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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since 1981, Federal legislation has required at least some food
stamp recipients to file monthly reports on their income and
other circumstances related to eligibility and benefit

levels. Although the requirements have changed over time, they
have consistently allowed States considerable variation in the
administration of monthly reporting. States have discretion to
select procedures in some areas, and in other areas they may
request waivers of particular regulations.

There is no comprehensive source of information on the ways the
States actually operate their monthly reporting systems.
Accordingly, the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture has sponsored research to learn more
about this aspect of the Food Stamp Program. Monthly reporting
is one of six topics covered in a study of Food Stamp Program
operations, being carried out by Mathematica Policy Research,
with Abt Associates Inc. and The Urban Institute as subcon-
tractors.

The first phase of the study involved interviews with food
stamp personnel in the 50 States, plus the District of
Columbia, Guam, and the Virgin Islands. Questions in the
monthly reporting component covered the categories of cases
required to report monthly, operating procedures in local food
stamp agencies, recipients' reporting patterns, administrative
costs, and monthly reporting's effects on error rates and
benefit outlays. In addition, the content and format of
States' monthly report forms were reviewed.

This report describes the States' monthly reporting systems and
their perceived effects. Findings are summarized below for
each major topic area.

CATEGORIES OF CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT

About a quarter of the States have universal monthly reporting,
while the remainder have received waivers to apply the policy
selectively to particular segments of the caseload. Households
with earnings and recent earnings history are the groups most
commonly required to report, especially in the Public

vii
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Assistance (PA) caseload. About a third of the States with
selective reporting require between 25 and 75 percent of the
caseload to report, while a third apply the policy to less than
10 percent of their caseload.l/

INFORMATION OBTAINED ON THE MONTHLY REPORT FORM

Monthly report forms typically cover six major topics: earned
income, unearned income, resources (assets), household
composition, expenditures, and future changes. Earned income
is the most stringently covered, with detailed questions and
required verification. Most of the other topics are covered in
less detail, and each nonincome topic is omitted from a few
States' forms. Complexity of the forms varies widely: a
hypothetical household with 4 members and several kinds of
income and expenses that is experiencing no changes would make
15 entries on the New York report form, compared to 141 on the
Missouri form.

OPERATING PROCEDURES

Eligibility workers generally assign households to the monthly
reporting or nonmonthly reporting status (in selective monthly
reporting States). When new information is received that
changes a household's monthly reporting status, the change
takes effect immadiately or with a l-month delay.

Monthly reports are most often mailed from a central State
location, almost always as a separate mailing. Most States
include a return envelope and all but eleven States prepay the
return postage.

1/Intervieus were conducted prior to implementation of the
monthly reporting provisions of the Food Security Act of

1985. The provisions of the Act require States to apply
monthly reporting to households with earnings or a recent work
history; States have discretion to require other categories of
households to report. Some States are expected to modify their
monthly reporting requirement as a result of these new
regulations. ‘
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Most monthly reports are mailed in the last few days of the
calendar month. The initial filing deadline is usually 5 to 10
days after mailout. About half the States send a warning
notice if the recipient does not meet the initial deadline,
followed by a notice of termination if the final deadline is
missed. The other half of the States send a single notice that
serves both purposes. Most States have reinstatement policies
that allow recipients to continue participation without losing
benefits if they appear with all necessary information before a
specified date (usually the end of the issuance month).

Monthly report processing revolves around the eligibility
worker in most States. The eligibility worker typically
conducts the initial review of completeness when the form is
received, and is involved in handling all forms, whether or not
they require & change in benefit or other case actiom.
Nonetheless, the States vary substantially in the number of
monthly reporting functions that are supported by automated
systems.

Regulstions specify a minimum certification period of 6 months
for monthly reporting cases and, although some waivers have
been granted, most States certify monthly reporting cases for
longer periods than nonmonthly reporting cases. The difference
is most pronounced for nonPublic Assistance (NPA) cases.

Hardly any monthly reporting PA cases are certified for less
than 6 months, but about & third of the States reported
certifying more than one-fourth of the nonmonthly reporting NPA
cases for less than 6 months.

RECIPIENT REPORTING PATTERNS

About three-quarters of monthly reporting recipients meet the
initial deadline in the median State, but the rate varies from
less than half to over 95 percent. A median of about 15
percent file incomplete reports (with rates again varying
widely). Those that miss the initial deadline usually file by
the final deadline, but about 5 percent are terminated in a
normal month.

States were nearly unanimous in saying that more benefit

changes occur with monthly reporting than without. Most also
feel that terminations are more frequent.

ix



Table of Contents

ADMINISTRATIVE COSTS

Most States did not have readily available "hard" figures on
monthly reporting costs, but some were able to provide
estimates and & few provided figures from special studies. The
responses indicate a range of development costs from under
$100,000 to over $2 million, depending in large part on the
extent to which special automated support systems were
developed. Ongoing operating costs were estimated to range
between $1 and $16 per case month, with a median of $8.

Eligibility workers accounted for the largest share of the
ongoing administrative costs in most States. Eligibility
worker time to handle an on-time monthly report with no changes
was ususlly between 9 and 16 minutes, with a median of 12
minutes. However, a report involving a termination or benefit
change would take 40 to 60 minutes of eligibility worker time
in a quarter of the States.

MONTHLY REPORTING EFFECTS

Although only & few States have actually measured the effects
of monthly reporting, most were able to provide some
perceptions of the nature and direction of the effects.

Regarding error rates, States are divided between those who
believe monthly reporting has reduced (19 States), increased
(18 States), or had no effect (12 States) on errors. Most
respondents (28 States) feel monthly reporting does not affect
benefit outlays, although 14 States believe reductions in
outlays have occurred. A 2-to-l msajority believe that monthly
reporting has had a negative rather than a positive impact on
management of the Food Stamp Program in their State.

Asked whether monthly reporting's benefits exceed the costs in
their States, 18 States said "yes,” 32 said "no," and 2 were
uncertain. States with universal monthly reporting tended to
have the most favorable perceptions of monthly reporting on
this question as well as on the questions about specific
effects. This probably means that States with a strong belief
in monthly reporting require it of all cases, rather than that
universal monthly reporting is the most successful variation of
the policy. More up-to-date case information is most
frequently cited as a benefit of monthly reporting, while
drawbacks frequently concern administrative costs.
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I. INTRODUCTION

This report describes the results of a series of interviews con-
cerning the monthly reporting systems used by Food Stamp
Agencies. The interviews were conducted as part of the first
phase of the Food Stamp Program Operations Study (FSPOS), which
is being conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., under
contract to the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, with Abt Associates Inc. and The
Urban Institute as subcontractors. Other topics covered in this
first phase of the study, referred to in this report as the
"census" of State agencies, are: automated certification
systems, claims collection, computer matching, quality control,
and job search activities. The results of the census interviews
in these five other topic areas appear in companion reports.

The Program Operations Study consists of three phases of data
collection and snalysis. The first phase, the census, entailed
telephone interviews with State agency staff in the 53 State-
level Food Stamp Agencies (including the District of Columbia,
Cuam, and the Virgin Islands) concerning practices and
procedures in the six areas of food stamp operations named
above. The second phase (October/November 1986) involves a
survey of claims collection and computer match followup
operations in a national sample of 191 local agencies. Finally,
in the spring of 1987, the third phase of the study will consist
of an intensive examination of selected sites, focusing on
assessment of the costs and benefits of particularly promising
examples of operations identified in the first two phases of the
study.

This first part of the report outlines the goals of the census
interviews related to monthly reporting. A brief review is then
presented of the sources of the data, including a description of
the agency sample and the interviewing methods used. The
following section discusses some of the limitations of the data
collected, and the last section describes the organization of
the remainder of this report.



Table of Contents

A. GOALS OF THE CENSUS OF MONTHLY REPORTING SYSTEMS

Federal legislation and regulations have mandated all States to
require at least some portions of their food stamp caseload to
file monthly reports. The monthly reports contain information
on the household's income, resources, expenses, household
composition, and other factors used to determine the household's
eligibility and food stamp allotment. For households required
to report monthly, meeting the reporting requirement is a
condition of eligibility; households that do not meet che
requirement have their benefits terminated.

Although the legislation and regulations mandate moathly
reporting, States have considerable discretion in setting
policies and procedures. For example, although regulations
mandated monthly reporting for essentially the full food stamp
caseload, States could request waivers to exempt selected
categories of cases.l/ Thus, subject to FNS approval, States
can decide whether all cases or only selected categories will
have to report monthly, and, if they choose a selective policy,
which categories will have to report. Similarly, States design
the monthly reporting forms within certain legislative
restrictions. States have full discretion on a number of
topics, such as allocating responsibilities among eligibility
workers and other staff, and determining what level of
sutomation to use in managing the monthly reporting system.
Little systematic information is available about the
characteristics of the monthly reporting policies and procedures
that States have actually implemented. Accordingly, one major
objective of the census was to obtain descriptive information on
policies and procedures.

