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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

established the Ticket to Work and Self Sufficiency program (TTW) to increase

access to, and the quality of, rehabilitation and employment services available to
Social Security disability beneficiaries and ultimately to increase the number of such
beneficiaries who become economically self-sufficient. Very few beneficiaries now leave the
rolls as a result of having found work, and TTW tries to help more beneficiaries do this by
changing the way the Social Security Administration (SSA) pays for employment services.
The Ticket Act also creates some new rules that let beneficiaries explore work opportunities
without jeopardizing their benefit status.

I he Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (Ticket Act)

Somewhat paradoxically, the goal of the TTW program is to promote work among a
group of individuals judged to be incapable of working in any substantial way. People who
receive disability benefits from either SSA’s Disability Insurance (DI) or Supplemental
Security Income (SSI) programs have been judged to have a medically determinable
impairment that is expected to last at least 12 months or result in death, and that renders
them unable to engage in substantial gainful activity. The majority of these beneficiaries do
not attempt to engage in any work once they are on the rolls. Only about 2.5 percent of any
enrollment cohort will ultimately leave the rolls because of having found work, and less than
0.5 percent of all beneficiaries on the rolls at a point in time eventually leave because of
work.

It has proven difficult to raise the low employment rates among disability beneficiaries.
Nevertheless, many people with medical conditions that would make them eligible for
disability benefits do in fact work, and advances in technology and rehabilitation techniques
make it feasible for many people with very severe disabilities to obtain and hold jobs. This
has generated a continuing interest in promoting employment among DI and SSI
beneficiaries, which in turn has led to a consensus that no person with a disability should be
denied the right to participate fully in society, including work, because of external barriers
that can be removed with a reasonable effort.

The TTW program and other elements of the Ticket Act provide new means to help
beneficiaries become employed and financially self-sufficient. In particular, it introduces a
new financing system for providers and gives beneficiaries a choice in which provider to use.
The new financing system adds two payment options to the traditional system that SSA has
used to pay state vocational rehabilitation agencies (SVRAS) for rehabilitation services
provided to beneficiaries. The traditional system reimburses an agency’s costs, up to a limit,
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if a beneficiary obtains earnings of at least the substantial gainful activity level (currently set
at $810 per month for most beneficiaries) for nine months. Both of the new payment
options give providers a substantially stronger performance incentive because they require a
beneficiary to exit cash benefit status by reason of increased earnings for 60 months before
the provider receives full payment. Of the two new systems, the first option, the “outcome
payment” system, provides higher payments but only when a beneficiary leaves the rolls due
to work or earnings. The other new option, the “milestone-outcome” system, provides
smaller outcome payments, but can also provide up to four larger milestone payments while
a beneficiary is still receiving benefits, if the beneficiary achieves specified earnings targets.

TTW increases the choices given to beneficiaries who voluntarily decide to pursue
employment. It does so by greatly expanding the types of organizations that SSA will pay to
assist beneficiaries’ work efforts. In addition to SVRA'’s these organizations include a range
of public and private providers, called employment networks (ENs), that have signed a
contract with SSA. In addition, TTW gives service providers and beneficiaries considerable
flexibility in choosing the services that will be provided. In fact, providers and beneficiaries
must agree on an individualized work plan before a Ticket can be put into use. This plan
could, in theory, include a wide array of services designed to help beneficiaries overcome
barriers related to their knowledge of the service system and the labor market, their need for
new or enhanced job skills, and even employer misperceptions of their abilities.

Service delivery in TTW is constrained, however, by providers’ desire to limit service
expenditures to a level that fits within the payments they expect to receive and by their
assessment of whether the services they can provide are likely to result in a beneficiary
leaving the rolls. In fact, providers can refuse to serve beneficiaries whom they think have a
low probability of leaving the rolls due to work (and therefore not triggering outcome
payments). Beneficiaries who only want to work at an earnings level that would enable them
to retain part or all of their benefits will generally not be attractive clients to providers.

TTW is being implemented in three phases. In Phase 1, which began in February 2002,
the program was rolled out in 13 states across the country. Phase 2 began in November
2002 and extended the program to an additional 20 states plus the District of Columbia.
Phase 3, which began in November 2003, will see TTW implemented in the remaining 17
states and U.S. territories.

MAJOR FINDINGS

This is the first major report from SSA’s TTW evaluation. Drawing on information
collected during just the first five months of the study, it examines early implementation
issues and sets the stage for the more comprehensive reports to follow. In particular, this
report is based on the preliminary process analysis (Livermore et al. 2003) and our interviews
with staff at SSA, the TTW Program Manager, and several ENs and SVRAs. We also
present findings on enrollment and participation patterns from our early analysis of TTW
administrative data.

Executive Summary
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Overall, we found that SSA has implemented all aspects of the TTW program. As of
August 2003, Tickets have been mailed to more than 5 million beneficiaries, and more than
25,000 have assigned a Ticket to a provider. Furthermore, SSA has begun making payments
to providers as some of the early participants meet milestones or leave the rolls. However,
enrollment remains very low and is concentrated in SVRAs using the traditional payment
system. In addition, several important operational issues should be addressed. In the Phase
1 states, where the rollout was completed in October 2002, only 0.74 percent of eligible
beneficiaries were using their Tickets as of August 2003; participation in Phase 2 states
appears to be on the same slow track. On the provider side, our interviews with eight
experienced ENs found that they were all losing money on their TTW operations. Many
expressed doubts about their continued participation, and some have already cut back their
TTW operations. SSA has moved to assist providers by simplifying the payment process.
This and other administrative actions could increase participation of providers and
beneficiaries, and a strengthening of the economy is also likely to help. Nevertheless, if the
attitudes of the eight experienced ENSs interviewed for this report are indicative of most
ENs, then SSA will have to move quickly to address operational and payment design issues
in order to sustain the roll-out momentum and providers’ efforts to increase beneficiary
employment.

Some of the key findings supporting these observations are as follows.

Beneficiary Participation Is Low. By August 2003, SSA had mailed out more than 5
million Tickets to eligible beneficiaries, and although participation rates continue to rise, less
than 1 percent of recipients were using their Tickets. The participation rate varies by state
and by beneficiary characteristics. In the Phase 1 states, the overall participation rate was
0.74 percent, compared with 0.27 in the Phase 2 states, reflecting a difference in the duration
of Ticket availability. Among the Phase 1 states, participation rates ranged from 0.3 to 1.9
percent, reflecting differences in economic and service environments, including the
aggressiveness of providers, especially SVRAs, in seeking out beneficiaries to serve or in
encouraging ENs to do so. Beneficiary participation rates also decline steadily with age; in
Phase 1 states, 2.0 percent of those age 18 to 24 were participating, compared with just 0.3
percent of those age 50 and over.

Most Ticket Assignments Have Been to SVRAs. As of August 2003, the vast
majority of assigned Tickets nationwide (91 percent in Phase 1 states, 81 percent in Phase 2
states) were assigned to SVRAs. Thus, a relatively small fraction of disability beneficiaries
are being served by new providers. Most Tickets also were assigned under the traditional
payment system—=87 percent in Phase 1 states and 75 percent in Phase 2 states. All SVRAS
had to select one of the two new payment systems as an option, and although most are
experimenting with the new systems, extensive use is the exception

EN Recruitment and Retention Is Difficult. EN recruitment has been a significant
challenge. When last interviewed, the Program Manager reported aggressively marketing the
program to over 50,000 organizations through thousands of informational mailings, over 90
EN recruitment conferences, over 200 informational presentations, and hundreds of
telephone contacts. Just over 1,000 providers have signed up as ENs (including some from

Executive Summary
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the Phase 3 states). Recruitment has not become easier over time; in fact, having viewed
ENs’ early experiences with TTW, some organizations have apparently become even more
reluctant to join the program. Like recruitment, EN retention also has become a challenge.
More than 38 organizations have terminated their status as ENs, including one of the largest,
most experienced ENSs. It appears that many others have informally dropped out—by not
accepting Tickets or by unassigning previously accepted Tickets.

The type of agencies serving as ENs varies widely. Many are “traditional” providers
with extensive experience delivering employment services to SSA beneficiaries. The TTW
program affords these agencies an opportunity to continue or expand existing services
through a new source of funds. For other ENs, however, the TTW program represents
their first effort to provide employment services to SSA beneficiaries or individuals with
disabilities. To the extent that these ENs are successful, they will enhance beneficiary choice
among providers and create a new set of service providers for SSA.

Provider Service Models Vary Widely. ENs have taken a wide range of approaches
to serving Ticket holders, demonstrating that the program does have the potential to foster
an increasing variety of work-related services for disability beneficiaries. A few of the ENs
act primarily as placement agencies, helping clients build job-search skills and directing them
to potential employers. One Internet EN provides no training or job placement services
whatsoever but attracts clients with a financial incentive; it promises to give them 75 percent
of any Ticket payments it receives on their behalf. Another EN focuses on post-
employment support through counseling and case management.

EN Ticket Assignments Are Concentrated Among a Few Providers. Ticket
assignments among ENs have been highly concentrated, with a few ENSs serving many
beneficiaries and most ENs serving few or none. For example, as of late July 2003, among
the 131 ENs that had accepted Tickets and were operating in Phase 1 states, one EN had
over 300 assignments, and 6 had between 50 and 150, whereas 29 ENs had 10 or fewer
Tickets.

Ticket Payments Have Begun. As of the end of August 2003, about 1,400 payment
requests had been submitted by providers. Just over half (55 percent) had been paid, 14
percent were under review by the Program Manager, another 14 percent had been cleared by
the Program Manager and were under review by SSA, and the remaining 17 percent had
been returned to the providers because they failed to meet the standards for payment. As of
mid-August 2003, only 67 ENs had received any payments; in total, they had received 630
payments on behalf of 211 Ticket holders. Reflecting the concentration of Ticket
assignments mentioned above, most of these ENs had received relatively little money on
behalf of just a few participants, while a handful of the ENs had collected substantially more.
Twenty-seven ENs had received less than $1,000, 30 had received $1,000 to $5,000, while
four ENs had received more than $10,000, including one with more than $30,000 in Ticket
payment revenues. Among SVRAs, only three had received any milestone or outcome
payments, and 93 percent of the total $29,000 in payments to SVRAs went to a single SVRA.

EN Financial Viability Is Still Uncertain. Twelve to 16 months after starting in the
program, all eight of the experienced Phase 1 ENs we interviewed said they were losing

Executive Summary
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money on their TTW operations. For most of them, the program was not looking
financially viable. One of the ENs was planning to withdraw from the program, and another
had nearly withdrawn but was persuaded by the Program Manager to continue operating in
just one state after having started on a nationwide scale. Some of these ENs found that their
clients were not earning enough to generate a consistent payment stream. The ENSs also
complained about the difficulty of obtaining adequate earnings documentation to support
payment requests and about delays in receiving payments. SSA has recently simplified the
documentation required to receive outcome payments, but the eight ENs we interviewed felt
that still more changes would be needed.

Providers Complain About TTW Marketing. Besides financial problems, one of the
more common concerns voiced by representatives from the experienced ENs has to do with
marketing. They feel strongly that SSA and the Program Manager need to do a better job of
both explaining TTW to beneficiaries and reaching out to encourage participation. They
reported being burdened by inappropriate referrals and the continuing need to explain basic
program features to large numbers of beneficiaries. Similar concerns were expressed in an
EN Summit Conference held in 2003. SSA has recently issued a contract to develop a
strategic marketing plan aimed at both improving beneficiary understanding of the program
and promoting Ticket assignments. The effects of this effort, however, will not appear until
2004 or later, and will be examined in future evaluation reports.

TTW Success Is Mixed for Beneficiaries in the Four Adequacy of Incentives
(AOI) Groups. The evaluation pays special attention to the extent that TTW is reaching
beneficiaries in the four congressionally defined groups that were expected to find it difficult
to obtain services under TTW—those who (1) need ongoing support and services, (2) need
high-cost accommodations, (3) earn a subminimum wage, or (4) work and receive partial
cash benefits. The financial problems noted at the eight experienced ENs suggest that
provider incentives are weak overall and so are likely to provide little motivation for ENs to
serve beneficiaries in general, let alone those beneficiary groups identified by Congress. This
possibility has been confirmed by our conversations with providers, through which we
found that while SVRAs have typically agreed to serve any interested beneficiary determined
eligible for services, ENs have commonly screened out those they perceive as requiring
substantial or long-term services because they are seen as unlikely to yield payments
sufficient to offset service costs.

A slightly different picture comes from our preliminary analysis of administrative data,
which we used to develop a rough approximation of the first two AOI groups (those
requiring ongoing support or high-cost accommodations) based only on information about
beneficiaries’ primary impairments. These approximations, which were developed in the
evaluation’s design report (Stapleton and Livermore 2002), suggest that beneficiaries in these
two AOI groups constitute a substantial majority of eligible beneficiaries. Furthermore, we
found that beneficiaries in these two groups have higher participation rates than all other
beneficiaries and that they account for 71 percent of all Ticket users. These results primarily
illustrate the fact that even among beneficiaries who appear to require substantial services in
order to sustain employment, many have been able to find a provider (typically a SVRA) that
will accept their Ticket. It appears that ENs commonly refer candidates that they perceive
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will require extensive services to SVRAs, where they are more likely to be served under the
traditional reimbursement mechanism. Further, some non—-SVRA ENs are actually focusing
on serving beneficiaries in AOI groups by using Ticket revenues as a supplement to their
traditional funding resources.

We will continue to examine this issue, focusing on developing more refined definitions
of the groups and on the characteristics of beneficiaries who have the lowest participation
rates.

