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MEMORANDUM 

 

From:   Ben Kallos, New York City Council Member, Chair of Governmental Operations 

  Beth Noveck, Governance Lab at New York University 

  Daniel Stein, Stewards of Change 

Steven Lee, Robin Hood Foundation 

Date:  December 17, 2015 

Subject: Automatic Benefits: Using Government Data to Deliver Better Citizen Services 

for Less 

 

Inspiration 
 

“I want us to ask ourselves every day, how are we using technology to make a real difference in 

people’s lives.” — President Barack Obama
i
 

 

Executive Summary 

 

We have the opportunity to help state and local governments dramatically improve the services 

they provide to citizens while saving money, if it acts to create and support implementation of 

the policy framework to enable “automatic benefits.”  Accomplishing these goals is now possible 

due to (1) the significant advancements in technology and responsible information sharing, and 

(2) leveraging open government data, to make data held by government reusable and accomplish 

the following priorities: 

 Universal Application - qualifies citizens for all the human services to which they are 

entitled based on the completion of a single form. 

 Automatic Renewal – renews people for services rather than depending upon them to 

reapply. 

 Automatic Benefits - use open government data (IRS, SSA, Human Services, etc.) to means 

test eligibility and automate the process of determination in order to deliver services for 

which people are eligible automatically. 

 

We can advance automatic benefits at the federal, state and local level and create a lasting legacy 

for more open and effective government by:  

 

1. Challenge the States to Use Existing Funding - The Federal government can lead the states 

by publicly challenging governors to use Affordable Care Act funding available until 2018 to 

reduce bureaucracy and waste by removing unnecessary paper work and rules in order to provide 

human service benefits to those who need them.  

 

2. Integrate Automatic Benefits into Healthcare Exchanges - Upgrade HealthCare.gov so that 

applicants for health insurance are also screened, qualified and awarded all the other human 

services citizens qualify for in order to give them the comprehensive care they need to stay 

healthy. 
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3. Challenge the Private and Non-Profit Sector - Issue a challenge to states and locals to make 

the business rules underlying benefits decisions freely available as open data and invite the 

private and non-profit sector to innovate in delivery of government benefits, including by 

creating new kinds of eligibility apps. 

 

4. Super Waiver – seeking a blanket waiver of any bureaucratic rules, identified below, that 

stand in the way of granting benefits to people who need them and following the framework laid 

out by automatic benefits legislation introduced in New York City.
ii
  

 

President Obama has already laid the groundwork for “automatic benefits” through the 

Affordable Care Act, Executive Order 13563, Executive Memorandum, waivers, guidance and 

funding for each state to use integration and interoperability to improve delivery of federally-

assisted human service benefits to their residents by leveraging information sharing across 

human service agencies to automatically recertify or provide benefits. Across the nation, states 

including California, Louisiana, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and New York have begun to 

implement one stop websites for multi-benefit screening and application, online and mobile 

phone apps for self-service case management and updates, eligibility systems and business rule 

engines (BREs), electronic evidence imaging, and electronic data matching to provide benefits 

automatically. 

 

Automatic benefits have the advantage of decreasing interaction with bureaucracy and making 

government more efficient, effective, and humane. But without intervention, a handful of states 

may build automatic benefits with governors claiming credit individually, but the vast majority 

will miss the 2018 deadline, leaving much of America without the benefits they need. 
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Introduction 

 

Government has a unique window of opportunity to modernize in the next two years with a “no 

wrong door” approach that will create a seamless experience for citizens so that they receive 

increasing amounts of government service through minimal interaction with bureaucracy. 

Whether this happens in the next two years, or we miss it for a generation, is a question of 

whether someone provides a vision to organize state governments to innovate with the software 

and systems necessary to provide automatic benefits. 

 

President Obama has already laid the groundwork for “automatic benefits” through mandates for 

integration and interoperability in the Affordable Care Act, Executive Order 13563, Executive 

Memorandum, waivers, demonstrations along with guidance and funding provided to states for 

implementing new systems capable of serving all federally-assisted human service benefits.  

