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September 2015 Office of Audit Report Summary 

Objectives 

To determine (1) the status and results 
of the Benefit Offset National 
Demonstration (BOND) project, 
(2) whether the BOND project was 
meeting the Social Security 
Administration’s (SSA) goals, and 
(3) whether the contractor’s services 
and costs for administering the BOND 
project adhered to contract terms and 
applicable regulations. 

Background 

With the BOND project, SSA is testing 
and evaluating the treatment of 
earnings for current Social Security 
Disability Insurance (SSDI) 
beneficiaries in 10 sites nationwide.  
Under current rules, beneficiaries lose 
their entire cash benefit if their 
earnings exceed the substantial gainful 
activity (SGA) threshold in the month 
after the trial work and grace periods 
end.  The BOND project provides a 
gradual reduction of benefits ($1 for 
each additional $2 earned over the 
SGA threshold).  In addition, SSA is 
offering some participants enhanced 
work incentives, such as counseling.  
The goal of the BOND project is to 
identify and test policies that will assist 
SSDI beneficiaries resume work, 
thereby relying less on SSA benefits. 

In December 2009, SSA awarded a 
9-year contract at an estimated cost of 
$121 million to Abt Associates, 
Incorporated, (Abt) to administer the 
BOND project. 

Findings 

As of January 2015, the BOND project’s total cost was 
approximately $86.8 million.  As of October 2014, only 
2,333 (2.7 percent) of the 85,140 BOND project’s participants had 
used the offset for 1 or more months.  Also, Abt reported that the 
BOND project’s benefit offset did not have a statistically significant 
impact on average total earnings in 2012 for Stage 1 participants; 
and the Stage 2 two treatment groups’ average total 2012 earnings 
increased above the control group by only $279 and $301 (about 
8 percent), respectively. 

SSA officials told us they were satisfied that the project was 
working as a research study.  That is, the BOND project was 
gathering data to evaluate the effect of a benefit offset and 
enhanced work incentives counseling on SSDI beneficiaries’ work 
behavior.  SSA told us that terminating the BOND project early 
would cost an estimated $26.7 million, but it would save about 
$8 million in contract costs.  As the steward of BOND project 
dollars, SSA is accountable to Congress and the public on how it 
spends these funds.  The significant contract costs and Social 
Security Advisory Board’s opinion about the value of the BOND 
project illustrates the importance of developing and applying 
clearly defined metrics prior to beginning a demonstration project. 

Finally, we determined the contractor’s services and costs for 
administering the BOND project generally adhered to contract 
terms and applicable regulations during our audit period. 

Recommendations 

We recommended, for future demonstration projects, SSA develop 
clearly defined metrics and a business case to justify the project and 
require an independent executive, or executives, to evaluate and 
approve the project’s planned costs, and throughout the project at 
established milestones, assess the results and determine whether the 
project merits continued expenditures.  We also recommended SSA 
pursue collection of the BOND project’s $10,529 in unallowable 
charges. 

Overall, the Agency agreed with our recommendations.
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OBJECTIVES 
Our objectives were to determine (1) the status and results of the Benefit Offset National 
Demonstration (BOND) project, (2) whether the BOND project was meeting the Social Security 
Administration’s (SSA) goals, and (3) whether the contractor’s services and costs for 
administering the BOND project adhered to contract terms and applicable regulations. 

BACKGROUND 
Administered by SSA, Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) is the nation’s primary 
earnings-replacement program for workers who become unable to work because of functional 
limitations caused by physical or mental health conditions.1  To qualify for SSDI benefits, 
individuals must have a substantial work history; have a medically determined impairment that 
has lasted, or is expected to last, for at least 12 months or result in death; and be unable to engage 
in substantial gainful activity (SGA) because of their medical condition.2  Under current rules, 
SSDI beneficiaries lose all benefits if they earn more than the monthly SGA amount3 for a 
sufficient period, which includes a 9-month trial work period (TWP)4 and a 3-month grace 
period. 

Under the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999,5 Congress requires that 
SSA test alternative work rules designed to give SSDI beneficiaries an incentive to work and 
reduce their reliance on SSA benefits.  In response to its demonstration authority, SSA initiated 
the BOND project.6  Before implementing the project nationally, SSA conducted a Four-State 

1 Title II of the Social Security Act (Act) authorizes SSDI benefits.  See Act § 223, et seq., 42 U.S.C. § 423, et seq.  
SSA also administers the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program under Title XVI of the Act.  The SSI 
program provides a minimum level of income to financially needy individuals who are aged, blind, or disabled.  
See Act § 1601 et seq., 42 U.S.C. § 1381, et seq. 
2 Act § 1614(a)(3)(A), 42 U.S.C. § 1382c(a)(3)(A).  The term SGA describes a specific level of work activity and 
earnings.  SSA considers work “substantial” if it involves engaging in significant physical or mental activities, or a 
combination of both.  SSA, POMS, DI 25501.390A.1 & 2 (October 25, 2013). 
3 SSA, POMS, DI 10501.015B & C (October 24, 2014).  The monthly SGA amounts for 2011 were $1,000 for 
non-blind and $1,640 for blind individuals.  In 2015, the monthly SGA amounts were $1,090 and $1,820, 
respectively. 
4 The TWP allows SSA to test beneficiaries’ ability to work for at least 9 months.  During the TWP, beneficiaries 
receive full SSDI benefits regardless of the amount of their earnings, given they report work activity and have a 
disabling impairment. 
5 Pub. L. No. 106-170 § 302, 42 U.S.C. § 434 note.  The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 
1999 required the Commissioner of SSA to conduct a demonstration project to reduce the beneficiary’s disability 
benefits by $1 for every $2 earned above a specific level determined by the Commissioner. 
6 SSA, POMS, DI 60099.005A (June 9, 2014).  SSA also initiated three additional demonstration projects:  Mental 
Health Treatment Study, Accelerated Benefits Demonstration, and Youth Transition Demonstration. 
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Pilot Demonstration7 from August 2005 through December 2008 to test alternative methods of 
treating work activity in the SSDI program. 

