A Dozen Lessons Learned About Effective Public Benefits Outreach

For 15 years the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities has been conducting successful national outreach campaigns to promote underutilized public benefits for low-income working families and to help them secure benefits for which they qualify.  Our efforts have focused on the Earned Income Tax Credit, the Child Tax Credit and health coverage — Medicaid and SCHIP  — for children and families.  Here are a dozen lessons learned about how to do the job:

1. The goal is enrollment.  It’s important to distinguish between the goal and the tools for reaching the goal.  Conducting outreach is about more than distributing posters and flyers and broadcasting public service announcements.  These are important, traditional outreach tools. But, the point is to sign up eligible people for benefits. Outreach efforts should lead people to where they can get more information and enrollment assistance.

2. Keep it simple.  Both the message and the process (for applying and retaining a benefit) must be easy to understand and follow.

3. The messenger can be as important as the message itself.  Work with organizations and leaders who already have earned the trust of the community.

4. Present facts.  Debunk myths.  Speak the language.  Outreach materials and outreach workers have to “know their stuff.” They should spell out basic information and address common misconceptions in a straightforward manner.  Avoid using jargon — but know how to decipher or interpret “program-speak” to help potential beneficiaries understand what they are eligible to receive and how to get it.

5. Remember why they rob banks.  As the legendary story goes — when asked why he robbed banks, Willie Sutton responded, “because that’s where the money is.”  Identify where the target population lives, works, plays, shops and seeks services  — and reach out. And don’t forget about the places where you can find their family, friends and others who influence decision-making and behavior. There is no “one place” to go or “one strategy” to try — effective outreach covers as many bases as possible and multiple strategies proceed on parallel tracks.

6. Direct, community-based assistance is key.  No matter how easy the process, there always will be people who need and want direct help completing applications, understanding correspondence and otherwise navigating the system.  Often, community-based organizations with which beneficiaries are familiar and comfortable will be in the best position to provide this help.

7. Avoid promising something you can’t deliver.  If someone might be eligible for benefits, encourage him or her to apply. Even when someone’s income seems a little too high, deductions or special rules sometimes can help them qualify. Be honest and realistic about the benefits available, how difficult the application process will be and how long it will take. If a government agency is charged with determining eligibility, be careful not to guarantee what any particular person can expect to receive. To the extent possible, assure that you will be there to help throughout the process and to troubleshoot if there are snags. 

8. Create a mechanism for regular follow-up.  Communicating with applicants you’ve helped while they await an eligibility decision can be reassuring and can identify whether additional information is needed and deadlines are met.  If benefits must be renewed sometime down the road, having a system to alert beneficiaries will facilitate retention.

9. Pay attention to the special needs of the population you wish to reach.  Are you prepared to help individuals who have low literacy skills?  limited English proficiency? special hearing or visual needs? special health care needs? transportation challenges?

10. Link with outreach efforts to provide other benefits to the same population.  Eligible families and individuals are likely to have a variety of needs and may not be aware of all the opportunities to get help.  Coordinating outreach can provide a more robust package of support and can help avoid asking people to give the same information multiple times. 

11. Work to promote system integration.  Coordinating efforts “inside the system” is crucial. Information that one agency may have on hand can help to qualify someone for another important benefit.  A systems approach can decrease the paperwork, time and costs associated with securing and retaining benefits for beneficiaries and program administrators.

12. Track your efforts.  Keeping track of the number of people you assist and whether they have been able to obtain the benefits they were seeking can provide essential information. This is key to learning what strategies are most effective with particular populations in particular communities.  A record of success in connecting families and individuals to benefits can help in gaining support for future, expanded outreach efforts. Information about procedural bottlenecks can be used to push for further simplification of the system.

For more information, contact Donna Cohen Ross, Director of Outreach, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 202-408-1080.

