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“SORRY. THE COMPUTER SAYS ‘NO.’”

I’ve always liked to think that I have pretty decent luck. But it turns out that 
everyone has good luck, until, suddenly, they don’t. On April 17th, I was on a 
camping trip with my husband, Jim, when I received a terrifying email. The 
Healthcare Marketplace, which is the website of The Affordable Care Act, was 
informing me that our premium tax credit had been canceled. The premium tax 
credit had cut our monthly health insurance costs in half, and with no explana-
tion provided, halfway through the calendar year, it was gone.

I called into the Marketplace immediately. “Something has happened to our 
tax credit,” I explained, shakily, to the operator who answered my call. “I just 
got an email that says it’s been canceled, but I don’t know why, or how to fix it.”

“Oh,” he replied in a calm Southern drawl, “No worries. We can fix that.” I 
began to protest. Did he realize how scary that message had been? But he was 
already moving along. He retrieved my file, took me through the application, 
and let me know that our eligibility for the tax credit had been restored. I began 
to calm down. It will be nice, I thought, if this all gets figured out with one 
phone call. My good luck was still intact. He read out all the details of our plan, 
which would be exactly the same as before, and then told me he was going to 
submit the plan...now.

“Hmm,” he said after a moment 
passed. “I’m getting an error mes-
sage.”

This, he told me, was not a big 
deal. They got error messages all 
the time. I should just call back in 
an hour and hopefully it would be 
fixed. Was there anything else he 
could do? “Yes,” I replied. “Can 
you tell me what happened? Why 
was the credit canceled?”

“Well, I don’t really know,” he 
said. “It could be a few things. 
Was there a difference between 

the income you reported when you applied for healthcare and the income you 
reported on your yearly taxes?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “We run an online newspaper and I can never predict 
exactly what our yearly income will be. And then, when we did our taxes, I 
realized that we could claim another deduction that I hadn’t included in the ap-
plication, so our income ended up being even lower than I thought.”

“Well, that’s probably it,” he said.
“But surely, it’s better that I overestimated our income than underestimat-

ed?”
“You’d think.”
“And I filled out the tax forms correctly. We got the refund because we paid 

too much for insurance. Why would that cancel our current tax credit?”
“It just does that for some people,” he replied, which did not help at all. “Just 

call back in an hour and it should be fixed.”

It should be obvious by the length of this article that the error was not fixed 
in an hour. Nor was it fixed two days later, when I called again. Finally, on the 
20th of April, I talked to a Supervisor, who was not able to fix the error, but 
who did send a letter to the insurance company saying they should continue to 
apply the tax credit. “Don’t worry,” he said, “if you get a really high invoice this 
month. The company has 30 days to comply with this request.” He apologized 
more than once for the error, repeating that this was absolutely their fault and 
not mine. Was there anything else he could help me with?

Yes. “Why did this happen? The first operator seemed to think it was because 
our income was different on our taxes than it was on the application?”

“Could be,” he said.
“But I thought that’s why we filled out the form with our taxes to rectify the 

two numbers?”
“Yeah, sometimes they cancel the tax credit, though.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense. It turned out we were eligible for a bigger 

credit.”
“I know. It’s a problem. But we’re going to fix this error and you’re tax credit 

will be the same.”
“Ok,” I finally relented. “I guess I’ll just see what happens in 30 days.” He 

seemed relieved to finish the conversation.

Later, I searched the internet and couldn’t find a single page explaining that a 
tax credit could be canceled because of a disparity between the reported income 
and the final income reported on taxes. Multiple pages mentioned the tax 
form we filled out, which would charge you extra if you’d underestimated your 
income, or increase your refund if, like us, you’d overestimated. But not one 
mention of the next year’s tax credit being canceled as a result.

And, to me, this lack of an answer was the most frustrating part of the whole 
debacle. How was it possible that not one page, and not one phone operator—
not even a supervisor—could explain why the credit was canceled?

