                                               WRIS FAQS

What is the WRIS?


The WRIS is the Wage Record Interchange System, an efficient and cost-effective clearinghouse through which states may obtain UI wage records for individuals who have been employed in another state or states.  

Why was the WRIS developed?


The idea behind the WRIS has been discussed for quite some time.  However, the passage of the Workforce Investment Act, with its emphasis on tracking state program and training provider performance, its mandate that wages be used as a performance measure, and its encouragement of the interstate exchange of wage data, necessitated the development of a system for making this possible.  In the spring of 2001, an expansion of the system was approved allowing its use to obtain wages to meet reporting requirements for programs authorized under the Wagner-Peyser Act as well as the WIASRD requirements established by the Secretary of Labor.

How does the WRIS help states meet assessment and reporting requirements of the Workforce Investment Act and the Wagner-Peyser Act?


The Workforce Investment Act creates a performance accountability system to assess the effectiveness of states and local areas in achieving continuous improvement of workforce investment activities.  The system requires that each state, as part of a regular performance accountability assessment, consider the impact of workforce investment services upon the wages of the recipients of those services.  In order to realistically measure the benefits derived from workforce investment services, wages earned outside the state where the services were provided must be measured in addition to those earned locally.  In recognition of this need, the Workforce Investment Act directed the Secretary of Labor to, “…make arrangements, consistent with state law, to ensure that the wage records of any state are available to any other state to the extent that such wage records are required by the state in carrying out the state plan…”


The Workforce Investment Act also sets forth criteria which must be followed by states for the certification of eligible training providers.  These eligibility criteria include specific performance measures, including wages earned by recipients of the training.  Wage records will, therefore, be utilized to verify performance levels for the certification process and to form the basis for aggregate data required to be posted by states to potential consumers of training services.


Finally, the WRIS can be used to obtain wage information relative to participants in programs authorized under the Wagner-Peyser Act (characterized as mandatory partner programs under the WIA) and to meet standardized record data reporting requirements established by the Secretary of Labor for WIA Title IB programs.  (WIASRD).   


The WRIS assists states to meet all of these mandates by facilitating the interstate exchange of wage data through an efficient system designed for this express purpose.

Who can participate in the WRIS?


The WRIS is open only to the fifty-three UI jurisdictions, i.e. the fifty states, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, and the District of Columbia.  These entities are referred to as “states” throughout the rest of this document.  No other public or private entities are eligible to participate in the WRIS.


Any state wishing to receive wage data must also be willing to share its wage data with all other participating states.   Each state will have two primary parties involved in WRIS transactions:  (1) the SUIA (State Unemployment Insurance Agency or equivalent), which is the supplier of wage information; and (2) the PACIA (Performance Accountability and Customer Information Agency), which is the consumer of wage information and the entity identified as being responsible for performance accountability and eligible trainer provider certification under the Workforce Investment Act.

How does the WRIS operate?


States will submit wage requests through the WRIS, identifying individuals by their social security numbers.  The WRIS Operations Contractor will search the DDBI, identify those states which have wage records on file associated with the social security number(s) included in the wage request, and send the wage request to those states with records.  The receiving state(s) will send the wage records back through the WRIS where the response can then be downloaded by the requesting state.

What is the DDBI?


The DDBI is the Distributed Database Index, an index of all social security numbers for which wages have been reported to participating states over a period of four quarters.  The DDBI will contain three information items for each entry – social security number, quarter for which wages were reported, and the state that holds the wage record.


When an authorized state agency needs information from the WRIS, the DDBI will be searched via electronic request to determine where wage record information exists and where the wage record request should be directed.

What data will actually be available through the WRIS?


The WRIS will provide wage data for up to eight consecutive quarters.  The data which will be provided from the responding state to the requesting state will include the employee name, employee address, OCC code, FEIN, and SIC code for employers reporting wages for the employee, the wages earned, the quarter in which they were earned, and the SESA reporting the wages.


Although states will generally request wage data reported for an individual SSN from any state possessing such data, the WRIS will also allow PACIAs to customize their requests so that they will obtain data only from specified states.


Currently, federal and military wages may not be obtained through the WRIS but the possibility of making such wages available through the system is under consideration. 

Isn’t the WRIS a national wage database?


The WRIS is not a national wage database for several reasons.  The WRIS contains very limited data and only for those individuals for whom WRIS data requests have been made.  Moreover, the data is only available for a limited period of time during which it can be downloaded by the requesting state.  After that period of time has passed, the data will be automatically purged from the system.  In addition, disclosure of the WRIS wage data is carefully monitored and controlled in accordance with the terms of the WRIS Data Sharing Agreement.  Finally, all exchanges of wage data through the WRIS are intended to meet statutory mandates and for no other purposes.  Once those mandates have been met, even the states holding wage data from other states will destroy the data.

Who Operates the WRIS?

