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George K. Yin recently resigned as chief of staff of the Joint Committee on Taxation, a post he 
assumed in early 2003. He returned to the University of Virginia School of Law, where he will be 
nominated to become the inaugural Edwin S. Cohen Distinguished Professor of Law and Taxation.  

Yin served as tax counsel to the Senate Finance Committee from 1983 until 1986. From 1986 to 1994, 
he taught law at the University of Florida. In 1994 he joined the faculty at UVA. He has served as a 
consultant to the Treasury Department, the JCT, the National Commission on Restructuring the Internal 
Revenue Service, and the House Ways and Means Select Revenue Measures Subcommittee.  

While serving as tax counsel to the Finance Committee, Yin coordinated a major project to reform and 
simplify the tax laws addressing corporation-shareholder transactions. Between 1994 and 1999, he was 
the reporter to the American Law Institute's federal tax project on the taxation of private business 
enterprises including closely held corporations, partnerships, and limited liability companies.  

Tax Analysts: You worked at the Senate Finance Committee in the 1980s. Has the tax legislative process changed much since 
then?  

George Yin: There have been a number of changes. For one thing, there has been a considerable increase in tax legislative 
activity. Over the last 20 years, for example, due to an increase in the number, sophistication, and complexity of tax legislative 
proposals, the JCT has seen a roughly tenfold increase in the number of requests received for revenue estimates. This increase is 
partly attributable to a more complex society and the greater encroachment of the tax system into areas previously regulated by 
spending policy. In addition, however, as the tax law has gotten more voluminous and complex, it has fed upon itself with a 
greater number of changes needed simply to "correct" it in some large or small way.  

Another difference from the 1980s is the existence of term limits for the chairs of the taxwriting committees. If these limits are 
continued and observed, they will continue to result in faster turnover of the chairs and their staffs.  

Because members' salaries are artificially capped much too low, in my opinion, and the cap affects all congressional staff salaries, 
there is a very large disparity between public- and private-sector compensation. This was also true in the 1980s, of course, but the 
difference has become larger over time. I was very pleased with the quality of the people we were able to hire while I was at the 
Joint Committee, but I sometimes had to make salary offers representing pay cuts of over $100,000.  

Another continuing trend is the greater separation between the members and the JCT staff. This change, which probably dates 
back to the Republican takeover of the Senate in 1980, results from the increase in the size and importance of the political staffs 
of the taxwriting committees and the more prominent role that JCT revenue estimates play in the legislative process. House and 
Senate leadership and their staffs also are more involved in the process than previously.  

The budget process, reliance on reconciliation bills, and the existence of budget deficits have continued to affect the tax legislative 
process in myriad ways. This is a complicated issue but, in general, it has probably resulted in more "top-down" legislation than 
previously.  

Finally, a change familiar to everyone results from all of the technological advances since the mid-'80s, including the use of 
laptops, cell phones, BlackBerrys, e-mails, and so forth. These advances have greatly affected how the staff does its work, as well 
as the expectations that others place on the staff. The existence of powerful computers and much more readily available data has 
permitted a tremendous increase in the sophistication of the revenue-estimating function of the JCT, but it has also complicated 
that function and made it ever more challenging.  

Interestingly, pretty much all of the changes I have mentioned have probably operated to the advantage of those working in the 
legislative area outside of the Congress. For example, because the number of members of Congress has not increased since the 
1980s, the increase in activity presumably means that they can devote less and less time to any given proposal. Although the size 
of their staffs has increased somewhat, the growth has not kept pace with the increased number of people working outside of 
Congress on tax legislative matters. Thus, those working outside of Congress have gradually gained informational and 



specialization advantages. It seems that hardly a day went by without some new group being formed with some particular interest. 
Likewise, the faster turnover of committee chairs and staffs increases the experience advantage of outsiders. Perhaps there 
should be term limits placed on lobbyists.  

Because the JCT staff has a wealth of talent and useful information for the members of Congress, as well as important legislative 
memory, I think its greater separation from the members has probably also operated to the advantage of outsiders. With 
communication now so easy and instantaneous, there are fewer and fewer congressional secrets. Thus, to the extent the 
existence of such secrets has traditionally provided some advantage to those working within Congress, this advantage has 
gradually been dissipated. A collateral consequence is on those members who have reduced the number of people with whom 
they consult for fear of losing the confidentiality of their inquiry. I think this effect has also operated to the advantage of outsiders.  

TA: News reports suggest that the White House's plans to focus on tax reform in 2006 have been shelved. What are prospects for 
tax reform for this year, 2007, 2008, or 2009? What's going to be the catalyst for reform?  

