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1.     In your oral testimony you noted that SSA frequently relies on recipient self-reports 
for financial information that affects the eligibility and amount of their benefits.  Please 
describe specifically the major types of self-reported financial information on which SSA 
relies. Are there limitations in the data SSA uses to verify self-reported information?  
 
Self-reported information regarding financial institution accounts and wages were the major 
factors associated with causes of overpayments, accounting for about $1.7 billion (37 percent) 
of all SSI overpayments in fiscal year 2011.1 Specifically, overpayments occurred because 
recipients did not report either the existence of financial institution accounts, increases in 
account balances, or monthly wages.  
 
According to SSA figures, from fiscal year 2007 through fiscal year 2011, about 96 percent of 
the approximately $1 billion in annual overpayments associated with financial institution 
accounts were made because recipients failed to report either the existence of financial 
institution accounts or increases in account balances.2 To verify self-reported data, SSA has 
historically relied on Internal Revenue Service (IRS) data to detect changes in financial 
institution accounts. SSA conducts periodic computer matches with the IRS’s Form 1099 
interest income data to independently verify recipients’ financial accounts that may not have 
been reported. Although this match provides SSA with more information than if it relied 
exclusively on recipients to self-report their financial information, our prior work indicates that 
the IRS data can be up to roughly 2 years old by the time the match is conducted and the 
results reach SSA staff for follow-up. During this time, overpayments may accrue and become 
larger. 
 
According to SSA figures, from fiscal year 2007 through fiscal year 2011, about 90 percent of 
the approximately $671 million in overpayments resulting from wages were made because 
recipients failed to report their monthly wages.3 In addition to recipient reported wage 
information, SSA uses independent data from certain federal data bases to detect wages, 
including quarterly matches between SSI records and the National Directory of New Hires’ wage 
data. SSA staff may also obtain additional information, such as the applicant’s or recipient’s pay 
slips, and use wage verification companies, such as The Work Number to verify recipient 
wages. However, information obtained from these sources can range from 6 months to 2 years 
old. 
 
SSA has developed tools in recent years to obtain more comprehensive and timely financial 
information on SSI recipients’ financial institution accounts and wages, but these tools have 
limitations. To improve its ability to detect and verify recipients’ financial institution accounts, 
SSA implemented the Access to Financial Institutions (AFI) initiative that conducts electronic 
searches of about 96 percent of the financial institutions where SSI recipients have a direct 

                                                 
1Amounts are annual estimates based on 5-year averages from fiscal year 2007 through fiscal year 2011. Cumulative 
SSI overpayment debt nearly doubled from $3.8 billion in fiscal year 2002 to $7.3 billion in fiscal year 2011.   

2This estimated overpayment is based on a sample and has 95 percent confidence intervals within plus or minus 20 
percent of the estimate itself. 

3This estimated overpayment is based on a sample and has 95 percent confidence intervals within plus or minus 20 
percent of the estimate itself. 
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deposit account.4 However, in our December 2012 report, we found that this initiative does not 
capture all relevant financial institutions, and SSA staff were generally not required to conduct 
these searches for recipients who, for example, report a lesser amount of liquid resources or do 
not report any financial accounts.5 More recently, in May 2015, the SSA Office of the Inspector 
General (OIG) noted that despite SSA’s implementation of the Access to Financial Institutions 
initiative, the dollar amount of overpayments associated with financial account information has 
increased over the last few fiscal years.6 To help improve its ability to gather timely information 
on recipients’ wages, SSA implemented the Telephone Wage Reporting system in fiscal year 
2008 to allow recipients to call into an automated telephone system to report their monthly 
wages. However, the accuracy and completeness of information obtained through this system is 
limited because it also relies on unverified self-reported data, and the system is unable to 
process wage information for individuals who work for more than one employer.   
 
2.     Related to program simplification, are there some SSI program terms and conditions 
that are more complex and costly to administer than the savings they yield by limiting 
eligibility for benefits? 
 
In addition to collecting documentation of income and resources to determine SSI benefit 
amounts, SSA staff must also apply a complex set of policies to document an individual’s living 
arrangements and financial support being received—known as in-kind support and 
maintenance. These policies depend heavily on recipients to accurately report a variety of 
information, such as whether they live alone or with others; the extent to which household 
expenses are shared; and exactly what portion of those expenses an individual pays. Over time, 
these policies have become increasingly complex.  
 
