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I  Summary, Analysis, and Recommendations 
 
The Michigan Association of United Ways (MAUW) was awarded a 90 day Kellogg 
Action Lab grant to explore emerging technology and practices for increasing access to 
public benefits for Michigan households.  What follows are the findings and 
recommendations from a 40 member statewide stakeholder group comprised of state 
agencies, nonprofit agencies and nonprofit associations. 

The issue:  Unclaimed Public benefits .  Per the Atlantic Philanthropies, there is an 
estimated $65 billion in unclaimed federal benefits annually in the United States 
(Attachment A).  The Ohio Benefit Bank reports that over $1.6 billion tax benefits and 
other supports go unclaimed in its state.1  In Michigan, it is estimated that each year 
approximately $930 million goes unclaimed (Figure 1).  The Institute of Youth, 
Education and Families, an entity within the National League of Cities, posits that:   
“Lack of information about how and where to apply, the time required to enroll in 
multiple programs, and fears of not qualifying for significant benefits all discourage 
parents and other interested individuals from going through the application process.”2 

Figure 1 
Public Benefits Not Claimed in Michigan 3 

Program Eligible/Not Receiving Benefits not Claimed  

Food Stamps 584,075 $638,160,544  

EITC (est.) 113,766 $158,589,312  

Children's Medicaid 59,000 $108,560,000  

CHIP 20,000 $27,260,000  

Total   $932,569,856  
 
 
Using technology to reach people  – A Colton Group white paper on the benefits 
access software market (Attachment  B) identifies that in recent years, there has been 
significant development in web-based expert systems which combine benefit 
applications to provide a one-stop shop for benefits such as food stamps, LIHEAP, 
TANF, child care subsidies, SCHIP, Medicaid, and EITC.  Companies with these expert 
systems have developed partnerships to help mobilize nonprofits to accurately complete 
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� �Source Food Stamps Data:  Cooper, Rachel & Weill, Jim et. Al. "Nation and State Profiles". State of the States: 2007 - A 
Profile of Food & Nutrition Programs across the Nation. www.Frac.org. June 2007. Food Research and Action Center. July 10, 
2007 <http://www.frac.org/SOS%202007%20Report.pdf> 
Source EITC Data: "State-by-State Stats". Department of the Treasury Internal Revenue Service. July 12, 2007. <http://www.irs-
eitc.info/> 
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forms across benefits and provide an efficient hand-off to public agencies to determine 
eligibility.  With successful outreach strategies, some of these systems are beginning to 
have impact.  There are currently active programs in New York, New Jersey, California, 
Ohio, Florida, Texas, Georgia, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Arkansas, 
among others.   All are web based systems, which is key to making the tool as widely 
available as possible.  One vendor’s rendering (Figure 2) of the model is generic such 
that it describes all the solutions that we considered: 
 
 
 
Figure 2 

Web-Based Benefits Access Software Tool Model 

 
  

 
Of the programs generating impact, two are worthy of special note for both size and 
scope: 
 
·  In New York, one nonprofit which serves as the intermediary has generated $45 

million in cumulative claims, including 13,000 benefit claims totaling more than 
$15 million in 2008.   

 
·  In Ohio, a public/private partnership and a software vendor started slowly in 

2006, but in the first 10 months of 2008 accelerated their growth over 400% to 
generate over $38 million of cumulative impact in EITC and benefits to over 
35,000 individuals (Figure 3). This vertical growth is a testament to the focus on 
outreach and the leveraging of the existing CBOs, which can provide access 
locally to all benefits and tax credits through a single tool and location.  
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Figure 3 

 
 
Further, the Ohio Association of 
completed study by Ohio University 
significant additional economic stimulus to Ohio generated by this $38.4 million in 
benefit payments to its citizens. 
increased tax revenue to the state for a total economic impact of $66 million through the 
first ten months of 2008 (Figure 4)
benefits access will increase 50% 
 
 
Figure 4 
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Ohio Association of Second Harvest Food Banks reports that 
completed study by Ohio University (see Attachment C), it is demonstrated that there is 
significant additional economic stimulus to Ohio generated by this $38.4 million in 
benefit payments to its citizens.  This additional income generated 450 jobs and 
increased tax revenue to the state for a total economic impact of $66 million through the 

(Figure 4).  The study predicts that in 2009, 
benefits access will increase 50% to reach $71 million. 
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Michigan Benefits Access Initiative (MBAI) – a Mich igan Approach 
 
To explore the possibilities and potential impact in our state, the 90 day Kellogg Action 
Lab grant allowed us to explore emerging technology and practices, and to identify the 
Michigan-specific requirements for increasing access to public benefits for Michigan 
households.  The 90 day plan had three phases: 
 

·  Phase I:   
o Recruit Stakeholders and build consensus around problem identification 

and approach 
o Create Vision and Mission for the initiative, including operating principles  

·  Phase II:   
o Scan market for best practices and target vendor partners to receive a 

request for proposal (RFP).  20 identified, narrowed to 4 based on 
criteria.   

o Identify Michigan-centric user requirements for software tool.   
o Craft RFP and distribute to potential vendor partners 
o Review Responses and select 2 for quotation request, negotiations and 

final selection (to be completed in pre-launch phase). 
·  Phase III 

o Craft preliminary business plan (including preliminary budget 
requirements) with guidance from phases I and II. 

