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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION

The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) contracted with the Urban Institute to conduct a
comprehensive study of state efforts to modernize the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP).! The goals of this descriptive study were to develop a comprehensive, national
inventory of efforts of states to modernize certification and recertification processes in SNAP, to
identify successful modernization efforts and promising practices that can potentially be
replicated, and to share information to help avoid implementation pitfalls and failures among
states currently planning similar kinds of modernization initiatives. This study explores factors
that led to implementation of modernization activities and shifts in business practices and
systematically describes these changes and their effects on both client and staff experiences,
although it is not possible to attribute outcomes to specific changes. It also identifies cross-
cutting themes and patterns across modernization efforts.

Although states and policymakers may define modernization in many ways, this study
adopted a broad, comprehensive definition of modernization—including technological
innovations as well as policy and organizational changes and partnering arrangements that affect
the way SNAP is delivered to clients. Modernization is described here within four very broad
categories—policy changes, organizational changes and reengineering of administrative
functions, technological innovations, and partnering arrangements—as follows:

» Policy Changes

Includes state options, such as simplified reporting requirements, expanded vehicle
exemption criteria, expanded categorical eligibility, and use of FNS policy waivers
for combined application programs (CAPs) and face-to-face interviews at application
or recertification

» Organizational Changes and Reengineering of Administrative Functions

Includes changes such as restructuring the up-front client management process in
local offices, shifting to a task-based system for managing caseloads, simplifying the
application and certification process to improve access, and changing staffing
configurations, as well as contracting some organizational functions to commercial
business partners

» Technological Innovations

. Call Centers

! Formerly known as the Food Stamp Program, this change was mandated by the Food, Conservation and Energy
Act of 2008 and took effect on October 1, 2008.



Refers to centralized locations where clients may call to obtain
information about their case, to conduct interviews, or to submit changes
to their case

. Online Application and Benefit Tools
Allows clients to complete an application electronically through a secure
web site, including signing and submitting the application, prescreening
for benefits, applying for multiple programs, checking benefit status, or
submitting changes to their case

. Technology to Advance Paperless Systems
Refers to electronic case files and document imaging technology as well
as data-sharing technology—which allows the electronic exchange of
client data and documentation with one or more agencies—and electronic
caseworker manuals and office correspondence

. New Management Information Systems (MISs) and Workflow
Management Systems
Includes major updates to MISs or creating new systems, often moving
from mainframe systems to web-based systems that allow for worker entry
interfaces and workflow monitoring

» Partnering Arrangements

Includes unpaid (or not fully compensated) partnering arrangements with community
organizations, other government agencies, and businesses to provide additional access
points and application assistance

To document key features and outcomes associated with SNAP modernization, this study
included three data collection activities: initial site visits to four states (Phase One)?; a national
survey or inventory of all states,® including a sample of local offices and partner organizations
(Phase Two); and intensive case studies in 14 states (Phase Three). Information gathered during
Phase One was updated using data from the national inventory in Phase Two. This information
was analyzed using several criteria—including type of SNAP administration, region, type and
stage of modernization, and use of partners—to select states for Phase Three of the study. The
states selected to participate in the case studies included the four states from Phase One—Utah,
Washington, Massachusetts, and Wisconsin—and Colorado, D.C., Idaho, Illinois, Indiana,
Kansas, Mississippi, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Texas.

While the focus of the final report is on findings from Phase Three of the study—the case
studies conducted in 14 states between February and June 2009—it presents a synthesis of
information from all three data collection and analysis phases, where appropriate. This summary
provides key background information and highlights of that report.

% The use of the word “states” in this report refers to all 50 states and D.C.

® The interim report for this project summarized the findings from Phase Two of the project, the national inventory,
conducted from May to December 2008. (See Rowe et al., Enhancing Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP) Certification: SNAP Modernization Efforts, March 2010.)



OVERVIEW

SNAP is the cornerstone of nutrition assistance programs in the United States, serving an
average of 15.2 million households and 33.7 million individuals in fiscal year 2009. It provides,
through state-operated programs, assistance for low-income individuals and households to
purchase eligible food items for home consumption. Over the past decade, increased awareness
of the importance of SNAP as a basic nutritional safety net, as well as a critical tool in
supporting the working poor and, more recently, the newly unemployed, has led to federal and
state efforts to increase program access and participation. At the same time, states are focusing
on ways to increase efficiency and ensure program integrity. To meet these goals, states are
modernizing their programs by making changes to policy, procedures, and organization of SNAP
application processing, case management, and recertification.

Findings from all three phases of the study paint a rich and varied picture of the
administration and delivery of SNAP benefits and the implementation of modernization efforts.
It is clear that at both the state and local levels, the majority of offices are approaching
modernization activities from a broad perspective, not limited to SNAP operations but often
including Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and other benefits programs as
well. State and local modernization efforts are often seen as a natural outgrowth of activities and
efforts determined by federal policies and regulations, state and local political and economic
environments, the general structure and organization of benefit offices, and access to improved
technology. One survey respondent put it clearly: “The Food Stamp Program [SNAP] has been
an ever-evolving program with technological advances occurring all along the way ....
Modernization is not just conducting telephone interviews; it is the natural evolution of the
program.”

STATE MODERNIZATION EFFORTS

States have implemented numerous activities across the four modernization categories. These
efforts continue to evolve and, in most cases, have been implemented over the course of several
years. In addition, a growing number of factors drives states to modernize.

A. Key Factors Affecting Implementation of Modernization Efforts

Nationally, states identified the following key factors as driving the modernization of their state
SNAPs: increasing caseloads in local offices, economic downturns, state legislation, and high
staff turnover. Administrators and staff in the 14 case study states further described and
expanded on these factors, which can be grouped into the following five categories:

» The economic environment (e.g., increases in caseloads, fewer staff, budget
reductions);

> Intra-agency actors (e.g., involvement of key SNAP agency administrators);

» Extra-agency actors (e.g., involvement of governors, state legislators, FNS staff,
and advocates);

» Agency restructuring (e.g., consolidation of offices, reorganization of state SNAP
agency); and



> FENS actions (e.g., sanctions for high error rates and timeliness issues).

B. Policy Changes

While states are not required to use the policy options or apply for waivers, these options and
waivers provide the flexibility to improve the efficiency of SNAP and reduce barriers to access
for clients. In many states, the policy options and waivers also facilitate other modernization
efforts. For example, waiving face-to-face interviews allows states to more liberally use call
center staff to conduct client interviews.

The majority of the states implemented policy options that simplified or reduced the
reporting requirements for SNAP clients. These options reduce the burden on clients by
allowing more flexibility in when they must report changes. Households that have simplified
reporting are required to report changes between certification periods only if their total countable
income rises above 130 percent of the federal poverty level. In addition, even households for
whom simplified reporting is not available may be required to report only certain types of
changes, such as changes in work or job status, or income increases over $100.

Most states also took advantage of policy options that allowed them to better align
SNAP and TANF program rules, thus reducing administrative burdens for staff. These options
included exempting the value of vehicles as they do in TANF and applying broad-based
categorical eligibility for SNAP when a household receives benefits or services funded by the
TANF program. Nationally, all but three states expanded the vehicle exemption policy for SNAP
from one vehicle per household to all vehicles owned by the household. In most states,
households that are receiving or certified as eligible to receive benefits or services that are at
least 50 percent funded by TANF or maintenance of effort are categorically eligible for SNAP.

States requested and received waivers to certain federal SNAP policies to improve
program access. Most states received waivers from the federal law requiring states to conduct
face-to-face interviews with clients at certification and at least once every 12 months thereafter.
Nationally, about two-thirds of the states had authorization to waive face-to-face initial or
recertification interviews. Waiving the face-to-face interview allowed states to conduct the
interviews over the telephone. A few case study states requested “revolving door” waivers,
which allow staff to reopen a case within 30 days of the closure if that closing resulted from not
providing verification materials and the client subsequently provided the appropriate materials.
This reduces case “churning” and work for staff and clients who would otherwise have to begin
the application process over again.

In addition, almost half the case study states received a CAP waiver, a streamlined SNAP
application process for certain individuals who apply for Supplemental Security Income (SSI).
This process made it easier for qualified SSI recipients to automatically receive SNAP benefits
and relaxed many standard rules for these households, including eliminating the requirement to
complete an application, waiving face-to-face interviews, and extending recertification periods
for up to three years. For example, Massachusetts sends eligible clients a letter with an electronic
benefit transfer card. To accept benefits, the client must simply activate the card, which enrolls



the client. This has enabled the state to enroll thousands of people (approximately 10 percent of
their overall caseload) that staff feel would not have otherwise applied for SNAP.

C. State Efforts to Reengineer Administrative Structure and Organizational Roles

States made a variety of organizational changes and restructured certain administrative processes
and functions. These initiatives fundamentally changed the ways SNAP agencies process
applications and manage caseloads and the ways customers interact with agency staff. The
overall goals of these efforts were to remove barriers to participation—increasing access—and to
improve customer service and administrative efficiency by streamlining procedures.

The majority of the case study states implemented one or more changes to restructure
the up-front process in the local office to improve customer service and to increase efficiency.
About half the case study states added self-service capabilities in the reception area that included
touch-screen kiosks for check-in, streaming informational videos, copying machines, computers
linked to online applications, or telephones with a direct line to call centers that were available
for customers to use on their own or with some assistance from staff. A few states, including
Kansas, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, implemented new staffing arrangements that included the
introduction of “greeter” positions. These were usually clerical staff, who acted as the first point
of contact in the reception area. Other states chose to assign higher level staff with authority to
make eligibility decisions to be present in the reception area to answer specific technical
questions about cases.

More than half the case study states tested new workload management or task-based
systems for managing caseloads. They piloted new strategies that moved away from traditional
case management models in which each worker had a caseload to task-based models that made
assignments based on the type of work required. In some models, specific tasks were assigned to
workers who consistently performed one type of SNAP-related task (e.g., initial interviews,
recertification, or change notices) whereas in others, workers were rotated among several types
of tasks. These new methods were implemented not only as cost-saving measures but also as
efforts to benefit staff and customers by improving efficiency. States found that some type of
automated workload management system was critical for both routing and tracking assignments
and completion of work under this model.