The Consequences of SVRA Dominance in TTW Are Still Emerging. So far,
SVRAs account for the great majority of Ticket assignments. This reflects their large scale
and long-standing participation in SSA’s traditional program for assisting beneficiaries to
become employed. It also reflects their advantages in the TTW program—particularly their
ability to finance their services with funds from Title 1 of the Rehabilitation Act and the fact
that they can choose to use either the traditional payment system or their new EN payment
system.

The consequences of this dominance are still emerging, but several concerns have
already arisen. First, both SVRAs and ENs have expressed concern regarding SSA’s
guidance to SVRAs allowing them to accept assignment of a Ticket when a beneficiary has
signed an agency’s Individual Plan for Employment, but not the SSA Form 1365 typically
required to assign a Ticket. As a result of this policy, a SVRA could accept a beneficiary’s
Ticket even though the beneficiary did not fully understand his/her full options. Some
SVRAs have indicated that this policy seems to conflict with the consumer choice provisions
of the Rehabilitation Act. Also, many non-SVRA ENs feel that the policy gives SVRAS an
unfair advantage, severely restricting ENs’ ability to recruit and serve beneficiaries.

Second, the nature of SVRA participation varies widely, thus contributing to the
variation in participation rates across states. Such variation means that beneficiaries in some
states will have different opportunities than those in other states.

Finally, SVRA dominance may reduce beneficiaries’ choice of providers and thus work
against one of the key goals of the program. Choice could be expanded if the SVRASs helped
to develop the EN market. Most, but not all, SVRAs have developed standardized
agreements with ENs in their state that would enable beneficiaries to be served jointly by
ENs and SVRAs. In the absence of such an agreement, most SVRAs are refusing to accept
clients who have already assigned their Ticket to an EN on the grounds that this would
violate the “comparable benefits” provision of the Rehabilitation Act. But many of the
agreements have financial terms that favor the SVRA over the ENSs, often requiring that the
EN assume a very large share of the risk even though the SVRA can use funds allocated
under the Rehabilitation Act (Title 1) to minimize its own risk. Some ENs interviewed
indicated that the terms of the SVRA/EN agreement actually make it less likely that the EN
would refer a beneficiary to the SVRA for services. Such terms seem particularly likely to
discourage entities that provide services to SVRAs from becoming ENs.

Executive Summary
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CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

SSA faced a daunting challenge in designing and implementing this large new program
literally from scratch—especially considering that no dedicated funds were appropriated for
the task. While the original concept of the program sounded simple, many complexities
arose as SSA worked out all the details of how TTW would relate to the many rules and
systems associated with the SSI and DI programs. Further, SSA had to address the interests
of a wide variety of stakeholders in developing all the rules, regulations, procedures, and
systems needed to make TTW operational.

At present, however, most of the important evaluation questions cannot be answered,;
the program has just begun to roll out in the remaining Phase 3 states, and the evaluation has
just begun. Still, even at this early point, some emerging issues merit careful consideration
and monitoring as time goes on, as they have the potential for seriously undermining the
program’s success.

Ticket participation rates remain low, although they are increasing. Even though the
program was never envisioned as a way to move a large percentage of disability beneficiaries
into self-sufficiency, Ticket use is lower than many had hoped for at this stage. Several
factors may be contributing to this finding. First, despite efforts by SSA, the Program
Manager, and individual ENs to explain TTW to beneficiaries, many people appear not to
understand the basics of how the program operates, what it means for their benefits, and the
opportunities it offers. Second, beneficiaries who are not ready to move quickly into full-
time employment may have a hard time finding an EN that will accept their Ticket.
Discussions with ENs suggest that many are focusing on beneficiaries whom they expect can
quickly obtain sufficient earnings to move off the disability rolls and therefore generate
outcome payments to the EN. This seems particularly true for those ENs that rely solely on
TTW payments.

A related, but separate, issue of concern is that some beneficiaries may have difficulty
finding an EN that is accepting any Tickets at all. Fewer ENs than hoped for have joined
the program, and relatively few of them have accepted Tickets. The vast majority of Tickets
are assigned to SVRAS, raising questions about whether TTW is succeeding in increasing the
diversity of providers and services available to beneficiaries. New ENs appear to be taking a
very tentative, wait-and-see approach to the program, hanging back until the early
operational difficulties are worked out. They may also see the program—especially under
the current payment systems—as posing too great a financial risk. This perception is
certainly understandable, given the financial problems that the most active, experienced ENs
have already encountered.

Yet another issue of concern is that few of the Tickets assigned have resulted in
payments to ENs. It seems likely that the economy is a contributing factor insofar as the
economic downturn has reduced the number of job openings and increased competition for
the vacancies that do exist. The experienced ENs we interviewed said that it had been
difficult to find jobs for their clients. Other factors, though, are also in play. In some cases,
ENSs have found that beneficiaries do not stick with the service plan or try to find suitable
employment. In other cases, beneficiaries have not remained in jobs long enough to

Executive Summary
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generate much of a payment stream for the EN. DI program rules allow beneficiaries to
remain on the rolls during a 9-month trail work period, regardless of the level of earnings,
which delays the start of an outcome payment stream. SSI recipients can prolong the receipt
of benefits indefinitely if their earnings are sufficiently low.

The potential implications of the problem of low EN revenues are clear and seem to
pose the most serious threat to program success. If ENs cannot cover their costs, they will
not be able to operate. Without them, some beneficiaries may find it virtually impossible to
use their Tickets, and the TTW program may become little more than a minor revision to
the traditional SVRA payment system.

SSA has recognized the issues discussed above and is trying, within the limits of its
discretion, to address them. Most important, SSA has taken steps to simplify the process for
documenting beneficiary earnings required to trigger milestone and monthly outcome
payments. More rapid payments that require simpler documentation should increase ENSs’
net revenues and reduce their costs. SSA is also trying to help ENs find additional revenue
sources for financing their start-up expenses, which must be paid before they can realize
substantial revenue streams from monthly outcome payments. SSA has also started to
develop a national marketing campaign intended to improve beneficiary awareness and
understanding of the TTW program and related return-to-work initiatives. It will take some
time before the effectiveness of these changes and efforts can be assessed.

SSA is already considering more fundamental changes to the TTW program. The most
obvious change is to increase the payment amounts. Another possible change is to
restructure the payment system so that ENs are paid sooner in the process—that is, they
would get a higher proportion of their payments closer to when the beneficiary goes off the
rolls (potentially even before that point) rather than receiving payments spread evenly over
60 months after a beneficiary leaves the rolls. There are also suggestions that SSA, perhaps
in collaboration with Rehabilitation Services Administration, take steps to encourage SVRAS
to use the new payment systems and/or make a positive contribution to the development of
the EN market in the SVRA's state. Toward this end, changes could involve the traditional
payment system as well as regulations and incentives that would encourage more balanced
SVRA-EN agreements. As the TTW program proceeds, SSA may even wish to modify the
work incentive rules governing when SSI and DI beneficiaries lose their cash benefits to
make the rules more consistent with the concepts underlying TTW and with each other.

In any event, changes should be made quickly in order to preserve the TTW program’s
current momentum. Participation rates were still rising through August 2003, the last month
for which we have data, but ENs are continuing to drop out of the program. As a result,
beneficiaries may face reduced choices and program enrollments may stagnate. The loss of
momentum is not the end of TTW, but may make it harder to SSA to provide the choices
and opportunities that TTW promises to beneficiaries.

Executive Summary
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OVERVIEW OF THE TICKET TO WORK
PROGRAM AND ITS EVALUATION

established the Ticket to Work program (TTW) to increase access to, and the quality

of, rehabilitation and employment services available to Social Security disability
beneficiaries, and ultimately to increase the number who become economically self-
sufficient. Currently, very few beneficiaries leave the rolls due to work. TTW tries to help
more beneficiaries exit due to work by changing the way the Social Security Administration
(SSA) pays for employment services. It also changes some program rules in order to let
beneficiaries explore work opportunities without jeopardizing their benefit status.

I he Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (Ticket Act)

The TTW program operates with the apparent paradox of trying to promote work
among a group of individuals judged incapable of substantial work. People who receive
disability benefits from either SSA’s Disability Insurance (DI) or Supplemental Security
Income (SSI) programs have been judged to have a medically determinable impairment that
is expected to last at least 12 months or result in death and that renders them unable to
engage in substantial gainful activity. The vast majority of beneficiaries will not attempt any
work once they are on the rolls. Only about 2.5 percent of any enroliment cohort will
ultimately leave the rolls due to work and less than 0.5 percent of all beneficiaries on the rolls
at a point in time eventually leave due to work (Newcomb et al. 2003; Berkowitz 2003).

The low employment rates among disability beneficiaries have proven difficult to
increase substantially. There is no evidence that the many work incentives that SSA has
instituted prior to TTW have increased work-related program exits (Newcomb et al. 2003).
Furthermore, two prior SSA demonstrations to test employment support programs, Project
Network and the Transitional Employment Training Demonstration, had low participation
rates: about 6 percent of eligibles participated (Kornfeld et al. 1999; and Decker and
Thornton 1995). In addition, while both demonstrations’ interventions generated a large
proportional increase in participant earnings, those increases were small in absolute terms.
These small absolute increases translated into negligible reductions in benefit payment as
most working participants had earnings below the thresholds that would result in losing their
benefits.

Nevertheless, it is well-known that many people with medical conditions that would
make them eligible for disability benefits do in fact work, and advances in technology and
rehabilitation techniques make it feasible for many people with very severe disabilities to
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obtain and hold jobs (for example, Bond et al. 1997). This has generated a continuing
interest in promoting employment among SSA’s disability beneficiaries, which in turn has led
to a consensus that no person with a disability should be denied the right to participate fully
in society, including work, because of external barriers that can be removed with reasonable
efforts. The main issues for SSA are therefore: what are the best methods for addressing
barriers? How many beneficiaries will seek to take advantage of new opportunities? Will the
programs enable many beneficiaries to earn enough to leave the rolls? And what will be the
net cost or savings to the government?

There are essentially four major types of barriers that disability beneficiaries face when
they want to obtain substantial employment:

= Benefit Policies That Reduce Gains from Employment.  Cash benefit
programs, including DI and SSI, generally contain provisions to reduce or stop
benefits as a beneficiary’s earnings increase. This can create a substantial
disincentive for beneficiaries to work since a beneficiary’s total income (benefits
plus earnings) may rise slowly, or in some cases even fall, as earnings increase.
Also, while health insurance benefits through Medicare and Medicaid are
available even to beneficiaries who are no longer receiving cash benefits, many
beneficiaries may nevertheless be concerned about losing those benefits if they
attempt to work.

= Limited Beneficiary Knowledge of the Service System. Both the DI and SSI
programs contain provisions designed to encourage work among beneficiaries.
However, many beneficiaries are unfamiliar with these provisions and have an
incomplete picture of how working will actually affect their benefits.
Beneficiaries may also be concerned that the provisions, which are often fairly
complex, may not be implemented fully or accurately. In either of these cases,
beneficiaries are likely to under use the provisions and be less inclined to work.

» [nadequate Employment-Related Skills or Workplace Accommodations.
Beneficiaries may lack the full set of skills and attitudes required for successful
employment, including knowledge of the labor market and how to search for a
job as well as more fundamental job skills or basic education. Beneficiaries may
also require accommodations to help them overcome impairments that might
prevent them from being productively employed.  Furthermore, some
beneficiaries may have become discouraged about work and withdrawn
completely from the labor force. While beneficiaries could, in theory, purchase
training and job placement services, they often lack sufficient financial resources
or access to loans to purchase the training or services that would enable them to
obtain substantial employment.

= Employers’ Misimpressions. Persons with disabilities may also face barriers
created by employers’ misimpressions of their abilities or, in some cases,
discrimination. Thus, even when they want to work, they can have a difficult
time getting a job offer.

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation
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The TTW program and other elements of the Ticket Act try to provide the means to
help beneficiaries overcome these barriers. In particular, the TTW program introduces a
new financing system for providers and gives beneficiaries a choice over which provider to
use. The new financing system adds two payment options to the traditional payment system
that SSA has used in the past to pay state vocational rehabilitation agencies (SVRASs) for
rehabilitation services provided to beneficiaries. The traditional system reimburses an
agency’s costs, up to a limit, if a beneficiary obtains earnings of at least the substantial gainful
activity level (currently set at $810 per month for most individuals) for nine months. The
new options have substantially stronger performance incentives because they require a
beneficiary to exit cash benefit status by reason of increased earnings for 60 months before
the provider receives full payment. The first new option, the outcome-only payment system,
provides higher payments but makes no payments until a beneficiary leaves the rolls. The
other new option, the milestone-outcome system, provides smaller outcome payments, but
can provide up to four larger milestone payments while a beneficiary is still receiving
benefits, if a beneficiary achieves intermediate earnings targets.

TTW increases choice by greatly expanding the types of organizations that it will pay to
assist beneficiaries’ work efforts. Beneficiaries can choose between a range of public and
private providers other than SVRAs, called Employment Networks (ENSs), that have signed
a contract with SSA. ENs cannot use the traditional payment system, they must elect to be
paid under either the outcome-only or milestone-outcomes payment systems. SVRAs can
act as ENs by using the new payment systems, but they can also decide to serve beneficiaries
under the traditional system.

In addition, TTW gives service providers and beneficiaries considerable flexibility to
choose the services that will be provided. In fact, providers and beneficiaries must agree on
an individualized employment plan before a ticket can be put into use. This plan could, in
theory, include a wide array of services designed to help beneficiaries overcome barriers
related to their knowledge of the system and labor market, their employment-related skills,
and even employer misperceptions of their abilities.

