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Abstract

This study examines the experiences of four States (Arizona, Louisiana, Missouri, and Ohio)
that use the simplified reporting option of the Food Stamp Program; Arizona also uses the
transitional benefit option. With simplified reporting, States lengthen the certification period
for most food stamp recipients, minimize reporting requirements between recertifications,
and reduce exposure to quality control errors. With transitional benefits, States automatically
continue benefits for up to 5 months for most families that leave the Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families program. The options were introduced in 2000 and expanded under the
2002 Farm Act. The States reported reduced staff workload, improved client access, and
reduced quality control errors with simplified reporting but faced some operational challenges
that made realizing the option's full potential difficult. Transitional benefits were considered a
valuable support for families but required substantial planning and staff resources. The pri-
mary sources of information for the study were indepth in-person interviews with State Food
Stamp Program administrators and field office staff.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

n November 2000, the federal government established two options in the Food Stamp

Program intended, respectively, to streamline the change reporting process and to

continue food stamp benefits for recipients leaving the Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) program. Congtress subsequently expanded these two options as part of
the 2002 Farm Bill.

The first option, “simplified reporting,” allows states to lengthen certification periods,
minimize reporting requirements between recertifications, and reduce exposure to Quality
Control (QC) errors. The option is intended both to improve client access to food stamps
and reduce staff workload without increasing QC error rates. Over 35 states have taken
advantage of the option to date, and others plan to do the same. Under this option, a
household is required to report a change during the certification period only if it results in
income exceeding the food stamp eligibility limit of 130 percent of the federal poverty level.'
At 6 months, a state must recertify the household or, if it uses a 12-month certification
period, require the household to submit a short semiannual report. (See the box for a
summary of the policies under the simplified reporting option.)

The second option, the Transitional Benefit Alternative (ITBA), allows states to
automatically continue food stamp benefits for up to five months to most families that leave
TANF without requiring them to take any action to retain these benefits. The option is
intended to ensure that eligible families leaving TANF continue to receive food stamp
benefits.

In this study, we examined the experiences of four states that have implemented the
simplified reporting option (Arizona, Louisiana, Missouri, and Ohio) and one state that has
implemented TBA as well (Arizona). The purpose of the study is to understand the choices
states made in implementing these options, the operation and challenges of the options at
the local office level, and how well the options are meeting their objectives. The experiences
of the study states may prove useful to future policymaking and to other states implementing

! In addition, households that are subject to additional requirements because they are able-bodied adults
without dependents (ABAWDs) must report if their work hours drop below 20 hours per week.
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The Food Stamp Simplified Reporting Option2
Key Policies

* Population covered. States may place most households (with and without
earnings) into simplified reporting but generally may not include households that
have no earnings and in which all adult members are elderly or disabled, households
in which all members are homeless, or households that include migrant and seasonal
farmworkers.

» Certification periods. States may assign simplified reporting households to
certification periods of 4 months or longer. Typically, states choose to use either a
12-month certification period with a required short semiannual report at 6 months or a
6-month certification period with full recertification at 6 months.

» Semiannual reports (for states using 12-month certification periods). When a
semiannual report is used, it must request information on 6 items: income, household
composition, residence, vehicles (if not excluded), assets, and changes in child
support obligations. States must act on all of the changes reported in the semiannual
report.

» Interim reporting requirements. Simplified reporting households are required to
report interim changes—that is, changes that occur between recertifications or

semiannual reports—only if they result in income exceeding the food stamp eligibility
limit of 130 percent of the federal poverty level. Some households may want to
report other changes, such as a drop in income that would lead to an increase in food
stamps, even though they are not required to do so. Households are not required to
report most changes until the next recertification or semiannual report.

» Acting on interim changes. A state must act on an interim change report if it
results in income that exceeds 130 percent of the federal poverty level. Otherwise, if
a change report is received between recertifications or semiannual reports, the state
must act only if the change would result in an increase in food stamps (a “positive”
change) or if certain exceptions are met. (The 3 exceptions to the positive-only rule
are: the household requests closure; the change is “verified upon receipt’; or the
change affects the TANF grant.) Many states implementing simplified reporting have
received a waiver of the positive-only rule in order to act on all interim changes.

2 Additional guidance on simplified reporting is provided in a series of Questions and Answers issued by
ENS. Questions and Answers Regarding the Food Stamp Program (FSP) Certification Provisions of the Farm Bill, available at
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Legislation/2002_farm_bill/farmbill-QAs.htm, http://www.fns.usda.
gov/fsp/rules/Legislation/2002_farm_bill/farmbill-QAs-ILhtm, and http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/
Legislation/2002_farm_bill/farmbill-QAs-IIL.htm.

Executive Summary
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the options. The primary source of information for the study is in-depth site visit interviews
with state administrators and field office staff.  Site visits to the study states took place
between April and August 2003.

State Policy Design and Implementation of Simplified Reporting

States have four important design choices to make when implementing simplified
reporting:

1. What population to include in simplified reporting
2. Length of the simplified reporting certification period

3. Whether to respond only to interim changes that would increase benefits
(positive-only changes) or to apply for a USDA waiver to respond to all interim
changes

4. Whether to align the certification periods and reporting requirements of other
programs with those of the Food Stamp Program (FSP)

The four study states made a range of policy choices on these issues, as summarized in
Table 1.

Population Covered.  Although the simplified reporting option initially was
authorized only for households with earnings, the 2002 Farm Bill substantially broadened
the types of households that could be eligible, according states considerable discretion in
selecting whom to cover.

At the time of our site visits, Arizona and Missouri had extended simplified reporting to
include households without earnings, and Louisiana had plans to expand to nonearners in
the month following our site visit (July 2003). The 3 study states that extended simplified
reporting to nonearners indicated that they intended to maximize the potential benefits of
the option with regard to error rates, client access, and caseworker burden by covering more
households. Ohio officials decided to limit the simplified reporting population to earners
only. They indicated that extending to a broader population would be of limited benefit to
clients and caseworkers in that most Ohio nonearners were already assigned to a certification
period of 6 months or longer and some could even be disadvantaged by a shorter
certification period under simplified reporting.

Length of Certification Period. Under simplified reporting, states typically assign
eligible households to a 12-month certification period with a short semiannual report due at
6 months or require a complete recertification every 6 months.

The study states’ certification period choices are invariably linked both to their previous

reporting systems and to their perception of the amount of work involved in adopting a
semiannual report. Louisiana, for example, was accustomed to a 12-month certification

Excecutive Summary



Table 1. State Simplified Reporting Design Decisions

Study States

Key Decisions Arizona Louisiana Missouri Ohio
Implementation date January 2003  August 2001 May 2001 July 2002
Population covered Earners and Earners only® Earners and Earners only

nonearners nonearners
Length of certification period 12 months 12 months 6 months 6 months
Response to interim changes Positive only All Positive only  All
Alignment of change reporting
requirements of other
programs with food stamp FSP and FSP, TANF,
reporting requirements TANF Child Care None None

®Louisiana expanded to nonearners in July 2003, shortly after our site visit.

period with quarterly reports even before simplified reporting. ILouisiana and Arizona
officials indicated that they chose a 12-month certification period because of the potential
reduction in the number of in-person client interviews required each year. Finally, states
selecting a 12-month certification period reported that they expected greater QC protection
than under a 6-month certification period. States that decided against a 12-month
certification period (Missouri and Ohio) based their decision on concerns about the costs of
creating and implementing a semiannual reporting process. They also reasoned that clients
would be more likely to provide all necessary information in an in-person interview rather
than on a mail-in form

Response to Interim Changes. Reasons given by Arizona and Missouri for adopting
simplified reporting per federal rules—i.e., acting on positive changes only—include the
expectation that doing so would enhance QC protection, reduce caseworker workload, and
help clients whose benefits could not be decreased during the period between certifications.
Ohio and Louisiana each requested and received a waiver to act on all reported changes,
including those that lower a household’s benefit. Louisiana program staff reported that they
requested the waiver in order to simplify reporting practices, expecting that the exceptions to
the positive-changes-only approach would be confusing and error-prone.

Alignment Among Programs. Many households that participate in the FSP also
receive benefits from other major benefit programs—TANF, child care assistance, or
Medicaid—that often are administered through the same agency and caseworker as food
stamps. Typically, states require participants of these other programs to report all changes in
circumstances promptly between reviews of eligibility. Food stamp simplified reporting
marks a dramatic shift from the requirement of reporting all changes. The four study states
varied in the extent to which they considered or were able to extend the simplified change
reporting concept of the FSP to other benefit programs the household might receive.

Excecutive Summary
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States that extended the simplified reporting approach of the FSP to alter other
program reporting requirements (Louisiana and, to some extent, Arizona) said that their goal
was to improve client access and reduce staff workload. It also appears that these states had
the advantage of the participation of willing partners from other significant programs. States
that did not align the reporting requirements of other programs to the simplified reporting
approach of the FSP (Missouri and Ohio) based their decision on concerns about increased
program costs and caseloads in partially state-funded programs such as TANF and Medicaid,
restrictions imposed by state law, an absence of collaboration among other programs, or
other administrative hurdles.

In addition, states also faced issues of aligning renewals among the various benefit
programs a household might receive to mesh with food stamp recertifications. For the most
part, states that synchronized renewals among programs did not so much make a new choice
but continued an existing policy.

Implementation Steps. To put simplified reporting into practice, agency staff in the
study sites typically (1) made option design and implementation decisions, often in work
groups comprising various agency divisions; (2) reprogrammed agency computer systems; (3)
created new documents for communicating with clients; and (4) trained local staff in new
policies and procedures. In general, study sites reported that computer system changes were
a prominent issue in the implementation of simplified reporting but nonetheless proved to
be manageable. Systems staff in Arizona noted that the programming required to implement
simplified reporting was much less burdensome than that required for TBA. Missouri
transferred to an automated eligibility system at the same time that it developed its new
simplified reporting system such that the simplified reporting changes were absorbed into
the larger systems project. Overall, implementation time in the study sites ranged from
approximately 6 to 18 months, from the point at which state staff began actively considering
the option to the initial transition of cases to simplified reporting.

Simplified Reporting in the Field

Assignment. A food stamp household is typically assigned to simplified reporting at
application or recertification. Louisiana and Ohio, which include only earners in simplified
reporting, may also assign households when they report earnings between recertifications.
In all study states, the automated system identifies households for simplified reporting and
assigns the appropriate certification period. In all four states we visited, caseworkers
typically explain simplified reporting requirements to clients at the in-person interview for
application or recertification. In addition, a benefit award letter informs clients about the
reporting requirements, including the specific dollar amount representing the household’s
income reporting threshold of 130 percent of the federal poverty level.

Processing Semiannual Reports. Processing timely and complete semiannual reports
proved to be smooth and simple in Arizona and Louisiana, the two study states with a
semiannual report. In Louisiana, for example, reports are processed by entering one simple
code. Systems automatically close benefits at the end of the 6th month if a complete report
has not been received or processed.

Excecutive Summary
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Responding to Interim Changes. In all four study states, caseworkers continue to
learn of changes—other than those that recipients are required to report for food stamps—
between semiannual reports or recertifications. Households often report and verify changes
because they are required to do so for other program benefits they receive. Sometimes
households report a loss of income that would lead to increased food stamps, but they often
report other changes as well, even though reporting is not required for food stamps and
could even lead to a decrease in food stamp benefits.

Staff in states following the federal rule to act on positive changes only—Missouri and
Arizona—experienced difficulty and frustration in determining if a reported change should be
considered an exception to the rule. In particular, the “verified upon receipt” exception
posed the greatest source of complexity.” States with a waiver of the federal rule—Ohio and
Louisiana—reported no confusion over whether to act on a change because all known interim
changes require action.

Recertification. In all study states, the procedures for recertification under simplified
reporting are largely the same as for standard recertification. The primary difference under
simplified reporting is that recertifications occur less frequently—once or twice a year rather
than every 3 months.

Findings

The simplified reporting option has allowed states to reduce staff workload, improve
client access to the FSP, and reduce QC error rates. The aspect of simplified reporting
policy that has most contributed toward achievement of the first two objectives is longer
certification periods, which lead to less frequent renewals and fewer in-person interviews and
in turn reduce staff workload and increase access for participants. These longer certification
periods are one of the most visible and popular aspects of simplified reporting. The most
significant factor in improving payment accuracy has been not counting unreported changes
as QC errors. Despite the benefits associated with the simplified reporting option, its
simplification potential has not yet been fully realized.

Objectives Achieved

* Staff workload has dropped. The study states reported that the largest and
most significant gain from simplified reporting has been the reduction in staff
workload. Workload savings come primarily from less frequent recertifications
and interviews but also are attributable to fewer reapplications following case
closures, fewer adjustments of erroneously issued client benefits, and fewer

3 States have leeway in how they interpret the verified upon receipt exception to the positive-changes-only
rule. FNS broadly defines information that is verified upon receipt in Questions and Answers on the Noncitizen
Eligibility — and ~ Certification  Provisions — Final  Rule, available at http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/
Memo/00/NCEP_QAs.htm. See Chapter III for a discussion of how Missouri and Arizona interpret the
exception.
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periodic report forms to process (in Louisiana). Workload reductions through
simplified reporting have been particularly important in helping caseworkers
cope with staff reductions associated with budget shortfalls as well as with
recent caseload increases.

* Program access has improved. The study states also indicated that simplified
reporting has improved access to the FSP, largely by reducing the number of
times that clients must recertify or report over the course of a year and
decreasing the number of terminations caused by incomplete recertifications or
reports. Some Louisiana caseworkers reported that fewer periodic reports under
simplified reporting have allowed them to spend more time helping applicants
understand how to apply for and retain benefits.

* Caseloads and participation rates have grown, especially for working
families. All study states indicated that simplified reporting has contributed to
increased participation and participation rates among eligible families by
reducing the burden of retaining food stamps; fewer families see their benefits
terminated, and cases remain open longer. Although states do not have data to
separate the contribution of simplified reporting from other factors such as
increased outreach, the study states believe that simplified reporting is an
important factor in the caseload and participation rate increase.

* QC error rates have fallen. All study states said that their QC error rates fell
or at least did not rise under simplified reporting.” Louisiana’s error rate was
unchanged between FY 2001 and FY 2002. In Missouri, the QC error rate
declined between FY 2001 and FY 2002 and declined much more during FY
2003 (based on preliminary state information through July 2003).  For the two
states that implemented simplified reporting too recently to measure a change in
error rates, positive effects are suggested through assessments of the potential
impact of simplified reporting (Arizona) and reviews of cases that would have
been in error without simplified reporting (Ohio). Although it is difficult to
track the specific contribution of simplified reporting to error reduction, staff in
all four study states believe that simplified reporting has been a major factor in
reducing errors.

# Preliminary information from two “eatly implementers” (Louisiana and Missouri) appears to support
this finding. Between FY 2001 and 2002, participation among working families with children increased by 22
and 30 percent, respectively, in these two states compared with a 14 percent increase nationwide. Data on
state participation rates among eligibles are not yet available for FY 2002, so it is still too eatly to examine the
potential impact on participation rates.

5> Unpublished FNS Food Stamp Program Error Rate Data for FY 2001 and FY 2002.

Excecutive Summary



X1V

Challenges Posed

The positive results of simplified reporting are significant, but the option has also
presented the study states with some operational challenges that make it difficult to realize its
full potential. For instance, although clients are not required to report most interim changes,
many continue to do so. In addition, states that act on positive changes only are faced with
the complexity of determining when an exception to the positive-only rule applies, an often
frustrating task for caseworkers. In study states with a waiver to act on all changes, local
office staff are generally more comfortable with simplified reporting than are staff in the
other states. However, a waiver diminishes many of the potential benefits of simplification.

Two issues undetlie these operational challenges:

Lack of alignment of change reporting requirements in other programs.
With the exception of Louisiana (and, to lesser extent, Arizona), the study states
have continued to require the reporting of all or most changes in household
circumstances for Medicaid, TANF, and child care. These stricter reporting
requirements often undermine the reduced reporting requirements for food
stamps insofar as the dominant message delivered by caseworkers to clients is to
report all changes. To the extent that clients continue to report interim changes
between semiannual reports or recertifications, the simplified reporting option
does not reduce the reporting burden on clients or the processing burden on
caseworkers. As a result, states do not fully realize simplification benefits or
reduced exposure to QC errors.

Incomplete cultural and philosophic shift under simplified reporting.
Caseworkers and clients have yet to complete a culture shift from an emphasis
on the timely reporting of all changes to placing a limit on the changes that need
to be reported. Among the study states, Louisiana has made the most progress
toward a new mindset. Officials there noted that the shift began when the state
moved to quarterly reporting for food stamps some time earlier. Caseworkers in
states that follow federal rules to act only on positive changes have not fully
accepted the concept of not acting on known changes that would adversely affect
food stamp benefits.

Addressing the Challenges of Simplified Reporting

To overcome the operational challenges, states could consider the following:

Improve coordination with other state-administered programs to ensure
better alignment of reporting requirements. Better alignment of reporting
requirements among programs is critical to reducing the number of interim
changes reported. A first step for states might be to examine the opportunities
for aligning reporting requirements among programs and the implications of
doing so.

Excecutive Summary
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* Increase client education on the simplified reporting rules to help clients
report fewer changes. Particularly when combined with better interprogram
coordination, a more solid client understanding of the limited reporting
requirements may help reduce the number of changes reported.

* Expand field training to build staff understanding of the rationale behind
the benefit freeze concept and reduced reporting requirements. A better
understanding of the potential benefits of requiring and acting on fewer interim
changes may help staff more fully accept the cultural shift required for
successfully implementing the option. One strategy could be to provide training
that uses examples of successful case studies from other states.