Most states implemented some type of organizational changes that simplified processes
and improved customer access. Nationally, more than half the states reported that they had
outstationed workers at sites other than the local SNAP agency office. Many case study states
made arrangements with community partners or other government agencies to locate SNAP
workers at their sites to provide information about SNAP benefits, take applications, or conduct
interviews. All study states offered a combined application that allowed customers to apply for
several benefit programs at one time through one form. Nationally, only a few states reported
that they made modifications that allowed workers to telecommute from home or to telework or
“port” work from one area of the state to another.

Most states established contractual relationships with commercial businesses,
including two states that privatized some SNAP functions. In response to budget constraints and



also as part of a general movement toward privatization of government functions, Texas and
Indiana launched substantial efforts to shift some administration of SNAP and other benefits
programs to private contractors. Overall, these two states experienced significant challenges with
these initiatives. In addition, most states hired outside contractors for more limited tasks, such as
developing or upgrading technology.

D. Technological Innovations

Technological innovations encompass a range of modernization efforts that use new technologies
or update and expand existing systems. Key activities included implementation of call centers,
online applications, electronic case files, and document imaging.

Nationally, over half the states and most case study states implemented or planned to
implement call centers, although functions vary widely by state. The various types of call
centers allow clients to apply for assistance, submit changes to their case, recertify their case,
check the status of their claim, ask questions about their case, or schedule appointments.
Caseworkers staff call centers in most states, while some states have contractor-operated
information lines.

The majority of states nationally and many case study states implemented or planned to
implement online application and benefit tools. In all states that have implemented these
features, state web sites include electronic applications (some with an electronic signature, or e-
signature, function, some without). Many web sites also include prescreening tools providing
results for which programs a client may be potentially eligible, secure account information about
a client’s case, and the ability to submit changes online. Most web sites were publicly accessible
through the Internet, but a few were available only through partner organizations or local offices.

Several states used technology to reduce the use of paper in case files. Document
imaging and electronic case file systems allow states to transform large paper case files into
electronic files. These initiatives reduce the space needed to store case-related documents,
organize files for staff more efficiently, and create a more portable system that can help manage
workflow across the state. In many states, document imaging and electronic case files were
created as part of the same initiative; however, that is not always the case. About a third of states
nationally implemented document imaging and about two-thirds implemented electronic case
files. Most case study states implemented both initiatives. The extent to which a state went
paperless varied widely, ranging from fully electronic case files, applications, and documentation
to simply creating electronic case note files that case managers could key in electronically during
an interview.

Several states implemented data-sharing systems that use technology to electronically
exchange customer data and documentation with one or more agencies. A third of states
nationally and most case study states created data-sharing systems that reduce the amount of
verification needed and number of times a client must provide the same verification. Information
accessed through such systems included birth certificates, residency verification, employment,
and child support payments.
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Some states have updated or were in the process of updating their legacy MISs from
mainframe systems to web-based systems. More than half the case study states made substantial
updates to their MIS or created a new MIS. Several case study states also created a new worker
data entry interface to manage the flow of work. In the new web-based systems, workers use
links and drop-down boxes to move from case to case and page to page. There were often sidebar
navigation panes that allowed workers to move easily between screens and functions. Many
systems also included standardized correspondence to customers that were sent through the
system itself, the ability to add more in-depth case notes, and sophisticated, customizable reports.

E. Partnering Arrangements

State and local offices established partnerships with community organizations, private
businesses, and other government agencies, primarily to increase customer access to SNAP
services.

Most states established relationships with partner organizations, typically to conduct
outreach and provide information about SNAP, to serve as supplemental access points, to
provide application assistance, or to conduct follow-up activities with customers who need
additional assistance. Nationally, most states reported collaborations with partners, and all 14
case study states had partnering relationships—either statewide or in one or more local sites—
with community organizations. About half the case study states also reported partnering
arrangements with other government agencies, while Kansas and Texas had arrangements with
businesses.

THE BIG PICTURE: MODERNIZATION IN PRACTICE

The case study states shared important information about the structure and form of
modernization and the ways in which their efforts work together to meet the overall state goals.

A. Structure of Modernization

Some states do not view the policies and initiatives they implement as modernization but view
their efforts as a means to more efficiently administer the program, decrease staff workloads, or
expand client access. For many states, modernization is viewed holistically as an overall process
that involves making a series of modifications across categories to effect an overall change.
Other states are taking a more piecemeal approach, making one or two changes periodically.
Most other case study states fall somewhere in between on this continuum.

Modernization activities in most states were not limited to SNAP but involve application
and recertification procedures for multiple benefits programs, typically TANF and Medicaid.
States discussed how efforts to change SNAP policies and business processes must consider and
attempt to align the rules and regulations that govern other benefits programs, and noted that this
can often be a time-consuming and cumbersome process.
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B. Combinations of Modernization Efforts

All the case study states implemented several modernization initiatives simultaneously, because
very few initiatives can stand alone. For example, a state can create a call center, but it may serve
as little more than a general information line if the state does not also implement policy changes,
such as waiving the face-to-face interview to conduct initial or recertification interviews, or have
electronic case file technology to view and update case files as customers call.

In many of the most modernized states, technology and policy changes ease and facilitate
modernization, but organizational or business process changes are the central component of
modernization. The states generally determine which type of business model they will use (i.e.,
regionalization or task-based systems) and the policy and technology are created to help the
model function.

States that are more modernized have been implementing and enhancing modernization
efforts for longer periods. Utah and Washington began in 2000, Pennsylvania in 2001, and
Wisconsin in 2003. In addition, these states kicked off their initiatives by first implementing
either document imaging or call centers. Indiana, Pennsylvania, Utah, Washington, and
Wisconsin are all currently operating document imaging systems, call centers, and online
applications. All five states have implemented seven or more policy changes; four of the five
states have been granted a waiver of face-to-face interviews at application. All these states have
made one or more modifications to the in-office up-front process to increase efficiency and
improve customer service. All five states have at least piloted a task-based case management
approach, although only Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Washington are currently operating this
model at any local offices.

Because states often implement various modernization activities concurrently, it is
difficult, if not impossible, to separate the effects of any one effort on participation, payment
accuracy, and error rates. In addition, few states have conducted internal analyses of these
changes and when they do, the focus is on outcomes associated with larger technological efforts.
It is also difficult to determine the relative impact of state modernization versus a declining
economy on the precipitous growth in caseloads. Most states reported anecdotally that the
economy was driving recent increases, but the changes the state made to expand access likely
allowed customers to more easily use the system. Several states reported that they would not
have been able to adequately address the increased demand if they had not put some efficiencies
in place that allow workers to process cases more quickly. Also, states mentioned that initiatives
that helped to limit office traffic improved workflow and efficiency.

CHALLENGES AND SUCCESSES OF MODERNIZATION

Nationally, a majority of states encountered modernization challenges related to limited staff or
resources, unanticipated costs, delays in schedules and deadlines, competing priorities, limited
time for rollout, restructuring local staff, hiring staff, training staff, working with unions, and
obtaining approval for waivers. Staff in the 14 case study states reported a similar set of
challenges, including
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Staff shortages and turnover;

Managing staff and customer responses to modernization changes;
Program integration;

Training;

Overall caseload volume;

Insufficient resources;

Existing technological limitations;

Previous experience;

Local-office differences; and

Pressures from outside the agency.
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Nationally, the majority of states felt that increased participation in SNAP was the
greatest success of modernization efforts. More than half the states also thought that their
modernization efforts positively affected client satisfaction. Administrators and staff in the case
study states felt that modernization resulted in increased customer access, participation, and staff
satisfaction. They also reported positive outcomes for customer service and overall efficiency
(including timeliness, accuracy, and cost savings). However, it was hard for states to disentangle
increases in participation resulting from implementation of modernization efforts from those
resulting from general caseload increases occurring nationally over the past eight years. There
was a substantial amount of overlap in descriptions of perceived successes related to specific
goals or outcomes. For example, implementation of changes to the in-office up-front process
could be viewed as a success in improving not just customer access and customer service but
also efficiency and staff satisfaction.

Closer examination of the history of modernization in case study states that were on the
“more modernized” end of the spectrum provided some additional insight into factors that lead to
successful implementation of comprehensive modernization initiatives. These factors included
strong internal leadership, available funding, a history of innovation, and collaboration with
advocates.

FUTURE PLANS

Most of the 14 case study states continue to make plans for modernization efforts that will
increase access and participation while making their administrative process more streamlined
and efficient. Some states were actively planning new efforts, whereas others were just
discussing possibilities. Two case study states had limited plans, with sparse initiatives in the
planning stages. Six states had more moderate plans that included expansions of current
comprehensive efforts and additional, more formal planning. Another six states had more
definitive comprehensive plans to modernize their systems and, in some cases, had planning
groups actively working on modernization efforts. For example, D.C. is undertaking broad
system changes, expanding service delivery initiatives, consolidating local offices, reaching out
to community partners, introducing document imaging and kiosks, and developing e-signatures
so it can develop an electronic application that will feed directly into its MIS. All these activities
are part of a broad push by a new agency director to modernize the system and increase access
and efficiency. The purpose of Washington state’s service delivery redesign project is to take
advantage of process improvements including current and emerging technology to improve



customer service, improve the working environment for staff, and create capacity by reducing
complex processes. Six staff teams are examining a specific set of processes, from outreach to
case management and social services delivery, using available data and information about how
the client wants to change procedures. The teams present recommendations to a steering
committee and initiatives approved by the steering committee are first piloted and then
implemented statewide.

LESSONS LEARNED

Modernization has been a trial-and-error process for many states. State staff reported that they
tested various strategies, occasionally retooled them mid-implementation, and, in some cases,
abandoned efforts all together. On the basis of their experiences, states identified a number of
lessons learned about the implementation of modernization initiatives including the following:

Careful planning is essential;

Roll out the modernization efforts incrementally;
Flexibility is key to success;

Training is an integral part of the process;

Actively encourage buy-in from staff and stakeholders; and
Make the most of technology.

VVVVVYY

FUTURE PoLIcY CONSIDERATIONS

Modernization has brought sweeping changes to client access and staff productivity in the
delivery of SNAP benefits. However, the trajectory has been uneven across the country and some
modernization activities have been especially challenging. The convergence of increasing
caseloads, state budget constraints, and improved technology make this a critical time for an
informed and deliberate effort to further advance SNAP modernization. Future federal policy
considerations that will support such efforts include the following topics:

» Coordination among federal agencies to better align program goals and policies;

> Development of initiative templates for state use (e.g., electronic application template
that the state could customize);

» Changes to funding incentives (e.g., offer incentives focused on promoting
modernization); and

» Demonstration projects to evaluate how specific initiatives actually affect outcomes
in the state.



