
16 APPLICANTS

Trusted Sources
People lack accurate information 
from sources they trust (family, 
friends, community organizations). 
Potential trusted messengers also 
lack resources and incentive to 
distribute this information.

17 APPLICANTS

Dangerous Debt
People lack education on how 
to avoid harmful short term 
borrowing.

18 APPLICANTS

Disjointed Application 
Process
People are asked to repeatedly 
provide the same information 
to apply for benefits with 
different processes, adding to 
drop-off and confusion.

20 APPLICANTS

Income Verification Blockers
The current income verification system 
doesn’t allow for non-traditional jobs 
or complex life experiences, 
preventing fair benefit claims.

22 APPLICANTS

Left in the Dark
People don’t receive confirmations or 
updates about their application, 
causing anxiety and drop-offs.

31 APPLICANTS

Proving Eligibility, Again
People face time, financial, and 
emotional hardship when asked to 
re-prove their eligibility or complete 
a  regulular redetermination.

32 APPLICANTS

Tracking Timelines
People lack consistent information 
and reminders about benefit 
renewals and eligibility changes, 
often interupting people’s receipt of 
benefits.

23 APPLICANTS

No Notifications
People lack quick and proactive alerts 
about ‘make-or-break’ issues with their 
application. Without an opportunity to 
remedy problems, people are rejected 
from programs they’re eligible for. 

24 APPLICANTS

Difficult Choices
Benefits processes sometimes take 
weeks or even months, resulting in 
many people turning to alternative 
predatory loans or credit options 
to make ends meet.

26 APPLICANTS

Personal Goals
People lack meaningful support 
in working toward personal long-
term financial goals.

29 APPLICANTS

Soft Services
People lack soft services, like 
mental health support that, 
alongside cash assistance, 
supports a full financial recovery. 

30 APPLICANTS

Stagnant Earning Potential
People lack support for acquiring 
education, training, and credentials 
that they know can give them 
access to better jobs and careers.

19 APPLICANTS

Human Touch
People lack access to a human 
for support when applying to 
benefits virtually. This leaves 
them feeling alone and 
confused as they navigate the 
system.

21 APPLICANTS

Supplementary Support
People must patch together support 
across multiple programs and can miss
out on benefits that they are eligible for 
that could help. Throughout the 
process, they often rely on family and 
community organizations for emotional 
and sometimes financial support.

25 APPLICANTS

Out-of-Pocket Expenses
Financial shocks often come in the form 
of an unexpected healthcare or car 
expenses that can be difficult to cover. 
These are often urgent costs, while 
benefits that cover things to enable an 
individual to financially stabilize after 
this shock can take time to receive.

15 APPLICANTS

Early Interventions
People often don’t receive help 
until it’s too late. They lack rapid 
responses that address initial 
shocks, which would enable a 
quick return to work and prevent 
further financial spirals.

10 CASEWORKERS

Diverse Communication Methods
Staff lack access to a variety of different 
communication methods, making it 
difficult to successfully cater to different 
types of clients.

11 CASEWORKERS

Siloed Applications
Often separate benefits applications 
can get lost at the county level, 
making it hard to track families' 
needs and outcomes. Staff lack a 
central application to enroll families 
into multiple benefits. 

13 CASEWORKERS

Capacity For Human Support
Staff lack capacity to support clients 
who request human assistance when 
applying for or renewing benefits.

14 CASEWORKERS

Relevant Referrals
Staff lack internal systems to stay 
up-to-date on emerging programs 
and shifting eligibility in order to 
make relevant referrals to clients.

12 CASEWORKERS

Unclear Federal Requirements
States feel unclear about federal renewal 
requirements and fear audits. This leads 
to narrow policy interpretations on 
everything from eligibility to
communications.

1 STATE

Stabilization Support
Many states cannot administer 
benefits applications quickly 
enough in a way that provides 
immediate financial stabilization.

3 STATE

Benefit Champions
State leadership lack support 
getting buy-in across different 
state agencies and in becoming 
effective champions for 
integrated benefits.

5 STATE

Coordination Systems
States lack support creating and 
updating benefit coordination systems 
that ease referrals to local programs.

4 STATE

Efficient Income Verification
States lack support in designing systems 
that can accelerate and ease income 
verification while protecting benefit 
integrity and unburdening the applicant.

7 STATE

Manual Application Processing
Many states manually process 
applications. Even with a digital 
platform, some still have to do a lot of 
manual work.

8 STATE

Integrity at the Cost of Effectiveness
Reporting structures and requirements for 
assessing state-administered safety net 
programs do not adequately incentivize 
effective program delivery.

9 STATE

Competing Priorities
States are currently focused on outreach 
and enrollment efforts, and there is a lack 
of tools to help individuals understand 
the impact of their work on benefits.