* Provide more clarity and guidance on when an exception to the positive-
only rule is met. The positive-only policy involves many complex exceptions,
and some staff express concern about the possibility that the policy could
introduce more errors than would occur by merely acting on all changes. It may
therefore be helpful to simplify the rules and provide staff with clear and
continuous guidance on when to act on changes. In addition, narrowly
interpreting the exceptions to the rule may help limit the cases in which the
exception is met.

The Transitional Benefit Alternative

The Transitional Benefit Alternative (TBA) option was designed to address concerns
about eligible families losing food stamp benefits when they lost cash TANF benefits.” TBA
allows states to automatically continue food stamps for up to five months for most families
that leave TANF. During the TBA period, food stamps are frozen and no changes need to
be reported; no changes are acted on except for a few situations such as a family reapplying
for TANF. To date, 12 states have implemented TBA, including one of the study states,
Arizona.

It was TBA’s potential to help clients that motivated Arizona to adopt the option,
according to administrators of the state’s Family Assistance Administration. Administrators
believed that TBA would ensure that clients’ nutritional needs would be met even as they
stopped receiving cash assistance. Program administrators also felt that TBA would support
gradual progress toward self-sufficiency.

States can tailor TBA to their needs through decisions regarding (1) what types of
TANF leavers will be eligible, (2) how long the benefit should be provided, (3) how to

¢ Additional guidance on TBA is provided in Questions and Answers issued by FNS.  Questions and
Apnswers  Regarding  the Food Stamp Program (FSP) Certification  Provisions of the Farmm Bill, available at
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/MENU/APPS/ELIGIBILITY /FarmBill2002Q&APkg.htm, and Questions and
Answers  on the  Noncitizen — Eligibility — and  Certification  Provisions — Final ~ Rule, — available  at
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/MENU/NCEP Q&AAs2.htm.
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respond to household information received during the transition period, and (4) how to
review cases at the end of the transition period. Arizona defines TBA eligibility relatively
broadly—that is, most types of TANF case closures automatically transition to TBA. The
state also offers the benefit for the full five months permitted under federal law and
generally does not respond to changes that would decrease benefits unless the state becomes
aware of a member leaving the household. If a family re-enters TANF during the TBA
period, the transitional benefit is discontinued although the family may continue to qualify
for food stamps. Arizona also extends recertification dates to match the end of the
transitional benefit period.

Several general observations about Arizona’s TBA implementation experience may be
useful for other states considering the option:

* Designing a TBA was not complex. States have a limited number of
decisions to make in designing a transitional benefit, including specifying which
TANF leavers will be eligible and how long the benefit will last. With the
federal government covering the cost of the benefit, it appears to be in a state’s
best interest to define its eligibility criteria broadly and to take advantage of the
maximum benefit period, five months.

* Automating TBA processes simplified administration but required
substantial planning and staff resources. Automatic triggers and benefit
determination made it easy for line staff to administer TBA, reducing the
amount of staff training needed to put the new policy into practice. However,
automating the benefit demanded significant advance work, especially for the
Family Assistance Administration’s computer programmers. Many more staff
resources were devoted to system programming for TBA than for simplified
reporting.

* Caseworkers welcomed TBA as a support for families leaving TANEF.
The response of line staff to TBA contrasts markedly with the state’s experience
in implementing simplified reporting. Caseworkers perceived TBA benefits as a
valuable support for families that no longer needed cash assistance and generally
did not appear to question the fixed benefits that families receive while on TBA.
This response suggests that TBA does not demand the cultural or philosophic
shift among caseworkers that might be required in successfully implementing
simplified reporting.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

he food stamp simplified reporting option allows states to lengthen certification

periods, reduce reporting requirements, and reduce exposure to Quality Control (QC)

errors. The option is intended both to improve client access to food stamps and
reduce staff workload without increasing QC error rates. Under the option, households
receive a food stamp benefit amount with minimal reporting requirements and limited
adjustments in the benefit amount between recertifications. The option has become popular
with the states—to date, at least 35 states have implemented it, and others plan to do so.!
The Transitional Benefit Alternative (TBA), another food stamp option, is designed to allow
families to maintain food stamp benefits when they leave Temporary Assistance to Needy
Families (TANF).

In this study, we examined the experiences of four states that have implemented the
simplified reporting option (Arizona, Louisiana, Missouri, and Ohio) and one state that has
implemented TBA (Arizona). The purpose of the study is to understand the design choices
and other state decisions, the operation and challenges at the local office level, and how well
the options are meeting their objectives. The experiences of the study states in
implementing the options may prove useful to future policymaking and to other states
implementing the options.

While the study focuses primarily on the simplified reporting option, we also take a
preliminary look at TBA, which is generating substantial interest across the country but is
not yet widely implemented.

This chapter provides an overview and context for the simplified reporting option and
TBA and describes the research design used in the study.

1See http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Memo/Support/03/State_Options/third/reporting.pdf for a
list of states that have implemented the simplified reporting option based on the latest USDA information.



A. OVERVIEW AND CONTEXT FOR SIMPLIFIED REPORTING OPTION AND
TRANSITIONAL BENEFIT ALTERNATIVE

1. Simplified Reporting Option Overview

Simplified reporting is a federal food stamp option that allows states to minimize the
information that food stamp recipients must provide to the food stamp office during the
food stamp certification period in order to maintain their benefit eligibility and benefit level.
Under this option, a household generally is required to report a change during the
certification period only if it results in income exceeding the food stamp eligibility limit of
130 percent of the federal poverty level. At 6 months, a state must recertify the household
or, if it uses a 12-month certification period, require the household to submit a semiannual
report that will be used to update its eligibility and benefit level. (See the box on page 3 for a
summary of the simplified reporting option policies.)

The simplified reporting option was first made available to states under U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) rules promulgated in November 2000.” Congress
subsequently expanded and modified the option as part of the 2002 Farm Bill. The original
rule allowed only recipients with earnings to be included under simplified reporting, but the
Farm Bill expanded the option to allow states to cover most food stamp recipients.” The
Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of USDA has provided additional detail and guidance on
the simplified reporting option through formal questions and answers posted on the FNS
website.*

Limiting changes that must be reported and acted upon during a food stamp
certification period is the salient feature of simplified reporting. During the certification
period, food stamp households are required to report a change only if it results in income
exceeding the food stamp eligibility limit of 130 percent of the federal poverty level, except
that households in 12-month certification periods must also file a semiannual report at 6
months. Food stamp households 7ay report other changes between certification periods or
semiannual reports, but a state must ac# on the change only if it would result in an increase in
food stamps (“positive change”) or if certain exceptions are met.” However, many states

2 As of the 2003 CFR, 7 CFR 273.12(a)(vii), the 2000 rule, has not yet been amended to reflect the Farm
Bill changes.

3 Section 4109 of the Farm Bill amending Section 6(c)(1) of the Food Stamp Act and codified at 7 U.S.C.
2015(c)(1).

* Questions and Answers Regarding the Food Stamp Program (FSP) Certification Provisions of the Farm Bill (first,
second, and third set), available at http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Legislation/2002_farm_bill/ farmbill-
QAs.htm. (first set) and http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Legislation/2002_farm_ bill/ farmbill-QAs-ILhtm
(second set), and http:// www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Legislation/2002_farm_bill/farmbill-Qas-IILhtm. (thitd
set).

5> There are 3 exceptions to the positive-only rule: the household requests case closure; action is taken on
the TANF (or General Assistance) grant; the change is considered “verified upon receipt.” If an exception is
met, the state must act on a known interim change even if the action would reduce the food stamp benefit.
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The Food Stamp Simplified Reporting Option
Key Policies

The simplified reporting option allows states to reduce reporting requirements and
limit actions caseworkers must take on known changes. Key simplified reporting policies
are described below and discussed in greater detail in the following chapters.

e Population covered. States may place most households (with and without
earnings) into simplified reporting but generally may not include households
that have no earnings and in which all adult members are elderly or disabled,
households in which all members are homeless, or households that include
migrant and seasonal farmworkers.

e Certification periods. States may assign simplified reporting households to
certification periods of 4 months or longer. Typically, states choose to use
either a 12-month certification period with a required short semiannual report
at 6 months or a 6-month certification period with full recertification at 6
months.

e Semiannual reports (for states using 12-month certification periods).
When a semiannual report is used, it must request information on 6 items:
income, household composition, residence, vehicles (if not excluded), assets,
and changes in child support obligations. States using 12-month certification
periods and a semiannual report must act on all of the changes reported in
the semiannual report.

e Interim reporting requirements. Simplified reporting households are
required to report interim changes—that is, changes that occur between
recertifications or semiannual reports—only if they result in income
exceeding the food stamp eligibility limit of 130 percent of the federal poverty
level. Some households may want to report other changes, such as a drop in
income that would lead to an increase in food stamps, even though they are
not required to do so. Households are not required to report most changes
until the next recertification or semiannual report.

» Acting on interim changes. A state must act on an interim change report if
it results in income that exceeds 130 percent of the federal poverty level.
Otherwise, if a change report is received between recertifications or
semiannual reports, the state must act only if the change would result in an
increase in food stamps (a “positive” change) or if certain exceptions are met.
(The 3 exceptions to this “positive-only” rule are: the household requests
closure; the change is “verified upon receipt”; or the change affects the TANF
grant.) Many states implementing simplified reporting have received a waiver
of the “positive-only” rule in order to act on all interim changes. States with a
waiver must act on all changes.
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have applied for and received a waiver of this federal rule in order to act on @/ changes
between recertifications or semiannual reports.

2. Motivation for Simplified Reporting and Adoption by States

Simplified reporting was designed to address workload pressures faced by local food
stamp workers and to improve food stamp access for low-income families while protecting
states from increased exposure to QC errors. In the early to mid-1990s, concerns about
food stamp QC error rates and potential penalties drove many states to implement policies
that would allow them to monitor changes in household circumstances more carefully.’ In
particular, many states shortened the certification period for the most “error-prone”
households, particularly households with earners, to only 3 months.”

The shorter certification periods in the 1990s successfully reduced QC error rates but
substantially increased staff workload and client burden owing to the more frequent
recertifications.  Within two years of implementing 3-month certifications, error rates
dropped significantly in the four study states. Between 1993 and 2000, the rates fell by 4 to
7 percentage points in the four study states and by 2 percentage points nationwide. At the
same time, administrative workloads increased substantially as a consequence of more
frequent recertifications.  The increased workload pressures were particularly difficult as
many local offices also faced staff shortages in response to state budget cuts. In addition,
the shorter certification periods increased the burden on working families of retaining food
stamps: a family member often had to take time off from work or other responsibilities to
visit the office every 3 months and reapply for benefits. As a result, many working families
stopped participating in the Food Stamp Program.”

¢ Given that food stamp benefits are entirely federally funded, USDA measures eligibility and payment
accuracy through a QC system that imposes stiff penalties on states that perform below the national average
while enhancing funding to states that perform significantly above the national average. If the food stamp
benefit provided by a state is more than $25 ($5 before FY 2000) above or below the level a household should
have received, the state can be charged with an error. Furthermore, until FY 2002, QC penalties were triggered
whenever a state’s error rate exceeded the national average.

7 Households with earnings are considered more “error-prone” because they are more likely to have
fluctuating income that can lead to errors if a change is not reported and/or the food stamp benefit is not
adjusted accurately to reflect the change within a specified period of time. Nationwide, the proportion of
working families with children required to reapply every 3 months increased eight-fold between 1993 and 2000
from 5 to 40 percent and increased even more in the four study states (special tabulations of FSPQC data). In
1993 (eatlier than most states), Louisiana implemented 3-month certification periods for households with
earnings; Arizona implemented them in 1995 and Ohio and Missouri in 1996.

8 According to an analysis conducted by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, between 1994 and
2000, the number of working families with children receiving food stamps dropped by 27 percent in states that
sharply increased the share of working families required to recertify at least once every 3 months (by 50 percent
or more) (Super 2003). The study found that in other states the number of working families receiving food
stamps dropped by only 6 percent over the same period. In addition, as compared with other states during this
period, the food stamp participation rate dropped faster in states that sharply increased their use of 3-month
certification periods for working families with children.
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Under simplified reporting, most changes during a certification period need not be
reported and thus are not considered an error for QC purposes. Because the agency no
longer needs to capture all changes in circumstances, states can use longer certification
periods without risking QC errors. (Prior to simplified reporting, many states had been using
short certification periods with frequent reviews in order to capture all changes.) Longer
certification periods mean fewer recertification interviews for both staff and clients.

In light of the potential benefits of the simplified reporting option, it is not surprising
that many states quickly moved to implement the option. Missouri and Louisiana were two
of the earliest states to adopt the option, implementing it for earners in May and August
2001, respectively, and expanding it to nonearners under the 2002 Farm Bill. Ohio
implemented simplified reporting for earners in July 2002, and Arizona first implemented it
for both earners and nonearners in January 2003.

All four study states viewed the simplified reporting option as an opportunity to reduce
staff workload, improve client access, and reduce exposure to QC errors. In Missouri, for
example, state administrators pointed to the prospect of lowering QC error rates and
reducing staff workloads as the main reasons for implementing simplified reporting.
Missouri had historically high error rates and had been subject to sanctions for higher-than-
average error rates from FY 1993 to FY 1997. After implementing 3-month certifications,
Missouri’s QC error rates dropped below the national average and out of sanction, but the
field staff’s workload increased substantially. Missouri saw the simplified reporting option as
an opportunity to reduce QC error rates further and, at the same time, reduce staff and client
workload burdens. As one staff member put it, simplified reporting was a “win-win”
situation because it could help address several goals without the usual trade-offs between
reducing QC errors and improving staff workload and client access.

In Louisiana, where error rates had been exceptionally low since 1994, state
administrators reported that they adopted the option with the expectation of reducing staff
workload and otherwise streamlining the food stamp process while maintaining the low error
rate and improving the accuracy of the eligibility process. Louisiana officials saw the
simplified reporting option as a “natural continuation” of policies aimed at program
simplification in order to reduce staff workload and improve program access. Although
workloads declined under quarterly reporting and 12-month certification periods for earners
(the state implemented quarterly reporting in September 2000), Louisiana implemented
simplified reporting with the expectation of streamlining the food stamp process further and
thus continuing to reduce staff workload. In particular, the state focused on relieving
workload pressures associated with rising caseloads combined with budget and staff cuts.

In Arizona, state officials singled out simplifying the food stamp process and imposing
fewer burdens on clients in terms of visits to the food stamp office as the chief reasons for
implementing simplified reporting. State staff hoped that the less frequent certifications and
fewer reporting requirements under the option would help many clients retain benefits and
thus improve their food security.  Although QC considerations were not the driving factor
in Arizona’s implementation of simplified reporting, the state needed to be sure that any
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changes, particularly those that would increase certification periods for working families,
would not increase error rates, which had dropped under shorter certification periods.

Ohio state administrators indicated that reducing administrative burdens on
caseworkers and clients resulting from 3-month certifications was an overarching reason for
implementing simplified reporting. However, as in the other states, staff wanted assurance
before implementing the option that simplified reporting’s changes would not increase QC
error rates.

3. ‘Transitional Benefit Alternative

TBA is a food stamp option that allows states to continue food stamps automatically for
up to five months for most families that leave TANF without requiring the families to take
any action to retain these transitional benefits. Under the option, the household’s benefits
continue in the same amount as in the month before TANF closure but undergo adjustment
for the loss of TANF. During the TBA period, food stamps are frozen and no changes need
be reported; nor are changes acted on except for a few situations such as a family reapplying
for TANF.

The TBA option first became available under USDA rules promulgated in November
2000; Congtess later codified and expanded it in the 2002 Farm Bill.” Additional guidance is
provided in Questions and Answers issued by FNS." While the original federal rule option
allowed up to 3 months of TBA to families leaving TANF due to earnings, the Farm Bill
expanded the option to up to five months for families leaving TANF for any reason other
than a sanction. To date, 12 states have implemented TBA, including one of the study
states. Arizona implemented TBA in January 2003 at the same time that it implemented
simplified reporting. Chapter V discusses all aspects of Arizona’s TBA decision making and
implementation.

TBA was designed to address concerns about families losing food stamp benefits when
they lost cash TANF benefits even though they remained eligible for food stamps. While
such a phenomenon was not new, the number of families leaving welfare increased
dramatically under welfare reform as state welfare caseloads declined by about 50 percent.

In an Urban Institute study, only 43 percent of families leaving welfare that were
income-eligible for food stamps continued to receive food stamps (Zedlewski 2001). Even
among the very poorest welfare leavers—those with incomes below 50 percent of the

% As of the 2003 CFR, 7 CFR 273.12(f)(4), the 2000 TBA rule, has not yet been amended to reflect the
Farm Bill changes. Section 4115 of the Farm Bill amends Section 11 of the Food Stamp Act and is codified at
7 U.S.C. 2020(s).

10 Questions and Answers Regarding the Food Stamp Program (FSP) Certification Provisions of the Farm Bill, available
at http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/MENU/APPS /ELIGIBILITY /FarmBill2002Q&APkg.htm, and Questions
and  Answers  on  the Noncitzen — Eligibility —and — Certification  Provisions — Final ~ Rule, available —at
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/MENU/NCEP Q&As2.htm.
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poverty level-only about half continued to receive food stamps. The Urban Institute
concluded that food stamps were not providing an effective transition benefit for many
families moving from welfare to work. Similarly, a study conducted by the Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) for the USDA Economic Research Service
used a different data set from the Urban Institute’s data set yet found that only about 42
percent of welfare leavers continued to receive food stamps despite the fact that most
appeared to be eligible (Miller et al. 2002). MDRC noted that a lack of information about
eligibility rules and the inconvenience of applying or reapplying for benefits explain why
families do not stay on welfare. The automatic extension under TBA does not require a
family to take any additional action to retain food stamps for the transition period.

