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PART ONE: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Work Incentives Software Advisory (WISA) Group was formed by the Disability Research Institute (DRI) at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign to advise the Social Security Administration (SSA) regarding future benefits analysis software development efforts.  Benefits analysis software can help beneficiaries make informed choices about the impact of work on benefits across multiple federal and state programs.  The availability of accurate, comprehensive, easily accessible information of this type would contribute importantly to the success of various employment initiatives for individuals with disabilities such as the New Freedom Initiative and the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program. The WISA Group was convened to provide SSA with recommendations regarding the development of benefits analysis software after careful consideration of the following broad issues: 1) what information should be included in a benefits analysis software tool; 2) who should be able to use it; 3) what “ease of use” features are needed in order to maximize flexibility and customization of software that is developed; and 4) what other issues should be considered in SSA’s future benefits analysis software development activities.   
The WISA Group was comprised of individuals from diverse backgrounds and expertise who are familiar with the SSI and SSDI programs, and other state and federal benefits programs.  Members included: Eileen Sweeney, Chair; Tanya Gallagher, Director, Disability Research Institute; Kris Flaten, Marty Ford; Susan O’Mara; Amy Porter; Susan Prokop; Dan O’Brien; James R. Sheldon; and Robert Silverstein.  SSA staff  who participated in some or all of the meetings were Martin Gerry, Deputy Commissioner, Office of Disability and Income Security Programs; Pam Mazerski, Associate Commissioner, Office of Program Development and Research; Cindy Duzan; Elaine Gilby; Mark Green; Pete Malelu; and John Nelson (See Appendix).

The WISA Group met for three full-day meetings in Washington, DC on November 23 and December 9, 2004 and January 4, 2005.   For a portion of the November meeting, the group heard a presentation from Mark Hill and Jim Troxell from the Employment Support Institute at the School of Business, Virginia Commonwealth University, about the WorkWORLD© software.  At the December meeting, the group heard a presentation by Annette Bryce from the SSA Usability Center.  They also heard a presentation from Bryon McDonald, World Institute on Disability, Oakland, CA; Jack Eastman, Eightfold Way Consultants, Berkeley, CA; and Carl Batten, ECONorthwest, Inc., Portland, Oregon about “Disability Benefits 101©”.  In addition, the WISA Group held a conference call to review the final recommendations on January 19, 2005, and corresponded by email.  
I.  The WISA Group made recommendations based upon the following principles:
1. The software should be well-designed and very user-friendly so that it has the potential to alert users about how work and/or education can improve their lives, now and in the future.
2. Software development efforts supported by SSA should specify that SSA will own the software program. 

3. It is essential that all information that the software provides is accurate, secure, and neutral.
4. The software must provide for anonymity of the user.

5. The system should be designed to ensure that it covers the full range of circumstances that people with disabilities that would like to work and receive benefits face in the SSDI and SSI programs and include appropriate cautions and referrals. 
6. Information provided should be offered in multiple formats.
7. The software should incorporate a strong educational component that is very user-friendly.
8. The software should be designed in a modular fashion so that it can be modified and updated easily.
9. The software should be designed to parallel or complement the various levels of service used by the Benefits Planning and Assistance Outreach personnel (BPAOs).
10. The software should be designed so that it can be used by SSA staff as well as consumers and benefits planners. 

11. SSA should consider designing user protections to increase confidence in the software and protect individuals who rely upon it to their detriment. 
II. The following were the Group’s recommendations: 
1. The WISA Group advised that consideration be given by the agency to measures that might be taken to minimize or prevent gaps in benefits software availability.
2. Three versions of the software should be developed to meet the three purposes listed:

a. Version 1:  Basic Information and Referral.  A version meeting this need should contain basic information about federal and state benefits programs and referral information.

b. Version 2:  Person-Specific Information Analysis.  This version should contain two primary features, a question and answer feature and a detailed analysis feature.

c. Version 3:  Policy Management Tool.  This version should be designed for use as a policy-making/policy management tool by SSA and others and could also contain modeling software.

3. Software Feature Recommendations Common to Versions 1 and 2.

a. The software should have a “warnings and advisory” feature.

b. The software should be very user-friendly.

c. The software should be written at the sixth grade reading level.

d. The software should protect user privacy.

e. The software should include the full range of programs that might be affected by work.

f. The software should be developed with ongoing user and advisory input.

4. Software Feature Recommendations for Versions 1, 2 and 3

a. The software should be designed with state-of-the-art accessibility, while being cognizant that some users may have only dial-up connections or use public computer locations.

b. The software should be available in languages other than English with first priority given to creating a comprehensive system in English and the next priority given to availability in Spanish.
c. SSA should ensure that the software is designed from the beginning with the capacity and flexibility needed to ensure that it eventually can be used by SSA staff and BPAOs for a variety of purposes and so that it can interact with SSA main computers, e-Work, and SSI software tools.

III. Priorities for Development:
1. SSA should focus on development and completion of the Versions 1 and 2 software as its top priority.
2. Within Version 2, program analysis priority should be given to all categories of Social Security and SSI users, including small groups like DACs/CDBs and disabled widows.

3. Within Version 2 program analysis priority should be given to the following:  Social Security, SSI, Medicare, Medicaid, and state supplementation.

4. After Version 2 software has been developed for the above-listed programs, the Group recommends that SSA focus on including other federal programs, including Veterans, Food Stamps, and Housing Assistance.

5. The Group recommends that SSA include calculations for both individuals and households in the top priority category for implementation.

6. The Group thinks it is important that SSA include as much state-based information as possible in each of the Versions of the software.

7. The Group believes that SSA and users will be better served if priority is placed upon developing software with state-specific information rather than translating more limited software into multiple languages.