In March 2009, we issued a report on the Contract for the Benefit Offset National Demonstration 
Project with Abt Associates, Incorporated (A-05-08-18041).  That audit reviewed services 
provided by Abt Associates, Incorporated, (Abt) and related costs charged to SSA to implement 
the design phase for the BOND project, which also included the Four-State Pilot Demonstration.  
The design phase of the BOND project cost an estimated $10.6 million with an additional 
$9.6 million for the Four-State Pilot.  We recommended that SSA conduct a detailed cost-benefit 
analysis of the BOND project’s design phase before continuing with Abt for the project’s next 
phase.  SSA told us it did not conduct any analysis because it held a full and open competition 
before awarding the contract. 

In December 2009, SSA awarded the BOND project contract (#SS00-10-60011) to Abt.  SSA, in 
conjunction with several subcontractors led by Abt, developed the project’s implementation and 
evaluation efforts, including managing the day-to-day operations and overseeing its 
implementation.  The BOND project’s contract is over a 9-year period ending in 2018, with 
estimated costs of $121 million.  As of January 2015, the BOND project’s contract costs were 
approximately $86.8 million.  The remaining contract funds available total an estimated 
$34.2 million.  Appendix A provides the BOND project’s annual costs as of January 2015. 

Design of the BOND Project 

The BOND project’s benefit-offset rule tested a $1 reduction in benefits for every $2 participants 
earned over SGA for a 5-year period, in combination with a variety of employment support.8  
The project’s goal was to help beneficiaries with disabilities return to work while allowing them 
a gradual reduction in benefits thereby eliminating the abrupt loss of benefits in the SSDI 
program when the beneficiary worked and had earnings over SGA.  Additionally, participants 
were permitted to maintain eligibility for health care benefits and other supports linked to SSDI 
eligibility. 

Abt conducted the BOND project at 10 demonstration sites and included over 1.2 million SSDI 
participants.9  Eligible beneficiaries at the 10 sites were randomly assigned either a 
Stage 1 treatment or control group, and the remainder of the population was assigned to the 
solicitation pool to be recruited for Stage 2.  The 10 BOND project sites opened in January 2011 

7 For the Four-State Pilot or the Benefit Offset Pilot Demonstration Project, SSA contracted with Connecticut, Utah, 
Vermont, and Wisconsin. 
8 Examples of support include providing work incentives counseling (WIC) and enhanced WIC (EWIC). 
9 To be eligible for the BOND project, beneficiaries in most cases had to be entitled to Title II benefits based on 
disability; at least age 20 and under age 60; not terminated from benefits; residing in 1 of the 10 demonstration sites; 
and not currently or previously participating in a treatment or control group of another SSA demonstration. 
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and closed in September 2012.  The BOND project’s Call Center10 remains available to provide 
support services to BOND project beneficiaries and assist with any questions.  Appendix B 
provides details on the BOND project’s demonstration sites, including the project’s stages and 
treatment groups. 

Stage 1:  Stage 1 was designed to examine how a national benefit offset provision would 
affect the SSDI population as a whole.11  Stage 1 began in May 2011. 

As shown in Table 1, there were 968,713 randomly assigned beneficiaries in Stage 1.  Abt 
randomly assigned these beneficiaries to two groups:  treatment and control.  The BOND project 
offered Stage 1 treatment group participants the $1-for-$2 offset and WIC.  WIC provided the 
treatment group participants with (1) assistance in explaining SSA disability benefits and work 
incentives with respect to the BOND project; (2) counseling on healthcare coverage options; and 
(3) in-depth counseling when beneficiaries were employed, seeking employment, or preparing 
for employment.  Control group beneficiaries12 received benefits according to current law. 

Table 1:  BOND Project’s Stage 1 Beneficiaries 

SSA’s BOND Project 

Stage 1 Groups Number of 
Beneficiaries 

Percent of Total 
Beneficiaries Incentives Offered 

Treatment Group T1 77,115 8 $1-for-$2 offset and WIC 
Control Group C1 891,598 92 Current law (no offset) 

Total 968,713 100  
Source:  SSA’s Office of Research, Demonstration, and Employment Support 

Stage 2:  Stage 2 was designed to learn more about the impact of the benefit offset for those 
individuals most likely to use the BOND project’s offset.  Full implementation of Stage 2 began 
in June 2011. 

Eligibility for Stage 2 was limited to beneficiaries who were receiving only SSDI benefits and 
volunteered to participate in the project.  According to Abt, concurrent beneficiaries were 
excluded from Stage 2 because the interaction between SSDI and SSI rules substantially 
diminished the value of the SSDI offset to concurrent beneficiaries, leading to an expectation 
that relatively few concurrent beneficiaries would use the SSDI benefit offset. 

10 Beneficiaries use the Call Center to learn more about the BOND project’s services, report earnings information, 
and ask questions about their benefits. 
11 The Stage 1 SSDI population includes some beneficiaries who were concurrently receiving SSI payments. 
12 According to SSA, the treatment and control group results will not be fully available until the BOND project is 
completed. 
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The remaining population of 240,773 beneficiaries was solicited for Stage 2, but 
227,819 (95 percent) either declined, or did not receive, the solicitation letter or telephone call 
regarding the BOND project.  Abt randomly assigned the 12,954 Stage 2 beneficiaries who 
volunteered to 1 of 3 groups—2 treatment and 1 control, as shown in Table 2.  Abt applied the 
same methodology used in Stage 1 for one treatment group and the control group.  The BOND 
project offered the second treatment group $1-for-$2 offset and EWIC.  EWIC provided 
beneficiaries a more intensive advisement relationship than they received with WIC.  EWIC 
focused on helping BOND project participants determine the best employment path and prepare 
them for employment and retaining a job. 