 
Methodology:  MAUW organized and led the aforementioned stakeholder group and 
simultaneously conducted market research and vendor scanning to provide potential 
business models for consideration.  Secondary research was conducted to scan 
information on current programs in the states mentioned above as well as reports and 
data provided by The Atlantic Philanthropies, McKinsey & Company, and The National 
League of Cities, among others (see attachment B).  Before and during the stakeholder 
sessions, primary research interviews were also conducted with nonprofits, state 
agencies, vendors and their clients in programs around the country to determine best 
practices and issues for consideration in the building of Michigan’s requirements.  The 
stakeholders met several times over 90 days in large groups and subcommittees 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  
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The stakeholder group worked to develop a business model for the “virtual” organization 
they named the Michigan Benefits Access Initiative (MBAI).  Collectively, and with 
efforts from a subcommittee, they developed the following mission and vision for MBAI. 
 

Our Vision 
Improving the quality of life in Michigan through hopeful, empowered, and 

financially stable families.  
 
 

Our Mission 
To provide Michigan citizens in need with local, one stop access to all available 

benefits.  We will accomplish this through a collaborative network of state 
agencies and nonprofits; utilizing support services and a common software 

platform to expand capacity and improve efficiency. 
 
 

Further, the stakeholders developed a set of eleven guiding principles to serve as the 
operating “touchstone” to ensure future operational decision making would be in 
alignment with the vision and mission.  This work was intended as a base for the 
operating model and a guide to the user requirements identification and, ultimately, the 
evaluation and selection of a software provider. 
 
Building Michigan Requirements, Issuing Proposals, and conducting software 
Evaluation –  After consensus on the potential value of a software tool approach to 
addressing the problem of unclaimed benefits, the group worked to identify potential 
vendors and develop Michigan specific criteria for a proposal. To identify current 
software offerings and conduct screening evaluation to determine if software met 
consideration criteria: 

·  Experience in major implementations 
·  Multiple state benefit loading/ongoing management experience  
·  Ability to generate benefit application through the software 
·  Web based solution 
·  Stable company  

 
20 benefits screening tools were scanned against the above criteria which narrowed the 
field to 5.  The Michigan criteria were developed for over 100 elements in 7 categories 
of software performance.  After additional interviews and research, RFPs were sent to 
four vendors.  One vendor withdrew and three were evaluated, which provided a sense 
of capability and cost, and allowed for the creation of a preliminary budget.  The Pre-
launch phase will begin by sending a request for a firm quote to 2 vendors for 
negotiation and final evaluation.  The complete process is outlined in section II of this 
document. 
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The Operating Model:  Leveraging Community Based Or ganizations  – The 
Michigan Nonprofit Association (MNA) reports on its website4  a robust and growing 
nonprofit sector; outpacing the overall state economic spending increases 39% to 26%. 
(Attachment D).  The Urban Institute, in its 2007 report “The Nonprofit Sector In Brief”5 
also reports a vibrant nonprofit infrastructure in Michigan, growing faster than the state’s 
overall economy (email Attachment 1) with 8,688 public charities registered. Our initial 
scan of potential professional counselors, likely involved in activities related to benefits 
counseling today at community based organizations shows approximately 3,500 could 
be engaged in the initiative.  A strong Intermediary outreach program (as in New York or 
Ohio) could leverage this capability to great effect.  The operating model for MBAI to be 
successful in Michigan must capture the following elements: 

·  Statewide reach through public/private partnership   
·  Independent operation for CBOs to allow them to fit the model to their mission 
·  Leverage 2-1-1 infrastructure for accessing benefits 
·  Central responsibility- Vendor Mgmt., Fundraising, Training, Outreach/Growth 
 

The operating model below (Figure 5) illustrates how an Intermediary would provide 
coordination of the outreach program and central management of the software and 
partner, while still allowing for the independent operation at each CBO to allow for 
appropriate tailoring to the specific client base. 
 