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),* administered by the U.S. Department
of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS), is the cornerstone of nutrition
assistance programs in the United States, serving an average of 15.2 million households and 33.7
million individuals per month in fiscal year (FY) 2009. In the years following the 1996
enactment of federal welfare reform® and with the more recent economic downturn, the
importance of SNAP as both a basic safety net and a critical work support has gained increased
attention. With USDA encouragement, states have taken steps to increase SNAP participation
and expand access to needy households. At the same time, however, states are facing budget
crises and staffing shortfalls. Many states have turned to modernizing the application,
recertification, and case management functions to increase access with limited resources. These
efforts represent an ongoing “modernization” process that includes implementing policy changes
to simplify SNAP, restructuring and reengineering administrative functions, expanding
technology applications, and developing new relationships with external organizations.
Collectively, these efforts are intended to enable states to more efficiently process cases and keep
pace with the growing caseloads.

To document key features and perceived outcomes associated with SNAP modernization,
FNS contracted with the Urban Institute (Ul) to conduct a comprehensive study. This descriptive
study included three phases: In Phase One, initial site visits to four states were conducted; in
Phase Two, a national survey or inventory of all states, including a sample of local offices and
partner organizations, was conducted from May to December 2008; and in Phase Three intensive
case studies were completed in 14 states.® An interim report summarized the findings from Phase
Two of the project. (See Rowe et al., Enhancing Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP) Certification: SNAP Modernization Efforts, March 2010.) Although the focus of this
report is on Phase Three—case studies conducted in 14 states between February and June
2009—it synthesizes and summarizes findings from all three phases of the study.

A. Study Objectives

The goals of this study are to develop a comprehensive, national inventory of SNAP
modernization efforts and to identify promising practices as well as lessons learned. Seven key
objectives guided the development of research questions for all phases of the project, although it
is not possible to attribute outcomes to specific changes. These objectives, which were addressed
though data collected from multiple sources, are as follows:

» Objective 1: Provide a national description and comparison of state efforts to
modernize SNAP

* Formerly known as the Food Stamp Program, this change was mandated by the Food, Conservation and Energy
Act of 2008, which took effect on October 1, 2008.

® The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, Pub.L. 104-193, 110 Stat. 2105,
was enacted August 22, 1996.

® The use of the word “states” in this report refers to all 50 states and D.C.



» Objective 2: Describe the factors that drive states to modernize SNAP services
» Objective 3: Describe and compare the policy changes that modernize SNAP

» Objective 4: Identify and compare the ways that states reengineer administrative
structure and organizational roles

> Objective 5: Describe and compare technology initiatives made to support SNAP
modernization

» Objective 6: Describe and compare the nonprofit community organizations that
states partner with to support SNAP modernization

> Objective 7: Document the relationships among SNAP modernization initiatives,
stakeholder satisfaction, and program outcomes

B. Purpose and Organization of This Report

This final report presents a comprehensive synthesis of information from all three data collection
and analysis phases of this study. The main focus of the report is on qualitative data collected
during in-depth site visits to 14 states and selected localities in spring 2009. Whenever possible,
these findings are presented in the context of findings from prior phases of the study.

This report explores factors that led to implementation of modernization activities and
shifts in business practices and systematically describes these changes and their effects on both
client and staff experiences in the 14 case study states. This report also identifies cross-cutting
themes and patterns across modernization efforts.

The following chapter describes the methodology for each of the three phases of the
study, with a focus on the methods used and activities conducted for the case studies. Chapter 3
provides a discussion of the states” definitions of modernization and the four broad
modernization categories as they are used in this report. Data from the national survey, FNS
administrative data, and data collected during the case studies are used to provide background on
state characteristics, organizational setting, and program responsibilities of the key state and
local agencies both nationally and for the 14 case study states. Chapter 4 provides a
comprehensive discussion of cross-site findings from the case studies, building and expanding on
the survey findings. Key goals and motivations for modernization efforts are presented, followed
by a description of findings related to policy changes, reengineering of administrative functions
and organizational changes, technological innovations, and partnering arrangements. Training of
staff and partners for modernization efforts is also discussed. Chapter 5 presents further analysis
of findings across all phases of the study, describing themes and patterns in implementation of
modernization activities across efforts. Challenges and successes related to modernization
activities as well as states’ plans for the future are discussed in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 draws on the
preceding chapters to summarize lessons learned and provide some future policy considerations.
Volume II: Final Report Appendix provides detailed descriptive profiles for all case study states
as well as a summary of findings from focus groups conducted during the site visits.



CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY

To document key features and outcomes associated with SNAP modernization, this study
included a three-phase data collection process: (1) initial site visits to four states; (2) a national
survey of all states, including a sample of local offices and partner organizations; and (3) in-
depth case studies in 14 states. The following sections provide an overview of the methodology
for each phase of the study.

A. Exploratory Case Studies

In spring 2007, initial or “exploratory” site visits were conducted in four states—Massachusetts,
Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin—that were early implementers of SNAP modernization.
These visits were designed to provide a thorough understanding of their efforts to modernize the
SNAP certification and recertification processes. The selected states offered a range of
experiences with SNAP modernization and the visits provided information related to the

> Types and extent of changes made and planned,

> Key steps in the certification and recertification process from the client and staff
perspectives;

» Factors that led to shifts in business practices; and

» Reported effects of modernization on access, client satisfaction, administrative
costs, payment accuracy, and any other relevant outcomes.

In addition, these case studies were used to inform the development and refinement of the
data collection and analysis plans for the national inventory and the 14 case studies (described
below). Among other things, these early visits provided an opportunity to conduct a preliminary
assessment of the availability and quality of outcome data, as well as other data necessary to
assess the implemented modernization efforts; test data collection instruments; and reexamine
the study’s overall organizing framework for data collection and analysis. These states were
visited again during the third phase of the study—the 14 case studies. Information obtained from
both phases for these four states is synthesized and presented collectively in this report.

1. Site Selection Procedures

Prior to the initial site visits, conference calls were held with staff from FNS Regional Offices
and selected national organizations. These calls solicited information about modernization issues
and preliminary information on both planned and implemented modernization efforts in the
states to help refine the selection of the initial site visit states.

Also considered in the selection of sites was information on state efforts that were likely
to have the most direct effect on the certification and recertification processes (e.g., waiver of
face-to-face interviews, online applications, call centers). Although the focus was initially on



states with the most comprehensive, fully implemented modernization initiatives, it was
expanded to include a breadth of approaches and stages of implementation to ensure diversity
across the selected sites. For example, some states took an incremental rather than systemic,
comprehensive approach to modernizing, whereas others successfully modernized only one or
two key functions (e.g., document imaging), but these functions were of high interest to other
state SNAP administrators. The four states were chosen to represent these various approaches.

On the basis of information from FNS and national organizations, Massachusetts, Utah,
Washington, and Wisconsin were selected for the initial round of visits. These four states
implemented a number of different waivers and policy changes and different types of
organizational and administrative changes and launched numerous technological enhancements.
Some efforts were in place for several years whereas others had been in operation for only a few
months.

2. Site Visit Activities

Multiday site visits were made to each state office and at least one local office in each state
between late March and April 2007. Discussions were conducted with state SNAP policy,
operations, and information technology staff; local office administrators and service delivery
staff; representatives from local community partners participating in outreach activities; and
advocacy groups. Study teams also observed operations in call centers and document imaging
centers, as well as staff-client interactions in the local offices. While in the states, staff piloted
the logistics for data collection methods and instruments to be used in the 14 Phase Three case
studies.

B. National Inventory

A nationwide inventory of SNAP modernization efforts was conducted between May and
December 2008. Three separate surveys, targeted to state agency staff, local program office staff,
and partners, were designed and conducted to provide an inventory for a point in time using
consistent categories and definitions of modernization initiatives. The survey provides a broad
picture of activities across a large number and variety of modernization initiatives. Within each,
there is opportunity for variation in the types of activities that constitute implementation of an
initiative. For example, some states might report that they implemented electronic case files if
staff had the ability to input information collected during an intake session directly into a
computer. Other states might define electronic case files as a more comprehensive effort that
eliminated the need for any paper case files.

The State Survey was sent to a state SNAP administrator in all 50 states and D.C., with a
100 percent response rate. The local office survey was administered to 150 local offices (three in
each of the 50 states).” Ninety-eight local offices (65 percent response rate) completed the
survey, with at least one local office survey completed in each state. The partner survey was
administered to 150 agencies, including community-based organizations (CBOs) and for-profit

" For details on the selection of the local office and partner samples, see Rowe et al., Enhancing Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Certification: SNAP Modernization Efforts, March 2010.



contractors working with state or local SNAP agencies on their modernization initiatives. Fifty-
three partners completed the survey, a 35 percent response rate.

Analysis of the local office survey respondents and nonrespondents showed that
completed surveys provided broad representation across state and locally administered programs.
Nonrespondents showed no noticeable pattern that differentiated them from those who responded
(i.e., nonrespondents were not all from one region of the country, from large states, or from
states with state-administered programs); therefore, the potential of nonrespondent bias appears
low. In the partner survey, however, the relatively low response rate makes it difficult to
determine if the data are representative of overall partner experiences, and it is not possible to
discern if nonrespondents are systematically different from those that did respond. However, the
partner responses do provide insight into the role that some CBOs and other agencies play in the
planning and implementation of SNAP modernization initiatives at both the state and local level.
The partner survey data provided general background on the types of partner organizations with
which states collaborated and the roles partners played in modernization. More extensive
information on partnering agencies described in the report was obtained from the interviews
conducted during the case studies.

The project’s interim report, referenced in Chapter 1, relied primarily on the survey of
state SNAP directors. Findings from surveys of local SNAP agencies and partner organizations
were also included to provide additional context for understanding modernization initiatives and
the implementation process.

