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Human services agencies across the country are 
ripe for change. The Great Recession saw record 
numbers of Americans seeking government 
assistance for food, housing, and basic 
expenses—among other pressing needs. 
Despite the economic recovery, fiscal pressures 
continue to jeopardize people in need. 
Meanwhile, the Affordable Care Act has 
presented states and localities with a widely-
discussed opportunity to pursue ambitious 
technology projects with enhanced federal 
financial backing. 
 
In recent years, technology has emerged as a 
transformative social and commercial tool, as 
mobile technologies such as smartphones and 
tablet devices have put a wealth of information 
at the fingertips of millions of users. Yet the 
penetration of new technologies into vital 
public institutions has been uneven, with 
government often lagging behind the rest of 
society in adapting new technologies. Different 
government sectors have had widely varying 
levels of success at leveraging new technology 
to improve outcomes. Despite the clear value in 
improving human services administration and 
access to benefits, technology innovation has 
yet to gain a strong foothold in these agencies. 
 
Based on an extensive literature review and 
over 100 interviews conducted with innovators 
across the country, including in-depth 
discussions with key players at 11 innovative 
projects, this report seeks to lay out a 
framework for undertaking technology 
innovation to improve human services 
administration and benefits access.  
 
 

 

THE TECHNOLOGY OPPORTUNITY FOR 

HUMAN SERVICES 
 
Research illuminated five key opportunities for 
technology to transform the delivery of human 
services and public benefits to support 
vulnerable families:  
 

 Automation: through new technology, 
automation offers the opportunity for 
administrators to address inefficiencies 
in workflow and better serve the needs 
of families. Examples of automation 
include the Lean Engineered and 
Automated Practices (LEAP) initiative in 
Olmsted County, Minnesota, where 
new technology tools have cut down 
the time required to perform 
administrative functions such as travel 
reimbursements, allowing county staff 
to allocate time towards helping 
families. 
 

 Integration: the needs of clients 
frequently span across numerous 
program areas and service agencies, 
and to adequately address these needs 
requires a more collaborative approach. 
Through technology, caseworkers can 
gain access to a holistic, cross-program 
view of clients to better meet individual 
needs and coordinate service delivery. 
For instance, New York City’s Worker 
Connect tool, a component of the HHS-
Connect initiative, allows workers in the 
city’s human services offices to view a 
client’s previous interactions with city 
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agencies, enabling better-informed 
casework to meet individual needs. 

 

 Empowerment: many clients face 
numerous obstacles as they seek the 
benefits and services to which they are 
entitled, such as requirements to 
initially apply at a brick-and-mortar 
office, regular renewal applications and 
eligibility determinations, and the 
stigma associated with benefits. 
Technology tools can help lower and 
remove these barriers, enabling clients 
to apply for and renew benefits easily 
and on their own schedules. For 
example, the Washington Connection 
benefits portal allows individuals 
seeking benefits such as SNAP and 
TANF to easily apply for these 
programs, and receive quick eligibility 
determinations for a number of local, 
state, and federal services.  

 

 Analysis: a successful 21st century 
enterprise must have the tools to assess 
its performance quickly and adjust to 
changing realities. Through data 
collection tools, known colloquially as 
‘Big Data,’ technology offers the 
capability for agency administrators and 
staff to access client information on the 
individual and population levels, 
enabling better-informed and more 
powerful assessments of program 
needs. In Oklahoma, for example, data 
analytics tools developed for the state’s 
SoonerCare (Medicaid) program 
allowed officials to identify a cohort of 
high-risk patients who were then signed 
up for managed care programs.   
 

 Accountability: through technology 
tools, greater transparency from public 
agencies is now possible, allowing the 

public and agency administrators alike 
to assess the efficacy of various 
programs. For example, the California 
Healthcare Associated Infections map 
consolidates and publishes information 
on common infections at each of the 
state’s over 400 hospitals, ensuring that 
they are delivering safe and effective 
care to patients.  

 

INNOVATOR’S FRAMEWORK 
 
The core of the report is an “Innovator’s 
Framework,” drawn from insights gleaned from 
over 100 interviews with successful innovators 
across the nation. The framework is intended to 
assist administrators and leaders in state and 
local agencies in considering and undertaking 
innovative technology projects. The framework 
is divided into two primary components: a set 
of overarching principles that undergird 
successful technology projects and a checklist of 
common challenges along with corresponding 
strategies to address them.  
 