Yin: Tax reform indeed seems to have been put off until '07 at the earliest. Now whether that turns out to be 2007 or 3007 
remains to be seen.  

One of the advantages of any serious discussion of tax reform is the opportunity it provides to overcome the collective action 
problem that bedevils most tax legislative efforts. Tax reform allows lawmakers to focus on and precommit to providing small 
benefits for the many, as opposed to -- or in exchange for -- large benefits held by the few. There are, of course, other reasons to 
consider major tax reform, but to me that is a principal advantage.  

Unfortunately, the current state of the tax system is not really conducive to demonstrating easily the "small benefits to be obtained 
by the many" from any tax reform effort. Recall that when President Reagan took office, the top tax rate on ordinary income was 
70 percent. Capital gains, which as recently as 1978 had been taxed at about 50 percent, were taxed at 28 percent. By presenting 
a tax reform plan that taxed both types of income at no higher than 28 percent, the president and Congress were able to offer the 
lure of significant, tangible benefits to a broad segment of the population.  

Now compare that experience to the current situation, where the top rate on ordinary income is 35 percent and the top rate on 
dividends and capital gains is 15 percent. Under any reasonable assumption of the amount of revenue that must be raised to pay 
for essential government functions, it is clear that there is much less room to maneuver in terms of possible tax rate reduction.  

The temporary nature of important, current tax benefits is also not conducive to tax reform. For example, by requiring his tax 
reform panel to assume that the current 35 percent and 15 percent rates are permanent features of the law, President Bush 
placed the panel at a rhetorical disadvantage. It will be much harder now to persuade the American people to "give up" those 
features of the "law," in exchange for the trade-offs incorporated in either of the panel's two tax reform options.  

The opposite assumption -- that current temporary tax benefits will expire as scheduled -- presents a different tax reform obstacle. 
This situation is illustrated by the required assumption by the panel that the alternative minimum tax hold-harmless "patch" will not 
be extended beyond 2005. In very general terms, one can think of the bulk of the panel's effort as trying to devise ways to pay for 
its decision to repeal the AMT, with its proposals relating to the mortgage interest deduction, health insurance, and the state and 
local tax deduction being the principal ideas. The problem, however, is that the loss of those deductions produces tangible and 
immediate costs to the taxpayers affected, whereas repeal of the AMT is only a future, hypothetical benefit.  

The proposed change to the state and local tax deduction illustrates this point nicely. In exchange for "not losing" that deduction in 
the future (because if the AMT is not repealed, increasing numbers of taxpayers will be subject to it and therefore will be unable to 
claim that deduction), the panel in effect has asked taxpayers to give up the deduction immediately. A rather hard sell, I would 
say.  

Obviously, there are other ways not involving a change in tax rates to provide "small benefits to the many," such as savings from 
simplification, economic gains from increased savings and investment, and efficiency gains from the elimination of various 
distortions created by the tax law, but it is difficult to demonstrate these benefits in a tangible enough way to capture the attention 
of most Americans. Appeals to simplification, for example, are typically successful only through exaggerated assertions of 
"postcard" filings -- or no filings at all -- with the resulting apparent popularity of proposals like the flat tax and the national sales 
tax.  

What might be the catalyst for reform? Perhaps a recognition of the seriousness of the fiscal imbalance in this country. A reform 
similar to the 1982 Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act might occur if the only other choice were an increase in tax rates (or a 
failure to renew existing reduced rates) due to budgetary needs.  

TA: What kind of person would you choose as your replacement?  

Yin: I think the single most important attribute I would look for is personal integrity, because almost all of the relationships 
maintained by the chief, both inside and outside of Congress, depend on trust. The chief also must be -- and must be perceived 



as being -- strictly nonpartisan. The person must be able to work fairly and equally with members and staff representing both sides 
of the aisle and from both the House and the Senate.  

Beyond that, there are the basic competencies, including strong familiarity with all aspects of the tax law, its policy implications, 
and the principles of micro- and macroeconomics, as well as excellent communication skills, both oral and in writing. An important 
part of the job is to make complicated concepts understandable to decisionmakers but not to oversimplify and mislead. The chief 
is also a manager of a diverse group of about 70 people who are situated in five different locations on Capitol Hill and in one office 
in the IRS building. It is important to keep all of these people happy and motivated, protect them when necessary, and scrutinize 
their work carefully enough to make sure the tasks of the office are completed as successfully as possible.  