8. The Group also believes that the software must have a very strong “help” component from the beginning.

IV. Conclusions
The members of the Work Incentive Software Advisory Group appreciate this opportunity to share our recommendations with the Social Security Administration and applaud SSA’s efforts in this area.  As reflected in this document, we believe that there are numerous ways in which work incentive software can be beneficial to people with disabilities, SSA, and the people who work with and advise people with disabilities.  Further, the more planning that SSA does up-front to ensure that the software is designed so that there is maximum flexibility to modify and improve it in the future and/or to integrate it with SSA’s other software programs, the more valuable this will be to all.  We stand ready to provide SSA with any additional assistance that SSA may find helpful.  

PART TWO: TECHNICAL REPORT

WORK INCENTIVES SOFTWARE ADVISORY (WISA) GROUP
FEBRUARY, 2005

The first section of the report presents the basic principles underlying the WISA Group’s recommendations, and the second section provides recommendations for interim periods that may occur as software is being developed, the purposes the software should be designed to meet, software feature recommendations, and priorities for future benefits software development.

I. Basic Principles Underlying Recommendations
1. The software should be well-designed and very user-friendly so that it has the potential to alert users about how work and/or education can improve their lives, now and in the future.  The more people understand about various consequences and benefits, the more comfortable they will be in attempting to work and/or seek further education.  The interactions between benefits and work are complex. Beneficiaries who do not feel that they understand the consequences of working are more likely to take the default option and not work.  It is important to help beneficiaries understand how to make work pay and to allay their fears and concerns.

2. Software development efforts supported by SSA should specify that SSA will own the software program.  This will allow SSA to better control development and use of the software and, hopefully, better facilitate eventual incorporation of the software into SSA systems for use by SSA staff in field offices, call centers, program service centers, and policy offices.

3. It is essential that all information that the software provides is accurate, secure, and neutral.  This has to be the top priority, so that individuals know that they can rely upon the information they receive, that it is neutral and factual.  Specific information also should be provided on how the information will be used, limitations to use, and measures in place to maintain the security of personal information.  

4. The software must provide for anonymity of the user.  There will be times when knowing the identity of the person may be essential to providing a protection or additional information.  In those situations, the software should make clear that it is the person’s choice whether or not to reveal his/her identity, what the benefits are of providing the information, and what information can be obtained from the software anonymously. It also would be helpful if the software could inform the person — anonymous or otherwise — that use of the software will not trigger a continuing disability review.
5. The system should be designed to ensure that it covers the full range of circumstances that people with disabilities who would like to work and receive benefits face in the SSDI and SSI programs and include appropriate cautions and referrals.  The software designed should be inclusive of the full range of circumstances persons with disabilities might face if they work. It will be important that the software be clear to the user about what it can and cannot do. In situations in which the individual’s information is complicated, it will be important for the software to alert the person to this, that the software can only provide estimates and that the person should contact SSA, a benefits planner or advocate for additional help.

6. Information provided should be offered in multiple formats.  Information should be displayed in multiple formats, e.g. through narratives, graphs, tables, etc, so that users can consider the information in ways that are most useful to them.

7. The software should incorporate a strong educational component that is very user-friendly. 
8. The software should be designed in a modular fashion so that it can be modified and updated easily. 
9. The software should be designed to parallel or complement the various levels of service used by the Benefits Planning and Assistance Outreach personnel (BPAOs). 
10. The software should be designed so that it can be used by SSA staff as well as consumers and benefits planners.  Mechanisms to achieve this goal should be explored such as access and use of the software program through the web or formatting the BPQY into an electronic file which could be imported in the software application. 

11. SSA should consider designing user protections to increase confidence in the software and protect individuals who rely to their detriment upon it.  If a user relies upon the information provided by the software, after inputting complete, accurate and current information, SSA should consider the use of any options that might be available to protect individuals from negative consequences that result from reliance on the information (e.g. overpayments, eligibility periods, etc.*) SSA should consider amending the POMS and regulations to indicate that reasonable reliance upon information provided by the software can be the basis for waiver of an overpayment if the standards of completeness, accuracy, and currency were met. In those circumstances, SSA should also consider extending protections to health care decisions in Medicare and Medicaid in cases where SSA has the authority and jurisdiction to make the decision, such as in 1619(b) and with the extended period of eligibility for Medicare.  In addition, SSA should consider whether there are ways — including statutory and regulatory changes — to strengthen its rules and address the problems that arise when a person relies upon SSA advice that results in the loss of eligibility, e.g., when a person has been told that s/he has a certain number of trial work period months or extended period of eligibility months remaining and that number is higher than is actually the case.  It would be desirable for SSA to have a mechanism to hold the individual harmless in those situations. 
*NOTE: It was not within the charge to this group to pursue this recommendation in depth.  It is being recommended to the agency as a suggestion for their further study and consideration.
II. Recommendations
1. Recommendations for the Interim Period During Development

As SSA is determining how best to proceed in the development of future software, it will be important for the agency to minimize  —  or, if possible, prevent  —  a gap in software availability to users who are Social Security disability and SSI disability or blindness beneficiaries and the individuals who may be advising them.  The WISA Group advises that consideration be given by the agency to measures that might be taken to minimize or prevent gaps in benefits software availability.
2. Recommendations for the Purposes the Software Should Be Designed to Meet
The Group recommends that SSA pursue development of software to meet all three of the purposes outlined below and that if that development were to be pursued in stages that any software is developed with the full understanding of SSA’s intent. This should help to ensure that all software is developed with these capacities in mind and that development costs to achieve all three purposes are maximally cost-effective.

a. Basic information and referral:  The software that is developed should provide basic information about federal and state benefits programs and referral information.  A variety of basic scenarios should be provided that would permit users to explore a range of different alternative situations, the rules that would apply, and the consequences of the circumstances presented.

