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February 19, 1987

Ms Dorcas Hardy
Commussioner, Social Security Administration
Department, of Health and Human Services

Dear Ms Hardy:

The Chairman, Subcommittee on Social Security, House Committee on
Ways and Means, requested that we observe how well the Social
Security Administration’s (ssA’s) demonstration projects are being
implemented and evaluated. The demonstration projects were mandated
by the Social Security Disability Benefits Reform Act of 1984 (Pubhc
Law 98-460) These projects involve interviews with disability claimants
at the initial decision level, before a final unfavorable decision 1s made
by the state disability agencies. The claimants are initial applicants and
beneficiaries whose claims are being examined for eligibility through
continuing disability reviews.

We began our work in March 1986, and completed fieldwork in Sep-
tember 1986. We discussed implementation with officials from ssa and
participating states; we reviewed (1) the scope of work for the con-
tractor hired by $SA to evaluate the projects and (2) the design and anal-
ysis plan developed by the contractor.

The projects include certain factors that we believe may detract from a
successful demonstration because of the following:

Demonstration results will not provide statistically valid estimates for
all the social security disability programs. In addition, because states
currently participating in the demonstration’s initial application portion
have a relatively low volume of initial applications, the results could
prove misleading for the demonstration’s operational effectiveness
Responses from several states indicate that they are not planming to
implement the demonstration in accordance with $saA instructions, pri-
marily because of inadequate resources. Such implementing differences
include the following: (1) no random division of the examiner work force
for the control and test groups and (2) variations among the states in the
case selection procedures These differences may bias the demonstra-
tion’s results,

The continuing disability review demonstration results (for the test
group) will be compared against the more formal (evidentiary) hearings
process (for the control group), but there are no historical baseline data

Page 1 GAO/HRD-87-35 Disability Claimant Interviews



B-224648

for such evidentiary hearings. Therefore, both the test and the control
processes will be operationally new.

Evaluating claimant satisfaction, a difficult and costly task, has not
been adequately addressed in the evaluation contractor’s survey plan
There is no statistical basis to believe that the claimant satisfaction
survey data from the states will represent claimants’ knowledge, under-
standing of, and satisfaction with, the projects nationwide.

To help assure that the demonstration and its evaluation provide the
Congress with objective and meaningful data, we are recommending that
you

requrre that all states implement the demonstration projects consistently
or, if such consistency is not practical, require that the evaluation con-
tractor account for such inconsistencies in the evaluation design;
determine whether additional resources are needed for states partici-
pating in the demonstration projects to assure that the projects are
mplemented as intended in each state; and

identify and consider alternative approaches for measuring the claim-
ants’ satisfaction, given the costs of personal interviews and the poten-
tial problems with attitudinal surveys.

Appendix I discusses these issues and recommendations in more detail.

Copies of this report are being sent to the Secretary of Health and
Human Services and the Department’s Office of Inspector General. A
copy of this report is also being sent to the Chairman, Subcommittee on
Socal Security, House Committee on Ways and Means. We would appre-
clate being advised of any actions you plan to take on our
recommendations.

Sincerely yours,

onaph7. ;%

Joseph F Delfico
Sentor Associate Director
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Appendix1 _

Demonstration Projects Concerning Interviews
With Disability Claimants

Introduction

Objective, Scope, and
Methodology

Disability decisions are made by state agencies known as disability
determination services (DDss). Examiners at the ppss review disability
applhcations and make the mitial disability determination (decision) If
the initial decision 1s a demial, the applicant can request to have that
decision reviewed by another examiner. This process 1s known as
“reconsideration.” In addition to making the imitial decision, the pps
examiners periodically review those on the disability rolls for continuing
chgibility. These reviews, which are required by law, are called contin-
uing disability reviews (CDRS)

In 1983, the Congress responded to criticisms of the CDr process by
enacting a provision in Public Law 97-455. This required that claimants
being terminated from the disability rolls be given an opportunity to
continue receving their benefits until they have had an evidentiary
hearing' of their case Although evidentiary hearings have typically
only been held by administrative law judges (ALJs) in the social security
disability programs, such hearings are also now being held at the recon-
sideration level At this stage of the disability decision, each beneficiary
15 to be given the opportunity to present his or her case to a bps hearing
officer.