Survey Limitations

Although the survey responses offer a rich source of information on SNAP modernization
motivations and initiatives, the following limitations are important to note:

» The national inventory represents a point-in-time snapshot of SNAP
modernization efforts nationwide. Information was collected during the last half
of 2008, and respondents were asked follow-up questions only on those
modernization efforts that were implemented after January 1, 2000. However,
overview and opinion questions about modernization in general did not direct
respondents to focus on a specific point in time, so this could lead respondents to
think more broadly about their state’s modernization efforts, including initiatives
started pre-2000.

» The surveys did not capture the timing of planned initiatives—one state may be in
the very beginning stages of planning, while another may be close to
implementing certain efforts. Survey responses do not make those distinctions.

> In every state, the responses from state and local program respondents differed
within a single state, across various modernization efforts. In several states there
was also variation among the local offices. Responses disagree on the status of
implementation, when initiatives were implemented, or even if an initiative exists
in the state. There were no discernible patterns to these differences. Some possible
explanations for the discrepancies include differences in the point in time at which



the surveys were conducted, staff turnover, or perhaps differences in
understanding of terminology. Without further information, it is not possible to
determine which information is accurate.

> In states where SNAP is locally administered, it is unclear what frame of
reference respondents used to answer specific survey questions. State agency
respondents should have documented only the efforts that were implemented at
the state level. The local office respondents should have included information on
those efforts that they initiated and implemented, as well as the state-initiated
efforts that were implemented in their local jurisdictions. However, review of the
data suggests that some respondents may not have made the distinctions
requested.

For more detail on the methodology, limitations, and findings from the national surveys,
see the interim report, Rowe et al., Enhancing Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP) Certification: SNAP Modernization Efforts, March 2010.

C. Fourteen Case Studies

On the basis of information collected through the exploratory site visits and the national surveys,
14 states were chosen for in-depth site visits. The purpose of the visits was to collect qualitative
information on modernization efforts in order to

> Systematically and comprehensively describe how the certification and
recertification processes are carried out from the client and staff perspectives;

» Explore the factors that led to shifts in how business is done; and

> Describe where and to what extent changes were made and the planning process.

1. Site Selection Process

The selection of the 14 case study states was conducted to maximize the diversity of
modernization activities. Information gathered during Phase One was updated using data from
the national inventory as well as additional information compiled by the FNS Payment Accuracy
Workgroup. This information was analyzed using several criteria to select states for this phase of
the study. The criteria included the

» Type of SNAP administration (i.e., state versus county administered);
» Geographic representation based on the seven USDA/FNS Regions;

> Types of modernization efforts being implemented;
>

Stage of implementation (i.e., implemented since 2000, implemented as a pilot, or
planned); and



» Use of commercial or community-based partners.

The states selected to participate in the case studies included the four states from the first
phase of the study—Utah, Washington, Massachusetts, and Wisconsin—and Colorado, D.C.,
Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Mississippi, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Texas.

2. Site Visit Activities

Multiday visits were made to each of the 14 case study states between February and June 2009.
Across all sites, discussions were held with approximately 300 people, including state SNAP
policy, operations, and information technology (IT) staff; local office administrators and service
delivery staff (from one to two offices in each state); representatives from local community
partners participating in modernization activities; and advocacy groups. Local offices identified
for visits were selected in consultation with state SNAP administrators and typically included
offices that served large SNAP populations and those that had implemented a modernization
initiative of interest. Community partners and advocacy groups were also identified in
consultation with state contacts and were generally selected to represent diversity among
partners, such as whether the service location or partner organization focused on a particular
subgroup of the target population. Study teams also observed operations in call centers and
document imaging units as well as staff-client interactions in the local offices. Staff also
conducted hands-on testing of electronic tools such as state and local agency web sites and
SNAP applications and reviewed documents detailing state efforts to modernize SNAP.

Team members also facilitated two focus groups in each state®—one with SNAP
participants and one with individuals who were potentially eligible for SNAP but were not
currently enrolled. Local office administrators helped recruit participants from their service
populations, and community agencies that serve low-income populations, such as food pantries
and homeless shelters, recruited nonparticipants. Generally, staff asked clients who visited their
locations if they would like to participate in the focus group and later made reminder phone calls
the day of the event. A total of 273 individuals participated in the focus groups, with 127 in the
participant focus groups and 146 in the eligible nonparticipant focus groups. Roughly, 61 percent
of all focus group participants were female and 38 percent were male. Focus group participants
ranged in age from 18 to over 56 years. The largest percentage of focus group participants
(slightly over 34 percent) were between 41 and 55 years old. The distributions of focus group
characteristics were similar to the national SNAP caseload.’

D. Collection and Analysis of Other Quantitative Data

FNS administrative data were used to give state and national context to the examination of
modernization efforts in the 14 case study states. State-level SNAP data were downloaded from
documents available on the USDA web site and from requests to the FNS National DataBank.

® In Washington state, only one focus group with SNAP participants was held. There were no attendees for the
scheduled nonparticipant focus group.

® United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). 2008. Characteristics of Food Stamp Households: Fiscal Year
2007. Nutrition Assistance Program Report Series. USDA, Food and Nutrition Service. Washington, DC.
http://www.fns.usda.gov/ora/MENU/published/SNAP/FILES/Participation/2007 Characteristics.pdf



Published FNS analysis of quality control (QC) data was used. State and federal administrative
costs, derived from the SF-269 reports, were available online and through requests to FNS staff,
as were QC error rates, participation levels from the FNS-388 reports, and issuance data. Data
were available for FY 2000 to FY 2008.° Changes over the past eight years are presented,
including national and state trends as a backdrop for the scope and timing of each state’s
modernization efforts.

To the extent available, state-level administrative data on modernization efforts were also
used. These include internal return-on-investment studies, feasibility studies, call center
administrative data, and various other state reports provided to Ul staff during site visits. These
reports are used primarily to provide context for specific modernization efforts.

' FY2009 data were not available for all sources; therefore, FY 2008 data are reported for consistency.



CHAPTER 3: BACKGROUND

This section provides an overall summary of both the context in which modernization activities
were implemented and the types of activities being implemented across the country. Information
about the structure of the analysis and timing of modernization is discussed in the overview
section. The state and local context section provides details on trends in caseload, administrative
costs, and error rates, both nationally and for case study states. Variations in SNAP
administration, including the extent of local discretion, and implementation timelines provide
further details for understanding study findings.

A. Picture of Modernization

SNAP provides, through state-operated programs, assistance for low-income individuals and
households to purchase eligible food items for home consumption. Over the past decade,
increased awareness of the importance of SNAP as a basic nutritional safety net, as well as a
critical tool in supporting the working poor and, more recently, the newly unemployed, has led to
federal and state efforts to increase program access and participation. At the same time, states
have been focusing on ways to increase operational and administrative efficiency and ensure
program integrity. To meet these goals, states are modernizing their programs by making
changes in policy, procedural, and organizational approaches to SNAP application processing,
case management, and recertifications. For the purposes of this study, modernization is defined
as the package of changes to program application and recertification processes that a state makes
to improve client access and service while maintaining or reducing administrative expenses.

Findings from all three phases of the study paint a rich and varied picture of the
administration and delivery of SNAP benefits and the implementation of modernization efforts.
It is clear that at both the state and local level, the majority of offices are approaching
modernization activities from a broad perspective, not limited to SNAP operations but often
including TANF and other benefits programs as well. In addition, both states and localities come
at these efforts with widely different levels of administrative flexibility and notions of what
constitutes modernization efforts. For example, some states did not view partnering
arrangements with CBOs to provide application assistance as modernization activities; others did
not view the changes they made to improve efficiency, such as restructuring office workflow, as
modernization activities. Many states view modernization as a sweeping, multicomponent
initiative and may not think that implementation of one or two efforts constitutes modernization.
Because it can be defined in many different ways by different entities, this study adopted the
most comprehensive definition of modernization, including technological innovations as well as
policy and organizational changes and partnering arrangements that affect the way SNAP is
delivered to clients.

To document and describe the various modernization efforts being implemented across
the country, this study focused on four broad categories of modernization—policy changes,
organizational changes and reengineering of administrative functions, technological innovations,
and partnering arrangements—defined as follows:



> Policy Changes

Includes state options, such as simplified reporting requirements, expanded vehicle
exemption criteria, expanded categorical eligibility, and use of FNS policy waivers
for combined application programs (CAPs) and face-to-face interviews at application
or recertification

» Organizational Changes and Reengineering of Administrative Functions

Includes changes such as restructuring the up-front client management process in
local offices, shifting to a task-based system for managing caseloads, simplifying the
application and certification process to improve access, and changing staffing
configurations, as well as contracting some organizational functions to commercial
businesses

» Technological Innovations

. Call Centers
Refers to centralized locations where clients may call to obtain
information about their case, to conduct interviews, or to submit changes
to their case

. Online Application and Benefit Tools
Allows clients to complete an application electronically through a secure
web site, including signing and submitting the application, prescreening
for benefits, applying for multiple programs, and checking benefit status

. Technology to Advance Paperless Systems
Refers to electronic case files and document imaging technology as well
as data-sharing technology—which allows the electronic exchange of
client data and documentation with one or more agencies—and electronic
caseworker manuals and office correspondence

. New Management Information Systems (MISs) and Workflow
Management Systems
Includes major updates to MISs or creating new systems, often moving
from mainframe systems to web-based systems that allow for new worker
entry interfaces and workflow monitoring

» Partnering Arrangements

Includes unpaid (or not fully compensated) partnering arrangements with community
organizations, other government agencies, and businesses to provide additional access
points and application assistance

In Phase Two, state, local, and partner SNAP offices were administered surveys with
questions about modernization efforts implemented after January 1, 2000. Discussions conducted
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in Phase Three as part of the case study site visits also focused generally on the same time
period. By identifying a specific date, FNS hoped to focus the study, provide a reference point,
and narrow the broad definition of modernization to a specific time period for the survey
respondents. However, in-person discussions with program administrators and information
provided in the completed surveys indicated that states view SNAP modernization, even with a
specified time frame, as a fluid process over a broad range of activities that are not easily
pinpointed, classified, or even separated from the modernization of other mainstream benefit
programs. State and local modernization efforts are often seen as a natural outgrowth of activities
and efforts determined by federal policies and regulations, state and local political and economic
environments, the general structure and organization of benefit offices, and access to improved
technology. One survey respondent put it clearly, “The Food Stamp Program [SNAP] has been
an ever-evolving program with technological advances occurring all along the way....
Modernization is not just conducting telephone interviews; it is the natural evolution of the
program.”