Table 2:  BOND Project’s Stage 2 Beneficiaries 

SSA’s BOND Project 

 Stage 2 Groups Number of 
Beneficiaries 

Percent of Total 
Beneficiaries Incentives Offered 

Treatment Group T21 4,936 38 $1-for-$2 offset and WIC 
Treatment Group T22 3,089 24 $1-for-$2 offset and EWIC 

Control Group C2 4,929 38 Current law (no offset) 
Total 12,954 100  

Source:  SSA’s Office of Research, Demonstration, and Employment Support 

Stage 1 and 2 treatment groups must participate in the BOND project for a maximum of 
60 months (5 years) upon completion of a TWP.  Participants must complete their TWP on or 
before September 30, 2017 to receive the BOND project’s offset. 

The BOND project had 85,140 treatment group participants:  77,115 Stage 1 treatment group 
and 4,936 plus 3,089 Stage 2 treatment groups, as shown in Table 1 and Table 2.  Of these 
85,140 treatment group participants, 80,326 (94 percent) enrolled in the project in Calendar Year 
(CY) 2011, and 4,814 (6 percent) enrolled in CY 2012.  However, 60 percent of Stage 2 
treatment group participants enrolled in 2012.13  For enrollment figures by CY and treatment 
group, see Appendix C. 

In August 2013, the Social Security Advisory Board (SSAB) issued a Position Paper on The 
Case for Terminating the Benefit Offset National Demonstration.  In the Paper, SSAB urged 
Congress to halt further spending on the BOND project because of faulty conceptualization and 
implementation as well as project cost.  For full text of the Position Paper, see Appendix D. 

In response to the Position Paper, SSA’s Acting Commissioner stated that she did not support 
SSAB’s suggestion of immediately ending the BOND project.  The Acting Commissioner stated 

13 Of the 8,025 (4,936 plus 3,089) Stage 2 treatment group participants, 3,211 (1,977 plus 1,234) enrolled in 
CY 2011 whereas 4,814 enrolled in CY 2012.  See Table C–1. 
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the nearly 90,00014 beneficiaries “. . . were told the offset would continue for 5 years.  The 
Board’s report is silent on the ethical, legal, and practical problems of immediately changing the 
rules on these 90,000 participants, who have relied on our previous statement.”  The Acting 
Commissioner further stated that SSA planned to continue the BOND project through 
completion.  For the full text of the Acting Commissioner’s response to the SSAB’s Position 
Paper, see Appendix E. 

To achieve our audit objectives, we contacted or interviewed SSA and Abt staff who executed 
and managed the contract as well as SSAB representatives.  We also reviewed information 
pertaining to services participants received under the contract and related costs charged to SSA 
from December 2009 through January 2014.  We selected and tested a sample of invoices related 
to Direct Labor, Other Direct, Subcontractor, and Intercompany Costs.  Our audit scope and 
methodology is in Appendix F, and our sampling methodology is in Appendix G. 

RESULTS OF REVIEW 
As of January 2015, the BOND project’s total cost was approximately $86.8 million.  As of 
October 2014, only 2,333 (2.7 percent) of the 85,140 BOND project participants had used the 
offset for 1 or more months, although 94 percent had enrolled in the project in CY 2011.  Also, 
Abt reported that the BOND project’s benefit offset did not have a statistically significant impact 
on Stage 1 participants’ average total earnings in 2012, and the Stage 2 two treatment groups’ 
average total 2012 earnings increased above the control group by only $279 and $301 (about 
8 percent), respectively. 

The BOND project will continue through 2018.  To date, it has only shown a small percentage of 
participants using the offset and a small effect on participants’ total average earnings.  However, 
SSA does not plan to revise the BOND project’s objectives.  SSA stated it was too early in the 
project to evaluate the effect of the offset.  SSA also stated that it was satisfied that the project 
was meeting its goals of (1) gathering sufficient data to evaluate the effect of a benefit offset and 
EWIC on the work behavior and earnings of SSDI beneficiaries and (2) determining the impact 
on benefits and Federal expenditures. 

We discussed terminating the project with SSA.  The Agency told us that should it terminate the 
BOND project in May 2015, it would cost an estimated $26.7 million in early termination 
costs—a savings of about $8 million in contract costs.  We have not verified these figures. 

14 The 90,000 BOND project participants is a rounded count of the 85,140 Stage 1 and Stage 2 treatment group 
beneficiaries, as shown in Table 1 and Table 2. 
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As the steward of demonstration project dollars, SSA is accountable to the Congress and the 
public on how it spends these funds.  Moreover, the significant contract costs and SSAB’s 
opinion on the value of the BOND project highlights the importance of critical decisions on 
metrics before beginning a demonstration project. 

Finally, while we determined the contractor’s services and costs to administer the BOND project 
generally adhered to contract terms and applicable regulations during our audit period, we did 
find instances where Abt incorrectly billed SSA for subcontractor employees’ non-work hours. 

Status and Results of the BOND Project 

We obtained, from Abt15 or SSA,16 the number of treatment group participants who were in offset 
at least 1 or more months during CYs 2011 through 2014.  The participants began enrolling in 
the BOND project in May 2011, and the last participant enrolled in September 2012.  As shown 
in Table 3, CY 2011 and 2012 numbers for participants in offset were much lower.  For 
CY 2013, the BOND project’s offset had adjusted 2,329 (2.7 percent) of the 85,140 participants’ 
benefits, while, as of October 2014, 2,333 (2.7 percent) had used the offset for 1 or more months.  
Comparing the change in the BOND project’s participant numbers over this 10-month timeline, 
we believe only four additional participants received the offset for 1 or more months. 