A second major area of unknowns concerns the operating outcomes,
costs, effects, and ultimately cost effectiveness of monthly
reporting. Previous research includes a series of evaluations
of monthly reporting demonstrations.2/ Those

l/The Food Security Act of 1985 reduced the extent of
mandatory monthly reporting coverage to cases with earned
income or a recent work history.

Z/This research is summarized in William L. Hamilton,
Monthly Reporting in the AFDC Program: Executive Summary
of Demonstration Results. Cambridge, MA: Abt Associates
Inc., 1985. -
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demonstrations differ sufficiently from the policies actually
implemented in the Food Stamp Program so that the research
results have questionable applicability.

Thus, FNS also wished to learn as much as possible from the
census sbout monthly reporting's costs and effects. Because it
was not expected that many States would have reliable data on
these topics, the census was designed to obtain professional
estimates from State food stamp officials as well as "hard”
statistics where available.

The major questions guiding the census effort can be summarized
as follows:

a. How is monthly reporting implemented?

e What categories of cases report monthly, and how are they
identified?

¢ What information is obtained on the report form?
¢ What are procedures for mailing and processing forms?
¢ How are staff allocated to monthly reporting tasks?

* Where regulations permit operational variation, what
procedures are used?

¢ What certification periods are used?

b. What are the patterns of client actions under monthly
reporting?

. What percent report on time, late, and not at all?

* What actions (changes, terminations, reopenings) result from
monthly reports?

c. What are the costs of monthly reporting?

. What are the development costs?
. What are the ongoing costs per case month?

d. What are the effects of monthly reporting?

. What is the effect on error rates?
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e What is the effect on caseload and benefit payments?
¢ What other effects do administrators perceive?

Monthly reporting is often linked to the issue retrospective vs.
prospective budgeting. (With retrospective budgeting, the
current month's allotment is determined by the household's
circumstances in a previous month. Prospective budgeting uses
the expected circumstances for the current month to determine
the current month's sllotment.) This project explicitly focuses
only on monthly reporting, and does not address budgeting
issues.

B. SAMPLE AND INTERVIEWING METHODS

The intent of the census was to interview officials im all 50
States plus the District of Columbia, Guam, and the Virgin
Islands. (Throughout this report, we refer to all of these
jurisdictions as States.) Interviews were in fact completed in
all 53 States, although a few interviews were truncated because
staff did not have time to respond to the complete instrument.
The North Dakota interview, by prearrangement, covered only
selected parts of the questionnaire. In a few other States, the
staff needed to ansver particular parts of the questionnaire
were not available throughout the interviewing period, and the
interview had to be closed with some parts not complete.

Monthly reporting policies and procedures are not always
consistent throughout a State, occasionally varying by county.
The sample design, however, did not allow separate
representation of individual counties. Rather, State officials
wers asked to respond to each question in terms of the most
common policy, defined as the policy affecting the largest
number of cases in the State.

Interview respondents were nominated by State FSP directors or
their delegates in preliminary telephone discussions with senior
research staff. In most instances, a single respondent was
suggested, often & senior staff member involved in the
development of policy and procedures, or staff involved in
monthly reporting operations. In some instances, the FSP
director suggested several different respondents for particular
parts of the instrument. Even when a single respondent was
suggested, however, interviewers often encountered situations in
which the primary respondent suggested other agency staff as the
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best source for answers to specific questions; interviewers then
contacted those persons. Of the 53 agency interviews completed,
about a third involved contacting more than one respondent.
Monthly reporting interviews lasted an average of 1 hour.

Although the instrument consisted almost entirely of structured
response questions, the interviewing method used involved a
great deal of discussion of the questions and probing for
clarification of responses. Every completed interview was
reviewed by the senior researcher assigned to monthly
reporting. These reviews identified some apparent
inconsistencies among interview responses and answers that,
based on other information provided, indicated the intent of the
question had not been clearly communicated. As the interviews
proceeded, these reviews also identified the need for further
clarification of specific questions and their interpretation in
the context of particular system characteristics.

These reviews had two results. First, they prompted the
preparation of "question clarification" Statements distributed
to interviewers to guide them in further administration of
particular interview questions. Second, they led to interviewer
callbacks to respondents to clarify or confirm responses.
Callbacks were made to about a quarter of the States.

C. SCOPE OF REPORTED RESULTS

The interviews were designed to provide consistent, systematic
profiles of all of the State and local systems examined, and to
present the data collected in a structured form to allow
comparison of systems on commonly defined dimensions. As a
result, the instrument design emphasized developing carefully
worded questions that would elicit structured, codable
responses. Although this approach makes it possible to compare
systems and summarize system features, it also limits the
instrument's ability to capture detail and subtle differences
among systems.

Apart from this general feature of the survey approach, the
data's major weakness stems from the limited information that
States had on some topics. This applies mainly to questions

about recipients' resspnse patterns, monthly reporting costs,
- e N .
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was not requested, some States made special computer runs or did
special analysis of their accounting records to provide answers
to the survey questions.) In States that could not provide
"hard" dsta, we asked respondents to give their own professional
estimates; some respondents, feeling that they did not have a
sufficiently detailed familiarity with particular topics,
declined to provide estimates. The number of States responding
is described in the text for key items, and is shown on the
tables for all items.

D. ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

The remainder of this report is organized into six parts.
Parts II through IV describe the monthly reporting systems in
the responding States, focusing in turn on the States' policies
sbout who is required to report, the content of the monthly
reporting form, and the operating procedures by which monthly
reporting is implemented.

Parts V through VII look at the results of monthly reporting.
Part V describes recipient response patterns, including the
frequency with which monthly reports lead to benefit changes and
closures. Part VI presents the data on development and
operating costs for monthly reporting, and on staff time
utilized in handling monthly reports. Part VII reviews the
impacts (or our respondents' perceptions of impacts) of monthly
reporting on error rates, benefit outlays, and the management of
the Food Stamp Program. Appendix A contains the questionnaire
used to structure the census interviews,
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II. CATEGORIES OF CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY

One of the main variations in the implementation of monthly
reporting has concerned who must report--i.e., the portion of
the recipient population to which the requirement is applied.
The 1981 legislation mandating monthly reporting called for
States to require all but two categories of food stamp
recipients to report monthly. The exceptions were households
with no earnings in which all adults are elderly or disabled and
migrant farmworker households.

Subsequent legislation allowed States more flexibility in
determining what categories of cases would report monthly.
Legislation enacted in 1982 allowed States to request waivers
from the monthly reporting requirements for additional
categories of households beyond those exempted in the
legislation itself. USDA could grant waivers to make food stamp
and AFDC requirements consistent within a State, or because the
State demonstrated that the costs of sdministering monchly
reporting would exceed the benefits for particular categories of
cases. Leagislation in 1983 broadened the grounds for waivers.
Finally, the Food Security Act of 1985 requires monthly
reporting for households with earnings or recent work history,
but allows States to determine whether other categories of cases
should report.

Regulations implementing the 1985 Act became effective on June
20, 1986, during the period in which the survey interviews were
conducted. Thus, the monthly reporting systems described here
were for the most part shaped under the earlier regulations.
Some States were already planning changes in their monthly
reporting policies, as discussed later in this section.

Many States distinguish between households receiving some form
of public assistance (PA cases) and those not receiving public
assistance (NPA cases) in establishing their monthly reporting
requirements. Accordingly, the requirements are discussed
separately below for PA and NPA cases.

In considering the PA and NPA results, it is important to note
that che PA/NPA distinction is not consistent across States. In
fact, States differ on two major dimensions in their operational
definition of PA and NPA cases. One difference concerns the
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types of assistance that lead to a PA designation. Cases with
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) can be PA cases
in all States. Not all States have General Assistance (GA)
programs, but those States generally include GA cases in the PA
category. Some States also consider households with
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) to be PA cases.

The second difference concerns the degree of overlap between the
food stamp household and the case as defined by the other
assistance program. By the three most common definitions, a
food stamp household is a PA case if: the food stamp case and
an AFDC (or other program) case include exactly the same people;
the head of the food stamp household is the head of an AFDC

Sometimes a single State uses different definitions for
different purposes. For example, a food stamp case with one
member (but not the head of household) receiving AFDC may be
considered a PA case for purposes of monthly reporting, but not
for recertification.