Overarching Principles to Support Successful 
Innovation 
 
Interviews and research surfaced four 
overarching principles common to many 
successful technology projects, and that span 
multiple areas of concern and need. They 
include: 
 

 Business Process and Technology 
Innovation are Closely Intertwined: 
many interviewees indicated that 
scrutiny of technology needs catalyzed 
important changes to business process, 
and vice versa. 
 

 Open Communication is Vital to 
Success: those interviewed offered 
that, given the scale of many 
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technology innovation projects and 
their potential to alter ingrained 
practices and agency cultures, 
communicating among staff, 
administrators, and technology 
expertise is vital for a smooth project. 
 

 Program and Technology Cooperation 
Ensures Optimal Results: interviewees 
emphasized that successful technology 
innovation must join technical expertise 
with considerable knowledge about 
program practices and service delivery. 
Leaders should consider productively 
engaging these two necessary 
components, said many. 
 

 Managing Expectations and Scaling 
Innovation Yield Rewards: a range of 
voices urged a gradual approach to 
technology innovation, allowing leaders 
to quickly adjust to any problems, while 
demonstrating the value of the 
innovation at each stage of the project. 

 
An Innovation Checklist 
 
The second part of the framework is a checklist, 
which presents practice tips for would-be 
innovators to address common challenges. 
Interviewees related 11 areas of focus which 
demand the attention of innovators seeking to 
leverage technology. These areas were sorted 
into three overarching categories of people, 
process, and policy: 
 

 People: according to those interviewed, 
in undertaking technology innovation 
projects, the perspectives of a wide 
range of stakeholders serve crucial roles 
in ensuring a final success. From agency 
staff to technology expertise to 
community partners, administrators 
need to know how to seek and 

incorporate these constituencies into 
the initiative. 
 

 Process: complex projects such as 
technology innovation require attention 
to a number of intricate procedural 
elements such as procurement and 
business planning, said many 
interviewees. Areas of focus in the 
process category provide guidance on 
frequently-encountered challenges, as 
well as proven methods for achieving 
success. 
 

 Policy: many of those interviewed 
singled out regulatory and statutory 
obstacles as particularly prevalent 
obstacles, affecting aspects of 
successful projects such as finance and 
data sharing. In this section, 
interviewees share their insights on 
these common challenges, and offer 
suggestions for advancing a successful 
technology initiative.   

 

•Agency Leadership

•Agency Staff

•Community Partners

•Technology Expertise

People

•Strategic and Business 
Planning

•Procurement

•Evaluation

Process

•Data sharing and Protection

•Governance

•Elected Officials

•Finance

Policy
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For each area of focus, the report identified 
challenges commonly faced by innovators and 
successful strategies deployed in the process of 
successful innovation.  

INNOVATION IN ACTION 
 
The final section of the report presents the 
stories of the 11 successful innovations that 
were researched in-depth for this project. These 
profiles are organized around the four 
principles of technology innovation enumerated 
above. All the innovations display more than 
one of these principles—each site is thus placed 
according to the principle it best exemplifies.  
 
Business Process and Technology Innovation 
are Closely Intertwined 
 

 State of Idaho: administrators at 
Idaho’s Department of Health and 
Welfare undertook a comprehensive 
redesign of the state’s underperforming 
benefits delivery system. They reported 
that examining longstanding practices 
yielded insights into opportunities to 
serve Idahoans more efficiently and 
with better outcomes through the new 
Idaho Benefits Eligibility System (IBES). 
 

 Montgomery County, Maryland: at the 
county’s Department of Health and 
Human Services, leadership identified 
an opportunity to improve client 
experiences and outcomes through an 
integrated service model. According to 
extensive conversations, achieving this 
goal has entailed a significant 
examination of existing practices and 
technologies, and teams are currently 
at work to engineer new processes and 
technologies to support integrated case 
management. 