Service delivery is constrained, however, by providers’ desire to limit service
expenditures to a level that fits within the payments they expect to receive and by providers’
assessments of whether the services they can provide are likely to result in a beneficiary
leaving the rolls. Participation in TTW is completely voluntary for beneficiaries and
providers, so providers can refuse to serve beneficiaries whom they think have a low
probability of leaving the rolls due to work (thereby triggering outcome payments).

The TTW legislation also introduces other changes that try to reduce the policy barriers
that can make work unattractive to some beneficiaries. In particular, the Ticket Act
contained the following provisions:*

! Other than the suspension of medical disability reviews, these provisions are available
to beneficiaries regardless of whether they are using a Ticket.

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation



» Expedited reinstatement that allows beneficiaries who have left the rolls
because of work to have their benefits (and any associated health insurance)
reinstated without a new application. This option is available for five years
following termination of a beneficiary’s eligibility for disability status due to
work.

= Suspension of medical disability reviews used to assess whether a
beneficiary’s impairments are still present and still sufficient to preclude
substantial gainful activity. This suspension lasts as long as a beneficiary is
actively using a Ticket by pursuing the goals established in his/her individualized
work plan.

= Removal of work activity as a trigger for a medical disability review for
long-term DI beneficiaries, which means that these beneficiaries (regardless of
participation in TTW) can seek work without fear that their engaging in work will
lead SSA to conduct a review of their disability status.

= Extended eligibility for Medicare continues coverage for DI beneficiaries who
return to work for an additional 54 months beyond what was available before
(from 39 to 93 months). In addition, when that extended coverage expires,
beneficiaries can purchase Medicare coverage.

»  Medlicaid Buy-In program provisions in the Ticket Act make it easier for states
to establish programs that let people with disabilities purchase Medicaid coverage
on a sliding-fee basis. Currently 28 states have such programs.

Thus, the TTW program seeks to increase the rate at which disability beneficiaries exit
the rolls due to work by adding two payment systems with stronger performance incentives
that expand beneficiaries’ choices for service providers and reduce some of the work
disincentives.

TTW is being rolled out across the country in three phases, beginning in February 2002
and continuing through September 2004. As of September 2003, the program was well
underway, operating in 33 states plus the District of Columbia. At that time, SSA had mailed
tickets to almost 5.3 million beneficiaries, 784 providers had registered as ENs in addition to
50 SVRAs, and almost 25,000 beneficiaries had assigned their ticket to an EN or a SVRA
(Social Security Administration 2003).

Even at this relatively early point in its development, TTW has become one of the
biggest operations ever fielded by SSA. It has required SSA to develop many new systems
that were not particularly important when its mission focused primarily on paying benefits.
In particular, new procedures had to be developed to recruit and register ENs, to inform and
recruit beneficiaries, and to track monthly eligibility status and work activity in sufficient
detail to support the milestone and outcome payments. Given the magnitude of these
changes and complexity of program interactions, it will take a while before all components
are working smoothly and the program can achieve its maximum effectiveness.

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation
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A. EVALUATION COMPONENTS: GOALS, SCHEDULES, AND PRODUCTS

Given the importance and complexity of this new program, Congress mandated that
SSA conduct a comprehensive evaluation to provide important short-term information
about program implementation that will help SSA refine program operations. This feedback
is particularly important to SSA as it proceeds through the difficult initial stages of program
implementation. The evaluation will also provide information about the long-term effects of
TTW on beneficiaries’ employment, earnings, and benefit receipt, which in turn will help
SSA and Congress assess the extent to which TTW meets its goals.

In addition, the evaluation will provide important information for SSA’s ongoing policy
development. The evaluation will analyze the records of millions of beneficiaries and survey
thousands of beneficiaries and TTW participants during the next five years. In doing so, it
will provide detailed information about the work behaviors and attitudes of beneficiaries,
and identify the ways they get information about Social Security programs and the labor
market. This information will enable SSA to tailor the TTW program and future initiatives
to more effectively reach beneficiaries and help them to achieve their full employment
potential.

At the end of May 2003, SSA contracted for the full evaluation, although substantial
evaluation activity had occurred under an earlier design contract. In particular, the full
evaluation follows the design developed by Stapleton and Livermore (2002) and builds on
the preliminary process analyses done by Livermore et al. (2003).

As specified in the design, SSA has established seven major priorities for the TTW
evaluation (shown in Table 1.1). The evaluation will use three types of data to address these
priority questions: (1) extensive qualitative data about TTW operations to be collected
through document review, on-site interviews, telephone interviews, and focus groups; (2)
longitudinal SSA administrative data for millions of beneficiaries plus Rehabilitation Services
Administration data that will be matched to SSA records; and (3) a set of surveys that
includes both repeated cross-section surveys of disability program beneficiaries and
longitudinal surveys of TTW participants. In addition, the process analysis will help to
identify ways to improve TTW operations and will also provide information that will help
interpret findings from the participation, impact, and adequacy of incentives analyses.

The evaluation will conduct the following four analyses.

1. Process Analysis

The process evaluation will rely on both administrative and survey data combined with
qualitative data from site visits, telephone interviews, and focus groups with the TTW
Program Manager (a contractor hired by SSA to help implement TTW), SSA, ENs, and
other providers who choose not to become ENs. It will document how TTW is being
implemented, assess how the program affects the market for employment-related services,
and provide contextual information to help interpret impact analysis findings. It will also
assess the implementation and ongoing operations of TTW over the 2003-2007 period,

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation
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building on the information collected earlier by Livermore et al. (2003). The broad issues to
be addressed include the following:

= How is TTW being implemented and what are the issues and/or problems faced
by SSA, the Program Manager, ENSs, beneficiaries, and other stakeholders?

= What changes in the program policies and operations have been made since
inception?

= Does TTW improve the supply of employment-related services to beneficiaries
and, if so, in what manner? If not, why not? Also, what factors influence service
providers’ decisions to participate in the TTW program?

= Does TTW expand or change the use of employment-related services by
beneficiaries and, if so, in what manner? If not, why not?

Table I.1: Evaluation Priorities, Components, and Data

Analyses Data Sources
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Priority Questions for the Evaluation £ S £ 22 8 3 )
1. Did TTW significantly reduce dependence on SSA benefits through N N
increased employment and earnings?
2. What was the impact of TTW on earnings, employment duration, N N
SSA benefits, and beneficiary income?
3. Did TTW produce net SSA program costs or savings? How much? N N
What are costs and benefits of the TTW program to SSA?
. Who did and did not participate in TTW? v v v
5.  What groups were adequately served under the TTW program, N N N N
and what groups were underserved?
6. What aspects of the program improved or reduced program N N N N
success?
7. Did TTW produce net social costs or benefits? What were the N N N N
social costs and benefits of the TTW program?

2. Participation Analysis

The participation analysis will rely on administrative and survey data to answer the
broad questions: how many beneficiaries participate in TTW, what are their characteristics,
and what are their reasons for nonparticipation? More specifically, the analysis will address
the following questions:

= How do beneficiaries learn about the TTW program? Do they generally
understand the opportunities it offers?

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation



= How many beneficiaries participate in the TTW program?

= What are the characteristics of individuals who do and do not participate in the
TTW program and how do these characteristics relate to participation?

= How do potential participants’ attitudes and perceptions of the TTW impact
whether or not they participate in the program?

= What are the most effective sources of information about TTW for potential
participants?

= How common is involuntary nonparticipation, that is, instances where a
beneficiary seeks services but their ticket is refused by an EN?

3. Impact/Outcome Analysis

This evaluation component will address SSA’s three top evaluation priorities as
highlighted in Table I1.1:

= Did TTW significantly reduce dependence on SSA benefits through increased
earnings?

= What was the impact of TTW on earnings, employment duration, SSA benefits,
and beneficiary income?

= Did TTW produce net SSA program costs or savings? How much? What are
costs and benefits of the TTW program to SSA?

The evaluation will estimate program impacts using a design that compares outcomes
for TTW participants with outcomes for similar beneficiaries who do not participate. The
major challenge of the evaluation is to select comparison beneficiaries who behave as the
participants would have in the absence of the TTW program. To meet this challenge, the
evaluation will use a variety of analytic approaches, each using a specific comparison group
and statistical methodology to assess the extent to which observed differences between
participants and the comparison group members are attributable to TTW. These approaches
include comparisons within states of similar beneficiaries before and after TTW rollout,
contemporaneous comparisons during the rollout period between beneficiaries in states
where Tickets are available and those where Tickets are not yet available, and within-state
comparisons between beneficiaries who receive Tickets in early mailings and those who
receive Tickets in the last rounds of mailing (Stapleton and Livermore 2002).

The impact analysis will be conducted within the context of a general model that will be
flexible enough to accommodate all reasonable and defensible analytic approaches. This
model will generate impact estimates that, in effect, will be weighted averages of the
estimates that would be generated by the specific approaches. These will constitute the
evaluation’s “benchmark’ estimates of the TTW program’s impacts. By placing restrictions

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation
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on the general model, we will also be able to produce impact estimates that correspond to
each specific analytic approach. This approach provides a set of plausible estimates, rather
than a single inherently uncertain estimate. In doing so, it tries to give policymakers a good
sense of the effects TTW produces, particularly when the impact estimates are interpreted in
the context of the detailed operational and contextual information gathered in the process
evaluation and participation analysis.

Most of the estimates will be based on analysis of SSA administrative data. Survey data
will be used to measure outcomes that are not measured in the administrative data (e.g.,
hours worked, wage rates, fringe benefits, and satisfaction with EN services). Because the
number of people included in the surveys will be far fewer than those captured in the
administrative data, and because we could not conduct the surveys before TTW’s rollout, we
will not be able to estimate impacts on such outcomes; instead, we will focus on describing
outcomes and trying to understand beneficiaries’ perspectives of the TTW program and
work.

4. Adequacy of Incentives Analysis

The adequacy of incentives analysis will draw on the process, participation, and
impact/outcome analyses. In essence, the evaluation will examine many of the issues
previously described, focusing specifically on the subgroups of beneficiaries that are
expected to have a particularly difficult time accessing services through the TTW program.
This subgroup, as defined in the Ticket Act, includes individuals who need ongoing support
and services in order to maintain employment, individuals who require high-cost job
accommodations, individuals who earn a sub-minimum wage, and individuals who work and
receive partial cash benefits. The Ticket legislation requires SSA both to assess whether the
program includes sufficient incentives to encourage ENs to work with these groups of
beneficiaries and to consider program modifications that might improve services for these
individuals. The evaluation will focus on the first of these requirements and provide SSA
with information that will help the agency address the second. Some of the key questions
for this evaluation component include the following:

= How many beneficiaries are in these four Adequacy of Incentives (AOI) groups,
and what are their characteristics and program benefits?

= Are ENs willing and able to work with beneficiaries in the AOI groups?

= What employment services do beneficiaries in these groups receive, with and
without Tickets?

= To what extent does TTW affect employment and program outcomes for these
beneficiaries?

= To what extent does TTW affect net program costs for these beneficiaries?

= To what extent do non-SSA programs serve these beneficiaries, and how does
TTW affect those programs?

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation



B. PURPOSE AND ORGANIZATION OF THIS EVALUATION REPORT

This is the first report from the evaluation. Written using data collected within four
months after the effective date of the contract, its primary goal is to provide SSA with
formative information on program implementation. The issue of program effectiveness will
be addressed in subsequent reports. This report begins by reviewing the basic structure of
the TTW program and its legislative and programmatic context (Chapter Il). It then turns to
the early TTW implementation experience, examining the many procedures and policies SSA
developed for this new program and the early operation experience of SSA, the Program
Manager and ENs (Chapter 111). Then the report presents current statistics on the number
of tickets that have been mailed, accepted by ENs or SVRAs, and the characteristics of
beneficiaries who are using their Tickets (Chapter 1V), which is followed by case studies of
experienced ENs that have served substantial numbers of beneficiaries under the TTW
program and that were interviewed earlier in the preliminary process analysis (Chapter V).
The report then turns to the important issue of the adequacy of incentives, using a mixture
of updated process information and statistics on ticket assignments (Chapter VI). The
report concludes with two chapters that identify the operational issues that deserve further
consideration (Chapter VII) and describe the remaining data collection, analysis, and
reporting activities of the evaluation (Chapter VIII). Appendices provide more detailed
statistics on ticket activity in the 33 states where TTW is currently operational, more details
about the case-study ENSs, and details about how we identified beneficiaries in the AOI
groups.

I: Overview of the Ticket to Work Program and Its Evaluation
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CHAPTER I

STRUCTURE AND BACKGROUND OF THE
TICKET TO WORK PROGRAM

become fairly complex (Berkowitz 2003). The basic approach was developed by a

panel formed by the National Academy for Social Insurance, which sought to make
the rehabilitation system more effective by paying providers only when they enabled a
beneficiary to earn his or her way off the rolls. The panel’s entire concept was summarized
in the following few sentences:

I he ideas behind the TTW program are fairly simple, but the program itself has

Under the Panel’s plan, disability beneficiaries would receive a return-to-work
ticket, akin to a voucher, that they could use to shop among providers of
rehabilitation or return-to-work services in either the public or private sector.
Once a beneficiary deposits the ticket with a provider, the Social Security
Administration would have an obligation to pay the provider after the beneficiary
returned to work and left the benefit rolls. Providers whose clients successfully
returned to work would, each year, receive in payment a fraction of the benefit
savings that accrued to the Social Security Trust Funds because the former
beneficiary is at work and not receiving benefits (Mashaw and Reno 1996).