Table 3:  Beneficiaries in Offset—CYs 2011 Through 2014 

SSA’s BOND Project 

Treatment Group Participants CY 2011  
(May-Dec.) 

CY 2012 
 

CY 2013 
 

CY 2014  
(Jan.-Oct.) 

Total Beneficiaries in Offset Each 
Year for 1 or More Months 912 1,657 2,329 2,333 

Source:  Abt and SSA’s Office of Research, Demonstration, and Employment Support 

SSA told us the low number of participants who received the offset did not indicate how many 
participants returned to work.  SSA explained BOND project participants must meet three 
requirements before offset begins:  (1) complete a TWP, and/or (2) receive a cessation date,17 and 
(3) complete the grace period.  However, SSA is allowing participants to complete these 

15 Abt Associates Inc., BOND Implementation and Evaluation:  Process Study Report, January 8, 2015, pages 50-51.  
This report stated there were 1,744 Stage 1 and 585 Stage 2 (2,329 in total) treatment group participants in offset for 
1 or more months during CY 2013. 
16 SSA provided us with the number of BOND project participants in offset for 1 or more months during CYs 2011, 
2012, and 2014 (as of October 2014).  SSA told us it had not fully vetted CY 2013 and 2014 numbers, which will 
not be available until October 2015 or later.  SSA also told us that control group data would not be available until 
the project is completed. 
17 The cessation date is the date a beneficiary’s disability ends. 
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requirements over a 5-year period.  SSA also stated the number of participants in offset should 
be greater after an end-of-year reconciliation. 

In June 2014, Abt issued a report on BOND Implementation and Evaluation, Second-Year 
Snapshot of Earnings and Benefit Impacts for Stage 1.  The report stated that the BOND 
project’s benefit offset did not have a statistically significant impact on average total earnings in 
2012 for Stage 1 participants. 

Regarding Stage 2 participants, in August 2014, Abt issued a report on BOND Implementation 
and Evaluation, First- and Second-Year Snapshot of Earnings and Benefit Impacts for Stage 2.  
The report concluded that the average 2012 earnings for Stage 2 treatment groups T21 and T22 
increased above the control group by only $279 and $301 (about 8 percent), respectively.  Abt 
also stated, “When combined with the offset, EWIC did not have any detectable effects on 
2012 earnings and benefit outcomes relative to WIC.”  Table 4 details the BOND project’s 
impact on Stage 2 participants’ 2012 average earnings. 

Table 4:  Stage 2 Earnings Impact—2012 

SSA’s BOND Project 

2012 Earnings Results for Stage 2 Groups  

Treatment 
Groups 

T21 
(WIC) 

T22 
(EWIC) 

Treatment Group:  Average Earnings $3,929 $3,951 
Control Group:  Average Earnings 3,650 3,650 
Dollar Increase in Average Earnings:  Treatment to Control Group $279 $301 
Percentage Increase in Average Earnings:  Treatment to Control Group 7.6% 8.2% 

Source:  Abt 

SSA explained that the 2012 results for Stage 2 participants could not be relied on solely when 
concluding on the impact of the BOND project’s offset because  

 Abt enrolled the majority of Stage 2 participants in 2012; 

 participants’ significant disabilities must be considered in determining the effect on work and 
earnings; and  

 technical experts, researchers, and informed policymakers would agree the results are not 
definitive. 
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SSAB’s Statement on the BOND Project’s Status and Results 

In its Position Paper,18 SSAB stated that, while Congress requested a demonstration of variations 
in the benefit offset amount, SSA focused on one method of benefit reduction, which was the 
reduction of $1 for every $2 earned.  SSAB also stated that, while the “. . . 2 for 1 amount would 
help align the SSDI and SSI work incentives . . . this demonstration will not further our 
knowledge of which particular ratio is most appropriate.”19  SSAB stated that the results of 
SSA’s Four-State Pilot Demonstration, conducted before the BOND project, provided 
informative results of the effect a reduced benefit offset would have on beneficiaries returning to 
work.20  SSAB also cited two studies that evaluated the effects a reduction in benefits would have 
on giving individuals an incentive to return to work.  SSAB’s summaries of the studies follow.21 

 One study, conducted for SSA, reviewed veterans’ benefits with the assumption that benefits 
are not reduced by earnings.  The study found that even those veterans with a high disability 
rating exhibited a significant amount of work activity.  Further, the study’s results may help 
SSA make informed estimates on the potential for SSDI beneficiaries to return to work given 
their loss of benefits because earnings were eliminated or significantly reduced.22 

 The other study used computer simulation to test the $1-for-$2 offset taking into account 
various details of the SSDI program.  The study concluded that the offset did not necessarily 
carry the positive fiscal effects that policymakers were hoping for in terms of cost savings in 
the overall Disability Insurance program.23 

SSAB’s Position Paper further noted that Congress implemented a 2-for-1 earnings offset in the 
SSI program over 30 years ago.  The offset provides SSI recipients with a clear incentive to 
work.  From 1987 to 2008, the number of SSI recipients who earned enough to offset their entire 
SSI payment increased fivefold from 15,532 to 99,481.24 

In response to SSAB’s Position Paper, SSA’s Acting Commissioner stated the Agency carefully 
considered these studies and the advice of expert consultants, including the Ticket to Work and 
Work Incentive Advisory Panel, and decided the BOND project should continue.  The Acting 
Commissioner further explained the studies that SSAB cited would not satisfy the congressional 

18 SSAB, Position Paper:  The Case for Terminating the Benefit Offset National Demonstration, August 2013.  See 
Appendix D for SSAB’s Position Paper. 
19 Id. at p. 2. 
20 Id. at p. 3. 
21 Id. at pp. 2 and 3. 
22 Id. at pp. 2 and 3. 
23 Id. at p 2. 
24 Id. at p. 3. 
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requirement to conduct a rigorous, national demonstration of a $1-for-$2 offset in the SSDI 
program.25 

SSA’s Goals for the BOND Project 

SSA officials were satisfied that the BOND project was meeting its goals, which were to gather 
sufficient data to evaluate the effect of a benefit offset and EWIC on the work behavior and 
earnings of SSDI beneficiaries and the impact on benefits and federal expenditures. 

