
NAME OF SYSTEM: 

Beneficiary Information 

ORIGINATOR: 

Bureau of District Office Operations 

Social Security Administration, 

Baltimore, Maryland 21235 

O B J E C T I V E . To design and .place into 
operation an integrated document retrieval 
system that will enable the District Offices 
to provide the public with more accurate, 
timely, and useful beneficiary information. 

B A C K G R O U N D . The Bureau of District 
Office Operations provides direction to the 
nationwide network of district and branch 
offices that serve as the intermediary between 
the Social Security Administration and the 
public. Among its many responsibilities is 
that of providing information to people about 
beneficiary matters. 

For years the district and branch offices 
administering the Social Security program 
have had difficulty in responding satisfac­
torily to the millions of annual inquiries. The 
growing accumulation of records, together 
with an increased public awareness about the 
various entitlements of the programs, has 
made the answering of questions increasingly 
difficult. There had been an urgent need for 
designing a system that would assure that 
records used in beneficiary interviews were 
both current and accurate. 

Fortunately, during the 1960's the district 
and branch offices gained much experience in 
the use of a microfilm retrieval system for 
handling health insurance inquiries. It was 
the consensus of those most concerned with 
the beneficiary information problem that bet­
ter response to the public would occur only 
with the design and implementation of a 
microform system. Accordingly, the decision 
was made to condense the beneficiary data 
kept on magnetic tape in Baltimore and to 
record this data on microfilm. It was further 
decided that microfiche rather than roll film 
would be used for the following reasons: the 

updating is less costly; the shipping problems 
are less difficult; the look-up time is shorter; 
the filing sequence is less cumbersome; the 
reader-printer machine is less expensive. 

T H E N E W M E T H O D . The Beneficiary 
Information System consists of selected in­
formation recorded on microfiche. Selected 
data for 600 accounts is displayed on 4 x 6 
inch microfiche cards. (This capacity con­
trasts with the normal 4 feet of microfilm roll 
needed for the same number of accounts in 
the old system.) Each microfiche has 72 
frames of beneficiary information arranged 
into nine columns of eight horizontal rows, 
with individual frames containing from six 
to nine accounts. At the top of each micro­
fiche is a header that shows the range of names 
in normal size print. Additionally, there is an 
index that shows the x-y coordinate location 
of records within each frame. 

The conversion of the digital input mag­
netic tape information to the master or orgi-
nal fiche format is performed by the Bureau 
of Data Processing and Accounts. A Strom-
berg-DatagraphiX 4440 COM (computer out­
put microfilm) recording and developing sys­
tem is used for this purpose. This special 
camera records beneficiary data from the 
magnetic tape on 4-inch wide film at the rate 
of two to three microfiche per minute, or 
1,200 to 1,800 records per minute. The data is 
reduced on film at a 25 to 1 ratio. The original 
records are recorded on silver halide roll film, 
developed as positives, and duplicated on 
Kalvar negative copies. These copies are then 
automatically cut into 4 x 6 inch microfiche. 

The file is arranged alphabetically by name 
of the principal beneficiary and contains such 
information as other beneficiaries, social 
security numbers, certain historical informa­
tion, and annual contribution data. The micro­
fiche are filed in an upright metal stand hold­
ing a maximum of four or five two-sided 
panels. Panels are 24 inches high and 18 
inches wide, with space for 440 microfiche 
arranged in three vertical rows. In total, a 
single panel may contain 264,000 individual 
records. The microfiche header information 
is readily identifiable from the file position, 

82 



and when a microfiche is removed from the 
file the background becomes an automatic 
"charge-out." The microfiche reader contains 
an x-y grid system corresponding to the grid 
identification index recorded on each micro­
fiche. Wi th this finding technique, most 
searches can be completed within 20 seconds. 

In the retrieval process, the microfiche file 
and the reader-printer are usually located in 
close proximity to the work area of the user-
interviewer. Copies of beneficiary records are 
thus available for viewing or copying in a 
minimum of time. 

R E M A R K S . This Beneficiary Information 
System is a classic example of large masses of 
magnetic tape stored data that is made readily 

accessible by conversion to a microform 
format through use of COM equipment. In 
this instance, the data is made available to 
1,000 locations around the Nation. The system 
utilizes to the fullest the microform charac­
teristics of compactness, convenience of ship­
ment, and economy of storage and retrieval. 
Additionally, in the case of microfiche, the 
cost of the semiannual updating of the com­
plete file is quite economical in comparison 
with other document storage and retrieval 
methods. The total file of 26 million bene­
ficiary records is contained on about 49,000 
silver halide microfiche (originals or masters) 
at Baltimore. The duplicates forwarded to 
the nearly 1,000 local Social Security offices 
number approximately 1.5 million. 
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BENEFICIARY INFORMATION 

INPUT PROCESSING STORAGE SEARCH AND RETRIEVAL 

105-mm 
F i l m 

^Dupl icators 

1. Bureau of Data P r o c e s s i n g 
and Accoun t s take se l ec t ive data 
f r o m the magne t i c tape m a s t e r 
bene f i c i a ry file for p r o c e s s i n g 
and conve r s ion to m i c r o f i c h e . 

2. R e c o r d e r c o n v e r t s magne t i c 
tape b ina ry code to h u m a n - r e a d ­
able p r in t fo rm on 105-mm ro l l 
m i c r o f i l m . 

3. M a s t e r f i lm is developed a s 
pos i t ive and used to develop many 
nega t ive dupl ica te s e t s of uncut 
m i c r o f i c h e d i s p l a y s . 

4 . Dupl icate nega t ive s a r e cut 
into 4" x 6" shee t s of m i c r o f i c h e . 
Comple t e s e t s a r e shipped to 
loca l Soc ia l Secu r i t y offices for 
r e f e r e n c e u s e . 

S e a r c h 
Reques t 

Benef ic ia ry 
Informat ion 

F i le 
• c 

Benef ic ia ry 
S e a r c h 
Data 

Se lec t ive Benef ic ia ry F i l e . Con­
s i s t s of mic ro f i che contained in 
v e r t i c a l panel h o l d e r s (264,000 
fiche per panel) . Each loca l 
soc ia l s e c u r i t y office has iden­
t ica l s y s t e m for fas t r e t r i e v a l 
of in fo rmat ion . F iche a r e a r ­
ranged a lphabe t ica l ly with range 
of n a m e s vis ib le on each fiche 
h e a d e r . 

Microf iche 
Data 

R e a d e r 

/ \ 
/ R e a d e r \ 
^ P r i n t e r f 

1. S e a r c h r e q u e s t o r ig ina t e s with 
i n t e r v i e w e r of benef ic i a ry or i n ­
t e r m e d i a r y . 

2. S e a r c h e r , with p r o p e r s e a r c h 
in format ion , s cans file panels for 
a p p r o p r i a t e f iche, us ing fiche 
h e a d e r s as guide. 

3. S e a r c h e r p laces fiche in r e a d e r | 
and using name index on fiche 
ad jus ts r e a d e r gr id to coincide 
with coord ina te i n s t r u c t i o n s . 

4. U s e r has option of r e t r i e v i n g 
in format ion f rom r e a d e r or 
making h a r d copy of r e c o r d . 
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