One last characteristic I will mention is humility in understanding both the need to delegate and rely on staff, and the difference 
between being a member of Congress and being a member of a congressional staff.  

TA: What were the most encouraging developments that you witnessed as JCT chief of staff? The most discouraging? What are 
the biggest challenges for any JCT chief of staff?  

Yin: My most encouraging experiences were working with my staff and seeing firsthand their abilities and dedication to the 
mission of the office. Before I joined the staff, I was familiar in a general way with the quality of the staff but I was also familiar with 
various criticisms which had been voiced from time to time. During my time with the JCT, I was very, very pleased with both the 
quality and the quantity of work we were able to do.  

One of the most discouraging aspects of my experience was to see the inferior quality of information sometimes provided to 
decisionmakers in Congress. Sometimes I would see this firsthand, when we would meet with people interested in a particular 
issue who would intentionally or inadvertently provide a story or analysis that would be incomplete or misleading in some 
important way. Sometimes I would see it secondhand, when I would hear views expressed by members or their staffs that simply 
were not well thought out.  

I attribute some important part of this deficiency to the incredible demands placed on members and their staffs -- there is just so 
little time to think and analyze, or to seek out a wide range of intelligent views. Obviously, because the JCT is in the information-
providing business, we have to take some responsibility for this deficiency. We simply did not have the time and opportunity to 
prepare for and clarify every piece of misinformation being circulated at any given time. I found this issue very frustrating 
personally, as I would think of missed opportunities to clarify some erroneous assertion being made.  

The biggest challenge for any JCT chief is to maintain the proper balance in working with members and their staffs. If the JCT staff 
is to be as independent and nonpartisan as it should be, then there must necessarily be some distance between the chief and any 
given member of Congress. On the other hand, if the skills and knowledge of the JCT staff are to be put to best use in the 
legislative process, then there must be a certain proximity between the chief and key players involved in the process at points 
when important decisions are being made. Achieving the right balance between these two objectives is difficult but important.  

TA: What is the biggest problem facing the tax system?  

Yin: The biggest problem facing the tax system is, I think, the biggest domestic policy problem facing the country, which is getting 
our fiscal house in order. Current deficits as a percentage of gross domestic product may not be as great as during the Reagan 
years, but those years were not soon followed by an extended period of time when huge, unfunded liabilities came due. The most 
important function of a tax system is to finance the explicit and implicit promises made by a government to its people. Right now, 
at least, the tax system is not projected to meet those promises.  

TA: There seems to be growing consensus among tax experts in favor of a consumption tax. Would you support fundamental tax 
reform that moves to a consumption base?  

Yin: I think I am entitled to be as wishy-washy about consumption taxes as the president's tax reform panel. As you know, they 
presented an income tax option with consumption tax features, and also presented a consumption tax option with some income 
tax features appended to it.  

There are perfectly respectable intellectual arguments in favor of a consumption tax. What I don't respect are those who would 
mislead lawmakers into thinking a consumption tax can be achieved in some simple way through, for example, a few "easy" 
changes to the existing income tax system or shifting whole hog to something like a national retail sales tax, without a serious 
articulation of the difficulties presented by each set of actions. It is healthy to have a debate on the proper tax base for this 
country, but the debate should be based on good information.  

TA: Many advocates of fundamental tax reform believe dynamic scoring is vital. Do you think dynamic scoring will deliver what 
they want? How might the dynamic scoring issue unfold?  



Yin: By dynamic scoring, I assume you are referring to the impact tax legislative proposals may have on future macroeconomic 
variables, such as nominal gross national product and interest rates. As you know, conventional revenue estimating is fully 
dynamic in taking into account microeconomic behavioral effects of proposed legislation, but it assumes macroeconomic variables 
will remain unchanged.  

Proponents of dynamic scoring are likely to be disappointed if they expect it one day to supplant conventional revenue estimating. 
For better or for worse, current budgetary rules require year-by-year "point" estimates of all tax legislation. To provide comparable 
estimates using dynamic scoring, key assumptions will need to be made regarding choice of model, likely fiscal and monetary 
policy responses, and other factors. I don't believe there is sufficient consensus among economists regarding the appropriate 
assumptions to be made in given cases, and the differences could greatly affect outcomes. Without that consensus, I think 
Congress would be concerned about the potential politicization of the revenue estimating process. There are also very real 
practical difficulties translating in a timely manner for use in macroeconomic models the many tax law changes contained in typical 
legislation.  