 

Tasked with leading this effort the Administration for Children and Families at the Department 

of Health and Human Services, has provided vision, funding, illustrations of key features, and 

legal frameworks clarifying that confidentiality requirements do not preclude information 

sharing among government agencies in order to determine eligibility among human services such 

as child welfare, child support, child care, TANF, LIHEAP, and SNAP automatically. 

 

Following ACF/HHS funding and guidance towards interoperability, states across the nation 

have begun to implement client portals for multi-benefit screening and application, online and 

mobile phone apps for self-service case management and updates, eligibility systems and 

business rule engines (BREs), electronic evidence imaging, and electronic data matching to 

provide benefits automatically. 

 

Existing programs provide models such as SNAP CAP demonstrations in more than one third of 

the states where some states are providing preloaded SNAP EBT cards to seniors who live alone 

and receive SSI, which has led to the highest participation rates in the country. In the private 

sector Intuit’s TurboTax has already built “automatic benefits” as “Benefits Assist,” Food Bank 

NYC’s VITA already completes SNAP applications, and even the IRS is sending notices for 

EITC, all of them seeking to provide government benefits using tax information. 

 

“Automatic Benefits” legislation proposed by New York City Council Member Ben Kallos 

provides a framework for using a combination of tax information, screened application 

information, and existing government information to provide government benefits to residents, at 

first through a universal application, notifications and pre-filled forms then eventually 

automatically without need for further application or recertification.
iii

 “Automatic Benefits” is 

already a reality in piece meal and simply provides codification and a vision for a comprehensive 

approach to seamlessly providing government benefits. 

 

Government at all levels can catalyze implementation through waiver, publicly challenging states 

and ensuring funding is used by to build interoperable systems, building the system at a federal 

level and giving it away to states, or working with the private sector to innovate and quickly 

provide human service benefits people need automatically. 
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Executive Order, Memorandum and Affordable Care Act Mandate and Funding for 

Interoperability and Integration 

 

On January 18, 2011, President Barack Obama issued Executive Order 13563, “Improving 

Regulation and Regulatory Review,” which received attention largely around Section 6, 

“Retrospective Analyses of Existing Rules,” which is projected to save $10 billion,
iv

 whereas 

Section 3, “Integration and Innovation,” provides an initial roadmap for “automatic benefits: 

 

Some sectors and industries face a significant number of regulatory requirements, some 

of which may be redundant, inconsistent, or overlapping. Greater coordination across 

agencies could reduce these requirements, thus reducing costs and simplifying and 

harmonizing rules. In developing regulatory actions and identifying appropriate 

approaches, each agency shall attempt to promote such coordination, simplification, and 

harmonization. 

 

A White House Memorandum that followed one month later President Obama provided for 

“Administrative Flexibility, Lower Costs, and Better Results for State, Local, and Tribal 

Governments,” facilitating the coordination and collaboration as well as streamline agency 

requirements among federal agencies, states and localities.
v
  

 

Funding to build interoperability systems was passed as part of the Affordable Care Act, 

resulting in a waiver of OMB Circular A-87, which would otherwise require cost allocation, 

allows states to receive 90% reimbursement across all human services through December 2018.  

Guidance from Health and Human Services and the United States Department of Agriculture 

followed on August 10, 2011 and January 23, 2012, advised states and localities of this funding, 

that they could integrate eligibility and provided an enumerated list of features that would be 

funded including application portals, data warehouses for case record imaging, outreach and 

verification, rules engines, and automation. 