In October 1984, the Congress enacted the Social Security Disability
Benefits Reform Act (Public Law 98-460), which, among other things,
required $sA to conduct demonstration projects providing face-to-face
interviews between claimants and decision makers during the decision-
making process at the DDS. These 1nterviews are to be conducted at the
nitial decision level (for both nitial applicants and cbrs) before a final
unfavorable decision 1s made by the bpS. The demonstration projects are
intended to test whether face-to-face interviews at the mitial decision
level result in better decisions at this level in the disability determina-
tion process, and at what cost. The Congress mandated that the Social
Security Administration (ssA) report to 1t the results of the demonstra-
tion projects by December 1986. ssa did not meet this reporting require-
ment because, as of December 31, 1986, only California had started the
project $sa wants the states to complete their portion of the projects by
September 30, 1987.

The Chairman, Subcommittee on Social Security, House Committee on
Ways and Means, requested that we evaluate several 1ssues pertaining
to the social security disability programs Specifically, we were

"The opportunity afforded claimants for introducing evidence and being represented by counsel
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How Will the
Demonstration Projects
Work?

requested to observe how well the face-to-face demonstration projects
are being implemented and evaluated. We discussed implementation
plans with officials from ssa and participating states, and reviewed the
scope of work and the design and analysis plan developed by a con-
tractor selected by ssA to evaluate the projects. Consultants with exper-
tise in administrative law and appeals systems assisted us in analyzing
the evaluation strategy.

We began our work in March 1986 and completed fieldwork in Sep-
tember 1986. Our fieldwork was done at ssA headquarters in Baltimore;
ssA’s regional office in San Francisco; and the California Disability Eval-
uation Division in Sacramento, California. California was selected
because 1t appeared to be the furthest along 1n getting ready for the
demonstration projects.

To obtain information on the implementation of the demonstration
projects at the state level, in July 1986 we sent questionnaires to all
states planning to participate in the projects. Since our questionnaire,
six of these states have withdrawn from the projects, and three new
states (Florida, New Mexico, and Washington) have been added. Where
state responses were unclear or raised additional questions, we called
program directors by telephone. Additionally, we reviewed ssa contract
files

In March 1985, ssa selected 15 states to participate in the demonstration
projects. Six of these states—Alabama, Georgia, Kansas, Montana,
Nebraska, and Texas—dropped out of the projects in 1986. They
decided against participation, primarily because of staffing restrictions
and the demands of competing workloads. The law requires that at least
five states participate for mitial application claim cases and five states
for CDR cases. The participating states and kinds of claims they will
process during the demonstration are as follows: for initial application
claim cases, Arizona, Michigan, Mississippl, New Mexico, and Wash-
mgton, for CDR cases, California, Florida, Maine, New Jersey, and
Missouri

ssa guidelines for the demonstration projects provide for randomly
placing cases 1n either a test or control group. In the test group, after
mitial review of the evidence and a preliminary decision to terminate or
deny, claimants (including beneficiaries for cDrs) will be offered an
interview with the examiner deciding their cases. The claimants will be
allowed to present additional evidence and provide testimony at the
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interview concerning their disability; they will also be allowed to bring
along representatives. After the interviews, examiners will make their
final decisions. For test-group claimants, this face-to-face interview will
replace the reconsideration process. Cases assigned to the control group
will be treated in accordance with SsA’s existing appeals process for ni-
tial applicants and CDR cases. For initial applicant cases, reconsideration
consists of a file review by a second decision maker. For CDR cases, the
reconsideration process involves an evidentiary hearing between the
claimant and a DDS hearing officer. Benefit denials or terminations, for
either test group or control group participants, can be appealed Appeals
are heard by ALJs

To measure the projects’ effects, ssa awarded a $1 5 million contract to
Advanced Sciences Incorporated (ASD) in July 1986. AsI plans to compare
both initial and CDR test and control groups in terms of a number of out-
come variables. This evaluation design rests on the premise that if each
initial applicant and CDR case reviewed by a state is randomly assigned
to either a control or a test group, these two groups should be theoreti-
cally the same in all respects except for the disability determimation
process they undergo. Therefore, when there is a statistically significant
difference between the test group and the control group concerning a
particular outcome variable, it can be inferred that this difference 1s the
result of the disability determination process used. To evaluate the
effect of face-to-face interviews on disability decisions, AsI is planning to
use data from test and control cases on

appropriateness of decisions,

Initial applicant allowance/CDR continuance rates,
rate of claimant appeals to the ALJ level, and

rate of reversals at the ALJ (and higher court) levels.