B. National, State, and Local Context for the 14 Case Study States

To describe the context in which SNAP operates, this section provides background information
at the national level and in the 14 case study states. Information on the overall state
characteristics, organizational setting, and program responsibilities of the key state and local
agencies is presented. The timing and scope of modernization in the states are also discussed.

1. Overall State Characteristics

The following section provides an overview of the national trends in SNAP caseload size,
administrative costs, and error rates, with additional detail presented for the 14 case study states.
The administration of SNAP is also described, including the degree of flexibility local offices
have in administering aspects of the program.

Trends in Caseload, Administrative Costs, and Error Rates

Over the past eight years, states” SNAP caseloads have trended up, while at the same time the
administrative costs per person and error rates have gone down in most states. The average
caseload increased by about 65 percent nationally (figure 3.1), as compared with an average
caseload increase over 75 percent for the 14 case study states (figure 3.2). About half these states
were at or below the national average, while three states—North Carolina, Texas, and
Washington—had increases of over 90 percent and an additional three states—Indiana,
Massachusetts, and Wisconsin—had increases over 100 percent between 2000 and 2008. During
the site visits, several states noted that their caseloads had increased by up to 25 percent in just
one year (between 2007 and 2008) and that caseloads continued to increase dramatically into the
early months of 2009.
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Figure 3.1: Average Number of Persons in United States Receiving SNAP Benefits by Year
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Source: FNS National Databank, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service.
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Figure 3.2: Average Number of Persons Receiving SNAP Benefits by Case Study State for FY 2000

and FY 2008
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Overall costs of administering SNAP have continued to increase over the years—by
about 40 percent nationally. However, the costs per person to administer the program have
decreased by about 16 percent nationally and 11 percent for the 14 case study states, as seen in
figures 3.3 and 3.4. Much of this is driven by small increases in administrative costs and large
increases in caseload. In the 14 states, the administrative cost per person increased in just four
states: D.C., Colorado, Kansas, and Utah. In each state, there were larger-than-average increases
in administrative costs and smaller-than-average increases in caseload size. For instance,
between 2000 and 2008, D.C.’s average monthly administrative costs increased by over 100
percent, while their average monthly caseload increased by just 13 percent. Their overall
administrative costs per person increased by 88 percent during the same period.

Figure 3.3: Average Monthly Cost per Person in the United States to Administer SNAP by Year
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Source: FNS National Databank, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service.
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Figure 3.4: Average Monthly Cost per Person to Administer SNAP by Case Study State for FY
2000 and FY 2008
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Source: FNS National Databank, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service.

Between 2000 and 2008, the average combined error rate'! decreased by just over 20
percent nationally, as shown in figure 3.5. The average combined error rate for the 14 case study
states was about 4.6 percent (just under the national average of 5 percent) in 2008, with the rate
in all but two states—Indiana and Texas—declining over the eight-year period (see figure 3.5).
Indiana’s error rate increased by about 10 percent between 2000 and 2008, while Texas’ rate
increased by over 70 percent. The other 12 states decreased their error rates by much more than
the national average, with eight states decreasing rates by more than 50 percent.

1 The combined error rate includes overpayment and underpayment rates. The average overpayment rates in the
case study sites tend to be much higher than the underpayment rates, although the same general patterns hold across
both error rates as they do for the combined rate.
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Figure 3.5: Average Combined Error Rates for the SNAP Program by Case Study State and in the
U.S. for FY2000 and FY2008
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Source: FNS National Databank, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service.

Administration of the Program

States varied in their approach to program administration and in how much discretion and
flexibility they gave local offices in administering SNAP. As shown in table 3.1, survey data
indicated that the majority of state SNAPs (39) were administered at the state level. Twelve
states reported that SNAP was locally administered: Individual county or local SNAP offices
made day-to-day operational decisions. Eleven of the 14 case study states were state
administered; Colorado, North Carolina, and Wisconsin were locally administered.

In state-administered programs, the state generally determines the number of local offices
available to provide services, with little local discretion. In contrast, local administrators or
county boards determine coverage for locally administered programs. The national survey
provided data on the number of local offices in each state. The number of offices varied
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significantly, ranging from zero offices in Vermont'? to 380 offices in California, a locally
administered state. In addition, 39 percent of local office respondents reported that they had
outstationed workers to take and process applications at other locations in the community. Note,
however, that the number of local offices is just one indicator of coverage for service provision
and does not reflect between- or within-state variation in distances to local offices or the ratio of
staff to clients. Table 3.1 also presents the ratio of local SNAP offices to SNAP clients in FY
2008 and to the geographic size of each state (in square miles).'® Six of the ten states with the
most local offices also had the largest caseload, while only two of those states were the largest in
land mass. Overall, about half the states with below-average ratios of participants to offices and
land area to offices were states with an above-average number of local SNAP offices. Therefore,
these states appear to have more offices in response to the size of their caseload and geography.
In general, as more states modernize their processes and eliminate the need for office visits, these
disparities across states may become less important or noticeable to the client.

12 \ermont’s state survey indicated they have no local offices, but responses to subsequent survey questions do
address local office flexibility. This may be a result of differences in terminology—the state’s web site lists 12
district offices for their 3SquaresVT program, which administers SNAP benefits.

3 The calculations do not attempt to determine actual number of visits to individual offices or the distance between
offices. The table presents the total state caseload and overall land area compared to the total number of offices in
the state.
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Table 3.1;: Administration and Number of SNAP Offices

Entity responsible for Number of SNAP Ratio of total SNAP Ratio of land area
State administering SNAP offices across state | participants to offices | (sq. miles) to offices
Alabama State 70 8.166 725
Alaska State 17 3.352 33,644
Arizona State 86 7,298 1,321
Arkansas State 83 4,553 627
California County 380 5,842 410
Colorado County 90 2.810 1,152
Connecticut State 12 18,782 404
Delaware State 18 12,777 9
D.C. State 7 4,135 109
Florida State 97 14,999 556
Georaia State 170 6,007 341
Hawaii State 45 2,146 143
Idaho State 27 3,711 3,065
llinois State 115 11,300 483
Indiana State 92 6.776 390
lowa State 99 2,608 564
Kansas State 45 4168 1,818
Kentucky State 120 5,277 331
Louisiana State 63 12,551 691
Maine State 16 10,815 1,929
Maryland State 43 8,372 227
Massachusetts State 26 19,453 302
Michigan State 82 15,322 693
Minnesota County 87 3,378 915
Mississippi State 82 5,453 572
Missouri State 124 7,166 556
Montana State 44 1,827 3,308
Nebraska State 63 1,918 1,220
Nevada State 15 9,633 7,322
New Hampshire State 12 5,299 747
New Jersey County 32 13,683 232
New Mexico County 34 7.058 3.569
New York County 58 33,672 814
North Carolina County 100 9.470 487
North Dakota County 51 949 1,352
Ohio County 108 10,657 379
Oklahoma State 90 4,656 763
Oreqgon State 147 3,193 653
Pennsylvania State 101 11,761 444
Rhode Island State 5 16,974 209
South Carolina County 46 12,821 655
South Dakota State 66 954 1,150
Tennessee State 97 9,394 425
Texas State 311 8,142 842
Utah State 35 3.834 2,347
Vermont State 0 4,654 771
Virginia County 120 4,542 330
Washington State 65 8.938 1,024
West Virginia State 54 5,126 446
Wisconsin County 79 5,352 687
Wyoming State 29 780 3,348

Source: 2008 State Food Stamp Agency Survey conducted for the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food

and Nutrition Service.

Notes: N = 51. In the survey, Vermont indicated that it had no local offices; however, the state’s web site
lists 12 district offices for their 3SquaresVT program, which administers SNAP benefits. Bold typeface

indicates case study states.
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Responsibility for Policy Decisions and Degree of Local Flexibility

All states indicated that primary responsibility for making decisions about SNAP policies with
respect to certification, recertification, and reporting rests at the state level. States, however,
reported more local discretion for ongoing case management, such as determining client office
flow and staff organization. About 35 percent of all states indicated that the county or local
office has primary responsibility for those decisions. County-administered states tended to have
more local office flexibility for all types of procedures; however, decisions about certification,
recertification, and reporting still fell largely to the states.

Other Contextual Factors

The economic downturn was most often discussed by states as having implications for
modernization efforts. Specifically, the downturn dramatically increased caseloads, as described
above, and changed the types of households accessing the system. Households that had never
before been part of the assistance system are now applying for benefits. Staff generally reported
that these new cases were harder to process and take more time; because these clients were new
to the system, all their information had to be entered and verification collected. In addition, they
generally had income and children, which increased the documentation required. They also often
did not understand the application and certification process, which falls to the caseworker to
explain.

While workload increased, most states faced staff reductions through hiring freezes or
restrictions. Many state governments also made budget cuts or were operating at deficits, putting
pressure on SNAP agencies to cut costs. Several states discussed postponing the development of
additional changes or slowing the overall modernization process. For example, Wisconsin staff
discussed not having the staff or funding available to implement a long-planned CAP, and
Kansas reported that lack of funds prevented it from developing a new MIS.

Most states are composed of both urban and rural areas, which can be a challenge for
implementing new modernization activities as well. The initiatives should work for both types of
populations, addressing differences in technological capacity and need as well as staff culture.
For example, Utah reported some difficulties with Internet reliability in rural areas of the state.
Staff in other states noted that shifting away from a traditional caseworker model could be
challenging in smaller offices in rural areas where staff had built personal relationships with
clients.

2. Service Delivery Characteristics

This section provides an overview of the range of benefit programs that state and local offices
administer, as well as caseworkers’ responsibilities. Details on the various types of models states
use to deliver services to clients are also discussed.

Program and Caseworker Responsibilities

Rarely do state and local offices administer only SNAP. Nationally, most state agencies
responsible for administering SNAP were responsible for determining policy and administering
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multiple social service programs. The majority of state offices administered Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Medicaid or medical assistance, and childcare subsidies
in addition to SNAP. As table 3.2 shows, most state SNAP agencies were housed in departments,
bureaus, or agencies also responsible for TANF, and over 60 percent were administered together
with Medicaid or medical assistance or childcare subsidies. Almost half the states administered
all three programs within the same state agency as SNAP. About half the states administered
child support, Supplemental Security Insurance (SSI), General Assistance, or energy assistance
in addition to SNAP. Only 6 percent of state agencies administered only SNAP.