When it first set forth the TBA option in the November 2000 federal rules, the Food
and Nutrition Service noted that transitional benefits in the form of food stamps could:

* Provide a critical work support that helps a household meet its nutritional needs
as it makes the transition from TANF

* See a household through to the stabilization of its circumstances before the state
agency attempts to redetermine eligibility and adjust benefit levels

* Reinforce with households the fact that food stamp participation does not
depend on TANF eligibility

B. RESEARCH DESIGN

The primary source of information for this study is in-depth site visit interviews with
state administrators and field office staff in Arizona, Louisiana, Missouri, and Ohio. The
site visits were designed to address the following research questions:

1. What are the major policy decisions and steps taken by state administrators to
implement the simplified reporting option and TBA?

2. How do simplified reporting and TBA operate at the field office level?

3. How well has simplified reporting met state objectives for the option? What
challenges have emerged in meeting these objectives in the study states?

4. What suggestions can state and field office staff make to help other states that
may be facing similar challenges or designing a simplified reporting or TBA
system?

5. Based on Arizona’s implementation of TBA, what are the major policy design
decisions faced by states, the nature of the implementation process, and the

significant findings for TBA?

We selected the four study states in consultation with ERS to represent a mix of design
choices for the simplified reporting option, a variety of regions, and a range of QC error
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rates and to include one state that had also implemented TBA. We also worked with state
officials to identify one local office to be visited in each state. The local offices were to be
“typical” for the states and to represent both urban and small-town or rural locations. We
conducted intensive site visits to each of the four study states between April and August
2003. The site visits included individual interviews and small-group discussions with staff
members of state and local offices, observations of food stamp service delivery, and, at two
sites, focus group discussions with food stamp participants. Appendix A describes in detail
the study state selection process as well as the types of interviews conducted and topics
covered.

The remainder of this report is organized as follows. Chapter II identifies the major
design decisions and other steps taken by the study states to implement the option. Chapter
IIT describes the operation of simplified reporting at the local field offices that we visited.
Chapter IV discusses the degree to which the study states have met their objectives of
reducing staff workload, improving client access, and reducing QC errors. It also highlights
some challenges faced by the study states in fully meeting these objectives and makes some
suggestions for addressing these challenges. Chapter V describes Arizona’s experience in
implementing TBA.
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CHAPTER |1

STATE PoLICY DESIGN AND
IMPLEMENTATION

hen a state decides to adopt simplified reporting, its policymakers must make

several design decisions before implementng the new policy. Federal rules give

states substantial flexibiliy in determmning the specifics of their policy design, and
study states have chosen different approaches. This chapter describes the nature of these
design decisions and the policy choices made bythe four study states. We then describe the
major steps taken at the gate level to implement the policy, inchiding the phnning process,

computer systems changes, and local office staff training.

A. PoLicy DESIGN CHOICES

States have four important design choices to make when implementng simplified
reporting:

1. What population to include in simplified reporting
2. Length of the simplified reporting certification period

3. Whether to respond only to reported changes that would increase benefits
(positive-only changes) or to apply for a USDA waiver to respond to all changes

4. Whether to align the cettification penods and reporting requirements of other
programs with those of the Food Stamp Program (FSP)

In general, study states designed their smplified reporting policies to best meet the
needs with respect to reducing field staff workoad, improving client access,and protecting
QC error rates. Additiorl factors affecting state choices include the following: (1) previous
reporting policies, (2) concerns about program canplexity, (3) fiscal or staffirg limitations,
(4) computer system technical constraints aml/or costs, and (5) relationships among the
various agencies or departments and individals governing the FSP, TANF, Medicaid, and
child care assistance.

Table II.1 summarizes the study states’ specific design decisions. Table IL.3, at the end
of this section, summarizes the stae considerations when makng these design decisions.
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Table I1.1. State Simplified Reporting Design Decisions

Study States

Key Decisions Arizona Louisiana Missouri Ohio
Implementation date January 2003 August 2001 May 2001 July 2002
Population covered Earners and Earners only®  Earners and Earners only

nonearners nonearners
Length of certification period 12 months 12 months 6 months 6 months
Response to interim changes Positive only All Positive only Al
Alignment of change reporting
requirements of other
programs with food stamp FSP and FSP, TANF,

TANF Child Care None None

reporting requirements

Louisiana expanded to nonearners in July 2003, shortly after our site visit.

1. Deciding What Population to Cover with Simplified Reporting

Although simplified rewrting initially coveed only households with earned income, the
2002 Farm Bill extended the provision tohouseholds without earned income, thereby
according states considerable discreton in selecting whom to cover. Thus, states may place
both households with earnings and those wihout earnings in simplified reporting.

In addition, federal law prohibits sites from requiring a periodic (e.g., semiannual)
report from certain households or using simplified reporting for households with

certification periods shorter than fourmonths.! USDA Q&A documents implementing the
Farm Bill exclude or recommend excluding thefollowing groups from simplified reportng:

* Households without earnings in which all adult members are eerly or disabled

e Households in which all members are homeles?

17 U.S.C. 2015(c)(1).

2 As clarified inUSDA’s Q&As (first set), USDA excludes households with no earned income in which all
of its aduk members are elderly or disabkd because these households generally have certification periodsof up
to two years and experience very few interim changes in circumstances. Because these households are excluded
from periodc reporting, they would have to be given (four-, five,, or) 6-month certification periods, which
would increase the burden and make it more difficult for such households to retain food stamps.

3 As clarifed n USDA’s Q&As (second set), given that perialic reporting is not permitted for
households in which all menbers are homeless and migrant or seasonal workers, a state agency may indude
these households in simplifed reporting only if it givescertification periods of (four, five, or) 6 months (no
more and no kss).
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* Households that include migrant or seasonal workers

» Able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs )*

At the time of our site visits, Arizona ax Missouri had expanded simplified reporting
to include households without earnings, and Lowsiana had plans to expand to nonearners in
the month following our site visit (July 2003). Ohio, however, has not expanded simplified
reporting to nonearners. All fair study states exclude households without earnings in which
all adult members are elderly or disabled aswell as households with migrant or seasonal
workers. 3 of the study states (all except Missauri) also exclude the homelessand ABAWD:s.

a. Factors Contributing to Choice of Expanding to Households Without Earnings

The study states that expanded simplified rporting to nonearners indicated that they
intended to maximize tle potential benefits of the option with regard to error rates, clien
access, and workload by covering more households as follows:

*  Missouri hoped to improve QC error ratesby broadening its coverage and thus
minimizing the numbr of households required to report changes between
reviews. To limit its exposure to errors to the greatest degree possible, the state
also extended simplified reporting to homeless households and ABAWDs,
populations excluded by most states. Missouri can include homeless households
in simplified reporting because it uses6-month certification periods witlout
periodic reporting requirements (statesare prohibited from requiring periodic
reports from these households). Missouri also uses 6-month certification
periods for its ABAWDs and requires ABAWDs whose eligibility depends on
working at least 20 hous a week to report when their hours drop below tle
minimum 20 hours (the only reporting requirement for any siphified reporting
household beyond reporting income inexcess of 130 percent of the poverty
line). Staff reported that their awtomated system easily mamtains a separate
ABAWD time clock, with benefits terminaded when the time limit 1s eached
regardless of where a household falls in its certification period.

* Arizona, aiming to improve food stamp access and nutritional support for its
clients, adopted the option for the expanded population in order to maximize
the number of households in its caseloadwith frozen benefits. Arizona, which
requires households to submit periodic (semiannual) reports, excluded

4+ ABAWDs are restricted to 3 months of food stamps in any 36-month period unkss they work at kast
20 hours per week (or exempt for other reasons). As clarified in IBDA’s Q&As (first set), USDA discourages
the inclusion of ABAWD:s in simplified reporting because (1) if ABAWDs are subject to the 3-month time
limit, the state would likely have to remove the ABAWND before the next recertification or semiannual report;
and (2) if ABAWD eligibility depends on working 20 hours per week, the household must report if the
ABAWD’s hours drop below the minimun 20 hours, thereby contradicting the strictly reduced reporting
requirements of simplified reporting.

Chapter 11: State Policy Design and Implementation



12

homeless, migrant or sesonal workers, ABAWDs, and households without
earnings in which all members are ellerly or disabled.

* Louisiana, which planned to extend simplified reporting beyond earners
immediately after our site visit, descibed the expansion of its simplified
reporting population as the naturalnext step for a state focused on both
reducing workload throwgh FSP simplifiation and improving program acess.
Staff reported that they expected expanded simplified reporting to nonearners
to allow more households to realize savings akin to those ealized first from
quarterly reporting and later from seminnual reporting for earners. Similar to
Arizona, Louisiana requires periodic (semiannugl reports and thus excludes
from simplified reporting homeless,migrant and seasonal workers, ABAWDs,
and households without earnings in which all merhers are elderly or disabled.

b. Factors Contributing to Choice of Covering Earners Only

Ohio reported that expanding its simplified reporting population to nonearners would
be of limited benefit to clients andcaseworkers. Most Ohio nonearners were already
assigned to a certification period of 6 monhs or longer and thus woull not have their
certification periods expanded under simplifiedeporting, with some even disadvantaged by
shorter certification perials. On the other hand, Ohio earners, many previously in 3-month
certification periods, benefited greatly fromthe extended 6-month certification period under
simplified reporting.

States adopting simplified reporting for earnes only have also sought to maximize the
potential benefits of sinplified reporting and toreduce caseworker confusion by defining as
many households as possible as “earners,” including those considered to be temporarily
unemployed. For example, Louisiana, which covered earners only at the time of our site
visits, assigned to simplifed reporting any lousehold with as little as $1 in countable exned
income or any unemployment insurance. Further, households that lost (or never regained)
earned income were not removed from simplified reporting until the end of their
certification period.

2. Determining the Length of the Certification Period

Under simplified reporting, states may assign eligible households to either a 12-month
certification period with a short semiannuakeport required at 6 months or to a 6-month
certification period with a compdte recertification every 6 months’ For states using a 12-
month certification period, the state reevaluzes and adjusts the household’s eligibilityand
benefits at the end of 6 months for the next 6-month period based on the information

5 When the state assigns a howehold to a certification perial of more than 6 months, it must require a
semiannual report. States can assign a household to four, five, or 6 monhs of continuous eligibility without a
semiannual report.
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included in the semianmal report’ The state must act on all changes in the semiannual
report. For states using a 6-month certificaion period, the state requires the househol to
reapply (or recertify) every 6 months.

During the 6 months between certfications or semiannual reports, households must
report to the food stamp agency only if their icome rises above the gross income limit (130
percent of the federal poverty level) or if an ABAWD’s work hours drop below 20 per week.
They may (but do not have to) report other changes in circumstances, and states have sme
flexibility over how they respond to changes that are reported, as discussed in section 3.

At the time of our site visits, Lousiana and Arizona had adopted a 12-month
certification period with a semiannual mort. Missouri and Ohio elected a 6-month
certification period and require full recertificationt the end of that period. (After our site
visits, Arizona chose to change to a 6-month simplified reporting certification period and
thus drop the semiannualreport.)

a. Factors Contributing to Choice of a 12-Month Certification Period

States’ previous reporting systems invariablyaffected their choice of certification period
as well as their perceptions of the amountof work involved in adopting semiannual
reporting. For example, before the adventof simplified reporting, Louisiana used 12-month
certification periods with quarterly reporting for nonpublic assistance food tamp
households with earnings. Quarterly reportingwith 3 short mail-in reports distributed to
clients quarterly and a full recertification inthe final quarter—resembled semiannual
reporting. Accordingly, Louisiana was already accustomed to 12-month certification periods
and the procedures surrounding periodic reports The state had only to modify its existing
quarterly report form and its periodicity toproceed with semiannual reporting. Procedures
for automating the printing, mding, and processing of theforms were already established
and tested.

It appears that another significant consideration in Louisiana’s and Arizomachoice of
12-month certification periods was that use ofa short mail-in semiannual report insteadof
full recertification & 6 months would reduce the number of in-person client intervews
required each year. Staff expected that a reduction in interviews would yield the greates
potential for workload reduction, reduced burdenfor clients, and enhanced QC protection.
Louisiana staff, for example, universally reportedthat it is easier and less time-consuming to
send and process a semiannual mail-in report than to recetify a client in an in-person
interview. With so many clients missing appaitments, the processing of semiannual report
forms and even the mailing of remider notices take less time than just the scheduling and
rescheduling of recertification appoinments (let alone the interview itself)) In addition,

¢ For the semiannual repart, federal regulations require households to provide informatim on only 6
items: income, household composition, residence, vehicles (if not excluded), assets, and changes in child
support obligatbns.

7 As many as a third of clients in Louisiana miss their initialrecertification appointment.
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Arizona staft mentioned that, compared with the 6-month renewal and its requirement for
full verification of most items, a semannual report does not require caseworker verification
for items that have not clanged.

States selecting 12-month certification periods also reported that they expcted greater
QC protection than uncr a 6-month certification period. In particular, they pointed out
that the semiannual report, as mandated by UDA, covers far fewer items than a full renewal
and that states would be held accountable only for items included on that form versus
risking full QC exposure for all items determimig eligibility under a full recertification.

b. Factors Contributing to Choice of 6-Month Certification Period

States that decided agamnst a 12-month certification period based their decision on
concerns about adopting a semiannal report. Missouri staff, for example, reported tha
they rejected 12-month certification periods in part because of the projected costs of
designing and programming a semiannual report and the logistics of processing the forms.
Instead, state policymakers concluded that 6-month recertifcations were easier and less
costly.

QC concerns also contributed to states’ decisions to use 6-month certification period
with full recertification at 6 months. Missori’s policy staff did not perceive tht a
semiannual report ratherthan a full recertfication would reduce QC exmsure. They also
reasoned that clients would be more likely toprovide all necessary information in an in-
person interview rather than on a malin form and that casworkers would be more likely to
obtain complete information during an interview.

Staff in the study states that decided to use 6-month certification for simplified
reporting pointed out tha more frequent in-office visits can benefit clients, especially tlose
with several barriers to longterm self-sufficiency. Meeting with a caseworker more than
once per year may help clents build stronger rdationships with their casewaker, learn about
other programs for which they are eligible, andreceive coaching and motivational assistance.
Program integrity also may have fatored into states’ decisions. Field staff in particular
expressed concern about clients receiing benefits for a full year between full reviews.

It is important to note that the study states that decidedto implement 6-month
certification previously operated wih 3-month certification periods. Thus, they, too,
reported that they expected to realize significant improvements in thir workload, error
rates, and client access upon adoption of simpified reporting. They viewed two interviews
per year under simplified reporting as a substantial reduction from four.

3. Deciding Whether to Act on Changes that Decrease the Food Stamp Benefit

USDA regulations governing simplifed reporting instruct states learning of a change m
a households circumstances during the period between recertifications or semiannual
reports to act on the change only if so doing would increase the househdd’s food stamp
benefit. However, the state agency must process (or act on) an adverse change (that is, one
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that would decrease the household’s food stamp benefit) on/y when (1) it acted on the change
for TANF or general assistance, (2) the change was verified upon receipt (VUR)? (3) the
household asked the state to close the case, or (4) household income rises above 130 percent
of the federal poverty line. Whether or not the VUR exception is met caused considerable
confusion and frustration in the local operatiorof simplified reporting in positive-on
states, as discussed in Chapter III. Under 12-month certifications, thestate always acts on
the information received in the required seminnual report, which is used to determine the
household’s eligibility and benefits for the next 6 months.

States have the option of applying for a water from USDA to allow them to act on all
changes during the 6 nonths between certifications or semiannual reports. Over hal of
states that have implemented simplified repoting nationwide have appliedfor and received
the waiver and thus act on all interim changes.

At the time of the site visits, Arizona and Missouri had acted—per the regulation—on
positive changes only. Louisiana andOhio received the waiver that allows themalso to act
on changes that would decrease benefits. (In the months following our site visit, Arizona
also decided to request a waiver from FNS to act m all changes.)

a. Factors Contributing to Choice of Responding to Positive Changes Only (per
Federal Regulations)

Reasons given by states for adopting simplifed reporting per federal rules—acting on
positive changes only—include the expectation that doing so would provide enhanced QC
protection, reduce workload, and offer an advantage to clients whose berfits could not be
decreased during the perpd between certifications.

To minimize exposure to potertial errors, Missouri staff, for example, chose to
implement smplified reporting per federal rule. The staff expected that by acting on
positive changes only—and thus processing substantially fewer changes—they woul d see
fewer processing errors and not be held QC-accountable for known negative changes. They
also reported that they had expected such an approach to reduce their workload as
caseworkers would process fewer overall changes, perhaps reducing by half the time pent
responding to changes in client circumstances.