Data on DDS case-processing costs and time will be used to evaluate the
effect of face-to-face interviews on the disability determination process
All of these data will come from either ssA administrative records or
data collection instruments completed by DpS staff during the disability
determination process. $sa and each state will provide the contractor
with data for all the initial and CDR cases the states process.

as1 will also evaluate the claimant’s understanding of, and satisfaction
with, the DDs disability determination process. Data will come from a
survey of both mitial applicant and CDR test and control cases in each
participating state A subcontractor will conduct structured interviews
with a sample of demonstration (test) participants after the final bps
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disability decision; the subcontractor will conduct a second interview
after the hearing with an ALJ, if the claimant appeals.

The structured interview consists of standardized questions about
claimants’

knowledge of the eligibility criteria;

understanding of, and satisfaction with, the pps disability determination
process;

satisfaction with the pps decision;

understanding of, and satisfaction with, the appeals process; and
satisfaction with the ALJ decision.

After choosing a sample of ssA district offices in each participating state,
Ast will interview 25 percent of the claimants involved in each of the
offices sampled. This sampling plan will allow the contractor to statisti-
cally estimate survey results for the entire population of test and con-
trol cases throughout all demonstration states. In addition to a
quantitative evaluation of the effects of the demonstration, Ast will do a
qualitative evaluation of the determination process itself. This evalua-
tion will rely on anecdotal information, provided by disability exam-
iners, about the process.

In order to meet its objective of providing the Congress with quantita-
tive data on the costs and effectiveness of adopting new appeals proce-
dures, sSA will have to assure that the demonstration is carefully and
consistently implemented and evaluated. When reporting the demon-
stration’s results, ssa should identify its financial, legal, and processing
impacts. ssA will also need to assess the extent to which the demonstra-
tion resulted in states’ reaching better decisions earlier in the disability
determination process.

In our opimion, however, it may not be possible for ssa to adequately
assess these areas because (1) results of the demonstration projects
cannot be statistically estimated nationwide, (2) states are not consis-
tently implementing the projects, (3) the use of the demonstration con-
trol group involving the CDR process may not be appropriate or may be
potentially misleading, and (4) evaluating claimant satisfaction will be
difficult These are discussed in more detail below.
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ssA will not be able to statistically estimate the demonstration outcomes
throughout the disability programs. Moreover, because the states cur-
rently participating in the demonstration’s initial application project
have a relatively low volume of initial applications, the results could be
misleading for the demonstration’s operational effectiveness.

In the 1984 legislation for the demonstration, the Congress required that
at least five states be selected to participate in both the nitial applica-
tion and CDR projects. The objective was to determine how demonstra-
tion processes would affect the program if adopted nationwide.
According to ssa officials, states were selected to participate in the
projects based on geographic, demographic, and organizational charac-
teristics. A state’s willingness to participate was also an important selec-
tion consideration.

Although ssa wants to estimate the projects’ results nationally, 1t will
not be able to. The states participating in the projects were selected
judgmentally, and several states have dropped out of ssA’s original
sample. The nonrandom selection of states introduces an unknown bias
to the estimates of outcome measures from pooled state data Any infer-
ence from these estimates to national behavior is risky without further
study of the potential bias. It 1s difficult to infer from the list of CDR and
initial application states what the direction of bias, if any, might be. As
a result of the selection methodology, the projects’ outcomes can be esti-
mated only for participating states, not for the nation as a whole.

Moreover, the five states testing the initial application processes are not
representative of all the state agencies, and, thus, all the costs and bene-
fits of these processes may not be identified. None of the participating
states are geographically large, centrahized? high-volume states. For
example, three of the five states have a low number of initial applica-
tions, and none are in the top five, based on the number of claimants.
The number of applications could be a significant factor in the face-to-
face interview process.

