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North Carolina’s Portal to Automated Unemployment Insurance Services

Executive Summary

The mission of the Employment Security Commission of North Carolina (ESC) is “to promote and sustain the economic well being of North Carolinians in the world marketplace by providing high quality and accessible workforce-related services.”  The Commission provides employment services, unemployment insurance, and labor market information to the State’s workers, employers, and the public.  To fulfill its mission, one of the ESC’s goals is “to maximize the effective use of technology in the delivery of workforce services to North Carolina’s workers through real time, Internet-based unemployment insurance (UI) benefit claims.”

Partially due to its mission statement and subsequent goals, the NC ESC has long been recognized among the nation’s Employment Security agencies as a leader in automated services.  The agency was practicing e-commerce long before the phrase was coined in its efforts to offer its claimants and employers the very highest of customer service. 

In December 2001, the NC ESC unveiled a redesigned website, NCESC.COM, in response to growing needs from its customers, particularly unemployed workers.  At the same time, rising unemployment in the state was placing unprecedented demands on the ESC’s staff and local offices.  Therefore, to maintain a high standard of customer service with an increasing customer base, a variety of online services were offered via the website. 

Although the ability to file initial UI claims online existed prior to the redesigned site, the changes allowed accessibility to these services to be presented in a more coherent format for customer convenience.  The frequency with which they were used multiplied.  The portal concept of the new website added the ability to file continued claims online and to choose direct deposit of UI benefit payments.  Additionally ESC utilized the portal in its unprecedented quick response to the U.S. Congress’ authorization of the Temporary Extended Unemployment Compensation (TEUC) Act of 2002.  Within two days, a downloadable initial TEUC claim form was added to the website for claimants to complete and mail, fax, or e-mail to a generic ID set up for this purpose.  By expediting the initial filing process, the ESC was able to pay weekly claims for extended benefits the following week.

NCESC.COM is an outstanding example of both customer service and efficiency in government.  The portal concept of the redesigned website is easier and more convenient for the customer – and it works more efficiently for the Commission.  The ability to file initial, continued, or TEUC claims online, saves claimants time and money – and for each claim filed online, the Commission saves taxpayer dollars in staff salaries and frees staff time to assist customers who need individual services.  Direct Deposit saves claimants the one or two days it takes to receive a UI check through the mail, as well as a trip to the bank to deposit the check – and the Commission saves 40 cents on envelopes, checks, and postage from each direct deposit, in addition to savings in staff time from printing checks, operating envelope stuffing machines, and delivering mail to the Post Office.

From its Chairman, to the Information Systems staff, to the Employment Consultants in the ESC offices throughout the state, all ESC employees strive to remember that its acronym – ESC – also stands for Every Single Customer to keep their focus on quality customer service.

North Carolina’s Portal to Automated Unemployment Insurance Services

A.  Definition of the Project

North Carolina’s Employment Security Commission (ESC) unveiled its redesigned website (http://www.ncesc.com) in December 2001 in response to growing needs from its customers, particularly unemployed workers, employers, and other job seekers.  Rising unemployment in the state placed unprecedented demands on the ESC’s staff and local offices.  To continue a high standard of customer service with an increasing customer base, a variety of on-line systems have been implemented and can be accessed through the site.  The number of mouse clicks needed to achieve the customers’ destinations has been greatly reduced, regardless of whether they need to file for unemployment insurance (UI) benefits, obtain labor market information, or seek employment opportunities.  Additionally, the website is now ADA compliant.

Acting Chairman Thomas S. Whitaker stated, “We are excited that our customers will be served in a faster, more informative manner.  The portal concept allows our customers to do business with the ESC quickly and easily, rather than wading through services and information that don’t apply to them.  Each portal serves a distinct audience, and includes only the services relevant to that audience.”  The site is divided into four color-coded portals:  Individual Services; Business Services; Labor Market Information; and, Public & Media Information.

North Carolina’s redesigned site with the new portal concept and applications was developed entirely in house using existing Information Systems staff supported by contractors.  The server hardware utilized were two Compaq Proliant servers (dual 1 GHz processors), including a clustered database server.  The Web servers are load balanced through a software interface.  The Server software includes:  MS Windows 2000 Advanced server; MS SQL 2000 on clustered database servers; IIS 5.0, MS Application Center Server; MS Commerce Server 2000 (only some components); and, MS Host Integration Server on the web servers.  As to the architecture of the network, the web servers are located in a DMZ, which is isolated from the ESC central office network by the firewall.  Transactions with the state mainframe are performed using MS COMTI interfacing with CICS via TCP/IP to update vsam files and an IMS database.  Both inquiries and updates are performed via COMTI.  OLE/DB is used with a DB2 database for employer inquiries.  Most employer updates through the Business portal are real-time, and individual updates through the Individual portal are both real time and batch.

Through the Individual Services Portal, citizens can estimate their potential unemployment benefits; file their claim for unemployment insurance; register for work with ESC; and, file continued weekly claims online.  They may also access job listings, career planning information, UI benefits training information, and may post resumes and applications for employers’ review.  UI claimants have been able to estimate their UI benefits online since July 1999 and file initial UI claims online since September 2000.  However, the redesigned portal concept made these processes easier and North Carolina claimants began to utilize the options available to them with greater frequency once the website was redesigned.  Staff intervention is now needed in only approximately one third of the initial claims filed online.