b. Person- specific information:  The software should provide detailed, individualized information to the individual about the impact that work or changes in work or life circumstances will have on benefits from various federal and state programs, both short and long term, and opportunities that work may provide to secure other benefits.
c. Policy analysis support tool:  The software should provide SSA and others with a policy analysis support tool that will enable them to analyze the impacts of current and/or potential policy decisions on beneficiaries – and potential beneficiaries -- of the SSDI and SSI programs.  
3. Software Version Recommendations

The software should be designed to address the various levels of knowledge of users, with multiple levels of complexity.   It should be valuable to both the novice and the expert.  The more sophisticated the consumer is, then the software should be designed to permit the individual to go deeper into the rules, interactions, etc.  Three versions of the software should be developed to meet the three purposes listed above.  
a. Version 1: Basic Information and Referral.  A version meeting this need should contain basic information about federal and state benefits programs and referral information.  A variety of basic scenarios should be provided that would permit users to explore a range of different alternative situations, the rules that would apply, and the consequences of the circumstances presented.  No information would be sought about the individual and personalized analyses would not be provided.  The software would provide answers to programmatic questions if queried.  Questions such as “What is a trial work period?” etc.
b. Version 2:  Person-Specific Information Analysis.  A version meeting this need will provide individualized benefits analysis information.  It should contain two primary features, a question and answer feature and a detailed analysis feature.
i. Question and Answer Feature: This version should have a question and answer feature that enables a user to input specific information as a query and obtain answers relative to his or her specific question.  Appropriate cautions would have to accompany this feature since all relevant information may not have been provided. 
ii. Detailed Analysis Feature:  This version also should enable users to input detailed person specific information and obtain in-depth analysis with the capacity to permit users to manipulate variables and consider the impact of possible future events (e.g. degenerative eye conditions that might eventually qualify a person for benefits as blind) or goals, including career goals. 
(a) At this level, there would be extensive fact-gathering and users should be able to change variables to test different approaches. Users should not be able to change benefit or program rules.  These would reflect current rules or known future rules or standards changes.  For example, if SSA has announced the amount of the COLA for the following year, that should be reflected in the next year’s benefit and SGA levels analyses.  This should also be the case when laws have been enacted and will take effect on a future date certain.  Users should not be able to change the underlying rule structure of the program or the results would be misleading.
(b) If the software does not initially address non-work/earnings related information (such as deeming, or in-kind support and maintenance), a disclaimer and explanation of the software’s limitations should be included.  In addition to a clear explanation of any limitations of the software in performing a comprehensive benefits analysis, specific information should be provided on those factors that are not currently considered by the software in its analysis.  This would provide beneficiaries with the information they need to take to SSA, BPAOs, or other advocates for additional assistance. 
(c) The software should encourage the user to return to the software and SSA’s staff, a benefits planner, or other advocate periodically, including whenever their factual information changes.  The software should be designed to include alerts such as:  
“Because things will change for you over time, we recommend that you get another evaluation in __ years or months.”
“Any change in your job (hours, wages, loss of job, new job) can lead to a change in your benefits, so it is important to check back in and to contact SSA.  Remember to report all changes to SSA immediately.”

(d) The software also should provide information on the array of factors that have the potential to impact benefit eligibility and payment amounts over time as an individual’s circumstances change. (“While the following factors have no immediate impact on your current projections based on the information you have provided, it is important to keep in mind that they may influence your eligibility and payment amount in the future…”)  Information on requirements and procedures for reporting any changes in earnings or other factors should be reinforced and highlighted by the software.

(e) If a user returns to the software after an interval of time and there has been a change in the law, there should be a message to inform the user about the change.   (For example, “Your state now has a Medicaid Buy-In program…”)  The software should offer to re-run scenarios that the user previously created, incorporating any new changes in the law.

(f) It would be helpful to all users if they could register on the software to be sent information when there are changes in the law. The system could offer to provide automatic email notices.  (This could be done in a way that does not require the person to relinquish the anonymity of his/her private information.  For example, the person could be told that if s/he does not want to have the request for updates linked to his or her private information, s/he can go to a separate place on the website to request the updates.)  
(g) All new updates should be clearly indicated with alerts on a first screen of the program.
(h) Users should be able to change any variable (hours of work, salary, rate of pay) in the analysis program without having to answer earlier questions again.

(i) The software should be flexible and interesting, and include the capacity for a long range view into the future.  The program should allow users to enter the program at whatever level or stage that is compatible with their interests and needs.  They should be able to skip to sections most relevant to their needs and interests without having to proceed through all sections in a pre-determined order.  The software also should include a futures orientation. There are many ways to do this, below are some features that the Group thinks would be especially valuable:
1. The program should be able to provide information over a substantial number of years.  To be useful in thinking about a career, the software will need to include at least a 10 year window.  This could be designed to be a floating time frame, so that as the user returns to the software over time, the ten year window can move forward with the user.  However, for purposes of seeing how various benefits will be affected, a longer period may be needed.  The period should include the time of a trial work period, the 36 month Extended Period of Eligibility, and then the 7.5 years before Medicare premium payments begin, so that the person can understand how his/her earnings will have to increase to cover these costs in the future.  

The Group suggests that, rather than incorporate complete sets of information for each year beyond the tenth year, there should be screens that explain certain key events and their impact on the person’s benefits and decisions about work.   This could be framed in terms “tips” or “questions” that could be provided to the user as a menu that they could explore as they wish. This additional information should include, at a minimum the impact of the following:
i. Completion of the ninth trial work period month
ii. Completion of the third grace period month
iii. End of Title II cash benefits
iv. Death of a parent (DAC/CDB) or spouse
v. Birth of a child
vi. Marriage or divorce
vii. Date a parent plans to retire (DAC/CDB)
viii. The first month the person will have to pay a Medicare premium following the extended period of eligibility
ix. Medicare drug benefit premium and low-income subsidy determinations
x. What steps to take if a person can no longer work and must return to cash benefits, expedited reinstatement of benefits.
xi. Moving between SSI, sections 1619(a) and (b)
xii. What happens when an SSI recipient begins to develop a work record that will yield a Title II disability benefit at some point, impact on eligibility for 1619(a) and (b), possible role of Medicaid Buy-in (if the state has taken the option).

