IMPROVING THE DELIVERY OF
KEY WORK SUPPORTS:
Policy & Practice Opportunities at
A Critical Moment
By Dorothy Rosenbaum and Stacy Dean
February 2011

i

The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, located in Washington, D.C., is a non-profit research
and policy institute that conducts research and analysis of government policies and the programs
and public policy issues that affect low and middle income households. The Center is supported by
foundations, individual contributors, and publications sales.

Board of Directors
David de Ferranti, Chair
Results for Development Institute
Henry J. Aaron
The Brookings Institution
Ken Apfel
University of Maryland
Jano Cabrera
Burson-Marsteller
Henry A. Coleman
Rutgers University
Marian Wright Edelman
Children’s Defense Fund

James O. Gibson
Center for the
Study of Social Policy
Beatrix A. Hamburg
Cornell Medical College
Antonia Hernández
California Community Foundation
Frank Mankiewicz
Hill & Knowlton, Inc.
C. Lynn McNair
Salzburg Global Seminar
Richard Nathan
Nelson A. Rockefeller
Institute of Government

Marion Pines
Johns Hopkins University
Robert D. Reischauer
Urban Institute
Paul Rudd
Adaptive Analytics
Susan Sechler
German Marshall Fund
William J. Wilson
Harvard University

Emeritus Board Members
Barbara Blum
Columbia University
Robert Greenstein
Executive Director

Scott Bunton
Deputy Director
Authors
Dorothy Rosenbaum and Stacy Dean
February 2011
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
820 First Street, NE, Suite 510
Washington, DC 20002
(202) 408-1080
Email: center@cbpp.org
Web: www.cbpp.org

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The authors wish to express gratitude to Wendy Jacobson and John Springer for their invaluable
editorial assistance, Carolyn Jones and Michelle Bazie for formatting the document, and Edward
Bremner for his help with figures and charts. In addition, our colleagues Shelby Gonzales, Judy
Solomon, January Angeles, Matthew Broaddus, and Liz Schott from the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities and Alicia Koné from the Aclara Group contributed important research and
guidance on the paper’s content. Olivia Golden, Greg Mills, Gina Adams, and Stan Dorn from the
Urban Institute provided critical technical and editorial feedback; and Pat Baker, Anne Dunkelberg,
Celia Hagert, Chris Hastedt, Jon Janowski, Cecilia Perry, and Chauncy Lennon graciously provided
insightful comments. Thanks also to staff at USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service and the
Department of Health and Human Services for their guidance on program policy over the years and
collaborative work to support program integration efforts. Finally, the authors wish to express
special thanks to the many state health and human services officials, local office supervisors, and
eligibility workers who have hosted local office visits and taken the time to answer our many
questions. Any errors are the authors’ alone.
This report was made possible in part by “Work Support Strategies: Streamlining Access,
Strengthening Families,” an initiative directed by the Urban Institute and funded by the Ford
Foundation. We are pleased to be providing technical assistance and analysis to this initiative, which
is giving a select group of states the opportunity to design, test, and implement more effective,
streamlined, and integrated approaches to delivering key work support benefits to low-income
families. We would also like to acknowledge the generous support of the Atlantic Philanthropies,
the Annie E. Casey Foundation, The Joyce Foundation, the Kresge Foundation, the John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Mazon: a Jewish Response to Hunger, the Charles Stewart
Mott Foundation, the Open Society Institute, the David and Lucile Packard Foundation, and an
anonymous donor.

iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY .................................................................................................................................. v
INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................................................. 1
The Big Picture .......................................................................................................................................... 1
Key Consideration ..................................................................................................................................... 8
What’s in This Paper? ................................................................................................................................. 12
General Resources.......................................................................................................................................14
CHAPTER 1: POLICY OPTIONS .................................................................................................................... 17
Why are Policy Changes Important? ........................................................................................................ 17
Why is it Challenging to Change Policy? ...................................................................................................18
Policy Options States Can Pursue ............................................................................................................ 19
Policies that Expand and/or Simplify Eligibility ................................................................................ 20
Policies that Provide Seamless Enrollment Across Programs .......................................................... 22
Policies that Expedite the Application Process for Families and State Workers ............................. 25
Policies that Simplify Renewal and Increase Retention of Benefits .................................................. 32
Making Integrated Policy Changes Happen ..............................................................................................37
Chapter 1: Policy Resources ......................................................................................................................38
CHAPTER 2: PROCEDURAL AND SYSTEMS OPTIONS ........................................................................... 42
Why are Procedural and Systems Changes Important? ........................................................................... 42
States are Rethinking How to Organize Caseworkers’ Responsibilities ................................................... 42
Why is it Challenging to Change Business Models? ................................................................................ 45
Procedural and Systems Options That States Can Pursue ....................................................................... 46
Using New Procedures and Systems to Create a “One Front Door” Environment ......................... 47
Redesign Pieces or the Entire Process ............................................................................................... 52
Using New Procedures and Systems to Improve Workload Management Systems ...........................59
Using Technology to Support Process and Systems Changes ........................................................... 62
Chapter 2: Procedural and Systems Resources ..................................................................................... 65
CHAPTER 3: USING DATA ...........................................................................................................................69
Why is Using Data Important? .................................................................................................................69
Why is it Challenging to Collect and Use Data? ..................................................................................... 69
Data Utilization Options States Can Pursue ............................................................................................ 70
Using Data to Measure Overall Performance in Connecting Families to Work Supports ................. 70
Using Data to Diagnose Strengths and Weaknesses in Enrollment Processes ................................. 73
Using Data to Make Targeted Changes to Workload Management Strategies ................................. 77
Chapter 3: Data Resources ....................................................................................................................... 80
CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................................. 82
APPENDIX 1: PROCESS MAPS .....................................................................................................................83
APPENDIX 2: ESTIMATED STATE PARTICIPATION RATES ...................................................................... 85

iv

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
For more than 15 years, federal and state
governments have been working together in
earnest to simplify enrollment in public benefit
programs. Their work has been driven by the fact
that the share of people who participate in public
programs has not kept pace with the need; by a
desire to make full use of the federal resources
available for low-income residents; and by the
need to create more effective and efficient
government services.
These efforts have been successful in many
ways. In some form or another, most states have
embraced increasing access and simplifying
policies, particularly in federally funded programs
like Medicaid and SNAP (formerly Food Stamps).
They have streamlined processes, made
procedures more client-friendly, reduced
paperwork, and sought to increase outreach to
potentially eligible people. As a result, millions of
low-income individuals who might not have
obtained work supports now do. This
achievement is no small feat.

Work Support Strategies:
New Initiative by the Urban Institute
This report was written in coordination with
Work Support Strategies: Streamlining Access,
Strengthening Families, an initiative directed
by the Urban Institute and funded by the Ford
Foundation. This five-year project will provide
a select group of states with the opportunity to
design, test, and implement more effective,
streamlined, and integrated approaches to
delivering key supports for low-income working
families, including health coverage, nutrition
benefits, and child care subsidies. The goal is
to build upon recent state and federal
innovations by providing states with expert
technical assistance, peer support, and
financial backing to take their efforts to the
next level.
The nine states that will be participating in the
initiative’s planning year are Colorado, Idaho,
Illinois, Kentucky, New Mexico, North Carolina,
Oregon, Rhode Island, and South Carolina.
For more information about the initiative see:
http://www.urban.org/worksupport/index.cfm

And yet, the work is far from complete. Often
there is little coordination or seamless service
delivery across programs (as opposed to within a single program). Further, although some states have
coordination policies on the books, too often the on-the-ground procedures needed to
operationalize these policies are not in evidence. In addition, few if any states have an effective,
data-based system for determining whether families are in fact connected to the full range of
programs for which they qualify.
Failure to Coordinate Across Programs Creates Problems for Families and States
Lack of cross-program coordination can undermine the impact of in-program efforts and
significantly decrease agency efficiency. It also reduces overall support for families. Because they
must navigate a complex and inefficient web of systems, families often are unable to secure the full
package of benefits for which they are eligible.
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Consider a family with low earnings that is eligible for children’s health coverage1, SNAP, and
child care. In many states, despite the fact that these programs often serve the same families and
require very similar enrollment information, a struggling family would have to apply and renew
benefits via three separate processes that are not synchronized in any way. Further, busy state
workers in these three programs will spend time duplicating each others’ efforts.
Without some level of coordination among programs, states’ efforts to support struggling families
are effectively stalled. And this is a particularly bad time to be stalled. Millions of Americans live in
households whose earnings are not enough to get by. In 2009, nearly 46 million people (1 in 7
Americans) lived in a working family with cash income below 150 percent of the federal poverty line
($32,931 for a family of four). The recent economic downturn has significantly exacerbated this
problem, with more and more people streaming into public agencies to get help.
Even when the economy improves, the demand for services and supports will continue. The
health care reforms enacted in 2010 will expand Medicaid coverage to approximately 16 million
additional people, beginning in 2014. Many of these individuals will also be eligible for, but not
participating in, human services programs such as SNAP or child care. At the same time, shrinking
state budgets will continue to put enormous pressures on agencies to do more with less. Already 44
states have projected budget gaps that total $125 billion for fiscal year 2012, and the projected gap is
likely to grow and extend into future years.2
Thinking Outside the Box
In response to these challenging circumstances, a number of states have been shifting the
paradigm under which they work: instead of focusing narrowly on enrollment — i.e., what can we
do to maximize participation in a particular program? — they have broadened their sights to
consider how they can be operationally smarter and maximize their effectiveness. Rapidly advancing
technology and committed leaders who bring high expectations for what government can
accomplish have helped the cause. Building on 15 years of experience with SNAP and children’s
health insurance enrollment efforts across the country, these states are launching new, more
comprehensive efforts to rethink their policies, redesign their work processes, take full advantage of
technology, and use data to guide their improvements in enrollment, retention, and service delivery.
This paper lays out the particulars. In the areas of policy, procedure, and data utilization, it shows
why coordination among programs is critical and how to overcome its inherent challenges. Moving
from theory to practice, it provides a catalogue of specific options states can pursue and reviews
some best practices. While the paper focuses primarily on how states can better coordinate
Medicaid and SNAP, it also offers examples of how to include TANF, child care, and other
programs in the effort. With this information as a guide, state agencies providing key critical work
Throughout this paper the term “children’s health insurance” includes Medicaid coverage for children and the
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), as distinguished from “family health coverage,” where the parents in a
low-income family also qualify for Medicaid coverage. Typically states’ income limits for health coverage for parents are
much lower than for children. When health reform is implemented Medicaid income limits for adults will rise to at least
138 percent of poverty.
1