Local offices were also generally responsible for administering multiple programs. As
table 3.2 shows, almost all local offices reported that they were responsible for administering
TANF and 90 percent for administering Medicaid benefits in addition to SNAP. Responsibility
for child care (68 percent) and General Assistance programs (54 percent) was also common. No
local offices reported that they were responsible for SNAP only.

Table 3.2: Percentage of SNAP State and Local Agencies Responsible for Administering Additional
Assistance Programs

Assistance programs Percentage of states Percentage of local
TANF 92 97
Medicaid/Medical Assistance 69 90
Child support 47 33
SSI 45 34
State-funded food assistance for noncitizens 20 27
General Assistance 51 54
Job Service/Wagner-Peyser 6 11
Child care 63 68
Energy Assistance 47 47
Women, Infants, and Children Program 8 6
Workforce Investment Act 2 3
None (only SNAP) 6 0

Source: 2008 State Food Stamp Agency Survey conducted for the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food
and Nutrition Service.

Notes: N (state) = 51, N (local offices) = 98

A similar pattern occurs for the program responsibilities among local SNAP offices. As
shown in table 3.3, in 90 percent of the states surveyed, SNAP caseworkers were also
responsible for delivering TANF benefits and 82 percent for providing Medicaid/Medical
Assistance. Only two states reported that their SNAP caseworkers worked solely with SNAP
cases. While caseworker program responsibilities were typically the same throughout a state, 16
states reported that their caseworkers’ responsibilities varied from office to office.
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Table 3.3: Percentage of States in Which SNAP Caseworkers Are Responsible for Administering
Additional Assistance Programs

Assistance programs Percentage of states
TANF 90
Medicaid/Medical Assistance 82
Child support 2
SSI| 25
State-funded food assistance for noncitizens 12
General Assistance 49
Job Service/Wagner-Peyser 2
Child care 37
Energy Assistance 22
Women, Infants, and Children 0
Workforce Investment Act 2
Varies by office 31°
None (caseload is SNAP-only) 4

Source: 2008 State Food Stamp Agency Survey conducted for the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food
and Nutrition Service.

Note: N =51

& Several states indicated both “varies by office” and that specific programs, such as TANF, were
administered by caseworkers. It is likely that specific programs (e.g., TANF) are always administered by
SNAP workers in each office while administration of other programs (e.g., SSI) may vary.

In the 14 case study states, all state and local agencies administered multiple programs.
Almost every state agency administered TANF, and most administered medical assistance and
General Assistance programs. Caseworkers in most of these states also determined eligibility for
TANF and medical programs, along with SNAP.

3. Timeline and Scope/Scale of Modernization Efforts

The degree to which states modernized and the timing of modernization varied across the 14 case
study states. States were in different stages of modernization, with some states modernizing for
over a decade and others just beginning. States considered less modernized were those that
implemented few modernization initiatives and most significant modernization was recent,
whereas the more modernized states implemented most initiatives of interest and had been
modernizing for several years. Figure 3.6 shows where the states fall on a continuum of scope of
modernization.** Pennsylvania, Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin are among the most
modernized states. They implemented many efforts, including policy and technological changes,
in addition to restructuring service delivery processes. Most activities were also implemented
statewide and available to all clients. Colorado, Illinois, Kansas, and Mississippi modernized
some aspects of their programs but were far less advanced, or the initiatives tended not to be
statewide. The remaining states fell somewhere between these two groups.

14 States were placed on the continuum based on the number of initiatives they implemented, the length of time
activities have been in place, and the scope of those initiatives (e.g., Texas has implemented several efforts but most
are only in select regions of the state and do not affect a majority of the caseload; therefore, its modernization is
considered moderate).
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Figure 3.6: Continuum of Degree of Modernization for Case Study States
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Modernization

The most modernized states had been continually modernizing for the past 5 to 10 years,
whereas the less modernized states tended to start their key modernizing efforts in the past few
years. For instance, Washington implemented most of its major modernization initiatives
between 2000 and 2003, and Utah has continually implemented and expanded activities since
2000 to the present. States that were less modernized, such as Mississippi and Illinois, began
implementing most efforts in 2006 and 2007.%

15 The state profiles in Volume 11 of this report provide timelines for implementation of key modernization efforts by
state.
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CHAPTER 4: CROSS-STATE DESCRIPTIVE STUDY FINDINGS

This chapter first provides a brief overview of the national findings, with detailed information for
the 14 case study states, followed by a discussion of the activities states have implemented
within the four broad categories: (1) policy changes, (2) reengineering of administrative
structures and organizational roles, (3) technological innovation, and (4) partnering
arrangements. The unique features of the initiatives, with examples from individual states and
local offices visited during the case studies, are described in each section. States’ key goals for
modernization and key factors affecting implementation are also discussed.

A. Overview of State Efforts to Modernize SNAP and Timing of Modernization Efforts

This overview describes states’ key goals for modernization and the motivations for
modernizing.

1. Key Factors Affecting Implementation of Modernization

Nationally, the decision to implement a given modernization effort was generally split between
state and local offices. Policy decisions in most cases came from the state level, while decisions
concerning the modernization of business processes often originated at the local level, especially
in those states that are county-administered. Technological and partnering efforts were just as
likely to start at the state level as they were at the local level. However, the decision to
modernize was the result of a variety of factors in both the state and local offices.

The national inventory of state modernization efforts found that the majority of states
identified the following key factors as driving the modernization of their state SNAPS: increasing
caseloads in local offices (66 percent), economic downturns (59 percent), state legislation (51
percent), and high staff turnover (51 percent). The 14 case study states reported factors that can
be grouped into five categories:

» Economic Environment;
» Intra-agency Actors;

» Extra-agency Actors;

» Agency Restructuring; and
» FNS Actions.

As shown in table 4.1, these factors played a significant role in more than one case study
state; they also had an effect on multiple modernization initiatives. How key factors affected

specific modernization efforts will be addressed in subsequent sections; the factors themselves
are discussed here, with specific examples from the case study states.
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Table 4.1 Key Factors Affecting Modernization
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The Economic Environment

Staff often mentioned economic factors driving the need for modernization, likely because the
interviews coincided with a deep economic recession. Offices in all 14 case study states have
struggled with significant increases in caseloads recently, especially in those states that also
experienced decreases in staff and administrative resources. Both caseload increases and staff
reductions have occurred steadily since 2000 in several states. Pennsylvania, for example, had
lost approximately 100 staff members per year since 2000, while the caseload increased by more
than 50 percent from FY 2000 to FY 2008. As shown in table 4.1, 5 of the 14 case study states
visited were under a hiring freeze at the time of the interviews, unable to hire additional staff
even as positions were vacated.

The changing composition of caseloads compounded workload problems. Staff noted that
recent increases in participation were dominated by “new” clients with more complicated and
challenging cases. Staff noted that these increases and changes in caseloads, often accompanied
by decreases in administrative budgets and staffing levels, led them to seek out ways to “do more
with less.” Some states noted that efficiency measures were a “necessity” and simply an effort to
“stay above water.” These initiatives ranged from major technology innovations, such as
document imaging and call centers, to smaller business process changes at the individual staff
level. Washington, for example, conducted a step-by-step examination of the work process for
frontline staff, mapping out a worker’s routine to find ways to save even a few seconds per
client.
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Natural disasters affected several states, including Mississippi, Pennsylvania,
Washington, Texas, Wisconsin, Idaho, and Indiana. In Washington, flooding in one region of the
state caused staff to open up call centers in other regions to serve clients affected by the disaster.
Staff statewide were able to step in to help deal with the affected region’s loss of electricity and
workable office space and the sudden influx of clients. The success of the response contributed
to Washington’s decision to restructure its call centers to form a statewide model using regional
call centers connected to each other virtually. Similarly, Pennsylvania reorganized call centers to
maintain continuity of operations after its experiences responding to client needs during flooding
in 2006. Mississippi adopted document imaging in its state offices to deal with the increase in
case records caused by the Hurricane Katrina disaster. Indiana used electronic case files to move
cases from areas of disaster to functioning offices, and now considers them vital for dealing with
future disasters.

Intra-agency Actors

Staff needs, ideas, and philosophies at the state agency responsible for implementing SNAP also
played a large role in the decision to implement modernization initiatives. Top-down support
from directors of agencies and agency divisions often led a state or county to take on an effort. In
D.C., significant business process changes and document imaging were reportedly the direct
result of the “vision” of a new agency director. In North Carolina, one county staff member
attributed recent modernization efforts directly to a change in the agency director, noting: “This
was the initiative of a new director. The agency has taken on new focus and new vision; we want
to be actively engaged and recognized in the community as leading the effort and charge to
provide these services to a community in a needs based/solution focused way.”

County and local office administrators and staff also played a role in bringing about
various modernization initiatives, although to a lesser extent. In Washington State, eligibility
staff and county-level directors were included on planning committees to help identify new areas
for modernization, including setting up the statewide call center and multiple business process
changes. In North Carolina, state staff noted that pressure from county staff and administrators
for improved technology was a major impetus for starting their statewide modernization efforts.

Extra-agency Actors

Various actors from outside the SNAP agency sparked initiatives in the majority of case study
states. These included state and federal players—governors, state legislators, FNS staff, and
federal legislators—as well as private entities such as businesses and advocates. Within the state
government, governor-led initiatives were mentioned in four states, mostly in the form of broad
directives rather than specific projects. Staff in Mississippi attributed a new computer system and
various technological initiatives to the governor’s push to make Mississippi more technologically
driven. In Wisconsin, efforts to increase accuracy were pushed forward when the governor made
it a priority, and in Pennsylvania, state staff noted that support from their governor helped bring
multiple projects to fruition.

State legislation had the same effect for four states but tended to be geared to more

specific initiatives. In Texas, modernization was mandated by the state legislature and included
language on privatization, outsourcing work, and implementing call centers. Similarly, the D.C.
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Council passed legislation pushing the SNAP agency to expand categorical eligibility."® In Utah,
state agency workers drafted a business plan that included a comprehensive overhaul of its
eligibility model, focusing on improvements to its business process to preempt any legislative or
executive efforts to privatize the system.