2DDS operations m 18 states are decentralized The remaimning DDSs operate out of one location in
each state
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Results of the projects may be biased. States are not consistently fol-
lowing ssaA guidelines; in addition, how the contractor plans to assure
that such inconsistencies are considered during the projects’ evaluation
is not indicated in the scope of the contractor’s work or in 1ts design and
analysis plan.

Examiners’ Expertise Will
Vary Among the States

Responses to our questionnaire from several states indicate that they
are not implementing the projects in accordance with Ssa instructions.
For example, although ssA instructions indicated that the examiner work
force should be randomly divided into two groups, both equal with
regard to experience and performance, not all states are complying In
Califorma, trained hearing officers (not examiners) will perform the ini-
tial reviews and conduct the predetermination interviews with test
group claimants. Generally, the most experienced and proficient staff
were selected to become hearing officers. To the extent that trained
hearing officers used in California are more productive, biased estimates
of processing costs, timeliness, accuracy, and, possibly, other outcome
measures (including claimant understanding and satisfaction) could
result.

In a move to reduce DDS costs, SSA decided 1n November 1986 that states
could use one person, probably an examiner, to make initial decisions
and another person, probably a hearing officer, to conduct the interview
and make the final decision. This procedure is not mandatory. States are
free to determine on which cases to use a single examiner to make 1itial
and final decisions and on which to use different examiners to make
mitial and final decisions. Eight of the 10 participating states planned to
use the two-examiner approach as of early December 1986. Officials
from three states indicated they would use combinations of the one-
examiner and two-examiner approaches. Using such a process, in our
opinion, could defeat the purpose of the face-to-face aspect of the dem-
onstration projects because of the influences, such as experience, a
second person could have. In our opinion, it will therefore be difficult to
determine whether a preliminary decision was reversed because of the
face-to-face meeting or because a different examiner decided the case.

Resource Limitations May
Restrict State Participation

Some states indicated they may no longer be able to participate because
of limited resources; others may have to reduce the number of cases in
the demonstration or screen out those cases more costly to do, which
could jeopardize the validity of the projects’ results. Since March 1986,
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Case Sizes Will Vary Among the
States

pDss have been under a hiring freeze. In addition, ssa established pro-
ductivity standards for state operations starting in fiscal year 1987.
Neither the hiring freeze nor the productivity standards considered the
workload impact of the demonstration projects.

Several states responding to our questionnaire indicated that their
mnability to hire additional staff or, in one case, even fill vacancies, cou-
pled with the increased workload of the demonstration might cause
them to withdraw from the projects. Indeed, two states—Alabama and
Nebraska—did drop out of the project in early September 1986 because
of such workload problems. Uncertainty as to whether states would con-
tinue to participate in the demonstrations has contributed to some of the
delays in getting the projects started.

Initial application states will be required to perform substantial addi-
tional work. Under existing processes, the states review the case file and
determine eligibility. Under test processes, examiners will not only have
to review case files, but, also, for those cases tentatively denied, exam-
iners must actually meet with the claimants and prepare written deci-
sions Additionally, funds must be made available for travel by either
the claimant or the DDS examiners. In its plan developed for the project,
Michigan estimated that costs would increase by almost 852 per case
(about 56 percent).

The absence of adequate funding to support the demonstration projects
may result in two options: a smaller number of cases reviewed or the
exclusion of cases requiring travel, interpreters, or other processes that
may increase the cost per case. A smaller number of cases may sigmfi-
cantly reduce the number of cases available, 1n a given period of time,
for the contractor’s claimant satisfaction survey. If the cut 1n cases 1s
severe, the precision of sample estimates could be threatened. If the
option is to exclude the more costly travel cases, there would be a bias
downward 1n any estimates of case-processing costs from administrative
and claimant satisfaction survey data. In a meeting between ssa officials
and participating states on December 3 and 4, 1986, sSA said that it
planned to make available some additional funds for travel.