xiii. Events triggering medical and work continuing disability reviews.

xiv. Age 18 redeterminations in SSI.
2. This long-term approach also will be invaluable to the parents of adult children with disabilities as they determine the impacts of various potential choices on their child’s future benefits and help them to plan for the child once they are no longer alive.  It also will be invaluable to the parents of younger children with disabilities as they plan for educational and career goals. 
3. The software should have a section that helps the person understand what package of benefits and work (income, health care, etc.) s/he needs in order to survive in the community. 

i. A section of the program should allow the person to start with a target income and then figure out how to get there.  This could incorporate a living wage methodology, including different information for urban, rural, and suburban settings.  
ii. The software should permit a person who can only work part-time to calculate how much s/he would have to earn to have a livable wage.
iii. The software could create scenarios based on income and jobs in various tax brackets, providing a set of illustrative stories that provide information about earnings, potential health care benefits, etc.
(j) The software should provide the user with information in multiple formats  —  for example, it should be possible to see the various results in a visual, graphing format (and to be able to determine the variables that will be graphed), as well as in a narrative.  With graphing, the software should allow the person to determine the variables that will be included in the graph, but also should provide information in a graphing format without the person being required to determine the variables that will be graphed. 

(k) The program should have an ongoing data-gathering capacity that enables SSA to maintain a database without individual, user identities being released that informs SSA about how the program is being used, questions being asked, patterns of use within the program, etc.  This information would be extremely valuable to the agency and should not be lost.    
c. Version 3: Policy Management Tool.  A version of the software meeting this need should be designed for use as a policy-making/policy management tool by SSA and others by request and could also contain modeling software.  This tool would help SSA identify barriers to returning to work from the perspective of benefits analysis software users by analyzing information obtained from the Version 2 database, and enabling SSA to model the impact of possible changes in policies.  Questions such as the following could be answered:  What is the last question users ask before exiting the software?  What types of information do most users seek?  In what order do users query the program? What search terms are used most often?  What information is sought but not available? This type of information would help SSA identify how best to address the barriers to work and to test possible policy options.
This version could be made available to others, such as state policy makers and the public, to facilitate their policy management and decision-making.  This would allow others to use the policy modeling software to consider changes that might be helpful in the federal and state programs. 
4. Software Feature Recommendations Common to Versions 1 and 2

Software designed for Versions 1 and 2 should have the following features.

a. The software should have a “warnings and advisory” feature.  The Group is not recommending that there be a complete “halt,” but that warnings and advisory notices appear that alert individuals that they may want to seek advice before proceeding further.  
i. In order to prevent users from relying upon incorrect information about their situation, the system should make it clear that analyses are just estimates unless the information they are inputting has been confirmed by the agencies responsible for administering the program information they have entered. This message will help to ensure that users understand that they need to seek expert help to accurately provide information and it will tell them where and how to find needed information, that it is free, etc. 

ii. The “warnings and advisory” feature were sensitive to the complexity of facts and scenarios entered and advise users to seek assistance from benefits counselors or SSA staff, e.g., the person who is eligible for a Ticket on a number of bases or a person who has a number of dependents. Language such as the following could be included:  “Your situation is very complicated, you need to see _____.”

iii. The software should be designed so that users are not prevented from continuing at any point in the program. The Group is concerned that if this were to occur, users would exit the software and not return to use it again. The Group believes that it would be preferable to print warnings urging users not to rely upon analyses without confirming their information with SSA, a BPAO, or a benefits advocate. 
b. The software should be very user-friendly.  It will be important to have clean, attractive, open screens and interfaces.  This style is very appealing and should help to maintain user interest and comfort with the software.  It also will be helpful to design the versions so that a person can access the software different ways.  The software should include:

i. “Frequently asked questions” and “warnings” to provide the person with additional needed information.  
ii. A comprehensive “help” feature.  This feature should link directly to the relevant section(s) of the SSA POMS.  This linkage would be an important self-advocacy tool and would also be a very valuable resource for advocates, benefits planners, and SSA staff.   A “help” desk also should be established that will respond to requests for technical assistance in real time, 24 hours per day and refer individuals with content questions to appropriate SSA staff or to a BPAO. 

iii. Links to additional “tips.”
iv. A comprehensive “glossary” or “dictionary” that also includes relevant acronyms.
v. The capacity to enable users to view a number of scenario results on one page, to make it easier to compare outcomes. 

vi. The capacity to enable users to save data and print it out.  Users should be able to save and print out the scenarios they have developed and the information provided by the software.

vii. The capacity to recognize input errors by recognizing inconsistencies and impossibilities across data fields and advise users accordingly. 
c. The software should be written at the sixth grade reading level.  It will be essential that the software provide as much information as possible at the sixth grade reading level.   This is particularly important for the “help” screens.  It probably will not be possible to achieve this literacy level for direct links material developed elsewhere such as state agency information or the SSA POMS sections.  Whenever it is necessary to exceed the sixth grade reading level, the software should suggest that the information can sometimes be difficult to understand and that the person may want to seek the help of an SSA employee or a benefits counselor, as well as a link to a screen explaining how to find such a person.  Similar warnings should be included regarding mathematical calculations.
It is important in proceeding with future software development efforts that SSA require that developers explain how they propose to address the problem of explaining complex rules in simple language, where they see the limits, and how they would notify the user.  