Although the BOND project will not be completed until 2018, and, to date, has shown both a 
small percentage of participants using the offset and effect on participants’ average earnings, 
SSA does not plan to revise or terminate the project.  SSA stated it was too soon in the project to 
evaluate the offset’s effect.  Specifically, SSA explained that one critical issue for any research 
and evaluation design is the appropriate duration of the treatment, which is key in obtaining 
enough data to make accurate conclusions.  Further, SSA researchers calculated it would take, at 
a minimum, 5 years of allowing Stage 2 participants to go into offset to achieve the quantity and 
quality of information necessary for an evaluation.  As such, SSA explained that if it terminated 
the project early and did not complete the research as planned, it would be unable to answer 
Congress’ questions about the offset and sacrifice taxpayers’ research investment.  Additionally, 
the BOND project will be complete in about 2 years, and early termination would only save 
about $8 million.26 

We believe the significant contract costs and SSAB’s reasonable concerns on the value of the 
BOND project illustrate the importance of critical decision efforts before beginning a 
demonstration project.  When completed, the project will cost about $121 million and would 
have tested only one offset method.  SSAB was concerned that, while Congress requested a 
demonstration of variations in the benefit offset amount, the BOND project only tested one 
method of benefit reduction, which was the reduction of $1 for every $2 earned.  SSAB further 
stated that information was already available on the 2-for-1 earnings offset to evaluate the effects 
of the offset. 

As such, we believe SSA should, for future demonstration projects, develop clearly defined 
metrics and a business case to justify the project, including estimates of projects costs and an 
assessment of potential benefits.  In addition, SSA should require an executive or executives, 
independent of the project, to evaluate and approve the project’s planned costs; and throughout 
the project at established milestones, assess the results and determine whether the project merits 
continued expenditures. 

25 Appendix E contains SSA’s response to SSAB’s Position Paper. 
26 As of January 2015, the BOND project’s total cost was approximately $86.8 million of the $121 million total 
contract costs.  SSA estimated that the contract termination costs at $26.7 million, which included Fiscal Year 2015 
obligated funds of approximately $11.7 million; $13 million for beneficiaries remaining in the BOND project after 
termination for WIC, EWIC, and other operational costs for these beneficiaries; and $2 million for notifying 
beneficiaries of the termination of the BOND project.  We did not verify these figures. 
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Abt Subcontractors Charged SSA for Non-work Hours 

We determined the majority of the subcontractor agreements were Time-and-Materials 
subcontracts subject to the Federal Acquisition Regulation.27  Accordingly, the Federal 
Acquisition Regulation permits contractors to bill direct labor hours at fixed hourly rates, as 
listed in the contract.  However, we found three subcontractors that billed SSA for indirect labor 
costs, such as holidays and personal leave.  These subcontractors charged 288 non-work hours on 
the invoices they submitted for the BOND project.  The unallowable charges totaled $10,529, 
representing 12.5 percent of the total sampled non-work hours billed during our audit period. 

Abt confirmed that two of the three subcontractors directly billed Abt for paid time off on 
invoices submitted under the BOND project contract.  While one subcontractor changed its 
billing practices in December 2011 and did not bill Abt for paid time off on BOND project 
invoices submitted after December 7, 2011, there were billing errors before the change in 
practice.  SSA concurred that the subcontractors improperly billed the BOND project for some 
employees’ paid time off.  SSA told us that they are in discussions with Abt to resolve this issue.  
SSA should pursue collection of these unallowable charges. 

CONCLUSIONS 
As of January 2015, SSA had expended approximately $86.8 million (72 percent) of an 
estimated $121 million on the BOND project.  As of October 2014, only 2.7 percent of the 
BOND project participants had received the offset for 1 or more months.  In 2013, SSAB 
advocated halting further spending on the BOND project. 

SSA officials stated the BOND project was meeting its goals and that appropriate duration of a 
research project is critical in obtaining enough data to make accurate conclusions.  SSA 
estimated that it would avoid only about $8 million in contract costs if it terminated the BOND 
project early. 

We believe the significant contract costs and SSAB’s opinion on the value of the BOND project 
highlights the importance of developing and applying clearly defined project metrics at the 
beginning of demonstration projects.  Additionally, as the steward of demonstration project 
dollars, SSA is accountable to Congress and the public on how it spends these funds and the 
value it receives in return. 

Finally, in general, we determined the contractor’s services and costs for administering the 
BOND project adhered to contract terms and applicable regulations during our audit period. 

27 Federal Acquisition Regulation 16.601 states that fixed hourly rates listed in a contract should include wages, 
overhead, general and administrative expenses, and profit for each category of labor. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
We recommend that SSA: 

1. For future demonstration projects, develop clearly defined metrics and a business case to 
justify the project.  The business case should include estimates of projects costs and an 
assessment of potential benefits. 

2. For future demonstration projects, require an independent executive, or executives, to 
evaluate and approve the project’s planned costs, and throughout the project at established 
milestones, assess the results and determine whether the project merits continued 
expenditures. 

