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A Human-Centered Approach to Online 
Benefits Applications
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Our Mission

American Public Human Services Association advances the well-being of 

all people by influencing modern approaches to sound policy, building the 

capacity of public agencies to enable healthy families and communities, 

and connecting leaders to accelerate learning and generate practical 

solutions together.

… Because we build well-being from the ground up.

www.APHSA.org | Washington, D.C. @APHSA1@APHSA1
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Our 
Guideposts

• Person- and family-centered 

services designed to engage in 

authentic and meaningful ways 

with families and to advance 

social and economic mobility. 

• Modern, efficient business 

solutions and enabling 

technologies that draw from the 

best innovations in government 

and the private sector.

• Data-reliant and evidence-

informed programs and services 

that apply a race equity lens and 

actively address structural biases 

and inequities, can enable better, 

faster results, provide more 

targeted interventions, and reduce 

costs. 

• Application of decades of research 

in brain science and 

understanding of executive 

functioning to improve the ways we 

engage and empower families.

• Accountability for sustainable 

outcomes, return on taxpayer 

investment, and impacts that 

matter rather than for compliance 

with processes and outputs.

• Generative partnerships that 

bridge traditional divisions both 

within government agencies and 

across the public-private sectors 

(both for-profit and community-

based), and that leverage common 

resources and strengths. 

• Widespread testing to spark 

innovations and prompt 

implementation of what works.

• Advancing policies at all levels of 

government in support of these 

approaches.
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• Introductions

• 50 States Project Overview

• Four key questions for human-centered benefits 
applications

• How can state leaders iteratively improve online 
applications?

• Highlights from a best-in-class application: MIBridges

• Q&A

Agenda
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Code for America is a nonprofit organization that 
partners with governments to strengthen the 
delivery of public services through user-centered 
technology.
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Integrated Benefits 
Initiative 
Partnering with states to transform how 
safety net benefits are delivered.

Building a more human-centered safety net

MICHIGAN
Faster eligibility 
determination with 
an interactive, 
integrated application 
assister. 

VERMONT
Ease verifications 
through tools that 
facilitate document 
submission and 
intake.

ALASKA
Reach everyone 
especially the most 
remote communities.

COLORADO
Maintain and keep 
benefits by
simplifying change 
reporting and 
processing.

LOUISIANA
Reduce client churn through a 
multi-program text message service 
that provides reminders, notices, and 
confirmations.

CALIFORNIA
Improve customer 
service with a 
streamlined SNAP 
application.
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Code for America recently 
completed a landscape assessment 
of all online benefits applications

1. To understand and capture the status quo application experience 
across states

2. To learn how far states have to go in order to achieve the principles 
of a human-centered safety net

3. To inform how Code for America could collaborate with states
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Overview: 50 States Assessment

What We Did
● Analyzed 75 online benefits applications across all 50 states
● Combination of “user perspective” research and user shadowing
● Standard household profile - fairly simple household circumstances

Data Gathered
● Variables: Mobile experience, number of screens, time to complete, browser 

compatibility, data usage, registration procedure, notifications, etc
● UX Notes: 2-3 pages on application’s usability and appearance
● Screenshots: screenshot of every page of application & mobile layout

Observed Limitations
● High visibility up to point of submission
● Native mobile applications - surveyed, but not analyzed 

Full project published here: codeforamerica.org/50states

Four key questions can illuminate a 
state’s application experience from 
a user perspective
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1. Is the benefits application online? 

A well-functioning online experience can relieve pressure on local 
offices, call centers, and document processing facilities, and allow 
caseworkers to tackle the most complex challenges, all while 
saving client time.

Benefits applications must be available online. 

About 7 in 
10 benefits 
applications 
nationally 
are online. 

# of 
programs 
with online  
applications



11/26/2019

8

2. Is the benefits application mobile 
friendly?

Mobile friendliness is critical for access and equity. 

More than 4 in 5 Americans own a smartphone, including: 
● More than 7 in 10 Americans with incomes below $30,000/year
● More than half of seniors over 65 years old
● Equal ownership rates across White, Black, and Hispanic households

More Americans own smartphones than home computers. 

State human services agencies should build with mobile in 
mind from the very start (“mobile first”). 

Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-
sheet/mobile/

% smartphone dependent 
households

2. Is the benefits application mobile 
friendly?

Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-
sheet/mobile/
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Less than 3 in 
10 applications 
nationwide 
function on a 
mobile device.

3. Is the benefits application combined 
with others?

Clients apply for benefits in moments of deep turmoil, instability, and 
stress. They just want to know how the can get critical support as 
soon as possible.  Applicants often qualify for multiple programs 
(and may not realize it). 

Combined applications are an enormous leverage point in 
the user experience.
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4. How long does it take to complete?

Clients’ lives are as busy as ours. They may apply on a borrowed 
device, from a public place like a library, or through inconsistent 
internet connections. 

Time to completion is critical to user satisfaction, since it aggregates 
all of the little frictions in the user experience (registration 
challenges, page complexity, form design, etc). It’s also readily 
available to every state agency, regardless of analytic infrastructure. 

No application should take more than 15 minutes.
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How can state leaders iteratively 
improve their online applications? 

Key Concept: Application Funnel
Think of each client action as a hurdle, with the pool of eligible clients 
shrinking at every interaction with the website

Mobile Responsive Identity Proofing Registration Form Design
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Mandatory identity proofing blocks many clients, 
especially low-income and young clients

Mobile Responsive Identity Proofing Registration Form Design

Mandatory registration acts as a barrier to entry, 
especially as the required fields grow in length and 
complexity

Mobile Responsive Identity Proofing Registration Form Design
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Form design should create easy, encouraging 
interactions that work on any device

Mobile Responsive Identity Proofing Registration Form Design

How can you put users first?

1. Combine applications, and get them online, mobile friendly, and 
fast (15 minutes to completion)

2. Track and leverage metrics around the online application funnel 

3. Audit form design and language with routine user input to fix 
glitches and simplify instructions

4. Make registration and identity proofing easier and optional 

Dustin Palmer //  
dustin@codeforamerica.org
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Highlights from a best-
in-class application: 
Michigan MIBridges
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Source: Code for America
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Policy



11/26/2019

17

Operations
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Technology
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2+ million applications (40% avg. monthly 
increase)

20 minutes avg. time to apply (down from 45+ 
min)

2.5+ million documents submitted online 
(123% avg. monthly increase)

58% of traffic is mobile

THE IMPACT

For more information, see Michigan.gov/mibridges

Overview video here: 
https://youtu.be/43J9X7uYQUs
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41

Q & A

Appendix: additional 
examples of strong 
state interfaces
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Nevada

Massachusetts
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Pennsylvania

California 
(MyBenefits CalWin)