A. NPA CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY

Most States report that they apply monthly reporting
selectively rather than universally. About a quarter--13
States--require all NPA cases to report monthly (except
households excluded by statute).l/ With a few notable
exceptions (such as California and Michigan), the States with
universal reporting requirements are relatively rural, small-
caseload States. The remaining States have received waivers
exempting some categories of recipients from the monthly
reporting requirement.

l/Figures here and throughout the report refer only to
responses given in the survey. North Dakota did not
respond to this part of the survey. Previously published
data indicate that North Dakota applies monthly reporting
to all NPA cases, making a total of 14 States with this
policy. Also, Montana and Nevada have waivers exempting
very small groups of cases (e.g., residents of group
homes).
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Among the categories of cases selectively required to report
monthly, households with earnings are by far the most common.
0f the 39 States with selective requirements, all but 12 have
either a general or a conditional requirement for earned income
households to report (see Table II.l). Conditional
requirements most often link earnings to household size (e.g.,
cases with earnings and four or more household members). Some
States make the requirement conditional on earnings being more
than a specified amount, being from particular sources, or
being likely to fluctuate.

Households with unearned income also are often subject to
monthly reporting requirements. Eleven States have requirements
covering cases with unearned income. All are conditional
requirements; typically, they specify irregular unearned income
or income from particular sources. All but two of these States
also require earned income households to report.

Only six States indicate that NPA cases with recent work history
are subject to monthly reporting. This number is surprisingly
small because AFDC regulations have required monthly reporting
for such cases and most States require it for PA food stamp
cases with recent earnings history. Recent work history
generally means earnings within the past 2 or 3 months, although
one State's requirement covers a 6-month period. All of these
States require current earners to report monthly.

The other common monthly reporting requirement is the number of
people in the household, used by 13 States. In most cases, the
requirement is conditional on the household having earnings as
well as exceeding the specified threshold size. The threshold
ranges from three to seven household members, with five being
the most common.

A number of categories defined by quite diverse criteria are
used by only one or two States. Examples are: cases in which a
household member has applied for unemployment compensation,
persons convicted of fraud, cases with allotments over a
specified amount, and cases that include one or more mandatory
work registrants. Nearly all States have one or more special
requirements of this sort.

The diversity in categories required to report leads to a wide
range in the proportion of the NPA caseload reporting--from 3
to 60 percent. Among those States, the median was about 18
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TABLE II.l

CATEGORIES OF NPA CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY1/

Categories Number of States

All Cases2/ 13

Selected categories3/

Earned income 27
Recent earnings history 6
Any unearned income 6
Irregular unearned income 7
Households of specified size 13
Other ja

Common combinations of categoriesé/

Earned income or earned income with

recent work history 11
Earned income and unearned income 10
Earned income and specified household size 6
Other combinations 12

l/Bascd on states' responses to the survey. Table A.l in Appendix A displays
responses by state.

Z/Except statutory exemptions.

E/Sta:es generally require two or more categories of cases to report. Total
categories selected thus exceeds the number of cases with selective policies

(39).

ﬁ/Thcsc combinations are defined to be mutually exclusive. Nearly all states
also have "ocher" uniquely defined categories, which are not considered in
this classification.

10
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percent.2/ Thus, all NPA cases must report in about a quarter
of the States, between 25 and 60 percent report in another
quarter of the States, and less than 25 percent of the caseload
reports monthly in the remaining half of the States. Appendix
Table A.l displays the percent of NPA cases subject to monthly
reporting in each State.

B.. PA CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY

The split between universal and selective application of
monthly reporting requirements is about the same for PA as NPA
cases~-39 States require it for selected categories, and 12 for
all cases.3/ Most States follow the same strategy for both
caseloads, but exceptions exist. Kansas, Michigan, and New
Mexico have universal reporting for NPA cases but selective PA
reporting. Colorado and Mississippi require all PA cases to
report monthly, but only selected categories of NPA cases.
Individual States' responses are presented in Appendix A, Table
A-2,

AFDC reporting requirements strongly influence the requirements
for PA food stamp cases. Historically, this requirement has
focused most strongly on cases with earnings or a recent history
of earnings. The Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 allowed States
the option of determining what categories of cases should report
monthly, except that reporting was mandated for earnings and
recent work history cases. Previously, reporting had been
required for all cases, but States could obtain waivers to
exempt any categories except earnings cases.

Before the Food Security Act of 1985, legislation mandated
States to apply the monthly reporting requirement to any food

2/ The median is a point in the distribution that evenly
divides the responses: half of the responses are above
the median, and half below. The median is used rather
than the mean because, given the relatively small number
of observations, the mean is unduly influenced by extreme
values.

Q/North Dakota and the Virgin Islands did not respond to
this part of the questionnaire. Previously published data
indicate that North Dakota applies monthly reporting to
all PA cases, while selected categories report monthly in
the Virgin Islands.

11
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stamp cases that had to report monthly for AFDC. Consequently,
almost all States explicitly said they require cases that must
report for AFDC to report for food stamps as well, and those
States not mentioning an explicit requirement cited rules that
would have the same effect (e.g., all PA cases with earnings or
recent work history, which is also the AFDC requirement). Only
three States have a food stamp reporting requirement
specifically covering GCeneral Assistance cases. All three apply
the requirement only to some categories of GA cases, such as
cases with earned income.

Because mandatory reporting for cases with earned income or a
recent history of earnings has been a cornerstone of AFDC
policy, it is not surprising that households with earnings are
the PA food stamp cases most commonly required to report
monthly. Most States apply the requirement only to AFDC/food
stamp cases rather than to the whole PA caseload (although
AFDC/food stamp cases in some States account for essentially
all of the PA caseload). Eleven States, however, indicate that
they require all PA cases with earnings to report monthly, and
another three States apply such a requirement with conditions
(e.g., any PA case with earnings and three or more household
members).

Similarly, PA cases with recent work history are usually
required to report only if they are AFDC/food stamp cases.
Eight States apply the requirement to all PA cases, however.
The length of the "recent” period is generally 2 or 3 months,
but four States use a 6-month period.

Monthly reporting is often required for PA households with
unearned income, but usually with some specification that
excludes AFDC income from the definition. Sixteen States have
some requirement related to unesrned income. The majority limit
the requirement to cases with irregular or fluctuating unearned
income, with considerable variation in how this concept is made
operational.

Another common but variously defined requirement concerns the
presence of a step-parent in the AFDC household or of income
received by a non-member of the case (usually a step-parent) but
deemed available to the household. Twelve States require such
cases to report.,

Numerous States named additional categories that are subject to
monthly reporting, but none are applied by more than a handful
of States. Examples are cases recently approved for benefits,
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cases with more than a specified number of people in the
household, cases that have children in particular age ranges
(e.g., 16 to 18), and cases that receive or have applied for
specified other kinds of assistance.

A majority of the States--but only a slim majority--follow the
same general strategy for PA and NPA cases, as illustrated in
Table II.2 (combinations of categories required to report
monthly are as defined above for Table II.l). Overall, 28 of
the 51 States require approximately the same categories of NPA
and PA cases to report.

States show greater consistency in their choice of universal or
selective policies than in their choice of specific parts of the
caseload to report monthly, however. Of the 15 States applying
a universal requirement to one group or the other, 11 apply it
to both. Of the 36 States using selective requirements, 17
require the same categories of both types of cases to report.

Where differences exist, they indicate a greater diversity in
the NPA categories than the PA categories required to report.

PA requirements closely follow the historical AFDC emphasis on
cases with income. More States had "other” strategies for their
NPA caseload (12 NPA vs. 4 PA), and more had strategies
involving both earnings cases and households of a specific size
(6 NPA vs. 0 PA).

Overall, the proportion of the PA caseload subject to monthly
reporting is similar to the NPA proportion. The entire PA
caseload reports in about a quarter of the States. The
proportion reporting ranges between about 25 percent and 75
percent in another quarter, and the remaining half of the
States have fewer than 25 percent of their PA cases reporting
monthly.,

Among those States applying selective monthly reporting to both
NPA and PA cases, the percentage subject to monthly reporting
tends to be similar in the two parts of the caseload. For
example, out of 16 States that require monthly reporting by less
than a quarter of their NPA caseload, 13 apply the policy to
less than a quarter of their PA caseload as well. A number of
States that require monthly reporting for relatively large
proportions of their NPA caseload, however, require smaller
proportions of PA cases to report.

