was going to 

be there to pay benefits for people, and we were acutely aware of the pressures on 

private pensions at that point.  We were very nervous about a number of 

dimensions of the idea of going to individual accounts.  Now I should say that 

since the early ‘80s our unions have negotiated defined contribution plans in 

conjunction with defined benefit plans, and it was always a formula where you 

had this sort of basic defined benefit, and then you added on a defined 

contribution benefit.  So we were comfortable with that, because, as Bob Ball kept 

on saying, the amount of risk that’s appropriate for individual accounts in addition 

to a defined benefit foundation is entirely different from the amount of risk that’s 

appropriate for the foundation, which I thought was just sort of a smart, simple 

way of looking at it. 

  So that was kind of the way we went at it and we were very concerned 

about it, whether it was the administrative cost or the complexity or the decision 

making or the fees involved.   We’re  very critical of the way some mutual fund 

companies, for instance, approach their fee structure.  Some do this in a very 

efficient way and a very sort of painless way for workers.  Some don’t do it that 
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way at all and they’re just making a lot of money.  So there was a lot of that kind 

of thing that we factored in.

So, we knew that we had to come up with a solvency plan, and we wanted 

to write a report that emphasized the success of Social Security, and that was 

pretty much what shaped my view. 

Interviewer: So the situation you were coming off of was more positive on Social Security and 

potentially more, leery is too strong a word, but… with more, I guess, interest and 

nervousness about the rest of the pension world. 

Mr. Shea: Right. You talked about a set of cues before.  Part of what concerned us was the 

advocacy work and the language of some of the advocates for individual 

accounts: some of the groups that were coming up. There was a youth group 

called Third Millennium or something—a couple of groups about this.  So I 

thought we were all interested in talking, we had them at some hearings. But their 

language just was so extreme and aggressive.   

Interviewer: For instance?  

Mr. Shea:  The Third Millennium people had somebody do a poll—you know, you 

can get whatever results you want if you’re asking questions the right way—and 

one report that said more young people believe in UFOs than believe in Social 

Security. It was a line they just kept on using.It was cute and it resonated for

people who were nervous about the future of the systembecause they’re nervous 

about the government running anything.   

And I remember one Council session, maybe when it was one of the ones 

where we had some these groups in, and Senator Bob Kerrey was there. I had 
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known Kerrey in other contexts, and he was there because he had chaired the 

Entitlement Commission, I think it was called.  I remember asking him—it wasn’t 

my usual experience to ask sitting U.S. Senators questions from the bench, but 

that was our role-- “What do you make of this anger among people that I sense in 

the rhetoric and so forth?” And he gave me an answer which really alarmed me, 

and it’s in the hearing transcript someplace, but it was basically that—and he had 

real emotion in his voice—he said, “I really understand why.  Maybe I don’t agree 

with all their positions, but I really understand people’s anger about it.”  The 

suggestion was that something was being taken from these young people, and it 

really, it kind of came to sum up in my mind, looking back, this “sky is falling” 

kind of rhetoric that I thought: (1) was not warranted by the history of Social 

Security or the merits of the economic situation; and (2) I find frighteningthat you 

could really scare some people into some sort of a thing, and that’s how I took it. 

It might be helpful for me to say to you one other thing in this regard.    

One of the things that I came to think about years later was that Social Security 

might have been changed by now or even before now if the people who had 

advocated this change had been willing to act on sort of a step-by-step plan, and 

do an add-on account. Now who knows what the evaluation of that would be 

today, but at least in the late ‘90s when the stock market was booming, people 

could have, if they had started these accounts, maybe piloted however you want to 

do it, without touching the basic contributions to Social Security.  People may 

have said, “Well, gee, we have solved the administrative problems.  We’ve been 

able to prove that these are pretty successful.  People seem to like them.  Why 
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don’t we expand them?” and then you could have a different debate, because as it 

was, a lot of what made people nervous about the individual accounts was: “Well, 

how administratively complex is it going to be?  And is this going to be an 

enormous expansion of a government agency or is it going to be an enormous 

expansion of Wall Street?”  You know it’s like you just had a lot of unanswered 

questions, and the estimates ranged from 1% to 15% in terms of the 

administrative costs. 

But I tie that in because I just think—I remember another meeting—this 

was not in the context of the commission, but one of these discussions, of which 

there were many in those days, about Social Security.  I remember a very nice 

young person from one of these groups, who just was so frustrated.  She said, 

“You know, I just think we need to get on with Social Security reform.  We’ve 

been talking about this for years and we’ve got to do it!”