Figure 5 
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Cost and Potential Impact:  Below are a preliminary budget and potential impact 
model for the MBAI program (Figures 6 & 7).  Staffing for the Intermediary can be 
modest, with a Manager, 2-3 Regional Coordinators (brought in as growth needs 
dictate) and part time administration (see Section III for details).  It should be noted that 
vendor costs are preliminary and subject to final contract negotiations with the selected 
vendor.  Further, it is believed that the impact model is conservative based on 
professional counselor performance in the New York and Ohio model. 
 

Figure 6 
 

Projected 3 year Budget  
   Year 1        Year 2          Year 3        3 Yr. Total  
(250 users)    (1000 users)      (2000 users) 

90 day Pre-Launch                $50,000 
Software and Support       $1,374,000      $614,500            $614,500 
Outreach/Intermediary         $176,000      $308,000            $399,500_____________ 
Totals                      $1,600,000      $922,500    $1,014,000       $3,536,500 

 
Michigan Model:  High Return - Professional Counsel or Driven.   As an initial 
estimate, nearly 3,500 counselors working as professionals in community based 
organizations in Michigan have been identified as potential participants in the program.   
This includes integrating the benefit access software into the 2-1-1 operations as well as 
into community based organizations.   The targeted adoption growth schedule would 
add 250 in year one, another 750 in year two and 1000 in year three.  This 2000 
counselor target is relatively conservative to the 4,300 counselors recruited in the Ohio 
outreach program.  The difference in Michigan is that we will target 50% of these 
counselors to be professionals.  In Ohio, a very small percentage of these counselors 
generates a significant return (per Benefit Bank, 11 professional counselors delivered 
$5.7 million in benefits/taxes in 2008).    
 

Ohio’s outreach model has been driven by recruitment of thousands of volunteer 
counselors, driving ubiquity of the system.   The Michigan model holds that universal 
access is critical to reaching all citizens statewide, and that ultimately, even self-service 
access to the tool is desirable.  The model, however, recognizes the dramatic returns 
Ohio and New York have shown with professional assistance at local CBOs.  With this 
focus, and the recruitment model described above, the Michigan model can potentially 
deliver $183 million in benefits to Michigan citizens over 3 years. 
 

The following model (Figure 7) shows the projected growth rate of counselor/users, both 
professional and volunteer, the gradual increase in performance per counselor over 
time (conservatively validated through data from counselor performance in New York 
and Ohio), and the return on investment based on our preliminary budget.  
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Figure 7 

MBAI Projections for User Growth and Benefits Return

3 year
Cum. benefits
$183,000,000

*Assumes 50% professional counselor/users and 50% volunteer counselor/users
*Assumes Yr 1: $75k annually per  professional, $25k per volunteer, Yr 2: $100k per professional, $33k per volunteer, 
Year 3: $125k per  professional, $41k per volunteer.
*Over 3 yr. project, every $1 dollar spent returns $ 54 in benefits to Michigan citizens.  In year three , return is $138
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Conclusions and Next Steps :  It is significant to note that the Michigan Benefits 
Access Initiative will not be an early adopter of either technology or process.  This will 
allow a Michigan initiative to leverage the successful experience and expertise of 
programs from other states, a stable and proven software platform; and with lessons 
learned, be able to build a more efficient and effective program.   
 

This 90 day study suggests that the citizens of the state of Michigan would benefit from 
a program that could bring the kind of dramatic return on investment suggested in the 
model above.  A pre-launch subcommittee was convened to identify and implement the 
next steps identified by the broader stakeholders to implement the MBAI Access 
Initiative.  The steps have been identified as follows:  1) Secure funding commitment 2), 
Issue RFQ 3), Select partner 4), Negotiate final contract, 5) Complete launch plan 6), 
Recruit, engage initial sites 7), Hire staff 8), Train counselors 9), Launch initial sites. 
 

A Michigan Benefits Access Initiative has the potential to deliver hundreds of millions of 
dollars to the citizens of our state.  Additionally, applying the findings of the Ohio 
University study, it is likely that thousands of jobs and many millions of dollars in tax 
revenue would be generated by this program.  While the specific impact would need 
further study, it is clear that the economic stimulus to our state would improve the 
impressive return on investment anticipated from benefits and tax credits alone. 
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II Detailed Report of 90 Day KAL Grant Activities 
 
The Michigan Association of United Ways (MAUW) was awarded a Kellogg Action Lab 
grant to explore emerging technology and practices for increasing access to public 
benefits for Michigan households. 
  
The grant supported a stakeholder group, the Michigan Benefits Access Initiative 
(MBAI), 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.  The Atlantic Philanthropies reports that nationally, $65 billion in federal 
benefits go unclaimed annually.  In Michigan alone, the estimate is over $930 million.  
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.  These expert systems are designed to help mobilize 
nonprofits to accurately complete forms across benefits and provide an efficient hand-
off to public agencies to determine eligibility.  There are several initiatives across the 
country using a variety of software products to address this issue.   
 