13
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CATEGORIES OF NPA AND PA CASES SUBJECT TO MONTHLY REPORTING

NPA Cases Required to Report

PA Cases Required All Earned/ Earned/ Earned/

to Report cases recent unearned HH size Other Total
All cases 11 1/ 1 - - 1 13
Earned/recent - 8 3 2 5 18
'Earned/unearned 2 1 6 4 3 16
Earned/HH size - - - - - 0
Other - 1l - - 3 4
TOTAL 13 11 9 6 12 51

L/car1 figures represent the number of states with this combination of

requiremencs.
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C. FUTURE PLANS

Because the most recent food stamp legislation (the Food
Security Act of 1985) grants States more discretion in deciding
what cases must report monthly, the survey asked States whether
they were planning any significant expansion or reduction in the
proportion of cases required to report.

Most States (31) said they plan no changes. Of those who
foresaw changes, 15 States expected to contract and 7 to expand
the proportion of cases subject to monthly reporting. The Food
Security Act has apparently influenced the plans: 1l of the 15
States planning contraction said they were considering the
change because of the Act. Only one of the seven expecting
expansion said the Act had affected the plan.

15
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III. CONTENTS OF THE MONTHLY REPORT FORM

Federal regulations covering monthly reporting have two key
requirements about the contents of the report form itself. They
specify that the form shall collect information about:

. Budget month income; medical, dependent care, and shelter
expenses; household composition; and other circumstances
relevant to the amount of the food stamp allotment.

* Any changes in income; medical, dependent care, and shelter
expenses; resources; or other relevant circumstances
affecting eligibility that the household expects to occur in
the current month or in future months, or that occurred in
the budget month.

The regulations also specify that households must verify
information concerning income (except unearned income that has
not changed since the preceding monthly report) and utility and
medical expenses. States may require verification of other
information at their discretion. :

States may request waivers from certain of these regulations.
For example, waivers have been approved to allow some States to
restrict coverage of the monthly report form to particular
topics, or to limit verification requirements. In addition,
States may vary within the regulations in the level of detail
with which they request information.

As part of the census, States were asked to send copies of their
monthly report forms; 4] States did so. We reviewed the forms
and coded the nature of the information sought, the verification
required, and other elements of the form's information
collection strategy. This part of the report presents the
results of that review.

A. EARNED INCOME

All of the forms request information on earned income in the
budget month. In fact, the design of most forms implies that
earned income is the form's central interest: the earned income
section usually appears early .in the form and consumes a large
proportion of its space.

17



Table of Contents

Earned income information is generally collected in considerable
detail. All forms ask for an exact statement of earnings,
regardless of whether the amount of earnings changed in the past
month. This is the only topic for which all households have to
provide explicit information each month (Table III.l). All
require households to provide information separately for each
recipient with earnings. All require verification; pay stubs
are typically specified. Appendix A, Table A.3 presents state-
by-state information on these points.

The forms vary as to whether the household must enter total
earnings for the month (by recipient) or provide the information
by week or for each paycheck. Slightly over half--22 of the 43
responding States--ask for totals, while the remainder require
disaggregated information.

B. UNEARNED INCOME

All of the forms cover unearned as well as earned income, but
the reporting requirements for unearned income are somewhat less
stringent. For example:

. six States only require households to report unearned income
amounts if the amount has changed since the preceeding
report;

e although most forms ask about specific types of unearned
income, seven simply ask a general question (e.g., "list all
income received by any member of your household’); and

e five States ask for total unearned income for the household
rather than asking for separate entries for each recipient
with income.

Verification requirements are considerably less stringent for
unearned than earned income. Only a third of the forms require
verification of all unearned income. Nearly a quarter have no
explicit requirement, and over 40 percent require verification
only if unearned income has changed since the previous month.
(state-by-state data appear in Appendix A, Table A.4.)
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TABLE III.l

STRINGENCY OF THE MONTHLY REPORT FORMS, BY TOPIC

Number of states with:

Data not Detailed

Required for Basic Data Data Average
Topic All Households Required Required Ratingl/
Earned Income 0 0 43 3.0
Unearned Income 6 1 36 2.7
Household
Composition 35 8 0 1.2
Resources 34 2 7 1.4
Expenses 13 1 29 2.4

llForms were scored from 1 to 3, corresponding to the first three columns of
the table. This column presents the average score for the 43 forms examined.
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C. HOUSEHOLD COMPQOSITION

All Scates' forms obtain information on household composition,
as the regulations require. Most of the forms collect only
limited information, however, as summarized in Appendix A, Table
A.S5.,

Over 80 percent of the forms require information on household
members only if household composition has changed since the
previous month. Verification requirements are rare: three
forms require verification if there has been a change in
household composition, but the remainder have no explicit
verification requirement.

D. RESOURCES

The regulations require monthly report forms to obtain
information on changes in resources, and most forms have one or
more questions explicitly on that topic. Four of the forms we
examined have no explicit questions on resources, however.

The forms that ask about resources generally request limited
information. Most of the forms (about 80 percent) ask about
resources only if a change has occurred. Less than half ask for
verification.

Although most forms ask separate questions about particular
kinds of assets, about 40 percent of the forms make more general
inquiries. For example, the Alabama form contains the following
instruction near the end of the form: '"You MUST REPORT OTHER
CHANGES IN YOUR HOUSEHOLD CIRCUMSTANCES THIS MONTH. Changes
which must be reported include dependent care costs which go up
or down, getting another car, truck or vehicle, medical expenses
that go up or down by more than $25, and household savings that
g0 over a total of $1500." Appendix A, Table A.6 displays
State-specific information on the forms' coverage of resources.

E. EXPENSES

Nearly all forms request some information on expenses (3 of the
42 do not), but they do not all cover the same expense
categories. The regulations state that information must be
obtained on medical, dependent care, and shelter expenses, and
these are the primary categories covered. Of the 39 forms
requesting shelter information, the proportion specifying
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information in these 3 categories is:

* medical expenses -- 722

dependent care expense -- 921
* shelter expenses -- 821

A few forms request information on other expenses, such as work
expenses or support payments. Most of the forms ask about the
various types of expenses separately; only a few make general
inquiries.

Although the regulation requires obtaining information only on
changes in expenses, three-quarters of the forms ask for a
listing of all expenses in the specified areas, whether they
have changed or not. Almost all of the forms also require

. verification of some or all reported expenses, although about 30
percent only ask for verification if the expense has changed
since the previous month. Detail on these points is presented
in Appendix A, Table A.7.

F. FUTURE CHANGES IN HOUSEHOLD CIRCUMSTANCES

Of the various topics mentioned in the regulations, future
changes in household circumstances are the least well covered by
the monthly report forms we examined. About 30 percent of the
forms have no questions about future changes, making this the
most frequently omitted area of information. The forms that do
ask for information tend to be less stringent on this than on
other topics. Only 10 percent of the forms ask separate
questions about different types of potential changes, and just
over 15 percent request verification of any changes reported.

G. OVERALL LEVEL OF DETAIL

Looking at the monthly report forms yields an impression that
they vary greatly in their overall level of detail--and hence,
in the time and effort that would be required to complete
them. To get at least a crude measure of this variation, we
defined two hypothetical food stamp households with the
following characteristics:

e Case 1. The household consists of four people, including
two with earned income in the budget month. One receives
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social security income and one receives alimony. The
household has one car and one bank account, and has incurred
medical, dependent care, shelter, and work expenses.

None of these factors changed in the past month, and no
changes are expected next month.

e Case 2. This is the same household as Case l, one month
later. In the intervening month, one person has been added
to the case and the amount of each type of income, resource,
and expense has changed. A change in earned income is
expected for next month.

For each case, we counted the number of separate entries that
would be required on each State's monthly report form.

Variation in The resulting measures vary widely, as expected. The median
Stringency of number of entries for Case 1 was 44. The New York monthly
the Form reporting form r;quxrcs only 15 entries, however, while the
Missouri form requires 141 entries. The number of entf}es
Lo Mo A e L . Loy v o A\ . sA® fus* _ . - tmla
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TABLE III.2

STRINGENCY OF THE MONTHLY REPORT FORM VS.
PROPORTION OF NPA CASELOAD REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY

Proportion required to report

Number of

entries for All 16 to 15% or

Case ! cases 99% less Total
15-36 182 432 36% 332
37-55 36 29 36 33
56-141 46 29 29 33
TOTAI._I_/ 100 100 100 100
(Number of states) (11) (14) (14) (39)

i/Columns may not sum to l00Z due to rounding error

23



Table of Contents




Responsibi-
litx for
Assignmenc

Table of Contents

IV. MONTHLY REPORTING PROCEDURES

Although the legislation and regulations set forth rather
specific requirements as to who will be subject to monthly
reporting and what information they must provide, States have
substantial leeway to design the procedures for implementing the
requirements. They have to determine how to apply and remove
the monthly reporting requirement to particular households, how
to mail out the form and get it returned, and how to deal with
the form when it arrives.