The WRIS is designed to operate as a user-friendly system through which a wage request can be made directly by an authorized PACIA employee and the reply can be sent by a SUIA and directly downloaded from a PC by the PACIA employee who made the request.  However, overall technical operation of the WRIS is the responsibility of Lockheed Martin Corporation, the WRIS Operations Contractor.  Lockheed Martin will operate and maintain the DDBI and the WRIS Clearinghouse, troubleshoot the system, provide user IDs and passwords to employees authorized to handle WRIS data, and provide participating states with both start-up and ongoing technical support, including a help desk. 

Administrative management of the WRIS is the responsibility of NASWA (formerly ICESA).  NASWA will govern and oversee the business operations of the WRIS, monitor compliance with confidentiality provisions, prepare all reports regarding WRIS, act as liaison between participating states and the USDOL on WRIS matters, provide administrative assistance to participating states, and administer the fee collection and disbursement program.  

When will the WRIS become operational?


The WRIS was launched in the spring of 2000 as a pilot system and is already fully operational.  Twenty states participated in the pilot: Alabama, Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, Maine, Mississippi, New Mexico, Ohio, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Texas, Vermont, Kentucky, Louisiana, New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, New Jersey, and Massachusetts.  

The ITSC (UI Information Technology Support Center) served as the Operations Contractor throughout the pilot, developing the system and providing start-up assistance to the participating states.  NASWA was very active in examining and developing confidentiality standards for the WRIS, drafting the Data Sharing Agreements which facilitated the exchange of information between the states, investigating issues relative to a revenue collection and disbursement program for the system, engaging in outreach efforts to states interested in the WRIS, and acting as liaison between the states and the United States Department of Labor on WRIS matters. 

Was the pilot a success? 

The WRIS pilot successfully launched the system and provided valuable input to the technical and administrative operators of the system which will ensure that the WRIS production system meets the needs of the participating states.

Nearly all the states that participated in the pilot met the requirements for technical and administrative readiness to exchange data through the system.  Several of the pilot states actively exchanged data and found the system to be quite useful.  One state reported that the wage data made available to it through the WRIS helped seven local areas meet performance measures they would not have met without the data on out of state employment and wages.  It is expected that this experience will become commonplace, particularly in local areas that share borders with other states.


The WRIS pilot also provided an opportunity to fine-tune technical components of the system and identify changes that needed to be made for the permanent “production system.” At the same time, it gave NASWA an opportunity to identify and make necessary amendments to the WRIS Data Sharing Agreement and Operating Plan.


The WRIS pilot ended on December 31, 2000.  The transition from ITSC to Lockheed Martin as the WRIS Operations Contractor began on January 1, 2001 and continued until Lockheed Martin fully assumed the duties of the WRIS Operations Contractor in April, 2001.  The system will enter the production phase in July, 2001 and additional states will be permitted to enter the system thereafter.

What must a state do to be technically ready to participate in the WRIS?


In order to conduct WRIS transactions, a state must finish six implementation steps, five of which are dependent upon the SUIA alone for completion and one of which involves the WRIS Operations Contractor.  The steps are: 

· Receive and review initial WRIS documentation

· Notify the Operations Contractor of a contact person for technical implementation issues

· Send a test DDBI tape to the Operations Contractor

· Send a complete DDBI tape to the Operations Contractor

· Install and test WRIS software at the SUIA

· Test SUIA software through ICON

Lockheed Martin Corporation, the WRIS Operations Contractor, is available to provide assistance with implementing these steps to interested states.

What administrative steps must a state take to be ready for WRIS participation?


In order to participate in WRIS, a state must first take the following administrative steps:

· Designate a PACIA 

· Execute a WRIS  Data Sharing Agreement and Operating Plan

· Review WRIS confidentiality provisions with individual employees in the PACIA and SUIA who will be handling WRIS data

· Require these employees to sign forms acknowledging WRIS confidentiality requirements and submit them to NASWA with requests for usernames and passwords

· Obtain WRIS usernames and passwords for all employees engaging in WRIS activities 

NASWA offers assistance to states in completing these steps.

Is technical support available to states participating in the WRIS?


Lockheed Martin will be responsible for providing technical support to enable states to join the WRIS.  This will include providing a general purpose interface to each participating PACIA and a specialized interface to each participating SUIA, either through its own interface or through the ICON.


In addition, the Operations Contractor will provide ongoing help desk services and technical assistance to all participating states.

Are there costs associated with participating in the WRIS?


Currently, all costs associated with roll-out and operation of the WRIS are being borne by the U.S. Department of Labor, although no payments are currently being made to SUIAs providing wage data under the WRIS.  The WRIS could eventually become a self-financing system with PACIAs paying for the costs of administering the WRIS, including reimbursement of SUIAs for providing UI wage record information.  A number of cost or pricing options are available which take into account critical factors such as volume of use; these options are being studied before any specific recommendations are made or implemented.  All recommendations relative to cost/reimbursement will keep uppermost the need to minimize system costs, to ensure appropriate reimbursement of states supplying data, and to simplify any financial transactions under the system.   