The planning process included the identification and evaluation of software available to 
address Michigan’s benefits access issue.  The software evaluation process followed a 
seven step methodology designed to maximize communication with software suppliers 
through multiple contact points through the process. 
 

I. Conduct market research  to identify current software offerings and conduct 
screening evaluation to determine if software meets high level consideration 
criteria. 

II. Interview potential software providers  and select for evaluation 
III. Identify user requirements .  Stakeholder group sets strategic/ general business 

requirements (Vision, Mission, Guiding Principles, etc). Subcommittee formed to 
identify and weight user criteria following business model tailored to Michigan.  

IV. Create Request for Proposal (RFP)  and distribute to potential software 
providers. 

V. Conduct RFP-targeted presentations/Q&A.  Follow up contact with software 
providers encouraged.  

VI. Software providers complete RFP.   Follow up communication for any 
clarifications. 

VII. Stakeholder group evaluates/scores RFP responses.   Subcommittee reports 
to full stakeholder body.  To be included in overall preliminary business model. 

 
 
The following paragraphs and attachments describe in detail, each of the 
aforementioned steps in identifying potential software products which would fit the 
preliminary business model as defined for this evaluation phase of the MBAI. 
 



Michigan Benefits Access Initiative    Study and Business Model January 23rd, 2009 

���
�

Conduct market research  - Purpose:  To identify current software offerings and 
conduct screening evaluation to determine if software met consideration criteria: 

·  Experience in major implementations 
·  Multiple state benefit loading/ongoing management experience  
·  Ability to generate benefit application through the software 
·  Web based solution 
·  Stable company  

 
While secondary research efforts revealed no definitive public study of this market, 
there were enough reports on activity; data on specific software products, government 
data, and nonprofit anecdotal information, to allow for creation of a brief “white paper” 
on the market (see Attachment B “A Brief Overview of Benefits Access Software”). 
 
Starting from a scan of 20 benefits screeners, this market research (including primary 
interview and secondary) revealed that five vendors fit the initial criteria.  They were: 

·  EarnBenefits (Seedco) 
·  Benefits Enrollment Network -  BEN (Nets to Ladders)  
·  SingleStop USA (SingleStop USA) 
·  Real Benefits (Trihelix – formerly Community Catalyst) 
·  Benefit Bank (Solutions for Progress) 

 
 
Interview potential software providers and select f or evaluation - To reach the next 
“gate” in the selection process once the vendors were prescreened by market research, 
each was contacted for an interview against a preliminary, high level set of 
requirements.  This interview was also used as the first communication event to educate 
the vendors on the process and make them familiar with the Michigan requirements.  
They were asked to describe their capabilities and experience in: 

·  Working with a “network” of independent agencies.   
·  Scalability:  Total users/concurrent users.  
·  Architecture (open vs. proprietary) How are changes made? 
·  User environment (Users/administrators)   
·  User customization  
·  Commercial options (License by seat/Location?)  
·  Is fee structure scalable (i.e. sliding volume/additional locations)? 
·  Maintenance (Help desk/User volume restrictions/Upgrades/Response 

times/System availability guarantees) 
 
Four vendors were selected to advance through the RFP stage: 

·  Nets to Ladders - BEN 
·  Solutions for Progress  Benefit Bank 
·  Seedco - Real Benefits 
·  Trihelix – Real Benefits 
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SingleStop USA was removed from consideration because even though they had done 
major implementations over multiple states, they functioned primarily as an intermediary 
and did not own the software they used in implementation.  In fact, they reported that 
they used different software packages (others we are evaluating) in their 
implementation and are now developing their own. 
 
Real Benefits received the RFP, then declined to participate given that they were 
preparing to launch their product with Detroit Wayne County Health Authority (DWCHA).  
A week later, DWCHA requested that Real Benefits be included.  They did a 
presentation, but did not submit a proposal, and a subsequent letter from DWCHA cited 
focus on their January launch.  They did, however, express interest in maintaining 
contact with the process and offered assistance and information as needed.   
 
