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Kellogg Action Lab Grant 
 
The Michigan Association of United Ways (MAUW) has been awarded a Kellogg Action 
Lab grant to explore emerging technology and practices for increasing access to public 
benefits for Michigan households. 
  
The grant will support a stakeholder group in planning for a benefits access tool that could 
increase access to unclaimed federal benefits by engaging nonprofits in coordinating the 
screening and application process.  Web-based expert systems, used by nonprofits, combine 
benefit applications to provide a one-stop shop for benefits such as food stamps, LIHEAP, 
TANF, child care subsidies, SCHIP, Medicaid, and EITC.  Expert systems help mobilize 
nonprofits to accurately complete forms across benefits and provide an efficient hand-off to 
public agencies to determine eligibility.  Currently an estimated $900 M in federal benefits 
go unclaimed annually by Michigan households.  The grant will support bringing 
stakeholders together to: 

·  Identify the partnership opportunity between nonprofits and state departments 
to increase access to benefits 

·  Target the value of a benefit access network for Michigan 
·   Identify national leading benefit access practices 
·  Assess technology solutions available and recommend best approach  
·  Produce a business plan for advancing a benefit access network solution  

 
Project Deliverables 
 

·  Identify best practices in benefits access programs engaging nonprofit/public 
partnership. 

·  Drive a consensus approach for stakeholders moving in a singular direction to build a 
more efficient benefits access program across the state. 

·  Through the facilitation process, derive “user requirements” that would generate a 
request for proposal from software vendors asking for estimated cost. 

·  Evaluate proposals for best solution and make a recommendation as part of the plan. 

·  Estimate total costs to implement (software, additional staffing, any infrastructure, 
etc.) 

·  Determine an estimated Return on Investment (ROI) for the cost of the program 
relative to increase impact on clients served. 

 
Timeline 
 
It is estimated that the creation of the plan, including facilitation to consensus, development 
of an RFP for software vendors, review and evaluation of proposals, and crafting of a high 
level business plan including recommendations for software selection, will take 90 days. 
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A Brief Overview Benefits Access Software  
 

 
What is Benefits Access Software? 
 
Benefits Access Software is a relatively recent development in the nonprofit software market.  
Its purpose is to address the need to make benefits more accessible for eligible recipients and 
for the process of obtaining them to be more efficient.   
 
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reform Act of 1996 transitioned 
hundreds of thousands people from welfare to work.  In many cases the work they obtained 
did not provide either adequate or steady income and resulted in a group of people that 
worked, but remained in poverty (i.e. the “working poor”).  Income support programs (e.g. 
Earned Income Tax Credit, child care, food stamps, etc.) provided relief, but complex and 
separate application per benefit processes made it confusing and cumbersome for individuals; 
often leading to unclaimed benefits.  
 
Nonprofit agencies played a significant role in helping guide their clients through the process 
of accessing the benefits for which they were entitled.  However, given the challenges of 
differing service expertise, skill set, and resource capabilities of these agencies, no common 
approaches were employed.  Software developers saw the opportunity to design tools to 
address the need, and benefits access programs were created.    
 
Simply stated, benefits access applications are built with a logic structure that uses typical 
interviewing techniques to ask a specific set of questions which automatically calls to a pre-
populated database and identifies all benefits for which a specific client is entitled.  Some 
programs can then generate the appropriate forms for submission or even download to the 
appropriate agencies on-line. These programs are generally customized to input specific state 
data and the community database maintenance must be an ongoing effort to stay current.  
This is commonly included as part of the maintenance agreement with the software vendor. 
 
