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1. PROBLEM: Public benefit levels are too low to meet basic needs.

POLICY SOLUTION: Implement a Standard of Need for public benefits.
Washington state should develop a Standard of Need that takes into account real costs that families and individuals need to be healthy and thrive. The standard should account for variations in costs by geographic region and family size and composition. The standard should be updated annually, and public benefit levels should be tied to this standard.  

TIMELINE: Short-term (3-5 years); requires new way of thinking about benefits

Also referenced in PRWG Policy Concepts/Recommendations from Lori Pfingst under Adopt A New Need Standard. 


2. PROBLEM: Public assistance eligibility is too low so people phase out before they can afford the basics.
Although benefits like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and SNAP (food stamps) phase down as income increases, other systems, such as healthcare and childcare, do not work in tandem with these systems resulting in less actual income in the transition off benefits.

POLICY SOLUTION: Ensure broad-based access to low/no-cost healthcare and childcare for households significantly above the poverty line.
Access to universal healthcare with $0 premiums for families up to 200 percent of the federal poverty line or higher. And/or allow people at these eligibility thresholds to enroll in Medicaid. Similarly, the dramatic cliff effect in childcare access must be addressed through policies such as increasing childcare eligibility to 300 percent of the federal poverty line and capping co-pays. There should also be additional income deductions for Working Connections Child Care eligibility. Finally, the state should expand eligibility and flexibility of SNAP with a state supplement program.  

TIMELINE: Long-term (5-10 years); requires substantial fiscal investment


3. PROBLEM: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is not accessible for thousands of families in poverty. 
The number of families accessing TANF is at an all-time low even as the number of families living in Deep Poverty (below 50 percent of the federal poverty line) has increased in the past decade. 

POLICY SOLUTION: Ensure access to TANF by restoring recession-era program cuts.
TANF should provide a stable, baseline of stability for families from which they can address barriers, stabilize, and access evidence-based education and training. Family stability and well-being must be prioritized over the current system of compliance management. To ensure families are not destabilized, sanction policy must be eased so families can always receive a basic level of assistance and they have more time to come into compliance. Broad-based time limit extensions must be available to ensure family well-being is prioritized. 

TIMELINE: Short-term (3-5 years); work underway now, multiple policies still need to pass




4. PROBLEM: Public assistance does not provide integrated connection to effective education and training to support families’ goals. 

POLICY SOLUTION: Implement a career pathway program for public assistance recipients. 
A statewide evidence-based career pathway program for public assistance recipients should be integrated into the state’s community and technical college system and other systems of higher education. The program should have many entry and exit points, recognizing that individuals’ path to degree completion is not always linear. The program should also ensure time for credential/degree completion (which underscores the need to eliminate time limits). WorkFirst requirements/hours tracking should be waived for half- or full-time student participants. It should also allow participants to pursue their career goals in a broader range of fields, to pursue a wider array certifications and apprenticeships that could lead to living wage jobs. Finally, the state should explore options to support people in starting their own micro-business through Individual Development Accounts, micro-lending and other micro-enterprise training and supports.

TIMELINE: Long-term (5-10 years); some recommendations are faster, but system overhaul will take several years

5. PROBLEM: People are not getting all the benefits for which they are eligible. System relies heavily on case worker discretion and information.

POLICY SOLUTION: Conduct a comprehensive public benefits audit.
Washington state should hire an outside group with an in-depth understanding of poverty to conduct a comprehensive audit to review whether people are getting the benefits they are eligible for. Information from this audit should be used to redesign systems to ensure ease of access of benefits including an auto-eligibility tool. A public assistance Ombudsman office should be created as a resource for recipients. 

TIMELINE: Near-term (1-3 years); an audit could begin as early as 2020


6. PROBLEM: Public benefits, reporting, and eligibility are confusing and there is poor communication about rules and policies.

POLICY SOLUTION: Use human centered-design to create systems that allow for ease of communication, ensure people have access to clear information, and encourage peer support models.
People should not be dependent on receiving (often contradictory or incorrect) information from caseworkers. Information related to eligibility, benefit levels, and recertification should be easily accessible in clear language. People should also have access to the same tools as caseworkers so they can cross check benefits and make informed decisions rather than be dependent solely on caseworker discretion. Technology, such as streamed videos or infographics, could be used to supplement or replace long, complicated written materials and help explain information about benefits.
	
Systems for reporting and communication with caseworkers should be remade using human centered-design practices to allow for communication that is not dependent on the caseworkers’ availability, that allows people to upload documents and information, and that can ensure auto-eligibility of all available benefits. 

TIMELINE: Mixed; information could be more accessible in the near term, while reconfiguring systems will take several years

Also referenced in PRWG Policy Concepts/Recommendations from Lori Pfingst under Create A Continuum of Care.