Given flexibility on these issues, States have implemented
varying approaches. This part of the report summarizes some of
the key procedures they follow.

A. ASSIGNING CASES TO MONTHLY REPORTING

States that apply monthly reporting to selected categories of
cases must assign individual households to a monthly reporting
or nonmonthly reporting status. All households must be assigned
a status upon certification. Households whose circumstances
change must be reassessed to determine whether the change
affects their monthly reporting status and, if so, they must be
assigned to the new status.

Most States had no readily available figures on the proportion
of households changing their monthly reporting status in an
average month. Of the 18 States that did provide estimates, 1l
cited proportions of 5 percent or less. (Appendix A, Table A.9
provides details). Although the questionnaire did not ask the
cause of the reassignments, it is reasonable to assume that the
appearance or disappearance of earned income is the most common
reason.

Monthly reporting status decisions are normally made either by
the eligibility worker or by an automated review of case
circumstances. Decisions by eligibility workers are more
common, particularly at initial certification. Eligibility
workers make the initial assignment in about two-thirds of the
States, and the assignment is made automatically in the other
third. Some States reported that the responsibility varies
within the State where, for example, some counties are
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automated and some are not. A number of States also said that
eligibility supervisors make the assignment in some special
situations.

Most States use the same decision process (either eligibility or -
computer) for the initial assignment and for subsequent
reassignments to or from the monthly reporting group. Seven
States vary their procedures, however. Four of them have the
eligibility worker make the initial assignments, while the
computer handles reassignments. The other three States use
varying combinations.

Reassignments generally take effect immediately~--that is, on
the next date that monthly reports are scheduled to be mailed
(Appendix A, Table A.10). A few States have a l-month lag,
with the reassignment taking effect in the second reporting
cycle after the change is reported. In addition, four States
delay until the next recertification in taking a household off
monthly reporting, slthough only one State waits until
recertification when a former nonreporter changes to monthly
reporting status.

B. MAILING THE MONTHLY REPORT FORM

Most States mail monthly report forms from a central State
location to all monthly reporting households in the State. In
nine States, the forms are mailed from local welfare offices;
most, but not all, are States with county-administered
programs. Appendix A, Table A.ll shows the state-by-state
responses.

All but 3 States (of the 50 responding) mail the forms in a
separate mailing. Louisiana, Mississippi, and New Jersey mail
them together with food stamp or AFDC benefits.

The recipient must fill out the monthly report form and mail it
back to the agency. Most States include a return envelope with
the report form, but recipients in 11 States provide their ownm

envelopes. Policies on postage are split: half the States pay
postage, while recipients must provide the stamps in the other

half.
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C. THE MONTHLY REPORTING SCHEDULE

Monthly reports are usually mailed out near the end of the
month. Of the 39 States that mail all forms on the same date,
26 mail them between the 27th and 30th of the month, and nearly
all of the others mail their forms after the 20th (Appendix 4,
Table A.12). Most of the States with sultiple mailing dates
also do their mailings in the second half of the month.

Recipients must usually submit the completed forms between the
Sch and 10th working day of the following month. This means
that the recipient generally has about a week to file. In
three-quarters of the States, the filing date is 5 to 10 days
after the mailing date. The longest interval is about 3 weeks;
the filing date comes between 2 and 3 weeks after the mailing
date in seven States.l/

If a household fails to file by the deadline, a warning notice
is mailed out within a few days. The warning notice is usually
mailed 3 to 6 days after the deadline. A few States mail the
warning notice the same day as the deadline or the next day,
and a few have 7 to 12 day lags.

Regulations require States to send recipients a reminder or
warning notice if they fail to submit a complete monthly report
form by the initial deadline. A number of States have requested
and received waivers from this requirement, however.

In about half of the States, the warning notice is the same as
the notice of adverse action--that is, it is the recipient's
only notification (apart from statements on the form itself)
that benefits will be terminated if the form is not submitted
by a specified date. The other half of the States follow the
warning notice with a separate notice of adverse action. Those
States generally mail the notice of adverse action 10 days to 3
weeks after the warning notice.

l/Numerous states described deadlines in terms of a range-
~for example, the initial filing deadline might be 6 to 10
days after the mailout date. This was particularly true
in states with multiple mailout dates or filing
schedules. Figures in Table A.l12 show the mid-point of
the range states reported, and this discussion is also
based on the mid-point. -
27
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In a few States, recipients must meet the initial deadline to
avoid a delay in receiving benefits. More typically, the last
day that recipients can file and still receive their benefits
on time is 2 to 3 weeks after the initial deadline, or 2 1/2 to
4 weeks after the forms were mailed out. Some States said that
there is no clear last date to avoid delays; for example, a
case with no changes may be more easily incorporated in the
regular issuance run than a case with changes.

Federal regulations allow States to organize their monthly
reporting schedule into either a "l-month" or a "2-month"
cycle. In the l-month cycle, the issuance month comes
immediately after the budget month--that is, the recipient
files a report covering January circumstances, and the February
allotment is based on this report. The 2-month cycle contains
a "processing” month between the budget and issuance months.
Thus, the January information determines the March allotment.

Practically all the States have 2-month cycles. The only excep-
tions indicated by the reported intervals between the mailing
date for the form and the issuance reflecting information on the
form, are Vermont and Oregon. In most States, the issuance date
follows the mailing date by somewhat more than a month,
typically about 5 weeks. In States that mail monthly report
forms out near the beginning of the month, 60 days or more may
elapse between mailing and issuance.

The regulations permit (but do not require) States to reinstate
households whose cases are closed for failure to file, as long
as they provide all required information before the end of the
issuance month. Thirty States have reinstatement policies.
Most allow recipients the maximum time specified in the
regulations, but some have earlier cutoffs (generally the end
of the processing month rather than the end of the issuance
month).

D. STAFFING FOR MONTHLY REPORT PROCESSING

States have three basic management options as they organize
local offices to carry out monthly reporting functions. These
concern whether the work will be done by eligibility workers,
clerical staff, or computers.

When monthly report forms come into the office, for example,
they may be sent directly to an eligibility worker to take any
necessary action. Alternatively, a clerk may screen the form
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for completeness, sending notices on incomplete forms and
passing complete ones along. Still another option is to have a
data entry clerk enter the information from the form, with an
automated review to determine completeness and generate any
necessary notices. :

Immediate eligibility worker review is by far the most common
choice, with 34 States indicating it as the main procedure in
their State. Clerical or data entry personnel review most forms
elsevhere--no State has automated this function. (See Appendix
A, Table A.13 for details.)

Completed forms must be examined to determine whether any case
action is required. Eligibility workers are even more dominant
in this function; 42 States reported that eligibility workers
make this decision. Only Wisconsin indicated that an automated
process determines whether action is required.

If a returned form contains changes, the eligibility worker must
nearly always take some action. All of the responding States
said that the eligibility worker is usually or always involved
in handling these cases.

Even when the form involves no change, however, most States said
that the eligibility worker would be involved in its

processing. Over 80 percent said the eligibility worker is
usually or always involved, with only six States reporting
little or no involvement.

The eligibility worker thus has the bulk of the report
processing responsibility in most States' monthly reporting
systems. Combining the responses concerning the 5 functions
just discussed--reviewing the forms for completeness, handling
incomplete reports, determining whether a case action is
necessary, handling reports with no change, and handling
reports with changes--25 of the 49 responding States said the
eligibility worker has primary responsibility for all
functions.

This is approximately the same pattern seen earlier concerning
the assignment of cases to monthly reporting or nonreporting
status. Somewhat surprisingly, however, the strategies for
handling case assignment are not closely related to the
strategies for processing reports, as shown in Table IV.l.
States giving eligibility workers complete responsibility for
case assignment are only fractionally more likely than average
to make the eligibility worker solely responsible for report
processing as well,

29
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Case Assignment Functions

Report Processing

Functions All EW Not all EW Total
EW responsible for all 10 1/ 8 18
EW responsible for some or none 11 10 | 21
Total . 21 18 39

il?igures in cells are numbers of states
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Most States reported that monthly reporting cases are integrated
into each worker's caseload (Appendix A, Table A.15). Only two
States (Connecticut and the District of Columbia) said most
monthly reporting cases are handled by separate eligibility
worker units. Another 10 States have some specialization, with
one or more eligibility workers in a unit handling the monthly
reporting cases,

E. AUTOMATION

A 1985 FNS survey examined a number of aspects of States'
automated systems, including the monthly reporting functions
that the systems performed. All but 4 of the 42 States that
reported having automated functions operate systems to generate
monthly report forms for mailing. Most systems perform other
functions as well, including:

* Tracking receipt of forms (24 States)

* Automatic termination for failure to file (23 States)
. Géneracing adverse action notice (20 States)

* Generating warning notice (18 States)

* Determination of monthly reporting status (18 States)

A summary index of States' automation of monthly reporting
functions wes created from these responses. Overall, about 30
percent of the States have none or only one function automated;
40 percent have two to four automated functions, and the
remaining 30 percent have five or six.