[Laughter]

 I know that kind of frustration when I was that age.

In the end my view—which wasn’t only after the fact, but was at the 

time—I felt like that the Council didn’t serve the country very well. Because there 

was such polarization, the real kind of formulated positions didn’t ever get 

adequately debated or explored or analyzed. 

Interviewer: Why do you think that is? 

Mr. Shea: I think people were searching around for something for a long time.  I mean I 

asked Sylat the last meeting: “How do you think we’re going to take this, like 

have a serious discussion on this, make a decision on something that arrived on 
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my doorstep Saturday morning?”  This was in December.  I joked and I said, 

“You know, I thought maybe you were just like sending big Christmas cards and 

you were late getting them out or something,” 

[Laughter]

I said, “I didn’t open it until Sunday and then I see this whole….” So he 

said, “Well, it just took us a long time to do the technical work and then we had to 

get the actuaries to look at.” And so I said, “Yes, but, you know, the process is 

kind of over.” 

  So I think what happened was  maybe it perfectly represented different 

political views: a traditional view, a let’s-restructure-with-private-accounts view,

and a  sort of strike a middle ground, sort of Ned’s proposal.  I think that fairly 

reflected the political differences.But the Council would have been much better 

off to try to come up with something a little bit more “consensus-y” or at least like 

options.  We all agree this is a problem, we have differences on this, here’s a way 

we could proceed.  Some people would support this kind of option, some people 

would support another, as opposed to having three different plans.

I said to some to of the people later, whenI  dealt with Syl and Carolyn  in 

the first meetings  of the new Social Security Advisory Board: “You know, I think 

it would have been much more honest and helpful to people if we had just said, 

‘we can’t agree and that’s a problem, and here’s what we propose to do about it.’” 

But I think a frank public statement by that body saying, “There is real lack of 

consensus and polarization, and part of it’s about the problems, but certainly 
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about the solutions.”  I think it would have been a much more constructive input 

for the public policy dialogue. 

Interestingly, when we got to the Social Security Advisory Board  I made 

a suggestion, which Carolyn immediately seconded, in one of the first meetings, 

which was that we should not repeat the Social Security Advisory Council and try 

to solve the mega issue or debate all the differences in opinion.  We ought to think 

about what we can do as an advisory group to tackle small- to mid-range and even 

some long-term problems in Social Security that need some outside advice and 

help the agency get its job done. And that led us into doing a whole bunch of 

administrative stuff fromthe disability process and how long it takes… to a public 

information program that the agency should have to provide people with more 

information, helping people understand these individual statements that were just 

coming out then.  And it was,  a really harmonious process and I think it 

continued that way pretty much, at least  as long as I was there, even though there 

were differences on the big issues. 

Interviewer: So could that same model or that same template have worked or have come to be 

in the Advisory Council, or was it the direct experience of the Advisory Council 

that caused you to be able to do that in the Advisory Board? 

Mr. Shea: I think more the latter. But as I said, having tried and failed to reach a consensus 

as other groups had in the past on certain recommendations, I think we would 

have been better off simply saying, “We’ve been unable to reach a consensus and 

that’s a big problem for this kind of a program.” 

Interviewer: So in retrospect that’s the way you viewed it? 
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Mr. Shea: I felt like the Council failed and I feltpartially responsible for that, but I wasn’t the 

only one who didn’t get to a “yes” conclusion. 

Interviewer: How many other people did you get the sense felt that way, or how do you feel 

that you came to that conclusion and maybe other people didn’t? 

Mr. Shea: I can’t tell you how many other people may have.  I certainly know that my labor 

colleagues thought the Council was just a mess.  I think they had a sort of a 

simple view of this. But I don’t know many other people generally shared my 

view. And I came to it because I spent a lot of time after the Council report was 

issued in various public fora discussing and debating what had happened, dealing 

with the media a lot. I don’t when it came to me, but it had been a growing sense 

since at least December of that year, that this might not be a very useful thing for 

the country—what we were about to do, what we did do. 

Interviewer: You talked about it reflecting the political situation.  I mean that’s not exactly—

it’s not necessarily a shocking thing, when you have a group drawn from fairly 

diverse constituencies. 