Arizona, focused on improving client access to food stamps, reported that it decided to
implement the positive-only approachin order to minimize opportunitiesfor reducing client
benefits between certification periods. State policymakers reasoned that clients would
experience a significant advantage if their repoted negative changes did not cause a benefit

8 USDA Q&A guidance defines “verified upon receipt” as information (1)that is notquestionable and (2)
for which the provider is the primary source of the information as indrated in the following examples:
BENDEX or SDX from the Social Security Administration, SAVE from the Immigration and Naturalization
Service, unemployment compensation from the state unemployment compensation agency, and worker’s
compensation from the state worker’s compensation agency.  http://www.fn s.usda.gov/fsp/rules/

Memo/00/ NCEP _Q_As.htm.
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reduction until the end of their certificaon period. Responding to all changes would
undercut the notion of a true benefit “freeze”and thus harm the client. Blicymakers also
reported that such an appoach would likely reduce staff workload.

b. Factors Contributing to Choice of Responding to All Changes (by Waiver)

Ohio and Louisiana each requested and received a waiver to act on all reported or
otherwise verified changes, including those thatlower a household’s benefit. Louisiana staff
reported that they requested the waiver in order to simplify reporting practices andreduce
potential errors resulting from confusion over some aspects of the federal regulation’s
positive-changes approach. In particular, theywere concerned that the verified upon receipt
exception would confuse caseworkers, clients, and QC staff and thus introduce the ptential
for error. The state foresaw that, to process positive-only changes, casewo rkers would first
have to identify whether a reported change would increase or decrease benefits, and, if it
would decrease benefits, decide whether the change constituted an exception to the policy of
not acting on changes that decrease benefits-a potentially complicated and error-prone
process. State staff also had concerns that the process of determining the nature of a change
would require staff to undertake a cansiderable effort to educate field workers.

Another consideration influencing sttes’ decisions to respond to all changes involves
the challenges of reprogramming automated ystems to account for positive changes only,
particularly in instances when other benefit psgrams and food stamps records are linked in
the system. For these states, adopting the policy per federal regulations would have
substantially delayed impémentation’

At the time of the site visit, Arizona—p er the regulation—acted on positive changes
only. However, as discussed in subsequent chaptes, Arizona’s state and field staff felt that
the policy detracted fiom the goals of simplified reporting. They have subsequently
requested a waiver from FNS to act on all changes.

4. Deciding Whether to Align Reporting Requirements and Certification Periods of
Other Major Programs with Food Stamps

Families that participate in the FSP often areeligible for and reeive benefits from other
programs. In all four study states, the agency administering food stamps typically
administers two or moe of the 3 other major benefit programs—TANF, child care
assistance, or Medicaid—that serve low-income families, often through the same caseworker.
Sometimes a different agency or different dvision within the same agency establishes
policies for the other benefit programs even if the benefit isdelivered through the same
caseworker delivering food stamps.

 Missouri was in the mids of a system redesign when it began to planfor simplified reporting and thus
was able to include system instructionsto respond to positive-only changes as part of its larger redesign.
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The four study states varied in the extent to which they considered or were able to
accomplish alignment of the change reportingand renewal processes required of the other
benefit programs with thae of the FSP’s simplified reporting.

a. Aligning Change Reporting Requirements

Before the advent of simplified reporting, sates generally used similar approaches for
reporting changes for food stamps and the othe benefit programs administered jointly with
the FSP. Most of the study states required the prompt reporting of changes for all
programs,'’ although Louisiana used quarterly reportig for some food stamp households.

Under simplified reporting, Missourand Ohio essentially maintained change reporting
for the other benefit programs delivered through the same caseworker; Louisiana and
Arizona, on the other hand, extendedsimplified reporting beyond food stamps. Louisana
aligned the change reporting requirenents for food stamps, TANF, and child care!" For all
3 programs, clients file a single combined semiannual report and report only changes
between reports or reviews if income exceeds 130 percent of the federal poverty level. In
Arizona, the reporting requirements are the samefor TANF and food stamps; clients file a
combined single semiannual report for thetwo programs. Between reports and annual
reviews, recipients must report incone increases that make the household ineligible foreither
program; the dollar amount triggering the requed reporting of changes is much lower for
TANF than for food stamps. Table I1.2 summarizes the change reporting requirements for
food stamp simplified reporting households receiving other benefits.

Factors Contributing to Choice to Align Change Reporting Requirements. States
that altered the reporting requirements of somebenefit programs to matchthose of the FSP
under simplified reporting reported that their gdawas to improve client access and reduce
staff workload. It also appears tha these states enlisted willing partners from significant
programs. In particular:

* In Louisiana, the policy saff for the 3 affected programs—TANF, food stamps,
and child cae—are lodged in the same division and work together cloely.
Somewhat unique to Louisiana, Medicaid is admirstered and delivered through
a different agency and, for the most part, does not interact with the other
programs.

10 Some of the states used status reporting for food stamps, meaning that only certain employment
changes, such as moving from part- to full-time employment, needed to be reported promptly.

11 Touisiana dd not immediately extend smplified eporting to child care and TANF when it first
implemented the reportirg requirement in August 2001. In spring and summer 2002, i extended simplified
reporting for TANF and child care to those households assigned to food stamp simplifed reporting.

Chapter 11: State Policy Design and Implementation



18

Table 11.2. Change Reporting Requirements for Food Stamp Simplified Reporting
Households Receiving Other Benefits
Food Stamps TANF Medicaid Child Care
Arizona When income When income All changes Different
exceeds 130% of exceeds TANF within 10 days caseworker
the federal poverty standard®
line
Louisiana  When income When income Different When income
exceeds 130% of exceeds 130% of caseworker, exceeds 130%
federal poverty line  federal poverty line ' different agency @ of federal
poverty line®
Missouri When income All changes within All changes All changes
exceeds 130% of 10 days within 10 days within 10 days
federal poverty line
Ohio When income Changes within 10  All changes Different
exceeds 130% of days® within 10 days caseworker

federal poverty line

®In Arizona, the TANF standard is 36% of the 1992 federal poverty level, for example, $347 for a
family of 3.

®In Ohio, TANF policy staff require recipients to report changes in the source of earned or
unearned income, including gaining, losing, or changing employment; initial receipt of unearned
income; and change in gross income of more than $25.

°In Louisiana, clients receiving child care benefits are also required to report (1) if there is a
change in child care providers; (2) if a child receiving child care benefits moves out of the home;
and (3) termination of employment, training, or education of any adult household member.

* In Arizona, the Family Assistance Administration controlledboth TANF and
food stamp policy. The state staff andlocal caseworkers reported that it would
have been more difficult to implenent and operate simplified reporting had
not also been extended to TANF.

Factors Contributing to Choice Not to Align Change Reporting Requirements.
States that did not change the reporting requirenents of other benefit programs to align with
the reporting requirements of the FSP based their decision on concerns about increased cost
and caseload in partially state-funded progams such as TANF and Medicaid, restrictions
imposed by state law, a lack of collaboration among other programs, or other administrative
hurdles. In particular:

* In Ohio, TANF policy staff considered extending simplified reporting to TANF
and concluded that they could not do so because of caseload and fiscal
concerns; the state has, however, limited the changes that an employed recpient
must report for TANF regarding certain changes in employment status. The
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Medicaid policy staff (lodged in a differat division of the agency administering
TANF) would not consider simplified reporting for Medicaid.

* In Missouri, it does not appear thatdecision makers considered the issue of
modifying change reporting for TANF or Medicaid at the time that simplified
reporting for food stamps was implemented.

* Arizona did not extend simplified reprting to Medicaid, which is handled by
the same caseworker handling food stanps and TANF; for Medicaid, a family
must report all changes promptly. WhilédMedicaid is administered at the local
level by the Department of Economic Security Family Assistance
Administraton caseworker, policy decisions for Medicaid rest with the Arizona
Health Care Cost Containment Sysem (AHCCCS), the Medcaid agency. The
Family Assistance Administration triedunsuccessfully to persuade AHCCCS to
align the change reporting requirementsfor Medicaid with tle TANF and food
stamp simplified reporting approach.

b. Aligning Renewal or Recertification Periods

A state can require review periods of different lengths for different benefit programs
with no addtional burdens on clientsor caseworkers so long as the scheduling of reviews,
when required, is synchronized. Typically, sites try to synchronize reviews across jointly
administered programs, even if some programs require reviews more frequently than others.
For example, a state may review food stamps every 3 months and review Medicaid annually,
but it would try to coordinate the Medicaid review with one of the food stamp
recertifications, as Missouri did. In implemnting simplified reporting, Arizona feed a
policy environment tha constrained the state’s ability to synchionize or align recertifications
fully across benefit programs.

Factors Contributing to Decision to Align Renewal or Recertification Periods.
For the most part, states with aligned or sychronized renewals did not so much make a
choice to align renewals but rather continued an existing policy of doing so. In particular:

* In Missouri, food stamps are recertifiedevery 6 months, with the annual reviews
of Medicaid and TANF completed at tle same time. The only change was the
lengthening of the food stamp certification periods, but synchronization
represented a continuation of earlier procedures.

e In Ohio, TANF, family Medicaid ad food stamps undergo review every six
months through a joint review process. Under previous policy, the TANF
review period followed the food stamp review so that families with earnings,
who were assigned three-month certification periods for food stamps, also
underwent TANF review every three months. When the state implemented
simplified reporting, it continued toalign TANF review periods with food
stamps and set both at six-month revews. When a family reports earnings
during a certification period, the caseworkr generally will place the family into
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simplified reporting and extend the foodstamp review date by setting a new six-
month certification period. The state decided alsoto extend the TANF review
period at the same time so that the renewals waild remain synchronized;this
decision was based in part on the fact that the automated gstem could not
handle several review dates for a single household'”

Factors Contributing to Decision Not to Align Renewal or Recertification
Periods. Arizona did na align renewal or recertfication periads of other benefit programs
with the FSP’s simplified program due to polig and fiscal decisions affecting those other
programs. In particular, the policies (and, ultimately, statetstute) governing the separate
Medicaid agency in Arizona required 6-month reiews for Medicaid via in-person interviews
providing little flexibility for extending theeview date. Thus, despite a 12-month food
stamp certification period, clients also receivingMedicaid still had to visit the welfare office
every 6 months for an in-person interview. State policies appeared to allow caseworkers to
adjust renewal periods to coincide with the food samp reviews, but they did not stress or
require such actions. The lack of alignment wth Medicaid review periods and interviews is
one reason that Arizona has decided to switchto 6-month certification periods for food
stamps in 2004. The state indicates that it expects the 6-month reviews to be aligned and
synchronized. It has fully aligned TANF ad food stamp review periods and interviews.

Table I1.3 summarizes the factors contributng to state simplified reporting design
decisions regarding the population covered, certification period, change response, and
alignment with other prgrams.

B. IMPLEMENTING SIMPLIFIED REPORTING

To put simplified reporting into practice, site agency staff in the study sites typically
took steps that included (1) making desigmand implementation decisions, (2) reprogramming
agency computer systems, (3) creating new documents for communicatiaa with clients, and
(4) training local staff in new policies and pacedures. Below, we describe the study sites’
approach to these important implementation activities.

The time required for the implementation ofsimplified reporting in the study ges
ranged between approximately 6 and 18 months,from the point at which state staff began
actively considering the option to the initialtransition of cases to simplified reporting.
Implementation took 9 months or less in 3 ofthe study states: Arizona, Louisiana, and
Missouri. In Ohio, the process lasted longer with most of the time spent on reaching a
decision to go forward; thereafter, implementation took less tha 6 months.

12 Based on fiscal concerns, however, Ohio originallydecided that, when the automated system acquires
the capability to handle multile renewal dates, the policy would charge so as no to extend TANF review dates
when food stamp certification periods are extended due to reported earnings. The state has not implemented
this decision and will revisit the matr after the system changes are impkmented to handle mae than one
review date. The TANF and food stamp renewal periods thus remainsynchronized.
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Table I1.3. Factors Contributing to Simplified Reporting Policy Design Decisions

Policy Choice

Factors Contributing to Choice

Population Covered

Earners and nonearners

Earners only

Maximizes the impact of simplified reporting—the broader the
population covered, the greater the reduction in workload and QC
error rate, and the greater the improvement in client access.
Reduces confusion at intake or when earnings are first reported.

Expected small impact of expanding population in states where
most nonearners already have certification periods of 6 months
or longer.

Implemented pre—Farm Bill, with earners-the only permissible
population for simplified reporting at that time.

Certification Period

12 months (with
semiannual report)

6 months (followed by
recertification)

Longest possible certification period maximizes the impact of
simplified reporting on workload reduction, improves client access
and QC protection due to less frequent renewals, and results in
fewer face-to-face interviews.

Periodic report designed and programmed under previous
quarterly reporting system (Louisiana).

Difficulty/costs of implementing semiannual report.
QC concerns due to fewer client appointments.

Change Response

Positive-only changes (by
regulation)

All changes (by waiver)

Administrative savings and QC protection from acting on fewer
changes.
Increases client access through true benefit freeze.

Systems programming challenges.
Limiting complexity and workload increases in field.

Alignment with Other Programs

Maximum alignment

Minimal alignment

Improves client access and reduces workload.
Willing partners from other key programs.

Lack of collaboration from other programs or other administrative
hurdles.

State law restrictions.

Concerns about increased cost and caseload in partially state-
funded programs such as TANF and Medicaid.
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1. Making Design and Implementation Decisions

Work groups comprising staff from various agncy divisions were an important part of
the decision-making process in Arizona, Louisiam, and Ohio. In these staes, staff members
responsible for policy, QC, systems trainng, and field opeations collaborated both to
design simplified reporting policy and to plamts implementation. Arizona staff noted a new
level of collaboration among divisions and rported that the approxh for instituting
simplified reporting could become a model for pdnning future policy changes. According to
participants n the state’s design and implemertation process, the involvement of staff with
varied expertise helped smooth rollout of the new policy. InLouisiana, where policy charge
work groups typically represent a range of expertise, staff echoed Arizona’s sentiment, saying
that a cooperative planning style limits miscommunication and improves final policy
outcomes.

The role of local office staff in planningand implementing simplified reprting was
more limited in Arizona and Missouri than ihouisiana and Ohio. In bth Arizona and
Missouri, the work group on simplified reportingpolicy did not include local staff. In
retrospect, some adminstrators considered the exclusion of local stdf an oversight,
speculating that certain challenges with implementation (such as the cultural chang
discussed later) might have been anticipated if local staff had been involved in the planng
process. Louisiana, in contrast, inclided local office administrators and ine staff in work
groups planning policy changes; Ohio included lodaoffice administrators.

2. Making Computer System Changes

The study states required a variety of systems-related changes as a prerequisite to
implementing simplified reporting. Changesincluded the lengthening of certification
periods, automating assignment to simplified morting, adding indicators allowing workers
to instruct the system to act on changes or not automatically poducing reminder notices for
reporting between certifications, and insering income reporting requirements into
individualized notices. Not all tasks were necessary in each stug site because of differences
in system design and the extent of automation.

In general, study sites reported that system charges were a prominent concern in the
implementation of simplified reporting but naatheless proved to be manageable. Systems
staff in Arizona notedthat the programmingrequired to implement simplified reporting wa
much less burdensome than that required fo the Transitional Benefit Alternative. In
Louisiana, deays in completing system changes led the state to postpone the implementaoin
of simplified reporting by one month.

When Missouri first implemented sinplified reporting, it had not yet tranferred to an
automated eligibility system; thus, the largly manual system required few significant
changes. Missouri was in the midst of deeloping its automated system such that
automation of simplified reporting ws built intothe new system as it was developed. While
making adjustments for simplified reportingin the course of the development proces
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entailed some additional effort, the adjustments were largely absorbed into the much larger
systems project.

3. Creating New Documents for Client Communication

All four study states developed new documents to notify households of their simplified
reporting obligations. Each state sends cliens an award letter that specifies the dollar
amount representing 130 percent of the federal poverty level for that household. In
Louisiana, the reporting notice includs both the specific amount for the given household’s
size and a grid fa all household sizes; the state concluded that including the additional
information would provide greater (C protection.  In Arizona, which extends simplified
reporting to TANF, the award letter includesboth the household’s TANF and food stamp
reporting triggers.

In addition to the awardletter, Ohio developed an Earned Income Repot form that
explains in detail how to determine whenhousehold income exceeds 130 percent of the
federal poverty level. Ohio also sends an awomatically generated notice at the middle of the
certification period reminding households to submit a report when their income exceedt30
percent of the federal poverty level. State QC staff pushed for the detailed reporting
explanation as well as for the mid-cetification period reminder notice.

The study states with 12-month certification periods—Arizona and Louisiana—also
created semiannual reporting forms for distribution to clients The forms may be brief, as
federal regulations require household to provide information on only 6 items: income,
household composition, residence, vehicles (if not excluded), assets, and changes in child
support obligations. Arizona’s form, for exampd, was a single page of yes/no questions,
with space provided for aclient to explain responses, if needed. Both Arizona and Louisiana
used a single semiannual reporting form fomeveral programs: food stamps and TANF in
Arizona; food stamps, TANF, and child care in Louisiana.

4. Training Local Office Staff

In all study sites, state staff assembled tmining materials tocommunicate simplified
reporting policy and administration to local offe staff. Materials typically included policy
overviews aimed at local office administratorsand more detailed descriptions of procedires
for line staff. In Missouri, for example, stte staff assembled a training package called “Take
45” (it was supposed to take only 45 minutesto complete). The package included an
interactive compact disc that explained simpified reporting policy and led staff through a
series of exercises and examples. Arizona ako developed a detailed traning package but
divided the instruction into two phses conducted at different times. The first phae
presented the broad outlines of the new polcy and was intended to “prime” local staff for
the change. The second phase offered specific instruction on how simplified reporting cases
would be handled and included modles on topics such as exceptions to the positive-only
rule and the processing of change reports.
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CHAPTER |11

THE OPERATION OF SIMPLIFIED
REPORTING IN THE FIELD

n the study states, the operation of food stamp simplified reporting at the field level
generally includes the following processes:

* Assigning a food stamp case to simplified reporting

* Notifying the recipient of changed rporting requirements under simplified
reporting

* Determining what food stamp ation to take with respect to interim changes,
that is, changes other than the semiannual report, that are reportedduring the
certification period

* For states using 12-month certification paiods, processing semiannual reports

* Recertifying food stamps and removing cases from simplified reporting

This chapter examines the major elements of case processing and notes different
operational approaches used in the implementtion of simplified reporting in the study
states.