3. Pursue collection of the BOND project’s $10,529 in unallowable charges. 

AGENCY COMMENTS 
SSA agreed with Recommendations 1 and 3.  SSA partially agreed with Recommendation 2 and 
stated it will explore the possibility of hiring an independent qualified demonstration project 
reviewer.  The Agency’s comments are included in Appendix H. 

 
Steven L Schaeffer 
Assistant Inspector General for Audit 
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 – THE BENEFIT OFFSET NATIONAL Appendix A
DEMONSTRATION PROJECT:  CONTRACT COSTS 
AS OF JANUARY 2015 

On December 7, 2009, the Social Security Administration (SSA) awarded a 9-year contract 
(#SS00-10-60011) to Abt Associates, Incorporated, to administer the Benefit Offset National 
Demonstration (BOND) project.  The BOND project’s contract had an estimated cost of about 
$121 million. 

As of January 2015, SSA paid contract costs of approximately $86.8 million and about 
$34.2 million remained on the contract.  Table A–1 details the BOND project’s costs through 
January 2015 and the dollar amount remaining on the contract.1 

Table A–1:  BOND Project Costs by Year 

SSA’s BOND Project 

Contract 
Year 

Calendar  
Year Project Costs 

1 2010 $9,427,987 

2 2011 17,900,478 

3 2012 27,233,777 

4 2013 16,664,578 

5 2014 13,903,011 

6 2015 
(As of January 2015) 1,652,535 

Total Costs $86,782,366 

Total Contract Amount $120,967,663 

Remaining Contract Amount 
(As of January 2015) $34,185,297 

Source:  SSA Finance Paid Invoices 
 

1 For review purposes, the audit team tested invoices from December 2009 through January 2014.  The remaining 
invoices for Calendar Year 2014 and January 2015 were not available for review when invoice testing commenced. 
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 – THE BENEFIT OFFSET NATIONAL Appendix B
DEMONSTRATION PROJECT:  STAGES AND 
SITES 

On December 7, 2009, the Social Security Administration (SSA) awarded a 9-year contract 
(#SS00-10-60011) to Abt Associates, Incorporated, (Abt) to administer the Benefit Offset 
National Demonstration (BOND) project. 

BOND project tested the use of a benefit-offset rule based on earnings as an alternative to The 
certain rules that SSA applied to Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) beneficiaries who 
worked.  Under current rules, beneficiaries lose their entire cash benefit if their earnings exceed 
the substantial gainful activity (SGA)1 threshold in the month after the 9-month trial work and 
3-month grace periods end.  Under the BOND project’s benefit-offset rule, SSA tested a 
$1 reduction in benefits for every $2 participants earned over SGA for a 5-year period, in 
combination with employment support.2  The project was conducted in 2 stages at 
10 demonstration sites and included over 1.2 million SSDI beneficiaries. 

The BOND Project’s Stages 

 Stage 1:  Designed to examine how a national benefit offset provision would affect the SSDI 
population as a whole.3 

 Stage 1 began May 2011 and consisted of 968,713 beneficiaries whom Abt randomly 
assigned to 1 of 2 groups. 

 Treatment Group T1:  For 77,115 (8 percent) beneficiaries, SSA made the project’s 
$1-for-$2 offset available and offered WIC.4 

 Control Group C1:  The remaining 891,598 (92 percent) beneficiaries were treated the 
same as other beneficiaries not participating in the BOND project.  That is, they received 
benefits according to current laws. 

1 SSA, POMS DI 25501.390A.1 (October 25, 2013).  The term SGA describes a specific level of work activity and 
earnings.  SSA considers work “substantial” if it involves engaging in significant physical or mental activities, or a 
combination of both. 
2 Examples of support include providing work incentives counseling (WIC) and enhanced WIC (EWIC). 
3 The Stage 1 SSDI population included some beneficiaries who were concurrently receiving Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI). 
4 Examples of WIC services provided to beneficiaries are (1) assistance in explaining SSA disability benefits and 
work incentives with respect to the BOND project, (2) counseling on healthcare coverage options, and 
(3) counseling on wage reporting requirements for SSA benefits and other benefits and supports. 
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 Stage 2:  Designed to learn more about the impacts of the benefit offset for those individuals 
most likely to use the BOND project’s offset. 

Eligibility for Stage 2 was limited to SSDI-only beneficiaries who volunteered.5  The 
project’s remaining population of 240,773 beneficiaries was solicited for Stage 2, but 
227,819 (95 percent) either declined or did not receive the solicitation letter or telephone call. 

Stage 2’s full roll out began in June 2011 and consisted of 12,954 volunteers whom Abt 
randomly assigned to 1 of 3 groups. 

 Treatment Group T21:  For 4,935 (38 percent) beneficiaries, SSA made the project’s 
$1-for-$2 offset available and offered WIC. 

 Treatment Group T22:  For 3,089 (24 percent) beneficiaries, SSA made the project’s 
$1-for-$2 offset available and offered EWIC.6  EWIC focused on helping the BOND 
project participant to determine the best employment path, prepare them for employment, 
and retain a job. 

 Control Group C2:  The remaining 4,930 (38 percent) beneficiaries received benefits 
according to current laws. 

The BOND Project’s Demonstration Sites 

The BOND project researchers defined potential sites for the project as the coverage areas 
of individual SSA area offices.  Each area office supports a group of local SSA field offices, 
and each field office is responsible for serving all individuals in its coverage area.  Area offices 
serve multiple field offices over a relatively broad geographic range.  Coverage areas are large; 
most area offices cover entire States, and some cover multiple States.  There were 54 area 
offices in the nation as of 2008, and all but 1—the office that serves Puerto Rico and the 
U.S. Virgin Islands—were included as candidates for selection.  The 10 sites were randomly 
selected from the 53 candidate areas to ensure the project’s findings were nationally 
representative. 