d. The software should protect user privacy.  Privacy protections for users, who access the system on public computers, such as in public libraries, one-stops, and internet cafes, are essential.  It will be important that the system ensure that it does not leave identifiers on computers once the program is closed.  
e. The software should include the full range of programs that might be affected by work.  The software should cover the full range of effects that work might have on the benefits individuals with disabilities might be receiving or might be eligible to receive.  This should include benefits available to workers, youth with disabilities in transition to adulthood, and current SSI and Title II beneficiaries interested in attempting to return to work or education.  In the lists below, the Group has divided the programs and services into two categories: (a) those for which benefit calculation should be possible as part of the software, and (b) those for which the software should provide the person with an alert or separate screen explaining other benefits that may be available and/or impacted by work and how to access those benefits.
i. Programs that should be included in the software:

(a) Social Security (any source of OASDI a person with a disability could be eligible to receive – disability, CDB/DACs, widows, early retirement, regular retirement, child survivors)
(b) Supplemental Security Income (SSI)

(c) State supplementation
(d) Medicare
(e) Medicaid (including state rules, the Medicaid Buy-In, and circumstances when a person who loses SSI is still deemed to be receiving SSI for Medicaid purposes, such as 1619(b), when a person loses SSI due to receipt of a DAC/CDB benefit, and when certain widows lose SSI due to receipt of a Social Security benefit)
(f) State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP)

(g) Veterans benefits
(h) State Veterans benefits
(i) Food Stamps
(j) Housing
(k) State and local welfare programs, i.e., Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
(l) Unemployment Insurance
(m) Earned income tax credit

ii. Information and referral links should be provided for other programs.

The software should also provide information about the existence of other programs that can be helpful to people with disabilities and provide the user with a description of the types of services they provide and links and referrals to them.
(a) Vocational rehabilitation

(b) Workforce Investment Act (WIA) programs, including one stops

(c) Displaced workers programs

(d) Scholarship and educational loan programs

(e) IDEA/special education programs

(f) The existence of Section 504 and the ADA and what they mean

(g) Workers compensation 

(h) Prescription drug programs

(i) Independent living programs

iii. With regard to public and subsidized housing programs, there should be a help screen that provides the person with an idea of what might happen to the person’s public housing benefits if s/he works, with information about who s/he should speak with for more detailed information.  While local public housing authorities have discretion in their rules, some rules are cross-cutting and could be incorporated in the program. For example, the earned income disregard is the same for five of the federal housing programs, if the person has a disability  —  if the person qualifies, then 100 percent of the person’s increased earned income is disregarded for twelve non-consecutive months and then half of the increase for another 12 months (in a period of up to 48 consecutive months).  This is an important work incentive and, if possible, the software should have a way to convey information about it.  For example, it could say, “if you reside in public housing or receive a housing subsidy from one of the following four programs: the Housing Choice Voucher Program, the Supportive Housing Program, the Home Investment Partnerships Program, or the Housing Opportunities to Persons with AIDS Program, then push the side button for more information…” 
iv. Federal and state benefits and program rules.  It is essential that the software include state-based program rules – without this basic information, the program will be of very limited use to consumers and those advising them.  It is possible that one model for collecting this information will not work for every state and that SSA’s approach should incorporate a few different approaches, with the goal for each of ensuring complete, accurate, and current state information.
(a) SSA should create a process to collect and verify state data.  SSA could determine that it would retain this workload in-house. This would only work if SSA has staff devoted to this purpose.  It might be possible for SSA to contract with another organization to provide this information to SSA in a timely, ongoing manner.  
(b) As an alternative, the future software development efforts should require that the contractor will have a well-defined and reliable mechanism for constantly updating information in the system on each state’s policies and rules.  SSA should require that the proposal include a clear description about how the contractor would verify state information with each state and an additional source in the state, preferably a reliable advocacy organization or expert.  SSA could consider it an acceptable expense for the contractor to pay a modest stipend to the advocacy organization or expert it consults with on each state’s policies.
(c) SSA should require that state changes be incorporated as they happen, not simply on a quarterly basis (or any other set time frames).  It also would be helpful if the system told the user the date each state’s information was last updated.  
(d) To ensure that the state-based information is completely and properly collected, SSA should consider providing that the state information can be phased in (by state) over a specified period of time.  The proposal should include the schedule for the roll-out of state information.  There also should be a specific requirement that the software spell out for the user, on the screen — perhaps based on the person’s zip code — the current limitations of the program, based upon the schedule for inclusion of state-by-state information. 
(e) The software should be designed to allow a person to compare the results of scenarios across states.  There are times when a person has to move  —  for example, to be nearer to family, to help care for an elderly parent, or because a spouse has secured employment in a new location  —  that make this information invaluable to the Social Security or SSI disability beneficiary who is working or would like to work.

v. Individual and household information:  The software should be designed to collect household information as well as individual information in order to provide accurate information about eligibility for benefits and the impact of work and earnings on various benefit levels.  This is the case for programs such as food stamps and the EITC but it is also important information in situations where there are family members receiving Social Security dependent’s benefits or a spouse or child who is an SSI recipient.  It also will be important for the software to be able to respond to questions about the impact that changes in household relationships may cause – including impending marriages and divorces as well as decisions to move into separate housing or to move to a shared living arrangement from separate housing. 
vi. There should be a focus on sub-populations of the disability community who have their own sets of benefit rules and legal issues, such as people who are blind (and have different SGA and blind work expense deduction rules) and DACs/CDBs (who have different eligibility rules in which prior SGA or marriage can bar eligibility and in which marriage once receiving benefit can mean the loss of benefits).  While there could be separate sections of information for these users, it will be important that the information also be interwoven throughout the software, including in response to simple questions from users, e.g., will it affect my benefits if I get married? Or, I am 18 years old and an SSI recipient is there any reason I should be concerned about how much I earn?  
vii. Information specific to SSI and OASDI that is essential to include:
(a) In addition to the discussion above in (e) and (f), there are other aspects of SSI and OASDI information that the Group wants to emphasize must be included in any software intended to help SSI and Social Security disability recipients to consider return to work or the impact on changes in their work on their benefits.  Throughout, there is a need to be sensitive to the types of questions the person is likely to be concerned about and to anticipate those questions (and include answers) in the software, as well as issues the person may not be aware of, but should understand.  Some of this can be accomplished through “tips” on the screen that provide information relevant to the facts and questions the person is raising.  Such important topics include:
1. The result of receiving both SSI and OASDI: dual beneficiaries need to understand the different rules in SSI and OASDI related to work and how these rules will interact to affect their eligibility for SSI, OASDI, Medicare, Medicaid, and Sections 1619(a) and (b) and what they can expect over time.
2. Deductions for Impairment-Related Work Expenses (IRWE) and, for individuals who are blind, Blind Work Expenses.
3. The role of continuing disability and continuing disability reviews when a person returns to work, when to expect one, what SSA can and cannot consider, protections that exist, impact on the SGA determination, how this process works for people with episodic or cyclical impairments (such as some mental impairments and immune disorders), etc.
   This should apply to both medical and work CDRs.
4. The important role that section 301 can play in allowing a person to continue to receive benefits after a finding of medical improvement (or after a finding of not disabled at age 18) while the person completes a vocational rehabilitation program or program under their IEP (if under age 22).
  