FNS regional staff encouraged a few states to modernize and, more generally, to increase
participation, address error rates, and improve the timeliness of application processing. Staff in
state offices mentioned consulting with regional FNS staff about what other states were doing
and what policy options were available. For example, state staff in Texas noted that FNS staff
helped the state decide to apply for the waiver and implement its CAP, along with various other
policy options. Federal legislation, such as the 2002 and 2008 Farm Bills, also provided states
with a host of policy options to streamline their modernization activities. State policy staff noted
that they continually looked at the policy options available, deciding whether each option or
waiver was a good fit at that time and whether it would simplify the program for either staff or
clients.

Nongovernmental pressure to modernize was evident in a few states, with states noting
significant advocacy efforts. In D.C., staff noted that advocates were key in alerting agency staff
to various modernization initiatives going on around the country and to options available through
FNS and other agencies. A state official in Washington explained that advocates helped give
voice to client concerns, noting, “We have an advocate group we hear a lot from. They walk in
our lobbies. They let us know what they don’t like....Every time there is a new way to do things
they let us know.” Staff reported that some modernization efforts were the direct result of
pressure from advocacy groups, noting that they often pushed their state to catch up with other
states that were more advanced with their modernization initiatives.

Staff noted that the examples of modernization in other states showed what types of
initiatives were possible and provided a path to modernization in their own states. Some states
learned about modernization initiatives in other states from professional associations and in-
person visits to observe new programs. Initiatives in Mississippi reportedly were based on
similar efforts in Alabama, Minnesota, Florida, South Carolina, and Georgia, which staff learned
about at events like the National Association for Program Information and Program Management
meetings. Staff from D.C., Wisconsin, and Utah traveled to Florida to learn firsthand how that
state modernized their business processes, and ldaho staff noted that the progress of other states
motivated their agency directors to try to keep pace. Similarly, staff in several states, including
North Carolina and Utah, noted pressure to keep up with the improved technology of private
businesses.

Agency Restructuring

Some states noted that agency restructuring produced an environment that brought about
modernization. For example, Wisconsin staff reported that their modernization efforts were
shaped significantly by the shift of SNAP to an umbrella agency, which also administered
Medicaid. This reorganization allowed the agency to coordinate SNAP improvement with the

16 Staff noted that they were planning on moving forward with expanded categorical eligibility regardless of the
Council’s actions.
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state Medicaid program and focus on increasing participation in all programs, while at the same
time educating families about health and nutrition through outreach. The organizational change
also gave rise to a new approach addressing SNAP and Medicaid programs holistically and to
developing strategies that aligned and leveraged the benefits of both programs. Staff in
Washington and North Carolina mentioned that the restructuring of their county offices to
include more programs under one roof led to new modernization opportunities.

FNS Actions

Pressure from the federal government to modernize came in the form of sanctions for high error
rates or low participation and timeliness rates. States noted that sanctions put significant pressure
on already dwindling budgets and thus forced states to pursue initiatives to increase efficiency
and accuracy. As of 2002, Wisconsin’s SNAP had been in sanction status for 10 years, an
ongoing situation that the governor and others deemed unacceptable. Limited state resources
provided further motivation to reduce sanctions by reducing the state’s SNAP error rate. This, in
turn, led to various modernization initiatives and the adoption of several 2002 Farm Bill options.
Similarly, in response to error rate sanctions of $2 million in FY 1999 and FY 2000, Utah used
SNAP reinvestment funds to develop a web-based, data-sharing system to increase accuracy and
reduce errors.

Staff in case study states also mentioned that bonus money received for increasing
accuracy and application timeliness was a driving force for various efforts, making time for
planning of new initiatives and increased technology possible. Staff in North Carolina, for
example, attributed the continuation of their statewide modernization efforts to the availability of
bonus funds for five years. Mississippi also noted that bonus money was used to purchase
technological upgrades, including document imaging equipment. As shown in table 4.1, 4 of the
14 case study states noted that they used bonus money, at least in part, to modernize their
program.

2. Key Goals for Modernization

National inventory findings indicate that the majority of states were looking to simplify the
SNAP process for clients and workers, increase client access and participation, decrease errors,
and reduce administrative costs by implementing modernization activities. Few states
specifically sought to decrease fraud. Most modernization initiatives were aimed at alleviating
both client and administrative problems of access or expense. However, some initiatives—such
as paperless systems, electronic applications, and data sharing—were specifically designed for
administrative purposes, whereas others—such as CAPs and partnering—were more focused on
clients.

The 14 case study states generally followed national trends with respect to modernization
goals. Across the states, there was very little variation. All 14 states mentioned increasing
customer access and improving efficiency as primary goals for modernizing. Other related goals
frequently cited included reducing costs, managing the workload, and maintaining or improving
program performance. Some states specifically spoke of goals to “act more like businesses” in
terms of efficiency and use of technology. Others focused their future planning on addressing
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technological deficits. Each goal, however, was grounded in either increasing efficiency or
improving customer service, or both.

B. Policy Changes

States are not required to use the policy options or apply for waivers; however, both provide the
flexibility to improve the efficiency of the program and reduce client access barriers. In many
states, the policy options and waivers also facilitate other modernization efforts. For example,
waiving face-to-face interviews allows states to more liberally use call center staff to conduct
client interviews. State staff in two states, Massachusetts and Pennsylvania, noted that
implementation of new policy options and waivers was their most significant accomplishment.
Pennsylvania staff noted that “policy drives systems” and it allowed them to simplify the
eligibility process, making it easier for clients to access benefits while at the same time
increasing overall efficiency. Other states, such as Utah and Wisconsin, pointed to the critical
importance of policy changes—particularly waivers related to interviewing—in the success of
their overall modernization process.

Most available policy options were created or expanded under the Farm Security and
Rural Investment Act of 2002 and the Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008, but states
have always had the opportunity to apply to FNS for policy waivers. Table 4.2 provides a subset
of state options and waivers by state that are most pertinent to modernization.

States have an array of policy options’’ available to them, including simplifying or
reducing the reporting requirements for SNAP clients. These options reduce the burden on
clients by allowing more flexibility in when they must report changes. Households that have
simplified reporting are required to report changes between certification periods only if their
total countable income rises above 130 percent of the federal poverty level. In addition, even
households for whom simplified reporting is not available may be required to report only certain
types of changes. Under change reporting, only changes in work or job status or income
increases over $100 need be reported. As of 2009, 48 states nationally and all 14 case study
states had simplified reporting, and 36 states nationally, including 12 case study states,
implemented change reporting. Staff in Washington felt that implementation of the simplified
reporting policy had the most dramatic effect on the success of their program, resulting in
increased participation, accuracy, and efficiency. They reported that the effect on accuracy was
apparent 60 days after implementation and that their error rate continued to improve. Staff
described simplified reporting as unique because it increased accuracy while encouraging
participation.

States also have options to better align the SNAP and TANF program rules, including
exempting the value of vehicles as they do in TANF and using broad-based categorical eligibility
for SNAP when a household receives benefits or services funded by the TANF program. All but
two states nationally expanded the vehicle exemption policy for SNAP to one vehicle per
household or all vehicles owned by the household. In addition, 29 states expanded categorical

7 All national data on policy options reported in this section were obtained from the “Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program State Options Report,” Eighth Edition. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition
Service. June 2009.
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eligibility for SNAP households and an additional 11 states were operating under narrow
categorical eligibility for SNAP households that are receiving or certified as eligible to receive
benefits or services that are at least 50 percent funded by TANF or maintenance of effort funds.
Ten case study states have implemented broad-based categorical eligibility.

Several states also chose state options to simplify deductions when calculating household
net income. Most case study states implemented a mandatory simplified standard utility
allowance in lieu of actual utility costs. A few states also accept self-declaration of dependent
care deductions and use standard self-employment and medical deductions.

Table 4.2: State Policy Options and Waivers for Case Study States As of June 2009

Modernization
effort CO|DC|ID|IL|IN|KS|MA|MS|NC|PA|TX|UT|WA /| WI | Total

State Options

Simplified reporting 14
requirements v v v v v v v v v v v v v v

Expanded vehicle 14
exemption 4 v v | v |V | vV |V v v v | vV |V |V v

Broad-based 10
categorical eligibility | v/ v | v v | v v | v | v | v |V v

Simplified standard 11
utility allowance v v |V vV |V | v |V v |V v v

Self-declaration of
dependent care 2
deductions v v

Standard self-
employment 5
deduction v v v v v

Standard medical 4
deductions v v v v

FNS Waivers

Revolving-door
waiver v v v v

Waiver of face-to-
face interview at 6
initial certification v | v v v v v v

Waiver of face-to-
face interview at 10
recertification v v vV |V |V v v v v v v v

CAPs v v v v v v v v 6

* Indicates states that are planning to implement the policy or are applying for a waiver.

States also have the opportunity to apply to FNS for waivers to certain federal policies.
Four types of waivers that aid states in meeting their goals of modernization are discussed here—
revolving-door waivers, waivers of the face-to-face interview and initial certification and
recertification, and CAPs. Four case study states requested revolving-door waivers, which allow
staff to reopen a case within 30 days of the closure if that closing resulted from not receiving
verification materials and the client subsequently provides the appropriate materials. This
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reduces case “churning” and work for staff and clients who would otherwise have to begin the

application process over again.

Most states also received waivers from the federal law requiring states to conduct face-to-

face interviews with clients at
certification and at least once
every 12 months thereafter.
Thirty-four states nationally
had authorization to waive
face-to-face  interviews—21
waived the interview at initial
certification and 34 waived
the recertification interview.
Ten case study states received
waivers for recertification and
six received them for initial
certification. Waiving the
face-to-face interview allowed
states to  conduct the
interviews over the telephone.
The same information was
collected during the same
intervals and, if requested by
the client, the state provided
the opportunity for a face-to-
face interview. These waivers
most often facilitated states’
intentions to reduce traffic in
offices and create full-service
call centers.

In addition, several
states received or planned to
apply for a CAP waiver, a
streamlined SNAP application
process for certain individuals
who apply for SSI. This
process made it easier for
qualified SSI recipients to
automatically  receive  a
standard SNAP benefit and
relaxed many requirements,
such as completing a separate
application and waiving face-
to-face interviews.