Is a SUIA compensated for the data it provides through the WRIS? 


Currently, states are not compensated for data that they provide through the WRIS, just as they are not charged for data requests they make through the system.  However, as previously indicated, it is anticipated that the WRIS could eventually become a self-financing system with PACIAs paying for the cost of administering the WRIS, including reimbursement of SUIAs for the wage data they provide.  

Will the WRIS be able to handle the expected volume of traffic as more states become participants?


The WRIS has been designed to handle an average annual volume from PACIAs of up to 80 million wage record requests.  This capacity should be sufficient to meet the needs of all the participating states.  The WRIS will be able to process priority PACIA requests within a day; routine requests will be processed to SUIAs within a week with responses being sent soon thereafter.  The system also has the capacity to allow states to request more rapid responses to wage record queries if circumstances demand it.  

How do I know that wage data transmitted through the WRIS is secure?


The WRIS has been designed to operate with the highest levels of security currently available.  Information shared through the WRIS Clearinghouse is transmitted through ICON, the communications infrastructure and interstate wage record exchange system that currently allows all 53 UI jurisdictions to transmit interstate UI claims, wages, and statistical data.  This system has remained extremely secure since it began operating over twenty-five years ago.


In addition, all WRIS transmissions will be encrypted using Secure Socket Layer Technology and must be conducted in a physically secure location.  Only individuals with WRIS user IDs and passwords will have access to the system.


Finally, a Data Sharing Agreement must be signed by representatives of the PACIA and SUIA of any state wishing to participate in the WRIS.  The Agreement contains stringent confidentiality requirements to which the states agree to adhere in their handling of WRIS data. 

How does the WRIS Data Sharing Agreement protect the confidentiality of WRIS data?

Although the Workforce Investment Act directed states to make wage data available to their sister states for purposes of state and local program assessment and for eligible trainer certification, the statute also cautioned that the exchange of data must be accomplished in a manner, “consistent with state law.” As a result, NASWA undertook an analysis of state confidentiality laws, including a survey responded to by legal counsel and/or records access officers representing nearly all UI jurisdictions.  The survey results indicated that most states already have statutory authority to share unemployment insurance wage data with sister states so long as certain confidentiality requirements set forth in state statutes are met.  The survey also found that many states already have data sharing agreements in place with other states or even private entities which reflect these requirements.  Similarly, the WRIS Data Sharing Agreement was drafted to address these confidentiality requirements, namely:

· Shared information may not be disclosed to third parties unless such disclosure is specifically authorized by the Agreement or unless the data is disclosed in aggregate form only.

· Information in electronic format must be stored and processed in such a way that unauthorized persons may not retrieve the information by means of a computer, remote terminal, or other means.   

· Public employees having access to the information must be instructed regarding its confidential nature and the penalties for violating such confidentiality and must attest to the policies and procedures regarding confidentiality contained in the data sharing agreement.

· The data must be kept physically secure from possible access by unauthorized persons.

· The data may be used only to the extent necessary to assist in the valid administrative needs of the program receiving the data.

· The requesting agency may not use the information for any purpose not specifically authorized under the agreement.

Any state wishing to review the WRIS Data Sharing Agreement in greater detail may request a copy from NASWA.

What other assistance is available to my state to assist it in complying with the WRIS confidentiality requirements?

As the entity responsible for providing administrative information and support to states working with the WRIS, NASWA drafted Standards and Guidelines for the Handling of Confidential WRIS Data by PACIA and SUIA Employees, a document which must be read by each employee who will have access to WRIS wage data to familiarize himself/herself with all of the confidentiality provisions and details concerning WRIS.  

In addition, NASWA also developed a form entitled, “Acknowledgment of Standards for Receipt and Handling of Confidential Information”, which must be signed by employees having access to WRIS data prior to their being issued a WRIS user ID and password.  Employees signing this form acknowledge that they are aware of the confidentiality standards governing access to WRIS data and that they agree to be bound by such standards. 

A User Guide For PACIA Employees, describing the WRIS operating process, has also been developed and is available to the states.

Finally, NASWA is currently developing a WRIS Confidentiality Training Program designed for employees having access to WRIS data.   The training will be made available to WRIS staff in all participating states at the state’s request.

How can states keep abreast of WRIS issues of interest to them?


States that are interested in WRIS issues may find information regarding the system and its current status via the WRIS Watch link on the Workforce ATM (www.naswa.org). 


A Technical Advisory Workgroup composed of representatives of states participating in the WRIS also meets on a regular basis to discuss WRIS issues, progress, and concerns.  In addition, periodic reports on WRIS implementation and operation will be provided to all states by NASWA.   
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