Not all states are planning to process the number of cases specified by
SsA. According to ssa officials, 400 cases should reach the ALJ appeals
level from both the test and control groups. Based on historical levels of
denials, terminations, and appeals, the $sA statisticians estimated this
would require 6,000 cases for each initial application state and at least
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Case Selection Will Vary Among
the States

5,000 cases for each CDr state In responding to our questionnaire, 2 of
the 10 states 1n the demonstration projects indicated they would process
fewer cases than those stipulated by ssa. State officials estimated they
would process about 1,000 cases, rather than the 6,000 cases stipulated.
The evaluation design rests on the presumption that a certain number of
cases will flow through the various paths in the pDDs determination and
appeals process during a given period of time. If the actual number of
cases is substantially lower than estimated, the design might not meet
evaluation objectives

ssa officials stated that because accurate and complete state data were
important to the projects, their time frames may have to be expanded to
allow all states sufficient time to select and process cases. This may be
an appropriate solution if all states can process the number of required
cases At a meeting with the states in early December 1986, however,
ssA officials indicated that they wanted to complete the state portion of
the projects no later than September 30, 1987. Several states indicated
this may not be sufficient time to process the required number of cases.

Case selection procedures 1n some states might result in providing
biased data on costs and could leave gaps in data on operational effects
of test procedures. SSA procedures require that cases (both initial claims
and CDRs) be assigned at random to either the test or control groups as
they are received in the state. This assures that a representative sample
1s processed under each alternative. No bias should be encountered
based on any unique case attributes, such as geographical location or
cases requiring language interpreters

Based on our questionnaire responses, however, two states do not plan
to follow these guidelines. Instead, they plan to limit project participa-
tion 1n such a way that the cost estimates and other data relevant to the
projects’ outcomes could be biased. Arizona officials do not plan to
include any Navajo Indians (about 5 percent of the state’s caseload) in
thelr project. According to state officials, this procedure 1s being used to
limit project costs. It eliminates the need for and cost of interpreters
Mississippi also plans to limit participation to those cases in the metro-
politan area near the state’s DDs office

The decision of any state in the demonstration to exclude cases from
some geographic areas could introduce bias into the estimates of out-
comes, particularly with respect to productivity, travel, and the costs of
processing cases. There are no assurances that client understanding and
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satisfaction will not be biased since rural claimants may respond differ-
ently from urban claimants. Likewise, by eliminating Indians from
project participation, Arizona could be ignoring potential problems with
the face-to-face interviews, such as cost and availability of qualified
interpreters.

CDR Test Process
Compared With
Control Process

The contractor will measure the effect of the face-to-face interview on
CDR cases by comparing various outcomes (such as cost and rate of
appeals) of cases given interviews with the outcomes of cases processed
in the usual manner. Although the evidentiary hearings became a part
of the standard CDR process in 1984, they did not begin to be fully imple-
mented until SSA concluded a moratorium on CDRs in January 1986. Prior
to the implementation of evidentiary hearings, reconsideration for cbrs
consisted of a file review similar to that conducted for 1nitial
applications.

When new processes (like face-to-face interviews and evidentiary hear-
1ngs) are mitiated, 1t usually takes a period of tume for staff to learn and
become comfortable with them. Because of this “learning curve,” it 1s
not likely that a new process will be implemented initially exactly as
intended. Case outcomes during a process’s learning period might not be
the same as case outcomes once that process is firmly established

Before a state’s demonstration project 1s completed, the state agency
staff might not have had enough time to learn to conduct either the face-
to-face interviews or evidentiary hearings exactly as intended. It 18 pos-
sible, therefore, that case outcomes during this time might differ signifi-
cantly from case outcomes after state agencies had implemented each
process long enough to become more proficient. In its evaluation
approach, the contractor does not appear to recognize, or take into
account, the potential influence of the learning curve associated with
both processes.

.
Evaluating Claimant

Satisfaction Will Be
Difficult and Costly

Evaluating claimant satisfaction 1s a difficult task and has not been ade-
quately addressed 1n the evaluation contractor’s survey plan Moreover,
fulfilling this portion of SSA’s evaluation contract 1s costly The state-
ment of work for the evaluation contract outlines two objectives for the
demonstration:
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To test whether a face-to-face meeting between the claimant and the
decision maker before a final decision results in better decisions and 1n a
more expeditious decision process overall.