6 STATE

Procurement Assistance
States lack best practices and guidance
on effectively managing vendors for 
benefit application processing.

33 STATE

Guidance on Renewals
States lack clear federal guidance 
on eligibility and communications 
relating to renewals.

2 STATE

Local Information Hubs
States lack support and funding 
to improve the design of state 
and local websites.

Facing Financial Shock Journey Map

CASEWORKERS PAIN POINTS

applicants PAIN POINTS & sTORIES

supporting evidence & EXAMPLE STARTING POINTS

state PAIN POINTS

An expense or income shock at a specific 
moment in time that causes financial instability.

An expense or income shock with long-lasting, 
spiraling effects.

A family experiences enduring financial 
hardship over generations, often in a way that 
compounds for the individual over time.

Learning applying waiting & Troubleshooting receiving & USING recovery resiliency

Sudden Financial Shock

Ongoing Financial Hardship

Generational Financial Hardship

renewing

i Less than half of 
American adults (47%) 
have savings to cover 
three months of 
expenses when facing 
financial shock (Aspen).

“Third-party assistor 
support and multibenefit 
screening can greatly 
reduce barriers to 
enrollment” (Mapping 
the Applicant Experience 
of Benefit Enrollment, 
USDS, 18F, & CMS).

“Applicants have more success when 
government enrollment services 
empower staff to use their judgment 
and discretion, moving away from a ‘line 
worker’ model, increasing effectiveness 
and satisfaction for both staff and 
applicants” (USDS, 18F, & CMS).

“53 million Americans between 
the ages of 18 and 64—44 
percent of all workers—qualify 
as “low-wage,” with median 
hourly wages of $10.22 and 
median annual earnings of 
about $18,000” (The State of 
Financial Security 2020, Aspen).

“The US federal government can lessen 
the ‘learning cost’ and ‘compliance cost’ 
administrative burdens on people 
seeking benefits by using the same 
definitions for core means-tested 
requirements and standardizing the 
format for communicating eligibility 
requirements” (Benefits Eligibility Rules 
as Code, Beeck Center).

43% of single mothers 
overdrafted their 
checking account at least
once within the last six 
months (Steady).

LA’MESSAGE increased 
renewals for SNAP Simplified 
Reporting clients by 21%, 
potentially reducing Churn for 
LA by $2.5 million (Source).

Example Starting Point

The Stockton Economic Empowerment 
Demonstration (SEED) provided 
unconditional monthly cash payments 
to 125 Stocktonians.  Households in the 
pilot managed to secure full-time jobs at 
more than twice the rate of those in the 
control group (Source).

Example Starting Point

The Worker’s Strength’s Fund (WSF) 
project distributed emergency cash 
grants to gig workers. 75% of those who 
had been unable to work said they 
returned to work as a direct result of 
receiving funds (Source).

Example Starting Point

i Colorado PEAK allows people 
to apply and manage their 
benefits online in one place.

Example Starting Point

i Massachusetts’ Learn to Earn Initiative,
helps connect unemployed and 
underemployed parents receiving 
public assistance with the supports, 
skills and credentials for gaining and 
retaining employment. To date, the 
program has trained 280 job seekers 
(Commonwealth Corporation). 

Example Starting Point

In Michigan, Civilla and Code for 
America’s digital assister pilot 
reduced median application time 
from 45 minutes to 10 minutes, 
decreased days to determination  
from 13 to 11, and increased 
application approval rates from 53% 
to 71% (Source).

Example Starting Point

Alabama partnered with 
Steady to reduce average 
claim processing time 
from 30–60 minutes to 1–2
minutes (Source).

Example Starting Point

The Child Tax Credit (CTC) lifted 
3.7 million children out of poverty. 
CTC-eligible lower-income 
households experienced stronger 
improvements in food security, 
their ability to manage financial 
emergencies, and were also more 
likely to stop using high-cost 
financial resources like payday 
loans and auto title loans (Source).

Among those who use 
alternative financial services 
(i.e. payday loans), 56% said
getting the money quickly 
was the reason for their loan
choice (Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau).

i To simplify verification 
of citizenship, Illinois 
eliminated a citizenship 
form that had slowed 
processing of benefit 
applications. 

LOSING BENEFITS

EXPERIENCING A TRIGGER

APPLICANT STORY

Enduring Generational Hardship
“I have dealt with medical debt. I've dealt 
with school debt. I've dealt with rental 
debt at one point and credit card debt.  


I come from a family where I had a parent 
who had $5,000 worth of credit card debt [...]. 
She literally died with the debt.


I've always known about Food Stamps [and 
Section 8] because my mother was on Food 
Stamps [and Section 8]. Pretty much 
everyone I know is on Food Stamps.”