The UI automation new to ESC’s customers at the website was their ability to file weekly continued claims online, and to choose the direct deposit of their benefit payments.  Intrastate and Interstate claimants were given the option to file continued claims online beginning December 2001.  Continued claims are the weekly certifications that claimants must make to the ESC that they have been able and available to work and have been actively seeking employment in order to remain eligible to continue receiving UI benefits.  Prior to this automation, claimants were required to telephone the ESC’s toll free telephone JOBS Line and respond to messages from a voice response unit (VRU) by pressing the appropriate numbers.  With online filing, claimants are presented with the weekly certification questions and select yes or no from drop down boxes.  At the conclusion of the online filing, any pertinent messages will be presented.  Claimants will be notified to contact their local office for additional explanation, assistance, or for fact finding, as they were previously when filing using the VRU system.

The Internet system of receiving weekly continued claims can handle more customers at once than even the telephone system; thereby eliminating even the briefest delay sometimes encountered in accessing the VRUs. The state’s load of telephone claimants was divided so that one half called each Sunday and the other half called on Monday.  Any claimant missing their assigned calling day could call Tuesday through Saturday to report their current week’s status.  After each call was received with the questions answered appropriately, the claimant’s benefit check would be mailed within approximately 24 hours.  Checks are mailed within 24 hours of claims filed online also, but claimants are not restricted to the times that they can file claims.

In January 2002, the ESC instituted another option in the range of automated UI services.  Direct deposit of UI benefit payments became available for claimants, as opposed to receiving benefit payments through the U.S. Postal Service.  When claimants choose this option over normal mail delivery, the benefits are quickly posted to recipients’ bank accounts, often within 24 to 48 hours of filing their continued claim.  To participate in direct deposit, claimants must bring a voided check to their nearest ESC office for bank routing.  “With this new program, we are offering our customers a sense of security and reducing any worries about receiving their benefit payments in a timely manner,” said ESC Chairman Harry E. Payne, Jr.  “Direct deposit eliminates the possibility of checks being delayed by circumstances such as bad weather or holidays, or being stolen or lost in the mail.”  Customers who utilize both options of filing continued claims online and direct deposit, and who have no extenuating issues on their claim, can file a claim one day and have their UI benefit payment in their bank account in as little as 24 hours.  Previously, they would have needed to telephone on an assigned day and make a trip to their bank to accomplish that feat.

Following North Carolina’s unveiling of its Internet based UI automation, Congress authorized the Temporary Extended Unemployment Compensation (TEUC) Act of 2002.  The TEUC was signed into law March 9, 2002, and extended benefits for up to thirteen additional weeks.  The extension was available to any claimant who had filed his claim on or after March 11, 2001, had subsequently exhausted that claim, and was still unemployed through no fault of his own.  By Monday, March 11, 2002, a downloadable initial TEUC claim form was added to the website for claimants to complete and mail, fax, or attach to an e-mail to send to a new extended benefits ID set up for this purpose.  By expediting the initial filing process, the ESC was able to pay weekly claims for extended benefits the following week.  Because this was such a new program, a set of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) was also added to the website very early in the life of TEUC for customer convenience.  Without the portal in place, TEUC benefits could not have been paid with this expediency, efficiency, and accuracy. 

B. Significance to the Improvement of the Operation of Government
North Carolina’s ESC has long been recognized among the nation’s Employment Security agencies as a leader in automated services.  For many years, other states have viewed NC as a best practice source and have borrowed ideas and programs for their use.  Most of the products, however, have automated functions performed by ESC staff and the customers were only affected by the results of the automation, without seeing the automation firsthand.  They benefited by receiving better services in a shorter period of time, but may not have actually utilized the automation themselves.  

In July 2001, the statewide unemployment rate was 5.9%, up from 3.7% the previous year.  During that month, the ESC processed a weekly average of 105,493 weeks claimed, up 31.3% from the previous month and up 86.3% from July 2000.  Initial claims were filed at a weekly average of 28,321 in July 2001.  Compared to July 2000, the average initial claims volume increased 70.8%.  ESC was faced with a need to redesign its website for ease of access at the same time that the unemployment rates in the state began to spiral upward.  These two non-related events led the agency to develop the portal concept to serve the ever increasing number of customers with the quality of service ESC was dedicated to providing.

Federal calculations indicate that an initial claim requires 23.184 minutes of staff time.  Federal calculations do not take into consideration ringing telephones, questions from claimants, interruptions from children, or other variables that, in reality, increase that time for most claimants.  However, even based upon only 23 minutes per claim, ESC local offices are helped tremendously by each initial claim that is filed online, as opposed to the claimant coming into the office.  Because the ESC portal made it easier for more claimants to file initial claims online than before the web was redesigned, ESC staff has more opportunity to assist claimants who need individual services.  Providing the proper level of service based upon the level of need is the best route to efficiency in government.