However, as this idea was translated into practice, the actual program became fairly
complicated. Eligibility rules were established to avoid paying for services to beneficiaries
who were expected to medically recover and exit the rolls anyway or for SSI recipients who
had recently turned 18 but who had not yet been determined eligible for SSI as adults.
Milestone payments were introduced to help providers finance services and encourage them
to serve beneficiaries who would not be expected to leave the rolls quickly. Payment
amounts were tied to overall average benefit payments rather than to each individual’s
benefits. Because average monthly SSI benefits are lower than average monthly DI benefits,
the payments to ENs for serving SSI-only recipients are lower than those for serving DI
beneficiaries. To resolve arguments between beneficiaries and providers, SSA established a
dispute resolution process. The agency also created new computer systems to track program
participation and exits due to earnings as well as to pay providers.

This chapter describes the structure of the TTW program as it is implemented today
(late 2003), including the key groups and organizations involved; the rules that guide its
operations; and the context in which it has been established, including the service and
payment system it is replacing and related initiatives that may help the program succeed.
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This description gives an overview of how the program is intended to operate. The chapters
that follow describe how each element was implemented. Livermore et al. (2003) provide
information about earlier implementation.

A. BASIC STRUCTURE OF TICKET TO WORK

This section begins with an overview of the roles and responsibilities of the major
program stakeholders. It then describes the key processes and policies of the program,
generally from the perspective of a beneficiary. It concludes with an explanation of the
services that ENs provide and the program’s reimbursement policies.

1. Roles and Responsibilities of Major TTW Stakeholders

Conceptually, TTW is a fairly simple program, as displayed in Figure I1.1. It begins with
the disability beneficiaries who may, with varying degrees of assistance, be able to achieve
economic self-sufficiency and thus leave the SSI or DI rolls. The program then revolves
around two relationships. The first relationship involves the Ticket itself, which is essentially
a promise of payment from SSA to an EN for providing services that move disability
beneficiaries back to work and off the SSI/DI rolls. The second relationship, between a
beneficiary and an EN, is governed by a voluntary agreement about services, called an
Individual Work Plan (IWP).*

Figure ll.1: Overview of Key Relationships in TTW

SSA SSI/DI
rules

. Beneficiaries
Ticket

Individual
Employment Work Plan
Networks

"The service plan prepared by an SVRA is known as Individual Plan for Employment
(IPE), the name for SVRA agreements with clients before TTW. Since IWPs and IPEs are
essentially the same thing, for the sake of simplicity we hereafter use the term IWP to refer
to either type of plan.

I1: Structure and Background of the Ticket to Work Program
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In reality, however, the success of the TTW program depends on multiple stakeholders
carrying out many diverse and interrelated tasks according to specific rules and time frames.
For instance, as shown in Figure 11.2, SSA provides a Ticket and related information to
eligible beneficiaries and a list of those beneficiaries to the Program Manager. Beneficiaries
take their Tickets to an EN, negotiate an IWP with the EN to specify a set of services that
will get them working, and then participate in those services. Once they are employed,
participants report their earnings to SSA and their EN; the earnings determine whether the
beneficiary remains eligible for DI or SSI benefits and therefore help to determine the
payments that ENs receive. ENs provide or arrange for services to beneficiaries and submit
payment claims to the Program Manager. The Program Manager recruits ENs, notifies
beneficiaries about ENs in their area, facilitates payments to ENs on behalf of SSA, and
notifies SSA about any problems with EN performance. The responsibilities of the four
major TTW stakeholders—SSA, the Program Manager, ENs, and beneficiaries—are
identified below.

Figure I1.2: Relationships Among Beneficiaries and the Three Types of TTW Organizations
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a. SSA Responsibilities

SSA has overall responsibility for operating the TTW program. Within SSA, the Office
of Employment Support Programs takes the lead, with substantial support from the Office
of Information Management, the Office of Systems, and the Office of Operations, and
additional support from numerous other SSA offices. Together, these various parts of SSA
have the following responsibilities for the TTW program:

Develop the program regulations

Develop the systems within the agency to manage the program
Develop the procedures required to administer the program

Train SSA staff on the program procedures

Identify all DI and SSI beneficiaries who are eligible to receive a Ticket

Provide data on Ticket-eligible beneficiaries to the Program Manager

N o g &~ w hoE

Develop and update EN requests for proposals to recruit prospective ENS,
and make EN contract awards

8. Use a Government Printing Office contractor to mail a “Ticket Package” to
every eligible beneficiary who lives in a state where TTW has been
implemented

9. Provide beneficiaries who contact SSA through its toll-free number or who
visit an SSA field office with supplemental information on the TTW
requirements and refer them to the Program Manager’s toll-free telephone
number for more detailed information

10. Inform beneficiaries of their rights and responsibilities when an EN elects to
terminate an IWP after the EN has provided written notification to the
beneficiary and the Program Manager, and the Program Manager has updated
the SSA database

11. Provide periodic opportunities for ENs to change their payment elections for
prospective clients

12. After receiving EN payment requests via the Program Manager, evaluate the
work report for cash benefit effect, determine whether payment to the EN is
appropriate, and authorize the appropriate payment amounts or deny the
request

b. Program Manager Responsibilities

By law, the Program Manager is a private- or public-sector organization that enters into
a contract to assist SSA in administering TTW. SSA may choose to contract with one or
more entities to act as Program Manager(s). In September 2000, SSA contracted with
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MAXIMUS to serve as the Program Manager for a period of five years. The Program
Manager is prohibited from directly participating in the delivery of employment services,
vocational rehabilitation services, or other support services to beneficiaries with Tickets in
the Program Manager’s designated service delivery area. The primary responsibilities of the
Program Manager under TTW are to:

1. Recruit and recommend potential ENs to SSA and ensure adequate service
coverage in each state

2. Design and maintain a system to collect, store, and report management
information data supporting the TTW program

3. Provide training on TTW to Program Manager staff, ENs, SVRAs, and SSA
staff members

4. Establish a toll-free telephone number through which to receive inquiries from
beneficiaries, ENs, SVRAs, and other interested parties and provide detailed
information on TTW program provisions

5. Accept and process requests for Tickets on demand (that is, requests for
Tickets by beneficiaries who live in a state where TTW has been rolled out but
who have not yet been mailed a Ticket)

6. Facilitate beneficiary access to ENs, including making lists of ENs available to
beneficiaries and ensuring that information is in an accessible format

7. Manage the Ticket assignment process by reviewing IWPs and resolving
disputes between beneficiaries and ENs or SVRAS

8. Ensure that beneficiaries have the ability to change ENs, and reassign Tickets
based on beneficiaries’ choices

9. Facilitate payments to ENs and ensure that they have complied with their SSA
contract

10. Monitor EN activities and inform SSA of problems with EN performance

11. Monitor the selected ENs to ensure that service choices available to
beneficiaries are adequate

c. Employment Network Responsibilities

Any interested entity may propose to serve as an EN for the TTW program, subject to
approval by SSA. An EN may be a public or private organization, a single organization, or a
consortium or organizations. Its scope may range from providing services in a single, small
area to doing so nationwide. Employers may also become ENs. There is no limit on the
number of ENs that may participate in TTW. It was anticipated that many organizations
already serving persons with disabilities would step forward as ENs, but new organizations
or existing organizations that have not previously provided a substantial set of services to
people with disabilities may also participate. The primary responsibilities of ENs are to:
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1. Enter into an agreement with SSA

2. Designate the geographic area(s) in which they will provide services, the types of
services they will provide, and the types of beneficiaries they will serve.

3. Select one of the two available payment systems (outcome or milestone-
outcome)

4. Provide the beneficiary with a comprehensive explanation of both the services
they offer and the beneficiary’s responsibilities

5. Verify Ticket-holder eligibility and whether any payments have been made to
another EN

6. Develop an IWP with each beneficiary and ensure that services provided are
appropriate to the IWP

7. Submit the appropriate documentation to the Program Manager, which assigns
the Ticket

8. Provide employment services, vocational rehabilitation services, or other
support services to beneficiaries, either directly or by entering into agreements
with other entities

9. Submit claims for payments to the Program Manager with the documentation
needed to support the claim for payment

10. Notify the beneficiary and the Program Manager in writing when a beneficiary’s
ticket is terminated

d. Beneficiary Responsibilities

To be eligible for a Ticket, a person must be receiving SSI or DI benefits and be
between the ages of 18 and 64 (inclusive). Their impairments may be either permanent
(improvement is not expected) or nonpermanent (improvement is either expected or cannot
be accurately predicted). Two small groups (accounting for about six percent of all
beneficiaries) are ineligible: (1) SSI beneficiaries who had been entitled to benefits under the
childhood regulations but who have very recently turned 18 and have not undergone the
process to determine whether they are disabled under the adult eligibility criteria and (2) both
SSI and DI beneficiaries for whom medical improvement was expected at the time of benefit
award but who have not passed at least one medical continuing disability review.

The primary responsibilities of beneficiaries are to:

1. Obtain sufficient information to decide whether to participate in TTW, and if
so, to select an appropriate EN

2. Locate and contact, with the help of the Program Manager, an appropriate EN
or SVRA willing to accept the Ticket

3. Participate in the development of the IWP with the EN
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4. Participate in the activities described in the IWP and meet the “timely progress”
requirements for active TTW participation

5. Once employed, report earnings to SSA and the EN

6. Inform the EN and the Program Manager in writing of a decision to dissolve
the relationship with an EN

2. Mechanics of the TTW Program

a. Ticket Assignment

Figure 11.3 depicts the sequence of activities a beneficiary would follow, starting with
receipt of a ticket—a red, white, and blue certificate stating SSA’s agreement to pay an EN
for services provided when the beneficiary achieves prescribed earning objectives. First, the
beneficiary must decide whether to seek services from an EN. (Because participation in
TTW is voluntary, the beneficiary is free to choose whether to use the Ticket to seek
services.) The Program Manager makes available a list of approved ENs in the beneficiary’s
area, and beneficiaries may assign their Tickets to participating ENs in any month in which
they meet program eligibility requirements. Beneficiaries cannot assign their Tickets to more
than one provider at one time.

ENs are not obligated to accept a Ticket and may choose which beneficiaries they want
to serve. In making this choice, they might consider, for example, their ability to help a
particular beneficiary achieve sufficient earnings to generate Ticket payments. The
beneficiary and the EN are free to negotiate the services provided in exchange for the
Ticket. In order for a Ticket to be officially assigned, the EN and the beneficiary must co-
develop and sign an IWP. Any participating beneficiary who is not satisfied with the services
he or she is receiving may take the Ticket out of assignment and re-assign it to another
provider that is willing to serve them, which would require developing and signing a new
IWP.

Once a Ticket is assigned, the Program Manager initiates a series of reviews to
determine whether the beneficiary is making “timely progress” toward self-supporting
employment, which is defined as working at levels that will reduce or eliminate dependence
on DI or SSI benefits. So long as beneficiaries are determined to be making timely progress,
their Tickets are considered in use. This is significant because for these beneficiaries, SSA
may not initiate a medical continuing disability review (CDR), the usual process for
determining a beneficiary’s medical eligibility for continued benefits. Beneficiaries not
eligible for Tickets, those whose Ticket are not in use, and those who do not meet timely
progress requirements are not eligible for the CDR protection.

The first progress review takes place 24 months after Ticket assignment, excluding any
months a Ticket was either not assigned to an EN or in inactive status (which is defined in
the next section). The purpose of this review is threefold: (1) to determine whether the
beneficiary is “actively participating” in his or her IWP, defined as engaging in activities
outlined in the IWP on a regular basis and approximately in the timeframe specified; (2) to
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Figure 1.3 Ticket Process from Beneficiary's Perspective
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examine whether a goal in the IWP is to work at least three months at the substantial gainful
activity (SGA) level by the time of the second review; and (3) to assesses whether the
beneficiary can reasonably be expected to reach that goal.

The second and all subsequent reviews take place on an annual basis. During these
reviews, beneficiaries are expected to meet progressively higher levels of employment for
their Tickets to remain in active-use status and thus to extend their exemptions from medical
CDRs. During the first 12-month review period, beneficiaries are required to work at least 3
months at the nonblind SGA level (currently $810 per month). During the second 12-
month review period, they are required to work at least 6 months at the nonblind SGA level.
During the third 12-month review period (and succeeding 12-month periods), they are
required to work at least 6 months in each year® and have earnings in each of those months
that are sufficient to eliminate the payment of DI or federal SSI benefits. Although this
overall process could involve multiple reviews, SSA anticipates that most TTW participants
will not be subject to multiple reviews because those who begin working will very likely be
working at levels that quickly move them off the SSI or DI rolls.

b. Placing a Ticket in Inactive Status and Reactivating It

Beneficiaries who have assigned their Tickets but are temporarily unable to participate
or who are not actively participating during the first 24 months after Ticket assignment may
place their Tickets in inactive status.®> To do this, they must submit a written request to the
Program Manager along with a statement from the EN about the inactivity. As mentioned
above, inactive-status months do not count toward the time limit for making timely progress
toward self-supporting employment, and beneficiaries with Tickets in inactive status are
subject to medical CDRs. If a beneficiary whose Ticket is still assigned but in inactive status
wants to resume participation in the program, he or she notifies the EN, which in turn
notifies the Program Manager. The Program Manager then contacts the EN after three
months to verify active participation. Beneficiaries who are found not to be actively
participating are notified of this finding by the Program Manager and become subject to
medical CDRs unless the beneficiary requests a review of the decision.

Beneficiaries who fail to meet the timely progress requirement may submit a written
request to the Program Manager to re-enter in-use status. The Program Manager determines
whether a beneficiary meets the requirements to re-enter the program based on active
participation and/or work activity for a specified length of time.

“Months of employment need not be consecutive during any review period.

