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to be made with respect to the given population for whom the pensions
are intended. Actuarial soundness is, therefore, as a leading actuary
has said, “an extremely inchoate field.” 1% Moreover, every other con-
text in which pensions occur is heavily infused with comparable polit-
ical, nonpension elements. The history of old-age protection under
social security reflects one expedient compromise after another, “The
great majority of articles on the Federal old-age benefit plan are very
critical of its provisions,” Witte reported in 1937.17 It took a shatter-
ing depression to bring about enactment of a minimum public pro-
gram. After enactment “the consequences of the failure of Congress to
change the old-age and survivors’ insurance system as required by
changed conditions,” Witte said in 1949, were “well nigh tragic.” 18

But collective bargaining may have some aflirmative attributes fa-
voring rational pension outcomes. It makes possible diversified and
relatively rapid adjustments to the changing economic situation. The
shortrun time horizon of collective bargaining malkes possible experi-
mentation at relatively little incremental risk.»® If an arrangement
doesn’t work out it can be changed at the next negotiations, or in the
case of the pooled funds, at the next meeting of the board of trustees. In
any case, a relatively small number of workers are affected. The power
of incremental changes to achieve major alterations has been demon-
strated in the liberalization of vesting, the widening scope of pension
portability, the strengthening of funding, and the aceretion of alter-
nate and supplementary benefits. At the same time experience decreed
the passing of the OAST offset and the tempering of union demands
for joint administration. Collective bargaining also makes possible
more flexible arrangements as among diverse market structures and
groups of employees. Nor have the unions or management had to rely
solely on commonsense but have been able to turn increasingly to a
corps of experts for technical gnidance and advice.

It was feared that progress in negotiated pensions would be made
at the expense of the proportionately greater loss in social security
pensions.’ In point of fact, the first major revision of the Federal
old-age insurance system only came after the negotiated pension take-
off. And as this is written the unions once again constitute the major
force behind the current push for improvement in the Federal systen.
To be sure the union pressure for improvement in social securlty re-
flects a social policy objective; it also reflects a pressure-group strat-
egy of shifting to the public system part of the cost currently carried
as a charge against the wage increase increment so as to maximize the
collective bargaining “buying” power in pension benefits. There is
some evidence already that the unions are asking for insurance im-
provements to replace the medical-care benefits for retirees now cov-
ered by the “medicare” provisions of old-age system.**
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