A. ASSIGNMENT TO SIMPLIFIED REPORTING

A food stamp household typically is assignedto simplified reporting at application or
recertification, although assignment alsomay occur when a household reports earnngs
during the certification period in a st that extends simplified reporting only to households
with earnings. In all study states, the automated gstem identifies households for simplified
reporting and assigns the appropriate certification period.

In both Missouri and Aizona, which extend simplified reporting to households with
and without earnings, the computer automaticdy assigns the households to simplified
reporting, typically at application or recertificatianIn Ohio (and in Louisiana at the timof
our site visit), the autanated system identifies households for simplified reporting ad
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assigns a 6-month certification period when earnings are coded. Louisiana has since
expanded simplified reporting to include nonearners, and the computer identifies which
households should 7o be included in simplified repoing and assigns all appropriate
households to simplified reporting.

For those states extending simplified repoting only to households with earnings, a
household might qualify for simplified reporting wdn it reports earnings between reviews.
In Ohio, when a household first reports earnings during a certification period, the
caseworker codes the earnings; the automated system then asigns the case to simplified
reporting and extends the certification period by resetting it for a new 6-month periad. If,
however, the extension would result in a certiftation period longer than 12 months, the
family is not placed in simplified repomg untl the next review, with the certification period
remaining unchanged. The caseworker checks the system to see that it correctly handkd the
process. The county office we visited in Ohioreported that the process of identifying when
the certification period could orcould not be extended poses a relatively miror burden but is
one of the few complexities associated with the implementation of simplified reporting.

B. NOTIFICATION OF REPORTING REQUIREMENTS

In all of the states we visited, caseworkers typically explain simplified reporting
requirements to clients at the in-person inteview for application or recertification. In
addition, the household’s award letter provdes information about the reporting
requirements, including the househad’s income reporting threshold of 130 percent ofthe
federal poverty level. Some states also use additional forms and reminders. All study states
exhibited considerable variation in the contentas well as in the emphasis of the reporting
requirements message. One important variable was the reporting requirements for tle
household’s receipt of benefits from other programs.

Income over 130 Percent of Federal Poverty Level. In all four states, the award
letter states the specific dollar amount thatrepresents 130 percent of the federal poverty
level for that household. Of the four staes, Ohio placed the greatest emphasis on the
requirement to report changes that push income over 130 percent of the federal poverty
level. In addition to tle system-generated award notice about the 130 percent reporting
requirement and specification of the household’s reporting threshold, Ohio caseworkers
delivered—at application or recertification—an oral explanation of the reporting
requirement to all households placed m simplified reporting. Caseworkers in Ohio also write
a household’s trigger amount on tk Earned Income Reporting form when handing the form
to the client and urge the individual to check hisor her income each manth to see if the
trigger is met. Ohio alsosends an automaticdly generated reminder notice n the middle of
the certification period that reinforces themessage to report income that pushes the
household over 130 percent of the federal poverty level. State officials report that eme
clients send m the report each morth whether or not the income exceeds 130 percent of the
federal poverty level.

Reporting Changes in Other Programs. In all study states except Louisiana, the
caseworker responsible for explaining that only limited interim changes need to be reported
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for food stamps (income over 130 percent of thefederal poverty level) is also responsible for

instructing the client to report all chnges for other benefits received by the household.

(Most simplified reporting households receive some other benefit such as TANF or

Medicaid.) Louisiana, by contrast, s the only study stae that delivered a single, clear
message about the need to report changes for jointly administered programs; a family is
required to report interim changes only whenits income exceeds 130 percent of the federal

poverty level for child care, TANF, or food stamps! In Arizona, caseworkers instructed

simplified reporting households receiving TANFto report interim changes for TANF only if
their income exceeded the TANF threshold but directed clients to report all changes for

Medicaid.

Semiannual Reporting Requirement. The caseworkers we interviewed during our
Arizona site visit indicated that they stress an cal message that urges clients to complete and
return their emiannual report. The caseworlers explained that, since the 130 percent of the
federal poverty level reporting requirement is et forth in the award leter, they did na see
the need to review this requirement; moreover, given that mast households also received
Medicaid, families were still required to report all changes.

C. DETERMINATION OF ACTIONS ON INTERIM CHANGES REPORTED OR KNOWN

In all four study states, caeworkers continue to learn of changes—other than those that
recipients are required to report—between review s or semiannual reports. Caseworkers learn
about changes when recipients report a change for food stamps or another benefit program
or as a result of a system’s cross-match. Sometimes clients report a loss of income that
would lead to increased food stamps but they often report other changs as well, even
though reporting is not equired for food stampsand could even lead to a decrease in food
stamp benefits.

Under federal food stamp rules, when a charge is reported or otherwise known to the
agency, the caseworker must act only on positivechanges, that is, those changes that would
increase food stamps unless an exception to the positive-only rule is met. However,
Louisiana, Ohio, and most states with simplifd reporting have obtained a waiver of the
positive-only rule such that the caseworker must always take action on all known changes.
Table III.1 summarizes the types of actions taken by caseworkers in each study state with
respect to various types of change reports.

Income Exceeding 130 Percent of the Federal Poverty Level. 1In all states,
caseworkers must act on a change when clients report income exceeding 130 percent of the
federal poverty level. In such an instance, aclient’s statement of changed income level
generally is sufficient verification for the cseworker to take action; the household is

1 At the time of the site visit, child are recipients were also required to report a change in child care
provider. Louisiana has subsequently added two more changes that must be reported for child care: if a child
receiving child care benefits moves out of the home or if any parent or adult hosehold member is no longer
employed or participatingin educationor training.
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Table IIL.1.

Known Between Semiannual Reports or Recertifications

Actions Taken on Food Stamps When Changes Are Reported or Otherwise

States Acting on Positive

States Acting on All Changes

Circumstances or Impact of Changes Only (Federal Rules) (Waiver)
Change Arizona Missouri Louisiana Ohio
Change is income over 130 Close food Close food Close food Close food
percent of federal poverty level stamp stamp stamp stamp
benefits® benefits® benefits® benefits®

Change would increase food
stamps; verification provided

Act on change

Act on change

Act on change

Act on change

Change would increase food Close food No action; Varies among Close food
stamps; verification requested  stamp continue food caseworkers stamp
and not provided benefits” stamp benefits benefits”

unchanged

Change would decrease food

stamps

Do not act on
change unless
exception met

Do not act on
change unless
exception met

Act on change

Act on change

Change is verified upon
receipt (exception)

Acton change Actonchange Actonchange Acton change

Change leads to action on
TANF grant (exception)

Act on change; Act on change
if TANF closes,

food stamps

go to TBA®

Acton change  Act on change

4If household is “categorically eligible,” the 130 percent test does not apply, and food stamps will continue
unless, based on a calculation, the family is not eligible for any food stamps.

o|f change affects only a deduction, then the caseworker will not increase food stamps based on unverified
change but will not close food stamp benefits.

Given that Arizona extends simplified reporting to TANF, the state acts only on negative changes to the
TANF grant if it exceeds the TANF income cut-off or the change is verified upon receipt.

dSubsequent to our site visit, Louisiana issued a policy clarification directing that no action be taken in these
circumstances; food stamp benefits continue unchanged.
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ineligible, and the caseworker simply closes the case’ When caseworkers discussed the
typical issues and particudr challenges relatingto change actions under simplified reporting,
they rarely mentioned clent reports of income exceeding 130 percent of the federal poverty
level.

Acting on Positive Changes Only (Arizona and Missouri). Upon learning of an
interim charge, the primary task faced by caseworkers in states without a waiver is to
determine if the change requires action, thatis, whether it is a positive change or, if a
negative change, whether an exception to the positive-only rule has been met. The decision
of whether the change is positive or not largly is automated aad does not pose a challenge
to the caseworker. The challenging task is dtermining whether, when a change is negative
(i.e., would cause a reduction in benefts), the change should be acted on anyway because an
exception to the positive-only rule has been net. The 3 exceptions to the positive-only rule
follow: the household voluntarilyrequests case closure; there 1s a change in the TANF (or in
some areas, General Assistance) grant; and the information alout the change is considered
verified upon receipt. Of these, the most complex exception involves a change that is
considered “verified upon receipt” or VUR. Ths issue arises only in states that follow the
positive-only federal rule and does not arise irstates with a waiver to act on al changes.

States have latitude in hov they define VUR. The federal rules set forth the exception
but do not define it. FNS has provided sane guidance in its Questios and Answers.
Arizona instructs staff to consider a change as VUR when the information is received from
the source, when the information is not questonable, and when no further information is
needed to take action. Missouri uses a simlar definition. However, subtle but importah
differences in operation emerged from examinng how these two states determine that
information is considered VUR. Missouri iterprets VUR more narrowly, with the result
that fewer changes that reduce food stamps meet the exceptionand thus require action.

Specifically, Missouri enphasizes that the information must be literallyreceived directly
from the source, whereas Arizona looks to the underlying source of the information, not who
submits the information to th food stamp office. This difference is illustrated by an
example of a recipient eporting a pay increase and submitting recent wage stubs. In
Missouri, wage stubs provided by a food stamp household arenor considered VUR because
they came from the household rather than from the source (employer); thus, no ation
would be taken to reduce food stamps under the VUR exception. In Arizona, the wag
stubs are considered VUR because they are verification from the source (employer) even
though someone other than the employer submitted them to the food stamp office.

Another difference in interpretation letween these two states occurs when the criterion
that “no further information is needed to takaction” can be met. Missouri’s interpretation

2 In all stats, the verification required to take an action might differ if the change resulted ina decrease or
increase in berefits. For example, a client’s statement is sufficient basis to close a case if income exceeds 130
percent of the federal poverty level, whereas additional verification would be required to take a positive
(increase) action.
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is that if any verification must be requested taact on the change in another program such as
Medicaid, it is by definitiorwor VUR. Arizona, in contrast, considers a change as one that
can become VUR once verification that hasbeen requested for another program such as
Medicaid has been provided. (See further disassion of the impact of this difference in the
box on change reports for other programs.) A state can choose either approach to

interpreting these issues. Under FNS policy,documentation may constitute verification for
taking actionin another program such as Medicaid without astate being required to consider

the change verified upon receipt for the puposes of the exception to the food stamp

positive-only rule.

Waiver to Act on All Changes (Ohio and Louisiana). Given that Ohio ard
Louisiana have a waiver to act on all changescaseworkers do not need to identify whether a
change is to be acted on or not. Once a caseworler learns about a change, he or she simply
takes action. If the caseworker does not have sufficient information toact on the change, he
or she requests it. (See box about caseworker actions when additional information needd to
act on food stamps is requested but not provided) In Ohio, the caseworker can close food
stamps 1if requested verification is not receivel, even if the change is not one tha was
required to be reported and would have increased food stamps. In Louisiana, now th4 the
state has provided clarification of the policy,the caseworker would not take any actionon
changes that would increase food stamps if the venfication is not provided; benefits would
continue unchanged.

D. PROCESSING OF SEMIANNUAL REPORTS (ARIZONA AND LOUISIANA ONLY)

In both Arizona and Louisiana, automatedsystems support the semiannual report
procedure. In Arizona, the semiannual report is a combined TANF and food stamp eport
for families receiving both benefits. In Lousiana, the semiannual report is a combmed
TANTF, child care, and food stamp report for famlies receiving all of thee benefits. Neither
state uses a prepopulated form, although Louisima staff recommends that states try to do
s0.

Computers automatically generate the two states’ semiannual reports; they ado generate
a reminder notice if he report has not been processed. In addition, the systems
automatically close benefts at the end of the 6th month if a complete reprt has not been
received or processed. (In Louisiana, the TANF and food stamp cases would be closed n
such a circumstance, but not child care.) If a semiannual eport is returned but is not
complete, the caseworker requests additional infamation or verification. In the case ¢ no
changes, no verification is needed unless circunstances are questionable. Processing a timely
and complete report proved smooth and simplein both states; in Louisiana, procesing
requires the entry of one simple code.

Louisiana staff noted both a high percentage of case closures and subsequent
reapplicatiors as a consequence of the failure toreturn the semiannual report. At the time
we visited Arizona, the state had not yet completed its first cycle of semiamual reports, but
it subsequently experienced a significant numberof case closures for failure to submit the
semiannual report.
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Change Reporting in Other Benefit Programs Can Result in
Satisfying an Exception to the Positive-Only Rule

Households often report and verify changes because they are required to
do so for other program benefits they receive. As one local office administrator
put it, the office handled few “pure” food stamp cases—that is, those subject
only to the 130 percent federal poverty level reporting requirement. In some
instances, the reporting and verification of a change in other programs—
Medicaid or TANF—-can result in the change’s meeting an exception to the
food stamp positive-only rule. The caseworker thus may act on the change
for food stamps even if the change otherwise would not need to be reported or
acted on under food stamp simplified reporting. This can occur either
because the change affects the TANF grant or because the change is VUR.

First, a change reported for and acted on in TANF would result in the
change being acted on in food stamps under an exception to the positive-only
rule. This arose to a greater extent in Missouri than in Arizona because
Arizona also extended simplified reporting to TANF, which meant that many
changes were not acted on in TANF.

In addition, a change reported for another program could be considered
verified upon receipt for food stamps. This arose to a greater extent in
Arizona, which did not use as narrow an interpretation of VUR as Missouri. In
particular, the Medicaid reporting requirements interacted with the VUR
exception to the positive-only rule to result in the exception being met. In
Arizona, when a household reports a change, the caseworker might request
verification in order to act on the change in Medicaid. If the verification is
provided, the change becomes VUR and the caseworker must act on it in food
stamps. If, however, the verification requested for Medicaid is not provided,
the caseworker would have to act to close Medicaid but would take no action
in food stamps as the VUR exception is not met. One caseworker candidly
explained that she preferred to receive incomplete information for Medicaid so
that she could request clarification and verification, which, when received,
would make the change report VUR and result in a food stamp action. The
increased income amount ultimately might not even have affected Medicaid
eligibility, but the process of clarifying and verifying the amount of income
under the auspices of Medicaid transformed the report into a basis for
adjusting food stamps. While the food stamp benefits could not be closed if
the household failed to provide the verification requested for Medicaid
purposes (but Medicaid could be), the food stamp benefits could be reduced
or closed based on the information, if it is provided. Such a result would not
occur in Missouri due to subtle differences in when a change is considered
VUR.
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Implications of Different Approaches to
Requesting Additional Information

For all four study states, a caseworker might need additional information or
verification before taking action on food stamps in response to a reported
change. (Such an eventuality arises for positive changes in Arizona and
Missouri and for all changes in Louisiana and Ohio-states with waivers to act on
all changes.) For example, if a recipient reports reduced hours and wages, the
caseworker will need a pay stub or some other evidence from the employer

before increasing food stamp benefits.

Two of the states we visited—Ohio and Arizona—used the formal Request
for Contact procedure by which the caseworker requested the additional
verification; if the information is not forthcoming, the caseworker closes food
stamp benefits. (If the unverified change is an increased deduction, the
caseworker neither acts on the change nor closes food stamps.)  Under this
approach, the client’s failure to provide the requested verification of change can
lead to the anomalous result that a client can lose food stamp benefits entirely
by reporting a change that was not required to be reported and that should lead
to increased food stamp benefits.

Missouri takes a different approach and informally requests the additional
verification it needs to make a positive change; if the verification is not
forthcoming, the state makes no change. In such a case, the client is subject to
neither an increase nor decrease in food stamps. At the time of the team’s visit
to Louisiana, in the absence of a state policy on this issue, the approach to
additional verification varied by caseworker. The state has since set forth a
policy clarification that benefits are not be closed if verification is not provided
for a change that would lead to an increase in benefits. Table 3.1 sets forth the
various state approaches.

FNS discusses the advantages of the informal approach over the formal
Request for Contact in Additional Questions and Answers Regarding the Food
Stamp Program Certification Provisions of the Farm Bill, Question 4109-19,
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/rules/Legislation/2002_farm_bill/farmbill-QAs-I1.htm.

E. RECERTIFICATION

In all study states, food stamp recertification under simplified reporting follows the
same procedures as for any other food stamprecertification. The primary difference under
simplified reporting is that recertificions occur less frequently-once or twice a year rather
than every 3 months in some states.
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Recertification Process. Typically, the automated system issues a Notice of
Expiration in the middle of the month beforethe last month of the cetification pernod,
requiring the recipient to apply for recertificabn and provide verification of circumstances.
The offices we visited in the stuly states required an in-person interview at every
recertification except when individuals were grarted a waiver of such interview, although we
observed some discrepancy on this ssue in one state between the local office practice (of
always requiring a face-to-face interview at 6 months) and state office policy (of requiring a
face-to-face interview only once a year).

Exit from Simplified Reporting. When a howehold no longer qualifis for simplified
reporting, its status changes at the tine of recertification. In other words, a household is not
removed from simplified reporting status during certification period even if it no longer
receives earnings (for those states that limt simplified reporting to households with
earnings).