Mr. Shea: Right, although I think it was a sign of the times as much as anything else, 

because when you look back at the 1983 commission, now they were staring 

insolvency in the face and they hadthe super-heavyweights involved led by 

Greenspan. Tip O’Neil and Ronald Regan were at very different points of the 

political compass, needless to say, and yet they were able to work out something, 

which included the usual balance which I think our side, our group always 

viewed, you’re going to have to do in the end if you’ve got to real negotiations, 

which was they were going maybe someway to increase income and to reduce 
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expenses.)Our goal was to minimize the hit on benefits, e.g.,  raising the 

retirement age  and not to do any kind of radical restructure.  But obviously there 

was going to have to be compromise to get this done.  There always had been. 

Interviewer: So you were primed or anticipating negotiations that didn’t happen? 

Mr. Shea: Sure.  I think in the end Ned didn’t seem to have much stomach for it I remember 

private conversations where he would call and go over his plan, but I said, “Ned, 

you know, who are really going to get to support this?   I don’t think, at least at 

first blush, that anybodu  is going to like this plan.” But that was his approach. 

He wanted kind of the middle ground sort of thing  But it was more his own views 

as opposed to consensus building.

Interviewer: If you build it they’ll come. 

Mr. Shea: I guess so. 

Interviewer: I shouldn’t glib. 

Mr. Shea: Or who cares if they do?  I don’t know. 

Interviewer: So had you like, you know, within your caucus, if you don’t mind me calling it 

that, or within your group, had you thought about negotiating positions where 

there might be some give or there might be.  I mean had it proceeded that far to, 

you know, preparation for negotiation or you just were like expecting and kept 

expecting? 

Mr. Shea: Well, I never had a big expectation.  I’d always  thought that we’d get there, but 

there were never any signs of that..

We certainly had a lot of internal discussions about how you could mix 

things, and one of the things that I said to my labor colleagues, is that there are 
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some of these things, which are really hot items among some of our unions, for 

instance, the addition of public employees who were not then  included.  The 

firefighters would go wild.  The hit on the states would be very big, and that is 

what they were hearing from state officials in many places.  I said, “That’s an 

issues that if we’re going to get to ‘yes,’ that’s going to have to be on the table,” 

because people from all sides raise that. 

Interviewer: When you say, “Internal discussions,” you mean the three union representatives? 

Mr. Shea: Yes.  Well, but none of these discussions were just among the labor people.  I had 

these discussions with Bob Ball.  He would say to me: what would your people be 

comfortable with…how important is this issue or that one…what do you think the 

right mix of policies would be? 

Interviewer: What venue… breaks, you know, lunches? 

Mr. Shea: Mostly phone conversations in between meetings.  Some of this got played out in 

meetings.   But when we’re getting close in the general meetings to a discussion 

about sort of hot items, I tried not to paint myself into a corner on these things. 

So—but mostly it was phone conversations, just talking about the caucus, if you 

will.

Interviewer: Do you think that that’s a strategy that might have worked for other folks, had 

they not—you said you didn’t paint yourself into a corner.  Now these were 

public meetings, so do you think that that’s something that kept you more able to 

consider things than maybe other folks? 

Mr. Shea: I mean it’s just a style that I have in general, in these sessions.  Sometimes it 

works; sometimes it gets me in trouble.  It’s just my approach. 
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Interviewer: Okay, all right.  I’m just curious because it was unusual in the history of Councils 

to have public transcripts.  I mean they were usually quieter sessions than this. 

Mr. Shea: I had never been on one before. 

Interviewer: Well, I mean that’s my thing.  So part of this study is looking at what had 

happened, and then part of this study is focusing on this Council to see what was 

different.

Mr. Shea: I was just trying to think about the Social Security Advisory Board, but there’s 

nothing analogous there because, you know, occasionally somebody from the 

public would show at the Advisory Board meeting.  They were always open,  

other than wanting to have certain conversations without all the staff in the room. 

Mostly we just sort of talked these things through.  And yet it was a just a very 

different approach. We set our sights lower, if you will, than trying to solve the 

world’s problems, but we tackled some big issues in some of the Advisory Board 

reports  They raised some of these tough issues, but did it in a way that was much 

more balanced and less polarized. 

Interviewer: Looking back, does anything come to mind that you might have been able to do 

differently: a different position or anything in retrospect?  And while you’re 

thinking about that I’ll broaden it a little bit just to say, you know, the Council as 

a whole, I mean do you think that there were things that maybe the Council as a 

whole might have done differently that might have yielded different results? 

Mr. Shea: Yes, just on my own part, I think in the summer and fall of ’96 I guess it was, the 

end of ’95, whenever it was, the end of the Council. 