5. Whether the rules change if a person is self-employed rather than working for an employer, and if so, how they differ.

6. The impact of deeming on the person’s benefits.

7. How SSA calculates ISM (in-kind support and maintenance) and the one-third reduction.  In the case of ISM, we are not recommending that the software provide the ISM calculation, but that it includes a “help” screen that explains the situation to the person and refers the person to see a benefits counselor or SSA.  (And, as recommended elsewhere, every “help” screen should be linked to the relevant POMS section.)
8. PASS accounts, how to get one, how they work, why they can be beneficial.
9. The Ticket to Work program and how it works, who to contact, etc. 

10. Flexible spending accounts:  The SSI rules do not count as income or resources dollars placed in a flexible spending account that covers expenses such as transportation, parking, child care, health care, and adoption costs.  The software should build in this information, which can be very important in maintaining eligibility for 1619(b). 
11. Individual development accounts (IDAs):  Depending on the source of the matching funds and/or whether the account has been designated a PASS account; these accounts can help the person to save and also help him/her retain benefit eligibility.

12. How some people receiving SSI will eventually receive Social Security disability (or retirement) benefits due to their work effort and how this will affect benefits? 
(b) The software should be designed so that it can be easily modified to accommodate future changes in the law.  The software should be designed assuming that there will be additional changes made in Social Security and SSI disability laws and Medicaid and Medicare laws related to incentives and barriers, income and resource rules, and be designed with the kind of flexibility that will allow SSA or the contractor to easily make changes in the future, regardless of whether the specific change was contemplated at the outset. 

(c) The software should be designed to anticipate that there will be some individuals whose status will change, once they are receiving benefits.  For example, there will be cases where a person is receiving disability benefits and the regular SGA level applies. However, as a result of a worsening of the person’s condition, possibly due to diabetes or multiple sclerosis, the person’s vision deteriorates to the level that meets the listing for blindness – at that point, the higher SGA levels and blind work expenses would apply. 

(d) Demonstration and Pilot Projects:  SSA should incorporate information about its demonstration and pilot projects into the software and should ensure that the software is sufficiently flexible to permit addition of new demonstrations and the rules that will apply in those demonstration projects.  This could be done by including special screens based upon the individual’s zip code.  If a demonstration or pilot project is functioning in the person’s locale, information about that demonstration and whether it is possible to join it should be provided.
  
(e) Information about tax issues.  The Group talked at length about the tax issues and concluded that it would be difficult for the software to also take on the variations in tax rules across the fifty states.  At the same time, it would be helpful for the software to have screens that describe the importance to the user of being able to distinguish between gross income and net take home pay.  It also would be helpful to include information about the EITC, the dependent care credit, the child tax credit, and flexible spending accounts. 
f. The software should be developed with ongoing user and advisory input.  In order for SSA to ensure that it maximizes the value of this software for Social Security and SSI beneficiaries, their advocates and advisers, and SSA staff, it is essential that SSA establish mechanisms for securing ongoing input and advice from potential software users, including those with expertise in the substantive issues related to Social Security and SSI and work and those with technical expertise in how best to design and build software to meet the needs of the users. 

It will be important to separate out the software technology questions from the substantive questions.  For content/substantive issues, SSA, BPAOs or advocates would be helpful but ongoing technical support would be needed to respond to software technology problems that might be encountered.  Message boards could be designed to allow people to post questions and answers as a resource for others to use.  To the extent possible, there also should be an index to the topics covered in such Qs and As, so that they are readily accessible to others.   Developing this capacity might not be a first priority but would be helpful when developed.  
Ongoing advisory input should also be sought to ensure that the software developed is responsive to the needs of users.  The Group recommends that SSA create an external advisory group and that:
i. SSA requires those developing the benefits software to regularly consult with the advisory group from the beginning of the process.
ii. The external advisory group should be separately funded from those developing the software. 
iii. The external advisory group includes technical experts sensitive to the needs and concerns of consumers including SSA Usability Center staff, who can continually test the software and identify problems or that a second group should be formed to address these issues.
iv. The external advisory group includes “user advocates” and those who would represent a cross-section of expertise.

The Group also recommends that SSA post for public comment the description of the software design and its components.  This would allow for the broadest public input and should be considered unless this would result in inordinate delays and gaps in the availability of benefits software.
The Group recommends that the software be pilot tested with consumers and benefit planners.  This testing also should include testing to ensure usability for people with cognitive limitations.
  SSA should consider building in a mechanism that will allow beneficiaries to test the system for SSA on an anonymous basis.
The Group recommends that SSA test whether the design is interesting, the information is accurate and complete, and the software is highly useful on a continual basis and to make changes as soon as problems are identified.  This should include a process through which users can identify problems to the contractor and the capacity to respond is timely.  The response should address the solution to the problem raised by the user, not simply be an acknowledgement of receipt of the message and an indication that follow-up will happen at a later time. 
The software also should be able to track questions that users ask that are not being answered. This would allow SSA or the contractor to make changes in the software to ensure that it is responsive and accurate.  It also may help to identify areas that need greater clarity.