Thirty days passed and nothing was solved with the insurance company. 
Everyone apologized to me. The Healthcare exchange was very sorry for the er-
ror, but insisted that the insurance company would not be able to charge more. 
The people at the insurance company apologized that they hadn’t gotten their 
numbers sorted out and asked me, kindly, to continue to wait.

The biggest impression I got from all these phone calls was that customer 
service training had really improved in this country. Everyone was uniformly 
nice—actually nice, not at all insincere—and they all expressed that they would 
be just as confused as I was, given the situation. And I found it impossible to 
be angry with any of them, because—as they told me many times—they had as 
little control over the situation as I did.

The lingering question was, “Where are the people who actually control 
anything?” I’m not sure I’ve ever encountered one. Every time I’ve applied for 
an insurance policy, or called about an error in a shipping order, or contested a 
bank fee, I’ve faced a wall of helpless employees, who can only help me or not 
help me based on what they’re fed by their computer. Every sentence begins, 
“The computer says...” and if you’re facing an issue that is outside the comput-
er’s understanding, then you’re out of luck.

Every large business or government program faces the same issue—how to 
be efficient despite the size of its bureaucracy. And, unfortunately, it seems the 
only way to make a bureaucracy efficient is to make it unresponsive to any com-
plications from the confused citizen or customer. If the kind southern-accented 
call operator can actually make changes to help the people who call him, then 
he can throw a wrench into the smooth operations of the whole organization. 
No modern business would allow that—not in this world where efficiency and 
productivity are fetishized above all else.

So all the control is centralized beyond the reach of any citizen seeking help. 
Most often, to avoid any inefficiency at all, the control is centralized within a 
computer, an algorithm, which is unhampered by any personal sympathies or 
susceptibility to argument. And yes, the computer will probably make fewer er-
rors overall. But when the computer does have an error, God help you. A person 
might make more mistakes, but at least those mistakes can be easily corrected 
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by another person. A person can listen to a full complicated explanation, and 
figure out how to help. A computer can only take in the information it’s been 
programmed to understand, and can only spit out answers to questions it’s 
been programmed to answer. Just try to put “It’s more complicated than that” 
into a computerized form and see how well you fare.

And, honestly, I think these organizations know that most people will get 
frustrated and give up before they get any help.

I kept wondering about that, when I was on hold with the various operators 
at the healthcare exchange and the insurance company. I wondered how many 
people would be willing or able to keep on calling, keep insisting on updates to 
the progress of their case. This isn’t really something to brag about, but I am 
more comfortable than most when it comes to making official phone calls. I am 
patient, and can generally pick up the key words to remember, find the right 
department to talk to, and ask questions until I feel that I understand the situa-
tion. Mostly, I’m good at staying calm and forcing the person to talk to me until 
something is fixed. This is not a skill that I enjoy needing, but I am glad when I 
can get messy situations sorted out.

It frustrates me to think of the numbers of people who are too overwhelmed 
or confused to fight back when they are screwed over by a business or organiza-
tion. You know that businesses depend on most people to give up. When they 
say you owe them money, who has the time or confidence to argue? I can’t be 
the only person who’s received a message telling them that their tax credit was 
arbitrarily canceled, and that their premiums would skyrocket as a result. How 
many other people just accepted that fate? How many people just paid the 
incorrect premium when their next bill arrived?

The 30-day deadline for my case being fixed with the insurance company has 
already come and gone. And, even when the the company agrees to continue 
the correct premium, (which had better be soon,) that original computer error 
that stymied my application will probably still be there. And so will the feeling 
of powerlessness that comes over me when I think about the whole situation.

This is what modern life has to offer, it seems. You just have to hope that you 
never fall outside the algorithm; you have to cross your fingers and hope to 
avoid any errors. You have to pray for good luck as you interact with a thousand 
different forms and applications, some of which may literally decide your life 
and death, and you have to hope you never hear the words:

“Sorry. The computer says no.”