*Beneficiaries may not place their Tickets in inactive status following completion of the
24-month review period. If they need to cease participation after that point, their Tickets are
not terminated; rather, these beneficiaries are subject to a finding that they are not making
timely progress toward self-supporting employment and thus lose eligibility for the CDR
protection.
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c. Dispute Resolution

In a program as complex as TTW, and with beneficiaries’ income and ENS’ revenues at
stake, it should not be surprising that disputes may arise at various points in the process.
Anticipating this problem, SSA has developed a three-step process for resolving disputes
between beneficiaries and ENs (that are not an SVRA): (1) either party may seek resolution
through the EN’s internal grievance process; (2) if the EN’s internal grievance process does
not produce a resolution satisfactory to both parties, either party may seek resolution from
the Program Manager; (3) if the beneficiary or the EN is not satisfied with the Program
Manager’s proposed resolution, either party may request a decision from SSA. SSA’s
decision on the dispute is final. In addressing disputes with ENs or other service providers,
beneficiaries may engage the assistance of the SSA-funded Protection and Advocacy for
Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS) programs, described later in this chapter.

Disputes arising between beneficiaries and SVRAs (even those acting as ENSs) are
governed by the dispute resolution provisions of the Rehabilitation Act. These provisions
allow beneficiaries to pursue grievances through their state’s Client Assistance Program* and
provide opportunities to resolve disputes through formal mediation or an impartial hearing
process.

Disputes arising between ENs and the Program Manager are subject to review under
the Program Manager’s internal grievance process. If the grievance process does not result
in a mutually agreeable resolution within 20 days, the Program Manager must refer the
dispute to SSA for a decision. Like disputes between beneficiaries and ENs, SSA’s
resolution is final in EN-Program Manager disputes.

d. Ticket Period of Use and Termination

The period during which a Ticket can be used ends after 60 outcome payments have
been made to an EN. At any prior point, a beneficiary’s Ticket will be terminated if his or
her eligibility for DI or SSI benefits ends for reasons other than work activity or earnings.
Examples include medical improvement, conversion to the Social Security Old Age or
Survivors programs, unearned income exceeding SSI eligibility limits, and death.

3. Services and Reimbursement

As mentioned above, services to beneficiaries under TTW are governed by a written,
signed agreement between the beneficiary and the EN, known as an IWP. The IWP outlines
the specific employment services, vocational rehabilitation services, and other support
services that the EN and the beneficiary have determined are necessary to achieve the
beneficiary’s stated employment goals (the ultimate goal being earnings at a level that takes

“Each state has a Client Assistance Program, an independent entity that provides
advocacy services ranging from information and referrals to representation during court
actions.
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the beneficiary off the disability rolls). The EN must submit a signed copy of each IWP to
the Program Manager. The EN must also develop and implement the plan in a manner that
gives the beneficiary the opportunity to exercise informed choice in selecting an employment
goal. According to final program rules, an IWP must include statements addressing:

1. The vocational goal developed with the beneficiary, including appropriate goals
for earnings and job advancement

2. The services and support necessary for the beneficiary to accomplish the
goal(s)

3. Any terms and conditions related to providing the services and support

4. The fact that the EN may not request or receive compensation from the
beneficiary for the cost of services and supports

5. The conditions under which the EN may amend the IWP or terminate the
relationship

6. The beneficiary’s rights under TTW—including to privacy and confidentiality,
to have a copy of the IWP, and to seek to amend the IWP—and of the
remedies available to the beneficiary.

Services provided under TTW could vary substantially depending on beneficiaries’
needs. A beneficiary with well-developed work skills and substantial work experience might
need only short-term assistance in identifying and getting interviews with appropriate
employers. For such a person, an EN would function generally as a job placement firm.
Some beneficiaries might need longer-term job training or vocational rehabilitation to
develop skills that would enable them to get and keep a job with wages high enough to move
them off the disability rolls. Others might need an EN to provide support services such as
transportation and child care to help them remain and function effectively in the workplace.

When beneficiaries make progress toward and achieve approved employment
objectives—that is, work for a specified numbers of months at the nonblind SGA level—
ENs may be paid for those outcomes. Overall, the TTW reimbursement system marks a
significant departure from the traditional cost reimbursement system for SVRASs, which is
discussed later. Under the TTW program, ENs may choose to be paid under one of two
payment systems: an outcome-only payment system or a milestone-outcome payment
system. The former provides a potentially larger total payment, with all payments occurring
only when the beneficiary is off the disability rolls; the latter provides somewhat lower total
potential payments but up to four initial payments that begin while the beneficiary is still on
the disability rolls but has achieved specific earnings milestones. The two plans were
designed so that the maximum total amount of payments made to an EN with respect to a
beneficiary under the milestone-outcome system would equal about 85 percent of the payout
available under the outcome-only system. An overview of the two systems is provided in
Table I1.1.

I1: Structure and Background of the Ticket to Work Program



23

Table 1.1: Outcome-Only and Milestone-Outcome Payment Systems, Based on 2003

Amounts

% of PCB*

SSI Ticket-
Holder

SSDI Ticket-
Holder

Outcome-Only Payment System

Outcome achieved when:

The beneficiaries’ entitlement to Social Security
disability cash benefits ends or eligibility for SSI
cash benefits based on disability or blindness
terminates due to work activity or earnings.

40%

$196 per month

$328 per month

Total outcome payments available (60 payments)

$11,760

$19,680

Milestone-Outcome Payment System

Must occur before the first outcome payment month, and is achieved when the beneficiary works:

Milestone:
1. 1 calendar month above gross SGA 34% $167 $279
2.3 calenda( months above gross SGA in a 12- 68% $334 $557
month period
3. 7 calendar months above gross SGA in a 12- o
month period 136% $668 $1,114
4. 12 calendar months above the applicable SGA o
threshold amount in a 15-month period 170% $835 $1,393
Total of the 4 milestone payments available $2,004 $3,343
+60 (reduced) outcome payments:
Same rules apply with regard to when an outcome is Depending on the number of
achieved as under the outcome payment method milestones achieved, outcome
34% payments could range from

Each outcome payment made to an EN will be

reduced by an amount equal to 1/60" of the total $134 to $279
milestone payments made to that EN

Estimated total available

Added together, the 4 milestone payments plus the

60 available months of reduced outcome payments $10,044 $16,723

should equal about 85% of the maximum possible
under the outcome payment method

SourcCE:  www.yourtickettowork.org/selftraining/EN_Unit6_PaymentOptions.doc. Accessed November 13,

2003.

Note: The potential for outcome payments related to SSI beneficiaries may be affected by their monthly

federal benefit calculation

*The PCB is based on the cash disability benefits SSA paid in the prior calendar year. These formulas are
updated annually. The PCBs for 2003 are $819 for SSDI and $491 for SSI. Individual payments have been

rounded to the nearest whole dollar.
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Under the outcome-only payment system, SSA makes up to 60 monthly payments to
the EN, one for each month in which the beneficiary receives no DI or federal SSI benefit
payments because of work or earnings.> After DI/SSI benefits reach zero, an outcome
payment occurs for any months in which the individual (1) has gross earnings from
employment (or net earnings from self-employment) that exceed the level defined as
substantial gainful activity (SGA) and (2) is not entitled to or eligible for any type of Social
Security or SSI benefit. The months need not be consecutive. Monthly outcome payments
are equivalent to 40 percent of the payment calculation base (PCB)—the prior calendar
year’s national average monthly DI or SSI disability payment amount. In 2003, TTW
monthly outcome payments to ENs were $328 for DI and $196 for SSI. For concurrent
beneficiaries, outcome payments are based on the average DI amount.

Under the milestone-outcome payment system, SSA makes up to four payments to
the EN, based on the beneficiary achieving certain self-sufficiency goals, or “milestones,”
while he or she is still receiving cash disability payments. The first milestone is achieved
when the beneficiary has worked for one month and has earnings in that month that exceed
the SGA level. The second milestone is achieved when the beneficiary has worked for 3
months within a 12-month period and has earnings for each of the 3 months in excess of the
SGA level. The third milestone is achieved when the beneficiary has worked for 7 months
within a 12-month period and has earnings over the SGA level for each of the 7 months.
The fourth milestone is achieved when the beneficiary has worked for 12 months within a
15-month period and has earnings for each of the 12 months that are above the SGA level.
Any of the months used to meet previous milestones can be included in the months used to
meet subsequent milestones. In addition to the milestone payments, ENs choosing this
option can also request monthly outcome payments after a beneficiary leaves the disability
program rolls, although each outcome payment will be reduced by an amount equal to 1/60"
of the milestone payments made to the EN with respect to a particular beneficiary.

Each of the milestone payments is larger than the preceding one, reflecting the
progressively greater accomplishments represented by successive milestones. The first

°The point at which beneficiaries’ federal payments reach zero is different in each
program. In general, DI beneficiaries receive zero benefits when monthly earnings, after
consideration of applicable work incentive provisions, are over the level defined as SGA—
$800 per month in 2003—and the nine-month trial work period and three-month grace
period have been completed. For SSI beneficiaries who have no non-SSI income besides
earnings, federal cash benefits are reduced to zero when all earnings, net of disregards, are at
least twice the full SSI benefit. If an SSI beneficiary has other income, then the amount of
earnings required to reduce the federal cash benefit to zero can be less than twice the full SSI
benefit. The amount of earnings required to reduce the federal SSI benefit to zero will also
be affected by numerous other factors, including the living arrangement and the couple
versus individual rate.

°As under the outcome payment option, monthly payments under this option are
payable for a maximum of 60 months, and the months need not be consecutive.
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milestone payment is equal to 34 percent of the PCB, as defined above. The second
milestone payment is equal to 68 percent of the PCB for the calendar year in which the
month of milestone attainment occurs. The third milestone payment is equal to 136 percent
of the PCB for the calendar year in which the month of milestone attainment occurs. The
fourth milestone payment is equal to 170 percent of the PCB for the calendar year in which
the month of milestone attainment occurs. Monthly outcome payments under the
milestone-outcome system are equal to 34 percent of the PCB for the calendar year in which
the month occurs.

To obtain either an outcome or milestone payment, an EN must submit a request and
proper documentation of the beneficiary’s earnings to the Program Manager. Detailed rules
govern the type of earnings evidence that will be accepted and how it will be evaluated.
Evidence is categorized as primary or secondary, reflecting the degree to which it can be
relied upon as an accurate and complete record of earnings. Primary evidence consists of
employer records—for example, pay stubs, employer wage statements, or oral statements by
employers. Secondary evidence comes from other (third-party) sources such as state
unemployment insurance, tax returns, employee business records, or employee statements of
earnings. If the EN is unable or unwilling to submit the primary earnings evidence, it must
wait until SSA investigates the reported earnings and develops the evidence necessary to
process the claim. This can take substantial time, depending on field office workloads and
beneficiary and employer cooperation. The EN can expedite the process by providing the
primary earnings evidence up front.

The Program Manager encourages ENs to meet the requirements for primary evidence,
as this will expedite the payment process. Evidence that does not meet the standards for
acceptance (original, legible, unaltered, clearly identifying the beneficiary, and so on) must be
further investigated by the Program Manager (by contacting the EN, beneficiary, or
employer) or referred to the relevant SSA field office for continued development; both of
these processes could substantially delay payment. The high standards placed on the
evidence reflect its use as a key determinant of a beneficiary’s continued eligibility for
benefits. With respect to primary earnings evidence, one issue that often must be addressed
is that pay stubs may not contain all of the information that SSA needs to process the claim.
The evidentiary requirements also differ depending on the program(s) from which the
beneficiary is receiving benefits (DI and/or SSI) and the type of payment claim.” As
discussed in Chapter 111, SSA is in the process of implementing changes intended to reduce
the burden of collecting evidence after the third Ticket payment for a beneficiary has been
made.

For DI beneficiaries, SSA requires information on the period in which the wages were
earned. For SSI beneficiaries, SSA requires information on the date that the wages were paid.
Also, for all milestone payments and for outcome payments after benefits terminate for
work or earnings, SSA requires information on the date that the wages were earned.
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ENs may periodically elect to change their payment systems. They may change their
initial payment system within 12 months after selecting it or within 12 months after TTW is
rolled out in the state, whichever is later. Thereafter, ENs can switch payment systems no
more frequently than every 18 months. However, payments made to ENs with respect to a
particular beneficiary are always based on the payment system in place when the beneficiary’s
Ticket was assigned. Consequently, ENs that select to switch payment systems may receive
payments under both systems simultaneously.

SVRAs can choose whether to serve a given beneficiary under either of the two new
payment systems or under the traditional payment system. If acting as an EN, the SVRA
will be paid under the EN payment system it has elected (the outcome-only or milestone-
outcome system). If acting as a traditional vocational rehabilitation provider, the SVRA will
be reimbursed under the traditional payment system. This system is also used when SVRAS
serve beneficiaries who have not been issued Tickets or beneficiaries who were receiving
services from the SVRA before they became eligible for a Ticket and subsequently decide
not to assign the Ticket to the SVRA.

B. PROGRAM CONTEXT

The success of the TTW program will be strongly influenced by the context in which it
is implemented. This section provides background information on SSA’s traditional
vocational rehabilitation payment system that TTW is replacing, describes the variety of
private organizations that provide work-related services to disability beneficiaries, and
discusses several public initiatives that help disability beneficiaries find and maintain
employment. A number of the initiatives were designed specifically for individuals served by
the TTW program.