To test whether a face-to-face meeting improves claimant understanding
and acceptance of the disability decision process

The first objective addresses effectiveness 1ssues raised during hearings
on the demonstration projects legislation The second objective, how-
ever, was not discussed 1n either the legislation or committee reports. In
discussions with ssa officials after the legislation was enacted, staff
members from the House Social Security Subcommittee, Committee on
Ways and Means, expressed interest in claimant satisfaction. ssaA, there-
fore, deaided to include an analysis of claimant satisfaction as part of
the projects’ evaluation

Determining claimant satisfaction will be costly To obtain data in this
area, the contractor plans to conduct about 5,080 in-person interviews
with claimants in the projects’ test and control groups. The contractor 18
being paid at a fixed rate of $130 per interview Including analysis of
interview data and associated indirect costs, we estimate that efforts to
determine claimant satisfaction will cost over $800,000, about 52 per-
cent of the total contract cost.

The ssa work statement specifies that the contractor’s claimant satisfac-
tion measures should distinguish between the respondent’s satisfaction
with the process and satisfaction with its outcome. In the original tech-
nical proposal, AsI stated that 1t would perform a literature search on
separating these two concepts, report to Ssa on the results, and apply
relevant techniques when designing interview instruments for this
survey The evaluation plan contained no information on how the con-
tractor mtends to distinguish between these two areas.

Moreover, given the proposed sample sizes at different stages of the dis-
abihty determination and appeals process within each state, the statis-
tical rehability of generahzations about the demonstration will differ
from state to state and from stage to stage within each state. Once again,
there 1s no statistical basis to believe that survey data from demonstra-
tion states represent claimants’ knowledge, understanding, and satisfac-
tion nationwide.

Because of the costs of conducting the interviews and the difficulty in

separating claimants’ satisfaction with the process and satisfaction with
1ts outcome, we believe ssA should explore the possibility of alternative
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approaches for measuring claimants’ satisfaction For example, a tele-
phone survey rather than an in-person interview could reduce the evalu-
ation costs by over $400,000 We have recently used computer-assisted
telephone nterviews with success.

Conclusions

In evaluating the demonstration projects, it is important to remember
what purpose the disability appeals process serves— namely, to provide
due process protection for people whose disabihity benefits have been
denied or terminated. The current appeals procedures, complex and
time-consuming as they are, provide these protections. In fact, for those
claimants undergoing CDR reviews, at least two hearings are available

Any changes to the current system must be carefully considered. They
should be demonstrated to have menits that would justify replacing the
existing system. These merits— reduced cost, improved claimant satis-
faction, and better and more timely decisions at a lower level—should
be established in the projects’ objectives and measured during the
projects’ evaluation process.

We recognize the need for fiscal responsibility in performing and evalu-
ating the demonstration projects We also recognize the importance the
demonstration’s results could have on the disability program and 1its
costs It 1s questionable whether the demonstration projects currently
implemented by ssA will successfully meet the objectives described
above. In 1ts project design and implementation, Ssa has allowed vari-
ables to enter the picture that currently are not being adequately con-
trolled for As a result, it is unlikely that the demonstration projects will
provide sufficient information for the Congress to adequately assess the
need to change the disability appeals process.

L |
Recommendations

We recommend that ssa

require that all states implement the demonstration projects consistently
or, 1f such consistency 1s not practical, require that the evaluation con-
tractor account for such inconsistencies 1n the evaluation;

evaluate the need for additional resources for states participating in the
demonstration projects; and

1dentify and consider alternative data collection approaches for mea-
suring claimants’ satisfaction, given the costs for in-person interviews
and the difficulty in separating claimant satisfaction with the process
from satisfaction with the decision.
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Finally, project staff indicated to us that some additional states may be
selected to participate 1n the project If this occurs, we believe ssA should
broaden the demonstration’s perspective by selecting states that might
be more representative of state operations, such as a large, centrally
administered state where the travel involved with personal interviews
would be costly Although including such states will still not allow sta-
tistically valid national estimates, we believe the inclusion would pro-
vide a more accurate picture of the demonstration’s potential impact
nationwide.
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