On the other hand, as I think the JCT staff has already shown, macroeconomic analyses of tax legislative proposals can provide 
useful guidance to policymakers. In particular, tax cuts, if properly paid for, can provide positive feedback effects. In addition, not 
all tax cuts are alike in this regard. The staff is working to improve the quality of guidance it can provide to Congress in the future, 
but policymakers can certainly take existing lessons into account in formulating tax policy choices. The staff is also developing its 
ability to provide macroeconomic analyses of major tax reform initiatives.  

One general word of caution relates to the budgetary situation. In the foreseeable future, we may not see tax legislative proposals 
with large enough net tax cuts to affect macroeconomic variables to any significant extent. I am also pessimistic on the likelihood 
of seeing tax legislation that is sufficiently deregulatory to produce significant efficiency gains. Thus, no matter how the use of 
dynamic scoring evolves, advocates of such scoring methods may be disappointed in the results.  

TA: Who are the most interesting people working on tax policy these days?  

Yin: There are many people -- I really can't name just a few. But there should be more. In particular, I would encourage the 
academic community to become more active in the debate. For example, legal academics who think seriously about tax policy 
tend to work on very "big picture" ideas for the long term. They tend to ignore debates on smaller issues being considered in the 
short term, or even more immediately. Sometimes they write articles after a change has been made detailing the policy arguments 
for and against the change. But for the most part, these arguments come too late. Thus, they tend to cede the principal debate 
opportunities to the inside-the-Beltway crowd who provide their input to Congress in real time.  

I recognize that the reward structure at most universities is not designed to encourage the type of work that I am describing. I also 
recognize that there are real, practical difficulties in finding out what is going on in a timely enough way to be able to make a 
difference, although there is an increasing amount of information made available quickly on various Web sites. Nevertheless, I 
would encourage the presentation of more thoughtful, impartial views by academics and others on current tax policy disputes; if 
those views reach lawmakers and their staffs early enough in the process, they can make a difference.  

More generally, and going beyond just considerations of tax policy, I would think analysis of the ideal incentive structure in the 
legislative process should continue to be a fascinating topic for economists, political scientists, and lawyers.  

TA: Where's the locus of power in the tax policy process: Congress or Treasury?  

Yin: Well, you've omitted the White House. I think that to an important extent, probably beginning sometime in the late 1970s or 
early 1980s and continuing to this day, the political staffs in the White House have taken over a more prominent role in the 
formulation of tax policy for the administration. And I've already noted that this same phenomenon has occurred in Congress, with 
political staffs of the taxwriting committees and House and Senate leadership taking on greater responsibility in the process.  

TA: The usefulness of Treasury's annual list of tax expenditures has been questioned by the Bush administration. What would be 
the implications of retooling Treasury's list?  

Yin: On tax expenditures, there is an old debate regarding the appropriate normative or reference tax system to use in identifying 
and measuring an expenditure. The Bush administration has updated this debate by, among other things, questioning whether 
consumption tax principles should be part of the normative tax system.  

Under the Congressional Budget Act, the JCT is required to prepare an annual list and amount of tax expenditures. Over the 
years, the staff has generally tried to maintain a consistent approach in performing this task. Consistency is valuable in that it 
more easily permits a comparative analysis over time. Consistency is also a positive attribute to the extent change is politically 
motivated. Nevertheless, every year the staff debates what items should be included on the list and how they should be 
measured, for consistently incorrect information is still incorrect information.  

Some lawmakers and others continue to confuse tax expenditures with revenue estimates. They are not the same. The principal 



difference is that unlike revenue estimates, tax expenditure estimates are completely static and do not attempt to measure the 
anticipated behavioral change if, for example, a particular tax provision were repealed. This is done in an effort to relate the cost 
of the tax expenditure to that of an equivalent spending item. Despite this confusion and other uncertainties about tax 
expenditures, I think on balance the preparation of the list each year is a positive tax policy contribution. Lawmakers and their 
staffs can quickly learn about the many, many ways in which the tax system influences our economy and our society and overlaps 
with spending policy and programs.  

TA: You chose to stay in academia after your tenure as chief of staff. That breaks with recent tradition. Were you tempted to stay 
in Washington after your time was up at the JCT?  

Yin: I took the JCT job out of a sense of public service during an important and difficult time for our country. I also took it because 
I thought it would be a personally enriching and fulfilling experience. When I decided to leave, it seemed natural to get on with my 
life, which is as a law professor and not a lobbyist. UVA is also a fine school with good colleagues and students. Thus, I didn't 
really consider staying in Washington and doing something other than teaching. That said, if the Nationals plan to stay in D.C. and 
have any interest in hiring me, I certainly would give it serious consideration.  
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