Identify User Requirements  - To evaluate vendor products, a subcommittee was 
formed to set requirements and evaluate the proposals.  In the user requirements 
exercise, the subcommittee identified needs and weighted each requirement based on 
the business model set by the stakeholders.  Nearly 100 separate requirements were 
identified, reviewed, edited and weighted across seven categories: 

1. Overall Requirements (Generic software performance)  
2. Admin and Security  
3. Reports (Statistics)  
4. Web Based Software features (Web Based/a requirement) 
5. Vendor (Company) and Vendor Support (post launch relationship)  
6. User Defined Data (Specific to Stakeholders requirements for Michigan)  
7. Cost (software and associated support and services) 

 
Create Request for Proposal (RFP)  - The work by the stakeholders and the 
subcommittee provided for the creation of a comprehensive request for proposal which 
they had two weeks to complete, with a presentation scheduled during the process to 
enhance communication for the final product.  The RFP was intended to reveal 
technical competence, corporate stability, and qualities of partner relationship.  The 
outline, in addition to the seven software categories mentions in section III above 
included requests for: 

*Company Information      *Proposed Methodology  *Outreach Strategies 
*Qualifications of Key Personnel   *References 

 
Conduct RFP-targeted presentations/Q&A.   
Vendor presentations were conducted.  The vendors had the RFP delivered one week 
prior to their presentations.  This allowed the vendors to tailor their discussions and 
demonstrations to more effectively communicate how their solution would meet 
Michigan’s requirements. 
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Software providers complete RFP, Stakeholders evalu ate/score RFP responses. 
Once the RFPs were received, they were distributed to members of the Software 
Subcommittee.  Members also received a scoring tool.  This scoring tool outline 
matched the outline of the seven categories in the RFP and was pre-populated with the 
weighting criteria set by the Software Subcommittee (the individual scoring reports are 
included in this email and attached under a separate cover).  The vendor partners were 
asked to list the features that would be included in the base systems.  All other features 
are considered custom and would incur additional costs.  The comparison follows: 
 

Figure 8 
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Note: N2L includes 3 additional choices, BB includes RAP, Medicaid Spend-downs, Voter Registration. 
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The aggregate stakeholder scoring across all vendors follows: 
Figure 9 
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Figure 10 shows the updated vendor pricing base on implementation schedule. 
 
Figure 10 
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Note: These  estimates are vendor  base proposals and do not include translation 
costs.  They are operational projections, not vendor commitments, and are likely to 
change as requirements are specified in the next phase RFQ.  They do not include 
intermediary and outreach costs.  This project estimate also does not include potential 
nonprofit agency site costs, or savings.  This would need to be determined on a  site-
by-site basis. 
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In addition to the scoring, stakeholders were asked to identity additional issues that 
would need to be addressed in the next phase of the project.   The group agreed that 
these issues fell into the following categories: 
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·  Open Cost Issues (e.g. Features required at pilot) 
·  Implementation issues (e.g. partnership strategies for reaching those not 

applying for benefits today) 
·  Operational structure (e.g. Intermediary, staffing) 
·  Local Capacity building (low tech approach as we work on long term tech 

solution 
·  Fund Development 
·  System Integration with DHS:  Timing/Depth 
·  MARS Role in integration  
·  Monitor pilot with Real Benefits and DWCHA  

 
Findings regarding Vendor Analysis 
The stakeholder group found that all three finalist vendors met the technical criteria.  
They further believed that, based on track record, initial reference checks, and direct 
discussions/presentations; that all three vendors would potentially make good partners.   
 
Cost and a focus on outreach, (the determining drivers for return) however, became the 
differentiating issues (see pricing section of vendor responses included in the email and 
attached as a separate cover).  It appeared initially, given a very conservative counselor 
adoption schedule, that Benefit Bank would be significantly more expensive than the 
others, both in initial implementation cost and in ongoing support.  Then, a Pre-launch 
Subcommittee met to review updated costs from vendors given the following revised 
implementation schedule.  MBAI is seeking to adopt the schedule of 250 counselors in 
Year one, 1,000 in year two, and 2000 in year three (Figure 10. Note: the MBAI 
adoption schedule is conservative compared to Ohio’s 4,300 counselors over the same 
time period). This schedule emphasizes the value placed on outreach (see Michigan 
Model, page 9). The Stakeholders and subcommittees found that Benefit Bank and 
EarnBenefits were more focused and specific in their proposals about outreach. 
 
Benefit Bank has the heaviest upfront cost, but includes unlimited users.  Earn Benefits 
includes lower implementation costs, but has increases based on incremental block 
growth.  Nets to Ladders had the lowest upfront cost, but charges per month, per user.  
Further, Nets to Ladders requires equipment (reader/printer) which increases their cost 
as the user base grows (see proposal in email attachment). Given the proposed 
Michigan model implementation and projected user base, Nets to Ladders cost would 
become uncompetitive by year three and beyond.   
 