C.  Benefits Realized by Service Recipients, Taxpayers, Agency or State

The primary benefits of the Internet accessed services realized by ESC’s customers are savings – savings of time and of resources.  Prior to this automation, claimants had to schedule an appointment several days in advance to file a claim and register for work.  Although ESC serves each of NC’s 100 counties, offices cannot be located in each city and some customers have to drive thirty or more miles for services.  By enabling customers to file claims and register for work from a remote location, trips to the ESC office can focus on the claimant’s reintegration into the labor market.  If the claimant’s data does not indicate federal or military wages, wages in another state, and if the last employer has properly reported taxable wages, filing an initial claim online should not require a visit to the ESC office until four weeks into the claim for work search approval.  

Filing continued claims online are also often more convenient to the claimant than telephoning the VRU JOBS Line.  Most claimants wish to file their continued claim as soon as legally possible; many prefer not to wait for their assigned day, especially those who were assigned Monday rather than Sunday.  Continued claims can be filed on the website as soon as the week being filed is completed.  Claimants who do not have access to a PC are allowed to utilize computers available in their local offices and many local libraries and Community Colleges allow citizens to use PCs for such purposes.

Direct Deposit is another cost saving and convenience-added factor in ESC’s range of services.  Not only do claimants have access to their funds sooner through an electronic benefit transfer, but they are also saved the inconvenience of a trip to the bank to deposit the check they would have received through the postal system.  The best determination of whether a service benefits customers is whether or not customers utilize that service.  The following shows the increased use of the continued claims and direct deposit services from implementation through the end of June 2002: 

Month
Direct

 Deposit

Payments
Online Weekly

 Continued Claims

 Filed

January 2002
1,561
13,674

February 2002
6,228
9,937

March 2002
22,496
25,957

April 2002
38,439
36,431

May 2002
46,726
54,617

June 2002
61,563
47,674

ESC’s redesigned website was its first endeavor with the portal concept.  To that end, generic NCMail email boxes have been placed on most every site to solicit customer feedback and suggestions as another benefit for the claimants.  Daily emails arrive, sometimes dozens each day, but each is answered within a 48-hour time frame.  Always keeping customer service at the forefront, ESC considers the portal a work in progress and there are between 40 and 45 additional services planned in the coming months.

D.  Return on Investment, Short-term/Long-term Payback

ESC chose to redesign its website and developed the portal concept, allowing its customers the ability to file initial and continued claims online, and to have access to direct deposit of benefit payments, when it got the opportunity and approval to redirect monies in a Federal grant.  ESC was allowed to utilize a grant of $480,000 in funds, intended to update its information system to incorporate UI law changes, because it had anticipated those changes and the system was already compliant with the new laws.

As previously stated, Federal calculations indicate that an initial claim requires 23.184 minutes of staff time.  In most instances, it is an Employment Consultant I who assists customers in filing an initial claim; but occasionally a supervisor, an Employment Consultant II or III, also takes initial claims for benefits.  Basing calculations on the midpoint salary of an Employment Consultant I and the fact that claims take 23 minutes to complete, every initial claim filed online saves the ESC $5.75 [23 x $.25 = $5.75].  

In January 2002, 187,624 initial claims were filed.  Although many more choose to use the service, suppose only 10% of the claimants filed initial claims online:  [187624 x .10 = 18762]; two-thirds of them are expected to be completed without requiring intervention by ESC staff, either in person or by telephone:  [18762 x .66 = 12,382].  Therefore, of the 12,382 claimants whose claim would require no additional assistance from the ESC local office, the state would realize $71,196.50 in savings that month:  [12,382 x $5.75 = $71,196.50].  This is a monthly savings of over seventy thousand dollars, even if only 10% of the claimants ever used the Internet to file initial claims and ESC expects the rate of usage to continue growing yearly.

Claimants telephoning the VRU JOBS Line to file continued claims cost the ESC five cents for every minute that they are connected to the toll free number.  With most calls averaging 3.5 minutes, 17.5 cents are saved with every continued claim filed online: [3.5 minutes x $0.05 = $ 0.175].  In June 2002, 47,674 continued claims were filed online, for a savings to the ESC of, $8,342.95: [47,674 x $0.175 =  $8,342.95].

Estimates are that each direct deposit of UI benefits saves 40 cents in checks, envelopes, and postage.  Therefore, the total 177,554 direct deposits made from December 2001 through June 2002 have saved ESC $71,021.60 [177,554 x $.40 = $71,021.60].  The estimate of 40 cents only includes savings in checks, envelopes, and postage costs; it does not include staff time to print checks, stuff envelopes, and transport them to the post office daily.  This estimate was made prior to the recent postal increase in July 2002.

As with most projects, ESC’s Internet portal is, indeed, a work in progress.  Enhancements are planned to existing applications and new services will be added in the near future.  One of the next capabilities that will be added will be to allow claimants the ability to repay benefit overpayments by credit card.  As current programs are improved and new ones are added, ESC expects more and more return on its investment, both in the financial sense and in its emotional investment to fulfill its mission statement by providing the best customer service possible to its customers, the citizens of the state of North Carolina.  