—Gig Worker, Michigan.

APPLICANT STORY

Loan Patterns
“I applied for a loan because I had 
rent due and I wasn't getting my 
unemployment, and I was burning 
through my savings…So it was just 
like I would just get stuck in this 
pattern...I ended up just selling my 
car, paying off the title loan, and 
then having no car.” 

—Self Employed, Michigan.

CASEWORKER STORY

Flexible Grants
“If I had access to more 
unrestricted funding, that 
would be a great thing because 
of those gap filling needs in 
the community. [...] If 
somebody called me and asked 
me about a furnace today, I 
should be able to pick up the 
phone and just say, ‘Hey, go 
and put this furnace in this 
house.’ That'd be great.”

—System Navigator, Detroit.

APPLICANT STORY

Education as Key to Recovery
“I’m just trying to find 
something that allows me to be 
able to live normally in terms of 
a job, and being able to go back to 
school. Because education is the 
only thing that's going to get 
me out of the financial mess 
I’m in. And the irony of that is 
that my education right now is a 
financial mess.”

—Gig Worker, Michigan.

APPLICANT STORY

Financial Literacy
“I've come to understand that the most successful 
people in our society are business people. [...] I’ll 
encourage, having it that most people like me 
have either low wages, or unemployment, or 
underemployment. So like to, I'd prefer if the 
government will provide us with business 
knowledge, like teach us how to be a business 
person, how to maintain your books, how to 
make good sales, attract customers.”

—Single Parent, New Mexico.

APPLICANT STORY

Recovery Barriers
“If we don’t get the asylum and become 
legal immigrants then we don’t even have 
the right to have a driver’s license. 
Since my children were not born here, they 
can’t access any benefits.


We started talking with a lawyer but it’s so 
expensive that we haven’t been able to 
make the first payment to start the process. 
You can’t imagine how many lawyers I’ve 
called. Obtaining residence here is so 
hard and expensive.”

—Parent of Young Children, North Carolina

APPLICANT STORY

Dealing with the Loss of a Loved One
“My husband died last August. I’m mostly 
just trying to figure out life now. It's been 
a big change, obviously. [...] There is a lot of 
expenses with the funeral and everything that 
were hard. He didn't have any life insurance 
or anything, and he didn't qualify for his 
pension yet.


My husband mostly dealt with the 
finances, so I'm kinda lost.”

—Single Parent, Minnessota

APPLICANT STORY

Car Repairs
“My car would break down [repeatedly] and I 
wouldn't have the money to fix it. 


Because I was going through like, every year, 
we were like, three to five thousand dollars on 
car repair. [...] I can't put so much money on 
my credit card towards getting this car fixed, 
and then not be able to pay because we don't 
have enough budgeting on that.


That was the worst decision I ever made, to 
repair this car.”

—Parent of Young Children, New Hampshire.

APPLICANT STORY

Time Costs
“I would start calling the phone 
lines at 6 a.m. and never get 
through for weeks. You could give 
$20 a day to this company who 
would call for you. It still never 
worked. I would literally call 
that number hundreds of times 
a day over a three week period 
and nothing.”

—Gig Worker, Michigan.

CASEWORKER STORY

Financial Cost of Waiting
“Caseworkers are so 
overwhelmed. It takes them a 
while to get back to the participants 
[after they apply]. And then if the 
participant has a question, it's a 
whole big production to get 
answers, or callbacks.”

—System Navigator, Detroit.

ABOUT THIS MAP
The journey map illustrates the current 
experience of people accessing supports and 
public benefits after facing a financial hardship. 
The map also includes the key needs for 
frontline staff and state agencies who are 
delivering the public benefits. 

LEGEND

Pain Points

Based on research with state officials,
caseworkers, and applicants, a set of key pain
points emerged. Pain points reflect specific
thurdles that prevent full financial recovery.
These pain points are represented by red blocks
linked to phases of the journey.

# APPLICANTS

Pain Point Title
Pain point description.

# CASEWORKERS

Pain Point Title
Pain point description.

# STATE

Pain Point Title
Pain point description.

Stories

Included are first-hand stories from applicants 
and caseworkers trying to access and provide 
benefits. They are represented by yellow blocks.

APPLICANT STORY

Title
“Research participant quote”

—Source

Supporting Evidence

At the bottom of the map, supporting 
quantitative data from existing desk research is 
highlighted. These pieces of evidence are 
represented by dark-blue-outlined blocks with 
icons to differentiate the evidence type.

i General Information

Relevant Quote from Desk Research

Statistics & Numbers

Proven Starting Points

Alongside supporting evidence, there are 
highlighted pilots and programs that have or are 
currently running that improve and address the 
key needs applicants, caseworkers, and states 
have in accessing and implementing benefit 
programs. These are examples of bright spots 
that worked and are represented in a green box.