Although we have not completed an analysis to determine whether it is more costly to 
administer these rules than the savings they yield, we have noted that the complexity of SSI 
program rules pertaining to these areas of benefit determination is reflected in the program’s 
administrative costs. In fiscal year 2014, SSI benefit payments represented about 6 percent of 
benefits paid under all SSA-administered programs, but the SSI program accounted for 33 
percent of the agency’s total administrative expenditures. In our prior work, we noted that staff 
and managers we interviewed cited program complexity as a problem leading to payment 
errors, program abuse, and excessive administrative burdens.7 In December 2012, we also 
reported that the calculation of financial support received—in-kind support and maintenance—

                                                 
4This initiative provides SSA with independent data on a recipient’s financial institution accounts for use in 
periodically redetermining their eligibility for payments. 

5GAO, Supplemental Security Income: SSA Has Taken Steps to Prevent and Detect Overpayments, but Additional 
Actions Could Be Taken to Improve Oversight, GAO-13-109 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 14, 2012). 

6The OIG recommended that SSA continue (1) monitoring Access to Financial Institutions to ensure a positive return 
on investment and (2) researching other initiatives that will help to reduce improper payments in the SSI program. 
SSA agreed with the OIG’s recommendations and noted that it is studying the effects of recent expansions of the 
initiative, including an increase in the number of undisclosed bank account searches performed and inclusion of more 
recipients with lower levels of liquid resources. 

7GAO, Supplemental Security Income: Progress Made in Detecting and Recovering Overpayments, but Management 
Attention Should Continue, GAO-02-849 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 16, 2002). 
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was a primary factor associated with SSI overpayments from fiscal year 2007 through fiscal 
year 2011.8 
 
3.     I note that SSI already includes a reduction in benefits for the second recipient when 
couples on SSI are married.  Given the changing nature of households in the U.S., should 
Congress consider the merits of a similar reduction in benefits when two or more adults 
are living in the same household but not married? 
 
Generally, if two members of a household receive SSI benefits, both members are eligible for 
the maximum amount of benefits, unless they are married. However, this benefit structure does 
not directly reflect savings that may result from multiple individuals—including two or more 
adults—sharing household expenses. Over the last two decades, various groups have proposed 
applying a payment limit to the benefits received by additional multiple-recipient households, 
and these proposals suggest various ways to structure such a limit. Regardless of the approach, 
if an adjustment is made to the benefits of multiple recipient households, implementation factors 
will need to be carefully considered, such as how to identify and begin tracking information on 
such individuals in SSA’s data systems. Through our ongoing work for this Subcommittee, we 
will shed more light on the characteristics of multiple-recipient households and the potential 
administrative or other barriers to implementing a change in the amount of benefits received by 
these households. 
 
4.     I note in your testimony that SSA caseworkers can waive the recovery of 
overpayments of up to $2,000. Does SSA expect caseworkers to document the reasons 
why they waive such overpayments? Do we know which caseworkers do this more than 
others so we can detect patterns? Is $2,000 the right threshold for this sort of discretion, 
especially if this practice is as widespread as it seems from your testimony? Should that 
be lower? 
 
SSA claims representatives, who are located in SSA’s approximately 1,230 field offices, are 
required to document waiver determinations, including information on how the overpayment 
occurred, the rationale for the waiver decision, and supporting facts.  Under the law, SSA claims 
representatives may waive an SSI overpayment when the recipient is without fault and the 
collection of the overpayment defeats the purpose of the program, is against equity and good 
conscience, or impedes effective and efficient administration of the program. To be deemed 
without fault, and thus eligible for a waiver, recipients are expected to exercise good faith in 
reporting information to prevent overpayments.9 If SSA staff determines that a person is without 
fault in causing the overpayment, the staff then must determine if one of the other three 
requirements also exists to grant a waiver:  
 

1. Specifically, SSA staff must determine whether denying a waiver request and recovering 
the overpayment would defeat the purpose of the program because the affected 
individual needs all of his/her current income to meet ordinary and necessary living 
expenses.  

                                                 
8GAO-13-109. 

9Incorrect statements that recipients know or should have known to be false or failure to furnish material information 
can result in a waiver denial. 



GAO Response to Questions for the Record from the House Committee on Ways and Means, 
Subcommittee on Human Resources’ June 3, 2015 Hearing “Protecting the Safety Net from 
Waste, Fraud, and Abuse” 
 
 

4 
 

 
2. To determine whether a waiver denial would be against equity and good conscience, 

SSA staff must decide if an individual incurred additional expenses in relying on the 
benefit, and thus requiring repayment would affect his/her economic condition. This 
could apply to recipients who use their SSI benefits to pay for a child’s medical expenses 
and are subsequently informed of an overpayment.  

