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Three Strategies to Improve Client
Experiences with Social Service Programs

How can social service programs better serve clients? In this Behavioral Buzz, we share
three strategies that can help program staff understand client needs better and improve
client engagement.

We illustrate these strategies with examples from a recently published report that details
the approach that Monroe County, NY, took to improve attendance at activities required by
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program.

Read the full report from the Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency-Next
Generation (BIAS-NG) project, including complete materials and evaluation results.

Strategy #1: Walk through your program from the client perspective.

To identify what aspects of the program to focus on, programs can use a mapping exercise
to better understand where clients are facing challenges.

Map the process from a client’s first program interaction through each subsequent
point of contact or requirement.
Review all client-facing communications, forms, and activities.
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For a deeper understanding, interview or survey clients to learn more about their
personal experiences.

The Monroe County approach: County staff put themselves in the shoes of people applying
for and navigating the requirements to receive TANF cash assistance. By mapping the client
experience and interviewing clients, the BIAS-NG team was able to identify parts of the
process that could be making it harder to complete program requirements.

Clients received a single letter providing information about required meetings,
leaving little room for error in receiving and remembering appointment information.
Letters were densely worded, with complex, legal language.
Program communications focused more on compliance and consequences than on
potential benefits.

Strategy #2: Simplify communications and add reminders.

Programs can redesign communications to help clients better navigate requirements and
activities, which may be especially important for complex programs like TANF.

The Monroe County approach: To improve attendance, the BIAS-NG team redesigned two
appointment letters, and the County began sending text-message reminders to clients.

The new appointment letters used simpler and friendlier language to highlight key
information and prompt clients to anticipate appointment needs, such as child care
or transportation. (View the original and redesigned letters.)
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Text-message reminders encouraged clients to plan ahead and attend important
meetings and activities.

Strategy #3: Approach staff interactions with clients as a chance for
engagement.

Each meeting or activity presents an opportunity for programs to connect with clients and
personalize important information. Staff can use these moments to interact more
collaboratively, to understand any client questions or concerns in addition to explaining
required steps and benefits.

The Monroe County approach: The BIAS-NG team, in partnership with Monroe staff,
successfully redesigned an internship orientation meeting, improving attendance for the
first week of an internship. As one County staff member explained, in the new orientation,
“We’re not speaking at them, we’re speaking with them.”

The more personalized orientation encouraged clients to share past experiences,
identify challenges they faced, and brainstorm ways to participate in work activities.
The group reviewed specific, common scenarios, such as issues finding child care or
transportation and problems with coworkers or supervisors, and then shared tips,
collectively planning how to succeed when faced with each challenge.

As measured by internship attendance, the new approach proved more effective than the
original one-way presentation focused on general job support and the consequences of
nonattendance.
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