2 Elizabeth McNichol, Phil Oliff, and Nicholas Johnson, States Continue to Feel Recession’s Impact, Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities, January 21, 2011, http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=711.
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supports to families in need can substantially streamline and improve the way they conduct their
business.3
In This Report
 The big picture. Why this work is so vital, what past efforts at improving enrollment practices
have accomplished, and how the current economic climate creates even more urgency to finish
the job.
 Key considerations. A review of some of the overarching challenges in this work, the role of
health care reform, as well as specific recommendations about where to start.
 Policy options. A catalogue of policies that can help states expand eligibility, increase
participation by eligible people, provide seamless enrollment across programs, expedite the
application process for both families and workers, and increase retention and speed renewal.
 Procedural and systems options. How states can use case management, verification
procedures, technology, staff training, forms, and other systems to support coordination among
programs.
 Data utilization options. Strategies for using program data to assess the effectiveness of
current and new policies and procedures.
 Additional resources. A brief bibliography of research and reports that offer additional
information.
Instead of organizing the paper by type of intervention (i.e., policy, procedures, and data, as is
presented here) another way to think about program improvements would be in terms of where in
the eligibility process the change occurs (i.e., efforts to bring eligible people to the front door, efforts
to reduce and to streamline verification burdens, efforts to help eligible people retain benefits rather
than churn on and off, and so forth.) Table 1 summarizes the paper’s major recommendations
organized by steps in the application and eligibility process, including reviews and redeterminations.

3 The paper focuses on the package of benefits for working families (and families with unemployed workers). States also
serve childless adults as well as seniors and people with disabilities in many of the same programs.
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Table 1
Options For Coordinating Across Programs
Introduction

Methods Covered in This Paper

Chapter 1
Policies

Chapter 1
Systems

Chapter 1
Data

Overall Performance
Reaching eligible families with full package of benefits



Interaction with health reform





Process redesign
Process mapping (also see Appendix 1)



Workload management changes such as
universal caseloads, task model, centralized
units, improved policy materials and training





Using technology to enhance access and process
management





Diagnosing process strengths and weaknesses





Leadership (overall vision plus ensuring that changes
happen down the line)



Role of program integrity







Customer service (notices, forms, surveys)





Specific Steps in the Process
Bringing eligible families to the “front door”
Expand eligibility, provide multiple access points and
seamless enrollment, improve cross-program
eligibility screening, etc.





Limiting in-person requirements
Adopt telephone interviews, online applications, etc.





Reducing documentation requirements or sharing
verification
Eliminate documentation requirements, improve
cross-program sharing of information, administrative
verification, etc.





Improving change reporting rules
Limit changes that must be reported, establish call
centers, give families online or telephone access to
their case information





Simplifying renewals / Improving retention of
benefits
Coordinate renewals and change reporting, focus on
reducing churning, etc.





Using data to provide feedback loop
Use data to assess implementation on churning,
program overlap, workload measurements, etc.
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