The 10 BOND project sites opened in January 2011.  The BOND project site offices served as a 
resource for T1 subjects by facilitating outreach and collecting information for work continuing 
disability reviews.7  These offices also conducted outreach and recruitment for Stage 2 treatment 

5 According to Abt, concurrent beneficiaries were excluded from Stage 2 because the interaction between SSDI and 
SSI rules substantially diminished the value of the SSDI offset to concurrent beneficiaries, leading to an expectation 
that relatively few concurrent beneficiaries would use the SSDI benefit offset. 
6 EWIC provided beneficiaries a more intensive, advisement relationship than what was received with WIC. 
7 A continuing disability review is when SSA periodically reviews a beneficiary’s disability or blindness to decide 
whether the beneficiary is still disabled or blind.  A continuing disability review is performed approximately every 
3 years, unless SSA determines the beneficiary has a condition that SSA expects will improve sooner than 3 years. 
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subjects and support for all beneficiaries (Stages 1 and 2) by providing many of the services 
traditionally provided by SSA field offices. 

The 10 BOND project sites closed in September 2012.  However, the BOND project’s Call 
Center8 remains available to provide support services to the project’s beneficiaries and assist 
them with questions.  Table B–1 details the BOND project’s 10 site locations. 

Table B–1:  The BOND Project’s 10 Site Locations 

SSA’s BOND Project 

Number 
of Sites Site Name Site Locations 

1 Alabama State of Alabama 

2 Arizona/Southeast California State of Arizona, southeastern California 

3 Colorado/Wyoming States of Colorado and Wyoming 

4 DC Metro Washington, DC; suburban Maryland; 
northern Virginia; northeastern West Virginia 

5 Greater Detroit Southeastern Michigan 

6 Greater Houston Southeastern Texas 

7 Northern New England States of Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont; 
northern Massachusetts 

8 South Florida Southern Florida 

9 Western New York Western New York, northern Pennsylvania 

10 Wisconsin State of Wisconsin 

Source:  SSA 
 

8 The BOND project’s Call Center provides treatment subjects with telephone support.  Treatment subjects may 
telephone the project’s Call Center to ask questions about services, report earnings information, and inquire about 
any problems. 
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 – THE BENEFIT OFFSET NATIONAL Appendix C
DEMONSTRATION PROJECT:  TREATMENT 
GROUP ENROLLMENTS 

On December 7, 2009, the Social Security Administration (SSA) awarded a 9-year contract 
(#SS00-10-60011) to Abt Associates, Incorporated, to administer the Benefit Offset National 
Demonstration (BOND) project. 

Table C–1 presents the number of participant enrollments during the BOND project roll-out 
period, which began in May 2011 with full roll-out completion in September 2012. 

Table C–1:  Total BOND Project Enrollments from May 2011 – September 2012 

SSA’s BOND Project 

Enrollment 
Year 

Enrollees by Treatment Group Total 
Enrollees 
By Year 

Percent 
of Total 

Enrollees 
T1 

(Stage 1) 
T21 

(Stage 2) 
T22 

(Stage 2) 

2011 77,115 1,977 1,234 80,326 94 

2012 0 2,959 1,855 4,814 6 

Total 77,115 4,936 3,089 85,140 100 
Source:  SSA’s Office of Research, Demonstration, and Employment Support 

While Table C–1 shows all Stage 1 and 2 participants’ enrollment, Figure C–1 depicts only 
Stage 2 participants’ enrollment. 

Figure C–1:  SSA’s BOND Project’s Stage 2 Enrollment 

 
Source:  SSA’s Office of Research, Demonstration, and Employment Support 
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 – SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY Appendix F

On December 7, 2009, the Social Security Administration (SSA) awarded a 9-year contract 
(#SS00-10-60011) to Abt Associates, Incorporated, (Abt) to administer the Benefit Offset 
National Demonstration (BOND) project.  We selected the contract’s first 4 years for our review. 

To accomplish our audit objectives, we: 

 Reviewed the contract between SSA and Abt. 

 Reviewed various Abt reports and the Social Security Advisory Board (SSAB) August 2013 
Position Paper (see Appendix D). 

 Obtained invoices paid under this contract.1  We reviewed the invoices to ensure SSA paid 
invoices timely and accurately and made payments in accordance with the contract terms. 

 Determined whether SSA received the contracted services and Abt met the contract’s 
deliverable schedule. 

 Selected and tested a sample of Abt employee, Abt Intercompany employee, and 
subcontractor timesheets from selected invoices (see Sampling Methodology in  
Appendix G). 

 Selected and tested a sample of Abt employees’ suitability determinations and security 
access. 

 Contacted or interviewed SSA and Abt staff who executed and managed the contract, 
including the following. 

 SSA’s project officer 

 SSA’s contracting officer 

 SSA’s finance officer 

 Abt’s staff who oversees the BOND project 

 Reviewed the applicable sections of SSA’s Program Operations Manual System and the 
Federal Acquisition Regulation. 

 Interviewed SSA representatives to determine the results of the BOND project. 

 Interviewed SSAB representatives. 

1 For review purposes, the audit team tested invoices from December 2009 through January 2014. 
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We conducted our audit from January 2014 through March 2015 in Atlanta, Georgia.  We 
determined the data used for this audit were sufficiently reliable to meet our audit objectives.  
Our review of internal controls was limited to obtaining an understanding of the services 
required under the contract, SSA’s oversight and monitoring of those services, and verification 
and payment of costs charged the Agency. 