 

The Affordable Care Act’s Section 1561, required HHS in consultation with the in consultation 

with the Health Information Technology (HIT) Policy Committee and the HIT Standards 

Committee, to develop interoperable and secure standards and protocols that facilitate electronic 

enrollment of individuals in Federal and State health and human services programs.
vi

 The 

recommendations included making eligibility rules public in human and computer readable 

standards
vii

 and using health insurance coverage determinations to support eligibility and 

application for other human services such as SNAP and TANF.
viii

  

 

President Barack Obama, the Affordable Care Act and HHS have laid the ground work for 

“automatic benefits” through Executive Order, memorandum, guidance and even funding that 

will expire in December of 2018. This presents a narrow window of time to build interoperability 

across all 50 states, one that if missed could take another generation to implement. There is 

nothing standing in the way and the Federal government must publicly challenge and lead the 

states so that they in building interoperable systems to provide automatic benefits. 

 



5 

Regulations Waived to Improve and Integrate Access to Benefits 

 

Previous administrations
ix

 have promulgated bureaucratic rules that exceeded the mandates of 

laws and remain on the books by virtue of institutional inertia. Many of these rules and 

regulations have been waived for as many as two dozen states and in most cases, at least a half 

dozen. Counterintuitively more political conservative states such as New Mexico, Arizona and 

Oklahoma are leading the nation. Waivers have focused on eliminating costly and time 

consuming “live” in-person interviews for application
x
 and recertification

xixii
 for the elderly and 

the disabled in favor of over the phone through on-demand
xiii

 and interactive voice response
xiv

 as 

well as online. In addition states have moved toward using automatic identity verification
xv

 and 

electronic notification
xvi

 through email. Rather than a piecemeal, state by state approach, the 

Federal government should issue a 50 state waiver for all regulations that have already been 

waived for one state (see endnotes for specific regulations to be waived) and begin the process of 

repealing those regulations in favor of regulations requiring integration and interoperability to 

facilitate automatic benefits. 

 

Interoperability & Data Sharing Mandated & Permitted by Federal Law & Regulations 

 

Coordinated care and integrated case management can improve the overall health and well-being 

of individuals.
xvii

 Better outcomes mean healthier, safer, stabilized individuals and families with 

a better chance of sustaining self-sufficiency and long-term personal success, which, in turn, 

reduces costs to the state and local governments.
xviii

 The Administration for Children and 

Families (ACF) developed a Confidentiality Toolkit to help jurisdictions successfully navigate 

the delicate balance between privacy and security with the delivery of efficient and effective 

services between the following programs:
xix

 Child Welfare, Child Care, Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families (TANF), Child Support, Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program 

(LIHEAP), and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).
xx

 

 

 Child Welfare – While Federal laws
xxi

 require confidentiality, they do not prohibit and in 

many cases provide for or mandate information sharing,
xxii xxiii

 
xxiv

 and in fact require 

automated child welfare information systems
xxv

 with funding for linking agencies for 

provision of comprehensive services.
xxvixxvii

 

 Child Support – while broad data sharing of information is mandated for child support 

collection
xxviii

 with statewide automated data processing,
xxixxxx

 the data is mandated to go in 

to the system, but largely cannot come out,
xxxi

 however since this data must be shared with 

one agency, it can also be shared with others. 

 Child Care – unlike other federal human service laws and regulations, issues of 

confidentiality and information sharing are absent,
xxxii

 with block grants empowering the 

states.
xxxiii

 Best practices from many states set thresholds that relate to other benefits like 

SNAP; link to benefits like TANF, SNAP and Medicaid; use other early care and education 

programs such as Head Start, Pre-K to determine gaps and comprehensive service 

availability; and manage licensing and quality rating.
xxxiv

 

 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) – Since replacing Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) in 1996, TANF provides broad flexibility to states for 

implementation with requirements for data sharing
xxxv

 and penalties for failure to participate 

in an income and eligibility verification system (IEVS) 
xxxvi

 across other benefits. 
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 Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) – confidentiality and 

information sharing is absent from this program’s laws and regulations,
xxxvii

 with categorical 

eligibility flexibility to serve households where at least one member is receiving SNAP, 

TANF, or SSI.
xxxviii

 States must coordinate this program with child welfare programs and 

Social Security, may apply policies consistent with TANF, but otherwise have broad 

flexibility.
xxxix

 