1. Traditional Vocational Rehabilitation System

Since 1981, under SSA’s Vocational Rehabilitation Reimbursement Program (which we
refer to as the traditional payment system), SSA has reimbursed SVRAs for services
provided to SSA beneficiaries that result in specified employment outcomes. This payment
system, which replaced an earlier block grant program, was designed to improve program
outcomes and accountability. Under this system, the state Disability Determination Service
applied a set of criteria to individuals awarded SSI or DI benefits. Individuals who appeared
to be good candidates for rehabilitation were referred to the SVRA and were then required
to participate in the program or risk losing their benefits. (While legally binding, however,
this provision was seldom enforced.) Beneficiaries could also apply on their own, without
being referred. SSA reimburses SVRAs for reasonable and necessary costs of services
provided to disability beneficiaries if such services result in the person’s achieving work at
the level of SGA for 9 months in a 12-month period.

For reimbursement, SVRAs must submit evidence that the beneficiary has returned to
work at a level exceeding SGA for 9 months in a 12-month period. SVRAs typically track
beneficiary earnings through state administrative data systems rather than through contact
with the beneficiary or the beneficiary’s employer. They commonly use quarterly state
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Unemployment Insurance (Ul) wage data to prove that a beneficiary achieved the required
level of income. If the quarterly wages divided by three are at least $100 above SGA ($200
over SGA if no information on impairment-related work expenses is available), SSA
considers the SGA criterion to be satisfied in each of the 3 months. If the evidence does not
meet the $100/$200 tolerances, SSA submits a request to the beneficiary’s field office to
further develop the earnings report. If SVRAs are unable to submit any evidence of
earnings, quarterly new hire wage data are used for SSI and concurrent cases. These data are
also based on Ul records and are submitted by states primarily for purposes of enforcing
child support orders. By law, SSA is not permitted to use these data for DI cases. If new
hire data cannot be used and the claim appears to be at SGA but does not meet the
tolerances, the claim sits in a wage holding file until annual wage information is obtained
from the IRS.

An examination of SVRA claims and payments (Livermore et al. 2003) reveals that the
number of claims allowed grew substantially and more or less steadily from about 2,200 in
1984 to over 11,000 in 1999. As the number of approved claims rose, so too did SSA’s
payments, from just over $4 million in 1984 to over $100 million during each of the four
most recent years for which data are available (1998-2001). In 2001, the average cost per
claim allowed was $12,668. Note that this amount falls between the total amount of
payments available for serving SSI and DI clients under both of TTW’s payment systems
(Table 11.1). Thus, SVRAs can receive more money for providing assistance to certain
beneficiaries under TTW than under the traditional payment system (assuming the
beneficiary’s work activity generates all possible milestone and/or outcome payments).
Moreover, the government will be assured that the beneficiaries actually leave the disability
rolls rather than just working at SGA for nine months.

For many years, SVRAs remained the only real option that SSA disability beneficiaries
had for rehabilitation services. Until 1996, SSA could only refer disability beneficiaries to
non-SVRA providers if an SVRA declined to participate in the program or terminated or
limited its participation. But because all SVRAs participated in the program, there were
effectively no alternatives.

New regulations implemented in 1996 attempted to give SSA more flexibility in the
referral process by initiating the Alternate Participant Program. An alternative participant is
any public or private agency (except a participating SVRA), organization, institution, or
individual with whom SSA entered into a contract to provide vocational rehabilitation
services. Under this program, the option of serving an SSA beneficiary is still offered first to
SVRAs, but if the SVRA does not respond within a given time period, an alternative
participant can take the case. For various reasons, however, such as limited marketing of the
program to beneficiaries and the difficulties that providers have had in tracking beneficiary
employment and earnings, the Alternative Participant Program never successfully served a
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large number of beneficiaries. From 1999 to 2001, only 21 out of just 27 claims submitted
were paid under the program.?

The TTW program dramatically changes the rehabilitation options for SSA disability
beneficiaries. When TTW is rolled out in a state, its set of ENs and SVRAs replaces the old
system, and SSA ceases to make referrals to the SVRA system. Although SVRASs can
continue to use the traditional payment system, they can only do so if the beneficiary assigns
his or her Ticket to the SVRA. Although SVRAs may be obligated to serve certain
individuals who have not assigned their Tickets to the SVRA, they will not be eligible for
payments from SSA unless a Ticket is assigned. In addition, the Alternative Participant
Program is being phased out in states as TTW is being phased in. Once a state becomes a
Ticket state, alternative participants in the state can no longer accept new referrals under the
terms of the Vocational Rehabilitation Reimbursement Program. Alternative participants in
Ticket states do, however, have the option of becoming ENs under the Ticket program.
From this perspective, TTW is more than just two new options for paying for successful
beneficiary rehabilitation. It is more appropriately thought of as the entirety of SSA’s efforts
to finance employment support services for people with disabilities, encompassing remnants
of the earlier program but changing it in fundamental ways.

2. Private Providers

In addition to the nationwide public SVRA system, many private entities have, for many
years, provided services to persons with disabilities who wish to enter or return to the labor
force. These providers may be nonprofit or for-profit organizations, either large or small.
They may serve one geographic area or many, and they may focus on clients with one
particular disability or on clients with different disabilities. Many of them may have already
been serving SSA disability beneficiaries through agreements with SVRAs; others may have
served similar populations but through other assistance programs such as those sponsored
by the U.S. Departments of Labor, Education, or Health and Human Services. Examples
include Goodwill Industries, The ARC, and, more recently, the Department of Labor’s One-
Stop Career Centers. Many of these providers may be seen as potentially good EN
candidates. Indeed, the Program Manager has targeted such providers for recruitment, and
the potential for an income stream from milestone or outcome payments may prompt them
to expand or modify their business plans to get involved with TTW.

5As per data provided by Leo McManus, SSA Office of Disability, and cited in
Livermore et al. 2003.
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3. Related Initiatives

TTW has not been implemented in a vacuum. SSA and other federal agencies have
launched a number of initiatives intended to assist people with disabilities in finding and
maintaining employment by addressing three of the barriers described in Chapter I: financial
disincentives, limited knowledge or information, and misinformed or uninformed employers.
Many of these initiatives were authorized or mandated by the Ticket Act and some can be
used outside of the TTW program. Below, we briefly describe several initiatives most likely
to be relevant to beneficiaries participating in TTW.

a. Initiatives Addressing Financial Disincentives

Expedited Reinstatement of Benefits. Section 112 of the Ticket Act authorizes the
expedited reinstatement of DI and SSI disability benefits. In essence, former DI/SSI
disability beneficiaries may be eligible to request a reinstatement of benefits if their eligibility
was terminated because of work activity in the past five years and if their impairments are
the same as or related to the impairments for which they previously qualified for benefits.
Section 112 provides that beneficiaries filing a request for expedited benefit reinstatement
may receive provisional benefit payments for up to six months while the redetermination of
eligibility is being made and, except in cases of fraud or deliberate attempts to deceive,
cannot be required to repay these payments if reinstatement is subsequently denied.

Removal of Work Activity as a Trigger for Disability Reviews. Section 111 of the
Ticket Act means that SSA will not use a beneficiary’s work activity as a signal to initiate a
disability review. This new protection applies just to DI beneficiaries (including those who
concurrently receive SSI) who have received benefits for at least 24 months and does not
require the beneficiary to be using a Ticket. These beneficiaries are still subject to the
regularly scheduled disability reviews, but no longer need to worry that work activity by itself
will trigger a review of their disability status.

Expanded Medicare and Medicaid Coverage. One of the biggest issues associated
with entering the labor force and earning an income is its potential impact on a person’s
eligibility for medical insurance. The Ticket Act has several provisions related to public
health insurance for people with disabilities.

All DI beneficiaries are eligible for Medicare after 24 months on the DI rolls.
Furthermore, if they leave the DI rolls after obtaining Medicare eligibility, they could retain
such coverage for an additional 36 months (the Medicare Extended Period of Eligibility).
Section 202 of the Ticket Act extends that 36-month period by an additional 4.5 years for
most working people with disabilities. Most DI beneficiaries will therefore be able to keep
their Medicare coverage for at least 8.5 years after they return to work (including a 9-month
trial work period that would occur before they exit the DI rolls because of work). The act
also allows DI beneficiaries who have undergone medical screening and secured a Medigap
policy—a commercial health insurance policy that provides benefits supplemental to
Medicare—to suspend the premiums and benefits of the Medigap policy if they have
employer-sponsored coverage. During the extended period of eligibility, workers are able to
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take advantage of employer-sponsored benefits, an important incentive to work. They may
reinstate their Medigap policy without a penalty if their employment attempts fail and they
request reinstatement within 90 days of being terminated from the employer’s plan. This
provision is potentially significant because it will not require re-application or pose a risk that
the applicant might be unable to pass the medical screening.

The Ticket Act also sought to expand Medicaid coverage to beneficiaries leaving the
rolls, which is particularly important for SSI beneficiaries, almost all of whom are eligible for
Medicaid. In particular, the Ticket Act made it easier for states to create a Medicaid Buy-In
program that would allow disabled workers to purchase Medicaid coverage on a sliding-fee
basis. One of the most noteworthy changes is that states can now continue to offer the
Medicaid Buy-In to workers with disabilities even if they are no longer eligible for SSI
because of medical improvement (although no states have fully implemented such a
provision at this time). As of August 2003, 28 states have opted to establish Medicaid Buy-
In programs, and many more are in the process of establishing such programs (Ireys, White,
and Thornton 2003).

Section 203 of the Ticket Act established grants to states, called Medicaid Infrastructure
Grants, to assist them in developing Medicaid Buy-In programs and to support other state
activities that promote employment among people with disabilities. The grants are
administered by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). If states are to
qualify for such grants, their Medicaid programs must cover (or must be in the process of
establishing coverage for) personal assistance services capable of supporting full-time
competitive employment, which reflects the Ticket Act’s intent to provide support that
promotes employment of people with disabilities. Because Medicaid programs have typically
not been connected with employment issues, CMS is encouraging grantees to take a broad
look at the programs and policies that affect the employment of people with disabilities in
their states as well as the potential for interagency collaboration in developing and
implementing Medicaid Buy-In programs. These infrastructure grants, awarded to 37 states
as of August 2003, offer substantial administrative support for state programs, from
$500,000 to $1.5 million per year.

Section 204 of the Ticket Act provides funding for states to conduct the CMS-
administered Demonstrations to Maintain Independence and Employment.  These
demonstrations allow states to experiment with programs that provide Medicaid coverage to
workers with significant impairments that, without medical assistance, will result in an
inability to work. These programs attempt to intervene early with medical coverage for
appropriate treatments and disease management so that individuals can maintain
employment and independence. Although Congress appropriated $250 million for this
initiative, only a few, small efforts have thus far been launched. As of August 2003, funding
for four demonstrations has been awarded: Mississippi and the District of Columbia
received funds to serve persons with HIV/AIDS; Rhode Island was funded to serve persons
with multiple sclerosis; and Texas received funds to serve people with schizophrenia, bipolar
disorder, and major depression. As of October 2003, only Mississippi and the District of
Columbia had implemented their demonstrations.
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SSA Demonstrations. SSA plans to implement several demonstration programs to
change employment options and the incentives for disability beneficiaries. One of these is
known as the $1 for $2, or DI Benefit Offset Demonstration. Section 234 of the Ticket Act
authorizes SSA to conduct demonstrations to evaluate the impact of altering the DI program
so that benefits are reduced by $1 for each $2 of the beneficiary’s earnings above a set level,
rather than benefits ceasing entirely once earnings exceed the SGA and the trial work period
has been completed. The Office of Policy (2001) released a draft implementation plan for
the demonstration projects in 2001, and in August 2002, the Ticket to Work and Work
Incentives Advisory Panel (2002) released an advice report to the commissioner of SSA
regarding the statutory requirements and design issues related to the demonstrations. In
September 2003, SSA published a Request for Information seeking comments from firms
that might potentially implement the demonstration. Responses to this request were due to
SSA by October 15, 2003.

A second demonstration planned by SSA is the Early Intervention Demonstration
Project. Authorized by Section 301 of the Ticket Act, this demonstration will evaluate
whether providing return-to-work services to DI applicants before they are awarded benefits
increases the rate of return to work, thus offsetting the cost of service provision with the
money saved were these applicants to return to work rather than receive DI benefits. The
demonstration will provide applicants with a one-year cash stipend and three years of
Medicare benefits as well as access to employment supports and services. Three models of
intervention will be tested in New Mexico, Vermont, and Wisconsin, respectively, with
approximately 100 enrollees each. The demonstration is expected to begin in late spring or
early summer 2004.°

A third SSA demonstration is the Youth Transition Process Demonstration. In late
September 2003, SSA funded seven cooperative agreements for demonstration projects
intended to improve employment outcomes for youth with disabilities. The purpose of the
projects is to design, implement, and evaluate approaches to improving the transition from
school to work for youth ages 14 to 25 who receive SSI, DI, or Childhood Disability
Benefits. Projects may also serve youth at risk of receiving such benefits, including those
with a progressive condition or a prognosis for decreased functioning and those who may
become eligible for benefits at age 18, when deemed parental income no longer applies. The
projects are implementing a variety of strategies intended to increase coordination between
various federal and state service, support, and benefit programs (including secondary and
postsecondary education programs) in order to effectively prepare and support youth with
disabilities to achieve maximum economic self-sufficiency through employment.
Cooperative agreements have been awarded to California, Colorado, lowa, Maryland,
Mississippi, and New York (two projects).