The principal entity audited was SSA’s Office of Research, Demonstration, and Employment 
Support.  We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives.  We believe the evidence obtained provides a 
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
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 – SAMPLING METHODOLOGY Appendix G

On December 7, 2009, the Social Security Administration (SSA) awarded a 9-year contract 
(#SS00-10-60011) to Abt Associates, Incorporated, (Abt) to administer the Benefit Offset 
National Demonstration (BOND) project.  We selected the contract’s first 4 years for our review. 

For the 4 contract years1 selected for review, SSA was billed 47 invoices totaling approximately 
$72 million.  Abt charged costs in seven major cost categories.  Table G–1 details the project 
costs charged by cost category. 

Table G–1:  BOND Project Costs Charged by Cost Category 

SSA’s BOND Project 

Cost Category Costs  
Charged 

Percent of  
Costs Charged 

Direct Labor $7,687,453 10.7% 
Standard Domestic Site Labor 2,213,081 3.1 
Standard Regular Labor 5,295,457 7.4 
Temporary Domestic Site Labor 8,770 0.0 
Temporary Regular Labor 170,145 0.2 

Fringe & Overhead—Labor (Percent of Costs) $7,225,268 10.0% 

Other Direct Costs $3,110,425 4.3% 
Communications and IT 897,797 1.3 
Other Costs 302,187 0.4 
Printing 63,582 0.1 
Purchases Services 362,299 0.5 
Site Operations 1,243,890 1.7 
Travel 240,670 0.3 

Subcontractors, Consultants, and Materials $36,962,184 51.3% 
Consultants 56,989 0.1 
Subcontractors 36,665,475 50.9 
Government Property 239,720 0.3 

General & Administrative and Handling Charges 
(Percent of Costs) $4,570,822 6.3% 

Intercompany $7,226,229 10.0% 

Contract Fee (Percent of Completion) $5,295,842 7.4% 

Totals $72,078,223 100.0% 

Source:  SSA BOND Project Invoices 

1 For review purposes, the audit team tested invoices from December 2009 through January 2014. 
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We did not perform sample testing in the cost categories for (1) Fringe and Overhead—Labor, 
(2) General & Administrative, and (3) Contract Fee because these costs are based on a 
percentage of direct labor costs or percentage of contract completion. 

For Direct Labor Testing, we randomly sampled 50 unique employees from the highest direct 
labor invoice charges, which occurred in Calendar Years (CY) 2010 through 2012.  To ensure 
that we had adequate coverage for all 4 years, we judgmentally selected the highest direct labor 
invoice for CY 2013 and randomly selected 10 unique employees for testing. 

For Other Direct Costs Testing, we judgmentally selected five invoices with the highest amount 
of other direct costs.  Using a weighted average of costs, we selected 10 transactions with the 
highest amount on each invoice. 

For Subcontractor Costs Testing, we selected one invoice with the highest amount of 
subcontractor charges for each of the 4 contract years, for CYs 2010 through 2013.  For each 
invoice selected, we identified all unique employees for the 4 years reviewed.  We randomly 
sampled 50 employees to test who worked for subcontractors with total charges equal or greater 
to $1 million and 50 employees who worked for subcontractors with total charges less than 
$1 million.  Our test of subcontractors resulted in testing 100 distinct employees’ timesheets for 
each of the 4 years. 

For Intercompany Costs Testing, we selected one invoice with the highest amount of 
intercompany charges for each of the 4 years, for CYs 2010 through 2013.  For each invoice 
selected, we identified all unique employees and randomly selected 50 employees to test 
timesheet records.
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MISSION 

By conducting independent and objective audits, evaluations, and investigations, the Office of 
the Inspector General (OIG) inspires public confidence in the integrity and security of the Social 
Security Administration’s (SSA) programs and operations and protects them against fraud, 
waste, and abuse.  We provide timely, useful, and reliable information and advice to 
Administration officials, Congress, and the public. 

CONNECT WITH US 

The OIG Website (http://oig.ssa.gov/) gives you access to a wealth of information about OIG.  
On our Website, you can report fraud as well as find the following. 

• OIG news 

• audit reports 

• investigative summaries 

• Semiannual Reports to Congress 

• fraud advisories 

• press releases 

• congressional testimony 

• an interactive blog, “Beyond The 
Numbers” where we welcome your 
comments 

In addition, we provide these avenues of 
communication through our social media 
channels. 

Watch us on YouTube 

Like us on Facebook 

Follow us on Twitter 

Subscribe to our RSS feeds or email updates 

 

OBTAIN COPIES OF AUDIT REPORTS 

To obtain copies of our reports, visit our Website at http://oig.ssa.gov/audits-and-
investigations/audit-reports/all.  For notification of newly released reports, sign up for e-updates 
at http://oig.ssa.gov/e-updates. 

REPORT FRAUD, WASTE, AND ABUSE 

To report fraud, waste, and abuse, contact the Office of the Inspector General via 

Website: http://oig.ssa.gov/report-fraud-waste-or-abuse 

Mail: Social Security Fraud Hotline 
P.O. Box 17785 
Baltimore, Maryland 21235 

FAX: 410-597-0118 

Telephone: 1-800-269-0271 from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time 

TTY: 1-866-501-2101 for the deaf or hard of hearing 

 

http://oig.ssa.gov/
http://oig.ssa.gov/newsroom/blog
http://oig.ssa.gov/newsroom/blog
http://www.youtube.com/user/TheSSAOIG
http://www.facebook.com/oigssa
https://twitter.com/thessaoig
http://oig.ssa.gov/rss
http://oig.ssa.gov/audits-and-investigations/audit-reports/all
http://oig.ssa.gov/audits-and-investigations/audit-reports/all
http://oig.ssa.gov/e-updates
http://oig.ssa.gov/report-fraud-waste-or-abuse
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