The software should be designed so that it can provide SSA, the contractors, and their advisers with information about who is using the software (categories of individuals, not identities); the problems they are raising; the problems they are having with the software; and policy-related implementation issues that seem to be creating barriers for individuals who want to work.

5. Software Feature Recommendations for Versions 1, 2 and 3 
a. The software should be designed with state-of-the-art accessibility, while being cognizant that some users may have only dial-up connections or use public computer locations.  The future software development efforts should include requirements for accessibility, some of which exceed current federal standards, in order to ensure that the software is available in the most useable formats for people with disabilities.   

i. The software should incorporate screen magnification and screen readers for persons who are blind or who have low vision that accommodates text/image enlargement, voice output and Braille output.  Software should incorporate voice output to accommodate simultaneous text tracking, with word prediction and homophone support.
ii. The software should incorporate programming which is the state of the art for accessibility and meets W3C standards. The software also should be periodically updated, to ensure that it remains state of the art.

iii. The software should allow a user to get a sign-on code and be able to store data for use in running the software.  This will be essential for users with slow dial-up connections.  They could work off-line if needed and then upload the information into the system.  The needs of users with slow dial-up or those using public computer locations should be addressed throughout development efforts.
b. The software should be available in languages other than English with first priority given to creating a comprehensive system in English and attention given to availability in Spanish.  It is desirable to have the software available in as many languages as possible. However, the Group realizes that this entails more than simple translation and recommends that efforts to offer the software in other languages not sacrifice the richness or accuracy of the information presented.   First priority should be given to creating a comprehensive system in English.  The Group recommends that SSA should develop the first version of the software so that it is available in a number of languages, starting with Spanish.  And, if possible, the Group recommends that SSA consider providing Version 2 in Spanish as well.   Further recommendations include:
i. The development of a referral system that identifies bilingual resource personnel (e.g. a benefits counselor, SSA personnel, etc) who speaks the user’s language. There should be a pop-up message that says that if English is not the person’s first language, SSA encourages the person to go to ______.   

ii. Converting the software to other languages should be a long-term goal.  It should not delay creation of state-of-the-art software that is usable by people with disabilities who are considering returning to work or education or who are already working.

iii. For Spanish, the software should provide information in oral and written Spanish to accommodate different users.  This will be particularly helpful to BPAOs and beneficiaries in Puerto Rico.

c. SSA should ensure that the software is designed from the beginning with the capacity and flexibility needed to ensure that it eventually can be used by SSA staff and BPAOs for a variety of purposes and so that it can interact with SSA main computers, e-Work, and SSI software tools.  There is a host of ways in which the software could be used by SSA to improve the efficiency, effectiveness, and accuracy of its work, as well as to help refine thinking on policy issues.  It will be important that the software be designed at every step with the thought that at some point, SSA may want to have this software used in-house by its field office and 800 number call center staffs and may want to use it in ways that would allow it to interface with the master beneficiary record, and the e-WORK (and SSI) earnings reporting software now being developed at SSA. 

i. The software should be designed to allow for interaction with various components of SSA and the BPAOs.
ii. It will be important to have the BPQY accessible to this software program (with appropriate privacy protections). 

iii. The system should be flexible enough to allow use by policymakers and in program design and implementation.  This will require a great deal of upfront discussion before the software is designed and should incorporate the thinking of beneficiaries, policymakers and advocates, benefits planners, and SSA staff.  The question should be, five to ten years from now, what kinds of information and data will we need?  Getting this right at the early stages will avoid the need for expensive retrofitting later and/or help to prevent later decisions not to proceed due to excessive costs. 

iv. There should be a way for people to report their income to SSA using this software.  Even if that can not be done immediately due to privacy and security issues, it will be important to include this capability in the initial design so that it is possible to do at a later date. Similarly, the software should include the ability to request a BPQY, again even if that is not possible initially.

v. There also are a series of ways in which the software can be used to support the work of the BPAOs and others.
(a) It will be important to see the software as a mechanism for computerized outreach for SSA, the BPAOs, and others.   
(b) One part of the feedback mechanism could give the person the option of clicking to send an email to the BPAO, with a copy to the software person, to raise questions and identify problems.  This also could provide a phone number the person can call if s/he wishes to remain anonymous.  
(c) SSA could require the BPAOs to use the software to submit information on the BPAO services received and barriers their individual clients face.  Currently, the BPAO database has data on 150,000 people that are geared towards the BPAOs’ work.  SSA should consider how to incorporate this on an expanded basis into Version 3 of the software.  In addition, the system should permit the BPAO input to be sorted separately so that BPAOs can use it in their work and reports to SSA.   

(d) People who are involved in the visioning of what the BPAOs’ work will look like in five years should be involved in the conversations about the software, to ensure that the design will be able to respond to the capabilities they envision needing in the future.  

(e) If this becomes the BPAO management information system as well as serving its other functions, then BPAOs should use a unique identifier for each person, not the person’s SSN.  SSA should establish a mechanism that would allow use of unique identifiers that are not SSNs in order to protect the confidentiality of the individual users while providing SSA with the data it needs to assess the BPAO program. 
III. Priorities for Development
The WISA Group understands that SSA may need to phase in or stagger the work that will be needed to create this software.  As a result, the Group offers these recommendations regarding the priorities among the different components of our recommendations.
1. SSA should focus on development and completion of Versions 1 and 2 software as its top priority.  The Group believes that development of Version 3, while helpful is not the most pressing need.
2. Within Version 2, program analysis priority should be given to all categories of Social Security and SSI users, including small groups like DACs/CDBs and disabled widows.  The risk is that persons in these groups who want to try to work could rely to their detriment upon information that is not applicable to them is very great.
3. Within Version 2 program analysis priority should be given to the following:  Social Security, SSI, Medicare, Medicaid, and state supplementation.  These are the first five items listed on page 17, item i.

