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Social Insurance and Benefits

Danier. J.B. MITCHELL
UCLA

All developed countries provide protection against economic
risk through public and/or employer—administered programs.! How
much is provided, and the mix of public vs. private, vary
substantially across national boundaries. In the United States there
has been growing tension over the appropriate mix and the level of
generosity. Recent debate about creating a system of national health
care or about mandating employer-provided health care is but one
symptom. What was the contribution in the 1980s of academic
research—mainly in economics and industrial relations—to the
debate over, and understanding of, social insurance and employee
benefits?

Tt will be argued here that while much useful research was
undertaken, there were deficiencies in the resulting literature. At
times, narrow issues and narrow perspectives were unduly
emphasized, thus widening the gap between research and
application. However, the gap was two-sided. Practitioners and
policymakers often failed to acquaint themselves with, or to apply,
research findings of perspectives. In any case, public policy
addressed the issues piecemeal, perbaps because—as will be
described here—the U.S. benefits system is highly decentralized.

Finally, the question of how social insurance and benefits fit into
the changing employment relationship was seldom asked. The
standard model of 2 large firm providing benefits in the context of
stable employment was eroding in the 1980s. Yet academic
theorizing about benefits tended to take the standard model as
given for all time and, indeed, had rationalized it as optimal. Thus,
proposals to accommodate the changing employment relationship
by making benefits more portable and consistent with employee
mobility were unlikely to come from academics. By the end of the
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