Proven Starting Point

Description

Throughout the research, the team discovered pilots across states involving
various organizations. This section includes a selection of examples.

27 APPLICANTS

Navigating Income 
Impacts on Benefits
Some individuals are keenly 
aware of the impact of increased 
wages on the level of benefits 
they receive. Miscalculations can 
have serious consequences.

28 APPLICANTS

Training While Working
Navigating education, training, 
apprenticeship, and credential 
programs that could provide access 
to better jobs can be overwhelming 
in moments of turmoil. Taking time 
to complete these programs 
competes with working to cover 
living expenses and immediate 
needs for families.

“Cash benefits provide workers with 
agency to meet their needs. Cash 
transfers like EITC and refundable 
portions of CTC give workers autonomy 
and flexibility in the use of benefits” 
(2022 Benefits Scorecard, Aspen).

i Participants who received a cash grant 
made an average of 28% more income 
over the following three months 
compared to those that didn’t (Steady).

Example Starting Point

i New York City’s WorkAdvance program 
provides occupational skills training for 
unemployed and low-wage workers  in 
sectors that have good-quality jobs and 
opportunities for upwards mobility. The 
program was able to increase earnings for 
the program sample by $1,946 compared 
to the control group (NYC Opportunity).

Example Starting Point

i Washington's Integrated Basic Education 
and Skills Training Program (I-BEST) helps 
workers to develop basic skills and attain 
occupational credentials. Participants in 
the program had better employment and 
earnings outcomes: on average their 
earnings increase by $600 per quarter 
(Administration for Children and Families).

CASEWORKER STORY

Navigating Income Impacts
“There’s a cliff that so many of our 
families are standing on. They make 
too much money for assistance, but 
they don’t make enough money to 
live. There’s this whole middle ground 
of people that the second they get a job, 
they’re making some money and it’s 
just enough to throw them over the 
edge. They’ve been getting $300 a 
month [of assistance], and now that 
they’re making one dollar over the 
limit, they now lost $300 a month.”

—Childcare Staff Member, New Hampshire.

“Despite the risks of 
benefits cliff, 70% of 
participant would increase 
their earnings if presented 
an opportunity to” (Aspen). Louisiana by $2.5M

https://www.codeforamerica.org/features/louisiana-demo/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6039d612b17d055cac14070f/t/6050294a1212aa40fdaf773a/1615866187890/SEED_Preliminary+Analysis-SEEDs+First+Year_Final+Report_Individual+Pages+.pdf
https://www.theworkerslab.com/hubfs/Reports/Workers-Strength-Fund-Report.pdf?hsLang=en?
https://codeforamerica.org/news/safety-net-services-built-for-outcomes/
https://www.theworkerslab.com/hubfs/DSUI%20Final%20Report%20Part%20Two%20v9.pdf?hsCtaTracking=4069d880-a06e-4f45-96e2-f36fd80a66f2%7C2444c3f5-6a89-48a7-8b59-77f75113141d
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-impacts-of-the-2021-expanded-child-tax-credit-on-family-employment-nutrition-and-financial-well-being/
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Customer Stories

Jordan
Single Dad

Alina
Gig Worker

Elise
Recent Widow

→ A waiter, who is suddenly laid off
because of the pandemic. 

→ With a child to support, and rent to pay, 
he needs a solution fast.

→ A mom of four, who is recently widowed.
→ She wants to find a higher paying long-

term job but fears losing benefits. 

→ A delivery driver whose car breaks down.

→ With no work to support her family and 
accumulating bills, she chooses to sell 
her car.

WIC Medicaid SNAP HeadStartMedicaid

Laid-off Waiter Delivery Driver Dishwasher 

TANF Section 8SNAP

“I wouldn't do [a pay-day loan] again, 
because it put me in a spot now. 
Unless I was absolutely sure that I'd be 
able to make that money back. With the 
situation that I'm in, it just kind of 
put me behind me even more.”

“My car would break down, I wouldn't 
have the money to fix it. [...] I was going 
through like, every year, like $3-5k car 
repair. And this went on for like two years. 
And at the time, like I cannot come up 
with this, like $3-5k every year to pay this 
and fix this car. So I might as well just 
get rid of it.”

“I'd prefer the government [to] provide us 
with business knowledge, like teach us, 
how to be a business person, how to 
maintain your books, how to make good 
sales, attract customers, and also provide a 
subsidy to enable us to open businesses, so 
that we can depend on ourselves.”

Jordan
Single Dad

Alina
Gig Worker

Elise
Recent Widow

Minnesota North Carolina New Mexico

UI
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