Alignment of Renewal with Other Benefit Programs. Generally, food stamp
recertification is synchraized with renewals for a family’s receipt of otler benefits that are
administered by the same caseworker and same office. (None of the study states aligned
renewal dates or processes for programs adminstered through a different unit or agency,
such as Medicaid in Lauisiana or dild care in Arizona and Ohio.) Sometimes, as in
Louisiana, all programs vere aligned in a singleannual review. In other states, where some
programs were reviewed more frequently than others, the reviews were still synchronized
when due. For example, in Missouri, recertiftation for food stamps at6 months results in
updating TANF and Medicaid (which requireannual reviews) without ary additional actim
required of the family. h Arizona, however, we observed that annual aligned cash andfood
stamp renewals did not alvays coincide with the semiannual Medicaid reviews, although th
same caseworker handled the benefits Arizona requires in-person interviews for Medicaid
every 6 months and, when reviews are not aligned, the haisehold may need to vist the
office a third time for the annuafood stamp recertification interview.
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CHAPTER |V

SIMPLIFIED REPORTING
FINDINGS

client access to the FSP, and reduce QC error rates. The aspect of simplified

reporting policy that has most contrbuted toward achievement of the first two
objectives is longer certification perials, which lead to less frequent renewals and fewer in-
person interviews and in turn reduce staff worklad and increase access for participants.
These longer certification periods are one of the most visible and popular aspects of
simplified reporting. Tl most significant fator in improving payment accuracy has been
not counting unreported changes as C errors.

/ I Y he simplified reporting option has allowedstates to reduce staff workload, improve

Despite the benefits associated with simplified reporting, the option has given rise to
some operational challenges in the study sttes. For example, reports of changes between
certification periods have not declinedsignificartly, and the need to respondonly to positive
changes (in nonwaiver states) has created frustration and confusion among the field staff we
interviewed. The issues underlying these chalenges include the hck of alignment of
reporting requirements among various programsand difficulties in making the philosophic
and cultural changes needed under simplified reporting.

This chapter examines how simplified reportng has reduced staff workload, improved
client access to the FSP, and reduced QC error rates. We then discuss some of the
operational challenges that have emerged in the stdy states and the underlying reasons for
the challenges. We conclude the chapter with suggestions for addressing these concerns.

A. SIMPLIFIED REPORTING HAS REDUCED STAFF WORKLOAD, IMPROVED CLIENT
AccEss, AND REDUCED QC ERRORS

1. Simplified Reporting Has Reduced Staff Workload

Study states report that the largest and mostsignificant gain from simplifid reporting
has been the reduction instaff workload. Field staff in all four study states enthusiasticall
embrace the workload benefits of the longer certification periods and, in Louisiana, fewer
periodic report forms. Smplified reporting has reduced the workload of field staff in the
following ways:
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o Less Frequent Recertifications and Interviews.  Given the longer
certification periods under simplified reporting, caseworkers conduct less
frequent redetermination interviews and spend less time scheduling and
rescheduling interviews. The number of recertifications per food stamp
participant covered under simplified rporting dropped from four times a year
(under 3-month certifications) to twice ayear (under 6-month certificatiors) or
to once a year plus a semiannual repot (under 12-month certifications).

o Fewer Reapplications Following Closures. Also due to simplified
reporting’s longer certification periodscaseworkers process fewer reapplications
resulting from the closure ofongoing cases. Clients have fewer opportunities to
fail to submit a periodic report form, to nss a recertification deadline, or to fail
to submit reeded verification withn the requird period and thus face case
closure. Fewer actions that could result in case closures result in less frequent
reapplications.

o Fewer Overissuances Established to Adjust Back Benefit Amounts Due
to Unreported Changes. Caseworker workloads are further reduced under
simplified reporting because staff prepae and process fewer overissuances upon
the discovery of changes at recertificaton. Before the advent of simplified
reporting, caseworkers had to write overissuances in order to adjust erroneously
issued client benefits once they discovered that an unreported change had
occurred during the certification period Under simplified reporting, most
changes identified at a recertification interview wee not required to be reported
during the ertification period (unlessthey increased gross income to over 130
percent of the federal poverty level); thus, caseworkers do not have to establish
overissuances.

o Fewer Periodic Report Forms (in Louisiana) to Process. In Louisiana,
which changed its periodic reporting requirement from quarterly to
semiannually, caseworkers have fewer report forms to process under simplified
reporting (from 3 times per year under quarterly reporting to once pr year
under semiannual reporting) per food stamp partigant.

e Easier to Process Semiannual Reports Than to Conduct Full
Recertifications (in Arizond). In Arizona, which implemented semiannual
reporting after requiring 3-month cetifications, staff indicated that the required
one recertification per yea and one semiannual report added up to far less work
than four recertificatiors. Staff say that, in general, processing semiannual
reports is easier than and preferableto conducting full recertifications.

Workload Reduction Has Helped States Handle Rising Caseloads and Budget
Cuts. Under simplified reporting, wrkload reductions for food stamp caseworkers have
been especially important in the wake of recemly rising caseloads and staff cuts associded
with budget shortfalls. All four study sttes pointed to the importance of simplified
reporting in helping them cope withcaseload increases and staff reductions. After declining
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during most of the 1990s, food stamp participation began increasing again in FY @01.
Nationwide, the average monthly number of food stamp participants increased by 25
percent between FY 2000 and FY 2003 and by much more in the study states; food stamp
participationincreased by 31 to 36 percent in 3 of the study states and by almost 90 percent
in Arizona! Study states reported that the caseload increases are attributable to (1) fewer
jobs, fewer hours, or lower wage rates; (2) increased outreach via billboards, posters, and
other means; (3) policies other than simplified rporting that have increased access; and (4),
most recently, the effects of simplified reporting.

If not for the longer certification periods unde simplified reporting, states reported that
caseworkers would have been overwhelmed by the combination of caseload increases and
staff shortages, particularly because gencies have been unable to add staf to handle the
growing number of cases. In Ohio, for emmple, the monthly number of appliations
(including both applicatens and reapplicationy per worker had declined from about 25 to
19 when simplified reporting was first implemeted in 2002. However, field staff indicated
that the nunber had incrased again to between 22 and 27 monthly applications per worker
during summer 2003 owing to caseload increases am staff decreases. In Louisiana, despite
fewer terminated cases to be reopened under simplified reporting, the taal number of food
stamp applications did not decline but instead increased as a function of overall caseload
growth.

Workload reductions as a consequence of simpified reporting have helpedoffset early
retirements and other staff cuts in the study staes. All study states reported that they have
either lost staff through attrition or had to ctistaff in response to budget cuts. In Arizona,
the department that handles food stamps has had to decrease administrative expenditues by
$7 million since January 2003, leadig to staff cuts of about 10 percent, or 300 positions.

2. Simplified Reporting Has Improved Client Access to the FSP

Study states also indicated that simplifiedreporting has improved client access to the
ESP, largely by reducing the numler of times that clients must recertify over the course of a
year.

Simplified reporting has improved clientaccess to the FSP in the following ways:

» Less Frequent Recertification Reviews.  Another benefit of longer
certification periods is tht clients retain food stamps longer because they do not
need to recertify as often. Longer certifration periods are particularly helpful to
working clients who may have troubt taking time off from work for
recertification appointments and who ofen experience difficulty in juggling
work and family responsibilities. The longr periods are also helpful to clients
whose limited transportation options makeit difficult to travel to the food
stamp office. In focus groups conducted in study states, clients enthusiastically

1 Special tabulations of FSPQCdata for FY 2000 and FY 2003.

Chapter IV: Simplified Reporting Findings



38

reported that less frequent recertifications made t much easier to participde in
the FSP and retain benefits. Clients renarked that, with 3-month certification
periods, they felt that it was time tostart the recertification process over again as
soon as they had completed one round of recertification reviews.

o Fewer Terminations Due to Incomplete Recertifications. Also because of
the fewer recertifications under simplifiedreporting, clients are less likely to see
their benefits terminated as a result of anincomplete recertification or failure to
keep a recertification appointment. Accadingly, clients retain food stamps
longer and receive a more stableincome over a longer period.

»  No Overissuance for Not Reporting Most Changes. Given that familes do
not have to report most changes between certification periods under simplified
reporting (unless their gross income exeeds 130 percent of the federal poverty
level), they do not receive overissuances for failing to report most chamged
circumstances. Despite little change in the number of changes that clientslo
report, there are no overissuances established for changes that are not reported
and are not equired to be reported.

o Less Frequent Periodic Report Forms for Clients in Louisiana. In
Louisiana, which had used quarterly eporting before implementing semiannual
reporting, clients submit fewer perialic reports each year, thus reducing the
burden of retaining food stamps and educing the likelihood that a client will see
benefits terminated for not returning a periodic report form.

» Additional Time for Case Management or Coaching Activities May Help
Clients Retain Food Stamps and Receive Additional Services. In
Louisiana, staff workload reductions asociated with fewer periodic reports
under simplified reporting have allowedsome caseworkers to spend more time
helping applicants undestand how to apply for and retain food stamps.
Caseworkers also reported that they have more time to help clients with aher
case management activities such as learning about other programs that meet a
wider array of needs.

3. Simplified Reporting Has Contributed to Caseload and Participation Rate
Increases, Particularly for Working Families

Increasing access to the FSP by reducing the burden of retaining food samps under
simplified reporting has contributed to the increased participation of familieand
participation rates among those eligible; fewerfamilies see their benefits terminated, cases
remain open longer, and, in Louisian, families lave fewer opportunities not to submit a
periodic report. All study states imlicated that simplified reorting has increased or will
increase caseload sizes and participation rates particularly when the reporting option is
broadened to most of the food stamp populaton. Although states do not have data to
separate the contribution of simplified reporig from other factors such as increased
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unemployment, increased outreach, and other policies, the study states believe that
simplified reporting is indeed a factonn thecaseload and participation ratencrease.

Preliminary information from the twostates that implemented simplified reporting for
earners in 2001 (Louisiana and Misouri) appears to support the finding that the reporting
option contnbuted to the increase in participaton, particularly for workig families in the
ESP. Between FY 2001 and 2002, participation among working families with children
increased by 22 and 30 percent, respectively, inLouisiana and Missouri canpared with a 14
percent increase nationwide.> When FY 2003 data are available, they will permit more
extensive comparisons. State particiption rates among eligibles are not yet available for FY
2002, so it is still too early toexamine the change in state rates.

Increased caseloads under simplified reportingcan be expected to increase food stamp
benefit costs, although the federal government rather than the states would cover these
costs. While the study states did mt have any quantitative information on the expected
costs of simplified reporting, they indicated that, other than initial implementation costoff
designing the policy, caxducting computer reprogramming, training, and developing new
forms), overall cost savings attributable toworkload reductions will allow them to handle
higher caseloads with fewer resources.

4. Simplified Reporting Has Reduced QC Error Rates

Another objective of simplified reporting is to reduce, or at lest not increase, QC error
rates. After bringing down error rates under3-month certification periods, some study state
staff were concerned that the policy changes under simplified reporting, particularly the
longer certification perials, might again increse error rates. However, staff in all study
states indicated a decrease in their QC error rates under simplified reporting or at leasno
increase.

In Louisiana, which implemented simplified mporting for earners in 2001, staff have not
been able to track the specific impact of the rporting option on error rates but believe that
it has contributed to Louisiana’s continued excepionally low rate. Louisiana’s error rate was
unchanged between FY 2001 and FY 2002 (at 5.78 percent). In Missouri, which also
implemented simplified reporting for earnersin 2001 and expanded tle option to the
broadest possible population in 2002, the errorrate declined in FY 2002 (from 10.21 to 9.77
percent) and then much more during FY 2003 (based on preliminary information from state
staff, the FY 2003 error rate was down to 6.5 percent through July 2003). Missouri staff
attribute much of the decline in the stated error rate to simplified rporting and, in
particular, to expanding the option to the byadest possible population in February 2003 and
acting on positive-only changes.

Both Arizona and Ohio implementedsimplified reporting too recently (January 2003
and July 2002, respectively) to have developed any measure of the change in the QC error

2 Special tabulations of FSPQCdata for FY 2001 and FY 2002.
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rate under the option, but both states indicted that simplified reporting has in fact
contributed to reducing their rates. In Arizona, for example, QC stf conducted an

informal analysis of thepotential impact of simplified reporting on its error rate before
implementirg the option. QC staff examined the errors that were identified in cases plled

for QC review in FY 2001 and discovered that 69 of the 142 errors (50 percent) in FY 201

would not have been errors under simplifid reporting. Based on their analysis, they
concluded that Arizona’s FY 2001 error rate would have been almost 3 percentage points

lower if simplified reporting policy had been in pte.’

In Ohio, QC staff has tracked QC cases puled for review that, because of simplified
reporting, were not inerror (or involved a smaller error) but would have been in error before
the introduction of simplified reporting. Ohio’sracking exercise identified 6 cases, generally
those involving failue to report a gain or les of income that would have been in error
without simplified reporting. The 6 cases not irerror represent a reduction of two-thirds of
a percentage point in the error rate from wht it would have been absent simplified
reporting.

Study states indicated that simplified repomng has helped educe QC errors for the
following reasons:

e No Error if Household Does Not Report Most Changes in
Circumstances. Under the policies predating simplified reporting, if a
household failed to report even a modestchange in circumstances withn 10
days, its food stamp benefit could be onsidered in error. Under simplified
reporting, most changs in household circumstances and income that go
unreported are not considered an error and thus do not count toward the state’
QC error rate (unless the change caused the household’s income to exceed 130
percent of the federal poverty level).

» Fewer Reported Changes Result in Less Exposure to Errors. 1If
households report fewer changes, then there is less potential for a change to be
processed incorrectly. According to USDA’s Food Stamp Program QC Annual
Report, about one-third of all QC errors occur after the most recent
certification! Many such errors could be elimmated if households did not
report changes between reviews. It is still too early to examine the change in the
proportion of errors occurring between reviews under simplified reporting, but
such information will help assess whether errors between certification periods
have indeed declined.

3 QC staff acknowledge that, under simplifed reporting, such analysismight not capture cther types of
errors, such as reported changes not acted upon properly.

4 Food Stamp Program Quality Contol Annual Report. USDA, FNS, Program Accountability Division,
QC Branch, April 2002.
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» Reduced Workload for Field Staff May Result in Fewer Errors. With
fewer change actions, recertifications, and reapplications after termination under
simplified reporting (and fewer periodicreports under semiannual reporting
than under quarterly reporting), casewakers have more time to process all
applications, recertifications, and changes that they receive. To the exten that
caseloads increase, simplified reporting stll allows staff to spend more time per
interview than in the absence of simplified reporting.

* Acting on Fewer Changes (for States That Act On Positive-Only
Changes) Means Less Exposure to Errors. To the extent that clients
continue to report both positive andnegative changes, states that act only on
positive changes (and exceptions such as those affecting TANF or those
considered as VUR) are exposed to fewer potential errors. Changes not ated
on (and not supposed to be acted on) cannot be errors. Missouri attributes
some of its lower QC error rate to the positive-only policy.

B. STATES FACE SOME OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES UNDER SIMPLIFIED REPORTING

Overall, the simplified rporting option has dlowed states to reduce their administrative
workloads significantly, improve client acces, and lower state QC error rates. However,
study states have faced some operational challmges under simplified reporting, which in turn
have made it difficult for themto realize fully the option’s simplification promise. Hese
challenges are mostly associated with the operation of interim changes, that is, changes that
occur between semiannual reports or recertificaions. Underlying these challenges are the
lack of alignment of change reporting polick among the various benefit programs and the
incomplete cultural or philosophic shift amongaseworkers that is required under simplified
reporting.

» Clients Continuing to Report Many Interim Changes. Under simplified
reporting, most changes do not need tobe reported between reports or reviews.
In fact, not reporting changes is the lynchpin of the simplification process. Some
changes, however, must be reported-income over 130 percent of the federal
poverty level-while some clients want to report other changes, such as loss of
income. However, when relatively small changes that are not required to be
reported are nonetheless reported, the staff workload, client access, and QC
error rate protection berefits of simplified reporting are not fully realized. All
four study states have faced challengs in limiting interim change reporting b
households under simplified reporting. The more stringent change reporting
requirements in other programs essentially undermine this centd component of
simplification-o# reporting the charge. In addition, changing the culture for
clients and caseworkers from one that has emphasized reporting of all chages
to one of very limited reporting will necssarily take time, but all states agree
that they underestimated the extent of the culture change involved.

» Complexity of Acting Or Not Acting on Changes Under the Positive-Only
Approach. A premise of simplified reporting isgenerally to ignore, or not act
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on, interim changes (other than income over 130 percent of the federal poverty
level) unless the change would increse food stamps or meets an exception to

the positive-only rule. In theory, such an approach reduces staff workload and

provides QC protection Pr the simpk reason that unreported changes are not

considered errors. In practice, however, the complexity of determining whether
a negative change should be ated on anyway has added to complexity and

caseworker frustration. Field staff indcate that workload is not decreased;

determining whether to act on a known interim change is no less work in

positive-only states than acting on all charges. Staff have expressed concern that

they may be making QC errors owing tothe complexity of the decision making
involved in determining when toact or not act on a change. In both Arizona

and Missouri, field staff dislike the potive-only approach both philosophically
and operationally. The office culture has not accepted tlke concept of either

generally freezing benefits even if crcumstances change or ignoring a known
change. The legacy of the heavy emphasis on accuracy and acting on all changes
has impeded acceptance of the simplified reporting and freeze concepts.

o Simplified Reporting Goals Undermined in Waiver States. Most of the
states implementing simplified reporting including two of the study states
(Louisiana and Ohio), have chosen to doso with a waiver of the positive-only
rule and instead act on al known interim changes. While, amag the four study
states, local office staff in the waiver states generally are more comfortable with
simplified reporting than staff in the other statesthe states lose many of the
potential benefits of simplification. Wth staff acting on all changes, the staff
workload and client access goals are undermined. Given that action is wslays
required, waiver states have greater QC exposure if the worker fails to act on a
change. In these states, simplified reporting is largely a device for longer
certification periods with QC protecton for changes that go umreported.

