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1. Executive Summary

The Virginia Employment Commission’s (VEC) central office is located in downtown Richmond, VA and has 39 local field offices throughout the Commonwealth.  One of VEC’s primary missions is to administer Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits to Virginia’s unemployed citizens.  Alleviating hardship, the system's principal aim, is accomplished by partially replacing the loss of wages for unemployed individuals who have a demonstrated attachment to the workforce. The agency employs approximately 1400 full- and part-time employees, about 500 of which are assigned to UI benefits processing.  The VEC is entirely funded by grants from the federal Department of Labor.

Last year approximately 388,374 initial claims for UI benefits were filed in Virginia.  So far this calendar year, through June 24, 184,131 initial claims have been filed.  Claimants begin the vast majority of claims when they appear in person at a VEC local field office and file an initial claim for UI benefits using what is known as a “B-10” form.  It is a very lengthy and time-consuming paper form, which captures data about a claimant, his employer, current and previous jobs, and the reasons the claimant became unemployed.  The B-10 form helps VEC personnel determine whether a claimant is eligible for UI benefits and if so, the amount of the weekly award.

Upon completion, an intake clerk reviews the B-10 form for accuracy and completeness.  Once accepted by the clerk, data from the B-10 form is manually keyed by data entry clerks at the local field office into what is known as the “Virginia Benefits System” (VABS).  VABS is a mainframe-based database from which all work about the claim flows.  VABS is accessed by authorized VEC personnel within the local field office where the claim originated, within the region where that office is located, and by central office personnel in Richmond.

In January 2002, VEC partnered with the Virginia Information Providers Network (VIPNet) to create an online UI benefits system delivered via the Internet.  The service went live on May 6, 2002.  The primary purpose of the system is to reduce traffic by initial claimants into VEC’s local field offices by 15% during the first year of operation.  A secondary purpose is to eliminate keying of UI data from the B-10 form by VEC personnel.  The first goal is well underway towards being realized; the second has already been achieved for those initial claims filed via the Internet.   

2. Description of project, including length of time in operation

VEC’s online UI benefits filing system went live on May 6, 2002, and is available 24-hours a day, seven days a week.  The service is a complete, end-to-end electronic process.  In connection with developing the service, data collection was streamlined and redundancies in the B-10 paper form eliminated.  The result, when compared to the paper B-10 form, is a more succinct, efficient online data collection instrument.

Claimants key all required information and submit data electronically via the Internet.  Data is temporarily stored at VIPNet until 3 p.m. each business day, at which time VIPNet updates VABS via file transfer protocol (FTP).  No data is keyed or re-keyed by VEC personnel on claims filed via this online service.

Prior to being guided through the electronic version of UI benefits filing, an online demonstration site, which exactly mirrors the live site, is available for claimants.  They can walk through the entire service before beginning their own filings.  Help drop down screens and pop-ups appear frequently through every phase of the filing process.  The appearance is clean-looking and straightforward, which was an especially important feature in this a text-laden service.  Navigation is made easy through the use of the “next” button to proceed through the service.  The “back” and “forward” browser buttons are always available and the help screens and pop-ups appear when the mouse rests on particular data fields and links.

Before hitting the “submit” button, claimants are given the opportunity to review and print their entire claim.  When the submission is completed, claimants are presented with a receipt and a confirmation number, which also may be printed.  If an e-mail address is supplied, claimants are automatically e-mailed the claim information that was submitted.       

The online UI benefits system was designed to permit claimants to save an “incomplete filing” for seven days before returning to complete and submit it.  As a result, claimants who need to find their military pension number, employer’s mailing address, or other such information need not lose all other data they have entered.        

3. Significance to the improvement of the operation of government

In addition to the Online UI Benefits System, VIPNet built an extensive administrative site for authorized VEC personnel.  Authorized users gain access with a user name and password that VIPNet supplies and administers.  Over 200 VEC personnel in the central Richmond office and local field offices have access to the administrative site. Robust searching capabilities characterize the administrative site.  Among the multiple searches that may be conducted are: filing dates, filing date ranges, confirmation numbers, social security numbers, and field office locations.  In addition, backend reports flag those claims with issues that need offline follow-up and resolution.  These features enable VEC personnel to start processing claims, in real time, much sooner than permitted by the paper process.

Since the service went live on May 6, through June 24, VEC customers filed 2,983 claims via the Internet.  This represents about 6% of the total claims filed during that time period.  Statistical reports indicate that the vast majority of Internet claims have originated from the Fairfax local field office in Northern Virginia, 1,136 claims, or 38% of the total number of Internet claims filed to date.  Due to traffic conditions in Northern Virginia, VEC estimates the amount of time saved per claimant to be two hours in travel time to and from the Fairfax office even though round trip mileage may not be great.  Similarly, many claimants in rural Virginia may drive an hour or more to reach a VEC local field office.  VEC estimates the total amount of saved claimant driving time for all online claims filed to date to be 5,966 hours.      

In addition to driving time, the online UI benefits form is not just an exact duplicate of the B-10 paper form.  In connection with developing the online service, data collection was streamlined and redundancies eliminated.  Preliminary data suggests that it takes claimants an average of 8 minutes to complete and submit an online filing.  This represents a substantial time saving over the time investment required to come into a field office, complete the claim form, and meet with the interviewer.

The Federal Department of Labor standards suggest that it takes VEC personnel an average of 35 minutes to take in and process a B-10 form in a local field office.  Since none of the claimants who filed online personally appeared at a VEC local office and none of the data submitted online was keyed or re-keyed by VEC’s data processing clerks, VEC estimates the total amount of saved internal operational time for all online claims filed to date to be 985 hours.     

4. Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency, or state.

Online UI benefits filing creates a variety of tangible benefits (such as cost and time savings) and non-tangible benefits (such as data consistency and integration) because it is a complete end-to-end electronic government to citizen service.  Very complex business rules -- which encompass both federal and state requirements – have been identified and programmed into this service.  Previously, VEC personnel on a B-10-form-by-B-10-form basis applied those business rules, with a very high probability of inconsistent data collection just given the sheer volume of initial claims filed.  Through its extensive use of error messages, the online service forces claimants to follow the established business rules and supply data requests correctly and completely to the greatest extent possible.  The results are seen in a more consistent data collection and less variation in eligibility determinations and award amounts among similarly situated claimants.  

One primary intangible benefit is the high level of integration between two state agencies to make this project a reality:  VEC and the Virginia Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).  The preliminary question asked of all claimants is for verification of their social security number.  Once submitted by the claimant, the service makes a query to DMV’s database to determine if the social security number is valid.  This feature was added to help reduce false or fraudulent claims.  Claims with a correct match in the DMV database are processed by VEC personnel as “clean” claims.   Claimants whose social security numbers do not match any in the DMV database can proceed with online filing but later appear on backend reports available to VEC personnel as claims that need offline verification.   
5. Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback (include summary calculations).  Projects must exhibit measurable operational benefit.

The project cost of $250,000 was paid out of grant funds received from the federal Department of Labor.  The final project, to be completed by the end of the summer, will include a full Spanish translation version and a customer satisfaction survey.  Projected cost savings for claimants is estimated to be $6,446,250 in saved travel and time.  VEC’s projected internal operational savings is estimated to be $821,786.  These figures were calculated using available information on prevailing wage rates and average estimated commuting and processing times.  The savings were projected over a period of three years, which is the agency’s estimate of the lifetime of the project in its current form.  