 
3. Finally, SSA may grant a waiver when recovery of an overpayment may impede the 

effective or efficient administration of the program—for example, when the overpayment 
amount is equal to or less than the average administrative cost of recovering an 
overpayment, which SSA currently estimates to be $1,000.10 

 
Claims representatives have the authority to approve such waivers, and SSA does not require 
supervisory review or approval for overpayment waivers of $2,000 or less. We have not 
conducted an analysis to determine whether $2,000 is the appropriate amount for a waiver 
threshold. However, according to the standards for internal control in the federal government, 
agencies must have controls in place to ensure that no individual can control all key aspects of 
a transaction or event. We previously recommended that SSA review the agency’s policy 
concerning the supervisory review and approval of overpayment waiver decisions of $2,000 or 
less. In a recent review of 5,484 SSI waiver decisions in which SSA claims representatives 
waived overpayments of less than $2,000, SSA found that 50 percent of decisions were 
processed incorrectly, including decisions that were inadequately documented.11 In light of our 
past findings and SSA’s own recent analysis, we continue to have concerns that the lack of 
supervisory review for overpayment waiver decisions of $2,000 or less may be affecting 
program integrity.  
 
Additionally, we have raised concerns about SSA’s oversight of the waiver process on a 
national basis. In our December 2012 report, we reported that SSA did not analyze trends in the 
type, number, and dollar value of waivers granted, including those waivers below the $2,000 
approval threshold that SSA staff can unilaterally approve, or determine whether there were 
waiver patterns specific to SSA offices, regions, or individual staff.12 Without such oversight and 
controls in place, SSA is unaware of trends in the waiver process that may jeopardize the 
agency’s ability to maximize its overpayment recovery efforts and safeguard taxpayer dollars. 
We recommended that SSA explore ways to strengthen its oversight of the overpayment waiver 
process. While the agency agreed with the intent of this recommendation, it cited resource 
constraints to creating and analyzing data at the level of detail specified in our recommendation. 
However, we continue to believe that, short of additional steps to better compile and track 
additional data on waiver patterns specific to SSA offices and individuals, SSA will be 
constrained in its efforts to recover identified overpayments. 
 
 
                                                 
10This amount was increased to $1,000 in September 2008 and had previously been set at $500, beginning in 
December 1993. 

11SSA, Continuous Quality Area Director Review: Data Analysis Report Findings and Recommendations (January 
2015).   

12GAO-13-109. 



 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

June 23, 2015 
 
 
Mr. Charles W. Boustany, Jr., M.D. 
Chairman 
Committee on Ways and Means 
U.S. House of Representatives 
Washington, DC 20515 

 

 
Dear Chairman Boustany, 
 
Thank you for allowing me to testify on behalf of Equifax Verification Services at the 
Subcommittee hearing on June 3 regarding Protecting the Safety Net from Waste, Fraud, and 
Abuse.   
 
My responses to your additional questions for the record follow: 
 
Do you have estimates for what the compliance/noncompliance rate is for the NDNH?  I am 
not aware of any official comprehensive report on new hire reporting of 
compliance/noncompliance rates for the NDNH by either the National Office of Child Support 
Enforcement (OCSE) or the USDOL.  An unofficial comment was made in a meeting with the 
USDOL a couple of years ago that approximately 50% of employers respond, covering about 
80% of employees, with a lag of weeks to months; however, I have no official statistics.   
 
Why, in your opinion, do some businesses not comply?  In my opinion and lacking a formal 
survey on employer noncompliance to new hire reporting, an anecdotal reason could be the 
reporting burden and the lack of penalties for noncompliance.  While the new hire file for NDNH 
purposes requires only a handful of elements, states are free to require additional elements for 
SDNH purposes.  In addition, since new hire reporting is administered in many states by their 
child support or human services agencies, employers might also be confused as to how 
improperly paid unemployment benefits fit in with child support enforcement.  
 
What are some possible strategies for improving compliance? Successful strategies are 
dependent upon good statistics and feedback from stakeholders.  In order to improve new hire 
reporting compliance, employers need to be surveyed about the pros and cons of their current 
experience.  In addition, the OCSE and USDOL could compile and post statistical data, as they 
do with other areas of program performance.  Assessment of penalties, similar to some States, 
could also improve compliance.  Lastly, education to states regarding unemployment and child 
support initiatives and reporting which supports these initiatives may also be valuable. 
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to provide further comments. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Debra Rohlman 
Vice President, Government Solutions 
Equifax Workforce Solutions 

  

WORKFORCE SOLUTIONS 
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