With the revised financials based on an updated launch schedule, the Pre-launch 
subcommittee recommended that the final quotation be delivered to two vendors; 
Benefit Bank and EarnBenefits. 
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 III Financials - Operations, Pre-launch and Staffin g  
 

The following table shows the preliminary budget required to operate the Intermediary 
and fund the acquisition of benefits access software.  It does not include any additional 
cost (or cost savings) to the CBOs to implement this program.  Our model assumes that 
counselors who are providing financial support counseling will use this tool to enhance 
the work they do today.  This could mitigate any additional headcount required.  
 
Intermediary Funding includes costs of Staffing identified in Figure 11, and associated 
support costs including, space, equipment, travel, legal and insurance.  The 
intermediary will serve as fiduciary for funding and contractual relationship with the 
vendor.  It will further provide training, support, marketing, and communications for all 
CBOs in the MBAI. Staffing projections for the Intermediary are modest and based on 
feedback from initiatives in other states.  Further, MBAI intends to use the existing 
infrastructure of associations and nonprofit groups to reach individual CBOs in the state.   
 
Prelaunch activities will take 90 days post-funding. Final vendor selection and contract 
negotiations, Project planning, communications, and hiring will be among the activities 
of this phase. 
  
Figure 11 
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Figure 12 
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�

          

Pre-launch Phase Costs "(/((( �
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Attachment A 
 

 

February 04, 2008 

Ensuring That Vital Resources for the Poor Aren’t “ Left on the 
Table” 
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Access to Benefits has been closely engaged with Northern Ireland Government departments, with a representative 

of the Social Security Agency taking a seat on the project co-ordinating committee. Over the four-year period covered 

by the Atlantic grant, A2B anticipates screening approximately 24,000 older people in Northern Ireland and in the 

process identify approximately 4,800 new benefit recipients and return an estimated £5.1 million (more than US$ 10 

million) in additional benefits by the end of the development period.  
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A Brief Overview Benefits Access Software  
The Colton Group -  December, 2008 

 
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. 
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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.   
 
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”.6  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 curren t 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, 
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it is simply left on the table.”7  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?”8 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) 

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 
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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.”9 

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 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. 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:        January 22, 2009 
 

STUDY FINDS OHIO BENEFIT BANK INJECTS $66 MILLION I NTO  
STATE ECONOMY, CREATES JOBS 

 

COLUMBUS – A new study commissioned by the Ohio Association of Second Harvest Foodbanks, in partnership 
with The Columbus Foundation, illustrates the significant return on investment of the Ohio Benefit Bank (OBB).  
The study, conducted by Ohio University researchers, found that four programs of the OBB have injected more than 
$66 million into Ohio’s economy, creating more than 450 jobs and strengthening local communities. 
 

The OBB is a Web-based, counselor assisted program that connects low- and moderate-income Ohioans with access 
to work supports and public benefits, such as child care subsidies, home energy assistance, tax assistance, and food 
stamps. Recognized as a national model, the program is a public-private partnership between the OASHF and the 
Governor's Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives.  
 

“This program is a critical tool in the fight against poverty and not only helps Ohioans in need, but also returns 
benefits to the state overall,” said Shannon D. Teague, Ohio Benefit Bank director. “It helps restore stability for our 
low- and moderate-income, working families. And, it helps the state to make better use of available federal funds 
while acting as an economic stimulus to boost the state’s economy.” Teague said. Each year, more than $1.6 billion 
in tax credits and public benefits go unclaimed. More than 95 percent of these funds are federal dollars that do not 
come into Ohio unless the claims are made. 
 

Conducted by researchers at Ohio University’s Voinovich Center for Public Affairs, the study analyzed four of the 
Benefit Bank’s 20 programs, including medical assistance, tax assistance, food assistance and community supports. 
The analysis traced the flow of benefit individuals potentially accessed through these four key areas and assessed the 
resulting income and taxes generated as those dollars flowed through the state’s economy. The study revealed that 
$38.4 million in benefits were accessed since the program’s inception in 2006, resulting in $25.2 million of 
additional income for Ohio workers, businesses and families, and $2.5 million in state and local taxes. 
 

“Living with insecurity – whether it is in food, clothing, utility bills, health care or child care – is a terrible way of 
life, and in many cases, it becomes the staple that continues the cycle of poverty,” said Hamler-Fugitt. “The Benefit 
Bank was designed to remove barriers to accessing these public benefits so that Ohioans reach self-sufficiency and 
move toward economic security.” Hamler-Fugitt anticipates that the program will serve 50 percent more families in 
2009 than it served in the first 10 months of 2008. This would result in a projected $71.5 million in benefits, income 
and taxes, and the creation of more than 600 jobs in Ohio. 
 
Since September 1, 2006, OBB has grown to more than 859 sites in nearly all 88 counties, sponsored by more than 
800 different faith-based, community and private sector organizations. More than 3,000 counselors across Ohio are 
trained to use the OBB to help low- and moderate-income Ohioans claim tax credits and public benefits for which 
they are eligible. Since the program’s inception, OBB has helped more than 35,000 Ohioans claim $45.7 million in 
tax credits and public benefits. 
 
