MEMO:      UI Online/ UI Reform
TO: 

Governor Patrick

FROM: 
Sec. Rachel Kaprielian, Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development (EOLWD)
Date:
December 8, 2014

PURPOSE

The purpose of this memo is to review the issues and solutions undertaken by your administration for both UI Online and UI reform. (They will be treated separately in this memo).
UI ONLINE
Problem Identified

Recognizing the limitations of the 30 year old unemployment system, in July 2013, the Department of Unemployment (DUA) launched UI Online, a fully integrated web-based system that claimants, employers and staff could use to simplify their interactions with DUA. This was a significant undertaking which began in 2006 and converted data from 2 million claims and 1 million claimants. 

The system worked as designed - nearly 60% of new claims and 40% of continued claims were filed online using the new system.  However, some claimant experienced challenges due to data conversion issues. Other claimants had a difficult time navigating the new site and understanding how to apply online. As a result, our call centers were strained and wait times were high - averaging 50-plus minutes.  Press coverage highlighted the negative experiences of a small number of users. 
Solution

DUA more than doubled the number of call center customer service representatives to handle the wait times.  An escalation process was established and utilized for claimants who had a need for more immediate customer service assistance. Extensive staff training was provided, including training at the career centers for walk-in service.  Later, DUA contracted with a readability specialist to simplify the language of the website.  Finally, EOLWD and DUA effectively managed Deloitte, which developed the program, to fix the defects in the system.
By spring 2014, call wait times were under control, defects were fixed and UI Online was working well.  UI Online now processes nearly 5,000 new claimants and approximately 70,000 continued claims each week.  Almost $25 million in UI claims are paid each week through UI Online.  Your Administration has improved the system so claimants do not encounter the hardships that occurred immediately following the launch. 
UI REFORM
Problem Identified
Since the last UI reform in 2004, advocates and stakeholders have lobbied for a wide variety of changes to the UI system.  Some called for reforms that increased the wage base or relaxed eligibility rules. Others sought to reduce the amount of weekly benefits or shortened the number of weeks claimants could collect.  As a result of these very divergent views, UI reform proved difficult to accomplish. 
Solution
You signed UI reform in summer of 2014. That legislation accomplished the following: (1) employer UI taxes were cut by instituting a new rate table that cut rates, especially for those employers who used the system less often; (2) froze employer rates for three years to allow for predictability for employers; (3) increased the taxable wage base from $14,000 to $15,000; (4) extended seasonal employment period from 16 to 20 weeks; (5) allowed DUA to participate in the federal off-set program which the Department of Labor projected would assist DUA to collect up to $10 million annually through federal tax refund intercepts.
UI reform was challenging due to the varied viewpoints on how to successfully reform the system, but ultimately all the stakeholders supported the balanced approach taken and the legislation was widely regarded as a success.