The number of automated monthly report functions corresponds
reasonably closely to the overall level of automation in the
State measured in another part of the Program Operations
Study.2/ The study of automsted certification systems
classifies States' systems into five types, as follows:

Z,Alan M. Hershey, Food Stamp Program Operations Study
Report on State Census: Automated Certification Systems
(Draft). Princeton, N.J.: Mathematica Policy Research,
Inc., 1986,
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Basic input and recording

Manual determination and automated results checking
Stand-alone eligibility and benefit determination
Integrated determination and update from input from
Application-bssed determination and update

As would be expected, 12 of the 15 of the States with 5 or 6
automated monthly report functions are in the highest system
categories. Similarly, a majority (4 of 7) of the States with 0
or 1 automated function are in States with lower levels of
automation.

The level of system automation is also related to the
eligibility worker's responsibilities for processing monthly
reports. Most States with relatively low levels of automation
report that the eligibility worker is solely responsible for all
report processing functions, as shown in Table IV.2.

Conversely, the majority of the more highly automated States
assign less repongibility to the eligibility worker.

States' level of automation of monthly reporting functions is
not closely related to the monthly reporting characteristics
examined in previous sections, such as the proportion of cases
reporting monthly or the complexity of the monthly report
form. Neither is it related to such general State
characteristics as caseload size or percent urban population.
It thus appears that the extent to which monthly reporting
functions have been automated depends largely on idiosyncratic
historical factors in the individual States.

F. CERTIFICATION POLICY

Many of monthly reporting's original proponents saw this
procedure as a substitute for frequent recertifications. The
demonstrations of monthly reporting for AFDC all included 12~
month redetermination intervals, rather than the normal 6-month
period. In the Illinois demonstration of monthly reporting with
the PA food stamp caseload, monthly reporting entirely replaced
routine in-office recertification. Federal regulations require
a certification period for monthly reporting households of at
least 6 months, although some States have been granted waivers
to have shorter certification periods for some monthly reporting
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Automation Type:

Report Processing

Responsibility 1-2 3-4 5 Total
EW responsible for all 802 52% 292 54%
-EW responsible for

some or none 20 48 71 46
TOTAL 100 100 100 100
(Number of states) (10) (29) (n (46)
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cases. No cases can be certified for longer periods than 12
months without a waiver, regardless of reporting policy.

On average, States have in fact established longer
certification periods for monthly reporting cases than for
cases not required to report. The difference lies mainly in
the proportion of NPA cases with certification periods shorter
than 6 months. Over three-quarters of the States providing
information said that no monthly reporting NPA households are
certified for less than 6 months; those with any short
certifications for monthly reporting households said the policy
applies to very few households. In contrast, about a third of
the States certify over 25 percent of their nonmonthly
reporting NPA cases for less than 6 months. (Appendix A, Tables
A.16 and A.l7 show details.)

The differential certification policy for monthly reporters is
much more evident for NPA and PA cases, as shown in Table

IV.3. For most PA cases, the certification period is set equal
to the redetermingtion period for the other program, so the
majority of cases follow the 6-month AFDC cycle. Very short
certification periods are therefore rare for PA cases even in
the absence of monthly reporting.

It is likely that the patterns in Table IV.3 understate the
impact of monthly reporting on certification policy. States
with selective policies usually apply monthly reporting to cases
expected to have frequent changes or to be error prone. In the
absence of monthly reporting, these cases would probably be
given shorter than average certification periods. Thus, the
longer-than~-average certification periods for NPA cases probably
reflect a substantial policy change.

States with selective monthly reporting requirements tend to
assign shorter certification periods to their monthly reporting
cases than States with universal reporting. As Table IV.4
shows, most of the universal reporting States have average NPA
certification periods of 11 to 12 months, while most of the
selective reporting States certify for shorter periods. It
must be remembered, however, that the monthly reporting
caseload in the selective States mainly contains cases that
would be expected to have relatively short certification
periods. Thus, it is not clear whether the selective reporting
States are less confident in monthly reporting's ability to
obtain all necessary information, or whether the difference in
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MEAN PERCENT OF CASES CERTIFIED FOR DIFFERING PERIODS1/

NPA Cases PA Cases
Certification Monthly Non-monthly Monthly Non-monthly
Period Reporters Reporters Reporters Reporters
Less than
6 months 5% 242 1% 12
6 months 45 26 51 51
More than
6 months 50 50 48 42
Total 100 100 100 100
(Number of states
responding) (36) (28) (37) (37)

l/Unueighted means of states' responses.
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TABLE IV.4
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Universal Selecrive

Reporting Reporting
Mean Certification Period Requirement Requirement Total
Less than 1l months 29% 67% 582
11-12 months 71 i3 42
TOTAL 100 100 100
(number of states) (7 (24) (31)
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average certification periods simply reflects differences in
the nature of the cases reporting monthly.

The data also reveal some tendency for the more automated States
to use shorter certification periods, although the relationship
is not strong. This may reflect a trade-off in the use of
eligibility worker time: where eligibility workers are less
responsible for processing monthly reports, they may be used to
conduct more frequent certifications. The data do not allow
direct examination of this hypothesis, however.
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V. OPERATING RESULTS OF MONTHLY REPORTING

Once sent to recipients, monthly report forms may follow a
number of different paths. Some are not returned by the
deadline, and some are returned with incomplete information.
Either situation prompts a followup action by the local agency,
which may result in a complete filing by the final deadline or
may lead to suspension or closure. Cases that are suspended or
closed may be reinstated without losing benefits, they may lose
1 or 2 months' benefits and then be certified as eligible again,
or they may stay closed for s prolonged period. Complete
monthly reports may contain information that leads to a change
in termination of benefits, or they may provide no new
information.

This part of the report reviews these various possible outcomes,
based on a series of survey questions that asked respondents to
estimate the percentage of cases for which each outcome occurs
in a normal month. Most States did not have actual statistics
readily available to answer most questions, so the respondents
provide estimates based on their experience and familiarity with
their programs.

A. MEETING THE REPORTING DEADLINE

A substantial proportion of households fail to meet the initial
monthly reporting deadline. Estimates from the 39 responding
States range from a high of 95 percent to as few as 33 percent
that meet the initial deadline. In the median State, about a
quarter of the monthly reporting households miss the deadline.
Only 4 States said that at least 90 percent meet the initial
deadline, while 6 States sgid that no more than half do so.
(Appendix A, Table A.l8 shows States' responses.)

Only 9 States had actual statistics on the proportion of cases
meeting the deadline, so the overall estimates may contain some
error. However, the figures from these States look very much
like the overall pattern, ranging from 55 to 95 percent meeting
the deadline, with a median of 75 percent.

Most households that fail to meet the initial deadline manage

to file in time to avoid case closure. In the median State,
about 5 percent of the monthly reporting cases are suspended or
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closed for failure to file in a normal month., While this
figure is substantial--approximating the full caseload's
closure rate for all reasons in many States--it is well under
the 25 percent rate of failure to meet the initial deadline.
(Moreover, many of these households are reinstated before
actually losing benefits, as discussed below.) Among the 35
responding States, 14 put the closure rate for failure to file
at 4 or 5 percent of the monthly reporting caseload; however, 9
cited closure rates of 10 percent or more.

Two policies examined in previous chapters might be expected to
influence the proportion of recipients filing on time: the
complexity of the monthly report form and the length of time
recipients have to file. As Table V.l indicates, the evidence
supports the first hypothesis, but not the second. The
reported proportion of recipients filing late or being closed
for failure to file is markedly higher in States with more
complicated forms. The length of the filing period appears
unrelsted to filing patterns, however.

In some States, households that file late-~i.e., that miss the
initial deadline but are not closed--may receive benefits with
some delay. Twenty-four States provided information on this
point, and 5 of those indicated that their procedures do not
allow any delayed issuance (households either receive their
benefits on time or their cases are closed). Most of the
remaining States said that 5 percent or fewer of the monthly
reporting caseload usually receive late issuances. A few States
cited higher percentages, however, with several reporting
delayed issuanze for at least 20 percent of the caseload.

B. INCOMPLETE REPORTS

Some households file monthly reports that lack some required
information, verification, or signature. After the local agency
informs the household about the missing information, some
households succeed in meeting the filing requirements and others
are ultimately closed.

