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Executive Summary

Single Contact (SING) Repository Overview

The Single Contact Repository (SING) is an Internet application that allows registered users to perform background checks on potential employees as required by law. The application lets a user check criminal history, three abuse registries (child, dependent adult, and sex offender) and registration information for over 40 professional license types from a single web screen. This data resides on various platforms within Iowa state government, including a mainframe and several departmental LAN servers.  

SING originated as a recommendation from a subcommittee of the 1996 Governor's Health Regulation Task Force.  House File 439, enacted in 1997, legislated this recommendation as follows:  

“An Act Relating To the Development of A Repository For Criminal History, Abuse And Sex Offender Registries, and Nurses Aide And Other Health Profession Certification And Licensing Information. 

 Be It Enacted By The General Assembly Of The State Of Iowa:  

Section 1.  SINGLE CONTACT REPOSITORY.  

1.  The department of inspections and appeals shall lead a joint effort with the departments of human services, public health, elder affairs, and public safety to plan the development of a single contact repository to permit employers, political subdivisions, and state agencies to obtain the following information with one contact:    

a. Health professional licensing.    

b. Nurse aide registry.    

c. Child abuse registry.    

d. Dependent adult abuse registry.    

e. Criminal history data.    

f. Sex offender registry.    

2.  The department of inspections and appeals, in cooperation with the other departments listed in subsection 1, shall report to the general assembly on or before January 15, 1998, concerning progress in planning for the development of the repository.  The report shall address any statutory changes and funding necessary for implementation of the repository, accessibility requirements, and a proposed implementation schedule.”     

A work group of six state agencies submitted an implementation recommendation to the 1998 legislature.  The legislature appropriated startup funds of $125,000 for FY '99 and $152,000 for FY '00.  SING was implemented in the spring of 2000.  It is currently used by approximately 150 health care facilities every day.  SING is now self-supporting - ongoing support costs are covered by user fees.  It is currently processing about 1,500 queries a day through a secure web site. Only registered users can access the information. 

Written Justification

a) Description of the Project

Registered users log in to the web site and can enter the name of a job applicant.  The web page returns the results of the background check for (in this case, John Doe, who is applying for a job as a physical therapist).  Mr. Doe has an active physical therapist license, but there is a possibility of dependent adult abuse and criminal history.  For the potential dependent adult abuse, the employer is directed to call for more information.  For the potential criminal history, a request for further information has automatically been faxed to the Department of Public Safety.
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In the next example, you can see the results of a background check for Jane Roe, who is applying for a job as a physician.  Ms. Roe shows no entries on the abuse and criminal history registries, however, she is not licensed to practice medicine in the State of Iowa.
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If an employer gets a “potential hit” on the criminal history or abuse registries or if SING indicates that they are not licensed in the State of Iowa, does that mean they should not be hired?  No.  It only means that further investigation is needed.  There are many reasons why a person could get a potential hit.  An applicant may have the same name and birth date as an abuser.  The applicant may have been the victim of identity theft and the offense shown may not have been committed by the applicant.  The applicant may in fact be on the registry, but their crime may not be relevant to the job.  Calling the referral phone number(s) indicated will provide the employer with the details necessary to make an appropriate decision. Employers should likewise follow-up with the state licensing authority if SING indicates they are not currently licensed.

b) Significance of the Improvement

Prior to the implementation of SING, employers were required to mail, phone, or fax their requests for background checks to several different state agencies.  The turnaround time for background checks was often days, or even weeks.  Approximately 89% of background checks reveal no potential impediment to employment.  For those 89%, the turnaround time via SING is now only a few seconds.  Since SING is fully automated, it also frees up state employees’ time so that they can provide a quicker turnaround on the 11% of background checks that require further investigation.

Unlike many Internet applications, SING does not rely on replicated (copied) data.  There is no need to wait for a nightly or weekly refresh.  This ensures that employers will be able to make hiring decisions based on accurate, timely information in compliance with applicable laws.  The availability of this application also encourages the use of background checks where they are not required by law and fewer potential hires lost to Iowa employers due to untimely processing delays.  

c) Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency, or state

Iowa is the only state to provide its employers with the capability of performing so many different background checks from a single web screen.  SING performs its background checks against the original registries, rather than using point-in-time copies, which become out-of-date between refreshes.  In addition to ensuring that employers receive up-to-date information, SING’s technique provides an extra measure of security.  Each confidential database is stored in its original secure location, and nowhere else.  No data resides on the web server itself.  This means that SING must communicate with multiple databases (from different vendors) on multiple platforms (also from different vendors).  

In its pilot program, SING was limited to Iowa health care facilities.  It is now open to employers, licensing agencies, and others.  Priority is given to employers who a) are required by Iowa law to do background checks, and b) are regulated by state agencies.

d)  Return on investment, short-term, long-term payback

Various sections of the Iowa Code require employers to perform criminal history background checks on potential employees in a number of healthcare and personal services occupations.  Additionally, many of these occupations require a professional license.  Prior to SING, employers were required to check with up to four separate state agencies in a process that often took several weeks.  This process was unduly burdensome to the employers and consumed extensive state agency staff time.  Automating this process through the SING application has dramatically reduced turnaround time and processing costs for everyone concerned.

Prior to SING, employers would spend an average of 4 hours checking and clearing each potential employee at an average cost to the employer of $25.00/hour.  For the vast majority of background checks (about 89%), the response from SING takes a few seconds. Using SING, the employer pays $2.00 for each background check.  If the background check also requires a criminal history, there is an additional charge of $10.00, for a total charge of $12.00.  State agencies are experiencing a corresponding reduction in staff time to service these background check and licensing requests when employers and others use SING. 

(Employer cost per manual background check - $100) minus SING Cost ($12/Background Check) times (1,500 Checks per Week) equals an annual employer savings of $132,000 and a corresponding annual saving to state government.  

The cost to build and deploy the SING application was $277,000.  The savings realized to date is $251,000; over the first 5 years of operation (through June, 2005) the savings are estimated to be $1,043,000.
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