 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) –  food is a primary need and integral 

to all other services which is why a joint application is mandated with TANF, though a 

selective application is allowed, with privacy protections for applicants but mandates for 

information sharing with other “federally-assisted state programs providing assistance on a 

means-tested basis to low income individuals” and integration with income and eligibility 

verification systems (IEVS) used by other programs such as TANF.
xl

  

 

Throughout all of the above programs, confidentiality does not preclude data sharing and in fact 

a mandate for data sharing exists for many of the programs. In all cases the Privacy Act of 1974 

is easily satisfied by adding notification and consent for sharing information between agencies.
xli

 

 

Automatic Benefits in State and Local Government 

 

Since 1997, federal law has required SSA to offer the opportunity to file SNAP applications 

while at the SSA office, leading to partnership with Food and Nutrition Services (FNS) to create 

Combined Application Projects (CAP) demonstrations in 18 states as of 2013, using one of two 

approaches, a standard model of seeking additional information in SSA interviews to complete 

the SNAP application or a modified model using information from SSA to automatically 

determine eligibility for single member households, which in some states includes mailing an 

pre-loaded EBT card along with SSI benefits.
xlii

 In all cases, SNAP uptake increased, with the 

highest enrollment from the modified model where pre-loaded EBT cards are provided 

automatically.
xliii

 

 

The Children’s Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act allowed for Express Lane 

Eligibility (ELE) that uses data from SNAP to automatically enroll individuals into health 

insurance programs. The most progressive ELE programs, such as in Louisiana, automatically 

send health insurance cards to those eligible and allow them to start coverage immediately by 

using their card.
xliv

 The administration just made the Fast Track Medicaid program permanent, 

allowing states to use a similar SNAP match to automatically enroll individuals into MAGI 

Medicaid. Seven states have implemented this option, and all states that expanded Medicaid 

should be encouraged to take advantage of this option.
xlv

 Broad based implementation of Fast 

Track would help millions of eligible individuals quickly and seamlessly gain access to 

healthcare. 

 

California launched the California Welfare Information Network (CalWIN) with a coalition of 

18 counties, to manage welfare to work, Medicaid, SNAP, child welfare and other assistance 

programs with an integrated approach that shares data across agencies provides for online case 

management with a web and mobile phone app that allows residents to apply, see current 

benefits, recertify and update their profile online.
xlvi
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New York City offers an online application for more than 30 government benefits and 

information sharing across 9 city human service agencies.
xlvii

 New York State announced the 

creation of an “Integrated Eligibility System” in partnership with an Anti-Hunger Task Force 

that will provide a “no wrong door” approach that uses in-person, phone and online intervention 

to capture information once in order to provide the answers and assistance people need.
xlviii

 

 

A survey of eleven states including Alabama, New Mexico, Kentucky, Oklahoma, Virginia and 

others, found broad implementation using Affordable Care Act funding for interoperability 

among human services using a waiver of OMB Circular A87 cost allocation to provide: client 

portals for multi-benefit screening and application, online and mobile phone app self-service 

case management and updates, eligibility systems and business rule engines (BREs), electronic 

evidence imaging, electronic data matching to provide benefits automatically.
xlix

 

 

Private Sector Screening Individual for Benefits Using Taxes 

 

Intuit’s TurboTax has already built “automatic benefits” as “Benefits Assist” to provide 

government benefits using tax information and is poised to expand as a strong partnership 

between the public and private sectors. H&R Block has already tested using their tax preparers to 

screen and fill out benefits applications. Even the IRS is providing notifications for benefits. Tax 

based benefits screening are already a reality in piece meal and ready to become comprehensive. 

Taxpayer consent is allowed by the IRS to provide sharing by tax preparers of tax information.
l
 

 

This year Intuit’s TurboTax began processing 30.7 million consumer Federal tax returns,
li
 nearly 

10% of the United States population,
lii

 many of whom were screened for Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP) using “Benefits Assist” in all 50 states during the month of January, 

before the system was shut down by request of the government. Intuit used tax information to 

screen applicants to receive additional questions which were used to electronically fill paper 

applications for each locality then submit them through facsimile.
liii

 The United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) issued guidance that 

determined TurboTax’s electronic SNAP application to be valid and required that they be 

processed.
liv

 This year, Intuit plans to try again with the addition of digital supporting document 

submission by text message and an expansion from SNAP to include FCC Lifeline eligibility in 

cooperation of 35 states lead by early adopters Arizona and Missouri. 