4. After Version 2 software has been developed for the above listed programs, the Group recommends that SSA focus on including other federal programs, including Veterans, Food Stamps, and Housing Assistance.  Every effort should be made to utilize the information used to create and maintain the calculators that currently exist for Unemployment Insurance, Food Stamps, and the Earned Income Tax Credit.

5. The Group recommends that SSA include calculations for both individuals and households in the top priority category for implementation.  Too many questions turn on the person’s living circumstances, the existence of dependents, etc., to leave this out.
6. The Group thinks it is important that SSA include as much state-based information as possible in each of the Versions of the software.  We have included various suggestions for how this might be accomplished.  If there is a gap in time before it is possible to include more than the SSI state supplements and Medicaid information, SSA may want to explore whether the software could be designed to allow advocates in states to add extra features so that they could include more state details for use in their offices.

7. The Group believes that SSA and users will be better served if priority is placed upon developing software with state-specific information rather than translating more limited software into multiple languages.  SSA should have a complete and accurate system in place in English prior to doing more than including other languages in Version 1 of the software.

8. The Group also believes that the software must have a very strong “help” component from the beginning.  This can be supplemented with a section on Frequently Asked Questions and cross-links in the software to relevant FAQs.  The Group does not believe that SSA should place a premium on establishing forums and message boards.  In fact, unless they are well-monitored, there is a real concern that they could become the source of incorrect or misleading information that would not be helpful to the success of the software and its users.  Forums and message boards should not be a priority and, without significant protections including pre-screening of postings, members of the Group are ambivalent about the use of such tools in this software.  

IV. Conclusions
The members of the Work Incentive Software Advisory Group appreciate this opportunity to share our recommendations with the Social Security Administration and applaud SSA’s efforts in this area.  As reflected in this document, we believe that there are numerous ways in which work incentive software can be beneficial to people with disabilities, SSA, and the people who work with and advise people with disabilities.  Further, the more planning that SSA does up-front to ensure that the software is designed so that there is maximum flexibility to modify and improve it in the future and/or to integrate it with SSA’s other software programs, the more valuable this will be to all.  We stand ready to provide SSA with any additional assistance that SSA may find helpful.  
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�  For any long-term advice, there should be multiple alerts and warnings about the potential unreliability of the information (i.e., “we’ve made five different assumptions here; any one could change and would affect the outcomes…”).  








�   A number of the Group’s recommendations suggest that the software should alert the person when more information is needed, when the rules may be confusing, when to get expert advise, etc.  It should be noted that there also is a concern that the use of pop-ups and other alerts be designed so that they are not so intrusive as to leave the person with a sense that s/he is being barraged with too much information at one time.  One over-arching recommendation is that the software be designed so that the screens are as clean and straightforward as possible.  This will have to be balanced with the need to provide alerts, etc., but it should be possible to design a system without sacrificing either goal — simple, easily useable screens and accurate information, accompanied by alerts when the user should know that more information is needed or that expert advice should be sought. 





�   Please see Section III, recommendations 2 through 6, for a discussion of priorities among substantive program areas, if this work will be phased in.


�   The EITC should not be included in the calculation of monthly income – instead, it should be noted that the person may be eligible for this tax credit/benefit.  (While a person can have EITC payments made on an advance payment basis monthly, few people do this.  For people whose income may be sporadic or fluctuate, using the advance EITC can result in overpayments of the EITC that complicate what are generally already shaky financial circumstances.)  However, because the EITC could mean as much as $130 per month if collected in advance payment, this should be noted and the user should have the option to factor this in when making income calculations.  [“You should know that if you selected the advance EITC, it could mean an additional $___ per month…”]





�  In addition, the person should be told about the importance of continuing in medical care and of contacting an advocate if s/he receives a CDR notice. It is essential that beneficiaries understand how the CDR process works, as the CDR can have significant impacts on people with disabilities that are cyclical or have good and bad periods, such as people with some mental impairments and people with lupus or HIV.  The BPQY currently lists when the person’s next CDR is scheduled.  It will be important that the software explain this and what it means to have a CDR and how work activity will be interpreted by SSA in determining whether the person’s disability continues.  Ultimately, the software should suggest that the person talk with SSA:  “This software has given you projections.  Keep in mind that if you go to work, this may trigger a review.  If you need more information about this, please visit SSA.”  It also will be important to help the person understand the Ticket protections for CDRs. 





�  As provided in SSA’s proposed regulation, when it becomes final.


�  In addition, the software should have the capacity to allow for rule changes so that it can be used in areas where SSA has a demonstration project underway.  For example, if SSA is testing the $3 for $4 instead of $1 for $2, that should be possible to do on the software within the relevant zip codes, subject to any limitations created by random sampling techniques SSA may be using.





�  The Group recommends that the software be designed to allow individuals, including those with some cognitive limitations, to get through at least Version 1 using many helpful, clearly designed screens providing needed information, while also offering suggestions that a person may want to seek the advice or assistance of others. 


�   See Food Stamp Pre-Screening Eligibility Tool, Food and Nutrition Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, � HYPERLINK "http://209.48.219.49/fns/" ��http://209.48.219.49/fns/� (available in English and Spanish); The EITC Assistant, Internal Revenue Service, � HYPERLINK "http://www.irs.gov/individuals/article/0,,id=130102,00.html" ��http://www.irs.gov/individuals/article/0,,id=130102,00.html� (available in English and Spanish); Unemployment Insurance (Weekly Benefit Allowance) Calculator, Economic Policy Institute, � HYPERLINK "http://www.epinet.org/content.cfm/datazone_calculators" ��http://www.epinet.org/content.cfm/datazone_calculators�.
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