For more information about the Ohio Benefit Bank or to locate a site, please call 1-800-648-1176 or visit 
www.OBB.Ohio.Gov.   

 �
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Attachment E 

 

http://www.mnaonline.org/ecobenefit.asp 

Economic Benefits Piece Highlights 

 

Introduction 

State economies are driven by three sectors: public, private, and nonprofit. Enormous amounts of 
data and information are collected about the private and public sectors. Various governmental 
bodies, private organizations, and trade associations attempting to promote these sectors collect 
data regarding their employment and economic impact. Few data are collected about the 
nonprofit sector, placing this sector at a comparative disadvantage during discussions concerning 
economic activity, output, and, most importantly, impact. This disadvantage becomes crucial 
during the government appropriations process. Nonprofit organizations are often commended for 
their contribution as a “safety net” providing valuable services to a state’s residents, but rarely 
are these organizations cited for the contributions they make to a state’s overall economic vitality 
and success. The general failure to recognize the economic benefits of nonprofits means that key 
decisions regarding the growth and support of this sector are being made without complete 
information. By commissioning this report, the Michigan Nonprofit Research Program seeks a 
basis upon which to document the economic contribution of Michigan’s nonprofit organizations. 
This information will allow these organizations to identify and promote the significant economic 
benefits that they generate. 

Back to top  

 

Highlights 

Michigan’s nonprofit sector generates significant economic benefits for state residents. It is both 
geographically diverse, with organizations in every county of the state, and operationally diverse. 
Michigan’s nonprofits can be found in every subsector of the service economy, including a 
strong presence in health care, human services, education, and the arts. 

Public Sector Consultants conducted an analysis of the economic benefits of Michigan’s 
nonprofit sector in April 1999, using the most recent available data (which was for 1997). Since 
then, Michigan’s nonprofit sector has grown considerably. In the four years between the studies,  
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Attachment E (cont) 

Michigan’s nonprofit sector has recorded an addition of 6,000 nonprofit organizations and 
increased its assets by almost $20 billion.  

It should be noted that this report is based on the most recent data available from the Internal 
Revenue Service and National Center for Charitable Statistics at the time of writing, which was 
from 2001. Since then the national economy and Michigan’s state economy have faced the 
effects of recession, the subsequent lag in growth, and—most recently—the early stages of an 
economic recovery. Thus, Michigan’s nonprofit community may currently be facing tougher 
financial times than the numbers in this report reflect. 

This report documents that Michigan’s nonprofit organizations: 

·  Number over 41,000; of these, 21,109 were public charities. The number of organizations 
that filed IRS 990 forms is 13,478; of these, 7,257 were public charities 

·  Employ directly more than 315,000 people 
·  Generate an additional 135,000 jobs as a result of spending by the organizations and their 

employees 
·  Hold assets of over $80 billion 
·  Receive more than $44 billion in revenue 
·  Generate more than $35 billion in personal income 
·  Generate nearly $69 billion in total economic activity  
·  Have grown faster than the state’s overall economy (an increase in reported 501(c)(3) 

expenditures of almost 39 percent from 1995 to 2001, compared to a 26 percent increase 
in gross state product)  

 

Findings of the report include: 

·  Michigan’s nonprofit organizations number over 41,000. 
The IRS reported 41,400 nonprofit organizations had registered for nonprofit status in 
2001, the most recent year for which complete data were available. Approximately 51 
percent of these (21,109) are public charities. Private foundations number 2,562 and 
noncharitable nonprofit organizations number 17,729.  

·  Michigan’s nonprofit organizations directly employ more than 315,000 people. 
In the second quarter of 2003, Michigan’s Office of Labor Market Information found that 
Michigan nonprofit organizations employed 315,551 people. Approximately 59 percent 
of these paid employees worked in the health care industry. 

·  Michigan’s nonprofit organizations generate an additional 135,000 jobs in other 
sectors.  
Using state employment data for Michigan, the forecast calculates the extended economic 
effects of the nonprofit sector, which include stimulating other jobs in the economy. In 
addition to direct jobs of 315,551, Michigan’s nonprofit sector also generates 134,725 
jobs in other industries, creating total employment of 450,276. It should be noted that this 
is a conservative estimate. 
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Attachment E (cont) 

·  Michigan’s nonprofit organizations hold assets of over $80 billion.  
In 2001, Michigan nonprofits reported total assets of approximately $81.4 billion. Public 
charities accounted for over $39.9 billion; within this category, more than 60 percent of 
assets are held by only 77 organizations, or 1.1 percent. Assets of noncharitable 
nonprofits accounted for $22.5 billion; in this category, three organizations comprising 
only 0.1 percent of the total account for almost 80 percent of assets. Private foundations 
accounted for $18.9 billion; within this group, 21 organizations (1.2 percent) account for 
nearly 81 percent of assets. Overall, assets have increased by almost $20 billion since the 
last report on Michigan’s nonprofit organizations in 1999. 