The median State, among the 28 providing information, indicated
that 15 percent of the households submit incomplete reports in a
normal month. About a quarter of the States reported incomplete
filing rates under 10 percent, and another quarter said the
rates wvere 20 percent or more.
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EFFECT OF FORM COMPLEXITY AND DEADLINES ON FILING RATES

TABLE V.1
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. Percent of states with:

>75% <752 <7X closing >7% closing
filing filing for failure for failure
on time on time (N) to file to file (N)
Number of entries
in monthly report
form for no-change
case
15-36 67% 332 (9) 622 38% (8)
37-55 23 12 (13) 15 25 (12)
56-141 30 10 (10) 89 11 (9)
TOTAL
Number of days from
mailout to initial
deadline
<8 k1.4 62X (16) 80X 20X (15)
8-10 27 13 (11) 78 22 (9)
>10 42 58 (12) 54 46 (11)
TOTAL
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Percent of states with:

>122 filing

<12% filing

incomplete incomplete

reports reports Total (N)
Number of entries in monthly
report form for no-change case
15-36 292 712 1002 (7
37-55 33 67 100 (9)
56-141 67 33 100 9)
TOTAL 44 56 100 (25)
Number of days from mailout
to initial deadline
<8 50% 502 1002 (8)
8-10 i3 67 100 (9)
>10 25 75 100 (8)
TOTAL 40 60 100 (25)
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D. INFORMATION LEADING TO CHANGES AND TERMINATIONS

The main purpose of monthly reporting is to obtain information
on any change in a household's circumstances that may require a
change in benefits or termination. Often, of course, a monthly
report provides no new information because the household's
circumstances have not changed. However, many reports do lead
to case actions.

Nearly all respondents agreed that monthly reporting increases
the frequency with which benefit changes are made. Of 50
states responding, 47 said that monthly reporting increased the
frequency of changes, and only 3 saw no effect (Appendix A,
Table A.19).

Estimates varied greatly, however, as to the proportion of
monthly reports causing changes in a normal month. The 25
States providing estimates cited figures ranging from 10 percent
or less (3 States) to 90 percent (3 States). The median
response was 55 percent.

Benefit changes occur much less frequently without monthly
reporting, according to the respondents' estimates. The
estimates range from 5 to 40 percent of the caseload with
changes each month, with a median of 15 percent. Most
respondents felt that the change rate with monthly reporting was
two to five times greater than the rate without monthly
reporting; the median response was 3.3 times as many changes
with monthly reporting.

These responses probably overstate the true effect of monthly
reporting, because the cases selected for monthly reporting are
generally those most likely to have changes. Even so, the
consistency of the perception is striking. It is worth noting,
too, that previous research has consistently found monthly
reporting to increase the frequency of benefit changes.

With respect to terminations, the pattern is less clear. A
small majority of respondents believes that more monthly
reporting than nonmonthly reporting cases terminate each
month. Most of the rest feel that monthly reporting has no
effect; only two said that monthly reporting has reduced the
frequency of terminations.
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When asked to estimate the overall rate of termination with and
without monthly reporting--including closures for failure to
file, closures related to new information on a monthly report,
and closures unrelated to monthly reporting--only l4 States were
able to provide figures. The median estimates are 10 percent
with monthly reporting, compared to 5 percent without. Again,
the more volatile nature of cases selected for monthly reporting
means that the responses probably overstate monthly reporting's
true effect,

States with universal monthly reporting were particularly likely
to say that monthly reporting leads to more terminations. All
but one of the States with universal reporting for NPA cases
gave this response, compared to less than half of the selective
reporting States. The reported effect on termination seemed
unrelated to other monthly reporting policies, however.
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VI. ADMINISTRATIVE COSTS OF MONTHLY REPORTING

Monthly reporting entails a variety of administrative costs.
Developing and implementing the monthly reporting policies can
be expensive, especially if a State requires substantial
additions or modifications to its automated system. Once the
system is in place, forms must be printed and mailed. Workers,
sometimes in conjunction with automated systems, track forms to
make sure that they are returned, receive and review returned
forms, and take any necessary actions regarding households'
benefits or eligibility.

The cost of all these activities is not clear. Some of the
evaluations of the monthly reporting demonstrations analyzed
their administrative costs, and found monthly reporting systems
to cost from $2.40 to $6.70 per case month.l/ But the
demonstrations involved quite extensive new automated systems,
applied monthly reporting for the full caseload, and generally
reduced certification effort (by lengthening certification
periods substantially) wvhile implementing monthly reporting.
Thus, the research findings may not be applicable to the
question of food stamp administrative costs, because few States
have the same combination of characteristics present in the
demonstrations.

This survey effort provides a different perspective, asking all
of the States to provide estimates of their monthly reporting
costs, both for development and for omgoing operations. Not
surprisingly, most States do not have exact figures. Few
routinely separate the costs of particular activities within the
overall certification function, although some have performed
special analyses of monthly reporting costs (often to support a
request to waive the monthly reporting requirement for selected
categories of cases). Where States could provide figures from
such & study, we obtained them. In other cases, respondents
were asked to provide estimates based on their own familiarity
with operations and administrative costs in their States. This
part of the report presents an overview of these estimates.

llﬂcnilton, op. cit.
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A. DEVELOPMENT COSTS

Only six States were able to provide figures on the costs of
developing their monthly reporting systems. These ranged from a
low of just under $100,000 to a high of more than $1.5 million
in Colorado (one of the original monthly reporting demonstration
sites). Developing the automated system was generally, but not
always, the most expensive part of the process. System
development costs ranged from less than $10,000 to over $§l
million. Some States reported no costs for policy and
procedures development, but those indicating any cost gave
estimates ranging from $80,000 to $450,000.

Fifteen States that could not provide development cost figures
in dollars gave person-year estimates. These ranged from about
1 person year (in five States) to a high of 42 person years. If
wve assume the average person year to entail about $50,000 in
expenditures, the range is from around $50,000 to $2.1 million
(this assumption is used in Appendix A, Table A.20, which pre-
sents reported costs by State). The high figure is comparable
to development costs for the demonstration systems in Illinois,
Massachusetts, and Michigan.

The pattern in the responding States suggests that the higher-
cost monthly reporting systems tended to be developed by Staces
with universal rather than selective reporting, States with
higher levels of automation, and States with relatively complex
monthly report forms. GCiven the small number of responding
States, however, these data must be interpreted with
considerable caution.

B. ONGOING OPERATIONS COSTS

The estimated cost of operating the monthly reporting system on
an ongoing basis ranges from $1 to $16 per case month. The
median estimate was $8 per case month, and most of the estimates
fell in cthe range between $6 and $10. In a&ll, 26 States
provided estimates; 10 were based on actual State analyses,
while the other 16 were professional estimates (Appendix A,
Table A.21).

Another source of information on States' operating costs for
monthly reporting is the waiver requests that they have
submitted to FNS (to justify excluding categories of cases from
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monthly reporting, States must show that the cost is greater
than the expected saving). Although the figures for individual
States differ, sometimes dramatically, from the census
responses, the overall pattern of the estimates is very
similar. The median figure is $7, and about half lie in the
range from $6 to $8.

Eligibility workers typically accounted for the largest
component of the cost estimates given in the survey, with a .
median estimate of about $3 per case month. (No comparable data
were available from the waiver requests.) Data entry labor,
data processing, and mailing/postage were the other significant
cost components mentioned.

Although monthly reporting entails administrative costs, these
costs may be partially offset by savings in other activities
(e.g., reduced recertification frequency). The respondents
were divided on the existence of offsetting savings: 16
believed offsets exist in their States, but 22 did not. Those
who saw offsetting savings were asked to estimate the value of
the offset, but only a handful responded and their estimates
vary too widely to form an interpretable pattern.

States with a larger number of automated monthly report
functions tended to report higher operating costs than less
automated States. No other relationships were found between
reported costs per case month and monthly reporting policies or
system characteristics. Both the presence and the absence of
relationships in this analysis should be treated with great
caution, however, because of the small number of States
providing cost estimates and the likelihood that the estimates
contain substantial measurement error.

C. WOBKER TIME FOR MONTHLY REPORTS

As a baseline measure of work involved in handling monthly
reports, interviewers asked States to estimate the amount of
time workers spend on a monthly report that is filed on time, is
complete, and indicates no change from the household's
previously recorded circumstances. Time estimates were
requested for four kinds of workers: eligibility workers,
clerks, data entry persons, and supervisors. (Appendix A, Table
A.22 shows the results.)

In 33 States providing figures for all staff categories, the
total estimated staff time required to handle a monthly report
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with no change in household circumstances ranges from a low of
3 minutes to a high of 40. About half of the estimates fall
between 9 and 16 minutes, and the median is 12 minutes.