1. Lack of Alignment of Change Reporting Requirements in Other Programs

A significant underlying cause of the operationhchallenges faced by the study states is
the lack of alignment of change reprting requirements with other benefits received by
families. Most families receiving food stampsalso participate in other sate-administered
programs such as Medicaid, TANF, and childcare. About 85 percent of children who
received food stamps in 2002 also received Mdlicaid, and about 38 percent of food stamp
households with children received TANF.

With the exception of Louisiana (and tolesser extent Arizona), study states have
continued to require the reporting of all omost changes in household crcumstances for
Medicaid, TANF, and child care. Hence, forfamilies participating in several programs, the
stricter reporting requirements for other prograns often undermine the simplified reporting
requirements for food stamps. Clearly, with the exeption of the FSP, the dominant change
reporting message delivered by caseworkers and received by clients is to report all changes.
To the extent that clients continue to repot changes between certification periads or
semiannual reports, the simplified reprting option does not reduce the burden on both
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caseworkers and clients to report or process changes, with the result that sates do not fully
realize reduced exposure to QC errors.

Even in states that act only on positive-on}y changes, interim changes can lead to
increased complexity as well as to reduced or cbsed food stamps because of other programs’
change reporting policis. In Arizona and Mssouri, a great deal of the complexity of
whether to act on a change is related to whether information that is repoted for another
benefit program meets an exception to the positve-only rule. If the change is acted on in
TANE, it is acted on in food stamps. Moreover in some states, the process of verifying the
change as a prerequisite to acting on it foranother benefit program such as Medicaid can
cause the change to become VUR and thus acted on in food stamps. This occurred under
Arizona’s approach to VUR but would not occu under Missauri’s approach. In Missouri, a
change 1s VUR only if it is received directly fom the source of the information, such as the
Social Security Administation.

Among the study states, Louisiana is the noable exception to not aligning reporting
requirements. Louisiana has aligned the rporting requirements for food stamps, TANF,
and child care and requres only the reporting d an interim change in ncome-over 130
percent of the federal poverty level.” Unique to Louisiana, tle state administers Medicaid
through an agency that generally doesnot interact with other pograms.*

Louisiana stood out from the dher states as the state whose line staff most
enthusiastically embraced simplified reporting. Nonetheless, despite its simpler and cleary
aligned message as to when changes need to be reported, the state has yet to realize the full
benefits of the simplified reporting option; some clients stilreport more changes than
required. Staff note that the long-term emphais on the interm reporting of changes has
made it difficult to change cliat behavior. And because Lousiana operates with a waiver to
act on all changes, staff act on changes as they are reported.

Although Louisiana aliged TANF change reporting requirements under the simplified
reporting options, the state continuedto require TANF recipients to report wages monthly
to demonstrate participation in TANF work actvities. In an attempt to avoid the need to
act on changes, the state subsequently implemented an alternatve approach to obtaining the
information it needs for tracking TANF work paticipation. The state asks TANF recipients
to report hours rather than wages each month so that it does not learn of (and thus need not
act on) income changes.

5 Those receiving child care assistance are also required to report (1) a change in child are provider and
(as added subsequent to our site visit) (2) if a child receivingchild care benefits moves out of the home or (3) if
any parent or adult householdmember is no longer employed or participatng in education or training.

¢ While Louisiana clierts not receiving TANF face the burden of separately renewing and reporting
Medicaid changes elsewhere, the Medicaid reporting requirement does not interfere with simplified eporting as
it dd in the 3 other states. In Louisiana, TANF recipients are automatically enrolled in Medicaid by virtue of
their TANF status without a separate application requiredby the Medicad agency and are not required to
report changes separately for Medicaid.
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Louisiana’s staff expect that, given the reporting alignment already in plae, an increas
in the length and breadth of simplifié reporting implementation willdecrease the number
of change reports over time. While the fiedl staff has yet to motice a significant reducton in
change reports, the reason may be that simpified reporting covered a smaler population of
benefit recipients through July 2003 (earners ony). The state also notes that it needs to
focus more sharply on emphasizing the/mited changes that need to be reported. Some
caseworkers indicate tha they interrupt clients when they sart to report a small change
unnecessarily. After it hasexpanded simplifiad reporting to the broader population for some
time, the state expects that the consistent message of reduced reporting requirements across
all 3 programs will likely result in fewer changesreported. It is desirabk for clients to report
some interim changes, such as a lage drop in income, in ader to receive increased food
stamp benefits immediately. But mawy changes are relatively small and do not need to b
reported until the next recertification or semiannual report.

Arizona succeeded in extending simplified rporting to TANF, but the simplification
was significantly undercut because the state did not extend the reporting option to Medicaid,
even though the same caseworker handles TANF and Medicaid benefits. Thus, the dynamic
described in Chapter IlI-changes reported for Medicaid and, when venfied, providing a
basis for acting in food samps-persisted. Interestingly, Arizona’s family Medicaid program
has a relatively high income cut-off-100 percent of the federal poverty level-and may or
most of the reported changes did not affect Medicaid eligibility but nonetheless led a
complexity and sometimes action in food stamps. In sum, Arizona’s alignment of reporting
requirements in TANF and food stamps help simplify administration ad reduces staff
workload between those two programs while the requirement that families report all changes
under Medicaid undermines these goals.

Even though extending simplified reporting acoss programs is desirable to ease further
the workload and participation burden of stdfand clients, comprehensive use of simfified
reporting across programs has proven difficult. For instance:

* Policy staff for other benefit programs often work in different agercies or
divisions and have different priorities and incentms.

*  When policy staff do not work together closely or do not ®ordinate across
programs, policies sometimes undergo development withou consideration of
the implicatons for (or to) other prgrams.

» States are often reluctant to make changes in policies that tley fear may ircrease
TANF or Medicaid benefit costs or caseloads, particularly in the current aimate
of budget and staff cuts.

7 Arizona is somewhat unusual in relying on adifferent funding source for higher-income Medicaid
families than for those at TANF income levels; as a result, the state funding source is affected by fluctuatiors in
familyincome even as the fluctuations do not make the family ineligibk for benefits.
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2. Incomplete Culture and Philosophic Shift Under Simplified Reporting

In addition to the operational challenges that hav arisen with the implementation of
simplified reporting, we observed cultural andphilosophic challenges. The culture shift
from an emphasis on the timely reporting of all changes to facing a limit on the chnges
that need to be reported has not yet been successfully completed. In addiion, caseworkers
in states that follow federal rules have yet to accept the cancept of not acting on some
known changes that would adversely affect food stamp benefits.

a. Culture Shift for Caseworkers

Recent years have seen a heavy emphasis on improving food stamp acuracy and
avoiding QC errors. Thedepth and ntensity of such a focus have permeated all aspects of
daily work activities. As one worker put it the message from caseworkers to clients was
“report, report, report.” And the message delivered to caseworkers was “act on all changes
and improve accuracy.”

Now, under simplified reporting, caseworkers fnd themselves operating inan entirely
different landscape—one that they d o not trust and often do not readily acept. They are
told that clients generally need no report changes and tha, when changes are known, they
often must not act on the changes. For the most part and with the excepton of Louisiana,
caseworkers have responded negatively to the concept of the 6-month freeze on food stamp
benefits that is permissible under simplifiedreporting. Some caseworkers voiced concern
that the “freeze” was not good for clients because they woul face a sharper drop in food
stamps at the 6-month point. Several caseworkers noted the inequities tha resulted when
families with similar changes might have diffeent food stamp consequences because of
differences in other benefits they receive or because of how they communicate the change
information to their caseworker.

Several states noted that they had underestimated how dramatic a culture change would
be necessitated by simplified reporting and howlong it would take cagworkers to accept
that change. State and lccal staff in one state labekd the change “huge.” In the states that
acted on positive-only changes, the complexity of determining compliance with the
exception to the positive-only rule increased tle burden of processing changes and confused
and frustrated staff. The culture clange and the extent of negative staff reaction were
dramatically greater in states that fobbwed the federal rules (Arizona and Missouri) than in
states that had received a waiver (Ohio and Louisiana). In Ohio, caseworkers undergoing
training initially reacted stronky and negatively tothe freeze concept of simplified reporting
but then liked the concept in operdion. They found that, dspite the concept of a benefit
freeze, they generally were learning about and ating on changes because of reports in other
benefit programs and the waiver requrement to act on all changes.

Some caseworkers talked about clients “getting away with” receiving more benefits than
they were “entitled” to; the terminobgy itself reflects a lack of acceptance of the correct
amount of benefits calculated for a recipient. Not being able to reduce benefits in response
to known changes in posttive-only states caused the greatest frustration among caseworkers.
As one caseworker intoned repeatedly duringour site visits, the simpler and more sensible
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policy should be that wlen “income goes up, benefits go down, income goes down, benefits
go up.” At times, caseworkers expressed concern about “fraud” and potential overpayments
because clients were receiving more than they should (even when the amount was correct
under simplified reporting). Some caseworkers volunteered examples of outcomes to which
they objected, such as households whose members had left the home but that were still
receiving the same food stamp benefit. Changs in household composition that would resul
in a lower benefit if acted upon, but that could not be acted upon in most cases under the
positive-only policy, caused the greatest discomfort and frusration among field staff in
Missouri. Several caseworkers also mentioned state and federal budget concerrs and
questioned whether taxpayers’ morey should be spent in the manrer provided under
simplified reporting. In one state, ome caseworkers had contacted a state legislator to
complain about the outcomes under simplified reporting.

In contrast, caseworkers in Louisiana accepted ard embraced the concept of a freeze
and its limited reporting obligations. In fact, they reammended elimination of the
remaining reporting requirement—income exceeding 130 percent of the federal poverty
level. State officials noted that they had already bridged the culture chage when the state
moved to quarterly reporting for foa stamps some time earlier. (Louisiana was the only
study state that had moved to simplified reportig from quarterly reporting.) Interestingly,
caseworkers in Arizona alo embraced the concept of a freeze of the food stamp amownt in
the context of their Transitiond Benefit Alternative extension, regarding it as a useful work
support and an extra incentive to be offered toclients. But the same attitu¢ did not cary
over to the freeze under simplified reorting, as discussed in Chapter V.

Staff often did not believe that a QC erro would not occur if they did not act on the
change. In Ohio, a QC person attended the traimg sessions, largely to reassure the staff that
the changes would not represent errors. Somestate staff suggested that caseworkers would
more likely accept simplified reporting whenthey saw its successful QC impacts. Some
veteran caseworkers, who had weathered many changes, were wary of how long this
particular change would last.

Despite the difficulties in changing the culire around the limited reporting of changes
between reviews, casewor kers embraced the simplified reporting option’s workload benefits:
the longer certification periods or less frequat reports. Not surprisingly, the casewokers
more readily accepted the aspects of simplified reporting that made theirjobs easier than
those aspects that they perceived as complicating their jobs. In Arizona, we visited a local
office whose service delivery structure resulted in one group of caseworkers (the
application/recertification unit) benefiting from the switch from 3-month to amual
recertifications while another group of casworkers (the change unit) had to assume the
burden of processing semiannual reports and dtermining when to act or not act on changes.
Needless to say, the change unit caseworkers expressed the greater displeasure with
simplified reporting.
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b. Client Reaction to Simplified Reporting

Simplified reporting has not led to changed fient behavior with respect to reporting
changes to an extent commensurate with the changed reporting requirements themelves. In
all four study states, caseworkers noted that clients who generally reported changes
continued to do so.

Several reasons suggest why food stamp recipients do not seem to have significantly
changed their reporting behavior:

* Clients must report changes for other programs such as Medicaid and, in some
instances, for TANE.

* The primary message received by clients was to continue to eport all changes
(which is the accurate message in most of the states when a household also
receives Medicaid). As delivered, the message about 130 percent of the federal
poverty level confuses clients and appears not to be understood

* Clients contnued to report all changes anyway, just to be safe.

* For both clients and caseworkers, the earlier emphasis on always reporting
changes requires a dramatic culture shift if simplified reporting is to succeed in
meeting its goals.

Interestingly, even in Louisiana-where clients receiving TANF and child car as well as
food stamps through the local welfare office were not required to reportary changes other
than income over 130 percent of the federal poverty level and some changes affecting child
care-caseworkers noted that many clients still continued to report changes. Louisiana staff
observed that they needed to continue to work to communicate the message of limited
reporting of changes.

In the two study states where we conducted focus groups, clients did mt appear to
understand the limited reporting requirements uder simplified reporting. To be sure, they
noticed the benefit of the longer certification periods or less frequent reports. Several clients
recognized that some changes would not affectfood stamps but still did not understand that
they did not need to repat the changes.

3. Other Minor Operational Challenges Faced by States

The study states have faced several other minor operational challenges under simplified
reporting.

» (Case Closures Due to Failure to Submit Semiannual Reports. In Arizona
and Louisiana, both with 12-month ertifications and semiannual reports, field
staff reported that clientsdo not always return semiannual forms by the deadline
or at all. Clients must therefore rapply for food stamps by submitting a full

Chapter IV: Simplified Reporting Findings



48

application, undermining the taff workload and clent burden reductions of 12-
month certifications. In Arizona, which requires Medicaid reviews every 6
months, staff perceived that some clientsdid not understand the need to send in
the semiannual report for food stamps lecause they had just visited the office
for a Medicaid review.

e Case Closures Due to Use of the Formal Request for Contact’ In Ohio
and Arizona, caseworkers use the formal Request for Contact form when
needed to verify a change. As discussed in Chapter III, use of this approach can
lead to, first, case closure if the client fails to respond and then to a
reapplication which would unnecessarily increase the caseworker workload and
client burden. In Missouri, casewakers simply ask for verification via an
informal letter or telephame call. As discussed in FNS guidane, in the instance
of a more informal request, the caseworker does not close the case if the clien
does not respond. The benefit level simply remains unchanged. In Louisiana,
caseworkers differed on how they handle unverified change reports.

» Increased Office Visits Necessary When Benefit Renewals are Not
Synchronized. Three of the four study staes implemented policies aimed at
coordinating or synchronizing reviews across programs in order to reduce both
the staff burden of duplicating the renewal process and the client burden of
visiting the office. In Arizona, however, even though the food stamp
recertification period is 12 months, families receiving Mediad benefits must
visit the office for an in-person interview every 6 months, thereby undermning
the potential of reduced burden on staff and clients. We observed that the
annual food stamp interview is not always synchonized with the two Medicaid
interviews, leading in some instances to3 separate interviews. Arizona has since
taken steps to change its food stanmp certification period to 6 months nder
simplified reporting in order to align with the Medicaid renewal period.

C. SUGGESTIONS FOR ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGES OF SIMPLIFIED REPORTING

Overcoming the operational challenges faced by local office staff will allow states to
meet more fully the objectives of simplified rporting. Below are some suggestions based on
input from state and leal staff and site visit observations that may klp states overcome
these operational challenges.

» Coordinate More Closely With Other State-Administered Programs to
Increase Alignment of Reporting Requirements Across Programs.
Improved coordination and alignment of reporting requirements among
programs is a crucial step toward reducing the number of interim change

8 Although thisissue is not unique to simplifed reporting, it nonetheless undermines the potential work
reduction berefits of acting on positive-only changes and was addressed in FNS Q&As under simplified
reporting policy (Q&As, second set).
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reports. Reducing the reporting of interim changes will redee the burden of
making and processing changes and furher reduce QC errors under simplfied
reporting”  One first step might be to examine the opportunities and
implications for the FSP and other programs of increased alignment of
reporting requirements.

» Increase Client Education to Help Clients Better Understand the
Simplified Reporting Rules and Thus Report Fewer Changes. Particularly
when combined with increased coordination with other prgrams, increased
client education about limited reportingequirements may also help reduce the
number of changes reported. Increased client education about the need to
return semiannual reports on time may also help increase the rate at which
reports are returned and reduce the imwidence of closures and reapplication.

o Expand Staff Training to Help Field Staff More Fully Understand the
Rationale Behind the Benefit Freeze Concept and Reduced Reporting
Requirements. A better understanding of the potential benefits of the
simplified reporting freeze concept for staff workload, client access, and QC
error rates may help staff more fully accept the major cultural and philosophic
shift required for successfully implementing the option. One strategy aold be
to provide caseworkers with briefs on the advantages of simplified reporting or
to highlight such advantages in trainingmaterials and sessiors, with examples
from other states.

* Provide More Guidance on When to Act on Negative Changes in States
with Positive-Only Reporting. Simplifying the rules and providing clear and
continuous guidance on when to act or not act on changes may be hell to
staff frustrated by the positive-only policy. In addition, statescan use a narrow
interpretation of when a change is verified upon receipt to reduce the chnges
that are acted on. The guidance might inchide an online help system with actual
examples of typical as well as unuwal situations, or more formal training for
supervisors who can then assist caseworkers. Improved understanding of when
to act on changes would help reduce workload, increase staff morale, and reduce

QC errors.

Implementing initiatives such as inceased training, client edwation, and coordination
of reporting and other requirements among programs is an importait step toward
overcoming the operational challenges thathave emerged under simplified reporting.