Interviewer: ’95. 
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Mr. Shea: Yes, it probably would have been a better contribution for me to  raise 

aggressively the sense I had that this thing was going nowhere fast,  and what are 

we going to do about that as opposed to this sort of endless discussions on small 

items.We just have these long, long discussions about various detailed issues.

The Council became totally lost in the weeds of the debate. 

But that’s retrospect.  At the time I was just kind of feeling my way.  I 

didn’t know what to expect exactly.  I was just hoping it was going to get more 

positive. 

Interviewer: And you said there were a lot of experts on the Council? 

Mr. Shea: There were and there were a lot of experts around that you interact with in these 

settings., I remember the two people, Harry Ballantyne and then Steve Goss. 

Interviewer: Goss. 

Mr. Shea: They were fascinating people with enormous experience and knowledge.  But the 

conversations were really long and detailed to get them to  give a full exposition 

and then to try and understand it. But they were very constructive.  I always 

enjoyed my interactions with them.I always felt like I was learning something 

new.

  I didn’t feel like that about the staff of the commission, some place 

between the staff and Ned—and I’m not critical of Ned --I don’t know the guy 

very well, I liked him personally in the process as well as staff.Bt there wasn’t 

much that any of them did to  try to force the issue, to bring it to closure either by 

confronting people with options, which is one way to do this kind of thingor to 

work in between meetings to see where you could build bridges. 
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Interviewer: So there wasn’t much of that? 

Mr. Shea: As I said, no. Ned—I had probably had two or three conservations with him in 

between meetings, but they tended to be more about his ideas than about the 

differences between this one and that one, not that his ideas were unrelated, but— 

Interviewer: I understand. 

Mr. Shea: And I think the staff mostly did things around the sort of technical issues and 

prepared papers and that, which was helpful but never seemed to resolve things.  

The next expert panel report usually raised as many questions as answers. 

Interviewer: [Laughter] 

Mr. Shea: I remember there was a discussion about retirement age -- you know, the ability to 

work and so forth.  I kept on saying, “Well, isn’t this hugely different for people 

in different occupations?” and just the obvious, : “If you’re driving heavy 

equipment it takes a certain toll on your back that other things don’t necessarily 

do.”

Interviewer: You talked about the people that you interacted with.  How about people more 

broadly, policy folks that maybe didn’t work for Social Security? Did people like 

that weigh in, you know, in that time you were involved with this. 

Mr. Shea: Well no, I can’t think of an instance where anybody contacted me directly.  We 

participated with a lot of people in the expert panels, who were outside folks, and 

you had conversations with them in the meetings and offline at the meetings, 

whether it was a follow-up question or somebody getting to you at a break or 

something, saying, “Yes, I was interested in your comment,” you know, 

something like that. 
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  But as I said, I can’t remember any instances where anybody contacted me 

outside.

Interviewer: So you were pretty much left alone? 

Mr. Shea: Well, therewas a lot of swirling going on about the issue just in the general 

discourse. There were congressional things, although most of that was a little bit 

later. 

Interviewer: Right, but it wasn’t brought to bear at least through your experience on the 

members or the body of the Council? 

Mr. Shea: No.The one exception to that is that we would do meetings occasionally to brief  

it was union presidents or union staff about the Council, and not so much about 

the Council, but about the debate on the issues. 

Interviewer: What kind of feedback did you get? 

Mr. Shea: People tended to have a pretty conservative reaction. “Don’t change a thing about 

Social Security.”  Because they were nervous about  what that would mean, what 

it would lead to.  I structured one meeting—I remember distinctly…  

Interviewer: But this was while the Council was going on—during that time? 

Mr. Shea: Yes, I think so, yes.  I structured one meeting where I brought in a couple of 

outside people to talk about equities investment.  I remember Peter Diamond from 

MIT was one.  And president after president at the round table just lambasted the 

idea—“Don’t fool around with our Social Security.”  And I got lots of lectures I 

could have given myself. So that was the sense in which there was some 

interaction with the world outside, but it was mostly just within our own crowd, it 

wasn’t a public process. 
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  It wasn’t a situation of asking people to either approve or disapprove of 

some individual notion that was being considered in the Council because that 

would just tie our hands completely. I realized that we might come back in the 

end with something that would get a lot of hot debate internally, but we could 

handle that. 

Interviewer: So you kept on being prepared to move to the middle? 

Mr. Shea: Oh yes, no, butthere were never any signs that such a conversation was being 

constructed.