Eligibility workers' time is the most consistent and
substantial component, typically accounting for over half of
the total. The median State indicates that an eligibility
worker spends 10 minutes on the monthly report. Five States
said that the eligibility worker spends no time at all on the
on-time, no-change report. In all but two of the remaining
states, the eligibility worker spends between 1 and 15 minutes.

Some of the variation in the eligibility worker's estimated
time requirement reflects different resource allocation
strategies. In three-quarters of the States, caseworkers and
supervisors account for most of the total scaff effort on the
on-time, no-change monthly report. Clerical and data entry
staff provide most of the effort in six States, however, and
two States use roughly equal amounts of professional and
support labor.

The estimated samount of eligibility worker time for the on-time,
no-change case is somewhat less in the more highly automated
States, as would be expected. The eligibility workers' share of
total staff time is more closely related to automation, as the
more automated systems use greater amounts of clerical and data
entry staff. Neither of these relationships is very strong,
however.

D. ELIGIBILITY WORKER TIME FOR DIFFERING KINDS OF REPORTS

The baseline measure of worker time concerned the easiest
possible situation: the monthly report that is on time,
complete, and involves no changes. More difficult situations
are likely to involve more time, particularly from the
eligibility worker.

To get a perspective on the importance of variations in the
nature of the monthly report, we asked States to estimate the
amount of eligibility worker time required in five additional
situations:
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¢ a complete report, filed late;
e a report filed on time, but incomplete;

* a complete, on-time report containing information on a
change in circumstances, but not requiring a benefit change;

e a complete, on-time report requiring a change in the
allotment amount; and )

* a complete, on-time report indicating that the household is
no longer eligible.

State-by-state responses are presented in Appendix A, Table
A.23. Table VI.l summarizes the results.

A report that is late, incomplete, or contains new information
not requiring a benefit change requires a median of 15 minutes
of eligibility worker time, compared to 10 minutes for the on-
time, complete, no-change report. For a report leading to a
change in eligibility or allotment, the median is 20 minutes.
The increase is much more substantial in some States,

however. Although no State estimated eligibility worker time
in the baseline scenario at more than 30 minutes, around a
quarter of the States gave estimates of 40 to 60 minutes for a
report requiring an eligibility or benefit change.

The incremental time for more complicated actions is somewhat
less in the more highly automated States than elsewhere. States
with five or six sutomated monthly reporting functions report
that an eligibility worker spends an average of 13 minutes more
handling a report with a benefit change than the on-time, no-
change report. States with one automated function or none at
all report an average increment of 18 minutes.
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Report Type Median 10th Percencile 90 Percentile (N)
On-time, complete

no change 10 0 15 (37)
Late report 15 6 30 (34)
Incomplete report 15 6 - 45 (35)
Change in inforu;cion

not affecting benefit 15 7 40 (35)
Benefit change 20 10 45 (35)
No longer eligible 20 10 45 (35)
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VII. EFFECTS OF MONTHLY REPORTING

Monthly reporting was conceived and proposed as a way to reduce
errors and save benefit dollars in the AFDC and Food Stamp
Programs. Its proponents believed that monthly reporting would
more quickly capture information about changes in household
circumstances, and adjust or terminate benefits accordingly.
Thus, monthly reporting should increase program accuracy and
reduce error rates. Moreover, if unreported (or slowly
reported) changes in the conventional reporting system often
involved changes that would reduce or terminate benefits,
monthly reporting should reduce government expenditures for
benefits.

Evaluations of a series of demonstrations found no conclusive or
consistent evidence of such effects.l/ However, the
demonstrations had three key characteristics that limit their
generalizability to the Food Stamp Program. First, most of them
only examined monthly reporting in AFDC, and the one examination
of monthly reporting in the Food Stamp Program was limited to
the PA caseload. Second, all of the demonstrations applied
monthly reporting to the full caseload. Third, they generally:
combined monthly reporting with infrequent eligibility
redeterminations, typically using 12-month intervals.

In contrast, as previous sections have indicated, monthly
reporting in the Food Stamp Program is applied to the NPA as
well as the PA caseload, is more often applied to selected
portions of the caseload than applied universally, and is
frequently combined with 6-month certification periods.

Accordingly, the survey asked States for their own estimates of
monthly reporting's effects. Most States have not conducted
formal studies: six reported having conducted some analysis of
monthly reporting's effects on error rates, and only two have
analyzed the effect on benefit outlays. Nonetheless, most
respondents had some perception of whether monthly reporting had
increased or reduced errors and outlays, and some were able to
provide professional estimates of the level of the effect.

l/See Hamilton, op. cit.
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These responses, together with the respondents' overall
evaluations of monthly reporting, are presented below.

A. IMPACT ON ERBOR RATES

Opinion was quite divided about how monthly reporting has
affected error rates. Respondents in 19 States said it has
reduced errors, while 18 respondents said monthly reporting
incresased errors in their States. No effect was reported in 12
States, and 4 respondents were uncertain. State-by-state
responses appear in Appendix A, Table A.24.

The 6 States that have analyzed monthly reporting effects were
also divided, although in a somewhat more negative pattern.
Arkansas and New Mexico found that monthly reporting reduced
errors. The other four--Illinois, Maine, Utah, and West
Virginia--said monthly reporting led to higher error rates.

Arkansas and New Mexico reported that monthly reporting reduced
error rates (for that portion of the caseload subject to monthly
reporting) by 5 and 4 percentage points, respectively.

Estimated reductions in eleven other States range from 1 to 15
percentage points, with a median of 3 points.

Among the four States whose analysis had found monthly reporting
causing higher rates, three estimated the increases at 2
percentage points. Seven other States estimated increases
ranging from 1 to 12 points in error rates for monthly
reporters, with an overall median of 2 percentage poincs.

Sixteen States provided separate estimates for monthly
reporting's effects on NPA and PA cases. They divided almost
equally into three groups, with some seeing larger effects for
NPA cases, some for PA cases, and some reporting equal

effects. Error reductions were more often seen as larger in the
NPA than the PA caseload, while the reverse was true for error
increases.

One of the major concerns about the applicability of earlier
resesarch was the demonstrations' nonselective application of
monthly reporting: if monthly reporting is mainly effective
when applied to particular types of cases, the effect might not
have been visible in the demonstrations. The States responses
offer no support for such a hypothesis. In fact, more of the
states with universal monthly reporting said it reduces errors
than did States with selective policies (58 percent versus 37
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percent). This may simply mean, however, that States believing
that monthly reporting reduces errors tend to apply it to their
full caseload, while other States try to limit the policy.

The reported effect on errors was examined in conjunction with
several other characteristics of the monthly reporting system
(Table VII.1) States with more complex monthly report forms
were somevhat more likely to perceive error reduction, as were
States that limited the eligibility worker's role in monthly
report processing. The level of automation and operating cost
were apparently not related to perceived error reduction,
however,

Survey respondents who said that monthly reporting reduces or
increases errors were asked how it does so. Most of those who
sav error reductions attributed them to the more up-to-date
information available through monthly reporting. A number of
other factors were meritioned, however, including:

* monthly reporting improves recipients' understanding of what
they have to report and prompts them to do it;

e verification of income and deductions is more thorough with
monthly reporting; and

* with monthly reporting, the information used to determine
eligibility and benefits is more like the information that
Quality Control reviewers obtain to assess errors.

Those who felt that monthly reporting increased errors generally
focused on caseworker difficulties. Several mentioned increased
workloads, and others faulted complex regulations (particularly
the problems of budgeting some cases prospectively and others
retrospectively). In addition, some respondents noted that the
monthly reporting requirement itself introduces a potential
source of error, and some mentioned recipient confusion about
reporting requirements.

B. EFFECT ON BENEFIT PAYMENTS

Only a quarter of the respondents believed monthly reporting
affects benefit payments, but those few generally said it
reduces payments. Fourteen respondents said monthly reporting
reduced benefit payments in their States, while only one said
monthly reporting increased payments. Most States (28) saw no
effect, and 10 were uncertain. (Appendix A, Table A.25 has
detlils-)
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Percent of states saying that monthly reporting:

Reduces Increases or
errors no effect (N)
Reporting requirement
for NPA cases
" Universal 582 42% (12)
Selective 37 63 (30)
No. of entries on form
for no-change case
15-36 23% 772 (13)
37-55 39 61 (13)
56-141 57 43 (14)
Eligibility worker
responsibility for
report processing
All functions 27% 732 (22)
Some or none 50 S0 (24)
No. of automated
monthly reporting functions
0-1 502 50Z (6)
2-4 29 71 (17)
5=6 50 50 (14)
Estim