9 The Center on Budget and Policy Priorites (CBPP) just released a report that highlighs options for
states to improve program integration, including alignment breporting requirements. CBPP is also preparing a
guidebook for states interested in improving alignmen and program irtegration. The CBPP report can be
found at http//www.cbpp.org/1-6-04wel.h tm.
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CHAPTER V

TRANSITIONAL BENEFIT
ALTERNATIVE

leaving TANF continue to receive food stamp benefits. Under this option, a

household’s food stamp benefitlevel is fixed at the amount tle family received in the
month before exiting TANF (adjusted for loss of TANF income), with recipients contnuing
to receive food stamps in that amount for upto five months. Recipients are not required to
reapply or rport changes in income duringthe TBA period. Accordingly, states are
“protected” against QC errors during the TBA perod.

! I Y The Transitional Benefit Alternative is imended to ensure that eligible families

Compared with the numler of states that have implemented simplified reporting, fewer
have chosen to adopt TBA. The Center for Budget and Policy Priorities reports that th
following 12 states were providing transitionalfood stamp benefits as of February 2004:
Arizona, California, Colorado, Maryland, Msachusetts, Nebras ka, New Mexico, New York,
North Carolina, Oregon, Pennsylvania, and Virginia.

Some states have been reluctant to alopt TBA owing to concerns about the need to
modify computer systems and a belief that TBA would affect too few clients to make the
option worthwhile. In Louisiana, for examplestate administmators explained that the high
cost of reprogramming the state’s computer system has been a factor in their decision not to
make TBA implementation a priority. They alo doubted that TBA would produce notable
workload savings for caseworkers. Missouri state staff noted that the positive impact of
TBA would be limited in that only a small mportion of the overall food stamp casebad
receives TANF.

In this chapter, we describe the experience of one state—Arizona—that offers
transitional food stamp benefits. We highlightthe choices state administrators made in
designing the transitional benefit and then describe the implementationrpcess, including
changes to computer systems and caseworker actions. The chapter concludes by outlining
important findings from Arizona’s TBA implementation.

A. PoLicy DESIGN DECISIONS

It was TBA’s potential to help clierts that motated Arizona to adopt the option,
according to administrators of the state’s Famly Assistance Administration. Administrators
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believed that TBA would ensure that clients continued to meet their nuritional needseven
as they stopped receiving cash assistance. They also felt that TBA would support clients’
gradual progress toward self-sufficiency. Arzona started planning its TBA implemertation
in fall 2002 sad began offering the benefit inJanuary 2003. By November, over 6,500 food
stamp cases were receiving TBA, representing about 3 percent of the state’s total food stamp
caseload.

In general, states can taila TBA to their specific needs through decisions regarding (1)
what types of TANF leavers will be eligible, (2) how long the benefit should be provided (3)
how to respond to household information received during the transition period, and (4) how
to review cases at the end of the transition period. The nature of these decisions and
Arizona’s policy choices are described below.

Eligibility Among TANF Leavers. Federal regulations albw states to offer TBA to
any household that leaves TANF for a reason other than a anction.! State agencies may
even choose to restrict TBA further to specific types of TANF leavers—for example, onl y
those households that exit TANF due to earnngs. Arizona applis a relatively broad
definition of TBA eligibility such tha most types of TANF closures automatically transition
to TBA. Examples of TBA-eligible closure reasons include excessive income (earned or
unearned), time limits, and voluntary withdrawal Households that are not eligible for TBA
under Arizona policy include those tht leave cash assistance due to a sanction or those tha
have voluntarily quit a job or reduced their wok hours without good cause. Arizona also
excludes cases that are closed for procedural reasons, such as failure to reapply for TANF.
According to the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, two other states-Maryland and
Nebraska—provide transitional benefits to households that cecide to end their participsion
in TANF by not reapplyng (Rosenbaum 2003).

Length of Benefit Period. Five months is the maximum time permitted for the
transitional benefit, but states may choose to offer a shorter benefit period. Given that
states are at lower risk for QC errors while TBA remains in effect, they would appea to
have little reason to provide benefits for less thanthe full five months. Arizona offers a five-
month transtional benefit, as do all other sttes that have impkmented TBA as of October
2003.

Responding to Changes. TBA recipients are not required to report ay changes in
income, thereby creating a “freeze” in their foodstamp benefits during the transition period.
States have the option, however, to respond to household information that is receied
through other programs and that may help asid modification of their computer systems
and case management processes. On the other hand, responding to changes ignores th€QC
protection that staes enjoy under TBA, creates the potential for additional paperwak to
confirm changes, and may reduce the overdl convenience and value of the benefit.
Arizona’s general policy s not to respond to information that would decrease benefits; the

1 States may albw TBA for a household in which a member is in sand¢ion when the case closes for
another reason.
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state’s computer system does not alter the TBA benefit even if information on additional
income is entered. If, however, the agency becomes aware of a change in household size, it
may recalcuhte benefits.

Handling Recertification and TANF Reapplication. States that implment TBA
must consider how to address two particularevents that may occur during the TBA period
and affect a household’s status: recertification fo food stamps and reapplication for TANFE.
Because the end of the five-month transitionalbenefit may not coincide with a household’s
scheduled food stamp recertification, states may adjust the timing of recertification for BA
recipients. In Arizona, recertification that normadly would occur before the end of the five-
month TBA benefit are extended to the end ofthe TBA period. If the certification period
would have ended affer TBA expiration, it is shortened to mach the end of the transitional
benefit. For TBA households that reapply forTANF benefits, states may choose either to
continue transitional benefits until expiratioror require families to return to standard
benefits. Arizona discontinues TBA when a family re-enters TANF, typically placing he
household back into the simplified reporting cycle.

B. IMPLEMENTATION

Arizona’s priority in implementing TBA was tosimplify administration of the benefit by
automating the process s much as possible. Significant steps at the state level included
reprogramming the state’s computer system to accommodate TBA, training local office staff
in TBA procedures, and assessing how to hande QC for TBA cases. TBA implementation
in local offies has proven to be relatively smooth. Line staff express support for the benefit
and, with a few exceptions, have administered TBA cases as phnned.

System Modifications. Implementing TBA in Arizona equired substantial staff
resources for reprogramming the Family Assistance Adminstration’s computer system,
known as AZTECS. Although state and local staff in Arizona note tha administering TBA
is straightforward as compared with simplified reporting, TBA administration nonetheless
presents many challenges from a systems perspective. In particular, the transition to TBA is
triggered by one of several TANF closure codes—15 in all. Upon entry of the codes, the
system shuts down the existing food stamp case, registers a new application, and calculates
the appropriate benefit level based on household sze and benefit level in the month before
closure of the TANF case. Benefits are adjusted for lack of cash assistance. The system also
must establish a five-month approval period ad automatically discontinue TBA if a family
reapplies for TANF. Administration staff estmated that staff devoted about 500 hours of
programming time to making the system chnges necessary for TBA and simplified
reporting, with most of that time expnded on TBA-related specifications.

Training Line Staff. Automating many aspects of TBA administration limited the
amount of training needed for Arizona’s locabffice staff. Caseworkers received instruction
on the purpose of TBA and the basic eligibility ateria for the benefit. They also studied
case closure codes that would prompt AZTECS to provide a household with TBA.
Caseworker discretion in the management of TBA cases comes into play mainly in handling
information on changes received by the agency—despite the lack of a reporting requiremen
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for TBA households. Caseworkers thus learned how to input information in situations such
as the additon or departure of a household member. Finally, they learnedibout conditions
that would cause closure of a TBA case: the end of the fivemonth benefit period,
reapplication and approval for TANF, or ahousehold’s voluntary withdawal from food
stamps. The time state staff budgeted for training—a session lasting just one hour—
indicates how straightforward a caseworker’s role is intended tobe in processing TBA cases.

QC for TBA Cases. Administrators of Arizona$ Family Assistance Administration did
not indicate that QC preection was a primary rason for offering TBA but did feel it was
necessary to assess how TBA case s would be handled for QC puposes. State staff assessed
how QC reviewers might read various household and benefit scenarios under TBA.
Although the QC standard was clear in most cases—errors would not be counted because
households are not requred to report changes—some con fusion remained over the QC
effect of changes in household composition.

TBA Administration in Local Offices. Caseworkers in local offices have generally
responded favorably to TBA. In particular, line staff enjoy the opportunity to “reward”
families that leave welfare and to support client who become employed. In contrast to staff
reactions to simplified reporting in some sttes, Arizona caseworkers do not feel that clients
are “getting away with something” by receivinga fixed food stamp benefit for five months.
Rather, caseworkers appear to see TBA as a reasonable cushion for someone who
successfully exits TANF. Automation of most TBA processes relieves most of the burden
in delivering TBA and thus contributes to easy acceptance of the benefit among
caseworkers.

The minor problems that have arisen in local administation of TBA relate to
caseworker perceptions regarding the fairness of the benefit’s effective date and to errors on
closure codes. In accordance with federal law, Arizona’s system sets the effective date for
TBA based on the date of TANF closure. When TANF households do not promptly report
income, however, the case closure date may differ from the dae the family “actually”
became ineligible for TANF benefits. In such situations, TBA begins later than it would if
the household had reported income without dely, and benefits remain at a high level for
longer than they might have oherwise. Caseworkers saw this situation as an improper
reward for households that failed to report changesin a timely fashion.

In some instances, caseworkers may err indenying TBA to qualified households. Such
errors are an obvious risk in a highly automted system: an incorrect case closure code can
result in urwarranted TBA denial. No information is available to indicate how often such
mistakes occur, but site visitors did observeone case that used an incorrect closure code.

C. Key FINDINGS ON TBA IN ARIZONA

Several general observations about Arizona’s experience in implementingtransitional
food stamp benefits may be useful for oher states considering adoption of TBA.

Designing a TBA Benefit was not Complex. States have a limited number of
decisions to make in designing a transitionabenefit, including specification of which TANF
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leavers will be eligible and how long the bené¢it will last. With the federal goverment

covering the cost of tramsitional food stamps, itappears to be in a state’s best interest to
define its eligibility criteria broadly and tdake advantage of the maximum benefit period,
five months. For Arizona, a generous benefitalso supported a central goal underlying the
state’s adoption of TBA—meeting clients’ nutritional needs as they moved toward elf-

sufficiency.

Automating TBA Processes Simplified Administration but Required Substantial
Planning and Staff Resources. Arizona identified autom#ion as an impatant element of
TBA implementation, and staff with expertie in computer systems were involved in
planning for TBA from the outset. Automats triggers and benefit determination male it
easy for line staff to admnister TBA and reduced the amount o staff training needed toput
the new policy into pratice. Nonetheless, the task of putting in place a relatively simple
process for administering the benefit demandedsignificant advance work, especially for tle
Family Assistance Administration’s computer programmers. Staff resources devoted to
system programming were substantialy higher for TBA than for simplified reporting.

Caseworkers Welcomed TBA as a Benefit that Clearly Supported Families
Leaving TANF. The response of line staff to the TBA benefit stands perhaps in strongest
contrast with the state’s experience n implementing simplifiel reporting. Local office staff
in Arizona found simplified reporting difficulto administer and believed that some cknts
received excess food stamps as a result of the policy. On the other land, caseworkers
perceived TBA benefits as a valuable support for families that no longer needed cash
assistance; they generally did not appear to quetion the fixed benefits that families received
while on TBA. This response suggests that TBA does not demand the cultural or
philosophic shift among caseworkers that migh be required in successfully implementing
simplified reporting.
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APPENDIX A

STUDY METHODOLOGY

the experiences of four states that have implemented the simplified reporting option

(Arizona, Louisiana, Missouri, and Ohio) and one state (Arizona) that has
implemented TBA as well. Most of the data collection occurred through site visit interviews
conducted with state and local office staff in the four states.

! I Y he primary source of information for this study is in-depth case studies that examined

1. Study State Selection Process

To identify potential stuly states, we first compiled information on the simplified
reporting policies of states that had implemanted simplified reporting as of January 2003
and, then in consultation with ERS, evaluated the states according to selection critera to
guide the selection process. We sought to achieve a mix of state design choices and other
criteria. We considered the following:

o Simplified Reporting Implementation Date. Select states that implemented
simplified reporting for earners under the pre-Farm Bill regulations (before

October 2002) as well as states that implemented simplified reporting under th
Farm Bill.

» Implementation of TBA. Select at least one state that has also implemented
TBA.

o Simplified Reporting Certification Period. Select states with both 6- and 12-
month certification periods to capture differences between the two systems and
to understand how states with 12-month certification periods handle semiannual
reports.

o Simplified Reporting Change Requirements. Select states that respond to
all changes within the six-month perial (by waiver) as well as states that respond
to positive changes only (by regulation).



* Population Covered by Simplified Reporting. Select at least one state that
covers households with and without earnings.

» Alignment of Simplified Reporting Change Requirements with Other
Programs. Select at least one state that aligns its food stamp change reportting
requirements with reporting requirements in other programs.

» Error Rate. Select states with a range of QC error rates.
* Region. Select states from a variety of USDA regions across the country.

o State Size. Select at least one large state (ore in the top 10 of caseload sizes).

After selecting the four study states (Arzona, Louisiana, Missouri, and Ohio), we
worked with state officials in each state to identify one local office to be visited. The four
study states and local offices represent a broad range of approaches to simplified reporting
and have established a fairly “typical” set offood stamp policies, thereby ensuring that the
study’s findings will be informative and applicable to other states. Table A-1 shows how the
simplified reporting policies of the four selectedstudy states correspond to the selection
criteria.

2. Case Studies in Four States

Most of the information gathered for the study was obtained through intensive site
visits to each of the four study states baween April and August 2003. A team of two
researchers conducted each visit at both the stae and local office level over a three-day
period. During the site visits, we conducted individual interviews, held small-group
discussions, observed food stamp service delivery, and (at two sites) conducted focus groups
with food stamp participants. We also spok to local advocacy groups or communitybased
organizations in each stae to learn about their role in simplified reporting implementaon.
Before the visits, we developed prototype inteview protocols, which we then adapted as
needed to address variations in state policies and operations.

State Office Interviews. The state office interviews focused on reviewing state
simplified reporting (and TBA) policies and gals, discussing design issues and philosophy,
and examinng general implementaton issues, successes and challenges, and integration
issues. We also met with computer systems staff to understand system changes and
computer automation and integraon issues. We met with traning staff to understand the
type and extent of training delivered for simpified reporting implementaton and conferred
with QC staff to learn about QC error issues associated with smplified reporting.
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Table A.1. Case Study States by Selection Criteria

Study States

Simplified Reporting Design Choices Arizona Louisiana Missouri Ohio

1. Early simplified reporting No Yes Yes Yes
implementer? January 2003 August 2001 May 2001 July 2002

2. Implementing TBA? Yes No® No No

January 2003

3. Simplified reporting certification 12 months 12 months 6 months 6 months
period

4. Simplified reporting change Positive only All (waiver) Positive only  All (waiver)
response

5. Simplified reporting population Earners and Earners only” Earnersand  Earners only
covered nonearners nonearners

6. Alignment of change reporting FSP and TANF FSP, TANF, None None
requirements of other programs and child care
with food stamp reporting
requirements

7. Error rate® 5.27 5.78 9.77 6.5

8. FNS region® 7 5 6 4

9. Big state? No No No Yes

3Louisiana has long-range plans to implement TBA.

® ouisiana expanded simplified reporting to nonearners in July 2003, shortly after our site visit.

°FY 2002 error rates; FY2002 national error rate was 8.26.

41 = Northeast; 2=Mid-Atlantic; 3=Southeast; 4=Midwest; 5=Southwest; 6=Mountain Plains; and 7=West.

Local Office Interviews. The local office interviews focused on undersanding the
details of how food stamp applicdions, recertifications, and changes under simplified
reporting are processed and how the processes interact with other programs. We also held
discussions with administrators and caseworlers both individually and in groups to
understand what they like and do not like abousimplified reporting and how it affects their
workload, caseloads, QC errors, and other aspectsof their day-to-day activites. In addition,
we solicited their recommendations and suggestons. We observed client interviews to see
first-hand how recertifications are conductedand to understand how reporting and renewal
obligations are addressed.

Focus Groups. In Louisiana and Missouri, we conducted focus groups with a group of
about 12 food stamp participants to understad their experiences in the FSP under
simplified reporting, particularly with regal to retention and recertification.  The
participants represented a range of perspectives, including persons with and witlout
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earnings, those who had received food stamp benefits before simplified reporting was
implemented and those who first applied under the new policies, and those who had lost
food stamps in the past. Focus group participants received a small cash paymen in
appreciation for their time and assistance and for reimbursement of child care and
transportation costs.

We based our analysis of the case study daa on detailed site visit narratives prepared
after each site visit. The narratives summarized information collected in all state and local
office interviews, discussions, and focus groups. They include detailed descriptions of (1)
reasons for implementing simplified reporting(and TBA) and the policies adopted in each
state; (2) design issues; (3) the process used to implement simplified reporting (and TBA); (4)
how simplified reporting (and TBA) works inthe local office, including recertifications,
interim reports, and semiannual reports; (5)issues relating to the alignment of reporting
requirements and certification periods of other major programs with food stamps; (6) the
impact of simplified reporting(and TBA) on workload, caseload, access, and QC error rates;
(7) field staff and client response to simplified reporting {nd TBA); and (8) essential
findings, inportant successes, and challenges. We used the detailed narratives to compare
operations, approaches, and significart implementation issues across the four study states.
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