*Additional information on the Early Intervention program can be found at
www.disabilityresearch.rutgers.edu.
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All of these SSA demonstrations have the potential to interact with the TTW program,
although final regulations about how they will interact have not yet been developed.

b. Initiatives Addressing Beneficiary Knowledge

Area Work Incentive Coordinators and Work Incentive Liaisons. Section 121 of
the Ticket Act required SSA to “establish a corps of trained, accessible and responsive work
incentives specialists” to assist disability beneficiaries who want to start or continue working.
In response to this mandate, SSA ran a pilot program from July 2000 through September
2001, which involved 32 employment support representatives serving 54 sites (in SSA field
offices) across the country. Employment support representatives received six weeks of
intensive training on SSA work incentive provisions and related issues. In addition to
informing beneficiaries about work incentives, employment support representatives conduct
outreach and provide information to the general disability community. SSA evaluated the
pilot in November 2001 and considered it in determining how best to provide information
and services to beneficiaries who want to work, given the resources available. The result was
the plan to implement Area Work Incentive Coordinators and Work Incentive Liaisons
program.

As discussed in the next chapter, SSA adopted a plan to hire 57 Area Work Incentive
Coordinators, which has already been expanded to 58 and can be increased to 70, as the
need arises. These full-time staff will provide expertise on Ticket-related and other work
incentives for every 20 to 30 field offices. Additionally, each field office will designate an
existing staff person as a work incentive liaison. The area work incentive coordinators were
selected and, after successfully completing their training, finished training the work
incentives liaisons by September 30, 2003. The liaisons will be delegated work-incentive
responsibilities in addition to their existing duties; field office managers will guide the
liaisons to prioritize work incentive and other assignments.

Benefits Planning, Assistance, and Outreach. The purpose of the Benefits
Planning, Assistance, and Outreach (BPAO) initiative is to provide SSA disability
beneficiaries with accurate and timely information about SSA work incentives and other
federal efforts to remove regulatory and programmatic barriers to employment for persons
with disabilities. Authorized by Section 121 of the Ticket Act, 116 BPAO programs provide
services to SSA beneficiaries in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and five territories.
Through the end of August 2003, the programs collectively employed over 400 benefits
specialists and have served over 77,000 individuals since implementation in late 2000.
BPAOs are not affiliated with SSA offices. Benefits specialists work with individual
beneficiaries to explain the myriad of regulations, provisions, work incentives, and special
programs that may affect an individual’s decision to enter or re-enter the workforce. The
specialists do not tell beneficiaries what to do or make specific recommendations; they allow
beneficiaries to make their own informed decisions based on complete and accurate
information. In addition, they support individuals who choose to enter employment by
helping them comply with all relevant regulations and reporting procedures.
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Protection and Advocacy. The SSA-funded Protection and Advocacy for
Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS) program is in its third year of operation. This
program, authorized by Section 122 of the Ticket Act, is being administered by the 57
existing Protection and Advocacy systems (P&As)."® PABSS staff members attend the same
training as BPAO staff, and nonprogrammatic technical assistance is provided to them
through an SSA contract with the National Association of Protection and Advocacy
Systems. PABSS staff members also receive training and technical assistance on Social
Security programmatic issues through either one of three university-based regional training
centers. PABSS projects assist beneficiaries with legal issues, employment issues, the IWP
development process, and disputes with ENs and other agencies. They also provide referrals
and information about vocational rehabilitation, employment services, and SSA’s work
incentives.

Initially, PABSS programs were not allowed to represent beneficiaries in overpayment
cases with SSA. However, SSA amended the PABSS grant terms and conditions in June
2003 to allow them to do this. PABSS staff may now accompany beneficiaries to SSA
offices to provide assistance in matters involving appeals of work-related program decisions
and overpayments caused by work and earnings.

Department of Labor Disability Program Navigators. The Disability Program
Navigators initiative is one of several joint initiatives recently announced by SSA and the
Department of Labor (DoL) to assist people with disabilities who want to work. This
initiative creates a new position, called a “navigator,” within One-Stop Career Centers.
Navigators link people with disabilities to employers as well as BPAOs and similar types of
organizations. In addition, navigators provide information about SSA work incentives, the
TTW program, and ENs. SSA and DoL are providing funding in a number of pilot states to
test the navigator program. The results of the pilot test will inform a future decision about
expanding the program nationwide. The grants have been awarded, and training for the
navigators began in November 2003.

c. Initiatives Addressing Employer Knowledge or Attitudes

Ticket to Hire. The Ticket to Hire program is a joint initiative of SSA and DoL
intended to help employers locate and recruit skilled employment candidates with disabilities
from the TTW program. It operates as a specialized unit of a larger DoL program called
Employer Assistance Referral Network (EARN). Ticket to Hire is actively working with
employers in every Phase 1 and Phase 2 state. Employers in Phase 3 states are becoming
involved through EARN until TTW is rolled out in their state. Many SVRAs and ENs are
collaborating with Ticket to Hire to better serve their participants.

There is one P&A in each of the 50 states and the District of Columbia, and there are
others in various territories and one designed to serve American Indians.
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Ticket to Hire functions as an intermediary between employers and ENs. Employers
can contact Ticket to Hire to provide information on job vacancies. Ticket to Hire shares
the job vacancy information with appropriate ENs in the employers’ areas. To preserve
employer anonymity, Ticket to Hire passes the EN contact information onto the employer.
The employer contacts the EN to follow up with the candidates it is interested in
interviewing.

The program’s main functions are to provide information and promote job matching. It
offers employers information and resources on disability employment issues including,
reasonable accommodation issues and tax incentives for employing individuals with
disabilities. The program also seeks to help participating employers reduce both the time
and cost of recruiting qualified job candidates as well as the amount of time ENs must
devote to job development.
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CHAPTER I11

TTW EARLY IMPLEMENTATION

systems and the program has been fully rolled out in 33 states and the District of

Columbia. It will be rolled out in the remaining states and the U.S. territories starting
in November 2003. As of September 2003 SSA had mailed over five million Tickets, and
more than 2,600 Tickets were in assignment. Most assignments were to state VR agencies
(SVRAS) under the traditional payment system (84 percent), and many of these assignments
are from beneficiaries who were existing SVRA clients prior to TTW. Remaining
assignments were to about 250 of the almost 800 participating Phase 1 and Phase 2 ENs or,
in a small share of cases, to SVRAs acting as ENSs, predominantly under the milestone-
outcome payment system (13.1 percent of all assignments, versus 3.4 percent for outcome
only). As of early August 2003, 70 ENs and SVRAs acting as ENs have received payments
under the two new payments systems totaling about $220,000, on behalf of 240 beneficiaries.

I he Ticket to Work program is now a reality. SSA has developed all the required

In this chapter, we describe and discuss the early experience of the Ticket rollout. The
discussion is based on:

= Site visits and interviews conducted between July and November of 2002 with
SSA staff, the Program Manager, ENs, and SVRAs in Phase 1 states (previously
reported in Livermore et al. 2003)

= Site visits to SSA conducted in August and September 2003

= The findings from an EN Summit, convened by SSA’s Ticket to Work and Work
Incentive Advisory Panel in May 2003, as summarized in Livermore (2003)

= Analysis of the SSA Office of Information Management (OIM) Ticket Universe
file

= Ticket payment data provided by SSA’s Office of Employment Support
Programs

= EN and Ticket assignment data reported by the Program Manager

The qualitative process information available for this report provides a good indication
of overall activities, but is not fully representative of all recent experience. A more detailed
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assessment will be made in 2004 when we have completed the full round of EN and SVRA
site visits, including interviews with providers in Phase 2 states. The quantitative
information, in contrast, is more current and covers all TTW Phase 1 and Phase 2 states.

This section focuses on the operational developments SSA has made during the past 12
months. The early experience of creating the TTW rules and procedures and the initial
rollout in the Phase 1 states was covered in the preliminary process analysis (Livermore et al.
2003). Using that report as background, we focus on the issues that remain in flux,
particularly the system for making Ticket payments and the improvements SSA continues to
make in the administrative data systems required to manage the program. Overall, it is clear
that SSA has made great progress in developing a system that diverges dramatically from
past agency practice. TTW has required SSA to develop new systems to integrate
information from the SSI and DI programs on a scale never before attempted. In doing so,
SSA has not only made the TTW program fully operational (although some rough edges
remain), but it has also begun to produce a new way of seeing things at SSA that could have
long-term effects on the way the agency deals with its disability beneficiaries.

In reviewing the rollout experience, we begin with the schedule. We then turn to the
early experience with the TTW operational systems from the perspectives of SSA, the
Program Manager, the SVRAs, and ENs. We also present monthly participation statistics for
the Phase 1 and 2 states. Statistics on participant characteristics appear in Chapter V.

A. ROLLOUT SCHEDULE

The Ticket Act was passed and became P.L. 106-170 on December 19, 1999.
Throughout 2000 and 2001, SSA prepared to implement the program (Table 111.1) in phases.
Phase 1 was implemented in 13 states beginning in February 2002, and Phase 2 in another 20
states plus the District of Columbia beginning in November 2002 (Table 111.2). Phase 3 of
the program will be implemented in the remaining 17 states and the U.S. territories
beginning in November 2003. TTW was initially to be rolled out in early 2001, but the
actual rollout was substantially delayed because the final program rules were delayed in
publishing. Tickets were released gradually in the Phase 1 states. Based on the terminal digit
of the eligible beneficiaries’ Social Security numbers, Tickets were mailed to eligible
beneficiaries according to the following schedule:

= February 2002 10% of eligible beneficiaries
= April 2002 20% of eligible beneficiaries
= May 2002 30% of eligible beneficiaries
= June 2002 40% of eligible beneficiaries
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Table lll.1: TTW Implementation Milestones Leading up to the Phase 1 Ticket Release

Time Period

Implementation Activity or Milestone

December 17, 1999

Throughout year

August to December

September 29
November 13

December 28

Throughout year

February 26

April 13
October to December

December 28

February
February 5

Ticket Act enacted, establishing the Ticket to Work Program
2000

SSA Office of Employment Support Programs (OESP) begins to
develop principal policies and rules in consultation with SSA deputy
commissioners

Draft Notice of Proposed Rule Making (NPRM) negotiated with the
Office of Management and Budget

The Program Manager contract was signed with MAXIMUS, Inc.

Selection of 13 Phase 1 states announced

NPRM published, starting the 60-day public comment period
2001

Recommendations for resolving major issues raised by public
comments on the NPRM were considered by deputy
commissioners

NPRM public comment period ended. SSA received public
comments from over 400 interested parties, including federal, state,
and local agencies; employers; organizations and advocates for
people with disabilities; rehabilitation service providers; disability
beneficiaries; and others

Requests for proposals on EN contracts were published
Draft final Ticket to Work regulations negotiated with OMB
Final Ticket to Work regulations published

2002
Selection of 2 and 3 states announced

Tickets were released to eligible beneficiaries in the Phase 1 states

SOURCE: Livermore et al. (2003).
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Table Il.2: States and Territories Included in Each Phase of TTW Implementation

Phase 1: 13 States, Implemented February 2002

Arizona lowa Oregon
Colorado Massachusetts South Carolina
Delaware New York Vermont
Florida Oklahoma Wisconsin
Illinois

Phase 2: 20 States + the District of Columbia, Implemented November 2002

Alaska Kentucky New Hampshire
Arkansas Louisiana New Jersey
Connecticut Michigan New Mexico
District of Columbia Mississippi North Dakota
Georgia Missouri South Dakota
Indiana Montana Tennessee
Kansas Nevada Virginia

Phase 3: 17 States + the U.S. Territories, to be Implemented November 2003

Alabama Ohio American Samoa
California Pennsylvania Guam

Hawaii Rhode Island Northern Mariana Islands
Idaho Texas Puerto Rico

Maine Utah Virgin Islands

Maryland Washington

Minnesota West Virginia

Nebraska Wyoming

North Carolina

SOURCE: www.ssa.gov/work/ticket_states_announcement.html, accessed August 19, 2003.

The exception to the Phase 1 rollout schedule was the state of New York. Because of
the events of September 11, 2001, Ticket mailings in New York were significantly delayed
relative to those in other Phase 1 states. New York had only 20 percent of Tickets mailed as
of the end of June 2002. Another 20 percent were mailed in July. The remaining 60 percent
were mailed monthly in equal 20 percent increments through October 2002. Although
Tickets were mailed incrementally, at any time after February 6, 2002, a Ticket-eligible
beneficiary in a Phase 1 state could contact the Program Manager to request a Ticket,
regardless of when his or her scheduled Ticket mailing date. This is referred to as “Ticket
on Demand.” During the initial Ticket mailing period (through June 2002), approximately
6,500 beneficiaries received Tickets on demand.*

SSA implemented Phase 2 in a manner similar to Phase 1, except that Tickets were
released more slowly over a longer period. In November 2002, 10 percent of Phase 2

'Program Manager Summary Ticket Roll Out Status Report #19, July 1, 2002.
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Ticket-eligible beneficiaries were mailed Tickets. No Tickets were mailed in December 2002.
Ticket mailings resumed again in January, with an additional 10 percent of Ticket-eligible
beneficiaries being mailed their Tickets each month from January through September 2003.
SSA made the rollout schedule for Phase 2 more gradual than that of Phase 1 because of
problems encountered due to the high volume of Tickets being mailed during two of the
Phase 1 implementation months. During the months of May and June 2002, when Ticket
mailings represented 30 and 40 percent of eligible beneficiaries in the Phase 1 states, the
Program Manager staff experienced a volume of calls from beneficiaries induced by the
mailings that substantially exceeded its telephone capacity. Many ENSs also experienced high
call volumes to which they were incapable of responding. The more gradual mailing
schedule used in Phase 2 appears to have solved these problems. SSA is scheduling Ticket
mailings in Phase 3 using the same, more gradual schedule used in Phase 2.