 
 

Open Communication is Vital to Success 
 

 State of Washington: the development 
of the state’s Connection benefits 
portal brought together the 
Department of Social and Health 
Services (DSHS), the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, and numerous 
community partners. Stakeholders 
emphasized that maintaining open 
channels for communication kept all 
partners coordinated in their efforts to 
design and implement the portal. 
  

 State of California: the Department of 
Public Health’s Healthcare Associated 
Infections (HAI) map represents an 
innovative deployment of technology to 
make important, but often complicated, 
information on common hospital 
infections readily accessible to the 
public. According to those interviewed, 
developing the map required 
Department personnel to work closely 
with the map’s developer, in order to 
determine what functionalities were 
feasible and most effective, and with 
users, in order to establish ultimate 
efficacy.  
 

 Boulder County, Colorado: the new 
integrated case management system at 
the county’s Department of Housing 
and Human Services represents a 
significant shift in service delivery, said 
project leaders. To ease the process, 
administrators hosted frequent forums 
to solicit employee feedback and 
suggestions, ensuring a smooth 
development and deployment. 
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Program and Technology Cooperation Ensures 
Optimal Results 
 

 State of Colorado: in developing the 
Program Eligibility and Application Kit 
(PEAK) benefits portal, the Colorado 
Department of Human Services (DHS) 
worked closely with the Governor’s 
Office of Information Technology (OIT). 
Interviewees discussed how joining DHS 
and OIT expertise enabled the state to 
work with its vendors to deliver an 
effective tool for Coloradans seeking a 
variety of state and federal benefits. 
 

 Allegheny County, Pennsylvania: the 
county’s immensely successful Data 
Warehouse was made possible by 
significant cooperation between the 
Department of Human Services (DHS) 
and a number of community partners, 
including local foundations and 
universities. According to key leaders, 
these partners, led by Carnegie Mellon 
University, first developed the idea of a 
data warehouse to support better 
service delivery, and worked with the 
county and its vendors to create a tool 
empowering more data-driven case 
practice. 
  

 State of Florida: the state’s Department 
of Children and Families (DCF) 
redesigned its ACCESS benefits system 
to address the need for more efficient 
and convenient service delivery. Staff 
within DCF, rather than third-party 
vendors, worked to develop technology 
tools to track efficiency at serving 
clients. Interviews revealed that this 
process helped to ensure that the new 
tools were best suited for existing work 
routines. 

 

Managing Expectations and Scaling Innovation 
Yield Rewards 
 

 New York City, New York: the HHS-
Connect initiative was the result of an 
ambitious plan from the Mayor’s Office 
to create a more seamless experience 
for human services employees, 
administrators, and clients, explained 
key stakeholders. Elements of the 
initiative were rolled out gradually, 
enabling New York City officials to 
identify and fix problems earlier and 
resulting in a successful project. 
 

 San Diego County, California: San Diego 
County’s Live Well San Diego initiative 
seeks to comprehensively reengineer 
the administration of services and 
benefits in the county to promote a 
more generative, rather than reactive, 
service model. Those interviewed 
explained how this ambitious goal has 
been developed over a 10-year 
timeframe, setting distinct phases of 
work to allow administrators to assess 
progress.  

 

 State of Arizona: the state’s Health-e-
Arizona tool had originally been used by 
community partners, whose 
recommendations encouraged the 
Arizona Health Care Cost Containment 
System (AZHCCCS), the state’s Medicaid 
agency, to adopt it as an application 
portal. Leaders noted that, given the 
initial success of adoption, AZHCCCS 
was able to work with the Department 
of Economic Security (DES) to build 
upon the platform and offer more 
benefits, leading to the development of 
the Health-e-Arizona Plus application.  
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BUILDING A NATIONAL CONVERSATION 
 
By providing concrete examples of real-world 
success and strategies for would-be innovators 
at the state and local level, this report is 
intended to support a continuing conversation 
on how to catalyze further technology 
innovation in human services agencies across 
the country.  
 
As technology continues to transform nearly 
every aspect of daily life, it is imperative for 
human services agencies to recognize this 
potential to further improve outcomes. While 
the strategies presented in this report are by no 
means exhaustive, they are nonetheless 
designed to provide helpful guidance from 
existing successes and amplify an existing 
conversation on how technology can be 
brought to bear in human services 
administration and benefits access. 