Box 4.1: Massachusetts’ Policy Choices

Massachusetts has implemented a host of SNAP policy changes in
an effort to increase participation, relieve the administrative
burden on staff, and improve customer service. Massachusetts has
taken advantage of many SNAP state options, including simplified
reporting requirements, expanded vehicle exemptions that mirror
TANF rules, maximized categorical eligibility, standard utility
allowances, self-declaration of dependent care deductions, and
standard self-employment and medical deductions. The state was
also granted a revolving-door waiver and a waiver of the face-to-
face interview at the time of recertification.

The state implemented broad-based categorical eligibility
by giving all clients at the Department of Transitional Assistance
(DTA) a “resource brochure” describing social services that may
be available. The brochure was paid for with TANF dollars,
thereby providing a TANF benefit to everybody who receives a
brochure.

In addition, Massachusetts received a waiver to operate
the Bay State CAP, a collaboration between DTA and the SSA. A
specialized unit housed within a local DTA office processes all
new applications and redeterminations for SSI recipients who are
unmarried, prepare food alone, have no earned income, and are
U.S. citizens. Initially, SSA provided a list of SSI recipients who
are eligible for this program. DTA then sent each individual a
letter and an EBT card telling that person he or she was eligible
for Bay State CAP Food Assistance. To receive benefits,
individuals needed only to activate the EBT card; there is no
additional paperwork. A phone bank was set up to field-test
questions in response to the letters; staff feel this is a key
component of the program. After the initial wave of enroliments,
DTA modified the certification procedure somewhat. Individuals
are enrolled into the program only at application for SSI or during
their SSI reevaluation, which is about every three to seven years.
All CAP cases have a recertification period of three years and are
error protected (because all information sent by SSA is viewed as
credible).
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Participation through CAP also extends the certification period for up to three years. Twelve
states nationally (six case study states) reported that they implemented CAP waivers.

States have discretion to structure their CAPs in various ways. All states waived face-to-
face interviews for CAP recipients; contact was made by phone or mail. In addition, most had
standardized benefit amounts. Some CAP participants receive higher benefits than they would
receive under standard SNAP rules. In addition, many states automatically certified the SNAP
eligibility of SSI recipients based on Social Security Administration (SSA) data; the client was
not required to complete a separate SNAP application. For example, Massachusetts sends
eligible clients a letter with an electronic benefit transfer (EBT) card. To accept benefits, the
client must simply activate the card and they are enrolled. Massachusetts’ CAP (described in box
4.1) has enabled the state to enroll thousands of people (approximately 10 percent of its overall
caseload) that staff feel would not have otherwise applied for SNAP. In other states, they send
targeted letters to eligible clients asking them to enroll; Washington sent letters every month over
a two-year period to clients in an effort to enroll them. In addition, CAP cases in many states are
required to be recertified only every three years, and some states do not include CAP cases in
their error rate calculations.

C. State Efforts to Reengineer Administrative Structures and Organizational Roles

As part of their modernization efforts, states made a variety of organizational changes and
restructured certain administrative processes and functions. These initiatives fundamentally
changed the ways SNAP agencies process applications and manage caseloads and the ways
clients interact with agency staff. The overall goals of these efforts were to remove barriers to
participation—increasing access—and to improve client service and administrative efficiency by
streamlining procedures. Many modifications to the business process were facilitated by policy
changes (e.g., elimination of the requirement for face-to-face interviews) while others were made
possible by technological innovations, such as call centers and online applications. This
description of efforts to reengineer administrative structures and functions within the agencies,
though not exhaustive, describes some of the most common changes implemented in the case
study states. Also included in this section is a discussion of administrative functions that private
businesses performed under formal paid contractual arrangements, including the privatization of
some SNAP-related activities in Texas and Indiana.

1. Organizational Changes and Process Reengineering

In some states, organizational changes and process reengineering were piloted in selected local
offices and then rolled out statewide but in others they were being pilot-tested in only a few
offices.’® The latter was particularly true in county-administered states. See table 4.3.

18 Some states piloted certain efforts, which were later discontinued. Details about the reasons for discontinuing
these efforts are included throughout the report, when available.
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Table 4.3: Organizational Changes and Process Reengineering among Case Study States As of June
2009

Modernization
effort CO|DC|ID|IL|IN|KS|MA|MS|NC|PA|TX|UT| WA |WI | Total

Restructuring the up-
front process in local 4 v |V |V |V | VY v v v v v 4 12

office

Shift to
workload/task-based v v | v v vl v |V 4 v
systems for managing
caseload

Process Simplification and Improved Customer Access

Combined or
simplified v v v v I|v | Vv v v v v v v v v 14

application

Accept

applications & vl ivivivivivivi iviviviviv]v i iv] s
recertification by

fax

Multilingual
language v v | v v | v 4 6

telephone lines

Redesigned client v v v v | v v v 6
forms

Outstationed vl vy v | v v | v |V v | v 9
SNAP workers

Mobile eligibility v v v
units

Changesinoffice | , | viv]|v v | v 7
hours

Restructuring of Staffing Configurations

Telecommuting v 4 2

Changes in staff
hours or work v v v v 4
days

Use of
workgroups in v v v v v | v v v v 9

modernizing

* Indicates states that are planning to implement the activity.

Restructuring of the Up-front Process in Local Offices

The majority (12) of the case study states implemented one or more changes to reengineer the
up-front experience for clients who come into a local office to apply for benefits or conduct
SNAP-related business. These changes typically involved creation of self-service areas in the
reception or waiting rooms, new staffing arrangements, or adjustments to the initial service
delivery procedures to reduce the need for subsequent visits.

Self-service capabilities in the reception area. Indiana, Pennsylvania, Washington, and

Wisconsin reorganized the physical layout of the waiting rooms to create self-service areas.
Touch-screen kiosks for check-in, streaming informational videos, copying machines, computers
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linked to online applications, or telephones with a direct line to call centers were available for

clients to use on their own or with
some assistance from staff. Staff
in these offices encouraged clients
to use these tools to save time.

New  staffing

Illinois, Kansas,
and Wisconsin introduced
“greeter”  positions,  typically
clerical staff, who acted as the first
point of contact in the reception
area to answer questions, provide
information, and direct clients to
other workers as needed. ldaho
chose to assign higher level staff
with authority to make eligibility
decisions to be present in the
reception area to answer specific
technical questions about cases.
Idaho stationed an eligibility
worker at the front desk to meet
with clients as they came in to
determine their needs, provide
them with information about
documentation requirements, and,
in some cases, direct them to
another worker to determine
eligibility that day. Staff felt that
this change not only moved clients
through the process more quickly
but also saved staff time spent
processing and denying cases by
weeding out those who were
unqualified earlier in the process.

arrangements.
Pennsylvania,

Wisconsin’s Dane County
office  modified its up-front
process to add multiple types of
staff in the reception area at all
times—a greeter who circulates
throughout the lobby and helps
and directs clients, a clerical staff
member who accepts applications
and answers general questions,

Box 4.2: Pennsylvania’s Modern Office

Pennsylvania was in the process of implementing a
multiphase, multicomponent major restructuring of the
service delivery system for SNAP and other benefits called
Modern Office. Using the flexibility afforded by waivers and
other policy changes and maximizing new technology such as
electronic applications, call centers, and automated work
management systems, the state was rolling out a new
approach to providing services that focused on improved
customer access and services and increased efficiencies. The
first phase, rolled out statewide in spring 2008, focused on
the “front end” or up-front services available to a client.

Restructuring in the local offices included creation of
a self-service reception area with a stand-alone online
application kiosk, direct phone lines to the call center, direct
phone lines to the EBT contractor for card pinning,
scanning/copying equipment, a drop-off box, and an
instructional video and informational brochures. The biggest
change under this new model was a shift from scheduled
appointments to a walk-in application process, which

dramatically decreased the wait time in local offices. This
was accomplished with the addition of one or more customer
service representatives (CSRs) in the reception area. The

CSR, an eligibility worker, was available to meet
immediately with new and existing clients without
appointments to answer questions, take information, make
address changes, verify documentation, provide application
assistance, and troubleshoot as needed. In most offices, new
applicants could be referred immediately to eligibility
workers who reviewed the application with the client and
conducted an eligibility interview. Some pilot offices were
also testing a greeter position, a clerical staff member who
determined the needs of clients and directed them as
appropriate.

A new phase of the project (being piloted at the time
of the site visit) divided the up-front team into CSRs—who
interfaced with clients but could also conduct an immediate
intake process with walk-ins who had their documentation —
and processors—who completed the application process for
the walk-ins who did not have the required documentation at
the time of their initial visit.

and an eligibility worker who deals with more complicated issues.
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Changes to the initial service delivery process. Pennsylvania, Idaho, and Kansas restructured
processes so that clients can meet with an eligibility worker on the same day, rather than coming
back to the office for a scheduled appointment. Pennsylvania’s “Modern Office” initiative
enabled walk-in clients to meet with an eligibility worker on the same day. Staff viewed this
change as a major success in improving customer service, as evidenced by decreased wait times
in local offices (see Box 4.2).

Shifts to Workload Management or Task-Based Systems for Managing Caseloads

As part of their efforts to
reengineer  the  administrative
process, more than half the case
study states were experimenting
with new and very different
strategies for distributing,

Box 4.3: Task-Based Management Approach in
Larimer County, Colorado

The SNAP agency in Larimer County moved to a single
caseload and task-based case management approach to
improve customer service and stretch limited resources in

processing, and managing SNAP
cases. These states were moving
away from traditional case
management models, in which one
worker retains responsibility for all
aspects of a case from intake
through ongoing management or in
which one worker handles intake
tasks prior to shifting the case to a
second worker for ongoing
maintenance activities. Nine case
study states were testing new
strategies that approached these
tasks with an eye toward more
efficient workload management
(see table 4.3). These new methods
were implemented as cost-saving
measures but also as efforts to
benefit staff and clients by
improving efficiency. ldaho and
Pennsylvania were the only states
that implemented shifts to new

2007. At the time, caseloads were increasing and there was
a great deal of staff turnover after implementation of the
new MIS. Leadership at these offices recognized the
opportunity to make changes to become more efficient in
managing workloads and to improve service flow and
access for the customer. Another impetus for the task-based
model was to ensure adequate planning of workload 