 

H&R Block and TaxAct each file 7 million tax returns annually.
lv

 In 2007, H&R Block 

participated in a study where certain tax payers were provided with one of several interventions 

including: educational materials on SNAP, notification that they were eligible for SNAP along 

with an application, or having their forms completed and submitted by a professional tax 

preparer.
lvi

 The results showed a 22% increase in application rates for tax payers who received 

notification and a blank or pre-filled application which nearly doubled to 40% when applications 

were filled and submitted by professional.
lvii

 

 

The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) provides a CP09 or CP27 notification to tax payers who fail 

to claim their Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) of which 41% sign, return them and receive a 

check. In 2010 the IRS sent a second notice using different envelopes and different notices that 

varied from resending the standard form to a more complex form as well as including 
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indemnification, estimated time to complete, or including an estimated tax credit amount as low 

or high.
lviii

 The results found a 22% increase from the second intervention that included 

simplifying the notification and including the potential benefits.  

 

Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) provides free income tax preparation for low-income 

Americans in all 50 states through a matching grant program administered by the IRS, first 

appropriated by the 110
th

 Congress in December 2007, and re-appropriated each year 

thereafter.
lix

 One of the largest VITA providers is Food Bank for New York City which has 

provided the service since 2002 and completed 85,000 tax returns in 2014, screening them for 

SNAP, resulting in approximately 11,000 new enrollments. 

 

Government has an opportunity to work with private sector for-profit and non-profit companies 

that have more flexibility and can innovate the use of tax information for providing benefits 

automatically. 

 

Conclusion 
 

President Obama has already laid the groundwork for “automatic benefits” through the 

Affordable Care Act, Executive Order 13563, Executive Memorandum, waivers, guidance and 

funding for each state to use integration and interoperability to improve delivery of federally-

assisted human service benefits to their residents by leveraging information sharing across 

human service agencies to automatically recertify or provide benefits. Across the nation, states 

including California, Louisiana, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and New York have begun to 

implement one stop websites for multi-benefit screening and application, online and mobile 

phone apps for self-service case management and updates, eligibility systems and business rule 

engines (BREs), electronic evidence imaging, and electronic data matching to provide benefits 

automatically. 

 

We can advance automatic benefits at the federal, state and local level and create a lasting legacy 

for more open and effective government by:  

 

1. Challenge the States to Use Existing Funding - lead the states by publicly challenging 

governors to use Affordable Care Act funding available until 2018 to reduce bureaucracy and 

waste by removing unnecessary paper work and rules in order to provide human service benefits 

to those who need them.  

 

2. Integrate Automatic Benefits into Healthcare Exchanges - upgrade HealthCare.gov so that 

applicants for health insurance are also screened, qualified and awarded all the other human 

services citizens qualify for in order to give them the comprehensive care they need to stay 

healthy. 

 

3. Challenge the Private and Non-Profit Sector - issue a challenge to states and locals to make 

the business rules underlying benefits decisions freely available as open data and invite the 

private and non-profit sector to innovate in delivery of government benefits, including by 

creating new kinds of eligibility apps. 
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4. Super Waiver - granting a blanket waiver of any bureaucratic rules, identified below, that 

stand in the way of granting benefits to people who need them and following the framework laid 

out by automatic benefits legislation introduced in New York City.
lx

  

 

Automatic benefits have the advantage of decreasing interaction with bureaucracy and making 

government more efficient, effective, and humane. But without intervention, a handful of states 

may build automatic benefits with governors claiming credit individually, but the vast majority 

will miss the 2018 deadline, leaving much of America without the benefits they need. 
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