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Presentation at Boulders NBER economics of aging meeting. Responses. Note: I presented basically Andy’s powerpoint, somewhat augmented by adding the diagram showing the change over time in the direction of public transfers in the US, which had some big fans in the audience, and also showing the result of the NPV paper, which drew a lot of interested attention. So some of the comments below are about this work, rather than what was in the paper. 
1. Discussant was Andy Samwick: generally very favorable.
a. He referred to a paper called “Humps and Bumps in life time consumption” by a number of authors including Atanasio, and referred to it as the “gold standard” for allocating consumption within the household. Deaton interjectected that he did not think they addressed allocation within the household. In any event, I read the paper when it came out, and I doubt it would be useful for our purposes, but it might be worth a look. 

b. He was struck by the extent of labor at older ages in the US, particularly in contrast to Taiwan. Wants us to break it down into components etc., but we have our own view on that, and probably already have those data in any case. 
c. Discussed the asset reallocation problem, thinks it is a cohort problem. 

d. Raises the question whether familial support of the elderly should be treated as a voluntary matter, or rather like public taxes to support elderly, as compelled. 

e. Understood we needed means to do NIPA reconciliation, but would also be interested in medians. Seems to me that if we thought it would be interesting, we could adjust the whole distribution to match NIPA (based on mean adjustment) and then look at medians for the adjusted distributions. Might learn something of use, or maybe not. 

2. Angus Deaton: 

a. “Impressive and useful project” was his overall assessment. 

b. There was generally a concern that transfers might not be worth their money value, but rather more (pub ed) or less (Medicare). Continuing on this point, which was originally made by Jim Smith, Angus said that in India, there was public education and public health care, but the teachers never showed up and neither did the doctors, so what was it worth? 
c. More usefully, he talked about inconsistencies between NIPA consumption and that measured by surveys, and referred to a couple of studies of the problem. He said that in the US, NIPA consumption rose faster over time by 1%/year than did CEX measures. Further, said NIPA treats benefits as part of earnings whereas surveys don’t, that profits of the banking sector are consumption in NIPA but not in surveys, etc. I asked him to email me the references which he mentioned. 

3. Jon Skinner asked whether the benefits of public education might not be reflected (capitalized) in housing prices, such that for example the generations of 57-74 year olds that lose out in NPV might have won through housing appreciation due to increased spending on public education. 

4. Bridget Madrian raised questions about the actual rate of return to public education: if it raised productivity throughout life, and raised taxes paid by recipients of it, etc. 

5. David Cutler

a. We should start by doing the incidence and setting out how we are doing it. See old paper by Joe Peckman. See more recent Fullerton, who bears the life time tax incidence? Maybe it is the adult children of the recipients of LTC who are the true beneficiaries. 

6. David Laibson

a. In surveys on happiness, the graph looks a lot like our life cycle deficit plot: the young and old are happy, those in the middle are not. Is this because they are working so hard to generate the surplus etc.?

7. Mike Hurd raised the crowd out problem for public education. 

I responded by saying that we believed there were real patterns and changes reflected in our data, but that if you started poking and prodding it, the whole thing could come apart, so I wsa inclined to stay with the “a dollar is a dollar” approach and not delve too deeply into these issued of incidence of taxes or benefits. 

I thanked all for comments etc. 