B. IMPLEMENTATION FROM A SYSTEM PERSPECTIVE
1. Social Security Administration

a. Implementation Challenges

After the Ticket Act was signed into law in December 1999, SSA immediately began
preparation for implementing the program. Staff of the Office of Employment Support
Programs (OESP) coordinated the efforts to develop the rules and regulations, systems, and
administrative processes that would govern TTW. A tremendous effort was required to
establish the basic infrastructure needed to administer TTW because the eligibility and
payment rules meant that TTW interacted with every component of the SSI and DI
programs. SSA staff interviewed for this report noted several challenges associated with the
initial Phase 1 implementation.

Short Timeframe and Delayed Rollout. The Program Manager had less than 18
months to develop systems, train staff, and recruit ENs before the first Tickets were released
in February 2002. While SSA ultimately had nearly two and a half years to prepare for
rollout, the required tasks involved building agreement among numerous stakeholders and
making substantial enhancements to SSA systems.

The delayed rollout allowed SSA and the Program Manager more time to test systems
and recruit ENs, but also created inefficiencies. Attempts SSA and Program Manager made
to be ready for targeted start dates that were subsequently delayed with little advanced notice
may have resulted in less than ideal approaches to implementation tasks and the necessity to
spend the extra time fixing and patching those approaches as the system that evolved.
Specifically, having a one-year deadline followed by 18 months of extensions is not the same
as having, with certainty, two and one-half years up front to plan and develop the systems
and procedures. For example, an early decision was made to use SSA’s existing Continuing
Disability Review Control File (CDRCF) as the central piece of software for administering
TTW. But it proved difficult to modify this software to deal with all the issues surrounding
TTW payments, which turned out to be considerably more complex than expected. SSA
staff members that we interviewed believe, in retrospect, that given all the time that was
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ultimately available because of the delays, it would have been preferable to build the TTW
system from the ground up instead of attempting to modify the existing systems.

Limited Resources to Implement Ticket Act Provisions. In addition to the systems
and procedures that needed to be developed to administer TTW, SSA has been attempting
to integrate the various provisions of the Ticket Act including Medicare extensions,
expedited reinstatement, Medicaid buy-ins, CDR protections, SSA’s corps of work incentives
specialists, and the Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS)
and the Benefits Planning, Assistance and Outreach (BPAO) programs. This has required
extensive outreach along with internal and external training, for which Ticket Act did not
appropriate funds. Instead, funding for these activities has been allocated from SSA'’s
administrative budget, which was already under considerable pressure as SSA dealt with
rising numbers of disability claims and the government-wide cap on administrative expenses.

Administrative and System Inadequacies. The Ticket Act has generated a
significant level of activity within SSA related to return-to-work initiatives. This, in turn, has
highlighted significant inadequacies in SSA’s enterprises surrounding return-to-work.
According to SSA interviewees, the agency has needed to be brought up to speed to meet
both internal and external expectations. Many of the inadequacies have undermined SSA’s
ability to implement TTW and have had to be addressed. Our SSA interviewees believe that
the Ticket Act has served as a catalyst to address return-to-work issues that have, in the
words of one interviewee, “lain dormant within SSA for decades.” These are predominantly
systems issues related to administering CDRs, work and earnings documentation, and
determining when benefits become zero for TTW payment purposes. Differences in DI and
SSI program rules along with the lack of automation and coordination of functions between
the two programs makes processing earnings information difficult and time consuming even
for ongoing SSA activities. Many of the systems enhancements required to administer TTW
will have the added benefit of improving the processing of beneficiary earnings information,
whether or not the beneficiary participates in TTW.

In addition to administrative and systems issues identified with respect to general
return-to-work, SSA staff note that TTW has all of the characteristics of an entitlement
program in and of itself and cannot be viewed as a simple extension of the SSI and DI
programs. SSA systems needed to be developed to accommodate these new eligibility rules
and regulations. Some of the challenges faced by SSA in developing the administrative
systems for TTW include:

= Continuing Disability Review (CDR) Administration. One implementation
issue important to TTW administration is how to address CDR suspensions and
resumptions; in particular, understanding and defining the initiation of a CDR,
particularly within the context of other key TTW concepts such as “reassignment
of the Ticket,” “Ticket in use,” and “restarting the initial 24-month period of
active use.”

= Collecting and Documenting Earnings Information. Collecting and
accurately documenting earnings information is critical to the administration of
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TTW. In the past, SSA systems have not facilitated this activity and, historically,
relatively few automated resources were devoted to disability work issue cases.”

= EN Payment System. Developing and administering the EN payment system
has proven to be particularly challenging due to a number of complicating
factors:

- The outcome payment system presents a challenge because of the
difficulty in determining the month when disability benefits equal zero.
This is particularly difficult for DI beneficiaries, because of factors such
as expedited reinstatement, provisional payments, the trial work period,
and discrepancies between actual payments and what should have been
paid (i.e., adjustments for past overpayments and underpayments).
Retroactive payment adjustment entries are often made in the SSA
administrative data files, changing payment history to reflect what it
should have been, rather than what was actually paid, further
complicating the process for determining Ticket payments. The payment
system cannot handle over- and under-payments automatically; it must be
done manually, so dealing with over- and under-payments will be
problematic if there are a large number, as there might well be because of
past delays in obtaining and posting accurate earnings documentation.

- Milestone and outcome payments interact in that milestone payments
cannot be made once the outcome payments have started (that is, once
benefits equal zero). The payment system must address this interaction.

- The interaction between DI and SSI payments for concurrent
beneficiaries is a complicating factor. When DI benefits are stopped
because of work or earnings, SSI benefits generally increase. SSA has had
to develop an approach to integrate DI and SSI earnings and payment
postings. This enhancement to the payment system was implemented as
part of the Disability Control File in late November 2002.

- The interaction between TTW and the traditional SVRA payment system
must be recognized. SSA must be able to check for SVRA involvement
prior to making TTW payments. If there have been requests for
traditional reimbursement after a Ticket is assigned, then this precludes
the Ticket payment. Conversely, a payment to an EN before a request for
payment from VR will preclude payment to the VR.

- Over time, individual beneficiaries may use multiple ENs, which means
that Ticket payments may need to be split among multiple ENSs.

2SSA’s new automated system, eWork, will automate the collection and documentation
of earnings information and is scheduled to be piloted starting November 2003.
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b. Ongoing Implementation Activities

SSA was able to establish the basic infrastructure necessary to implement TTW when
the first round of Tickets began to roll out in February 2002, and the agency has continued
to develop and refine administrative processes to address inadequacies of the initial systems
and procedures.

Rules and Regulations. In December 2001, SSA released implementing regulations to
govern TTW, and throughout 2002, drafted regulations to clarify implementation issues
related to TTW, including regulations to provide for expedited reinstatement of benefits for
disabled workers, disabled adult children, and disabled widows/widowers. SSA also
developed regulations to: protect beneficiaries who participate in a vocational plan with an
EN or SVRA from payment cessation, end SSA’s requirement to refer new beneficiaries to
the SVRA, and protect against using TTW work activity to determine disability in the CDR
process. SSA is in the process of reviewing Ticket regulations on Ticket eligibility for
individuals in the Medical Improvement Expected (MIE) category and beneficiaries between
16 and 18 years old. Development of revised regulations will be a significant SSA activity
during 2004, with a number of Notices of Proposed Rule Making expected throughout the
year.

Certification Payment Request Process. In response to EN concerns about the
burden of tracking earnings and the monthly submission of earnings documentation for
payment, SSA and the Program Manager have implemented the Certification Payment
Request Process. This process is a simplified outcome payment request option available to
ENs and to SVRAs that elect to be paid as ENs. These service providers can qualify if the
following criteria are met:

= |f the EN or SVRA has selected the outcome-only payment method, it can use the
Certification Payment Request Process after the ticket holder has achieved three
continuous outcome months for which the EN has received payment.

= |f the EN or SVRA has selected the milestone-outcome payment method, it can use
the Certification Payment Request Process after the ticket holder has achieved
milestones and the EN has been paid for the milestones, based on three
continuous months of substantial gainful activity followed immediately by the
ticket holder meeting the requirements for an outcome month.

Where these criteria are met, an EN, or SVRA electing an EN payment method, may
choose to request payment either by including evidence of earnings or by the Certification
Payment Request Process.

To use the Certification Payment Request Process, the EN prepares a request for
payment on business stationery and sends it to the Program Manager. The request must
include seven pieces of information, including a statement agreeing to relinquish EN
outcome payments incorrectly issued; it does not, however, require earnings documentation.
SSA will make payments based on the Certification Payment Request provided no
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information in SSA’s records contradicts the request. SSA will conduct post-payment
validation reviews to verify work or earnings.

Mediation and Alternate Dispute Resolution Services Pilot. A mediation pilot
program was recently implemented in three Phase 1 Ticket states—Arizona, Florida, and
llinois. SSA awarded the contract on September 30, 2002 to Peninsula Mediation Center of
Hampton, VA. Mediation/alternate dispute resolution services seek to negotiate disputes
between beneficiaries and ENs in a way that is cost-effective, efficient, and non-adversarial.
The mediation process strives to maintain the relationship between the beneficiary and EN
after Ticket assignment, but also aims to sustain each party’s individual participation in
TTW. The current TTW dispute resolution process has three rounds of appeal for
beneficiaries and ENs: (1) an internal grievance procedure defined by the EN; (2) resolution
by the Ticket Program Manager; and (3) a final decision by SSA. The mediation process may
be implemented prior to resolution by the Program Manager if mutually agreed to by the
disputing parties. The Program Manager will then contact the mediation pilot contractor,
who provides free assistance to the EN and beneficiary in identifying the issues underlying
the dispute and finding a mutual solution within 30 days. The mediation services are offered
by the Program Manager, who serves as the liaison between the disputing parties and the
mediation contractor. If mediation is not successful, the dispute proceeds to the Program
Manager. SSA interviewees note that to date, there have not been any formal disputes
between beneficiaries and ENs. Interviewees also note that to date, no disputes have arisen
between ENS.

TTW Marketing Efforts. SSA is in the process of developing new materials and
conducting activities to market TTW to beneficiaries. Examples of marketing techniques
and strategies currently in development include: a video of beneficiary success stories that
contains interviews with several Ticket beneficiaries who have successfully participated in the
program; and working with ENs and advocates in local areas to bring beneficiaries together
to learn about TTW. SSA also awarded a two-year Strategic Marketing Plan Contract to
Fleishman-Hillard on September 30, 2003. This professional marketing firm will develop a
strategic marketing plan and create marketing materials to support TTW and other
employment support programs. Fleishman-Hillard will also pilot the marketing materials.
Target audiences include DI and SSI beneficiaries, service providers, and employers.

Area Work Incentive Coordinators and Work Incentive Liaisons. During 2001,
SSA conducted a pilot project that placed 32 Employment Service Representatives who
specialized in SSI and DI work incentives in local field offices. An internal $A report
prepared in November 2001 reviewed the pilot and recommended that the Employment
Support Representative be established as a permanent position with the broadest possible
distribution nationwide. Due to cost and staffing considerations, however, SSA could not
implement those positions on a national basis. As an alternative, SSA adopted a plan to hire
57 staff who will work full-time as Area Work Incentive Coordinators (AWICS). This has
already been expanded to 58 AWICs and can be expanded up to 70, as the need arises. Each
coordinator will provide expertise on Ticket-related and other work incentives to 20 t030
SSA field offices. Additionally, each field office will designate an existing staff person as a
Work Incentives Liaison. The Area Work Incentive Coordinators were selected and after
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successfully completing their training, finished presenting training to the Work Incentives
Liaisons by September 30, 2003. The Work Incentives Liaisons will continue to be delegated
work incentive responsibilities in addition to their existing duties, allowing office managers
to better control the priority of work incentives assignments.

The Disability Control File (DCF).* SSA had to develop a number of enhancements
to its systems in order to accommodate TTW. The development has occurred, and will
continue to occur in stages. The CDR Control File (CDRCF) was originally created to
control all SSI medical CDRs; limited DI medical CDRs were later included. Initially, Ticket
information and controls were added to the existing file. The Disability Control File (DCF)
was later created from the CDRCF to house all disability information that was needed to
manage work CDRs (that is CDRs initiated because a beneficiary has returned to work),
medical CDRs (regularly scheduled reviews of a beneficiary’s conditions to ensure that they
continue to meet the disability criteria) and the Ticket program. Activities controlled in the
CDRCF were converted into the DCF and the DCF became the file for managing disability
post-entitlement activity. The DCF holds relevant information about Ticket eligibility and
information to administer the TTW. It also contains other post-entitlement disability
information for SSI and DI beneficiaries, medical information, monthly earnings, and work
CDR information. An important feature of the DCF is that it will act as the single
repository for earnings information for both the SSI and DI programs. This level of SSI/DI
data integration is a first at SSA.

Recently, SSA has developed the Modernized Return to Work (MRTW) software to
collect and process information about DI beneficiary work and earnings. MRTW was
developed by staff at the Chicago regional office, in collaboration with Wisconsin-based SSA
staff, as a means to improve the accuracy and reduce the burden and complexity of work
CDRs. The software automates the generation of forms verifying monthly earnings that are
mailed to beneficiaries and employers. The software totals earnings if a beneficiary has
multiple employers, computes gross earnings, and applies the appropriate indexed value for
substantial gainful activity and any special conditions to derive total countable earnings per
month and year. This amount is entered into a desktop application, called the Personal
Computer Continuing Disability Review (PC-CDR), which calculates the trial work period,
substantial gainful activity, and Extended Period of Eligibility months and generates notices
for field personnel. The MRTW information can be fed into PC-CDR to complete the work
CDR process. Currently, MRTW and PC-CDR are not integrated with the national DCF
system, which means that field staff must re-enter earnings data into each system and that
data maintained in MRTW are only available to the local field office using the software.
Under an initiative referred to as eWork, SSA is in the pro