Interviewer: Can you think of any—I mean you said it was a sign of the times, it was kind of a 

function of the, you know, some of the key leaders in there, whether the chairman 

or the staff or whatever—but I mean is there anything else that suggests itself that 

prevented, you know, more of an engagement or a dialogue? 

Mr. Shea: Well, again, the only thing that came to me later was maybe I could have taken 

more initiative to try to do something.  But I wasn’t really a leader in this group. 

There were acknowledged people that had been doing this for a long time; it was 

Bob Ball and people took different views. I think people would have been 

surprised if I had popped up and said, “Why don’t we have lunch some day and 

talk about—you know—and see if there is some common ground?” 

Interviewer: So it was pretty much up to individuals and the individuals are in a position to do 

so didn’t.  Is that a fair—am I—is that what you are saying? 

Mr. Shea: Yes, again I don’t have any experience with the Councils in the past so I don’t 

know whether that is realistic, maybe it is only a function of whether you get 

strong leadership at the top to construct a situation in which you can then have 
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these kind of negotiations.  Whether it was possible for any group or set of people 

or individuals to sort of initiate these conversations other than the chair I am not 

sure.

Interviewer: Anything else that occurs to you that I haven’t asked you about that you think is 

important to think about or to have said about the Council, your Council 

experience, or this Council experience? 

Mr. Shea: No, it feels like ancient history. 

Interviewer: Ten years. 

Mr. Shea: Yes.  The more recent history of course is one of extreme polarization over what 

to do with Social Security. 

Interviewer: Why?  What’s driving that? 

Mr. Shea: Well, in our experience that is the nature of this administration.  They don’t talk 

to us, for instance, about labor issues.  They decide whatever they want to decide 

and they go up and do it.  And in the early days when we tried to establish a 

relationship with them, say, inside the Department of Labor, we would talk with 

them but it just didn’t lead anyplace and so the conversations have ceased years 

ago.  There is a big exception to that in my experience over health policy at the 

moment—not over the stuff that gets dealt with in Congress because as we talked 

about there are big disagreements over that—but at least we talk with HHS about 

certain long-term structural change in healthcare. About that there is an enormous 

amount of very productive collegial work being done involving business, 

healthcare providers, government agencies at various levels, in which we are fully 

involved.  But that is the exception rather than the rule.   John Sweeney has never 
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been invited to the White House.  No ranking official of the AFL-CIO has been 

invited to the White House.  I’ve heard the justification  from people that the 

White House  thinks we are too close to the Democratic Party and therefore they 

don’t need to deal with us.  But  to dismiss the Labor Federation of the United 

States because they happen to be too close to the Democratic Party is a dangerous 

thing in terms of our democratic system. 

   It is in part the style of the administration.  I think though  maybe it was 

the final chapter of the dynamics that were underway in the Advisory Council, 

where there was such polarization. And some people felt so strongly on a 

philosophical basis about wanting to change the structure, and those of us who felt 

so strongly on a philosophical basis not to change the structure in a radical way. 

Interviewer: Take just a minute and talk about the elements of those two philosophical 

positions. 

Mr. Shea: We’ve already  talked about some of the dimensions: big government versus small 

government; individual responsibility versus group responsibility.  Peopleon the 

conservative side, many of them genuinely feel this is depriving individuals of 

individual choice and their initiative and so forth—a view which I can appreciate.

But our experience, on the other hand, is very strong that defined benefit plans are 

more successful over time for average-wage workers than they are for, than are 

DC plans.  Then again our experience with this is you learn very rough justice in

collective bargaining.

Interviewer: Sure. 
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Mr. Shea: So you negotiate a contract with a group of workers, there are all of these 

differences of opinion. If there is roughly X dollars to spend where should it go?  

Should it go into healthcare?  Should it go into wages?  Should it go into 

pensions?  And the lines are ,predictably, pretty simple.  Young workers want 

more money in wages.  They don’t want to put it in pensions because they are 

immortal.  Older workers are  really nervous about making it through retirement 

so they want to put more money in pensions.  Everybody is worried about 

healthcare. 

  In the end people don’t kill each other or go on strike over these kinds of 

things—you just kind of settle things out. There is some money here, there’s some 

money there, you know, it is a consensus-building process where you learn some 

of these skills.  But that is our perspective, which leads us to a philosophical 

position that it is fine if you want to do  individual responsibility and you want to 

create these kind of structures and you want to increase savings, but the way to do 

it is not to simply substitute for what is again as I said the foundation, so... 

Interviewer: Well, that is a great summary.  
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