Some established software companies are modifying their existing enterprise applications 
(complex systems capable of supporting large, diverse business functions - typically for-
profit companies) to accommodate benefits access.  Some software providers are building the 
application from the ground up, uniquely tailored for this function.  Of these there are two 
types: The first are software companies that have built their solutions based on user 
requirements from clients in the field.  The second are nonprofit service agencies themselves, 
who have built the software internally to meet their own operational needs in providing 
benefits access.  They see the opportunity to market their products and services to other 
nonprofits.  Benefits access software is growing in popularity and effectiveness as an 
addition to the case manager’s toolkit in nonprofit case management.   
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As an example of growing interest and specific benefit focus, in 2005 the Washington D.C. 
based National League of Cities’ Institute of Youth, Education and Families published a 
report entitled “Screening Tools to Help Families Access Benefits”.1  It provided an 
overview of seven systems which were available at that time and covered their value, and the 
challenges involved in choosing and using them.  They targeted common benefits: 
 

·  Tax Credits (EITC) 
·  Nutritional benefits 
·  Free and low-cost health insurance 
·  Child Care Subsidies 
·  Energy Assistance 

Many new systems have been developed since this report was published, allowing for more 
choice in the marketplace, and should lead to competitive pricing. 
 
 
What additional value does software bring to current nonprofit benefits access activity? 
Each year, significant effort and cost are expended by nonprofit agencies to ensure that their 
clients are receiving the benefits and assistance for which they are eligible.  A number of 
factors, however, including case load, agency mission, changing requirements, and the “silo 
effect” of an uncoordinated and fragmented effort between agencies, leads to undiscovered 
and untapped potential benefits for clients.  Gara LaMarche, president & CEO of The 
Atlantic Philanthropies states that: “The estimate is that $65 billion worth of benefits and 
tax rebates available to poor people is not used, it is simply left on the table.”2  In Michigan, 
there are estimates that $900 million or more of these benefits go unclaimed on an annual 
basis. 

In 2006, The Urban Institute published a report entitled “Is There a System that Supports 
Low-income Working Families?”3 It focuses on programs they call the “core work support 
system for low-income working families in the United States”.  These core programs are: 

·  Medicaid and the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) 
·  Food Stamps 
·  Child Care Subsidies 
·  Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 
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To help illustrate the problems inherent in a fragmented, silo approach, The Urban Institute 
reports the following: 

 

Just one example: 

Benefits access software as additional support for case work is making inroads.  In the 
aforementioned article, LaMarche goes on to say that in a program they are funding along 
with The Robin Hood Foundation called “Single Stop USA”, they have started a program 
with benefits access software in: “60 host sites across New York City, offer(ing) tax advice 
and financial, legal and other counseling to 70,000 households with incomes below 200% of 
the poverty level – approximately $41,000 a year for a family of four.”   

Elizabeth Mason, CEO of Single Stop USA, sites that analysis of this initiative in 2007 by 
McKinsey & Company (“Single Stop Rollout Strategy Project – Final Report”) showed 
that: “…75% of people screened for tax credits in community centers and other Single Stop 
sites received an average of $1,800. Benefits counseling produced an average of $5,000 per 
family, and those screened for legal counseling got $1-2,000 in in-kind cash and supports. 
McKinsey estimates that within five years of national replication, Single Stop USA could 
assist one million households a year and deliver benefits and tax refunds worth $2 billion to 
as many as 450,000 households.”4 

As with any software implementation, the potential for positive effect is predicated on two 
things. The first is the role of the application as a tool to implement effective common 
processes, and the second is for user education and adoption to be a high priority.  This is 
especially critical in any initiative that will include multiple agencies in a single initiative.  
Further, The Urban Institute report cited above states that the four programs they focused on 
have unique eligibility benefit rules and with the exception of EITC, these rules can vary 
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across states.  This is why in evaluating any benefits access software program, a key question 
will be: “how does the system adapt to my state rules, and how is it updated?”  

As the reports cited here indicate, there are steps to be taken in determining whether the 
development of common processes and the implementation of a software solution to support 
these processes makes sense for any agency or group of agencies. The promise indicated by 
the initiative in New York, and by others; implemented across the country utilizing many 
different software products, would suggest that the question is certainly worth exploring. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


