PLUSSES and ISSUES on automating most or all of the application process for transfer payments including LIHEAP, Food Stamps, SSI, TANF, etc.  (Both Texas and California are working on this approach for TANF).
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Let’s assume it was possible and we were seriously exploring the idea of automating virtually ALL APPLICATIONS for transfer payment programs, where the applicant enters all of their personal data from home, or a kiosk or a terminal in an office.  I think we SHOULD try to create this as one avenue for applying for benefits, but there are many challenges to be overcome.  Some of them are listed below.   

Let’s start with a MAXI-MAX approach and assume that the application process for all transfer payment programs would be totally automated.  This is not likely, but it is an interesting lens through which to survey the universe. What would society gain and lose?

PLUSSES

1. Faster, cheaper.

2. More convenient for applicants who have access to computers and know how to use them. 

3. More secure in terms of eventual transfer of funds to bank accounts or debit cards or whatever (Food Stamp EBT systems) rather than mailing checks.

4. Removes some of the emotional garbage, moral demands and subtle behavioral conditioning that have plagued AFDC/TANF for decades.  Removes the “addiction” judgment from SSI (maybe)?  I like this one a lot.

5. Potential enrollment of the shy ones or other people who are reluctant to appear in public.

6. Screens out illegal immigrants and other people who can not prove they are eligible.

7. Probably generates more acceptance by the general public who see it as less subject to waste, fraud and abuse.

ISSUES AND MINUSES

1. Lose most of the social service roll-offs, e.g. ancillary advice-giving, tough-love advice, and immediate but informal referrals to other sources an applicant could obviously use. 

2. Lose one layer of human eyeballs on the family in terms of identifying a need for child protective services.  There is no way to make a decision about whether this family needs to be reported to child protective services “Is she really telling the truth about the condition of that child?” without human interaction.

3. Requires a variety and depth of information about the family that does not now exist in automated form.  Any application would presumably require cross-verification from other databases.

4. Probably requires a uniform national i.d. system to avoid the problems with name changes, name duplication, moves, no address, mistakes, misinformation, etc.  

5. Limits eligibility to people with lots of documentation, e.g. birth certificates, SSN’s, Green cards, etc.  No “gray area” judgments are possible. 

6. Subject to abuse by those who run the system who can require more and more documentation the person does not have.  Food Stamps is the poster-child for requiring multiple trips to the office to build the documentation package for eligibility.  With that kind of complexity in the eligibility documentation process, how will an on-line applicant ever “prove” they are eligible?  To whom do they show their pay stubs, utility bills, etc.  Will only people whose employer and public utility agree to data sharing be able to establish eligibility?

7. Removes the “common sense” factor that a front-line worker can apply to a complex situation.

8. Subject to abuse by powerful people who publicly or secretly “tweak” the criteria or process in an effort to reduce the rolls.  One powerful person in HHS could instantly reshape the whole system.  SSI undergoes this kind of jerking-around about once every five years.  

9. Conversion process will inevitably leave millions behind.  Even a five-year conversion process will leave behind the frail, the stupid, the insane, etc.  This reduction in rolls will be trumpeted by the supporters as showing how the system is more efficient when in fact it is simply excluding the weak.  There should always be a way for somebody to bring people in for a person-to-person application.

10. Subject to initial charges that the database will be used for other purposes, to locate criminals, absent fathers, etc.  Note the debates underway in the immigration domain on this sharing-of-data issue between the immigration benefits shop and the enforcement shop.  

11. Subject to significant errors in “mass exclusions” e.g. the people with names similar to felons who were knocked off of the voter rolls in Florida. 

12. Do the states or the Feds run these application systems?  Probably state-based according to Federal criteria?  How many tens-of-millions will be required to build this computerized system?  Are we just changing the workforce that runs the income transfer machinery from the low-level clerks to computer-systems workers?

So this is probably worth pursuing, providing we can figure out a way either to (a) show how a specific benefit is greater than its related cost, or (b) how the issues and minuses can be dealt with, finessed, or reduced, and (c) there is always a way for people to apply in person.