·  Michigan’s nonprofit organizations receive more than $44.2 billion in annual 
revenue.  
Public charities accounted for the majority of revenue, with $28.7 billion; the top ten 
public charities received nearly 28 percent of this amount. Noncharitable nonprofits 
accounted for $14.0 billion; within this group, the top ten organizations accounted for 
more than 62 percent of the revenue. 

·  Michigan’s nonprofit organizations generate more than $35 billion in total personal 
income.  
Money spent by nonprofit organizations generates personal income for both nonprofit 
employees and for employees of organizations that provide goods and services to 
nonprofit organizations. Overall, the nonprofit sector generates $35.7 billion in total 
personal income for Michigan residents. 

·  Michigan’s nonprofit organizations generate more than $68 billion in total economic 
activity.  
The economic forecast calculates the extended economic effects of the nonprofit sector. 
In addition to direct employment and income, nonprofit organizations generate other 
economic activity known as indirect effects (such as goods and services the organization 
buys) and induced effects (employees spending their income on goods and services 
provided by other businesses). Taking into account direct, indirect, and induced economic 
effects, the model calculates that Michigan’s nonprofit sector produces total economic 
activity of $68.1 billion. Direct nonprofit expenditures account for $38.8 billion in 
economic activity, while indirect and induced economic activity account for an additional 
$29.3 billion. 

·  Overall, reporting public charities in Michigan receive three quarters of their 
revenue from program services —payment for services performed by the organizations. 
Only 15.2 percent of revenue comes from public support, which includes direct and 
indirect contributions and government support. 

·  Michigan ranks 9th nationally in total number of charitable organizations, 10th 
nationally in expenditures, and 17th nationally in total assets. 

·  Michigan’s nonprofit sector generates significant noneconomic benefits for 
Michigan residents.  
In addition to its economic impact, Michigan’s nonprofit organizations also improve the 
quality of life for Michigan residents. Without nonprofit organizations communities 
would be unable to provide many critical services and protect vital resources. While this 
report examines the quantifiable economic impact of nonprofits, it would be a disservice 
to ignore the qualitative contributions that nonprofits make to strengthen communities 
across the state. 
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Attachment E (cont) 

SOURCES OF INFORMATION AND METHODOLOGIES 

Public Sector Consultants compiled the most recent data available on nonprofit organizations in 
Michigan. Sources for the data were 

·  the Internal Revenue Service—the Business Master File for Exempt Organizations for 
1995, 1997, and 2001 (obtained through the National Center for Charitable Statistics), 
which list 41,400 nonprofit organizations in Michigan, and the 1995, 1997, and 2001 IRS 
990 forms that are required to be filed by 501(c) organizations with gross receipts of 
more than $25,000 in a year; 

·  the National Center for Charitable Statistics—the 1995, 1997, and 2001 Core Files, 
which report the assets of public charities, private foundations, and noncharitable 
nonprofit organizations with gross receipts over $25,000; 

·  the Michigan Office for Labor Market Information —official source of the state 
employment figures;  

·  the U.S. Census Bureau—population figures; and 
·  the Foundation Center—further foundation research. 

To establish the full impact of nonprofit organizations on the overall state economy, PSC used 
IMPLAN, an input-output model of the state economy. In this model, an organization’s 
purchases from vendors in other sectors are multiplied, along with the earnings of its employees, 
based on assumptions about the goods and services that they purchase from sources beyond their 
employer. (See the full report for more information about the data sources, as well as notes 
regarding several shortcomings in the data.) 

About the Sponsor 

The Michigan Nonprofit Research Program supports research to improve the understanding of 
Michigan’s nonprofit sector. The program 

·  encourages research that will inform and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 
Michigan nonprofits, 

·  funds high-quality research vital to the development of the sector in Michigan, 
·  disseminates the results of research back to the sector through publications and meetings, 

and 
·  seeks to inform public policy related to Michigan’s nonprofit sector. 

The program is a partnership of the Aspen Institute Nonprofit Sector Research Fund, the Dorothy 
A. Johnson Center for Philanthropy and Nonprofit Leadership at Grand Valley State University, 
and the Michigan Nonprofit Association. The program is currently funded by a grant from the 
W. K. Kellogg Foundation. 

 


